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Prologue

‘Blasphemy!’

Sitting beside the campfire, Toby watched the old druid berate anyone who would listen. His audience was small. The day before a battle, most soldiers had other things on their mind. For Toby, those things included; had he checked all his equipment, had he filled his water skin and was he going to die tomorrow? The latter he came back to over and over again.

‘To use magic without the permission of the Drydra is a sin. Magic, purely for the sake of war, is an abomination!’

The druid went on, providing Toby with a temporary distraction from his worries. After all, the words weren’t for him, but the mages scattered about the camp. Most seemed to be ignoring him, although a few stared worryingly as the druid gave his damning sermon.

‘Spells and incantations. You are no better than Hell-sworn daemon worshippers!’

‘Oh will you shut the fuck up for spirits sake!’ said Brightleaf, throwing a piece of crusty bread at the druid whilst he made a space for himself next to Toby. Brightleaf was the squad mage in Toby’s squad and seemed like a good man. In fact, the whole squad had been welcoming apart from the man called Sharp, who didn’t seem capable of a kind word.

‘How’r’ya holdin’ up, Gaps?’ asked Brightleaf, elbowing Toby lightly. Toby hated the nickname they had given him but apparently that didn’t matter. Someone had made a joke about the gap between his two front teeth and the name had stuck. Tuggs, Toby’s squad sergeant, had assured him it wasn’t malicious; it was just how soldiers worked. Toby had asked where Tuggs had gotten his name, but the sergeant had simply shaken his head, saying would you ask a lady her age? No, of course not. Well, it’s the same asking a soldier how they got their name. If it isn’t obvious, don’t ask.

‘Okay, I guess,’ he said, flashing a smile to hide the sickly feeling in his gut.

‘Good,’ said Brightleaf, returning the smile. ‘You and Tinker, you’ll do just fine. Tuggs will look after you. We all will. I haven’t been a soldier long but, as far as sergeants go, Tuggs is one of the good ones.’ Tinker was the other new recruit in Tuggs’ squad. He was maybe a year or two younger than Toby and his complete opposite, being tall and skinny in contrast to Toby’s squat frame. He had tried to strike up a friendship with the lad, but his timid-ness had made Toby uncomfortable.

‘Does it bother you, the things he is saying?’ asked Toby, nodding his head in the direction of the druid, wanting to change the subject from the impending battle. Every reminder of what was to come the next morning sent his stomach somersaulting like a young girl at the spring festival.

‘A little, I guess,’ answered Brightleaf. ‘They call us mages. I’m no mage. I don’t know a damn thing about magic. I was a healer before the war. I could mend broken bones, heal wounds that had gone sour, that sort of thing. And then the war happened and they sent me off to the Academy in Renois. I spent not even three moons there, learnt a handful of spells, before they dragged us all back and called us mages. Hah!’

Tuggs made his way to where the two of them were sitting, interrupting Toby from goading the mage further and thus keeping him blissfully distracted.

‘Captain should be back soon,’ said Tuggs, holding his hands out to the fire.

It was a warm spring night and Toby guessed he was doing it more for comfort, having done the same thing himself a number of times already. Brightleaf nodded in response and the three of them sat in silence.

‘You boys ate?’ asked the sergeant after a while.

‘I ate some of that stew Hawkit made,’ said Brightleaf, scowling. ‘The lad said he could cook! I’ll have to go find something else later.’ He spat into the fire, as if just talking about it had brought the taste back.

‘That lad says all kinds of shit. I don’t know how Hanno puts up with him,’ laughed Tuggs. He turned to Toby, eyeing him up and down. ‘How about you, kid. You ate?’ Toby shook his head.

‘You’ll feel better if you do,’ said Brightleaf.

‘He’s right,’ added Tuggs.

‘Just don’t eat any of that shit Hawkit has made. That’ll kill you quicker than any Fistie could.’ Brightleaf laughed, slapping him on the back.

Toby felt the colour drain from his face as the thought of dying entered his mind. Fistie was the term Ethylund soldiers used for the Aenean Imperial soldiers. The Empire of the Fist.

Tuggs, seeing Toby’s distress, moved to sit at his opposite side. ‘Listen Gaps, I know how you feel. We all do. We all felt the exact same our first time. It’s never as bad as you fear.’

‘Ten thousand Imperial soldiers trying to kill me isn’t bad?’ asked Toby sickly.

‘No, it’s bad,’ answered Tuggs quickly. ‘Spirits! It’s awful, just not as awful as you think right now.’

‘And it will be seven thousand tops,’ Brightleaf put in, trying and failing to make the new recruit feel better.

‘I hate the night before a battle,’ said Tuggs. ‘You can’t sleep due to that sickly feeling in your stomach. Feel like you need to piss no matter how many times you go. It gets to the battle and all you’ve got to worry about is sticking your sword into the poor bastard across from you before he does the same to you.’

Toby sat listening to Tuggs’ grim assessment. He felt exactly as the sergeant had described it, yet contrary to Tuggs belief, Toby felt a better solution would be to run away from the battle, preferably tonight if possible. After all, it was easy for him to say this. Tuggs was tall and strong, an old farm boy turned soldier who looked just the part. Even his eyes, dark brown like oak, had a warrior’s look about them. He was worried the squad leader would continue his attempts at settling him, so was thankful when another man moved to join them.

‘Father Boh!’ said Tuggs happily, standing up to greet the old man who had joined them. This man was also a druid, wearing the traditional long brown robes of the holy order.

‘Tuggs, my lad, it’s good to see you,’ beamed the old druid, embracing the sergeant.

‘I thought that was you for a moment.’ Tuggs laughed, motioning in the direction of the other druid, who had momentarily stopped his preaching to take a drink.

‘Father Toros? No! He’s twice as ugly and not half drunk enough to be mistaken for me.’ The old druid smiled a mischievous smile and then offered Tuggs a water skin. ‘Speaking of drunk, it’s wine. Snatched it from the General’s tent.’

Tuggs seemed to hesitate when another soldier, Private Lash, swooped in and snatched the skin from the druid’s hand.

‘Too slow,’ Lash said, taking a gulp of the wine.

‘Lash, you young rascal, you keeping out of trouble?’ asked the druid.

‘Trying to, Father,’ said Lash, feigning honesty.

‘He got three lashes last month for leaving the camp and visiting certain camp ladies,’ put in Tuggs, earning a snarl from Lash. However, after another swig of wine, he handed the wine skin over to his sergeant. Again, Tuggs hesitated before taking the skin and drinking quickly. ‘Do as I say and not as I do,’ Tuggs said to Toby with a wink. The new recruits had been told drinking the night before a battle was strictly forbidden.

The talking continued and it was clear to Toby his squad mates were very fond of the old druid. Even Brightleaf, who had been on the receiving end of a scolding from the man’s brethren, seemed to like him. Toby did too. He reminded him of his grandfather, who would always slip him sweet berries and had an abundance of dirty jokes.

Father Boh leaned over, offering the wine skin to Brightleaf. The mage laughed, shaking his head. ‘I don’t think you want to do that, Father,’ he said.

The druid looked confused when Tuggs added, ‘Brightleaf is our squad mage.’

The druid’s laughter shocked them all. ‘Don’t be silly, lad. Drink, drink.’ He tossed the skin into Brightleaf’s lap before motioning in the direction of Father Toros. ‘Some of my order believes it is their moral duty to defend the Drydra’s holy right over all magic. But who are we to say what the Spirits want? It’s not like they ever talk to us. My job, as I see it, is to uphold the old traditions and ensure my people honour the spirits of the land. Outside of that, I don’t care.’

Satisfied, Brightleaf raised the wineskin, toasting the druid before drinking.

‘Besides, we’d be fucked without you on that battlefield. Especially against the Fisties,’ added the druid. They all murmured their agreement.

‘Will you fight with us tomorrow, Father?’ asked Lash.

‘I won’t lads,’ said Father Boh, and his voice took on a very grave tone. ‘I don’t mind a tussle up north with you boys against the Nords, but this is Aenean Imperial soldiers we are talking about here. It’s going to need young, strong lads like you boys to push them back. Not an old fart like me.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ argued Tuggs, turning to Toby as if he was the jury at some village hall trial. ‘I remember around five years ago we got into a fight with some raiders from the Cold Sea. Tough, big bastards. They were pushing us back when Father Boh charged their centre, his sword aflame.’

‘Now, now. I can’t take credit for that,’ laughed the druid, his hands held out in front of him as he fought off the admiring looks from those around the fire. More soldiers had joined now, listening quietly to the conversation. Toby recognised only a few. Sharp, who had the features of a hunting bird, sat directly across the fire, sharpening his knives with a whetstone. Next to him were Shoots and Danza, also in his squad. Shoots cradled a giant crossbow like a baby and Toby wondered idly how she could even load the thing, never mind fire it. Tinker had quietly made his way to the fire and sat separate from the pack. The only other one he recognised was Mane, a squad mage from another squad.

‘He’s being modest,’ said Tuggs.

‘I’m not. I pray to the Drydra for strength and sometimes they listen and sometimes they don’t. On that occasion, they listened. Anyway, who needs worn down old drunks like me when you have Harold Hadrin on your side?’ Toby became aware of a cheer rising from the centre of the large army camp. It grew louder, like a storm getting closer. ‘Speaking of Harold,’ laughed Father Boh.

Toby stood, as did the rest of those around the fire. He followed the source of the loud cheers and saw the target of their admiration. It was Him. It was Harold Hadrin.

Harold Hadrin, the legendary warrior, the greatest swordsman in the entire world, the war marshal of Ethylund. He walked with the grace of a dancer, the light of the many campfires flickering on his long black hair and dark beard. He looked in Toby’s direction and waved. Then he was gone.

‘Did you see it? He waved at me! Harold Hadrin waved at me!’ Toby couldn’t keep the sheer joy from his face.

‘Aye, I seen it,’ answered Tuggs. Then the sergeant turned back to the fire. ‘If Harold is out of the General’s tent, then that means the Captain will be back shortly, so let’s make ourselves look smart aye?’

The soldiers round the fire shifted around into their respective squads. Toby stood there like the fifth leg on a square table, still so happy with Harold acknowledging him to focus on anything else. At a near-by fire, a soldier Toby had learnt was named Grunt had started a song about Harold facing down a bear, and other soldiers hummed along. Beside him, Tuggs took stock of his squad. Father Boh made to move off.

‘Will you pray for us Father?’ asked Lash as he was leaving.

‘I will pray to Tumbar for resilience and Woren for strength,’ said the druid over his shoulder.

‘Don’t forget Tob and the hope of clean women for when we return.’ Lash laughed.

‘The Bear and the Pig is not enough for you lad?! Fight well boys,’ said the druid before picking up Grunt’s tune and waddling off to be swallowed by the camp.

‘Is everyone here? Shoots, where is Doris?’ Sergeant Tuggs asked.

‘Here, Sarge,’ said Doris from behind, causing both Toby and Tuggs to jump.

‘Don’t sneak up on me like that!’

‘Sorry, Sarge.’ The giant soldier laughed as he made his way next to Shoots. He settled in next to her, putting a massive, dark arm around the much smaller woman.

A whistle pierced the lull around the camp. ‘Squads form up,’ came the booming voice of Lieutenant Mags from nearby. Instantly everyone was on their feet, heading over to the captain's tent at the centre of their camp. Grunt’s song died instantly and within a few moments almost one hundred soldiers were crowded outside the tent, the huge figure of the lieutenant at the entrance. He held open the flap as Captain Roma emerged. She might have been pretty once, even beautiful, thought Toby, but years of soldiering had taken its toll. Her face was crisscrossed with scars, her expression a constant scowl. It had gained her some unfortunate names amongst some of the men, but none dared say it in more than a hushed whisper.

‘Where is Private Mane?’ she demanded, looking around.

‘Off doing what he does before every battle. Shitting his guts out,’ answered Lash. The company laughed. Everyone but the captain and her lieutenant. Toby looked around, wondering when the little mage had snuck off.

‘Probably off praying to his filthy foreign gods,’ said Sharp bitterly.

‘Oh, put a boot in it Sharp,’ retorted Shoots. ‘Mane’s village is about two towns over from yours.’

‘We don’t look like that in my village.’

‘Who in Hell would want to look like you Sharp?’ asked Lash.

‘Right. Private Brightleaf, some light please,’ interrupted Roma, turning towards Sergeant Tuggs and his squad.

‘Yes, Captain,’ replied the squad mage, stepping out from behind Tuggs and moving alongside the captain. His mouth moved, silently whispering words of power, and a dull light built up in the palm of his hand. The light grew, growing brighter until it illuminated the whole company. A disapproving murmur spread throughout the soldiers. Having mages in the army was still new to them and most took the words of the druids as law.

‘Okay, lads,’ Roma shouted. ‘It’s the same dance as Peppin Farm. 2nd regiment is taking the right flank and 10th, 11th and 12th companies are at the front line.’ Groans broke out amongst some of the squads, but these were soon silenced with looks from the imposing Lieutenant Mags. ‘It’s what you get paid for dammit,’ she snapped abruptly. She looked at several of the soldiers, daring them to complain further. They never did.  

‘We will form our lines at the base of the hills about a mile north of our position. It’s the same as last time; holding maneuvers. Keep the bastards busy and let Harold and the Mages do what they do.’

‘Squad mages, your job is to distract and support the line. Plug any holes with whatever nastiness you can come up with. Apart from that I just want the bastards as uncomfortable as possible. Blind them, curse them, disorientate, anything that might slow them down until the tier-one mages get to work or Harold breaks their centre.’

Toby had asked what the different tiers of mages meant and from what he could understand of it; they had been broken into three tiers, with tier-one and two being the strongest. They would be placed on the battlefield in a position they could cause the most damage, like artillery. Tier-three were mages like Brightleaf and Mane, who were placed in the squads to do what they could with their limited magical ability.

‘That shouldn’t take long, aye, lads?’ asked Lash, pumping a fist into the air. The company cheered.

‘That’s all. It’s that simple. Hold them and don’t die until better men than us do the real work. Now get some rest,’ said Roma, then she was gone. Toby stood there dumbly. No good luck? No rousing speeches?

Sergeant Tuggs’ squad returned to their fire. There were eight bells until dawn; but Toby doubted he’d sleep half of that. He sat down next to his bedroll, watching as the rest of the squad settled down for the night. Private Sharp went back to caring for his knives, seemingly satisfied with two of them and beginning work on a third. Doris unfastened his bedroll alongside Shoots, who was already wrapped up in hers, head resting in her hands and staring up at the stars. Tinker sat in front of the fire gazing into the flames. Tuggs had returned with two bowls of the same broth Brightleaf had warned them off earlier. The giant woman, Tuggs’ corporal, Danza, was fast asleep.

Tuggs handed one of the bowls to Toby. ‘Brightleaf was right, it tastes like feet. But at this time I’m afraid there is not much left that’s warm. And you will feel better once you’ve eaten something, trust me.’

Toby thanked his sergeant and did his best to eat the stew. The fact it was warm was about the only good thing you could say about it. Silently, he cursed Private Hawkit - whoever he was - as he swallowed a slimy piece of what he hoped was meat.

‘The Aeneans underestimated us, y’know,’ said Tuggs suddenly. Toby looked sideways at his sergeant to find him staring into the fire, his eyes seeming distant and far away.  ‘They saw us as a small kingdom on the edge of the world, another land to add to their empire. But they underestimated our love for this land. They underestimated our pride and our strength. And they underestimated Harold.’ Tuggs turned to face Toby, the fire’s reflection in his fierce eyes.

‘And that’s why we are going to beat them tomorrow. We spanked them at Peppin’s Farm and we will spank them tomorrow. You can believe that.’ Tuggs said it with such assurance that for a moment, Toby did. ‘Get some sleep lad. Tomorrow, we will make soldiers out of the both of you.’ Tuggs rustled Tinker’s hair to let him know he was the other recipient of his promise.

Toby made ready his bed roll and was about to try to get some sleep when Private Mane stumbled through their camp. He was holding his stomach and sweat drenched his face.

‘Happy shitting?’ asked Sharp with a smirk.

‘You missed the briefing,’ said Tuggs.

‘Well, what’s the news?’ asked Mane.

‘Right flank, front line’ answered Shoots, propping herself up on an elbow.

The groan that came from Private Mane echoed Toby’s thoughts exactly.

*

Far above the corpse strewn battlefield a bird circled, far too big to be a hawk but resembling one, nonetheless. Even from this height the bird could hear the groans of the dying, and with its unmatched eyesight could witness plainly the terrible cost of Man’s war. It scanned the battlefield, searching not with its keen eyes but this time its spirit, sending out its astral senses like waves on a shore. It found nothing and let out a satisfied screech into the wind. Had the man the creature was searching for perished, the bird would have sensed that too, but it was better to be certain.

The bird felt a slight tug coming from the east. It focused its senses in that direction and, after a moment, felt a stronger pull, confirming its suspicions. With another screech, this one triumphant, it whirled its flight, heading east.


Chapter 1

Sergeant Tuggs prayed for nightfall. His lungs burnt like he had swallowed a piece of coal, his legs were cramping, and his knees had given out beneath him more than once. The right side of his chest where the sword had struck him throbbed with such blinding pain that his jaw was sore from tensing through it. His chain mail had saved him, but he was sure several ribs were broken. His right arm clutched at his side whilst he held his sword in his left. He thought he could hear his pursuers in the distance, but it could have been the sound of his own heart thudding in his chest. He leaned against the trunk of a tree, trying desperately to catch his breath. His energy was almost spent; he was saving the last of it to go down fighting.

The battle had been a disaster. They had fought ferociously on the right flank, giving no ground for what seemed like an eternity. Captain Roma as always had been at the front, fighting with sword and shield and killing with deadly efficiency. Next to her had been the colossal Lieutenant Mags, his massive axe severing heads and limbs with each stroke. With them as the centrepiece, 11th Company stood unmoving in the face of the enemy. Sergeant Tuggs and his squad had fought at the captain’s right, his sword being swung with the competence of a career soldier of ten years and the strength of a man over six foot who’d spent his early years working a farm.

Great streams of multi-coloured fire arched over the soldier’s heads, casting abnormal light over the combatants. Forks of lightning crashed into the Aenean ranks as the Ethyl war-mages looked to equal the field, cancelling the Imperial’s superior training and discipline with unnatural magic, striking fear equally into both sides.

Corporal Danza had taken Tuggs right, buckler shield strapped to one arm and a hand axe in the other. Doris stood over Shoots as she reloaded her crossbow, firing bolt after bolt into the foe, with Doris dispatching anyone foolish enough to get within range.

Private Sharp killed ruthlessly without remorse, his knives getting him in close, his hands painted red with gore. Private Tinker, lacking the skill of the rest of the squad, had still made up for it with frenzied sword swinging born from fear.

Lash stood close by the new recruit, watching his back. Brightleaf had been doing as he had been told, hanging back and causing mayhem, sending bright flashes of light or making loud explosions that caused distraction more than damage.

And Gaps… Spirits, Gaps, I’m sorry. His squad were doing him proud, like he knew they would, and the company hadn’t looked like breaking.

The retreat had been sounded from behind them on the hill. The companies on their left and right flanks had turned and fled without even the decency of a fighting retreat. Abruptly, the arcs of fire and flashes of lightning had stopped. The enemy had surged forward, encircling 11th Company before they had a chance to follow. There was no way out. Tuggs had called his squad to him with the intention of rallying around Captain Roma.

Suddenly to his right a massive hole was blown into the enemy ranks, magical fire causing dozens of the foe to be flung off their feet. Seeing the breach, Captain Roma had charged into it, Mags at her back and Sergeant Tuggs and his squad following behind. Mane, a mage from another squad, had been sprawled on his hands and knees and Tuggs recalled hoisting him to his feet and pulling him along for a time. The rest had been a blur as they had somehow fought their way clear through the enemy’s rear and fled into the forest behind enemy lines.

There had been a pursuit and Sergeant Tuggs had turned off from his squad, the enemy close on his heels. He had been running since.

The sky was darkening. Another hour and it would be complete darkness. His pursuers would need to give up the chase if they hadn’t already. Then the rest of his problems would need to be addressed. He was alone, cut off from his army behind enemy lines and a hundred miles from home. Find your squad, then worry about the rest, he decided.

He had slid down the tree whilst catching his breath, sitting on his heels. Forcing himself up was a colossal effort and he stood for a moment, making sure his legs were not going to cramp again before moving on. He turned around, back in the direction he had come, hoping if anyone had given chase that they too had decided to turn and head home. If they hadn’t, well I’m done with running.

Night came quickly and with it the forest seemed to come alive. At first every sound was a threat to the sergeant. The rustling of leaves was an enemy in the bush, every shadow a hiding place for assailants. But as he continued moving the fear started to fade and a numbness washed over him. The night sky was cloudless, and the moonlight bathed the forest in an ethereal glow.

Nighttime belonged to the Drydra, the druids said, the god-like spirits becoming more powerful by the light of the moon. There were forests and valleys many Ethyl wouldn’t dare tread under the light of the moon, and even the bravest would seek a blessing from the druids before making such a journey. Tuggs had no choice, and sent his own prayer to the Twin Sisters of Twilight, hoping that blessing would be enough. Fatigue left no place for fear inside of him and he found a place of calm within himself. For a few moments at least.

The sound of hushed voices sent fear flooding back into him. He crouched low, sword at the ready to fight for his life. The forest carried the voices, making it difficult for him to pinpoint where they were coming from. He moved into the shadow of a large tree, forcing himself to steady his breathing so he could hear what was being said.

‘You sure someone is here? I can’t hear anything,’ whispered a voice.

‘Sure, and they’re close too.’

The sound of twigs snapping under foot told Tuggs they were getting closer. The wind had stopped and Tuggs cursed the stillness of the leaves. He moved his right hand from his injured ribs and held his sword two handed, preparing to charge.

‘What if it isn’t one of ours?’ said the first voice, sounding nervous.

‘Why would one of them be out here alone in the middle of the night?’ answered the second. He hoped there were only two of them. They were speaking Old Imperial, but that didn’t reassure him much. Every kingdom in the west spoke the Old Imperial tongue. Perhaps if they were speaking louder, he could make out their accents, but the blood pumping in his ears made it hard to hear anything.

‘I don’t know Mane. I think if someone was out here, we would have heard them by now.’ Mane? thought Tuggs. Private Mane!

‘11th Company?’ asked Tuggs, stepping out from the shadow of the tree. He had his sword ready to strike if he didn’t like their answer.

There were only two of them, the short, chubby figure of Private Mane and another soldier whose name he didn’t know from one of the other squads. The two jumped as he revealed himself, the soldier thrusting out his spear in front of him. Mane was without a weapon as most mages normally were.

‘Sergeant Tuggs, is that you?’ asked Mane, pushing the point of the soldier’s spear down as he recognised the sergeant. The three of them relaxed. Tuggs sheathed his sword and let out a sigh of relief. He looked over the two soldiers in front of them. Dirty, frightened and tired, but they were alive. Most likely a mirror image of how he himself looked.

‘Just the two of you or did more of us make it?’ Tuggs asked Mane.

‘Half the company made it out Sergeant. The captain’s got us cooped up not far from here,’ answered Mane, turning and leading the way. Tuggs turned to the other soldier.

‘Any water left Private? My mouth’s as dry as a beggar’s sandal’

‘Private Sums sir,’ he said, handing him a half empty water skin. Tuggs’ had been lost during his flight. He’d get a flogging for that when he got back home unless he was able to replace it soon. Three lashes most likely.  A worry for another time.

‘Thank you,’ he said, handing the water back. ‘Manage to find any of my squad?’ he asked, hoping they were with the rest of the company.

‘Not sure, sir. I was drafted just before the battle. Don’t know who’s who,’ answered Sums.

‘Yeah, they’re there, Sergeant. One of the first groups we found,’ answered Mane over his shoulder.

‘Any casualties?’ pressed Tuggs.

‘Have to see when we get there, I’m afraid. I don’t know.’

The rest of the short walk was made in silence. About half a mile from where they had found Tuggs they stepped into a small clearing of trees and found 11th Company, or at least what was left of them.

All of the soldiers carried some kind of wound. Some had merely bumps and bruises; others carried wounds they wouldn’t recover from. Tuggs noticed that most of the soldiers were tending their own wounds.

‘No healers?’ asked Tuggs, turning to Mane. ‘Where’s Winks?’

‘Didn’t make it,’ he said sadly. Across the clearing, leaning on a fallen tree, Sergeant Hanno let out a groan, clutching a wound at his side that would have looked a lot similar to the one Tuggs would have gotten had his chainmail not saved him.

‘Private Brightleaf,’ he said, looking around for his own squad. ‘He knows healing. He might be able to save some of these poor bastards.’ His squad sat huddled together on the far side of the clearing and hadn’t noticed him. Brightleaf wasn’t amongst them. He looked to Mane, who nodded in the other direction. He looked, finding Brightleaf lying on his back, a deep wound on his hip. Tuggs didn’t know much about healing, but knew you couldn’t get much done with a wound like that in your side.

‘I’ll tell the captain you’re here Sergeant. You go let your squad know you’re alive.’ He moved off, letting Tuggs go to his squad. Shoots was the first to notice him.

‘Hey! You made it. We thought we had lost you for sure back there Sarge.’ The rest of his squad turned to welcome him. Doris stood up, patting him on the shoulder. Danza greeted him with a nod,  and even Sharp managed a friendly grimace. He sat himself down slowly, wincing as the pain in his side flared up again. Private Tinker didn’t move, but Tuggs was just happy he’d made it. The shocked expression on Gaps’ face flashed in Tuggs mind’s eye. Dammit, Gaps, I told you to stay—

‘Nice of you to join the party, Tuggs,’ said Lash, re-joining the squad after emptying his bladder.

By some miracle, most of his squad had survived the battle. Shoots had a cut on her face that had been poorly stitched by someone. Lash had wrapped a makeshift bandage around his knee. Doris looked like he’d been kicked in the face by a mule, his nose wickedly curving to one side. Tinker looked unscathed, other than the terror in his eyes. Sharp was so covered in other people’s blood that Tuggs couldn’t tell if he carried any of his own wounds. Only Brightleaf from his squad was badly hurt amongst the living.

Captain Roma strode over to Tuggs and his crew, the giant Lieutenant Mags at her side as always. A shallow wound had slipped between his armour and gashed his shoulder. On the captain no wounds were visible.

‘Sergeant Tuggs,’ said the captain addressing him as she stood over him. He stood and saluted her, right fist to chest. ‘None of that Sergeant we are behind enemy lines.’ He straightened, cursing himself for being so foolish. Saluting an officer in a war zone just let the enemy know who to kill first.

‘You lost your squad.’ It was a statement that seemed to demand an answer. Before he could speak Lash spoke up.

‘We’d have been done for if he hadn’t led them off. Especially with Doris carrying Brightleaf and my knee being how it was.’

‘I wasn’t speaking to you soldier,’ she said coldly, not taking her eyes off of Tuggs.

Lash retreated, sitting down next to Shoots some feet away.

‘I did, Captain,’ answered Tuggs eventually.

‘And yet your squad was the only one that made it out of there wholly unscathed.’ Tuggs wasn’t sure, but it sounded almost like praise.

‘I lost a kid, Gaps,’ said Tuggs, unable to keep the emotion out of his voice and the memory of that damned shocked expression the recruit had had whilst his entrails fell out from his mind.

‘I’ve lost fifty soldiers, Sergeant.’ Tuggs said nothing, seeing the captain’s point.

‘I’m grouping the soldiers we have left together into new squads. Seems yours is largely intact, no need to change much there. I’m also having Private Sums and Hawkit join your squad. Once the other squads have been made up, I’ll be addressing the company about what happens next. In the meantime, have everyone as ready as possible to move out. Understood, Sergeant?’

‘Yes, Captain,’ he answered.

She nodded and moved off, Mags her shadow. He thought it strange how she could stay so in control. Lost, cut off and with very little chance of survival, she seemed as cool as if it were a training mission. It paid to have a cool head in these situations, and he admired her calmness.

Who’d want to be captain? he thought grimly as he turned to his squad.

He spent the next few moments making sure the rest of his squad weren’t carrying any other injury. Lash had had something heavy crash against his knee. Although painful, he assured Tuggs he could manage. Doris had been head butted but promised the man responsible was face down dead in the mud somewhere. Shoots had no other injuries other than the cut on her cheek. When Tuggs asked Tinker if he was carrying any wounds, he shook his head without looking up. Shock, thought Tuggs. Common after a battle, especially after a shit-show like that. He made a note to talk to the lad alone once they got moving.

Once satisfied that the main body of his squad was in decent shape, he moved over to see Brightleaf. From his colour, he could see the squad mage had lost a lot of blood. Sweat was glistening on his brow and the pain was written clear as day on his face. When the mage saw his sergeant, he forced a grin.

‘You made it,’ he said, extending his hand out a little for Tuggs to take. Tuggs knelt beside him. ‘Whole squad made it out. Gang of lucky bastards aren’t we. Well almost,’ he finished, pointing with his chin towards the wound at his side.

‘It’s just a flesh wound. An hour's rest and you’ll be on your feet,’ said Tuggs, not wanting to distress his mage with the news of Gaps. He would know soon enough.

‘Afraid not, Sarge. Private Mane had a look when we got back. The hip bone is shattered. I won’t be walking anywhere any time soon.’

‘Can’t Mane heal you?’

‘Says he’s useless at healing. Worst thing is I could heal the bastard thing myself easy enough. Big broken bones are easy; it’s the little ones that are tough like in the hand. Cruel irony that us healers can’t work healing on ourselves.’ He let out a dry laugh lined with pain.

‘We will make a stretcher out of something, you just hang in there, Private, you hear me?’ said Tuggs, patting the back of the mage’s hand. Brightleaf nodded as the sergeant moved off.

Captain Roma stood at the centre of the clearing and called the company to her, the moonlight illuminating her as the survivors of the 2nd regiment, 11th company gathered around. Tuggs studied the soldiers of the other squads and realised how fortunate his squad had been. Some of the faces bore the same shock Tinker did. Others looked terrified, like they were about to break down in tears and run.

His eyes locked with Private Tris, her beautiful face covered in blood. She nodded tightly to let him know she was okay, and the pair shared a smile, the type exchanged at a family member’s funeral. When she noticed him clutching at his side, she shot him a worried glance, but he shook his head, shrugging off the fuss. Save it for some of these other poor bastards, he thought grimly.

There were other badly wounded amongst them, although none quite as bad as Brightleaf and Sergeant Hanno. The wounded bore the pain on their faces, it being too great to mask. The rest just looked angry, although at whom they were directing it at Tuggs was unsure. Even Lieutenant Mags was looking more grim-faced than usual. Only Captain Roma seemed unfazed.

‘Okay, here is the situation,’ she said, raising her voice just enough that it carried to everyone. ‘As you should all have worked out by now, someone fucked up and the battle didn’t go to plan. Of the eighty-nine soldiers we had at the start of today, forty-one made it. Some of you may have lost friends, but grieving will need to wait. We are a long way from home.’

Cries went up from the company. What do we do? How did this happen? Had anybody seen… Captain Roma endured them silently, waiting.

‘So, we just lay low right?’ asked a frightened soldier. ‘We wait for the Imperials to push on and then just go home.’

‘That’s not possible,’ replied Roma. ‘Hanno and his squad tried just that. The Imperials have left a five hundred strong rear guard and have their auxiliary cav’ sweeping the tree line.’

‘We can head south,’ added Peggar, a new recruit. ‘Use the South Road and turn off before Renois.’

‘The South Road is the most direct route from here to Aenea. It’ll be swarming with Imperials supplying the invasion,’ said Roma through gritted teeth. ‘We can’t just turn around and march home. There is an army between us, the same one that just kicked our arses. And we can’t go south. That means we have to go north... and east, into Epathia.’

As she finished speaking the clearing erupted in disapproving groans and outraged cries. Soldiers shook their heads in disbelief and even Tuggs was questioning what he had just heard.

'Epathia? You want to take us deeper into enemy territory?’ risked a brave soldier, saying what they had all been thinking.

‘Watch that tone soldier,’ said the captain, turning her icy cold stare on the private. But the same incredulous look was on the faces of the entire company barring Lieutenant Mags. ‘We don’t have a choice. If we stay here, they’ll come for us. We try to break through their lines, some of us might make it, most won’t. The South Road will be full of enemy troops by the time we make it there resupplying the invasion. The only place we have even half a chance is east, where they won’t be looking for us.’

None of the soldiers looked convinced by the captain’s words. Tuggs had heard what she had said and could see the logic in it, but moving deeper into an enemy controlled country seemed like madness. Or suicide, he thought gravely.

A young soldier raised his hand, someone Tuggs hadn’t seen before. The captain nodded for him to speak, although it was obvious her patience was hanging by a thread.

‘What happens if they have mages who can track us? I heard mages can do that!’ he asked, looking at Mane suspiciously.

‘Imperial’s don’t use mages so…’ a squeak from Mane interrupted the captain. She turned to him, as did the rest of the company. He wilted under their stare, sweat glistening on his dark brow.

‘Sorry Captain,’ he croaked, trying to clear his throat. ‘I don’t think that is entirely true. I know it is highly unusual for Imperials to use magic-users of any kind but, when I was searching for the rest of the company, I couldn’t help but get the feeling there were others looking, using similar means.’

‘Could it not be another one of our mages?’ asked Mags hopefully.

‘Whoever it was had a more malevolent aura about them,’ answered Mane, swallowing hard. Roma and Mags shared a grim look. Tuggs shared their unease. He had seen first had the devastation the Ethyl mages had caused in the Aenean’s ranks. The thought of the Aeneans using mages of their own, coupled with their unmatched soldiery, was a distressing thought.

Another soldier raised his hand timidly, asking permission to speak.

‘Does this look like a Village Council meeting? What is it dammit?’ snapped the captain.

‘We don’t know the land, Captain. If we go north and east, we could walk straight into their hands. What then?’

‘We kill the bastards. Or we die trying. That’s your job. You all took the king’s coin; all signed your papers? Yeah, I thought so. The enemy knows as much about these lands as we do. They hadn’t conquered Epathia three weeks before they marched through to us. So, we go east and we be careful. We stay hidden and we stay quiet; that means no battle songs, Grunt.  We avoid them where we can and kill them where we can't. This is not up for discussion.’

Tuggs watched her carefully, trying to discern what she was thinking. He could understand the captain’s reasoning. It was a perilous and complex situation the company was in. But rather than try to solve it, Tuggs decided to simplify the situation. Roma was his captain and as a sergeant he would follow her orders.

As if sensing she hadn’t quite convinced the rest of the company, she spoke again. ‘I can see by the look on your faces you aren’t convinced. Some of you doubt my judgement. That’s okay. As long as you obey my commands you can doubt every single word I say. As long as you jump when I say jump you can doubt me when I say I need to squat to take a piss. I don’t give a damn you hear? But if any of you are planning on not following orders you make yourselves known to me now and I will happily rid your bodies of your witless heads and spit on you for insubordination.’

The clearing went stone quiet. No one moved, other than the colossal Mags who hefted his giant double headed axe as if to hammer the message home. No more hands were raised and the looks of doubt in the company had been replaced with grim resignation. That’s done the trick.

‘Okay,’ said the captain at last, her calm restored. ‘I’ve rearranged you into four squads. Leading will be Sergeants Marsten, Tuggs, Hame, and Corporal Pimms will be acting sergeant whilst Hanno is injured. Sergeants I want your squads ready to move out at dawn, try and get some rest until then. Mane, you’re with me.’ Tuggs watched the little mage tense as the captain said his name, pitying the man as he scurried after Roma.

As the company moved off, arranging themselves into their new squads and settling down for the night, Lieutenant Mags moved into the centre of the clearing.

‘Not you three,’ he said, addressing the three privates who had asked questions. ‘You three are on watch.’ Something told Tuggs the rest of the company would keep their concerns to themselves in future.


Chapter 2

Every step the company took led them further away from home, a thought prevalent in the mind of every soldier as they moved in the wake of the indomitable Captain Roma. It was a strange sensation, being so desperate for home and yet marching the other way. Like pulling a cart uphill, every damned step in the opposite direction makes the cart heavier. But Tuggs was a farm boy, used to pulling carts. His men around him seemed less determined, dragging their feet like they were walking through a muddy bog. Every few moments Tuggs would notice someone looking longingly over their shoulder, as if they could see home from here if they just looked hard enough.

Sergeant Tuggs cast a quick gaze over his ragtag crew. Lash limped along, talking quietly to Sharp, who had managed to wipe most of the blood off of himself and so looked more man and less like a blood-soaked daemon. Corporal Danza strolled purposefully at the head of his squad, his second-in-command doing a good job at keeping up with the gruelling pace set by Captain Roma up ahead. Behind him was Shoots and Doris shuffling along as quickly as possible, with his squad mage Brightleaf laying in a makeshift stretcher between them. His face looked deathly pale, but to the mages credit he hardly made a sound through the pain. Bringing up the rear was Private Tinker, a faraway look in his eye, and his new members Sums and Hawkit.

Tuggs let the rest of his squad overtake him, falling in beside Tinker. Shock was normal for a new recruit after a battle and usually with a little time and a good meal, they came out of it. Unfortunately, travelling deeper into enemy territory, time was something they didn’t have.

'Private?' said Tuggs. A flicker of movement around Tinker’s eyes and mouth showed he had heard. 'You eaten yet soldier?’ It was a stupid question Tuggs realised. Where would he have gotten food? 'What about water? You been drinking plenty of water? Really important on a long march.' A tiny nod, then the private lifted his water skin and took a quick swig of water.

Sergeant Tuggs gave a small sigh that was part relief and part frustration. The private wasn’t totally broken in the head. Someone’s home, they just weren’t answering the door. With another sigh, this one in resignation, Tuggs patted the recruit on the shoulder and made to catch up with Danza, hoping to get her opinion on the lad.

‘I think the candles burned out in our new recruit,’ Tuggs said as he moved up alongside Danza. She didn’t turn to face him, her eyes instead scanning their surroundings. The forest was thinning out, growing less dense as they moved east.

‘Gaps?’ asked Danza. Tuggs winced, fighting against the image forming in his head.

‘No Tinker. Think he’s got the battle shock bad.’

‘Private Tinker is only half of your problem Sarge,’ replied Danza. She turned to face him, her face set in that seemingly unchanging sombre look. ‘I’ve been catching bits and pieces of Sharp and Lash’s conversation and it’s of the mutinous kind. They aren’t very happy in the direction we’re going.’

‘Shit,’ said Tuggs with a sigh. ‘I don’t think anyone is happy about one drop of this mess, but they wouldn’t dream of it, surely.’ He looked to her for reassurance and received the same blank face as usual. With a final curse he turned back the way he had come.

Lash and Sharp were in a quiet, heated conversation, both emphasising their points with shakes of the head and fierce hand gesturing. Clearing his throat, Tuggs interrupted the pair, motioning Lash off to one side. The look Sharp shot his way before moving on wasn’t pleasant.

‘What was that all about?’ asked the sergeant.

‘Not going to lie to you Tuggs, he wasn’t happy,’ said Lash. Lash and Tuggs went back years, serving together in the Northern Guard long before this war started. He knew he could trust him for the truth. ‘And he ain’t the only one. The whole company thinks this is madness. We’re going the wrong way.’

‘Will you keep your voice down,’ hissed Tuggs. ‘If Mags catches you saying something like that, he’ll cut off your balls and have you carrying them in your pocket.’

‘Come on, Sarge. You know this isn’t right,’ continued Lash. ‘We’re walking right into their hands. We live that way.’ He pointed back west, the way they had come.

Tuggs looked ahead to where Roma and Mags were leading the march. The giant lieutenant, as if on cue, turned around to study the company’s march. For a moment, his eyes rested on the pair before turning and catching up to his captain. Tuggs let out a breath of air he didn’t know he was holding.

‘Mane says we’re being tracked,’ argued Tuggs.

‘He’s a mage. We trusting mages now? You’ve heard what the druids are saying about them.’

‘Since when do you listen to druids?’ Tuggs laughed, but for once Lash’s face remained serious.

‘We’re going to confront them tonight. Y’know? Make the Captain see sense.’

‘Stop right there, Private. This is bordering on mutiny. I’m going to have a hard enough time trying to convince everyone else everything is fine. I need you on my side.’

‘Even if it means us getting killed out here?’ said Lash defensively.

‘We would have been dead already if it wasn’t for those two slashing a way out of there for us to follow. We’ve got to trust she’s got a plan.’

‘She’s got a death wish Tuggs, everyone knows it!’

‘Damn then, Lash, if you can’t trust her, then at least trust me.’ Sergeant Tuggs stared pleadingly at the private, willing his friend to submit.

‘Fine,’ said Lash finally. ‘For you, not for the captain.’ The two walked in companionable silence for a few moments until Lash broke out in laughter.

‘What you finding so funny?’ asked Tuggs.

‘Just picturing me juggling my newly severed balls to distract the company from mutiny.’ The two men broke out in laughter.

‘That might just work,’ said Tuggs. All of a sudden, he had an idea. ‘Lash, when we make camp later speak to Tinker aye. Kids a bit shaken up and I can’t get through to him.’

Lash had a gift of getting a smile out of anyone. He’d even gotten a smirk out of Mags once with a limerick about a man from Renois and frog, although it had landed him cleaning duty the same night.

‘Don’t see if I’ll make any difference, Sarge, but I’ll give it a go,’ said the private.

Tuggs gave his thanks with a pat on the shoulder.

Shoots and Doris waddled passed, the injured Brightleaf laid out between them. The near foot difference in height made the going awkward for the stretcher bearers.

‘Why don’t you give me a go with that thing, Shoots?’ asked Tuggs. He moved to take the poles of the stretcher, which had been made up using a spear with the head broken off and a long branch hacked off a tree, with someone’s rain cloak tied in place between them. Before he could take it, Shoots shrugged him off.

‘That’s fine, Sarge. I got this. Sure you’ve got more important things to do than carry this lazy bastard around all day.’ The squad mage smirked through gritted teeth and Doris let out a chuckle that rumbled like thunder at the front of the stretcher.

‘We’re going to fall too far behind if we let this stretcher slow us down any longer,’ said the sergeant.

‘Only thing slowing us down right now Sarge is you,’ growled Shoots.

‘Let the girl do her job, Sarge,’ said Doris, looking over his massive shoulder. ‘She won’t let you down.’

Tuggs looked down at the small woman, barely over five feet tall, the crossbow by which she claimed her name fastened securely to her back. With a shrug he moved on. Shoots could be as stubborn as a mule and Tuggs didn’t have the energy to argue further.

The company moved on, sombre thoughts creating dark clouds in their mind. As dusk approached the talking petered off as exhaustion claimed each of them until even the quiet conversations held in their own heads seemed too much of a task. One step in front of another was all they could manage. At some point during the day Tuggs had taken the front of the stretcher and Sharp the rear. Every few steps he whispered one curse or another and was forced to note bitterly that Doris and Shoots had managed a better pace despite their obvious disadvantage. They stopped for food once, but what the company could gather together was barely worth chewing for and not long after the company walked on, only slightly less hungry than before.

Throughout the march, despite his best efforts, Tuggs replayed the same moment in his head again and again. Gaps charging in, crying Harold’s name. Tuggs called for him to stay behind him. The private’s shocked look as an Imperial’s sword opened up his stomach. I promised to look after you, Gaps. I’m sorry…

*

They found a road.

To call it a road was being generous. It was barely wide enough for one small wagon and Tuggs suspected that that’s all it was used for. This wasn’t one of the old Imperial roads, laid down in stone three hundred years before and maintained by Imperial masons. This was no more than an old trader’s route; a short cut through a forest connecting two nearby villages. It was used regularly but not heavily. But it had been used recently.

Captain Roma stepped out onto the path and knelt. In front of her was a scuff mark in the path, the barely visible track pressed softly into the muddy earth. Spring showers were common this time of year and it had left the ground moist.

‘Private Kady could track a field mouse back to its home, but she’s dead,’ said Roma addressing the company. ‘Anyone else know anything about tracking?’

‘Hawkit!’ shouted Private Toddy. ‘You’re always telling us, “I can do this, I can do that,” so give the captain a hand.’

‘I didn’t say I was a tracker. Just said my da’ had shown me some things. He could tell you just from that footprint whether it was man or woman, how big he was, where the shoe was from and what he’d had for dinner. He tried to teach me some stuff when I was younger, but I was a lousy student.’

‘Shame your father isn’t here with us then isn’t it Private,’ said the captain looking up from the print to stare at him. The private seemed to wilt under her intense gaze and Tuggs felt a touch of sympathy for his new squad mate.

Hawkit bent down to examine the print. For a short time he squatted over it, scratching his chin and making hmm noises. ‘Yes, it’s definitely a print,’ he said eventually.

Mags cuffed him on the back of the head.

‘I can see it’s a print you fool,’ growled Roma. ‘Who does it belong to? Where is it heading?’

Hawkit winced, then shook his head and returned to study the mark. ‘If I had to guess, it’s a couple of hours old maybe. But it could be more. Sorry, Captain.’ He paused, awaiting the captain’s scrutiny, but when she remained silent, he went on. ‘It’s a good boot, good sole on it, made for walking. They were carrying something, going that way.’ He pointed east.

‘How can you tell?’ interrupted Roma.

‘A good indent where the heel went in. Either that or they’re a big bastard. But honestly captain I’m no good. I’m just trying to remember what me ol’ da’ use to show me but I could be miles off the mark,’ he finished, moving away.

The captain stood, looking in the direction the boot track was pointing, and then turning her head back the way the boot had come. She stood silently for a moment, as if pondering which way to take. The company awaited her decision anxiously. The track had come from the west, closer to home. It seemed to Tuggs as if the whole company appeared to be leaning to one side, as if silently urging the captain to choose west and home. But Tuggs knew which way Roma would choose. He could feel it in the pit of his stomach. He turned around, facing his small squad.

‘This way,’ she decided finally, nodding her head eastward in the direction the boots track was heading.

An audible huff rose from the company. Some even prepared protests, opening their mouths to speak. Anticipating that, Tuggs had turned to face his men and now quickly shot warning glances at Sharp and Lash. Their complaints died in their mouths, Lash’s falling from him like a flag in the dying wind. Sharp’s burned out of him, an intensity in his eyes so fiery it sent a shiver down Tuggs’ spine. Still, he managed to meet his gaze long enough for the private to surrender his discontent for now.

‘Sergeant Hame,’ said the captain, summoning the soldier to her side.

Hame didn’t look like a soldier. Despite the armour strapped to his chest and a sword at his hip, even with the vicious cut that ran from his right ear to the corner of his mouth, he was anything but a soldier. Short, plump and with a constant smile on his face that looked like someone had just told him supper was ready, he resembled more baker than warrior. But at Peppin Farm Tuggs had seen him cut down three men, and if that didn’t make him a soldier, not much else would.

‘Yes, Captain,’ said Hame.

‘Split your squad. I want men two hundred paces behind us and two hundred paces in front, I don’t want us running into any trouble without at least some warning. I want them moving alongside the road but from the cover of the trees if possible.’

Hame moved off and Roma signalled the rest of the sergeants to her, whilst Mags told the company to catch a breather, but only after he’d ordered them off the road and into the trees.

Tuggs didn’t like the idea of leaving his squad, even if it was for just a few moments. Tension was growing amongst the company and he feared it would only get worse. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the likes of Sharp and others were whispering into each other’s ears whilst he was away. Sensing his worry, Corporal Danza met his eye and gave him a curt nod. As if he’d given her an order, she moved to position herself between Sharp and Lash. Instantly Tuggs felt better, moving to join the captain.

‘Okay, here is the situation,’ said Roma as Mags joined her side.

The giant looked tired, sweat dripping into his eyes.

‘I don’t know where we are, or where we are going. I know most of you aren’t happy with the direction we are travelling but it seems to me that the further away from where that battle took place, the safer we will be for the time being. Shit.’ She paused, a scowl crossing her face. ‘I don’t know why I am explaining myself to you.’ She covered her eyes with her hands, a momentary show of weakness. When she removed them, she was back to herself, unreadable and impregnable. ‘What I do know is pretty soon people are going to start getting hungry. I don’t know where that track leads, but he was on foot which means it can’t be far. We follow it and—’

‘Captain!’ interrupted Hame, returning to the company red faced, a mixture of excitement and fear in his expression. ‘Someone’s coming!’

‘Civilian or soldier?’ asked Mags, hefting his axe.

‘Couldn’t tell from the distance, but looks to be about a dozen of them.’

For a short moment Captain Roma hesitated, her eyes scanning their surroundings before exploding into action.

‘Sergeant Hame, run and collect the other half of your squad from behind us and get them back here quickly. Be quiet about it.’ The sergeant nodded and ran off in the opposite direction he had come. ‘Sergeant Tuggs, get your squad off to the right of the road, as far back as needed to find decent cover and wait for my whistle. I want you charging out swords drawn. Sergeant Marsten, you do the same on the left side. Wait for my whistle.’

Danza had moved to Tuggs’ side having heard the news and hearing his orders the corporal had moved off to ready the squad. Tuggs lingered for a moment as the rest of Hames’ squad returned.

‘How long until they’re with us?’ asked the captain.

‘We will have sight of them in a few minutes, I’d imagine, Captain,’ said one of Hames’ squad, Private Ikes. ‘They’re soldiers, Captain. Imperial ones.’ Ikes couldn’t have been more than sixteen summers, yet the boy insisted he was older. Everything he did was done with an air of juvenile excitement, as if they all weren’t fighting for their lives.

‘Catch up with your sergeant behind us, Private. Tell him to set up a position off the road about fifty paces back from our position here. I don’t want them making a run for it, understood?’ The youth gave a salute before running off that the captain didn’t have time to chastise. The remaining half of the squad followed.

‘Corporal Pimms,’ continued Roma, ‘take the wounded and find a clear area away from the action. If we are desperate, your squad can help out. We should have more than enough to deal with a dozen Imperials, but just in case, my signal will be three whistles, understood? I don’t want you charging in here on one whistle. Three.’ She held three fingers in front of his face to hammer home her point. The corporal ran off with his small squad, leading the wounded with him which included Brightleaf.  Hanno also lay on a stretcher and the two were carried off side by side back into the forest.

‘Mags, join Marsten on the left and send me three of his men.’ The giant turned in shock, obviously concerned he wouldn’t be at his captain’s side. It took a moment for Roma to recognise his reluctance. ‘I want them to see me sitting in this road and think easy pickings. If they see you waiting for them, they’ll shit their breeches and run the other way. Now go.’

Before long, the company was in position. The three men Roma had asked for joined her in the middle of the road. She signalled for them to sit down and ordered them to talk amongst themselves. Then she removed her boot and reached into it, as if fishing out some stone that had gotten lodged in there. Tuggs waited off to the side with his company, breath held as he heard the approach of the Aenean soldiers. We’ve been fleeing from these bastards for two days, and what happens? They pop up right in front of us, persistent as flies on a cow’s rear. There were only twelve of them, but their presence here made it likely there were more close by.

The Imperial soldiers came into sight, relaxed yet still in formation, the evening sun glistening off their armour, the Aenean colours of red and gold painted onto their large, rectangular shields. As their gaze fell upon the four soldiers sitting casually in the middle of the road they stopped, shock briefly registering on their faces before their training took over. The leader of the group quickly gave out instructions as he drew his sword and hefted his shield into a fighting stand. Seven of the Imperial soldiers rushed forward, weapons drawn. The remaining two stayed behind and it was only then that Tuggs noticed that there weren’t twelve Imperial soldiers but nine. The other three were prisoners.

As the enemy closed the distance between themselves and Roma, the captain jumped to her feet, drawing her sword as she cast her boot aside. Then she gave a loud whistle using only her lips. Tuggs and his squad burst from their hiding place, covering the distance between where they had been and the path in moments. Mags was already there, his axe cleaving into the leader of the Aenean squad, smashing him to the ground. Roma, wearing only one boot, blocked a sword thrust on her shield and countered, her sword biting through mail and slashing across another Imperial soldier’s stomach. Tuggs noticed that some of Sergeant Marsten’s squad had peeled off to attack the soldiers guarding the prisoners. Tuggs quickly made a motion to Shoots and Doris to join them.

The Imperials tried desperately to close ranks. As a single fighting unit, the Aenean military had managed to conquer half the world, but they weren’t trained for single combat. Tuggs faced off against a single Imperial soldier, battering the Fistie’s large shield with his sword. The Imperial tried to counter with his short stabbing sword, but the weapon was lacking for this kind of combat. Tuggs dodged around a thrust and found an opening, slicing down into the soldier’s thigh. He went down to one knee crying out in agony. With his sword raised for the kill, Tuggs felt a moment of pity for the man, a feeling that only increased when Mags’ huge axe severed his head from behind.

As quick as it had begun it was over. One of the men who had waited in the road with Roma had taken a small cut to the forearm but other than that everyone else was unharmed. All the imperials were dead, Mags killing three of them personally. He wiped the blades of his axe on the trousers of a dead Fistie as he panted to regain his breath. Tuggs had seen the giant fight for hours without a hint of fatigue. He guessed that the constant marching had taken a toll on the big man.

Shoots and Doris re-joined Tuggs’ squad with the prisoners close behind. They were soldiers, Tuggs realised, looking tired but happy to be relieved of their captors. Captain Roma, having retrieved her boot, came to join them.

‘I bet you boys are happy we were taking a stroll this way?’ she said, her tone light for once. One of the prisoners smirked whilst the other two shared a look with one another. They were an odd pair, one squat and plump, the other tall and spindly. The tall one stepped forward, his pointed, rodent like facial features seeming to take in the whole company before settling on Roma.

‘Who is in charge here?’ he asked, nose in the air like he was addressing his lesser. Tuggs got the feeling the man could be a high-ranking officer. From the way he’s holding himself this snooty bastard could be a major, or higher.

‘I am Captain Roma of 11th Company,’ said the captain. The tall man seemed shocked at this and the shorter one gave off a small scoffing sound that he tried to disguise as a cough. Not everyone agreed with women officers, even in this day and age.

‘Sergeant Bracken at your service Captain,’ replied the tall man with a salute. ‘This here is my Corporal, Lewen. You’ll find he’s a good soldier.’

Tuggs felt something brush against the side of his arm and turned to see the third prisoner by his side. He was of average height and build, dark hair and skin with plain features.

Tuggs went to introduce himself when the soldier said, ‘You’re going to wish you’d never saved them two.’

Captain Roma gave out another whistle then ordered the company back into the trees where the wounded had been secreted. The clearing they had found made a perfect spot for camp and Roma decided it was too late in the day to be moving any further. She took the rescued prisoners off for questioning and left Mags to organise a watch as the rest of the camp readied for sleep. Sharp was selected from Tuggs squad for the first round of the watch, to Tuggs’ relief. Maybe now you’ll have less energy to try and talk to people of mutiny. It was a nice thought.

Marsten’s squad returned, having cleared the Fisties’ bodies off the road. The Imperials had carried a small amount of food with them which Marsten handed to Roma. She distributed the meagre rations to the company who quickly swallowed down the few pitiful mouthfuls.

Despite his hunger, Tuggs began to drift off into the kind of sleep that only exhaustion can bring when he heard a quiet laugh escape someone’s mouth. He turned over, spotting Lash and Tinker huddled close together conversing, Tinker obviously amused at something the older soldier had said. I knew I could count on you Lash, thought Tuggs. Tuggs turned to sleep, a rare smile on his face, when he felt a hand tap his shoulder lightly. He twisted round to see the squad mage Mane hovering over him.

‘It’s Brightleaf, Sarge,’ said the mage quietly. ‘He’s dead.’

*

Tuggs woke before dawn and, with the help of Danza, buried Brightleaf. They hadn’t the tools to dig a real grave but had found a ditch to lay the squad mage in and covered him with branches and nearby rocks. Tuggs felt he’d deserved more. Brightleaf had been his squad mage since the beginning of the war and his death sat heavy on the sergeant.

Standing at the head of the makeshift grave, a cold realisation hit him. He didn’t know anything about him, this man he had called friend. Had Brightleaf been married or had children? Tuggs couldn’t recall. This just made the loss all the worse for Tuggs. He strained for the words to come forth, clawing at his mind desperately for them. He felt Danza’s hand rest on his shoulder.

‘He was a good soldier,’ she said simply, squeezing before letting her hand fall and walking away. Tuggs stared at the grave for a moment before deciding those words were enough. They’ll have to be.

By the time he returned to the company they were quietly stirring. Having camped so close to the road, no fires had been allowed and everyone was waking cold and stiff. Tuggs moved to quickly check on his squad. They had all got the news of Brightleaf’s death and the mood was more sombre amongst them then the other squads. They were all one company, but losing someone from your squad seemed to hurt that bit more. Physically most of them were well. Lash still had his knee tightly bandaged but other than that the rest just carried cuts and bruises that come compulsory to being a soldier.

‘Wish we had some wine to toast our fallen comrade,’ said Lash with a grin as Tuggs knelt down next to his squad.

‘When we get home the first ten skin-fulls are on me.’ Tuggs smiled. ‘If we ever get home.’

‘Okay, that just about covers Doris’ thirst.’ Shoots had a finger halfway to the knuckle up her nose. ‘What about the rest of us?’

With a low whistle Captain Roma called the squad leaders to her before Tuggs could respond. Tuggs gave his team a look over before he got up to leave. He was worried about more than their physical condition.

Lash, like himself, was a seasoned soldier, used to the highs and lows of war. Shoots and Doris said they hadn’t been soldiers before the war but whatever they had been through previously had sculpted them for the wear and tear of army life. Tinker, however, wasn’t a soldier. Some people were born for it, and he was the complete opposite of that person.

As for Sharp, he seemed so unbothered by the whole killing side of things it made Tuggs uneasy. The private seemed on the cusp of revolt and Tuggs had no idea what to do with him. As if sensing Tuggs’ worry, Lash placed a hand over his sergeant’s arm.

‘Don’t worry, Tuggs. I’ll look after them.’

Tuggs locked eye with Danza, who was standing over the squad. She gave him a curt nod that told him she would be the one looking after them. That settled Tuggs’ nerves a little. He had failed to have a single substantial conversation with his tall corporal that didn’t involve war but when it came to business she had never failed him. She had a knack for completing orders he hadn’t given her yet and he was hesitant to admit how much he relied on her.

Tuggs joined the other sergeants surrounding Roma away from the rest of the company. She was tired, but no more tired than the rest of them. She went to speak but stopped herself.

‘Where is Lieutenant Mags?’ she asked, searching around sharply.

‘I think he is still sleeping,’ said Corporal Pimms, pointing at the sleeping form of the giant Mags off to the side of the clearing.

Roma looked like someone had struck her across the face, or as if she herself was about to strike someone. Her eyes narrowed and her jaw clenched.

‘Then wake him,’ she growled at the corporal.

He quickly scurried off and bent over the Lieutenant. The others looked away, anywhere but at Mags or Roma, but Tuggs saw out of the corner of his eye the big man stir, then suddenly shoot up-right. It was the type of jump up that Tuggs had used on the farm as a boy. The type that said you had slept past dawn and would need to skip breakfast.

The huge soldiers gaze went to where Roma had been sleeping; his first concern was his captain. He looked around the makeshift camp before finding her with the other sergeants. Quickly he moved to her side, stumbling slightly, as if he had stood up too quickly.

‘Thank you for joining us Lieutenant,’ said the captain, ice in her voice. She turned to look at Mags, and something she saw there seemed to soften her features.

‘Sorry, Captain, it won’t happen again,’ he growled.

Roma stared at him for a long moment before nodding slowly and turning back to her sergeants. She started to speak again when one of the recently rescued prisoners pushed himself between Tuggs and Sergeant Marsten.

‘I’m not sure what this little conspiracy meeting is, but I’m quite sure I should be present.’ Sergeant Bracken stood, facing Captain Roma with his hands on his hips and his chin in the air, his pointed nose shooting like an arrow into the sky.

‘Yes, I suppose you should,’ said Roma, studying him up and down. ‘Him on the other hand should go and join the rest of the company.’ Behind Bracken lurked the short soldier Lewen, waiting like a loyal hound.

‘Corporal Lewen is my second in command. Where I go, he follows.’

‘This is a squad leaders’ meeting, Sergeant, and he doesn’t have a squad. Nor do you for that matter. The decision is yours, he goes, or you both do.’ Roma spoke with such certainty in her voice that the conversation was finished there and then. Even still Bracken looked like he wanted to continue, but after twitching his mouth from left to right for several moments he turned and gave Lewen the signal to move off.

‘I spoke to our new friends last night,’ said Roma, nodding towards Bracken, ‘and they reported that they’d been captured not long after the battle and taken to a heavily guarded town about half a day’s walk from here. The Imperials have been using it as a supply base for their invasion. It’s where we are heading. Bracken confirmed that the Imperials have soldiers scouring the roads behind their lines to make sure they have nothing kicking them up the arse as they push further into Ethylund. Today we are going to make our way towards the town, staying in the cover adjacent to the road and get as close to the town as possible. When we get there, Mags will lead a squad into the town and gather what resources they can. Food, weapons, information. Whatever might help. Then we make a run for it. We will loop around the town, head north for half a day and when we are clear of any patrols they might have out, turn west and head home.’ The sound of relief that came out of the gathered sergeants was audible to the whole company.

Tuggs couldn’t help but think how well the news would go down with his own squad. The fear and uncertainty had caused chaos in the minds of his soldiers. Tuggs knew that whilst they may not all be good people, they were good soldiers at heart. However the strain was starting to show on the people under his command and he knew that talk of home would ease that chaos, especially with Lash and Sharp.

‘Now which squad would like to volunteer for this mission?’ asked the captain. Quickly Sergeant Bracken stepped forward, clearing his throat before speaking.

‘Of course, I would like to volunteer, Captain, however my squad was sadly killed or captured during the battle and only I and Corporal Lewen are left. I’m sure you understand.’

‘Fortunately, Sergeant Bracken,’ said Roma, ‘one of our sergeants is injured. Corporal Pimms was just filling in for him but now we have a man of your rank here to take over he can step down. So, I can accept your request to volunteer for this. You should have inside knowledge of the town after all.’

At this the sergeant seemed taken aback. Tuggs had to give him credit, for he didn’t panic, just took several moments as if to consider it.

‘Best I not, Captain. I knew my old squad like the back of my hand. Men I could trust. I don’t know these men and their capabilities.’

‘Are you implying you can’t trust soldiers from my company, Sergeant?’ said the captain, calm but with the smallest hint of venom.

‘Of course not, Captain. I’m just pointing out that a delicate mission such as this should be undertaken by a sergeant with more experience with his squad.’ An almost perfect excuse, thought Tuggs.

He looked around at the other sergeants. None of them were cowards. All had stood at Peppin Farm and done their country proud, but all the squads carried injuries and none of the sergeants wanted to risk their group picking up any more. Tuggs realised it had to be him. His squad held the least injuries and were the most up to the task. But was he? Tuggs was more than capable with a sword, but this was different. Despite his hesitation, he knew what he had to do. It hurt him to put his troops in such danger, but if someone had to do it, then he trusted his soldiers more than any others.

‘Tuggs, your squad will accompany Lieutenant Mags into the town,’ said Roma, Tuggs’ arm half raised at his side. Had she known I was going to volunteer? he thought, or just drawn the same conclusion as him.

‘Yes, Captain,’ said Tuggs, remembering not to salute and turning to acknowledge the giant Mags who would be leading the mission. The Lieutenant stepped forward to face Tuggs. They’d fought side by side against the Empire since the war started and both had a good measure of each other. However, that was on a battlefield, and this was a more delicate kind of warfare. As both men looked each other over they were probably both wondering the same thing. What business did two men over six feet tall have sneaking around in the night?

‘Sergeant, inform your squad of their orders on the march there,’ growled Mags. ‘I want them ready to go as soon as night falls.’

Tuggs nodded his understanding, meeting the giant Lieutenant’s stare. Mags’ eyes were incredibly bloodshot, like the man hadn’t slept for days or even weeks. Perhaps it was the fact he had not long been woken on Roma’s orders, but his eyes seemed to drop in and out of focus. Tuggs made a quick sweep of the 2nd in command, looking for some sign that could be causing the Lieutenant’s condition. A few bumps and bruises like the rest of them and a small slice on his arm that had been bandaged was the sum of all his hurts.

It must be fatigue, thought the sergeant.

Mags went to say more when a fit of coughs took him, spraying spittle onto Tuggs standing just in front of him. As he fought for control Captain Roma stepped forward.

‘Prepare to march,’ she said simply, dismissing the sergeants.

Each of them returned to their respective squads, Tuggs knowing he was once again about to be the bearer of bad news. He reached up to wipe the spit Mags had launched onto him and went to wipe it on the front of his trousers when he noticed it wasn’t spit at all.

It was blood.


Chapter 3

Lieutenant Mags was dying. He lay shivering at the base of a huge chestnut tree, his body drenched with sweat. Pale skin had turned ashen grey and eyes that could once drill holes into a man were red with fever. A huge chest heaved like a blacksmith’s bellows, blowing out bits of spittle and bile.

He had collapsed twice on the march to the town and had eventually needed to be half carried between Doris and Tuggs until they were in view of their destination. Captain Roma stood over him now, her expression unreadable as Tuggs and Danza watched on.

It was unsettling watching the once mighty Mags in such a way. He had been a tough bastard in life, hard and fiercely loyal to his captain. Many in the company had been at the wrong end of his lashings and most, Tuggs included, had damned him in the past. But no one should go out like this.

Private Mane knelt down beside him, wiping away the sweat from his brow with a piece of cloth torn from the lieutenant’s own uniform. Then he moved over to Mags’s shoulder, untying the bandage there. The smell from it hit them immediately and Tuggs wondered how he hadn’t smelt it earlier, with just the small bandage holding the stench at bay. He had to turn his head and place his hand over his nose and mouth to stop from gagging.

‘The wound has gone sour,’ said the mage, leaving the wound unbound for a moment for Captain Roma to inspect before he tied it back up. ‘Could be a piece of cloth has gotten caught in there and caused it. Or maybe it’s just the fact it hasn’t been cleaned. Sometimes the little ones go bad for no reason at all, just a person’s time to go.’

Mags hand shot out, closing tight around the wrist of Mane. The fever instantly cleared from his eyes and his cheeks flushed red.

‘Poison,’ he growled through clenched teeth. ‘Sea King blood. Salt in the veins. Poison.’ The last word came out a whisper as the fever returned to his eyes and the flush in his cheek resided. Lastly his grip on the mage’s wrist loosened, the arm falling back down to his side. The mage rubbed his wrist, willing the blood back into the hand.

‘Makes sense,’ said Roma. ‘I saw Lieutenant Mags take a lance straight through the shoulder once. He all but shook it off and kept fighting. No way that wound could have gone sour on its own and so quickly. Damn shame for him to have to go this way. A man like him should go on his feet with his weapon in his hand. Damn shame.’

‘Sea King blood?’ asked Danza quietly, intending the question for Tuggs, yet it was Mane who answered.

‘The Sea Kings were a seafaring race of people from the Cold Sea. They were known to be huge and vicious with a mastery of the sea and, legend had it, had as much salt in the veins as they did blood. Because of this their wounds didn’t sour and they rarely got ill. Due to their harsh way of life, their numbers dwindled and eventually their bloodlines integrated themselves with other peoples such as the Ethyl and Nords.’

Roma’s stoic stare had transferred to Danza, who for once looked abashed, and simply replied, ‘Oh’.

‘I can quest into the wound, see if it is poison,’ Mane suggested.

‘Is there anything you can do about it if it is?’ Roma asked. The mage shook his head. ‘Don’t bother then,’ said the captain, turning away from the fallen lieutenant. Tuggs and Danza shared a glance with each other and then, with one last look at Mags, followed the captain.

‘I want you and your squad ready to leave as soon as it gets dark,’ said Roma. She unstrapped her sword belt, leaning it against the trunk of a nearby tree. Then she lowered herself down, sitting on a twisted root that had uprooted itself from beneath the ground.

‘The priority is food, you understand?’ the captain continued.

Tuggs nodded.

‘Take three others with you and bring back as much as you can carry. Anything that could be useful. And anything you see that’s important that you can’t haul back here, burn it.’

‘Yes, Captain,’ said Tuggs hesitantly, but Captain Roma could sense there were questions left unasked.

‘Well, out with it, soldier,’ she snapped.

‘If the town is as well garrisoned as Sergeant Bracken seems to think then us sneaking in and out with four armfuls of food isn’t going to get noticed. Won’t burning the town be like kicking an anthill?’ the sergeant asked. He feared the answer. He had heard the soldiers of the company talk about their captain in hushed tones, about how she had a death wish, always throwing herself into the thick of battle waiting for the killing blow. He wasn’t stupid and knew soldiers’ stories had to be taken with a pinch of salt. But the further north they travelled the more these stories made sense. He feared now that they were trapped behind enemy lines Captain Roma had the perfect opportunity to get her wish.

The captain took a moment to study the sergeant before replying, as if she were weighing him up. Suddenly he felt like a horse at auction, his worth being judged by trained eyes. He started to wish he had kept his concerns to himself and wondered if he would ever get an answer.

‘Sooner or later they will know we are here,’ she said finally. ‘Squad mage Mane believes there may be someone hunting us, although he can’t tell me why. When they find us, what impression do we want them to have? A small group of soldiers sneaking around stealing bits of food and disappearing into the night or fearless warriors attacking a heavily guarded town and burning the damn thing down. Which one would you rather be chasing if you were in their shoes. When they come after us, I want them fearing us as much as we fear them.’

Tuggs couldn’t argue with the logic behind what she said, especially if Mane was right and they were being hunted. Better us revealing ourselves on our own terms then being caught with our pants at our ankles. Fine, let the bastards fear us, he thought.

‘It’ll burn, Captain,’ Tuggs assured her.

*

Tuggs and Danza returned to their squad.  He thought hard about who he would take with him into the town. Normally his choice would have been easy, or at least easier. He would, of course, be volunteering himself. He wouldn’t ask anything of his squad he wasn’t willing to do himself. After that, his first choice would have been Lash. The man was certainly the joker of the group but he was also a good soldier and one Tuggs knew he could trust. Brightleaf would have been his next pick. Squad mages came in handy for all sorts of things and his magic could have been useful.

Unfortunately, Lash was injured and Brightleaf was dead which left him with a selection problem. In the end he picked the only real choices he had.

‘Okay, so we all know the drill. The ones I’m taking with me into the town are Danza, Sharp and Shoots. Leave anything behind that might weigh us down. This is a stealth mission. The rest of you will wait here until we return. Lash is in charge till I get back. Please don’t rub the captain up the wrong way,’ he finished, glancing over his shoulder at her as she searched around in her pack. ‘She’s had a rough day as it is.’

As they all made ready to leave Doris stood up as if to join them.

‘Doris you’re to stay here with the rest of the squad,’ said the sergeant. The big man flinched like he’d been slapped and Tuggs felt the need to explain. ‘We’ve got to be stealthy in there, big man, and for all your good points, I don’t think stealth is one of them.’

‘He’s quieter than he looks,’ offered Shoots, moving to his side as support. ‘He won’t let you down Sarge.’

The sincerity of Shoots plea and the pain at the thought of parting her side visible on the big man’s face almost swayed him. But he had his orders and he’d made his decision.

‘Sorry, Shoots, four soldiers. That’s the order. Doris stays.’ The private looked ready to argue for himself before Danza stepped forward.

‘And that’s your sergeant’s order, Private,’ she said, eyes locking onto him. That damn stare again.

Eventually Doris nodded and sat back down, Shoots giving him a squeeze on the shoulder before moving off.

Glad to see it’s not just me that works on, thought Tuggs.

They wasted no time moving in the direction of the town. It wasn’t long before they were looking down upon it from the peak of a small rise, covered by the shadow of a close crop of trees. It was a large town, home to maybe one thousand people before the Imperials captured it. The town had lacked a wall before it had been taken but now a large wooden palisade could be seen being erected at the far end of the town. The wall hadn’t been finished however and only a small ditch and a hastily erected wooden fence protected the town where Tuggs intended to enter.

Tuggs stayed in cover for a time, waiting to see if the perimeter was being patrolled. From time to time a soldier would come by, checking the fence and peering over the top, but it didn’t seem to be regulated and it was clear the town expected no attack any time soon. When he was sure, Tuggs motioned for his small squad to move down to the ditch.

Even hastily built, Tuggs could see the effectiveness of the ditch and fence. The wooden barricade had been built right on the edge of the ditch, making the top edge of the fence some eight or nine feet high. Fortunately, with both Tuggs and Danza’s height they were able to boost Sharp and Shoots up, who in turn helped lift Tuggs and then Danza out of the ditch and over the fence. They were in.

*

Mane had found a place for himself away from the group and now sat cross-legged, his back against a thick oak, studying the company. He had watched Sergeant Tuggs and his chosen men leave with sadness. He liked the soldier and of all the sergeants left in Roma’s charge, Tuggs was the most capable. What was left of Tuggs’ squad sat huddled together, clearly anxious about their sergeant’s mission. The giant, Doris, seemed most affected by their absence, pacing back and forth and casting nervous glances over at the captain.

Roma, like Mane, had taken herself away from the group and sat watching over the dying Mags. The massive lieutenant had frightened him, but then so did most people and it was hard to watch such a strong man die so pitifully. He wished he knew how to comfort his captain but knew she would neither want nor appreciate such a gesture. People grieved in different ways and Roma’s seemed to be the silent type.

Leaving Roma to her grieving, Mane cast his eyes over the rest of the company and accepted the various looks he got in return. Some scowled, whilst others looked away nervously when he met their eyes. Some stared open mouthed like they were looking at some strange creature they had never seen before. Mane didn’t blame them; it was natural to fear what you didn’t understand.

Before the war, those touched by the gift had rarely used it and those that did were treated with suspicion. Some were chosen as druids whilst others became healers or mystics. Almost always they were outcasts, living solitary lives. Now they were a vital piece of the Ethylund military, a wildcard against the Imperial legions. Despite their effectiveness they were still treated as outcasts.

Mane had always been an outcast. Even before he knew of his gifts he had shied away from the crowd. This was in part because of his parentage. His mother and father had travelled to Ethylund when he was a babe, fleeing some danger they refused to talk about.

When they had arrived, they had been treated with suspicion for their different skin colour and strange accents. His father had been a kind man however, skilled at many little things such as the weaving of baskets and the making and repairing of shoes. This had made him useful to the town they had settled in and in time they had been tolerated if not accepted. But when Mane was just a boy, a young girl had gone missing in their village and it was his father who had found the girl after a two-day search, nearly dead from the cold. The girl had lived and from that day on they had been accepted.

The true reason for Mane’s isolation was he was frightened. People intimidated him and the wide world scared him. As his powers developed, he had hoped so would his courage, but it only made him more frightened, being different as he was. Instead, he had isolated himself, pushing people away and embracing a life of solitude. Then the war had come to Ethylund and they had asked him to join the army. The idea terrified him, but what had scared him more were the looks of disgust if he had refused the call when so many others had said yes. So, here he was, frightened.

His mind drifted to Tuggs and he wondered if the sergeant experienced fear as he stalked into the enemy’s lair. It was a perilous mission, both necessary and dangerous. The rest of the company would have to wait anxiously for Tuggs’ return. Mane would not.

Leaning back against the trunk of the tree, Mane closed his eyes, exhaled slowly, and slipped free of his body. Even after years of doing this trick it was still a strange sensation. His ghost, as he had come to call it, floated above the camp and looked down on his seemingly sleeping body. Satisfied he would be left alone for the time being he flew toward the town.

He had first discovered this trick when he was a boy by accident. What he had mistaken for some bizarre dream had been his ghost self, exploring free of his body. During his brief stint at the Academy he had questioned more experienced mages on this ability but had been answered with puzzled looks. Once it became apparent this wasn’t a common skill, he had kept it to himself. Even amongst outcasts he was different.

He had used his ghost to find Sergeant Tuggs and the other squads after the battle. When Roma had quizzed him on this ability, he had painted it as a simple tracking spell, not wanting to draw attention from the other mages in the company. It was whilst he was looking for Sergeant Tuggs, drifting in his ghost form above the trees, that he had first felt another presence, searching for something. Frightened, he had fled back to his body and had continued the search for Tuggs on foot.

Now he searched for the sergeant again, soaring over the trees and above the town. He felt less frightened in this form, knowing his enemies could neither hurt nor see him. He passed over the gatehouse like a breeze, the soldiers stationed there shivering as he passed but other than that having no knowledge he was amongst them.

Above, high in the starry sky, an eagle circled. This gave Mane an idea and he shot up into the sky, getting a birds-eye view of the town and a good vantage point to spot his company mate.

He spotted the intruders crouched in an alley at the edge of a square. He floated down, hovering just above the building in whose shadow they were hiding. He couldn’t help but admire the coolness in which Tuggs took charge of the situation.

Mane felt the hairs on his neck stand on end as a strange sensation he hadn’t felt before in his ghostly state washed over him. He suddenly felt like he was being watched.

‘Aren’t we a curious little kitten,’ hissed a voice, sending ice cold shivers down Mane’s spine.

*

Landing on the other side of the town’s fence, the four soldiers quickly scanned their surroundings. The buildings had been built close together, like boxes stacked atop one another, and narrow alleyways ran down the centre of most of them. There were none of the patrol men Tuggs had sighted earlier. Crouching in the shadow of one of the buildings, the four insurgents huddled together.

‘The reason we are here is for food. If we don’t find it, we don’t eat. I want to go unnoticed until the last moment, so stay quiet and don’t do anything stupid.’

‘Sarge,’ said Shoots, raising a hand that had a second before been scratching her back end like a dog with fleas.

‘What are you doing with that, Shoots? I said leave anything that’ll weigh us down,’ said Tuggs, noticing that Shoots had brought that damn crossbow with her. How he hadn’t noticed the oversized weapon earlier he couldn’t explain.

Shoots cradled the weapon to her chest like an infant. ‘You made me leave Doris, you can’t expect me to leave Tess also.’ Tuggs went to argue but saw there was no point. It was too late now anyway.

‘Finish what you were going to say, Private.’

‘Can’t we just go unnoticed the whole damn way? These fuckers aren’t going to miss a few loaves of bread, are they?’

Tuggs sighed, bracing himself for the part of the plan he had kept from his squad up until now. ‘That’s just the thing. Captain gave us another order. She wants the town to burn. Let them know we are here.’

‘Death wish!’ hissed Shoots as Sharp shook his head next to her.

‘Nothing crazy, a few buildings. Think of it as a distraction for our escape.’

‘The whole town will be up in arms looking for us. She’s mad.’

‘She’s our captain,’ said Tuggs simply with a shrug.

Tuggs had a loose plan in mind, the best he could do. He was a soldier, more used to operating on the front lines of a battle than hiding in the shadows.

‘Danza, I want you to stay here. We are going out the same way we came in and I don’t want no nasty surprises waiting for us on the way back.’ He looked away from her before she could fix him with that stare that might change his mind. ‘Me and Shoots are going to find some food and get as much of it as we can carry. Sharp, I’ll leave the burning to you. I’m not expecting miracles here. Just something to get their attention and get out of there. Just give us enough time to find some food before you light it.’ He looked to each of his squad, making sure they understood. ‘Good luck,’ he finished.

For a time Tuggs, Sharp and Shoots moved through the town together, sticking to the shadows of buildings and avoiding any well-lit areas. They saw no one as they passed through the town, the place seemingly deserted. Oh how quickly occupation becomes the norm, thought Tuggs bitterly. He couldn’t blame these Epathians. You beat a dog long enough, no matter how big it is, and eventually you’ll subdue it.

As they passed an open square Sharp nudged his sergeant. Tuggs looked around and then off into the direction the private was pointing. On the other side of the square were several buildings with thatched roofs; the ones they had come across so far had been wood and tile. With a nod of acknowledgement Sharp left them, crossing the square quickly and disappearing down an alley on the opposite side.

Tuggs and Shoots moved on in search of food. The first potential target arose in the shape of a small tavern at the end of a row of small homes. Tuggs could smell the food and ale as he drew closer to the building, but common sense overpowered his hunger. He could hear people inside drinking and talking loudly and if he was spotted stealing in the kitchen by some angry cook or drunken patron, the game was up. Begrudgingly they moved on.

A sinking feeling started to settle in Tuggs stomach as their search went on in vain. Tuggs was having difficulty in remembering the way they had come, and more than a little part of him wanted to turn back. Yet the whole company was relying on him and he didn’t like the idea of coming back empty handed to his captain. Not out of fear, although she did have the ability to frighten him. It was more the fact she was on the verge of losing her lieutenant, and friend, in Mags. In the same way that Tuggs leant on Danza, or Shoots looked to Doris, Roma and Mags needed one another. And now she was alone. I’m no Mags, that’s for damn sure. But I'll do what I can in his place.

Exiting another tight alleyway, they came across a large building, the biggest one they’d seen so far. It could have been a warehouse, or some sort of large indoor market, judging from its size. On one side, huge wooden double doors were sealed shut for the night, large enough to drive a wagon through with room to spare. If there isn’t food in there, I’m a goat’s uncle.

Tuggs didn’t bother testing the huge doors, moving silently along the wall in search of a more inconspicuous entrance. As they turned the corner they almost collided with an Imperial soldier. He was urinating up the side of the building and looked as shocked to see them as they were to see him.

‘What are you doing sneaking around back here?’ he asked, looking puzzled as he refastened his breeches.

‘We’re lost,’ blurted Tuggs, trying to think of a valid excuse. ‘We are looking for the Dog and Cow, are we close?’ he asked as casually as he could manage, remembering the name of the tavern from earlier. He was almost pleased with himself.

‘Strange accent you have there,’ said the soldier, slowly reaching for the sword at his belt.

THUDUNK!

Tuggs felt the wind off the bolt as it whizzed past his side and into the heart of the soldier. The Imperial tried to shout, but the shock of the bolt had taken his breath away and instead he leaned against the wall and then slid down it, eventually sitting in a puddle of blood and piss of his own making.

Tuggs turned to regard Shoots who raised the crossbow into her arms and cuddled it affectionately albeit with a bit of sarcasm. Tuggs nodded as if to concede on the matter.

The soldier had left via a door at the back of the building and the pair entered cautiously. Opening the first door on his right he found four empty beds. The next room was similar, this time with six empty beds. The third door, this one on his left, creaked as he opened it. Peering inside his heart leapt into his mouth. This one also had four beds, but these were occupied by Imperial soldiers. Great, we’re raiding a barracks.

*

Mane forced himself to turn in spite of his fears. The urge to flee blindly back to his body was great but he was also a curious man. In all the years he had been able to separate his ghost form from his body, this was the first time he had heard another voice.

The ghost that had spoken was not what Mane had expected. In truth he wasn’t sure what he had feared to discover but the vision before him didn’t frighten him as much now that he had seen it. The ghost floated like smoke, the impression of another form slithering within the cloudy wisp that made up its body. Its face was pale and emotionless, a mask floating in the air with black pits for eyes and a thin line of a mouth.

‘Do you not know it is dangerous in this realm, little kitten?’ asked the ghost in a smoky whisper. Mane didn’t answer, for although his fear had lessened the hairs still standing to attention on the back of his neck urged caution.

‘Are you a villager from this town?’ asked the voice, the lips not moving on the blank mask as it spoke. The ghost edged closer, and although Mane couldn’t see its eyes, he felt it studying him.

‘It is rude to ignore someone when they are speaking to you,’ said the voice icily. Panic started to creep back into Mane as he sensed the ghost lose patience. He feared to speak in case he revealed to this strange form something he should not, yet he feared not speaking would only anger the stranger. He got the impression that this cloud-like form and emotionless mask was just that - a mask - and he wondered gravely what was beneath it.

‘I am just a wanderer who has wandered too far,’ answered Mane vaguely, trying to keep his voice from shaking.

‘A wanderer indeed,’ hissed the voice and behind the mask, Mane sensed a wicked smile. ‘Certainly not a local, with an accent like that. And what strange clothing you wear. Is that a soldier’s uniform?’

Mane could feel his heart hammering in his chest despite not being in his body. The ghost was toying with him, like a cat that had caught a helpless mouse.

‘I’m not a soldier,’ argued Mane. ‘Just a foolish dreamer who has lost his way. I should go.’

‘Is your body far from here? I could help you find it, make sure you get back safe.’ The offer had all the sincerity of a childhood bully offering back the toy he had stolen only to snatch it away at the last moment. Mane now realised it was no longer just him who was in danger from this strange ghost but the entire company.

‘Yes, very far away I am afraid and for that reason I must be going. Good day.’ Mane turned and sped off with the all the speed his ghostly form could muster. He did not head straight back in the direction of the company and his sleeping body, instead making a wide circle in-case he was being followed. He hadn’t the courage to look behind him, but when he had flown for a short time, he felt satisfied that he had put adequate distance between himself and the blank faced spectre.

Incredible pain shot through his leg as what felt like four sharp knives pierced his calf. He cried out, looking down to see the ghost had not only followed him, but taken hold of his leg. In the place of what should have been the ghost’s hand was the head of a hideous snake, as white as snow with sickly yellow eyes that oozed pus. The blank mask stared Mane in the face, yet it had become more transparent and behind it was a monstrous form too terrible to explain with the same sickly, oozing yellow eyes.

Mane summoned all his magic, something he had only managed once before, and let it out in one desperate flash of fire and ice. It hit his ghostly enemy head on, shattering the mask and sending it flying back in the direction of the town. The serpent fangs tore free of Mane’s leg sending a searing pain that was almost unbearable to the mage. The sound from the ghost as it was blasted away was frightening and not human, like the dying screams of some creature that lives in the dark places of the earth. Mane did not wait to see if he had actually killed the ghost, speeding for his own body with an urgency only fear of death can bring about.

The horrendous screaming subsided and far off in the distance a voice like broken glass, laced with pain, shouted ‘Run little Kitten! We will find you. We will find you and devour your soul just like we did with your friends. Run!’

Mane ran, as fast as his spirit legs would carry him, back to where the company rested and the temporary safety of his body.

*

Unsurprisingly, Shoots had the same reaction seeing the sleeping soldiers and Tuggs motioned for them to back up cautiously. They conversed in silence, using facial expressions and hand signals, Shoots making it clear she wanted to get out of there. Tuggs wanted desperately to agree but decided they had no more time to find an alternative. A barracks would have food, that much was certain. They either risked raiding the barracks or went back empty handed.

Tuggs motioned for Shoots to check the doors on the right whilst he went left. As quiet as a pair of cats at a dog’s picnic they crept forward. Loud snoring informed Tuggs that the next room was also full of sleeping soldiers, so he moved on to the next. Hearing no sounds from within, he slowly opened the door. Inside was an office of some sort; a desk with papers neatly stacked, a writing pen and ink pot and, pinned to the wall at the back of the room, a map. Tuggs map reading was subpar, but he was certain something like this could be invaluable to the captain. He crept inside the room, withdrawing the pins holding the map in place one by one.

One of the pins escaped his cupped hand and fell to the floor. In the dead silence of the barracks, the sound of the pin hitting the floor was akin to that of a blacksmiths hammer striking an anvil. For thirty seconds or more he held his breath waiting for the sound of soldier’s boots, yet they didn’t come. He folded the map up and, grabbing the pile of papers on the desk, made to leave. Even if they failed to find food, the map served as a small victory.

He almost collided with Shoots as he left the room, both stifling a squeal. Excitedly Shoots beckoned him down the hall. She led him into a small room and there, on shelves set against the back wall, was food. And lots of it. Breads, cured meats, cheeses and an assortment of fruits and vegetables. He threw an arm around Shoots’ neck and pulled her in for a hug before releasing her and passing her the stolen paper. He searched round the small room for something he could put the food into, to no avail. Thinking quickly, he tiptoed back down the corridor to one of the empty rooms and took a sheet from the bottom of a bed.

Laying the sheet on the table in the centre of the room he placed as much food as he felt he was able to carry in the middle. He grabbed strings of cured meats that had been twisted into sausages and elaborately tied so it resembled a giant bunch of grapes. Alongside this he placed a large wheel of cheese, five massive crusty loafs of bread, several neatly wrapped packages that contained small biscuits made from oats and two dozen apples that were in a separate canvas bag. This he handed to Shoots to carry separately. Then he folded the corners of the sheet into the centre creating a make-shift sack. He wasn’t sure if this was enough to feed the forty or so soldiers in the company, but it was the best he could do. Awkwardly he hefted the food over his shoulder and headed back the way he had come with Shoots shuffling behind him.

They retraced their steps without hindrance until they came to the small tavern again. As they passed, a man burst from the door, obviously intoxicated and struggling to stand. He noticed the soldiers standing there, looking from one to the other and then at the sack on Tuggs’ shoulder.

‘What’ve you got there?’ he asked angrily. Tuggs once again fought frantically for an answer that would buy him time. Before he could speak the man threw up violently.

‘I’ll trade you what I’ve got here for what’s in that sack,’ he said, pointing to the puddle of vomit on the floor before laughing hysterically to himself. He retched several more times before waving at the pair and walking back inside. The two soldiers looked at each other incredulously before speeding on.

They moved through the alleyways and back streets, aware that if Sharp had set fire to the building he’d pointed out, then there was no way they could retrace the exact same route they had taken earlier. Eventually they left an alley onto a main street Tuggs recognised, not far from where they had entered the town and where Danza was hopefully waiting.

It was only then that Tuggs noticed the blaze. It was at the rear of the town, not where Tuggs had asked Sharp to set it. A large building with a wooden roof had been set to burn. Brilliant, thought the sergeant, heading for the same section of low wall by which they’d entered. Surely such a large building going up in flames would draw the attention of half the town.

Having another look over his shoulder to admire his private’s work he noticed a second building was on fire. And a THIRD! Tuggs came to a stop, in awe of the devastation one lone arsonist had caused. Before his eyes several more building seemed to spring alight, one moment unharmed and the next bathing in fire. The entire rear of the town now burnt and Tuggs could feel its heat even from a distance. He remembered his promise to the captain before he left. It’ll burn he whispered to himself.

‘Sarg why have you stopped?’ asked Shoots, her heavy crossbow perched on one shoulder and the bundle of papers and bag of apples nestled at her breast in her other arm. The sergeant shook himself, turning around and moving off again towards their exit point.

A soldier stepped out of a nearby building, no doubt hearing the rising commotion coming from the direction of the fire. He moved into the middle of the street before he noticed Tuggs and Shoots. They stood across from one another, Tuggs wanting to draw his knife but realising by the time he had dropped the food they had stolen and unsheathed his weapon; his opponent would have already cut him down. Instead, he went to open his mouth, ready to reason with the man, buy time and just hope that Shoots had remembered to reload her crossbow. The tactic had worked perfectly earlier. But as he went to open his mouth the soldier fumbled quickly at his side, not to draw his sword but to wrestle a horn from his belt. Quickly he drew it to his lips, inhaling one last breath to blow and send the whole garrison this way. You’ve made a mess of this old boy, thought Tuggs. The soldier managed to get the horn to his lips and let out a pathetic toot before a huge arm reached around his neck and cut off his air supply. With a quick squeeze and an audible crack louder than the horns interrupted call the soldier fell to the ground.

Private Doris stood over the broken man, looking sheepish. Tuggs was momentarily shocked by his arrival. Where had he come from and how had he been so quiet? Doris wasn’t quite as tall as Tuggs but was twice as wide and must have weighed double. Where had the big man learned to move with the grace of a cat? The questions would have to wait as Tuggs distractions had already nearly cost the mission once. Without saying another word Tuggs ran off in the direction of their exit.

The group arrived back where they had left Danza with no more issues. She had hidden herself in an alley way nearby, two Imperial cut boots sticking out from behind a broken box the only indication of the kind of night Danza had had. As they arrived, she joined them to make their escape, her only surprise at seeing Doris a slight rising of one eyebrow.

Danza had found two small barrels in the alleyway and they used them to climb the low wall. The idea of having to lift Doris like they had on the way in was a problem Tuggs was happy to avoid. Once over, they made their way down and back up the small ditch and off into the cover of the trees. Tuggs waited until they were out of sight of the town before he brought them to a halt. He caught his breath for a moment before facing Doris.

‘Private, you disobeyed a direct order coming into that town. You’ll receive three lashes on return to barracks. Is that clear?’ the private’s face seemed confused for a moment, but with a nod he accepted his punishment.

‘But Sir!’ interjected Shoots, astonished. ‘He saved our lives and the mission.’

‘Which is why he’s only receiving three Shoots,’ replied the sergeant. Shoots looked like she was ready to continue, the same fire in her eyes that Tuggs had seen so often directed at others but never at him. Danza put a hand on Shoots shoulder and the small private shot her a look equally as menacing. Something she saw in the corporal seemed to subdue her slightly, but she seemed intent of saying more when the sound of movement in the trees caused them all to hold their breath and reach for their knives. Private Sharp came to join them from the darkness of the wood.

‘Sarge, I can hear you fools from way back in the town,’ he said, his already dark eyes seeming white-less in the night. ‘If we have everything we need, I suggest we get back to the captain.’

‘Aye,’ said Tuggs, ‘we have everything we need.’

*

Mane awoke panting for breath. His first thought was to check his leg where the snake hand had bitten him. He lifted up his trouser leg to find... nothing. Not even a scratch remained where the creature had caught him, yet the pain remained like a phantom in the back of his mind. The horrid yellow eyes lingered like an after image whenever he blinked, and he shivered visibly.

He had kept the secret of his ghost for as long as he had been able to do it, fearful of what people might think. The mysterious magics of the Drydra were known and embraced in Ethylund, but the burnings of daemon worshippers and false Sedai Witches weren’t unheard of. Yet now the company were at risk from this strange evil he had encountered and he feared it was time to reveal his secret - to the captain at least.

‘Were you having a nightmare?’ said a voice, startling the mage. At first he feared his enemy had followed him into the physical world but as he turned he saw Roma staring at him curiously. He let out a sigh of relief.

‘I suppose I was, of sorts,’ he answered. It was now or never, he thought, for once he had told her, there was no going back. ‘Captain, we need to talk,’ he said and in spite of his fear he told the captain of his special trick and of the ghost with yellow eyes.


Chapter 4

Pacing the clearing like a caged bear, Tris gave off an aura of unease, muttering to herself and gnawing at her fingernails. The rest of the company mirrored her attitude, most lacking the energy to copy her pacing but their anxiety written plainly across their face. Only Roma, sat alone staring impassively at the stricken Mags, appeared calm, although Tris could sense more than see her concern for her lieutenant, like the residual heat from behind an oven door.

Wincing as the bite drew blood from the corner of her fingernail, she wiped it on her leggings. It was one of those subconscious habits that she had picked up in the early years of her womanhood that she was compelled to whenever anxious or stressed. She pondered the current source of her stress as she paced the clearing the company had found for itself.

Tris had joined the army to escape a life of expectations. The idea that her entire life should be plotted out like the script of some fancy play infuriated her and had driven her into the arms of the recruiters at the eve of the war. She would be the first to admit that joining the army had been extreme, that there may have been some other, less hazardous, paths to take, yet she had never been one to take half measures. She remembered as a youth attending a riding school at her father’s request. She’d had no desire to ride a horse, yet when the instructor had tried to mount her upon some pathetic mule, she had refused and had instead tried to ride the tallest horse there. The fact she had fallen and sprained her wrist did not matter; she was still a two-feet-in kind of woman.

The irony hadn’t been lost on her that she had went through so much effort to escape a life where the choices weren’t her own to join the army of all places, where she was told when to eat, what time to sleep, where to go and who to fight. But at least the choice to surrender choice had been her own and in between all those orders there was a kind of freedom there. The freedom to speak to who she wanted to, to build relationships with the men and women around her and to simply be herself. She recalled being at the back of the column, eating the dust of the entire army, and stopping to spit at the side of the road, only to realise that that was the first time she could recall spitting – ever. She had laughed then at the thought of her father’s discomfort had he witnessed such an un-lady-like act, and she had made an effort to spit more, whenever the fancy took her.

It was thanks to this feeling of freedom that she could say with some certainty that it wasn’t their current predicament that was making her feel so anxious. Or rather, any more anxious than was natural in their situation. She would have chosen to be trapped behind enemy lines ten times over compared to being trapped at home with her father, the weight of expectations crushing the very breath from her like a bag of gold placed on her chest. But if that’s not it…

Like everyone else she awaited the return of Sergeant Tuggs and his squad, hoping that they returned with enough food to feed the desperate runaways. Yet it wasn’t their daring mission that her mind returned to again and again, nor did she think much about the tall corporal, or the thin man with knives, or the short woman with the ridiculously oversized crossbow. Again and again, her mind drifted back to Tuggs; his brown, kind eyes; his soft, farm-boy features; the shy smile and curt nod he had given her before he had left on his task. Foolish girl, you’ll be swooning next.

Why she feared for him more than anyone else she didn’t know. The entire company was in jeopardy, and her interactions with the young sergeant had been few and far between. Yet when Mane had returned with the missing sergeant several days ago, she had surprised herself with a sigh of relief. She had been surprised again when she noticed him cradling his side and her heart had leapt into her mouth, fearful he carried a similar wound to that of Hanno or Brightleaf, both of which she had helped bandage and knew the severity of. The tight shake of the head he had given her offered her more relief than she cared to admit.

Part of that relief was down to the fact she had been partly responsible for the injury. During the retreat, when the Ehtylund army had fallen back as quickly as a merchant who’d just spotted someone he owed money to, 11th company had stayed, doomed to die. In that desperate struggle, Tris had gotten her sword wedged in some Fisties rib cage and had the damn thing torn from her grasp. An Aenean had charged her, and she had resigned herself to death, content in the knowledge she’d taken a few of the bastards with her. Suddenly Tuggs had appeared, knocking her out of the way and only half blocking the Fisties swing, the sword deflecting into his mailed side. He’d sent a vicious riposte that half decapitated the Aenean. Before she had had the chance to say anything in response, he had charged off again, chasing after some foolish recruit trying his best to get himself killed in the name of Harold Hardin.

She didn’t know what burnt more, the fact she’d never got the chance to tell Tuggs she didn’t need saving, or the fact she had needed saving, like some pathetic damsel from a princess story. Is that it? She thought incredulously. You’re sat here as edgy as a grain merchant during a drought because you haven’t had the chance to prove you didn’t need a man’s help. She cursed twice, once for Tuggs for his unwanted assistance and once for her own bitterness.

‘Will you stop with that accursed pacing woman, you are making me dizzy!’ barked Bracken. She didn’t give him the satisfaction of acknowledging him. He had only been with the company a day and already she had heard more than once his thoughts on women in the military.

‘Come sit next to me,’ drooled Lewen, his voice sending a shiver down her spine. Him she did acknowledge, her face showing exactly how she felt about that proposition. If you could mate a toad with a bulldog, you wouldn’t be far off with Lewen, she thought, shivering again.

She moved off, away from Bracken and his pet, and absently went back to gnawing on her fingernails. Her mind drifted back to her first meeting with Tuggs, back when the companies had first come together prior to Peppin Farm.

During what basic training the army supplied as it frantically looked to recruit an army to combat the Aeneans, she had surprised herself and the drill master, displaying remarkable skill, excelling in every sword drill and keeping pace with ease during the gruelling endurance exercises the master-sergeant had set. In a begrudging admission, she couldn't help but acknowledge her father's contribution to this success, as it was his insistence on countless dance lessons that had unwittingly equipped her with the agility and coordination required for such feats.

Despite her natural talent for swordplay, it was her attire that had betrayed her. The helmet persistently slid down her forehead, obstructing her view; The bronze-reinforced skirt repeatedly slipped off her slender hips; and no matter how much she practiced, the sword seemed to have a mind of its own, constantly finding its way between her legs and causing her to stumble. These mishaps prompted snickers from her fellow soldiers, some of whom pretended to offer assistance, but always with other motives—brushing against her or placing their hands on her hips and legs.

One particular incident had brought about laughter from Tuggs, the sword tangling between her legs, causing her to trip. She’d rounded on him, ready to unleash her fury, only to be caught off guard by his demeanour, devoid of any malice, only sympathy.

"I've been a soldier for almost a decade, and I still find myself tripping over the blasted thing. Place your hand on the hilt," he instructed, demonstrating by positioning his hand halfway between the pommel and hilt of his own sword. "Like this, and it should keep it out of trouble." With a nonchalant shrug, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, he departed.

Since that first meeting they had shared a handful of similar encounters; brief comments over the quality of camp food, complaints about sore feet, and once about the difference in grazing habits between sheep and cows and the benefits of keeping both. Each of these seemingly meaningless moments endeared the sergeant to her more and more, simply because they were meaningless. Whilst one half of the company looked at her youthful looks and slender body with undisguised hunger and the other half looked at her with paternal pity or doubt, Tuggs treated her like any other soldier in the company. The fact that even the most minimal bar of respect had such an impact on her was telling of her life so far, yet it didn’t matter to Tris right now. All she cared about was Tuggs making it back.

‘Is he your man?’ asked a voice, startling her. Tris turned to find Roma, the captain staring at her quizzically.

‘Who?’ asked Tris, cursing the stiffness in her voice.

‘Tuggs. You look as forlorn as a fisherman with a straight hook, I thought...’

‘No!’ interrupted Tris, holding up her hands. ‘He’s not my man. I don’t have a man, nor do I want one, especially not that one. Not that there is anything wrong with Sergeant Tuggs, I suppose he is handsome in his own way and nice enough, but then they all seem that way at first don’t they.’ She noticed the captain’s eyebrow raise curiously and realised she had been babbling. ‘He ain’t my man, I’m just hungry I suppose, hoping they make it back with...’ she trailed off.

‘Hmm,’ grunted Roma in agreement, mercifully letting her off the hook with only a sideways look. ‘Tuggs is capable, and whatever garrison they have got in the town won’t be expecting any trouble way out here. No, the trouble will come later.’

This last part the captain had said at barely a whisper. Tris wondered if she had meant to say it aloud at all and closed her mouth before she replied. The silence stretched between them. Tris sensed that the captain could have coped comfortably within that silence, but for Tris it stretched on excruciatingly and she resisted the urge of putting her fingertips into her mouth.

‘Will Lieutenant Mags be okay?’ Tris asked eventually, unable to stand the silence any longer.

Roma looked over at Mags, as if noticing him lying there for the first time. Her face didn’t change, and when she looked back to Tris it was as if she had asked about the weather. ‘He will be dead by morning,’ she answered, the barest hint of irritation masking any sign of empathy. Tris shivered despite the warm night.

‘I’m sorry’ said Tris feebly.

‘For what?’ replied Roma, her face impassive. Tris could only shrug, wishing she had savoured that original silence but trembling at the thought of this new, morbid silence stretching out between them. Even Lewen’s offer seemed like an appealing choice compared to Roma’s ice-cold company. She hugged herself and looked around the clearing, feeling obliged to stay put but unable to stand silence.

‘I wish I was as relaxed as he is,’ said Tris finally, noticing the sleeping Mane propped against a tree. The captain turned, raising an eyebrow as she studied the squad mage. Without a word the captain stalked off, squatting down beside the mage who came awake with a start. The mage looked frightened, and Tris felt a pang of guilt at drawing Roma’s attention to him. Better you than me mage.

Tris watched the two exchange words and noticed curiously as Roma’s ears pricked up, like her father’s whenever he heard a coin pouch rattle. Suddenly the captain was on her feet, moving amongst the company.

‘Up you dogs! Up! UP!’ she shouted, somehow managing to send her voice across the clearing with authority whilst keeping it low enough to not carry through the forest. Soldiers scrambled to their feet, some reaching for their swords whilst others, those that had been sleeping, looked around disorientated.

‘We’re moving out. Get yourselves ready to leave immediately.’

‘What about Tuggs?’ asked Lash, a moment before Tris had asked the same question.

‘We should be able to see the town without being noticed from the top of that rise up there. We can spare perhaps,’ Roma paused, looking to Mane, ‘half an hour?’ she said it like a question and the company turned to see the little mage shrugged awkwardly. ‘Yes, half a bell and no more. If he isn’t back by then, we go on without him.’ Roma shot Tris a quick glance before going off to ready herself.

Tris scowled, shaking off the sympathy she thought she saw in the captain’s gaze. He ain’t my man dammit. I’d just as soon knife him than kiss him. She was hungry though, she realised. And he does have kind eyes.

*

‘Where is everyone?’ asked Shoots as they returned to the camp to find it almost deserted. Several wounded remained, including Mags whose still form mimicked that of a corpse. A private looked up, one of the more able bodied of the wounded; his head bandaged and arm in a makeshift sling.

‘Ah, you’re back,’ he said. ‘The captain asked me to wait here for you. She’s through there, straight up and through the trees there.’ He pointed at the crude trail that had been carved out by the company. Tuggs looked at his squad and shrugged, leading them off in that direction.

They followed the trail through the trees and up a small hill. Roma and the rest of the company stood at the edge, overlooking the blazing town they had just raided. Flames danced before them, casting a ruby-like glow that mirrored the captain's intense gaze.

Approaching the captain, Tuggs found her entranced by the spectacle below, her eyes reflecting the fiery chaos with an almost hypnotic allure.

‘Did you get food?’ she asked absently.

‘Yes, as much as we could carry.’

Roma nodded to herself, still staring into the flames below. ‘Anything else?’ she said.

‘This,’ answered Tuggs, handing her the map he’d taken from Shoots. She unfolded it slightly, shielding what it was from view of the rest of the company, though they were too transfixed to notice. When she noticed it was a map, she nodded to herself again, her face becoming a scowl that somehow showed she was pleased. Then she looked back to the town.

‘It’ll burn indeed… ha!’ she barked, echoing the words Tuggs had used earlier. Then she turned to the rest of the company.

‘We can’t go back the way we came, not now. Once they’ve tackled the fire, they’ll start looking for who set it. These trees will be crawling with enemy soldiers. Our only hope for survival is to push on.’ She looked to her company, some looking directly at her, most still staring at the town. None argued. They knew what she was saying was true and Tuggs knew he had been played.

Burning the town hadn’t been about causing fear amongst the Imperials and it hadn’t been about making a distraction for their escape. Roma had ordered Tuggs to shake the bear awake and in doing so kill any arguments within the company of going back the way they’d come. Tuggs had to admire the craftiness of the plan, even if he had been an unwitting tool in its making.

Gathering the company, Roma led them back to camp. She barked out orders as the soldiers gathered together their meagre possessions and prepared to march. It wouldn’t be long before these trees were swarming with Fisties looking for the arsonists who had burnt their town. And us running on no sleep and an empty stomachs.

Looking to Roma for the signal to move out, he found the captain knelt beside Mags, the stricken lieutenant looking a shadow of the colossus he was just days ago. Captain and Lieutenant spoke quietly to one another, Roma holding the giant’s hand with him too weak to return the gesture. He watched as his captain nodded solemnly and then, quick as a viper, drew the blade from her belt and slipped it between the giant’s armour and into his heart.

It all happened so quickly, Tuggs wondered if it had happened at all. Roma’s knife was back in her belt, the hand she had been holding it with now stroking the giant’s dark hair in an affectionate moment that seemed alien on the captain. Then she stood, looking at the still form of Mags one last time, and looked over the company, her eyes locking with the starring Tuggs.

He cursed himself as the captain walked towards him. ‘Lieutenant Magnus is dead,’ said Roma, sounding like she had told him his shoelace was untied. ‘Find a place for the body in case the Fisties come snooping in this direction. I’ll get the rest of the company ready to march.’ Tuggs nodded, moving off in search of Danza for her help in moving the giant. As he went to walk away Roma’s hand snaked out, grabbing him by the arm. ‘Don’t just dump him anywhere.’

She didn’t look at Tuggs as she said this, instead looking down at the ground. It was the most compassionate thing he had ever heard come from his captain’s mouth and it almost broke his heart. Doris approached, Mags’ huge axe cradled in his arms ceremoniously.

‘Captain,’ said the big man shyly. Roma turned to look at Doris and seemed surprised when he offered the axe up to her as if in tribute.

‘What do you want me to do with that?’ she asked confused. Doris seemed equally confused by her question and the two of them just looked at each other for only a short time, but it seemed like an eternity.

‘I thought you’d want it captain.’

‘What on earth am I going to do with that thing?’ she asked.

Doris seemed lost for words and Tuggs started to feel sorry for his squad mate. It was a humble gesture, made with genuine heart, but the huge axe must have weighed half of Roma and the idea of her swinging it around seemed comical. Eventually it was the captain herself who put the big man out of his misery.

‘Can you swing it?’ she asked.

Doris was a big man. His arms were like tree trunks, as thick as a normal man’s waist. He had shoulders and a neck that a bull would be envious of and a huge head to match. His dark skin only made him seem more imposing. Long story short, Doris was strong. He nodded dumbly, lifting the axe in one hand as if he had been asked for proof.

‘You keep it then,’ Roma finished, Mags’ axe seemingly meaning nothing to her when not connected to his hand.

Doris returned to his squad as Shoots broke out into laughter. ‘That was painful,’ she giggled, slapping her friend on the back. ‘Good effort though. You’ve a heart as big as your head.’ Tuggs turned back to Roma.

‘We will find him somewhere well-hidden and… comfortable.’ He said, struggling for a better word. She nodded once, content, and moved off without a word.

Danza and Doris agreed to help and between the three of them they carried Mags away from the rest of the company. He was heavier than he looked, and he looked tremendously heavy. Fortunately, Tuggs had earned his strength on his father’s farm as a boy and managed to lift the huge Lieutenant without too much struggle. What Danza had done before the war Tuggs wasn’t sure but she had been a soldier almost as long as Tuggs had and it had made her tall frame strong.

They found a place to put Mags to rest next to a felled tree a short distance away from camp, covering him with branches and leaves and then nearby stones and heavier branches placed on top. They hoped this would keep all but the most persistent predators away and preserve Mags’ dignity in death for a short time at least.

‘Doesn’t feel right wielding this,’ said Doris, looking down at the huge axe in his hand. He seemed to consider for a moment, then he hefted the double headed weapon above his head, and with a heave brought it down with all his might. One of the blades all but disappeared into the felled tree, the handle quivering as Doris released it. It was a fitting tombstone for the once mighty warrior and Tuggs doubted even three men could pull the axe free.

The three of them stood over the burial mound they had made and without hesitation Tuggs said, ‘He was a good soldier.’ Next to him Danza grunted in agreement.

As Tuggs, Danza and Doris re-joined their squad they found the company ready to march. Lash had gathered Tuggs’ few possessions and taking up his sword belt he tied it around his waist and gave his squad the signal to march.

The company pushed on with all the pace they could muster in the dark. The night sky was clear, the moon and stars providing the only light in which they could move by. Up ahead, one of the other squads struggled with sergeant Hanno and his stretcher. The sergeant could be heard letting out groans through gritted teeth as he was bounced around. Behind him his own company struggled, Lash’s injured leg causing him grief as he picked his footing in the darkness.

One of the new privates to join his squad, Hawkit, moved passed Tuggs. Pulling up alongside him Tuggs nudged the man to get his attention.

‘Hawkit, you’re new to my squad. You doing okay?’ Tuggs knew the young lad from the company but hadn’t spoken to him much. He’d heard he was a braggart, a privilege of the youth, and soft handed, a soldier’s way of saying he was inexperienced.

‘Well, am only in your squad because most of my friends were killed. Other than that, not too bad.’

Tuggs eyed the soldier in the dark. It was a bitter answer, lined with sarcasm, but perhaps it had been a silly question. ‘We’ve all lost friends Private,’ answered Tuggs simply.

‘Yeah I guess you’re right,’ said the private after taking a moment to think about it.

‘We’ve a good squad here. We look out for one another so… Watch out for that root there!’ said the sergeant, pointing to a tree root that looped treacherously out of the ground.

‘Don’t worry I see it,’ said Hawkit confidently. ‘Don’t worry about me Sarge, I have almost perfect night vision.’ He said this as he stepped over the root only to smack his head on a low hanging branch. ‘Ow bith my thongue,’ he moaned.

A shh was passed down the line and Tuggs let the private march on. He looked back to take the rest of his squad and found them all not far behind. For some time they continued on, making slow progress through the night covered wood. Tuggs wondered to himself if the town still burnt behind them or if the villages and Imperial occupants had managed to put it out. That started him wondering how Sharp had managed to set such a blaze in the first place. He’d have to ask him some time.

A nudge at his elbow pulled him out of his thoughts.

‘Captain wants you up the top Tuggs,’ said Private Tris, her youthful face looking up at him. She was beautiful, seeming so out of place with these battled scarred men and women. Her placid features turned into a scowl and Tuggs realised he had been staring.

‘Shit,’ thought Tuggs aloud as he turned to let his squad know where he was going. ‘I lost my waterskin. Captain will hang me if she sees me without out. Lash, loan me yours until I get back.’ Lash unfastened the skin from his belt and tossed it to Tuggs. He caught it, smiling his thanks and followed Tris in the direction of the captain.

‘Some mess we are in, right?’ sighed Tuggs.

‘I’m too tired and hungry to even think about that right now,’ she replied stiffly.

‘Do you know what she wants with me?’ asked Tuggs.

‘You think she’d tell me.’ Tris laughed bitterly. ‘Most likely wants help plotting our route all the way to Aenea.’

‘It’s not that bad. We’ll put a few miles distance between us and that town and start heading for home.’

‘Do you really believe that, Tuggs? You ask half the men in this company, and they’ll say Roma’s the best soldier in Ethylund. You ask the other half, and they’ll say she’s crazy and got a death wish. And she’s cold, ice cold.’ Tris shivered visibly.

Tuggs could feel Tris staring at him and he thanked the darkness that masked the uncertainty written plainly across his features. ‘She’s the captain Tris. I just follow orders,’ he answered feebly.

Tris said nothing for a moment and Tuggs wondered if they would share another word as they neared Roma’s position at the front of the company. ‘How’s the side?’ she said finally.

‘Sore,’ he answered, but in truth he had almost forgotten about it.

‘I’ve been meaning to say thank you.’ Her scowl returned, like she’d caught scent of a full barn after a storm. ‘You took that hit for me after all. I didn’t ask or need you to. But you took it all the same, so thanks.’

‘No need! That bastard had managed to cut down a few of our lads. Besides, am sure you would’ve had him on your own.’ He felt her hand touch his arm gently and looked into her moonlit eyes.

‘Tuggs, just take the thank you will you?’ He smiled sheepishly and nodded. They reached the captain and with a final squeeze of his arm, Tris left him.

Roma marched at the head of the company, carefully picking her way through the forest in a quick and efficient manner. At her side was the squad mage Mane, who stumbled his way behind the captain far less elegantly. When she saw Tuggs she motioned him closer.

‘Sergeant Tuggs,’ said the captain in greeting. ‘You know Private Mane, yes?’ Tuggs nodded and Mane gave a ridiculous wave in response, like a child greeting their friend. The captain continued. ‘Well, he’s the only reason why we don’t have Fisties bearing down on us right now. I’m not going to pretend I understand half of the things he’s told me, but I know it’s important to keep him alive and, with that in mind, I am moving him to your squad. You’ve done a pretty good job of keeping your people alive thus far.’

‘That might be more luck than anything, Captain,’ said Tuggs, a pang of guilt stabbing his gut as he remembered Gaps’ shock at his own death and the unmarked grave they’d left Brightleaf in.

‘Either way, the mage stays with you now.’ Roma turned to Mane and said, ‘Go join your new squad.’

Dismissed, the short mage made his way back down the line to join Tuggs’ squad. Tuggs and Roma walked side by side, carefully picking their way through the night covered forest. Tuggs began to wonder if he had been dismissed also as the silence between them grew.

‘You and your men done well today. I didn’t expect to see half the town burnt down that’s for sure.’ The captain looked him up and down, and he felt himself shrinking under her study. ‘You’re a good soldier, Tuggs. I’m going to need you. For now, focus on keeping the mage alive. If we are to make it home, he’s the key. When I hand out rations, you make sure he’s well fed, even if it means some of the others going without. They won’t like it, but I don’t give a damn. The mage takes priority over everyone. You understand? Over me, over you. Keep him safe.’

‘I’ll do my best, Captain,’ said Tuggs, unsure whether he had earned the responsibility or if Roma simply had no one else.

‘I’ve had a little look at your map, if it can be called that. It’s almost useless.’

Tuggs raised an eyebrow towards the captain. They had almost died to get that map and here she was criticising it. ‘It appears the Imperials were in the process of mapping the region themselves and the map is only half finished. Can you read maps?’ she asked him.

‘My da’ had one of the surrounding farms when we were younger. Helped us coordinate efforts come harvest. But don’t think that will be much to go by compared to a proper military map.’

‘You’re right, it won’t. Okay, if we keep pushing on in this general direction then, come dawn, we should see some hills rising in the distance. We make for them until we come to a river. See here?’ She pointed at a line on the map that split into two. Tuggs nodded. ‘When that river forks, we cross and make for the hills. There should be a pass that leads through the hills. Once we’re on the other side, we follow them west and home. Vague, I know, but seems you can’t read maps it’s the best I can do.’

‘Home.’ Tuggs swilled the word around his mouth. ‘Sounds nice. The men will be relieved to know its where this path is leading us.’

‘The men aren’t to know Sergeant. They’re sheep. Shepherd’s don’t explain their actions to sheep. You have a great soldier in you Tuggs and I can see the beginnings of leadership in you, but you have to stop pretending like your one of them.’ She jerked her head back towards the company for emphasis. ‘You’re not one of them. Am sure you like the idea of fitting in, but you know deep down you’re a cut above those men. If we’re going to win this war, we need soldiers like me and you, thinking soldiers. Not farm-boys turned soldier. So, start thinking war and stop playing at it.’

‘Yes, Captain.’

‘Go see how our mage is fitting in,’ said the captain dismissing him. The short walk back to his squad was a disheartening one for him. Most of what the captain had said had been a compliment, in her own way. Yet it was all news he didn’t want to hear. In spite of everything, Tuggs enjoyed being a soldier. He liked the feel of comradeship between the squad and the captain was right, he did see himself as one of them. Yes, he was their sergeant, but he was also their friend. But the captain was relying on him to step up, perhaps even filling the role Mags had left, and if it meant everyone getting home in one piece, he’d do it.

‘Hearing we’ve got a new member to our gang?’ asked Lash, arching a quizzical eyebrow. He’d already voiced his concern about the mage. Tuggs didn’t have the heart to tell him they were now the mages personal bodyguard, nor the fact that they’d all be going a little hungrier to feed the man.

‘Mane is with us for the foreseeable. Make him feel welcome.’ He patted Lash on the arm and nodded in the direction of the mage. Mane had fallen into line next to Tinker, probably the only other man who looked as out of place here as he did. Lash nodded his understanding and moved over to the pair, placing himself between the two and putting an arm round each. He said something quietly and the three of them shared a quiet laugh. Lash had a gift, one that had made him a lot of friends and enough disciplinary action to earn him his name.

Danza made her way over to her sergeant’s side. She had a knack for showing up just before he decided he needed her. ‘What’s the mood in the group like?’ Tuggs asked quietly.

‘Not much has changed. Everyone is still not happy about this situation. The captain isn’t soft, is she? It was a smart move getting you to burn the town. No going back now.’ They shared a long look with each other.

‘Keep a close eye on them, Danz. I've a feeling Roma will want to keep me close from now on.’ Danza raised an eyebrow at this but quickly accepted it with a nod. A fine rain had begun to fall, the kind that seeped between seams in armour and soaked you through. 

‘This won’t help morale,’ said Danza holding a hand up to the rain.

Tuggs held his face up into the mist, the cold wetness relieving some of the tiredness from his eyes.

They marched on for several more hours, the night turning into early morning as birds started to wake up and twerp. Their instinct alone kept them moving, one foot in front of the other. Just when Tuggs had told himself he couldn’t manage another step for the tenth time, Roma called a halt. Tuggs’ squad spread along a large rock, sitting with their backs against it. The sergeants from each squad gathered around Roma as she distributed the stolen food across the company. When she handed Tuggs his squad’s rations her gaze lingered on him, and he nodded his understanding.

Returning to the squad he handed out pieces of hard black bread and the cured meat sausages. It wasn’t much, but it was the most they had eaten in days. As Lash got his portion, he sarcastically knocked the hard bread against the trunk of the fallen tree. Finally, he came to Mane who he handed an extra piece of meat.

‘Hey, why’s he gets more?’ shouted Shoot, pointing an accusing finger at the mage. Trust Shoot to notice, thought Tuggs, closing his eyes and letting out a sigh of frustration.

‘You all have the same,’ said Tuggs through gritted teeth.

‘No, he gots more of this cat meat, see?’ she said, waving her single sausage in the air for emphasis.

‘You all have the same!’ the sergeant snapped uncharacteristically. ‘Now keep quiet and try and get some damn sleep.’ He moved off away from his squad, cursing himself. Captain Roma caught his attention and motioned him over.

‘Very subtle,’ she said as he knelt down beside her.

‘I’m not used to lying to my men,’ he said bitterly. She caught his tone.

‘Spirits! You are their commanding officer, so whatever you choose to tell them, that is the truth. Sooner you establish that relationship with your squad the easier it will be to lead them.’

Tuggs wasn’t sure if that was how he wanted to lead his team, so he nodded instead of disagreeing. The rain continued to fall as the company finished their rations. It was a feast compared to what they had eaten since the battle and yet the lack of sleep made eating seem like a chore.

‘What did they make this stuff with, sawdust?’ said Lash, drawing a laugh from half the company. Tuggs smiled and made to re-join his squad. Roma’s arm snaked out, gripping him by the elbow and pulling him down to her side. He was no longer playing soldier. His lessons in leadership had begun, albeit begrudgingly.


Chapter 5

Tuggs woke and found he was sore all over. His legs felt weary from the endless miles of walking through the night and his neck was stiff from the awkward angle he’d slept. He probed with two fingers against his injured side, gritting his teeth whilst he tried to figure out if his ribs were cracked or just bruised. Realising he couldn’t do anything about it one way or another, he climbed to his feet and took account of the company.

All of them were still sleeping, his squad resting with their backs to the huge rock where he had left them a couple of hours ago. It was only then he noticed Captain Roma was missing. He looked around frantically, trying to stay calm whilst he considered raising the alarm. Before he had come to a decision she moved from behind a tree, pulling up her breeches over a pale backside.

‘Good, Farm Boy, you’re awake.’ She moved to his side and handed him a cured sausage. It was tough and salty, but his stomach yearned for it, and he forced it down with the last of the water from Lash’s skin. When Roma saw he had finished his, she handed him her own water. ‘Don’t worry Sergeant, there is a stream not far from here.’

‘Making use of the map, I see,’ said Tuggs, pleased.

‘It’d be a bloody good map if it showed every little stream. No, I could hear it last night, which is why we stopped here.’

‘Ah,’ said Tuggs, humbled. He passed what was left in the skin back to Roma, who finished the contents.

‘But whilst we’re on the subject of maps I’ll show you what I can whilst it’s light and we’ve got a moment.’ She went into the pocket of her uniform and pulled out the map, unfolding it in front of them. The paper was filled with lines and diagrams he didn’t understand. Little markers represented trees and streams, wavy lines showing hills and rises. It all seemed very confusing to him. ‘That’s the town you burnt half to the ground,’ she pointed to a small square on the map. 

‘Holden Square,’ Tuggs said, reading the small text written in Old Imperial next to the mark. 

‘You can read?’ she asked, failing to mask the surprise on her face. 

‘My father taught me,’ he said, trying to be modest.

‘I thought you said he was a farmer. Not many farmers can read,’ said the captain, unconvinced.

‘My mother taught him. She was a lady’s waiting woman when she met my father,’ Tuggs said with a smile.

‘A farmer and a lady’s attendant. I’m sure there is an interesting story there, but it will have to wait for another time.’ Roma turned her attention back to the map. ‘It looks like the Fisties were starting to map out the area, probably working out where the passes were so they could move supplies through the area better. It’s always difficult to judge distance on a map like this without the proper tools but I’m guessing we are somewhere near here,’ she pointed to an area close to the edge of the place marked with trees. ‘Here is the river I spoke of last night and here,’ again she pointed for emphasis, stabbing her finger down, ‘is the fork in the river. If we get to there and move north and west, we should hit a pass through the Epath hills.’

‘Epath hills?’ interrupted Tuggs. ‘We’re near the Epath hill?’ he looked around incredulously.

‘That’s right sergeant, we’ve come further than I think any of us suspected.’

‘We must’ve covered fifteen leagues?’ he said. 

‘Probably twenty, and there is still more to go. If something happens to me, can I count on you to take this map and stick to the plan?’ she folded the map back up and placed it in her pocket, but her eyes never left Tuggs face. His mouth felt suddenly dry, but he swallowed hard and nodded.

‘Yes Captain.’ She returned the nod slowly, taking another moment to look into his eyes.

‘Good, then let’s get moving. Get them up Sergeant.’

‘On your feet men!’ he said, loudly enough to wake those nearest to him without his voice carrying too far.

Those nearest Tuggs woke and in turn woke those next to them. In a short while the entire company was on their feet without too much noise. Judging from the suns position in the sky, the whole company couldn’t have slept more than a couple of hours. The captain hadn’t set any sentries whilst they slept which whispered of things to come; they would all need the sleep.

Roma gathered the squad leaders to her and distributed the meagre portions to pass out to the rest of the company. It was hardly worth the energy and did nothing to stop Tuggs stomach complaining. As his squad went about collecting their belongings and emptying their bladders Tuggs took the opportunity to slip private Mane an extra piece of dark bread and a wedge of hard cheese. The mage smiled in thanks, looking almost embarrassed to take it.

The company moved on, trying to walk some life into their tired bodies. Before long they came across the shallow stream Roma had heard the night before.

‘Anyone forgets to fill their skin and they’ll be drinking their own piss until we get home,’ Roma promised the soldiers as they waded into the water.

‘At least your breath will smell better Sharp,’ joked Lash, earning an insidious look from his squad mate and a laugh from the rest. Tuggs half-filled Lash’s skin and put it to his lips, drinking deeply, desperately trying to fill his stomach. The ice-cold water caused his head to ache, but he clenched his eyes shut and when the pain had passed, drank again.

Roma called the sergeants to her. Tuggs took a place at her right side and studied the other squad leaders. They looked as tired as he felt, the responsibility of their men resting heavily on their shoulders. Bracken was last to attend, strutting forward with his arms at his side. His former corporal, Lewen, hovered just out of earshot, trying but failing to look disinterested in the meeting.

‘We can’t linger here much longer,’ said Roma, studying the men closely before her. ‘We’ve had more rest than we can probably afford which means we will need to push on even harder today. Now the plan is-’

‘Captain,’ interrupted Bracken, raising his voice to drown out Roma’s. ‘I’ve remained quiet so far out of respect but I’m afraid I can stay silent no further. I have a duty to my squad and the men of the entire company. We need more rest captain, and more food. We’ve marched many miles and can’t be expected to march many more on a couple of bells sleep and a strip of dried meat.’

Next to Tuggs, the sound of Roma’s teeth grinding against one another was faint. The anger in her eyes wasn’t so subtle. To Bracken’s credit he didn’t wilt under the intense gaze. Many in the company couldn’t handle that stare for more than a moment.

‘Explain it to me, Sergeant Bracken, as if I am a simpleton,’ said the captain coldly. ‘We are in a foreign country, being pursued by an enemy compiled of the most highly trained soldiers in the world, with only a small sack of food between forty hungry soldiers. So, please explain to me, when do we rest? How do we eat?’

The sergeant shuffled uncomfortably. He tried to clear his throat, once, twice and then a third time. ‘I was only voicing the concerns of the men Captain, not necessarily my own opinions.’ It was Tuggs’ turn to be angry. Bracken had been in the company for barely two days and already he was shifting blame on to the soldiers under his care. Tuggs doubted there was a soldier present who hadn’t complained about the marching, the food and the lack of rest. It was a sergeant’s job to take all that on board and keep the men marching anyway.

‘Ah so it is the men who talk of dissent is it? And you as their sergeant just allow this type of talk?’ asked Roma menacingly. If Bracken had looked uncomfortable before he now resembled a rabbit at the entrance to a fox den.

‘I thought it best a more relaxed approach, but rest assured Captain the next person to mouth such objections will be flogged on the spot.’

‘There will be no floggings Sergeant,’ hissed the captain, her voice as cold as winter. ‘I expect you to manage the expectations of your squad better in future, or I will hand the squad back to Corporal Pimms and you can serve under him. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Crystal clear Captain,’ said Bracken, straightening out with his chin thrust in the air as if he’d been given a compliment. Roma’s icy stare lingered on the man for a moment before she took a deep breath, regaining her composure.

‘Now my plan is a simple one. We put as much distance between us and those bastards as possible and when we have enough breathing room, we make for home in relative safety. But only when we put some real distance between us. Which means we’ve got a tough couple of days in store. A lot of distance to cover with not a lot of food to keep us going. But once we get out the way of these Imperials, it’ll be a nice leisurely stroll home. Does everyone understand?’

The sergeants present nodded their understanding and she motioned for them to return to their squads. Tuggs remained by her side.

‘Whoever that sergeant’s captain was before all this needs a promotion for not killing him,’ said Roma with a sigh. Tuggs chuckled at her side when something from earlier sprang to mind.

‘I’ve just remembered something you might want to know, Captain. The other soldier we rescued, not Bracken or the other one, the private. Well, he said something about Bracken that I didn’t take much notice of at first.’

‘What did he say?’

“You’re going to wish you hadn’t saved those two,” answered Tuggs, the words seeming far graver now. The captain pondered this for a moment.

‘No one likes their sergeant,’ she said finally, ‘except perhaps your squad. But it’s a strange thing to say straight after being rescued.’ She thought for a moment longer and Tuggs resisted the urge to interrupt. ‘Damn it! I threw him in with Bracken’s squad. I want you to speak to Private Seb, that’s his name, but do it discreetly. Get me a better picture of these two buffoons we’ve picked up. If they’re going to cause trouble, better I know about it now.’

‘I’ll try to get him alone.’

Once the sergeants returned to their squads and the water skins were filled the company moved on. Roma had them walk out of sight of the stream but stay within hearing distance. There was an emphasis on speed and stealth as the company was made to repay the rest they had taken that morning.

Tuggs’ squad lingered at the back of the company, partly due to the injured Lash, who limped along trying to match the fast pace the captain set. The other reason was because that was where Private Seb was marching with Bracken’s squad. The pompous sergeant marched at the head of his squad with Lewen at his side, hound and master in unison.

Whilst Tuggs considered a way to get Seb away from Bracken, two soldiers struggled passed with the injured Sergeant Hanno between them. Inspiration struck and Tuggs moved to take one end of the stretcher. ‘Take a breather lads. Private Seb,’ called Tuggs. Seb turned, but so did Bracken and Lewen. ‘Care to help your new squad out with the injured?’ Tuggs motioned with his head at the other end of the stretcher. The private considered it for a moment and then with a sigh nodded his agreement. Bracken seemed to consider the two of them a moment, then shrugged and turned back around to converse with Lewen.

Seb grabbed the front end of the stretcher and between them they kept pace with the company.

‘Thanks for the help Private,’ said Tuggs.

‘I get it out the way now and I won’t have to do it later,’ said the private.

‘I suppose that’s one way of looking at it,’ said Tuggs. He saw an opening. ‘Then again, can you really see Bracken or Lewen taking a turn? Might be Hanno will need your help again.’

‘Shit I didn’t think of that,’ said Seb angrily.

‘You and Bracken in the same company before you were captured?’ asked Tuggs innocently.

‘No! And thank the spirits for that. Different company but same regiment. But I knew of Bracken. He has a real high opinion of himself. Put himself forward for captain a few times but had been politely declined. Loves dishing out punishment. Given out more lashes than anyone in the regiment. His old captain, Captain Mika, had to tell him to calm it down.’

‘I know the type,’ said Tuggs. ‘Served under a few of them myself in fact. But when we rescued you, you said “you’re going to wish you hadn’t rescued them”. Seems a bit extreme to say about an over stringent sergeant with a high opinion of himself. That just about covers half the squad leaders in the army.’

In front of him Private Seb let out a sigh, realising he had been led into this conversation. Eventually he said, ‘it’s not fitting of a soldier to talk bad about his new squad leader, is it?’

‘I’m sorry for the games,’ pleaded Tuggs, ‘but we’re in a fight for our lives here. If these two are dangerous to the company, its better someone like me knows about it. So please, Seb, what did you mean?’

‘Fine. I’d heard bad things before I met Bracken, but like you said that description fits half the sergeants in the army. We got captured separately; I was captured during the battle with a few others. Some of them died from wounds, others moved to other fortifications, I guess. I was being moved from the Imperial army camp to the town you and your squad burnt and on the way we met more Imperials with Bracken and Lewen between them. They hardly looked like they’d been in a scrap at all. Anyway, night before you rescue us, Bracken starts trying to barter for his freedom. Says he has information on troop movements, supply trails and everything else. The Imperials weren’t stupid towards him. They knew he was a lowly soldier from his uniform and let him rattle on. But he was willing to sell out his own country, without even the threat of violence thrown his way. Imagine what he will be like if we get into trouble out here.’

‘It’s as bad as I feared,’ sighed Tuggs.

‘That Lewen is just as bad Sergeant. All the while he’s whispering in Bracken’s ear. I’d keep a close eye on both of them.’

‘Don’t worry soldier I plan to,’ promised Tuggs. For another hour he helped carry the injured Hanno before another soldier from that squad took over. Tuggs considered informing Roma of what he had learnt immediately but decided against it. His squad was starting to fall further behind and the strain on Lash’s face showed he was struggling.

‘How you doing Lash?’ said Tuggs as moved alongside his old friend.

‘Ah not too bad Tuggs, just decided to slow down and take in some of the scenery before I sprint up front and challenge the captain to a race,’ replied the private through gritted teeth. Tuggs laughed as he offered his arm, helping take some of the weight off of the injured knee.

‘We could make a stretcher for you,’ suggested Tuggs.

‘That would mean getting close to these bastards and I don’t know if you’ve taken a moment to sniff recently but most could do with falling in a latrine pit to improve the smell.’ Shoots and Doris, who were walking just behind Lash, let out a laugh and the rest of the squad could be seen smirking.

‘Tuggs,’ shouted a soldier from up the line. It was Tris, Tuggs flashing her a smile as she joined them. ‘Captain said you fellas are holding up the company.’ She looked down at the struggling Lash and frowned. ‘What have you done there?’

‘Took a knock on the knee during the battle. Swelling just keeps getting worse.’ Tris walked over and knelt beside the injured leg. She tried to pull up his trousers to reveal the injured joint, but the swelling was so bad the leg wouldn’t get over it. Instead, she probed through the pants with her fingers. ‘Ouch! What are you doing woman!’ groaned the soldier.

‘When we make camp tonight come see me, I might be able to help with the swelling,’ said Tris.

‘Any other swelling you can help with?’ asked Lash with a smirk.

‘Any other swelling would last about thirty seconds and isn’t really worth my time.’ She said it with venom but the slight curl at the end of her lips betrayed the smile.

As she walked away Lash said, ‘I’m flattered she thinks I'd last thirty seconds.’


Chapter 6

A pained sound escaped Lash’s gritted teeth, filling the hollow where the company had chosen to make camp. The fiery sky darkened with the setting sun and the last of the day’s heat left with it. Tris knelt above the laid out private, kneading her fingers into the swollen flesh around his knee.

‘The cold won’t help,’ she said, lifting up the leg to bend the joint. Looking on, Tuggs could see that the swelling had subsided significantly. ‘Now listen, you need to keep this leg elevated above the heart. That’ll stop it swelling back up nasty like it was. I’ll give it some more work in the morning before we head out.’

‘Thanks for the help,’ said Tuggs. ‘Where’d you learn to do that?’

‘My papa had bad knees. He was a big man, and I don’t mean tall. We had a physician work them mostly but there were times when money got tight, and I just picked up where he left off.’

‘Bet he was happy to have you around,’ laughed Tuggs.

‘You’d think so wouldn’t you,’ she said sadly. ‘Keep that damn thing elevated!’ she shouted as Lash had sat up to share a joke with Tinker at his side. Tuggs turned to give Lash a disapproving look, who held his hands up in apology, laying back down and lifting his leg onto a nearby branch. Tuggs turned back to Tris, but she had moved off back to her squad.

Tuggs made a last look over his own squad, handing out the pathetic portion of food for the evening before moving closer to Captain Roma for his own feast; a mouthful of stale bread. He allowed himself a large drink of water, with the faint sound of the stream still tinkling in the distance. He had offered Lash his skin back, but he had declined, happy to share with the rest of the squad. With his back propped against a tree, Tuggs watched as the company settled down for what would be a few hours of broken, restless sleep.

*

A foul mood had taken Tuggs, brought on by the equally foul mood radiating from the captain. The stolen food was dwindling rapidly and as Roma distributed the tiny portions to the starving soldiers their dissatisfaction was obvious. She had ordered those capable of setting snares for rabbits to do so the night before, but the woodland creatures could hear such a large group coming a mile off and stayed well clear.

Hawkit had promised a pen to catch wild pigs, but after wrestling with a selection of branches and twigs, attempting to tie them together elaborately, the project had ended up in a discarded pile, fuel for the fire had one been allowed.

The few hours of cold, uncomfortable sleep hadn’t helped morale. Tuggs had woke and found Roma absent again. This didn’t seem to bother the few soldiers who had also woken before dawn - or hadn’t slept. They were likely hoping she wouldn’t come back. Tuggs tried not to listen to the whispered complaints of the rest of the company but words like madwoman and suicide were hard to miss.

Tuggs had used Roma’s absence to check in with his squad. Tris had kept her promise and continued to work on Lash’s bad knee, batting away his playful attempts of courtship. She took these better than Tuggs, who was shocked at his own jealousy. We're in the middle of a war man!

The rest of the squad seemed fine. Hungry, tired and miserable, but fine. That was apart from Mane, who looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks, not days. His dark skin had taken on the colour of stagnant water, looking pasty and sick.

‘You don’t look so good mage,’ said Shoots.

‘Bad dreams,’ is all he had said in response. Sharp grunted, spitting on the floor in front of the mage.

Sharp was becoming a problem, his outspoken negative views having an impact on those around him. Danza had reported the night before that Sharp, having found nowhere to sow his dissent in Tuggs’ squad, had been conniving with soldiers from other squads. Roma wasn’t going to like what he had to say about Bracken and Lewen; it’d be worse still if he had to report one of his own squad-mates as a threat.

He put the problem from his mind. He had successfully talked Lash back on side for now and Danza was keeping a close eye on Sharp. That would need to be enough.

Not long after, Roma had returned and the company had pushed on, grumbling behind their captain. As they marched deeper into Epathia the land started to rise and fall, the hills and valleys the country was known for rolling out before them. The trees were thinner here, the ground slowly growing steeper. A tightness along the back of Tuggs’ legs was merely a taste of the new challenges the sudden change in scenery would present.

Up ahead, Roma barked orders at soldiers incapable of matching her pace. The woman was a beast, with the stamina of a timber wolf and the temperament to match it. She expected too much of them. The soldiers of the company carried wounds and those that didn’t helped carry the ones who did. From this side of the line, Tuggs could see why some of the company had grown intolerant of their captain.

‘Tuggs,’ snapped Roma, turning her fury to him. ‘If your squad fall any further behind, they’ll be having breakfast with the Fisties. Hurry them up.’

‘It’s Lash captain, he’s got a busted leg,’ argued Tuggs, with more ferocity than he had intended.

‘Cut the damn thing off for all I care, but I won’t have this company held up any longer.’

Tuggs bit back his reply and instead gave a curt nod, turning to encourage his squad, his mood darkening further. He found them at the rear of the line keeping pace with the struggling Lash who was leaning on Tinker for support.

The battle shock had finally faded from the youngster, thanks largely to the efforts of Lash, who had taken the recruit under his wing. However, this hadn’t transformed the kid into a soldier overnight. Just as Lash relied on Tinker for physical support, he was the sole pillar of strength for Tinker's mental well-being. Yet, if something were to happen to Lash... Well, Tuggs didn’t think Roma would actually leave him behind. Nonetheless, in the face of further trouble, Lash's impaired leg could prove to be his downfall. Tuggs and Tinker exchanged a glance, their eyes revealing a shared concern. There was more behind the youth’s stare, a steely promise that spoke “I might not have become a soldier overnight, but I will try to be one, given the chance”. Tuggs turned away, rejecting that promise. Don't look at me, kid. I can't offer any help, he thought grimly, his mind drifting to Gaps.

‘Captain said you are falling too far behind,’ said Tuggs through gritted teeth.

‘Well, you ask your captain how well she would manage with a knee the size of a pig’s head?’ snarled Lash.

‘My captain?’ asked Tuggs in response.

‘Well, you are clearly her messenger boy now, running up and down the line like some sort of sheep dog.’

‘You think I’m happy about any of this?’ argued Tuggs.

‘I don’t see you back here helping us out Tuggs,’ Lash retorted.

‘I’ll just tell the captain to go fuck herself, shall I? Tell her to do her own dirty work?’ Tuggs could feel the anger rising in him, yet a part of him knew it was not with his squad mate.

‘Maybe you should,’ said the injured private. Tinker looked like a child caught between two parents bickering. Tuggs turned away angrily, heading back in Roma’s direction.

‘Maybe I will,’ Tuggs growled as he walked away.

Danza caught up to his side as he paced back up the line. ‘I’ll talk some sense into him Sarge,’ she said.

‘Don’t waste your breath,’ said Tuggs, his tone dismissing her rudely as he stormed to the front of the line.

‘Did you give them a kick up the arse?’ asked Roma.

‘Only so much you can expect of sheep,’ replied Tuggs, annoyed at his own childish tone. The captain stopped in her tracks, turning slowly to look Tuggs in the face. She held up a hand to signal a halt; the company collapsing to ground, grateful for one of the few rests Roma allowed.

‘With me,’ she said, motioning Tuggs off out of earshot of the nearest soldiers.

‘You still don’t get it do you, Farm Boy,’ she said, turning on him once they were alone. ‘I’m sorry if I hurt your sensitive side calling your friends sheep but that’s what they are. What would happen if a shepherd let their flock fend for themselves? The sheep would fall down a ditch, drown in the river or offer themselves up as food for the wolves. Same thing will happen here if I let these soldiers get out of line. They’d stumble right into the Fisties, or worse pick a fight they couldn’t win. Once the food ran out, they’d soon start doing the Fisties work for them and killing each other over the last scrap of meat. Not because they’re wicked or evil, but because they’re desperate. And desperate men can’t lead, so they must follow.’

‘So, they can grumble, curse me and bleat, but as long as they’re following, they might just stay alive. Because that’s what I’m doing. Keeping the sheep from the wolves. Do you understand Sergeant?’ Her icy cold stare drilled into him, but for once Tuggs didn’t flinch, his fiery anger countering her coldness. He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

‘Did you speak to the Private about our two trouble causes?’ asked the captain after a moment of silence. Back to business, thought Tuggs.

‘I did captain.’

‘And?’

‘At best Bracken is a coward. At worst; deserter, traitor or anything else in-between.’ Tuggs went on to tell Roma everything Private Seb had told him about the two new additions to the company.

‘We will have to watch the pair of them. I’ll keep one eye on them, and you do the same. That’s two good eyes at all times. Other than that, not much more we can do.’

It wasn’t a nice thought, having to juggle two potentially dangerous idiots between them whilst fighting for a way home.

Home. It felt so far away to Tuggs, like a target placed too far away from the arrow, or a mountain, just as your thought you’d reached the top, another peak appeared over the rise.

‘Get them men moving again Sergeant,’ said Roma, dismissing him.

‘Yes Captain,’ he said tersely.

‘Out with it soldier,’ she said in response.

‘What?’ asked Tuggs.

‘Me and Mags had a good understanding. Most of the time we agreed, or rather he just agreed that I was often right. But if he did have something to say, I made sure he said it. Away from the company, appropriately. That shit can fester if you let it. Whether we like it or not, you are my Number Two now, so say what you have to say and be done with it.’

Tuggs felt conflicted. A part of him wanted to walk away, leaving his thoughts unsaid. But Roma was right, dark thoughts could grow like an infection and a simple objection now could decay into mutiny further down line if he allowed it.

‘Just something to think on, Captain. I grew up on a farm and know from experience, wolves rarely kill sheep. Shepherds, on the other hand...’ He left the rest unsaid and went to rouse the company.

*

‘Captain’s been quiet,’ said Tris, snapping Tuggs out of his daydream. She had appeared silently at his side and looked up at him thoughtfully.

‘Has she?’ said Tuggs. His thoughts had been lingering on his conversation with Roma. He had risked fracturing their newly formed bond with his honesty, but he realised now that had been necessary. Already the darkness in him that had been growing, brought on by the constant complaining from the rest of the company and Tuggs own doubt, had started to subside. Roma was right, if people like Bracken had been left to take charge, he would be not only be a danger to himself, but those under his command. These people needed to be led.

And in turn, Roma needed to see that despite their flaws - and in Bracken’s case idiocies - they were soldiers and needed to be treated as such. Perhaps that was why Roma was quiet.

‘She hasn’t cursed anyone or called them a donkey for over an hour,’ Tris laughed at his side. She saw the faraway look in Tuggs eyes and placed a hand on his arm. ‘Hey Tuggs, are you okay?’

The sergeant shook of the last of his lingering thoughts and turned to Tris. ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry, just hungry and tired like the rest of us. Maybe that’s what’s got the captain tongue-tied. Even she is too tired to bark orders.’

‘That doesn’t sound like her,’ said Tris.

‘Maybe wants a new insult to call us all before she has us start climbing up mountains. You don’t come up with an insult like “Useless as fish without fins” without putting in the work.’

‘Yeah, you’re probably right,’ she laughed, the sound as pleasant as chiming bells and seeming so out of place here, like a flower amongst weeds.

‘How Lash’s knee holding up? Looks like it’s getting worse,’ asked Tuggs.

‘It is,’ she said, scratching at her head. ‘I’m trying my best but marching on it for hours every day is undoing all the work I’ve done. The stubborn bastard should be on a stretcher. Just a few days rest would do it the world of good.’

He put a hand on Tris’s shoulder and said, ‘It’d be tenfold worse if you weren’t helping out. Once we get through the pass the captain is looking for, I’ll make sure Lash gets on a stretcher, even if I have to tie the bastard to it.’

‘I support that,’ she smirked. ‘As both his doctor and someone who would greatly enjoy watching that, I support it!’

‘I’m pretty sure most it is some charade to have you rub his leg each morning and night,’ said Tuggs with a laugh.

‘I’ll cut his leg off if that’s that case, and not the nasty swollen one either,’ she said threateningly, but Tuggs could hear the humour in her voice. Tuggs fought the urge to look at her, feeling her eyes on him.

‘I’m starting to think you are okay, Tuggs. Y’know, you’re the only soldier in the whole company who doesn’t make snide comments or promises of a good time in every conversation. That or they just stare open mouthed like a dog eyeing a bone. And if they don’t wanna’ fuck me they’re looking thinking “what’s a young, stupid girl like that playing soldier for?” It’s infuriating.’

‘That’s because I’ve seen you fight and like my legs where they are,’ said Tuggs, laughing. Tris didn’t laugh, her face having taken on a serious look.

‘The captain has taken a shining to you Tuggs. I admire her. She’s everything I want to be. Strong, independent, fearless. But she’s cold - she has to be. Don’t let her change you too much.’ He turned, allowing their eyes to meet, and nodded, not knowing what to say. With a shy smile she left him.

Tuggs couldn’t take his eyes off her as she walked away, absently fidgeting with the wedding band on his finger. Eventually he forced himself to look away, missing the moment she cast a fleeting glance over her shoulder and the disheartening look on her face as she eyed his ring.


Chapter 7

It felt like he’d had his eyes closed for mere moments before Tuggs was being lightly shaken awake. The lids of his eyes felt heavy, like opening a door after a blizzard, and it took him a moment before he recognised Roma kneeling over him. It was still dark, yet the beginnings of morning flirted with the horizon. When the captain realised that Tuggs wasn’t likely to fall back asleep if left unattended she moved off to where she had left her equipment.

Tuggs rubbed the sleep from his eyes as he emptied his bladder against a tree. As he tied up his breeches Roma approached him, sword belt tied at the waist. She moved off past him, motioning with her head for him to follow. Hastily he fastened his own sword belt on and followed. The pain in his side renewed its assault, the oblivion of sleep lulling him into a false sense of comfort that morning cruelly snatched away. He took shallow breathes not to aggravate it and hurried to catch his captain.

Roma hadn’t spoken to him since their disagreement, yet he sensed more than knew that that bridge would mend itself with time, he just had to tread carefully in the meantime.

As they stalked through the trees, the morning dew giving the trees a fairytale like quality, Tuggs began to wonder if the captain had a destination in mind at all. The wooded area here wasn’t particularly dense, but after a while it all started to look the same. The morning mist that rose off the grassy hillsides made it difficult to see too far ahead and he hoped silently the captain had kept track of their bearings better than he had managed.  The foul taste of stale bread from the night before lingered in his mouth and he took a small swig of water, swilling it around before spitting it on the floor.

‘Woken up yet or you still dreaming of your farm?’ asked Roma over her shoulder.

‘I think so Captain,’ he replied, although his head still felt fuzzy from fatigue. The sky had lightened some during their walk, but it wasn’t quite dawn.

‘Sorry to wake you so early Sergeant. I’m afraid your squad will be treated to an extra hour or so of sleep than you and I. But I need to show you something, and I felt like company this morning checking our back trail.’

‘Checking our back trail?’ asked Tuggs incredulously. He had noticed her absence each morning but just assumed she was emptying her bladder or craved solitude away from the company who shunned her.

‘Someone had to, and I don’t know half the men back there enough to trust they’ll do it right. If Kady was here, or Mags, but…’ Roma trailed off, not needing to finish.

You can be a damned fool sometimes Tuggs! He thought bitterly. He had been haunted by Gaps death and that damned look on his face. Brightleaf’s passing had left him feeling hollow. They were just two soldiers in his care. Roma had lost half a company. How many had been friends? ‘You can trust me,’ he found himself saying, and was shocked to hear he meant it.

‘You know much about looking for signs of pursuit Tuggs?’ asked Roma, the question critical but her tone light.

‘I’m afraid not Captain, but you show me what you can, and I’ll pick up the rest. I’m a quick learner.’

‘Oh really, how so?’ He knew the captain was teasing him, but he could sense there was no wickedness in it. Whether it was to pass the time or take her mind off things for a moment, Tuggs decided to play along. Tuggs thought for a moment, not looking to impress the captain but wanting to earn her trust. The whole company seemed ready to turn on her at any second and if he could show her that someone was on her side, she might sleep a little easier.

‘We kept sheep on the old farm,’ Tuggs started as they continued to move through the wood, the path getting steeper as they approached a hill they had passed late the day before. ‘I’ve never met a herd of animals more mischievous than they were. They would act docile and sluggish and before you knew it, they’d gotten into the pantry helping themselves to the food stores. But my Da’ use to know what they were thinking even before they did. One day I asked him how he knew what the sheep were thinking, and he said, “Son, sheep are a lot like bad card players. Once you know their tell, you can read them like a book.” And it was true. One would stamp his feet before he’d try and knock over the trough. Another would shake its head like it had snow sitting on its brow before it would try and nip at another sheep.’ They continued to move up the steady incline, towards the summit of the hill. Where the trees were sparser Roma would duck down or move more quickly, but her head was turned so her ear pointed towards Tuggs, listening intently.

‘Pretty soon I knew what the sheep were going to do before my Da’. I carried that skill over to every animal we kept on the farm to the point my Da’ thought I had grown some sort of magic, animal talking ability. It broke his heart when I left to join the army. He thought I had a real talent for farming. That was over eight years ago, so I guess I can’t be too bad at soldiering either.’

Roma stopped fifty paces from the top of the hill. ‘We will stay here till sunrise; it shouldn’t be too far off.’ Tuggs settled down on the ground and Roma threw him another strip of the tough, dried meat. The saltiness made his mouth dry, and he thought about refusing it, but his stomach growled in protest and he munched some of it down.

‘A strange man, your father, by the sounds of it,’ said the captain after a moment. Tuggs was too busy trying to wash down his food to reply but the quizzical look on his face prompted Roma to continue. ‘A farmer who can read and talk to sheep. A talented man. Any other strange talents this farmer had?’

Everything the captain said might have sounded condescending in another place at another time but out here, just the two of them, Tuggs could feel she was genuinely interested.

‘He could play a good game of Fury,’ said Tuggs after a moment's thought. Captain Roma almost spat her water out.

‘Your father had a Fury board?’ she said astonished.

‘No! No!’ said Tuggs hastily, waving his arms in protest. ‘Not a proper one in any case. Just one he had carved himself and a bag full of painted stones.’ The captain laughed as she wiped around her mouth.

‘Now that would have been interesting. I suppose it still is. A farmer playing the game of kings.’ She laughed again, then went quiet all of a sudden. The silence dragged on for several moments before Roma said quietly. ‘I think I’d like to meet your father Tuggs.’

‘Get us out of here Captain, and he would be honoured to have you round for supper,’ said Tuggs, meaning the words as praise but regretting them instantly. Those words only reminded them of the grave predicament they were in.

‘I am trying to get us home Tuggs,’ she said quietly. He was startled, wondering if his thoughts were so easy to read. ‘I know it doesn’t feel like it but I am. I’ve been at this game a long time and made every mistake in the book. We could’ve made a run for home days ago, but I am certain we would’ve been caught. Then it would’ve been the prison blocks for us, or dead. The only way to save us was to get as far away from that battle as possible. If we can stay out of trouble, find the pass through the hills on this shite map, we are out of the boiling pot.’

‘Well, we are nearly there, Captain. There are the hills,’ he said, gesturing to the mountain range rising at their back. ‘The pass has to be there somewhere; we just need to find it.’

‘If the company holds. If those men don’t try and tie me up and leave me.’

‘They wouldn’t,’ argued Tuggs, trying to sound as certain as possible.

‘Wouldn’t they? They’re ready to break Tuggs, I’ve seen it in them. Look at your man, what’s his name? With the knives.’

‘Sharp?’

‘That’s the one. You telling me he wouldn’t love to put a knife in my back?’

‘Lots of people don’t like their regiment leaders, Captain, but Sharp’s no traitor.’

‘I’ve heard them talking Tuggs; Sharp and Lash and the rest of them, when they think I’m not listening. These men are ready to run, and they’ll do whatever it takes to make it happen.’ Tuggs felt the heat growing in his face.

‘You’re wrong!’ he said defensively, not meaning to sound so angry but unable to detain it. ‘In times of hardship men are easier to read than sheep and I know my men. They’ll bend and they sure as hell will groan about it. But they won’t break, and I’ll bet my life on that. I’ve been betting my life on them this whole time and they haven’t let me down.’

Roma, shocked at Tuggs uncharacteristic outburst, sat quietly. After a moment she smiled and said, ‘I don’t know if I can trust them men back there, but I think I can trust you.’

‘I’m no Mags, Captain, but I’ll do my best not to let you down.’

‘He deserved better than some unmarked grave in the middle of nowhere,’ she said sadly.

‘It’s not unmarked,’ said Tuggs carefully, remembering the axe buried in the fallen log. ‘Doris didn’t feel right carrying Mags’ axe, so he buried it deep into a fallen log. I don’t think ten men could dislodge it. A fitting headstone, don’t you think?’

Her face screwed up as though she were angry and Tuggs feared he had condemned his squad mate, but slowly Roma’s features seemed to relax, and a shy smile crept on to her lips. She looked at him, eyes sparkling. ‘Fitting,’ she said, nodding. ‘Perhaps he will take it with him to the Great Hall.’ Then she looked over her shoulder and said, ‘The sun is rising, let’s go have a look up top.’

Getting down onto her belly Roma crawled the last few paces to the top of the hill, Tuggs slithering like a serpent next to her. As they crested the hill Tuggs realised how high they had climbed. The land stretched out beneath them and what had felt like only a steady incline had actually taken them right to the foot of the Epath Hills, the mountain range stretching out in both directions at their back. Tuggs scanned the wooded hills and could see the valleys that Roma had traversed them through. What had often seemed at times like a blind, panicked retreat was a well thought out way of keeping out of sight.

‘See that hill with the tree sitting on top over there?’ said Roma, pointing at a hill far of in the distance.

‘I see it.’

‘I lay at the top of that hill just like this yesterday morning?’ Tuggs was impressed at how far the company had been able to move in one day. The hill seemed many miles away. ‘The Imperials on our trail, they’ll usually perch themselves up on one of these hills, hoping to catch our silhouette, creeping over the horizon, as if we’d be so stupid. Yesterday I saw them maybe half a day’s ride behind us. If we can keep that distance, we will be in a good place.’

‘How are they able to keep track of us at all,’ wondered Tuggs aloud. Roma said nothing in reply, but Tuggs sensed her uneasiness.

They lay there in silence, Tuggs focusing on keeping his teeth from clattering together on this cold, spring morning. His thoughts drifted to Brightleaf. He could do this wonderful trick where he would snap his fingers and a small blue flame would appear. He’d get you to cup the flame in your hand and put it to your mouth and inhale. The flame wasn’t hot, just pleasantly warm and that warmth would flow through your whole body as you would inhale the blue fire. It was a wonderful trick for times like this when the cold made your joints ache and your head feel heavy. Tricks like that had gone a long way in dispelling some of the distrust around mages within the company, and had endeared him to his squad mates.

His thoughts drifted from Brightleaf to the other squad mage in the company, Mane. Whatever spells the captain was having the little mage perform to keep them hidden, it was taking its toll on the man.

‘What’s Mane’s part in all this?’ Tuggs found himself asking.

‘I don’t understand magic much,’ she replied, still scanning the horizon. ‘In fact, it all makes me uncomfortable. But from how the mage explains it to me, the Imperials are using mages like him to track us. How or why is another matter entirely. Mane is keeping them off our scent.’

Suddenly Roma stirred next to him, rising slightly on her elbows. Tuggs followed her gaze and there, far in the distance, half a dozen horsemen sat atop a hill. Fear rose in Tuggs and as if sensing this Roma reached out to touch his shoulder, steadying him.

‘They’re closer than they were yesterday,’ said Roma quietly, cautious though it was impossible for them to be heard from this distance. ‘We’re still a couple of hours ahead of them, but on horseback they’d soon close that gap.’

‘They’re gaining on us,’ said Tuggs, his voice shaking.

‘Not necessarily. If they knew where we were, or was even certain of our general direction, I’d imagine they’d be on top of us by now. We just need to be very careful going forward. Leave no gear behind and as little trail as possible. If we can manage that we will be okay.’

Roma motioned with her head for Tuggs to make his way back down the hill. Roma turned and started to crawl down on her belly. Tuggs made to follow when one last look at the Imperials caught his attention.

‘Captain, something is happening.’ Quickly Roma crawled back to Tuggs’ side and looked in the direction of their pursuers. Whereas before they had been calm and relaxed, now there was urgency. Tuggs couldn’t be sure, but it seemed one of the Imperials was pointing right at them.

‘They couldn’t’ve spotted us, not like this,’ said Roma, looking around to see what else could’ve caught the Imperials attention. Her face dropped as she looked in the direction of where they had left the company. Tuggs followed her gaze and saw, rising from the trees, a thin trail of black smoke. ‘Those dog brained fools!’ stormed the captain.

Tuggs turned back to see what their pursuers were doing with this gift of information only to find their hill empty. They had already started the hunt.

‘We need to get back to the men now!’ said Roma, no longer bothering to crawl as she leapt up and ran in the direction of the company.

*

A spring breeze blew through the clearing where the company had made camp. The trees waved in the breeze, the leaves shaking loose the dew they had gathered through the night like rain fall. A single drop landed on Shoots forehead, waking her. As always when she first awoke her instinct was to look for Doris, finding the giant sleeping peacefully by her side. Satisfied, she cast a tired glance at the rest of the squad. Lash lay with his leg propped up, his knee tightly bandaged and a mischievous smile on his face that made Shoots think that even in his dreams Lash was up to no good. Next to him was the young boy Tinker, who looked as frightened sleeping as he did whilst he was awake. Sharp was curled up a little outside the circle they’d made for their squad, the bitter man looking strangely peaceful for once. Their new squad mage Mane huddled off to her right. Whilst the rest of the company shivered in the cold, Mane’s brow glistened with sweat. Strange, wizards.

Shoots stood up quietly, not meaning to wake anyone whilst she went to empty out her bladder. It was then that she noticed Tuggs missing. The last couple of nights he’d positioned himself close to the captain, yet now both of them were gone. She decided she would think more on it after she had taken care of her morning business and ensured her already damp leggings didn’t end up considerably wetter.

A short squat later she re-joined the company to find she wasn’t the only one awake. Private Lewen floated around the clearing, being extra cautious not to wake anyone. Upon seeing Shoots, he nodded in her direction and then made his way over to his companion Bracken, who slept not far off. Shoots couldn’t place what it was she didn’t like about Lewen. The man had a way of walking that made her think if a serpent could walk upright, that might be how it looked.

Sergeant Bracken awoke with a startle despite Lewen’s gentle touch. The private bent close to his ear, whispering unheard words before Bracken leapt to his feet and looked around. ‘Where is the captain?’ he asked noisily to no one in particular, rousing the soldiers nearby. It wasn’t long before the whole company was awake, and they all had the same question in mind.

Most companies had a routine when they first woke up that mostly involved emptying bladders and complaining. As this company went through the motions, Shoots couldn’t take her eyes off Bracken and Lewen.

‘What’re you lookin’ at?’ asked Doris through a huge yawn.

‘There is something really smelly about those two new boys,’ said Shoots. Doris looked over his shoulder at the pair.

‘Aye they’re pretty slimy like,’ replied Doris. The suspicious pair had been conversing quietly apart from the company and were now snooping around where Roma and Tuggs had been sleeping.

‘Oi!’ shouted Shoots, grabbing the pair’s attention. ‘What you lookin’ for over there?’

Bracken seemed startled at first, but after seeing who had shouted, he quickly regained his composure. ‘Not that it’s any of your business, but seems like our captain has abandoned us, I was looking for the rations. I am the most senior sergeant present, and someone needs to take responsibility.’

‘It’s not yet sunrise. The captain will be back I’m sure.’

‘The foolish woman is probably hiding somewhere stuffing her face whilst we all starve,’ barked Bracken. A silence descended on the company.

‘You haven’t been in the company very long,’ growled Shoots through gritted teeth. ‘And if you wanna’ stay in it I suggest you keep opinions like that to yourself.’ All eyes were on Bracken now and he sensed he had overstepped. The company might be on the verge of turning on their captain, but she was still their captain, and they wouldn’t tolerate an outsider speaking ill of her. Not just yet anyway. Bracken sat down away from the rest of the men, Lewen sitting next to him.

‘Where do you think Tuggs and the Captain have gone to?’ asked Doris quietly, or at least as quiet as he could manage.

‘I’m not sure. Maybe they went to fill up their waters, or to count the food away from bastards like those two. Or maybe they’ve gone for a roll in the dirt. But they’ll be back, Tuggs wouldn’t leave, or the captain for that matter.’

The sky slowly started to lighten as the sun crept over the horizon. Tris made her way over to Lash and started to press around his swollen knee. Danza seemed lost without Tuggs, trying to look calm yet unable to hide her anxiety as she looked around constantly.

Private Rockhead, who had been in Hanno’s squad and now had the displeasure of serving under Bracken, stumbled back into the clearing and head straight for Lewen. Rockhead was a big lad, as tall as Tuggs and wider, although not as wide as Doris. He also wasn’t all there and Shoots suspected someone might’ve dropped him on his head when he was a baby.

‘I couldn’t find her,’ said Rockhead loudly to Lewen.

‘Will you keep your voice down you blubbering idiot,’ hissed Lewen, looking around nervously. What was all that about? Thought Shoots.

‘We will freeze to death waiting around for the captain,’ declared Bracken suddenly. ‘Lewen, prepare a fire.’ The squat private leapt up, eager to appease his sergeant.

‘The captain said no fires,’ said Corporal Pimms.

‘That was whilst we were being pursued. Won’t make no difference now,’ said Bracken defensively.

‘How do you know we still aren’t being chased,’ said Lash. ‘If we are, they’ll see the smoke.’

‘Nonsense,’ argued Bracken, gesturing around him. ‘We are in a valley, surrounded by forest at the foot of a mountain range. Who on earth would follow us out here? Besides, the canopy will disperse the smoke.’ Not waiting for any further objections Lewen had quickly managed to gather a small pile of kindling and was in the process of setting it alight.

‘This is a bad idea,’ said Mane quietly to no one in particular.

To Lewen’s credit he was more than adept at making a fire and before long one was burning at the centre of the camp.

At first, everyone seemed weary of the fire. After all, Roma had forbidden it, and no one wanted to be on the wrong side of her wrath. However, seeing Bracken and Lewen basking in the warmth tested the resolve of the soldiers who had spent days in the cold and wet. One by one, the company gave in and shared the fires heat. As more gathered, the fire grew.

‘Well, if you can’t beat ‘em,’ said Shoots, standing up and blowing warm air into her hands as she made her way to the fire.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ barked Danza. Shoots couldn’t place it, but there was something about the corporal that frightened her. She had spent years in the company of huge, towering men like Doris and Mags, yet it was the ferocious she-warrior that scared her most. She didn’t bother to argue and instead decided to shuffle next to Doris to stay warm. Tuggs’ squad huddled together, envying their company-mates warmth, when Captain Roma burst into the camp, red faced and breathing heavy, followed closely by Tuggs.

‘You’ve doomed us all you damn fools!’ she roared.


Chapter 8

Tuggs could feel the heat on his face, but it didn’t come from the fire. Captain Roma’s anger radiated from her like a hearth, only it was more violent. More like a blacksmith’s forge. He couldn’t see her face, but her back seemed to shake with repressed rage. Tuggs looked over the company and could see fear on almost every face. He felt a quick surge of satisfaction when he saw his squad as far away from the fire as possible, but it was short lived, overcome with the dread of their predicament.

‘Who is responsible for this fire,’ hissed the captain.

‘Corporal Lewen, Captain,’ said Bracken quickly. Lewen shot his sergeant a quick look before returning it to Roma. The captain’s eyes fell upon the hapless Lewen, but instead of wilting under her gaze he sat up right, like prey trying to make itself bigger to ward off a predator.

‘At the command of Sergeant Bracken,’ said Pimms, who had himself stayed well clear of the fire.

If looks could kill, Bracken would’ve dropped dead at the sight of Roma’s fiery gaze. She slowly walked towards the sergeant, whose confidence seemed to leech away with every second. Tuggs used this opportunity to edge round the fire towards his squad, kicking over the blaze and using the last of his water to extinguish the flames on his way past.

‘I’d flog the skin from your back if we had but a moment longer but thanks to you there is no time. Instead, I want you to look into the eyes of every man and woman in this company and know that if a single one of them dies today it will be down to your incompetence.’ Roma’s words came out cold as steel, but when the sergeant refused to look anywhere but dead ahead she roared. ‘Look at them!’

Bracken made a quick scan of the clearing, not actually meeting anyone’s eye line before staring ahead again. ‘As for the rest of you, don’t any of you have half a brain between you? The wood is fucking damp; you can see the smoke for miles! Fucking idiots,’ she fumed. Roma took several deep breathes, calming herself. ‘If we survive this - and it’s a big if - every last one of you will face punishment for allowing this foolery. My company should know better. Gather your things quickly, they are after us.’

The camp exploded into activity as soldiers gathered their few belongings and strapped on their sword belts. To Tuggs’ right, Tris hastily re-bandaged Lash’s knee as Tinker gathered both of their belongings. The rest of his squad were ready to go.

Before long they were on the move, Captain Roma setting a gruelling pace. The rest of the company lumbered behind, a silence filled with fear and shame keeping them company. Tuggs moved at the captain’s side, occasionally glancing over his shoulder to make sure no one was falling behind.

After an hour of marching the Epath hills loomed over the company. The line had stretched far behind them and Roma paused, allowing them a moment to catch up. Tuggs noticed his own squad had managed to keep pace, even with the injured Lash, who was currently relying on Danza for help. Roma approached Tuggs, her heavy breathing showing the pace had affected even the unyielding captain.

‘We won’t make the pass on the map. My best guess is we are still a day’s march away.’ She paused, taking another big gulp of air. ‘We can’t go through the mountains, so we will need to go over them. There are paths that lead up into the Epath hills. We just need to hope they come back down on the other side.’ Her body language said there wasn’t much hope at all, but there was a fire in her eyes that promised she wouldn’t give up until she had given everything she had regardless. This was enough to give Tuggs hope. After all, stuck in a foreign land deep into enemy territory, was there ever much hope?

As the rest of the company caught up it was no surprise to find Bracken and Lewen at the rear, a sulking scowl on their face like they had been asked to clean out the horse stalls. Bracken’s squad carried the injured Sergeant Hanno and Tuggs had sympathy for them in that regard. Captain Roma did not.

‘Bracken! I’d have thought seems all this is your doing you’d be more eager to repent and not drifting at the back.’ Her words could have cut through Bracken’s armour, yet confidently albeit breathless he replied-

‘I thought it best lingering near the rear captain, to make sure no one falls too far off the pace.’

‘How thoughtful,’ said the captain. ‘We can’t afford any more breaks. Our pursuers are well fed and well rested unlike us and at this pace will catch us by midday. From now on anyone who falls behind,’ involuntarily her gaze shot to Hanno before quickly moving away, ‘gets left behind’. Hanno understood the captain’s remarks and, as Tuggs had come to expect from the sergeant in the short time he had known him, he accepted it with dignity. The rest of his squad seemed resolute to not let that happen. Apart from their new squad leader, Bracken, who looked at the injured man like they would all be home and tucked in bed if it wasn’t for the wounded Hanno.

The company set off, Roma setting the same pace as before. The incline increased steadily as they climbed higher into the Epath hills. It wasn’t long before Tuggs’ legs started to ache and shortly after, that ache became a burn. The entire company was struggling now, yet none of them dared fall behind and become separated.

The captain cursed, quietly enough that only Tuggs heard.

‘What is it?’ asked Tuggs.

‘The food. I left the bastard food back there.’ Tuggs looked behind them as though he could see it from where they stood.

‘I don’t think food is on a lot of peoples mind right now Captain.’

‘I know that,’ she said. ‘But I was going to share the last of it out and hope that it gave everyone a bit of energy. Once they realise it’s gone…’ She didn’t need to finish; Tuggs could imagine how everyone would react.

‘None of them look likely to catch up to us to notice.’ Tuggs nodded in the direction of the company, the nearest soldier being a good stone’s throw away. This seemed to relax the captain some, some of the tension easing from her eyes.

Back down the line Tuggs’ squad struggled on. Lash now had his arm around Tinker’s neck as the pair of them crawled up the hill. Shoots and Doris climbed side by side whilst Danza took up the rear, making sure none of the squad fell behind in Tuggs’ absence. The small mage, Mane, seemed to be struggling and Tuggs was surprised to see Sharp at his side, helping him along, albeit begrudgingly.

The rest of the company all seemed to be suffering equally, lack of food, sleep and proper rest making the task of climbing a mountain even harder. Tuggs gave a word of encouragement here, a pat on the back there, desperately trying to pour energy into the beaten soldiers. Always he looked over his shoulder to the foot of the hills, expecting at any moment to see Imperial soldiers racing after them.

Standing on the mountain's side, he gazed downward, captivated by the breath-taking landscape that unfolded below. Despite the threat of their pursuers, the surreal beauty of the landscape left him in awe. The hills rolled in every direction, descending into verdant valleys adorned with silver rivers that meander towards crystal lakes. A tapestry of green hues embraced the scenery, showcasing an array of trees and bushes in full bloom, heralding the arrival of summer. Had he not already been breathless from the ascent, he would have been rendered breathless by this scene. It was disheartening that such beauty had become their adversary, this wonderful land working against them harder than any sworn nemesis.

As he made his way further down the line, he noticed one soldier kneeling as if in prayer, his head pressed into the stone. At first Tuggs thought the man had collapsed, that the mountain had defeated him and he could go no further, but as Tuggs drew nearer he saw the man was in fact praying.

‘He’s scared of heights,’ said another soldier, standing over the praying man.

‘Whose he praying to?’ asked Tuggs.

‘He’s half Nord,’ answered the man, as if that explains it. Tuggs flinched at that, before raising a quizzical eyebrow, urging him on. ‘Nord’s believe the great Drydra spirits inhabit the forests and rivers and mountains. That the gods the Ethyl worship are lesser spirits and inferior to their own. It’s all bollocks in my eyes.”

‘You don’t believe in the Drydra?’ Tuggs asked.

‘Oh, I believe in them. Saw one once. A fox the size of a wolf and as pale as snow. It’s eye shone like lanterns. But this praying crap? Nonsense. Why the hell would beings that powerful give a damn about what we want.’

Tuggs could only shrug in response. Next to them, the praying soldier righted himself, casting a shaky look back down the mountainside before nodding to his comrade. ‘Ready Jak?’

‘If you’ve finished kissing the mountainside’s arse, Jost,’ he replied, and the two walked on.

A commotion at the rear caught Tuggs’ attention. Two soldiers struggled up the hill carrying the injured Hanno between them. Bracken was at their side, his words drawing Tuggs to the back of the line.

‘Leave him I said!’ shouted Bracken. ‘You heard the captain; if we fall behind we will be left. The man is as good as dead anyway! Just leave him.’

‘Instead of abandoning one of the men in your charge, why not try lending a hand and helping?’ said Tuggs, barely containing his anger.

‘You command your squad soldier, leave me to command mine. There are always casualties in war, this man needn’t be the death of us all,’ said Bracken brazenly.

‘No, I believe that is your honour sergeant,’ growled Tuggs. Captain Roma had also made her way to the back of the line and was currently observing the two sergeants’ exchange. She looked about to say something when Doris stormed passed her, standing at the side of Hanno’s stretcher that had come to a halt.

‘How sore is the wound Hanno?’ said the giant.

‘Too sore to walk big man. Believe me I’ve tried,’ he said through gritted teeth.

‘Don’t worry about walking, just need you to withstand the pain, okay? I’ll do the walking.’ With that Doris bent down, taking Hanno across his forearms like a new bride in the arms of her husband. He turned and walked back up the hill. The two soldiers carrying his stretcher looked pleased to be relieved and, with a shrug, dropped it on the ground. Bracken looked like he would rather have left the soldier to die. Roma stared after Doris, her face a picture of awe for a moment. Her gaze then moved to Tuggs, fixing him with a serious stare he couldn’t turn away from. A moment later she snapped out of it and with not a word more she moved back to the front of the line. Tuggs made to join her shortly after.

The climb continued.

The pain in Tuggs’ rib cage came back with a vengeance. For a short time, the pain in his empty stomach and burning legs had masked it, yet as his breathing became desperate the pain in his side roared with every inhale.

Mane appeared between Tuggs and Roma, sweat drenching his face despite the air becoming colder the higher they climbed. Of all the men he seemed to be struggling the worst.

‘Captain,’ called Mane desperately. Roma turned, noticing him at last. Her gaze seemed concerned at his appearance, and she slowed her pace so he could keep up. ‘I was wondering if I could get something to eat Captain.’

Tuggs and Roma shared a gaze. ‘Thinking of food at a time like this mage?’ asked Roma.

‘I wouldn’t, only the climb and holding this spell together, it’s killing me,’ he said honestly, and Tuggs had to agree with the mage, for it certainly looked that way. The captain let an exasperated gasp and put her head in her hands for a moment.

‘Shit, I forgot you are fighting this battle on two fronts,’ said Roma. Tuggs knew the mage was using his magic to protect the company in some way, but that was all he knew. ‘Here is the thing…’ she said.

‘I left the food back at the camp,’ cut in Tuggs. ‘I suppose that’s about the worse news you could hear right now aye?’

‘Captain! Imperials at the foot of the hill. They’re after us!’ screamed a soldier from the back, the panic in his voice obvious.

‘No, that is,’ cried Mane, the colour draining from his face.

Roma stood tall, trying to get a better view of the foot of the mountain. There, way off in the distance, was their pursuers. At first, she counted a dozen, but that number soon doubled and doubled again. She stopped counting at fifty and instead turned her attention to her own soldiers. They looked beaten, every one of them carrying wounds from small scratches to more serious ones like Hanno. They couldn’t win a stand-off; not against fresh, well equipped Imperial soldiers.

‘You’ve got two options my lads! You can die here, on this spirits-forsaken hill in the middle of nowhere. Or you can live and get your arse up that hill! If it’s option one then please have the decency to roll in the direction of the Imperials when you drop dead and maybe slow them down. But if, like me, you’re choosing option 2, then I need you to call on every last bit of strength you have, get those legs moving, and climb this bastard hill.’

In chorus the whole company roared in defiance and by some miracle their pace quickened. No one looked back, only down on the floor at the next step. Doris, the injured Hanno still cradled in his arms, stormed to the front of the company, sweat streaming down his dark, bald head.

They fought for every stride, every inch gained was a battle won. Some crawled, others clawed at rocks to pull themselves along the ever-rising trail. Where possible, comrades helped one another, and wherever Tuggs looked there was someone with their arm around the soldier next to them. Step by agonising step they climbed onwards.

Even a speech as rousing as the one Captain Roma had given could only fuel them for so long. They had slept too little. Ate too little. And as the trail narrowed and grew even steeper, snow and frost appearing in patches as they ascended, the company ground to a halt. Roma came alongside Tuggs, breathing heavily.

‘They’ve nothing left Tuggs,’ said the captain, studying her company.

‘I’ll get them moving Captain,’ said Tuggs, finding himself bent over with his hands on his knees. He sucked in a great gulp of air, but it made no difference, his body was past its breaking point.

Roma looked around, but whether she was looking for another route or the enemy Tuggs couldn’t tell. The fight seemed to have left her, the fire that fuelled her every step extinguished.

‘Here is a good place,’ she said finally. Tuggs stood up, meeting her gaze. He looked around, at the narrowing trail and the steady incline, realising what she meant.

‘Captain-‘ Tuggs started, but she interrupted him.

‘They won’t be able to send more than three or four men at a time at us and as far as I can tell there is no route round the back of us that’s easy to find. We won’t beat them, but they’ll take a few scratches before they take us.’

‘Captain,’ said Tuggs, trying again but the captain wasn’t listening. She seemed almost in a daze, talking to no one in particular.

‘If we get the men most able to the front, give the rest a chance to catch their breath. And if anyone thinks they’re getting taken alive I’ll kill them myself.’

‘Captain!’ shouted Tuggs, drawing her attention abruptly. ‘We didn’t run all this way to give up now. I don’t care how tired we are, or hungry or anything else. We keep going and we get home. And if the Imperials do end up standing on our heels, we will give them more than just a few scratches! But until they catch us, we keep moving.’

Like blowing dying embers on a fire, Tuggs’ words roused Roma. When he looked into her eyes it was as though the tiredness had vanished and only steely resolute was left. Roma turned to her company.

‘If you don’t get to your feet now, you won’t need to worry about the Fisties killing you, because I’ll do it myself.’ She stormed back down the hill, hoisting soldiers up by the elbow. Tuggs followed suit, bringing tired men to their feet.  Roma took up position at the back of the company, daring anyone to stumble behind. Tuggs took up the front, setting the pace as best he could. It wasn’t much more than a slow crawl, yet that was all the company could manage. It had to be enough.

The next hour seemed to stretch on for a lifetime but then, just as Tuggs could take no more, the trail opened out, the ground became level, and the land stretched out below them. They had reached the top.

‘We will find a trail down and lose them in the trees down there,’ said Tuggs at Roma’s side. ‘Then it’s a straight run at home just like you said.’ The captain nodded her agreement but kept silent. For a minute or two the company caught its breath, heaving clouds into the frosty air, the climb having taken almost everything from them. The sun was way past its midday peak and had started its descent across the sky. A large buzzard circled overhead and Tuggs envied its view from above. How far behind were the pursuers? Did they have time to find a way down and lose them in the woods below?

Moving on, it wasn’t long before Tuggs could feel the ground beneath his feet start to decline. The steady dip provided its own problems as several of the company slipped onto their backsides, their tired legs unable to hold them up. Nevertheless, Tuggs could feel the mood change in the company. They had climbed a mountain, and here they were scrambling down the other side to safety. They finally had hope.

Cruelly, it wasn’t long before that hope was snatched away. The gradual slope changed suddenly into a vertical drop of one hundred feet or more. Half of the company stood on the edge, knowing that their hope of survival lay dashed at the bottom of the fall.

‘We’re dead,’ said Private Cobwebs, the oldest man in the company. He looked dead, the climb having claimed what was left of his endurance. The company broke out into a mass shouting contest, all crying out their despair at once. One voice could be heard above the lot.

‘It was her!’ whinged Bracken, pointing the accusing finger straight at Roma. ‘She trapped us up this infernal mountain and led us to our deaths.’ Tuggs knew this was normally a good company, a loyal one. But fear and anger clouded their judgement and Tuggs could see some of their eyes narrow in suspicion. He fought down the urge to separate himself from the captain and instead took a step closer as the eyes of the whole company turned to her.

‘We didn’t need to come up here,’ continued the sergeant, emboldened by the lack of riposte from Roma. ‘There was a hundred other ways to get us home, yet she has time and again failed us and now here we are trapped like rats. The whole army knows she’s got a death wish and she’s dragged us down with her.’

Once again the company broke out in an angry chorus, their frustrations aimed directly at their captain. Roma just stood there, accepting their objections quietly. Tuggs took a breath, ready to leap to his captain’s defence when, once again, one voice could be heard above the rest.

*

Tinker had watched quietly as the company descended into anarchy, fighting amongst themselves. He could see both sides of the arguments and yet had little to say on either. Yes Roma had led them up the mountain to a seemingly dead end, yet she had only done that because Bracken had broken his orders and started a fire. Tinker had decided that whichever side Tuggs chose, that was where he would align too.

His gaze had wandered, the rising tension in the company making him uncomfortable. He had looked over the rest of the soldiers, those like him who had distanced themselves from the conflict. Some carried wounds, whilst others looked too tired and worn down to form an argument. It was then that he noticed the intruder in their midst.

A bird, an eagle he assumed due to its enormous size, sat perched on a rock at the edge of the drop. The great bird’s head turned from one side to the other, studying the company intensely. Tinker was transfixed, wondering how the majestic creature could be so unbothered by the thirty or so bickering soldiers. He took a step closer, then another, the bird watching him with a curious eye but Tinker sensing no fear at all in the beast. Just when he thought the bird would let him close enough to reach out and touch it, it spread its mighty wings and swooped, diving down the cliff face. Tinker shook his head incredulously, staring at the rock it had been stood on when-

*

‘There is a way down!’ shouted Tinker, his legs sitting over the edge of the drop as he looked down. Slowly the angry shouts died down and one by one the company moved back to the drop, peering down. Tinker was pointing to a crack that ran right down the face of the cliff. ‘We just hang down over the edge and use that crack in the rock face as handholds all the way down.’

Tuggs leaned over the drop inspecting the crack. It was wide enough for a man to squeeze in to, but the way down would be perilous; one misplaced hand or slip of the foot and you would tumble down to your death.

‘The enemy will fall on half of us whilst the others are making the climb,’ said Bracken, who hadn’t even bothered to look at the alternative. Some of the men he had won over nodded at this.

‘No, they won’t,’ said Roma, finally speaking up.

‘And how do you know that?’ sneered Bracken.

‘Because I will go back to where the trail narrowed, and I will hold them until you are all down.’

Dead silence. Most soldiers stood there open mouthed, shocked at their captain decision. They knew as well as she did it was a death sentence. Tuggs turned his back to the company, facing Roma directly.

‘Captain you can’t,’ he pleaded.

‘I’ve lost them Tuggs,’ she said quietly, speaking to him alone. ‘Even if I climb down there, they’ll tie me to the next tree or kill me in my sleep.’

‘Captain, we need you,’ he said, and he meant it. Without her strength and courage, they were doomed.

‘They have you now, Tuggs,’ she said, before moving past him and facing the company once more. ‘I won’t make anyone join me, but I fear I won’t be able to hold them long enough on my own.’

Tuggs scanned the faces of the company. Most looked ashamed. Before they had accused her of causing their deaths, now she was giving her life so they could survive. However, no-one seemed about to volunteer.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ whispered Roma out the corner of her mouth as Tuggs was ready to put himself forward.

‘I will,’ said Private Jost suddenly, who had been looking over the edge of the cliff nervously, his face pale. The captain let out a sigh of relief.

‘Jost no!’ said Jak, moving to his side.

‘I’m sorry Jak but I can’t climb that. Just looking over the edge makes me go all light-headed. If I try it, I’ll die. And don’t even try and say you’ll carry me down, all that will do is make sure we both die. This way I’ll take a few Fisties with me.’

‘Shit!’ said Jak, taking a long look into Jost’s eyes. Tuggs didn’t know the pair very well, only that they were inseparable. When Jak realised there was no dissuading his friend he turned to the captain. ‘Guess I’m coming too.’

‘Okay, we better get moving. Say your goodbyes soldiers.’ She turned back to face Tuggs.

‘You don’t have to do this,’ said Tuggs.

‘Yes, I do,’ she replied.

‘Why you?’ asked Tuggs. She smiled knowingly at him.

‘You said wolves rarely kill sheep, that it’s the shepherd that kills the sheep. But what would your Da’ have done when the wolves did come?’ she asked. Tuggs thought for a moment, surprised by the question. He returned the smile as understanding dawned on him.

‘He’d have fought the wolves,’ he replied. Roma shrugged.

‘A remarkable farmer, your Da’, I’d have liked to have met him,’ she said, and then in hushed tones whispered, ‘if that bastard gives you anymore trouble Tuggs, kill him. He will be the death of you all otherwise.’ Tuggs knew who she meant, looking over at Bracken, who conspired quietly with Lewen in the corner.

She patted him on the shoulder and as the two brave volunteers joined her, she made to go. She turned back, an idea coming to her. ‘Give me your sword Tuggs.’ Tuggs only starred dumbly. ‘Your sword man, give me your sword.’ She unbuckled her own sword from her belt and Tuggs did the same. They exchanged. Confused, he slowly took it from her grasp. ‘In case any of these bastards doubt who I left in charge.’ She said, spelling it out for the dumbstruck sergeant.

‘Tell your father I sent my regards,’ she said playfully. ‘Get them home, Farm Boy.’ It was her last order, and Tuggs made an exception and saluted her as she walked away, fist to chest.

‘I will, Captain,’ he promised.


Chapter 9

Bringing the horses had been a mistake, thought Gnaeus, as he once again waited for the rest of the unit to catch up on foot. The fifty men he had taken from the barracks had been chosen from those that were on guard the night before, as punishment for lack of vigilance. Capture the arsonists and the soldiers could consider themselves mostly redeemed. Fail, and the punishment would be severe.

He had been in the mess hall when the alert had been sounded, the bells of the town wailing in alarm. He normally ate in his office, poring over reports and studying maps, but the day had been a quiet one and he felt the need for comradeship. At first he had thought the town was under attack, perhaps some rebel Epathian soldiers trying to reclaim some of their lands. However, it wasn’t long before the cries of “fire” reached his ears.

Rushing out into the street, the sight of the blaze immediately caught his attention. For a moment only he was startled, until his training and discipline had pushed him into action. It hadn’t taken him long to assemble those nearby into teams, some to tackle the fire and others to stop it spreading, drenching nearby houses with water and removing any flammables.

Before the last flame was quenched Gnaeus’ mind was working furiously on the next problem. Who had done this? His immediate thought had been the townsfolk. The town had been taken with zero resistance, news of their king’s surrender reaching them long before Gnaeus had rode in alongside eight thousand Aenean soldiers. In the month since they had offered very little problems, having little choice but to oblige their Imperial guests. The main bulk of the army had left shortly after, marching into Ethylund and leaving Gnaeus in command of the town with some one hundred soldiers.

He had ordered the town’s people rounded up, yet before they had finished gathering he had dismissed them as a suspect. Epathian’s were weak people. Their king had folded like wet parchment when the Imperial Fist had shown up at his doorstep. The people of this land were sheep herders, not fighters.

It was no surprise then when the bodies of two soldiers turned up, one pierced by a bolt and the other’s neck crushed. This wasn’t the work of no simple town folk. He still had them questioned regardless. Whoever had done this must have had help and Gnaeus wanted it making clear to everybody in the town that aiding and abetting this kind of behaviour would not be tolerated. Before leaving he had authorised firm questioning to identify any trouble causers, albeit by the book.

Gnaeus had resisted the temptation to race out of the town in pursuit. The hours battling the fires and discovering the fallen soldiers had given his enemy more than enough time to gain a precious lead on them, and chasing them in the dark would only make matters worse. Instead, he had ordered preparations for several days of searching to start the following morning. The large map in his office had been stolen, but several less complete ones still littered the table and he studied them, deciding how best to conduct his search.

It had been then that the strange man had entered his office. He had not bothered to announce himself or even knock, just seeming to appear in front of him as though from thin air.

‘Can I help you?’ Gnaeus had asked, something about the man feeling incredibly off. Gnaeus could see nothing of the man’s face, for he was cloaked in robes in a purple so dark they seemed black but for the shimmering that danced along the fabric. He was neither tall nor heavily built yet seemed incredibly threatening for reasons Gnaeus couldn’t place. For a moment he feared this could be the one who had started the fires, so shady and intimidating was the man.

‘I believe you and I are in pursuit of the same prey,’ said the hooded figure, his voice hissing like steam escaping from a kettle.

‘And who exactly are you?’

‘Someone whose talents you might find particularly useful,’ he had answered as he flourished with a pale, long nailed hand, producing a shining coin bearing the face of the emperor.

As dawn came the next morning they had moved out in search of the looters, the strange hooded figure begrudgingly at their side.

He looked over his shoulder, watching as his officers pulled up on horseback alongside him and behind them, the stranger on his milk-white steed. Whilst the horses had proved an inconvenience, the stranger had proved most useful. Whether through skill or some divine gift, he was able to discern the direction the enemy was fleeing. At first Gnaeus had been sceptical, as even the skilled trackers in their hunting party could find no tracks.

‘Walk into the forest in that direction until you see a fallen oak, then turn east towards the sun and walk one hundred paces. You will see signs of the prey we seek, and your doubt will be extinguished,’ the hooded figure had whispered, even in daylight the cloak revealing none of his features. Gnaeus had thought the whole thing ridiculous but determined to prove a point he had marched into the forest. He had been surprised when, after a short time, he had come across the fallen tree. He had been completely stunned when he had stumbled upon signs of a camp. As he returned to the party his men could see he was shaken.

‘They are still some way ahead; we must go on Denu Gnaeus,’ said the stranger, using his military rank but making it sound like an insult.

‘If they are fleeing through the forest then we should follow their trail on foot. I will send one of my officers back with the horses and we will continue the hunt hot on their heels,’ replied Gnaeus, attempting to take charge of the situation.

‘No,’ came the reply. The force of the words left little room for argument in Gnaeus’ mind. However, his pride demanded some sort of explanation. As if reading his thought the stranger turned to him, the hint of a mouth visible in the shadow of the cloak. ‘They are too far ahead of us. We will continue on the road. Do not fear Denu. They will reveal themselves to me.’

Gnaeus couldn’t stop the shiver that visibly ran down his spine.

*

For two days they followed the stranger without coming within sight of their enemy. What was worse, Gnaeus had seen no further signs and had to trust this man’s strange instincts to guide them. Every so often the man would be filled with urgency, like a dog picking up a scent, and his pace would quicken, only for him to slow again. When questioned if they were getting close, he would say “they are crafty” or “you can’t hide forever” but wouldn’t elaborate further. The stranger did share one piece of information and Gnaeus was surprised to learn it was Ethylund soldiers they were pursuing.

‘How did Ethylund soldiers get all the way out here?’ he’d asked, amazed.

‘When you discover the rat’s lair it is common for them to scatter to the field. If you don’t hunt them down, they will simply return. These scattered rats are being especially bothersome, and my brethren and I have offered our assistance to your Terrator.’ It was about as much as the stranger had said since they met, to Gnaeus at least. He would often hear him muttering to himself, but the words were in a language he had never heard.

‘And what’s in it for you and your brothers?’ asked Gnaeus.

Silence.

Gnaeus had tried more than once to find out more about the stranger. He felt uncomfortable following someone he knew nothing about and more uncomfortable still one with such strange abilities. Yet he carries a token of the Emperor, Aenea preserve him. And why was hunting down some strays so important?

The men were starting to feel skittish around the hooded figure too. Using his mysterious gifts, he had led them to water, letting the horses drink and the men refill their water skins. From his robes he’d pulled a small silver goblet and filled it with water. Then he had used one of his sharp fingernails to slice the skin of his thumb and let several droplets of blood fall into the water before drinking it. It had been the only water the man had drank for two days as far as Gnaeus seen and he had taken no food. What was stranger still; the man slept sitting up, his legs crossed and his back straight, chin up in the air. He hadn’t moved a muscle for the entire night, as still as a gravestone.

They had stopped to rest for a second night and the unit was going through their usual routine. The ground had been cleared and twelve tents had been set up to house the soldiers. A perimeter had been dug out and a low barricade made using a mixture of resources they kept on the supply carts and materials they could forage. It might not be a full fist, but even in a small group like this military protocol would still be followed to the letter.

One of his officers, an older soldier named Prateus, approached him. Gnaeus had served with him on campaign before and knew the man to be an excellent soldier and a capable officer. He lacked the wit and intellect of some of the other officers but made up for it with his experience and the men respected him. So, when the man had approached Gnaeus with a look bordering on fear in his eyes, Gnaeus paid attention.

‘A word please Denu,’ he asked, motioning the commander off to one side and out of ear shot. When they were alone the officer seemed reluctant to speak. He took a deep breath, as though gathering his words as well as his courage. ‘Permission to speak freely Denu?’ he said finally.

‘Of course.’

‘Me and some of the other officers want to return to the town. There is something not right with that man. He stands against everything us Aeneans believe in with his dark arts and strange ways. I don’t question your command sir and I’m sure you have your reasons for using such resources, but I feel compelled to tell you how I feel Sir.’

Gnaeus was taken aback. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand his countryman’s concerns. He himself would like nothing more but to return to the town and leave this stranger to hunt down the Ethyl alone. But as a Denu his orders were to be followed without question. It left him in an awkward position.

‘Might I remind you Levi Prateus that we are only out here hunting down these men because the guard duty failed to do their job. Was it not yourself who was in command that night?’

‘It was Denu, but as I said in my report; the gates were sealed and guarded, and the walls were patrolled. Seems strange to me that we should be infiltrated, assassins appearing out of thin air and the town attacked, only for this pitone to appear the same night with his strange ways.’ Pitone was a derogatory word used in the empire to describe magic users. Gnaeus couldn’t argue with the logic of the words. With a great sigh he took off his helm and wiped sweat from his brow.

‘In all honesty I agree with you Prateus. This whole situation stinks. But my hands are tied. The man bears one of the Emperor’s Tokens and with it, his favour. Like it or not I am bound to him until this task is complete.’

‘Where would such a man get a token like that? The Emperor, Aenea preserve him, despises his kind. Perhaps it is a fake?’

Gnaeus shook his head. ‘No Prateus. All across the continent the laws are the same. If a man is caught stealing, he loses the hand in which he stole. If a rapist is caught, he is castrated. Any man caught forging an Emperor’s Gift would see those two punishments as a blessing. It is real, which means we are both stuck in this until the end.’

‘Whose end?’ said Prateus. Gnaeus couldn’t answer.

*

The next morning as the camp was packed away Gnaeus, accompanied by Prateus, rode ahead along the path. The day was clear and fresh, and he wished to climb one of the hills and look out over the lush lands of Epathia. He told his men it was to spot for any signs of the enemy, but the truth was he wanted to admire the landscape. Whilst the courage of its men could be rightly questioned, the beauty of its land could not. It was not so different from the lands of Aenea, with its sweeping valleys and sloping hills. The great Epath hills loomed in the distance, the sheer size of the mountains making mockery of the name hill as they stretched off into the distance.

It was for those very mountains why Gnaeus had been commanded to stay behind whilst the rest of the army had marched on into Ethylund. The great mountain range split the western continent from north to south and east to west. Supply lines had been regularly disrupted; with caravans having to make large detours around the mountains, or by following outdated maps to passes no longer passable. He had been tasked with the mission of re-mapping the whole area this side of the Epath hills, with the emperor’s finest cartographers at his disposal. It wasn’t the glorious work of commanding a Fist of Imperial soldiers in to battle, yet it was equally as important. The sound of his officer clearing his throat at his side snapped him out of his admiring.

‘Denu Gnaeus,’ said Prateus, somewhat bashfully. ‘I would like to apologise for my comments last night. It is not my place to question you, nor make suggestions like I did. I have disrespected you.’

‘Do not concern yourself Levi Prateus,’ answered Gnaeus. ‘These are strange times indeed. The Emperor is stretched in wars in the north and south, yet stretches his arm further to the west. Why? And now the Emperor sends us this… warlocks’ he spat the word from his mouth like it tasted foul, ‘for the menial task of hunting down scattered soldiers. There is something we are missing here. A vital part to a bigger picture. So, I don’t blame you or any of the men for being worried. Just keep your damn discipline you understand?’

‘I understand Denu,’ said Prateus, lightly pressing his fist to his heart in salute. Gnaeus did not see it however, as his gaze was drawn to the horizon. Prateus followed it to see a thin trial of black smoke snaking its way from the trees. It was barely visible, the early morning breeze dispersing it as it left the treetops in the distance, yet Prateus’ keen eyesight could discern it and so too could his commander it seemed.

‘Surely they wouldn’t be so stupid,’ said the Denu, finding it hard to believe what he was seeing. What the retreating Ethylund soldiers had managed in the last several days had been nothing short of a miracle. They had covered mile after mile of rough terrain, up and down hills and through heavy woodland, leaving very little trace. They would have been out of reach had it not been for the hooded figure’s strange gift. They couldn’t possibly be giving their position away so foolishly.

‘It’s them,’ came the strange hissing voice from behind them. Both officers turned to see the stranger sitting atop his pearly steed, shocked how neither had heard his approach.

‘It could be anyone,’ argued Gnaeus. ‘More likely some band of travellers cooking their morning meal. The Ethyl wouldn’t be so foolish.’

‘It’s them Denu Gnaeus, I am sure of it,’ he replied. ‘Gather your men, we won’t have another opportunity such as this.’

‘Then surely it is a trap. They are luring us in. By the looks of that fire they are still a good distance ahead of us. We could be walking into anything.’

‘Need I remind you Denu Gnaeus that you are at my service? Gather your forces. Quickly.’

Gnaeus couldn’t explain it. It was like a cold hand had reached into his chest and grasped his heart. He didn’t reply, for he couldn’t, his breath trapped in his lungs. With all the grace he could manage he straightened himself and sent his horse back in the direction of the camp. Only when he was out of sight of the stranger did his chest untighten and his breath returned.

He returned to find the camp fully in order, the tents and other equipment back on the wagons and the mules used to pull them strapped to their harness. Quickly they formed up, their discipline immaculate even in this extraordinary situation.

They set off, Gnaeus setting a fast pace and testing the soldier’s fitness. The land began to climb towards the Epath hills, the great range beginning to loom over them. The stranger at his side seemed tense with anticipation, like a coiled serpent ready to strike.

Only once did the hooded figure have to guide them, a fork in the road taking them in drastically different paths. Here amongst the valleys, it was impossible to see the smoke and once again they were reliant on the warlock’s unusual abilities. Raising his bony hand, he pointed a crooked finger down one of the paths and with little time to catch their breath the group of Imperial soldiers set off again.

*

The Aeneans surged up the road, breaking free of the treeline and finding themselves at the foot of the impervious mountains. A path vaguely wound its way up the mountain, disappearing into the mist that lingered at the top, but it was as likely carved out by mountain goats as it was man for all the purpose it possessed. Gnaeus followed the path, noting it would be impossible to remain on horseback, until he found what he was looking for. A group of soldiers, hard to say how many from this distance, fought their way to the top. They had made excellent progress, despite how exhausted they must have been, and Gnaeus found himself admiring their valiant fight for survival.

‘They mustn’t escape Denu,’ said the stranger at his side. Gnaeus couldn’t keep the scowl from his face but bit back his reply, trying to calm his mind and think of a plan.

‘Okay, leave everything behind not necessary. Levi Darenicus, I’m leaving you with six men to protect the wagons and provisions. The rest of you leave equipment you won’t need. This climb isn’t going to be easy.’ He turned to the cloaked man and even this close, merely a few paces apart, his eyes were unable to pierce the shadows gathered there. He suspected that was due more to the man’s dark powers than his wardrobe. ‘You may stay here with Levi Darenicus. We will bring back your runaways.’

‘No Denu Gnaeus. I will be accompanying you. They must not escape.’

‘What is so important about those soldiers?’ asked the Denu, stepping in close to the stranger. For the first time since their introduction Denu Gnaeus realised the man had a strange odour. It was a sickly, sweet sort of smell, one that the soldier was familiar with but couldn’t quite place.

‘That is not your concern. Your only concern need be the consequences if the men get away.’

They began their ascent up the mountain, Gnaeus resisting the urge to charge up the path. If they caught the Ethyl, no doubt they would have a fight on their hands. After all, Ethylund had won a surprising victory against Terrator Thelyeus and his Fist. Thelyeus had underestimated the Ethyl, Gnaeus would not.

Not for the first time, Gnaeus found himself pondering that defeat. To say it had come as a shock to him would be an understatement, and he found himself tensing at the thought of what uproar the news of defeat would cause in Aenea. How could these savages have beaten an Imperial Fist? It was unthinkable; a thought as absurd and alien as a fish taking flight.

Damn you Thelyeus. You and your ambition! It was the curse of all men to strive for more than what they already possessed, and that was no less true for a man who had almost everything. It hadn’t been enough that Thelyeus had brought Epathia into the Empire; hadn't sated his thirst for glory that he sat upon the Epathian King’s throne. Thelyeus had wanted a battle, and the Epathians hadn’t been up to the task.

Thelyeus should have waited to invade Ethylund, followed the Imperial protocol; gather information on troops, the land, the enemy tactics. Put feelers out amongst the nobility for who favoured a war and who would welcome Aenean rule. But it was well known that Thelyeus’ time as a Terrator was coming to an end, and that he would soon be called back to Aenea for re-election or resignation. Well now you’ll be returning home with a bloody X marked against your soul. You could conquer all of Ethylund, it won’t mask your failure.

Despite Theyleus’ obvious failings, it was still hard to comprehend just how the Ethyl had managed to defeat a Fist of the Empire. There had been warnings; reports on the ability of the Ethyl mage cadre. But that couldn’t have come as a shock, not even to someone as arrogant as Theyleus. After all, wasn’t it these very mages that had prompted the Imperial invasion into the West in the first place? Aenean agents had reported on the sickening practices of the druids, children sacrificed to their false gods being just one of their many crimes.

Yes, these savages had magic, but enough to bring down a legion? Preposterous. The Aenean military had faced off against such abnormal forces before and triumphed. The Hannesh had used their Wyld magic and been crushed. The Agemon Empire had called upon their endless pantheon of gods and demi-gods and had still submitted to Aenean rule. For every mysticism the Empire had come up against, it had overwhelmed with structure, science and faith in the might of its own divine right to rule.

Aenea itself was no different. For every mystic healer, there was a hospital; for every temple, two universities; for every bard or poet regaling stories of the past, there were a hundred scholars striving for a better future for Aenea. There was no magic in the world that could match that sheer, collective drive of an entire people.

A rock caused Gnaeus to lose his footing, jolting him back to the present. He became aware of the tiredness in his legs and found himself begrudgingly admiring the Ethyls effort, who had at least match the Aenean’s own speed. The denu hoped the pace would be too much for the cloaked stranger, yet whenever he looked over his shoulder there he was, haunting him like some apparition.

‘Sir, look at this!’ shouted Prateus, who was ahead of Gnaeus on the mountain path. A makeshift stretcher had been abandoned, the material used for a bed stained with blood.

‘Perhaps they have a healer with them,’ ventured Gnaeus, wiping the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. They had made good progress in their pursuit, although the Ethyl had disappeared over a distant slope for the time being. ‘If so, we could be in some trouble here. I had calculated on them being wounded. If there are forty or more fully fit and able Ethyl fighters, this could get messy.’ Prateus nodded his agreement.

‘There is no healer Denu,’ said the stranger, moving closer to the stretcher bed. He bent down, wiping at the blood with his thumb before putting it into his mouth. Quickly he spat it out like a man drinking sour milk. Next to Gnaeus, Prateus drew a half circle on his forehead, the protective sign of their god. Gnaeus withheld the urge to do the same. ‘They are carrying their wounded which means they are desperate. We must push on.’

Higher and higher they climbed, Levi Darenicus and the horses a mere speck in the distance. His legs burned with fatigue and his back ached, yet he knew for all the tiredness he felt, the Ethyl must be twice as weary. They had been fleeing through rough terrain and had all but ran up the mountain side in their panic. Gnaeus would be surprised if they could even stand when his soldiers fell upon them, never mind fight.

So, it came as a great surprise when he came upon the three Ethyl soldiers barring his way.

They had chosen a good position for their defence. Here the path narrowed, falling away steeply one side and rising on the other. His men could only go forward three abreast, making their numbers count for little. Fortunately, the Imperial soldiers rarely relied on their numbers and it was their superior training, conditioning and discipline that made them formidable.

And yet there was something intimidating about these three lone defenders.

The two in the rear, standing either side of the lead soldier and protecting his flank, seemed almost identical in stature and appearance. Typical Ethylund men, strong arms and bearded. One carried a sword, the other an axe and both protected themselves with a traditional round Ethylund shield.

It was the one who stood at their centre that most drew Gnaeus’ attention. He stood with a confidence most soldiers can only pretend to own. The sword at his side seemed an extension of his arm, the shield as comfortable as a piece of jewellery. A helmet protected his face but those piercing eyes reached Gnaeus from twenty paces away. A warrior in every sense of the word.

‘You’re late for dinner!’ shouted the soldier. A woman? thought Gnaeus, momentarily shocked.

‘You’re a woman,’ he stated. ‘I had almost forgotten you barbarians allow your women to fight.’ He had recovered from his surprise and inwardly laughed off the strange sense of dread the soldier had inspired in the pit of his stomach.

‘You show up to lunch late and without your hat and call us barbarians?’

‘It’s a warm day, too warm for such formal attire,’ answered Gnaeus, trying to sound as relaxed as the Ethyl woman.

‘She’s stalling,’ hissed the stranger in his ear, the man having silently appeared beside him. Gnaeus nodded his agreement.

‘The chase is over. You and the rest of your unit, wherever they are hiding, must surrender to me now. You’ve caused enough trouble.’

‘What trouble would that be?’

‘You burnt my town!’

‘Your town? My apologies I had no idea we had wandered all the way to Aenea!’ The woman looked around herself theatrically.

‘Epathia surrendered to the Empire and turned over all its lands. The town you savages burnt was in my charge.’

‘Tell me, if a man takes a woman’s virginity with a knife to her throat, would you Fisties class that as a consensual or…?’ she trailed off, leaving the question open.

‘Is that why you became a soldier? Some man stole your flower and now you go around stabbing anyone with a cock?’

‘If any man tried, I’d remove him of said cock and wear it round my neck on a string for the rest of my days.’

‘I’ve no doubt you would,’ Gnaeus replied.

‘We don’t have time for this! She’s trying to buy time,’ said the cloaked man again.

‘I know she’s stalling,’ barked the denu. The hooded man seemed to flinch, the first sign of emotion Gnaeus had seen since their unfortunate meeting. ‘But why are they stalling? Perhaps they have a trap prepared, one we could go charging right into. You will get your captives, but leave the soldiering to me pitone!’

Gnaeus returned his attention to the Ethyl, who looked like they had no intention of moving from the path. Removing them would be a nuisance. They had chosen their battle ground well; the narrow path meaning only three soldiers at a time could confront them. The Ethyl were well known for their toughness, but their fighting styles were savage compared to the well-crafted swordsmanship of an Imperial soldier. It might take time but they would fall soon enough.

‘This is your final warning woman. Lay down your weapons or die.’ The warrior woman made no move to lay down her weapons. Instead, she loosened the muscles in her shoulders and neck and then, twisting the sword in her wrist, made a looping pattern in the air with her blade.

Turning to the men formed up behind him, he gave the order to advance. Ten soldiers advanced, Gnaeus raising an arm to stop the rest. They wouldn’t be needed and would only get in each other’s way on the narrow path.

The sound of his own teeth grinding together made him aware of the tension he felt. Gnaeus sucked in a great gulp of air and released it slowly. Relax man! He couldn’t understand what this feeling of anxiety was. Three savages against fifty Imperial soldiers, and one of them a woman! What was there to worry about?

The answer came quickly as the two sides met. The Aenean soldiers closed the gap, eager to engage after being led on a wild chase for two days. They had held their long rectangular shields high in the traditional Imperial fighting style, locked together and presenting an impenetrable wall. As if expecting this, the woman used the edge of her own rounded shield, pulling the shield of the nearest soldier down and with practiced ease stabbing out at the exposed neck. He died, quietly drowning on his own blood. Another solider foolishly tried to intervene, over-extending himself and getting an axe head imbedded in his back for the trouble by the Ethyl soldier to the woman’s right.

It took a moment for the Imperials to realise what had happened and it was in that moment that the three Ethyl fighters charged, breaking into the Aenean’s ranks and fighting wildly. There was no time to raise their shield wall and the Imperials had no choice but to fall back from the wild ferocity of the Ethyl attack. Gnaeus noted that whilst the two men fought like angry bulls, smashing their weapons into whatever target came close, the woman fought with calculated skill. Her sword darted out, slashing across exposed faces, stabbing into thighs and arms, wounding when she couldn’t kill.

With a signal Gnaeus sent another ten soldiers rushing forward with the first ten being mostly incapable of fighting. These solider approached more cautiously, shields tightly locked together. Wisely, the Ethyl soldiers pulled back, taking up their stance once again where the path narrowed.

Having seen the woman’s trick, the Imperial soldiers were more prepared this time and shield, sword and axe crashed against their compact wall. However, their own sword thrusts were parried away with ease. One soldier leapt forward, his sword slicing across the forearm of the axeman. Encouraged by his success he risked a second lunge, but the axeman dodged smartly out of the way, his hand darting out and grasping the Aenean soldier’s wrist and dragging him from the ranks. His axe slashed down and the Imperial’s hand fell to the floor. The woman’s slashing sword almost beheaded him.

For all their caution, the Imperial soldiers were still falling to the ferocity and cunning of the Ethyl warriors. Gnaeus looked to Prateus at his side, seeing his worry mirrored in the man’s face. The two men fought like lions and every wound they suffered only seemed to make them more deadly. The woman at their centre was like a goddess of war, no sword able to pierce her guard and every swing of her blade finding a home in the flesh of his soldiers.

Gnaeus knew that he could not let fear conquer him, for that is what it was that was gripping him.

‘Men of the Empire with me!’ he shouted, drawing his own sword and motioning to the remaining soldiers behind him. Prateus took up his right side and another soldier his left as he led them forward, shields locked.

As they approached the enemy the Imperial soldiers before them parted ways - those that were left standing. Gnaeus and the men at his back had to step over the dead and wounded to get closer to the Ethyl warriors, who were not without wounds themselves. The man wielding the axe had been forced to abandon his shield, a deep wound to his shoulder making it impossible for him to lift the arm. The swordsman bore a dozen wounds, slices to his face, arms and legs bleeding profusely. The woman at their centre was covered in blood, none of it her own.

Gnaeus stood facing the woman, resisting the urge to speak. She was the most formidable soldier he had ever encountered. Had it not been for the cries of his wounded men he would have told her so. Yet he couldn’t help begrudgingly respecting her.

As the Imperial soldiers moved forward, the shields crashing into Ethyl, Gnaeus became aware of the edge of the woman’s shield attempting to pull down his own. He invited it, having anticipated the move. He swayed back, dodging the sword thrust and lashing out with his own. Incredibly the woman was able to duck under the blow. He quelled the urge to charge forward, chasing his advantage. He had seen too many men die today making the same mistake.

To his right Prateus fought with the Ethylund swordsman. His shield was held high, deflecting the blows from the warrior who was visibly near exhaustion. Sensing this Prateus raised his shield above his head and stabbed forward with his sword from below. Testament to the Ethyl warrior’s skill he was almost able to parry the blow, but Prateus’ blade found a home in his stomach.

With an agonising scream the axe man, seeing his comrade wounded, rushed forward, swinging his axe wildly. Prateus was barely able to get his shield in place to defend himself as the axeman slashed down again and again. One particular blow almost knocked Prateus’ shield from his hand and whilst he was unprotected the axe man lashed out with his wounded arm, his anger alone giving him the ability to hammer a punch into Prateus’ face, shattering his nose. Prateus fell to the floor as the axeman towered over him ready to avenge his fellow warrior. Gnaeus’ sword smashed into the man’s knee, almost severing the limb. As he fell to his knees Prateus thrust his sword into the man’s throat.

Now only the woman remained. Three of his soldiers faced her, their swords being turned away with every attack. It was apparent she was tired as her own attacks seemed less deadly. She had lost her helmet and her brown hair stuck to her head with perspiration. Her breath came in ragged gasps as she struggled to fight off the soldiers surrounding her. She had been forced to give ground and if she gave any more the path would widen, and she would be flanked. Gnaeus found himself staring dumbly at the woman, admiring her defiance in the face of certain defeat.

Trying to take a further step back, she stumbled, her tired legs betraying her. The three soldiers, seeing their opportunity, surged forward for the kill. Gnaeus knew it would be futile to shout, for the trap had already been sprung. Like the taut wire of a crossbow she shot forward, the tiredness she had feigned completely gone. The first soldier was dead before he knew what was happening, his throat cut open. The second was able to raise his sword but not enough to stop the sword finding a hole in his armour. The final soldier had time to prepare himself, but he had chosen his positioning poorly. The woman, her sword still embedded in an Aenean, spun the wounded soldier around and launched him into his companion, sending them both rolling down the mountain side.

‘May I have your name?’ shouted Gnaeus, as the woman turned to face the Imperial troops. Even now, facing such overwhelming numbers, Gnaeus could see no fear in her eyes. Her movements were confident, as though she possessed the numbers advantage.

‘In Ethylund it is customary for a man to present himself to a lady,’ she replied.

‘My apologies. My name is Denu Gnaeus Brutus of the Emperor’s 18th Fist.’

‘Captain Roma of Ethylund,’ she replied coldly.

‘Captain Roma. If the empire had one hundred soldiers like you, they would have conquered the world twice over. I will pay bards to write songs of your glory. Tonight, my men and I will drink in your honour. But first you must die, for you have killed many sons of Aenea and inconvenienced me greatly.’

‘Save you songs Gnaeus and your own life. Turn around and go home.’ The words left her with heat yet by the time they had reached Gnaeus he felt suddenly cold. For a moment only, he thought he may die today.

He had no more words to share and before his courage betrayed him, he hefted his shield and approached. The poet in him wanted to ask his soldiers to stand back and allow the two to duel. But he was not foolish enough to consider himself her equal. He had heard tales of the great Ethylund warrior Harold Hadrin and wondered if perhaps if he had a sister. It was an amusing thought.

Prateus stood to Gnaeus’ right, another one of his officers, Tellius, to his left. Tellius was a skilled swordsman and the Denu felt better having these men at his side. They edged cautiously forward, their shields locked. The woman, Roma, smashed her sword against the shield wall, Gnaeus impressed with the power she could still muster after so much fighting. He resisted the urge to strike out, knowing it was better for her to waste her energy. They continued to edge, inch by inch, knowing once the path widened other soldiers could flank her. As though sensing that, she pushed back with her own shield, trying to defy them. Her strength was astounding and Gnaeus was forced to plant his feet to avoid being pushed back further. He heaved against his shield, refusing to be moved. Too late he realised his mistake.

All of a sudden Roma leapt back, the three Imperials stumbling forward as the resistance they had been pushing against disappeared. Gnaeus was able to right himself before he fell and reaching out, was able to steady Prateus. Tellius, unfortunately, fell at the feet of the warrior woman who, with a swift thrust, dispatched him.

She rushed forward and Gnaeus and Prateus were forced to defend themselves desperately. Despite the two on one advantage neither of them had an opportunity to strike, so vicious were Roma’s attacks. Not only this, but she had also positioned herself perfectly, the two Imperials blocking any further reinforcements. Only through skill and sheer luck was Gnaeus able to avoid losing an ear from a deadly swing of hers. Prateus was brave or foolish enough to attempt an attack of his own which was parried, the riposte slicing painfully into his shoulder, causing him to drop his sword.

Gnaeus rushed to his aid, protecting them both with sword and shield. In a strange moment of clarity he became aware of the dead and wounded around him. Half his unit had been made indisposed. If Gnaeus fell, so would the courage of his men. He couldn’t blame them.

With one last desperate lunge he leapt up from behind his shield, swinging wildly with his blade with all the might he could muster. Almost casually she made to parry the blow and Gnaeus knew his death was close.

Their blades met. Roma’s snapped.

There was a long pause as the pair of them stared dumbly at her broken blade. Then she smiled and it was that smile that snapped Gnaeus out of his trance. He plunged his sword into her stomach.

She stumbled backwards and, with his sword still impaled in her stomach, Gnaeus lowered her as gracefully as he could to the ground. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, the words escaping his mouth before he could stop them. The look she gave him was one mixed with confusion and amusement. It was only now he realised she was beautiful. For some reason that made her death even more painful. Then she died.

Gnaeus rose, the now dead Ethylund captain at his feet. All around him there was death, whilst the able soldiers tended to the rest of the unit. Most had a look of shock on their face. Three soldiers had held off fifty men, killing a dozen and wounding just as many. He stared down at the woman again, shaking his head in disbelief.

Like a vulture circling above prey the cloaked man appeared, hovering next to Gnaeus.

‘Move aside Denu, I may be able to gleam some information from her blood. But we must act quickly whilst it still runs warm.’ Through the shadow of his hood he could see now the dry purple lips on a pale face. He felt an anger rise up in him, not hot but a cold fury.

‘You lay a finger on any of these soldiers, and I’ll remove the head from your shoulders, coin or no coin. Is that understood pitone?’

The warlock seemed to recoil, the Denu’s words finding a home with the man for once. Before the mage could recover, he continued.

‘Those too wounded to fight remain here. The rest of us will continue on and bring down the rest of these Ethyl.’ His men looked at each other, unsure after seeing what three lone Ethyl warriors could do. But Gnaeus’ anger made him sound more confident than he felt and within a moment he had what was left of his unit, almost thirty men, ready to march on.

Prateus moved alongside Gnaeus, his shield abandoned but his sword drawn. The man looked terribly pale, sweat glistening on his brow.

‘The wounded are to stay Prateus,’ said the Denu firmly.

‘And leave you alone with the freak? Not likely Denu,’ he said through gritted teeth. There was a steeliness in his eye that said he wouldn’t be denied. Gnaeus had respected the officer before but, having fought side by side with him against the warrior woman, that bond had been made stronger and he could sense Prateus felt the same. He slapped him on the shoulder that wasn’t wounded affectionately.

They moved up the mountain cautiously, awaiting an ambush that didn’t come. After a steady march up the hillside the ground began to level out. Here, he thought. If they were to make a last stand then here is where he would have chosen. His men would have to fight uphill whilst the Ethyl would have near flat ground to defend. He expected to see the top of their heads as he began to crest the rise but still no ambush came or line of soldiers awaiting them.

‘They’re close. I can smell them,’ hissed the pitone, seeming agitated. Suddenly Gnaeus spotted one of the Ethyl soldiers, sitting propped up against a rock. Had he stumbled unwittingly right into their camp?

He edged forward, noticing after several steps that the Ethylund man was dead. He looked around, finding no signs of any other soldiers. The warlock at his side paced back and forth furiously, as though, if he looked around hard enough, the Ethyl would appear from nowhere.

‘Over here Denu!’ shouted one of his men. He stood on the edge of a deadly drop. Gnaeus joined him at his side, looking down over the cliff face. His knees went weak at the height, but it was what was at the bottom that drew his attention.

Two Ethyl soldiers, their heads bashed upon the rocks and their limps twisted at unnatural angles, lay at the foot of the drop.

‘They climbed down,’ said the man incredulously. Gnaeus nodded his agreement but said no more.

‘Well, follow them then!’ stormed the warlock.

‘If you think I am ordering any of my men over that edge you are as mad as you look. I will return to the village and send messages through the pass north of here. Within a few days the army stationed in North Epathia will be aware of the situation and can lend their resources to the hunt. I can provide an escort through the pass, and you can continue your efforts on the other side of the mountains if you like.’ Gnaeus spoke flatly, all the fear and unease he had felt for the strange man having melted away.

‘I thought you Aenean’s were supposed to be unrivalled in warfare. You mean to say these Ethyl dogs are your equal, allowed to escape so easy?’ the cloaked man spat each word from his hood like sharpened daggers, yet Gnaeus cared little.

‘Pitone, these soldiers have been fleeing for god knows how long through tough terrain. They’ve climbed a mountain and scrambled down the other side. Just three of their soldiers wiped out half my unit. I think my men will agree with me, we are not their equal.’

A sound drew Gnaeus’ attention away from the warlock. Prateus lay face down on the floor, his sword fallen from his side. At first the Denu feared an attack before he noticed the dark crimson stain on the man’s armour from the wound in his shoulder.

Prateus courage had outweighed his sense as he lay dying on ground. Gnaeus turned him on to his back and saw how his complexion had paled, his breath coming in shallow gasp. The Denu knelt on one side of the Levi as the warlock lowered himself down to his knees on the other.

‘Denu, I have other means of sending messages,’ hissed the man softly. ‘However, I may need your assistance on the resources required to do so.’

‘Take whatever you need, just get out of my sight,’ he said sadly, watching his comrade’s final breaths.

‘Gladly,’ said the cloaked figure, pulling back his hood to reveal a shaven head that looked too small for the already slim body it nestled atop. Gnaeus caught a glimpse of sickly yellow eyes and teeth sharpened to points before the warlock’s jaws snapped shut around the dying man’s throat with serpent-like quickness.

And all of a sudden, the fear had returned, for he remembered that sickly odour from earlier. It was the smell of blood.


Chapter 10

When the last soldier had made it safely to the bottom, Tuggs forced himself to look at the two broken bodies at the foot of the cliff.

The drop had been skull crushing, one hundred feet with nothing but solid earth at the bottom. There were no clear handholds along the way, just the large crack that ran right down the rock face where soldiers had to painfully wedge their tired bodies for any sort of grip.

Tinker, having discovered the way down, volunteered to lead the way. He had locked eyes with Tuggs, and Tuggs saw again the need in the younger man. What that need was Tuggs could only guess. If it’s a mentor you’re after, you picked a lame horse in me lad. Better off sticking with Lash, bad leg and all. Just ask Gaps. But if you’re looking for an opportunity to prove yourself—well, be my guest.

With that final thought Tuggs had given his assent, only needing to take one look at the lad to know he could trust him with this task. It hadn’t stopped him peering nervously over the edge as the raw recruit had scrambled down the cliff face. The boy made it look easy, and within minutes he had planted his feet at the bottom. Tuggs knew not everyone would find it so.

Soldier after soldier made the descent, Tuggs only allowing one man at a time so if someone fell, they wouldn’t take a comrade with them in their swift descent. Some, like Tinker, made the climb look simple, flowing down the side like a stream into a rock pool, whilst others struggled, fear causing seasoned soldiers to hug the cliff face like a kitten stuck in a tree. Bracken and Lewen’s progress in particular was torturously slow, and Tuggs suspected the lack of haste was intentional.

‘Not so fast, you big ox,’ Bracken had spat, as Doris had approached the edge. ‘By the time you get down the rest of us up here will have been captured.’ Shoots had spun around; her face venomous.

‘Who the hell do you think you are?’ she’d retorted, facing up to the sergeant. Tuggs made to interject, but Doris placed a hand on Shoots shoulder, standing from the edge and letting Bracken take his place.

‘It’s okay, Shoots. Let them go,’ said the giant soldier gracefully, before adding quietly, ‘Hopefully, they’ll fall.’

‘Yeah,’ replied Lash, ‘and we will have the best seats in the house.’

They reached the bottom and Tuggs had motioned for Doris to go next. The giant turned to Corporal Hanno who lay at his feet. ‘You just hold on tight Han, I’ll do the rest okay?’ He bent down, ready to pick up the wounded soldier, only to be greeted with cold dead eyes. He looked down at his own uniform, noticing the blood stained there.

Tuggs had squeezed his eyes tight, battling both anger and sadness. They had carried the man across half a country and here he was, dead on a mountain top without so much as a grave.

‘I’m sorry, Hanno. You deserve better than this. You…’ He paused, frustration pouring down his face in the form of tears. ‘You were a good soldier,’ he said at last, not knowing what else to add before reluctantly turning away.

Doris had surrendered his place in the queue to allow Tuggs to go next. His squad were all in agreement that leaving Bracken and Lewen alone at the foot of the cliff was a recipe for disaster and so, leaving Danza in command of those still up top, Tuggs had swung his legs over the side and started the climb down.

During the descent, his grip faltered, and his heart leaped into his throat as his gaze inadvertently fixated on the precipice below, a sight he had managed to avoid until then.

‘You’re nearly there Tuggs!’ shouted Shoots from above. ‘If you fall now, you’ll only break some bones. You probably won’t die.’

‘Brilliant,’ growled Tuggs, finding no comfort at all in the words. Taking a deep breath, he had steadied himself and cautiously made it to the bottom.

Like gathering clouds before a vicious storm, Tuggs had become increasingly aware that the Fisties would soon break through Roma’s valiant defence and be upon those still trapped at the top of the cliff face. As though sensing the need for urgency the next to attempt the climb down was a trio of soldiers.

Shoots had slid over the side, her tiny frame able to fit into the crack in the cliff and edge her way down securely. Doris had come in her wake, breaking Tuggs’ one at a time rule but for good reason, for after Doris came Lash, the giant supporting Lash’s injured knee as they edged their way down the face of the mountain. Shoots had pointed out the best hand and footholds for the squad mates above her and despite the disadvantage of Doris’s hulking frame and Lash’s injured leg they made it to the bottom safely.

‘Shit, I left my pipe up there,’ Lash said, feigning to climb back up. Tuggs slapped him on the back of the head and looked up to watch the next soldier make their way down. Not caring if it was the Ethyl or Nord spirits who listened, the sergeant had sent a prayer to the Drydra that, against the odds, Roma had bought them enough time to make their way down the cliff face and so far, it had been heard. Yet it wasn’t to last as a commotion from above had demanded Tuggs’ attention.

‘My foot’s stuck,’ said Private Eswin, fear in his voice. He hadn’t long started the descent, and the fall would be fatal.

‘Take it easy Private, just stay calm and try and ease it out,’ shouted up Tuggs, trying to sound confident so as not to frighten the soldier more. Eswin struggled against the rock, twisting his foot left and right but to no avail.

‘It’s not moving Tuggs! Its fuckin’ stuck.’ Real panic had set in, and his breathing was coming in desperate gasps. Tuggs had sworn silently to himself then, and thinking quickly, unfastened his sword belt and laid it on the floor.

‘Hold on Eswin I’m coming up,’ he’d shouted. He reached for the wall, making himself ready to start the climb.

‘Don’t bother,’ said Shoots, moving him out the way. ‘At the pace you climb he will have starved to death before you get to him. I’ll go.’

Unable to disagree, Tuggs moved aside, but as Shoots started to climb something else called for their attention.

‘What are you doing man!’ said Eswin erratically. Above him, one of the soldiers had started to make his way down.

‘I can’t wait any longer! By now Roma and the others will be dead and the Fisties will be here any minute!’ said the soldier, his own voice laced with fear. He scrambled awkwardly over the side and started to descend towards Eswin. Tuggs could hear Danza’s voice from above ordering him back up, but fear had taken over the man and logic betrayed him as he slid over the side.

‘No! Just wait a minute Petty! Hold on,’ said Eswin desperately, but the other soldier had been deaf to his pleas and was almost on top of him. Shoots made to start climbing but Tuggs held her back. It was too dangerous, both soldiers wild with fear. Eswin had frantically tried to free his foot. He yanked on it like an animal caught in a snare. Finally, it came loose. Unfortunately, he was too successful, and the force pulled him away from the rock face. He grasped desperately for a hand hold, the only one available being Private Petty’s foot just above him.

Tuggs was forced to drag Shoots out of the path of the falling soldiers. The two men’s screams as they had plummeted to the ground was horrifying but thankfully short. They hit the ground with a sickening thud, the noise wet and final. Tuggs couldn’t bring himself to look.

‘The rest of you just get down here calmly!’ he shouted up, barely holding his frustration at bay. ‘And no more fucking funny business. I want no more deaths at the hands of this bastard mountain, you hear me?’

‘Aren’t we finished with this farce yet?’ said Bracken, standing behind Tuggs. ‘You’ll be guiding the Imperials down next.’

‘Or maybe you could light them another fire Bracken so they can see better?’ put in Lash. Tuggs held a hand up to silence him. Bracken was a sergeant after all and could make Lash’s life difficult if they ever made it home.

Tensions rose as the climb down continued. Every minute that passed it became more certain that Roma had fallen and the Fisties would fall upon the men above. Yet one by one the remaining soldiers reached the bottom until the whole company had made it. Only then, when he knew he would lose no more men to the cliff, did he spare a glance to the two fallen soldiers. Roma had only just given him command and three soldiers had died on his watch. Whether it was his fault or not, he felt responsible.

The evening sky darkened. The ascent and subsequent climb back down the mountain had swallowed much of the day and the idea of marching much further was almost enough to bring Tuggs to his knees. But they couldn’t stay here, not at the foot of the cliff so out in the open.

‘Right lads, we’ve still got more walking to do. Let’s move out,’ said Tuggs, more enthusiastically than he felt. Despite a chorus of groans, the company moved down into the trees, sharing the feeling of being exposed right at the foot of the cliff. Tuggs put a hand out to stop Shoots, who was currently helping the giant Doris to stand.

‘Not you two. You two find a place close by and keep an eye out for the Fisties. If they start climbing down, we are going to need to know. Once I’ve found our camp for the night, I’ll come back for you myself.’ Seeing the indignation on their face he added, ‘I’m sorry; I just can’t trust anyone else.’

Doris and Shoots shared a look before nodding their acceptance. Tuggs reached into his belt, pulling out two strips of dried meat the captain had given him. He split one of them in half and handed them each a piece.

‘It’s not much, but it might fill a hole whilst you wait.’ The two of them eyed the food in their hands for a moment before Shoots took her larger half and swapped it with Doris.

‘I forgot I was even hungry until I saw that,’ said Shoots taking a huge bite into the strip of meat, Doris nodding his thanks before doing the same.

Having secured the rear guard, Tuggs gathered the rest of the company and they set off into the trees. There was a steady decline as they walked away from the cliff face, teasing their exit from the Epath Hills. They walked in silence, their thoughts sombre, yet the fear of capture and death had left them for a moment at least.

Tuggs heard a crash, looking to his side to see Mane in a heap on the ground, his legs tangled in a thorn bush. The plump spell caster struggled weakly against the barbed plant trying to dislodge himself. He looked terrible, his complexion ashen and his eyes sleepy. Tuggs looked down at the other piece of dried meat in his belt and his stomach pleaded for it. He approached the mage, offering one hand to help him up and with the other handing him the meat.

‘I thought all the food was gone?’ asked the mage, his face both appreciative and apprehensive. He didn’t wait for a reply before he started to tuck into the tough cured meat.

‘Roma gave it to me, but I felt guilty eating when there was so little to go around. That was,’ he paused, thinking, ‘two days ago? All the days seemed blurred now. How long have we been out here? Four days? Five?’ he looked at the mage hoping he could help.

‘It’s the 37th of Tobber,’ answered Mane with his mouth full.

‘37th! We’ve been on the road for seven days! No wonder we all look ready to drop!’ Spring was coming to an end and the early signs of summer was showing its face. It wouldn’t make sleeping rough any more manageable.

‘Sergeant Tuggs! Come take a look at this!’ shouted someone from ahead. What now? thought Tuggs as he picked up the pace to Hawkit’s side.

A cave; nestled into the side of the hill as though the entrance itself was trying to hide away. The cave mouth was deceivingly small but as they entered Tuggs found it opened out, making just enough room for the company to squeeze into.

‘Tell everyone to get inside; we will make camp here for the night.’ Tuggs resisted the urge to thank his luck. It seemed too good to be true that something would, even could, go their way.

The company flooded in, unstrapping weapons and other equipment and collapsing to the floor. Tuggs was tempted to do the same but was aware of the squad mates he had left back up the mountain. He stepped outside, having a look round until he was confident he had a good bearing of the place before he set back off to find Shoots and Doris. He left scratches on the trees he passed with his knife just to be safe, remembering an old child’s tale about a trail of breadcrumbs. If there was bread to be had, I'd sooner eat the thing, he thought hungrily, remembering the half full sack of food abandoned on the other side of the mountain.

Whilst he marched back up the slope his tired legs remembered the climb from earlier, his thighs and calves instantly burning. It wasn’t long before he was breathless with the effort and sweat glistened on his face and ran down his back. He almost tripped on the sword at his hip in his fatigue and caught himself on a low hanging branch.

The sword at his hip. Roma’s sword. The entire company had been ready to turn on her and yet she had sacrificed her life for them all without a moment’s hesitation. Even Tuggs had started to harbour doubts about her and her alleged death wish and yet at the end she had thrown her life away so that they could live. Tuggs didn’t care about living or dying any more. His only goal was to keep his promise to Roma. Get them home Tuggs, she had said. He would keep it, even if he had to drag them kicking and screaming with the whole Aenean Empire on their heels.

Psst.

He looked around, seeing Shoots head pop out of a nearby dense bit of green. Of Doris, there was no sign.

‘Any sign?’ asked Tuggs quietly, not entirely sure why he was whispering.

‘They were here,’ said Doris behind him, startling him. He hadn’t even heard the big man approach.

‘They thought about climbing down for a second,’ said Shoots distractedly as she wrestled a ball of dirt and snot from her nose. ‘But soon as they spied the bodies, they thought better of it. Don’t blame them in all that armour.’

‘Let’s go,’ said Tuggs. ‘We’ve found a cave not too far which means we may actually sleep warm and dry tonight.’

They trekked silently down the hill, Doris and Shoots side by side and Tuggs leading the way. He kept an eye out for the markings he had left on the trees, but his legs knew the way, sensing where they knew they could rest. His thoughts were sad ones, of lost friends and impossible promises made.

‘It was a really brave thing she done,’ said Shoots behind him quietly, reading his thoughts. ‘I had her wrong. We all did.’

To this, Tuggs said nothing.

As they approached the entrance to the cave the sound of raised voices reached Tuggs’ ears. It was clear several soldiers were involved in a heated dispute, but one voice rang out louder than the rest.

‘Bracken, I can hear your voice from halfway up the mountain,’ said Tuggs as he entered the cave. The whole company turned to face him and Tuggs could see the anger in some of their faces. ‘What on earth are you all shouting about?’

It was Bracken who stepped forward before anyone else had a chance to explain. ‘The time has come to appoint a leader to this lost company. I believe the obvious choice would be me.’

‘You don’t even know if Roma is dead yet and you’re after her job Bracken,’ said Lash angrily. His was one of the other voices Tuggs had heard approaching the cave and could see why his squad mate was upset.

‘Of course, the woman is dead. It’s not honouring her by leaving us leaderless.’

‘And what makes you think that should be you, Bracken? This isn’t your company, and these aren’t your men.’ Tuggs looked around him, hoping to have the rest of the company’s support. The evening sun had failed to light the cave and he couldn’t make out the faces of the soldiers.

‘I’m the most experienced soldier here and the most suited for command. It’s what your captain would’ve wanted.’ He held himself like some lord, looking down on his inferiors. Even Lewen had the audacity to look down on the company from Bracken’s side.

‘I’ve served in the King’s army for ten years Bracken,’ argued Tuggs calmly. ‘Three campaigns in the North and the entirety of this war. If you think your experience outranks mine, I’ll be interested to hear where exactly you’ve fought.’

‘Fighting northern savages in the mud is hardly experience, boy!’ Bracken spat the last word out as if the taste of it was soiling his mouth.

‘Experience aside, Roma had Tuggs as her number two once Mags had died. That was as plain as day,’ Danza put in matter-of-factly. Tuggs could make out some of the soldiers nodding in agreement. ‘She even gave him her sword.’

Some soldiers noticed this for the first time and Tuggs could feel the mood shift. Those that had been sitting on the fence now leaned towards him. He had the captain’s sword, which in most of their eyes made him captain. The truth was Tuggs didn’t want to be captain. He just didn’t want Bracken to have that responsibility either. If there was someone else, anyone else, he would happily relinquish the role. He also had Roma’s promise to keep and the best way he had of getting these men home was to lead the way himself, at least until he found someone more capable.

‘That woman was clearly mad anyway! What does she know of command? It’s her fault we are in this mess in the first place.’ In that moment Bracken had lost any chance he had of seizing control. Running Roma’s name through the mud had worked whilst she was alive and accountable, but to insult the woman who had so recently given her life to save the company didn’t sit well with the soldiers. The cave buzzed with the angry murmurs of disgruntled men and women. Lewen seemed to shrink behind Bracken as the sergeant’s beady eyes scanned the men in the cave.

‘Show of hands for Bracken to take command of the company,’ said Tuggs slowly. Lewen’s hand shot up, Bracken not even bothering to raise his.

‘And for Tuggs?’ asked Lash. Every hand in the cave barring Lewen and Bracken reached towards the ceiling. Tuggs bowed his head in thanks.

‘Get some rest,’ he said, as every man and woman in unison dropped to the floor, the day’s events having completely drained them. ‘I’ll take the first watch.’ He couldn’t bring himself to ask anyone else to do it.

He wandered outside, finding a relatively comfortable space near the entrance. Danza came to join him, and there was a moment of quiet before she said, ‘Congratulations Captain.’ They both raised their almost empty water skins in a toast before taking a drink.


Chapter 11

The sound of footsteps faded and Tuggs watched dismayed as the group of Imperial soldiers marched along the road and out of sight.

‘How the fuck did they get here before us?’ asked Lash angrily behind him.

‘They obviously aren’t the same soldiers who chased us up the mountain,’ said Tuggs, trying to sound calm but feeling just as disheartened by the sight of the Aeneans. The company had been marching for most of the day, working their way down the other side of the mountainous terrain. The descent wasn’t as strenuous as the climb up had been, but the company were close to exhaustion and there was no food to fuel their failing legs.

‘Well, they certainly looked like they were in a hurry. Maybe they received a message by bird or something?’ broached Shoots.

‘They don’t use birds,’ replied Tinker. ‘They have a special messaging system that runs like a military operation. The Imperial Messaging Enterprise. They train horses specifically for it.’ Since the young recruit had led the company down the cliff face Tuggs had noticed a change in the lad. He still seemed frightened and unsure, yet there was a resolute look in his eyes that Tuggs welcomed.

‘No horse could get round the Epath hills in time to tell these Fisties anything about us, so they’re either looking for someone else or they’re late home for dinner,’ said Tuggs, trying to diffuse the rising tension.

Mane had rushed forward to Tuggs earlier in the day looking particularly worried. ‘We have a problem,’ he had said, loud enough for only Tuggs to hear. Tuggs had looked into his eyes, trying to read the threat in the mages face. He pulled him aside, motioning for Danza to lead the company on when she stopped to see what he was doing.

‘What is it?’ Tuggs had asked tiredly. Even at that point the day had been long. Shoots, true to form, had loudly pointed out that they hadn’t eaten since the night before last and asked where the food was. Tuggs had tried to explain it had been left in the chaos caused by their sudden flight, but explanations didn’t fill stomachs, something Bracken had revelled in pointing out.

‘I put a… spell out to see if we were being followed. I thought it was best to do it now before I don’t have the energy to later. I didn’t pick up on anything behind us, but we are about to run into somebody in front of us.’

‘Imperials?’ asked Tuggs, his head looking around in alarm.

‘They aren’t right on top of us, don’t worry, but we will cross paths in about an hour if we stay on this course. I can’t be sure if it’s Imperials. I didn’t dare get too close.’ Tuggs rubbed his head in frustration.

‘I don’t understand how any of this magic works Mane!’ he said exasperated. ‘Why aren’t the Imperials just using mages to mask their locations like you are for us? They’d have caught us twice over if they had.’

‘The Imperials don’t have as many magic users as us Tuggs. Not by a long shot. It’s the only reason we are still in this war. They’ve spent the last five hundred years building roads and walls, cutting down trees and forsaking their gods. They’ve turned their churches into schools and dedicated their whole existence to science and the expansion of their great empire. They’ve cut themselves off from the spirits of the earth. I’m surprised they’re using any mages at all.’

‘Are you sure they actually are?’ asked Tuggs. The mage shivered visibly.

‘I’m sure.’ Tuggs silently tried to digest what the mage had told him when Mane continued. ‘I’ll say this, Tuggs. Something isn’t right. The way we lost that battle. The way the imperials have pursued us since. It isn’t natural, and I can’t help but feel I am missing something important.’

A lot of what the mage said went right over Tuggs’ head, but he thought he understood a little better the role the mage was playing in their escape. All of a sudden, he felt more appreciative of the squad mage.

‘I’m happy to have you with us Mane,’ he said with a smile, clasping his hands on both shoulders. The mage looked confused, unsure whether the sergeant was being sarcastic or not.

Not long after, Tuggs had called the company to a halt and told them what Mane had said. Unsurprisingly, the company were divided on what course of action was best, the communal feeling of worry the only thing uniting them. Some wanted to avoid the approaching group altogether, whilst many wanted to set a trap and ambush them for information and, with any luck, food.

Tuggs was torn with indecisiveness. Roma had left the company in his care with just one command. Get them home Tuggs. He’d made a promise and every decision he made took them one step closer or further from that promise. The company were close to breaking point, not just morale but physically too. They needed food and rest desperately. But they had also climbed up and down a mountain to escape the Imperials and attacking a group of them would only start the chase all over again. There was no right answer, only two decisions that were going to hurt either way.

‘We don’t know if they’re Fisties or not, so we will go take a look and find out what we are dealing with. But we won’t attack.’ Some soldiers nodded in approval; others let out groans and shouted arguments. Tuggs ignored them all, pushing on with what he was saying. ‘We lost six soldiers getting over that mountain. Six brothers and sisters who were fighting at our side yesterday. Dead, so we could lose our pursuers and have half a chance of getting back home. I know you’re hungry, so am I. And if we run into a fight, then we will fight. But I won’t willingly start this game of cat and mouse all over again.’

Tuggs had a quick look around at the company before focusing on Bracken. The sergeant looked eager to protest, like he had done at most of the decisions Tuggs had made so far today. However the sergeant only needed to take a quick look around to see if his protest would be futile. Tuggs’ words had found a home with most of the company, the logic of it defusing the protests.

And so they marched on. A short while later Mane gave Tuggs a signal to say the group they were about to run into was close by. Tuggs left most of the company behind, taking just his squad to scout ahead. As the Imperials turned the bend he sensed his squad’s silent groan, mirroring his own.

‘So, now what?’ asked Lash eventually.

‘Nothing has changed,’ said Tuggs. He pointed over Lash’s shoulder into the west. ‘Home is that way. We push on, keep out of sight and sooner or later we will be back in Ethylund. This is the way Roma wanted us to take.’

‘She’s not the captain any more, Tuggs,’ said Shoots. ‘What she did for us was brave, but she can’t make the decisions for us anymore. You’re our sergeant, spirits you’re our captain now. If you say west then that’s where I’ll go, but for you. Not because it’s what Roma wanted us to do.’

Tuggs was taken aback for a moment. He hadn’t asked to be captain, and the burden lay awkwardly on his shoulders, but Shoots was right. He couldn’t hide behind Roma’s orders anymore. From now on all the decisions he made, the responsibility and repercussions would lay solely at his feet.

‘We go west. I’ve been away from home for too long.’ The rest of the squad nodded, faces set in determination.

They returned to the company, who were resting not far off the road in cover. They looked up expectantly as Tuggs walked to the centre of the group.

‘Fisties,’ he said simply.

Chaos ensued.

The company erupted into mayhem, anger and fear billowing out in a crescendo of shouts and groans. Some of the soldiers shouted at one another. Most of them shouted at Tuggs.

‘We should have ambushed them when we had the chance!’

‘They may have had food!’

‘Do they know we are here?’

‘What was the point of climbing the mountain! Out of the frying pan into the fire!’

It was impossible for Tuggs to figure out who shouted what and it was a miracle he heard any of it at all. More than their words he could feel their anger. For ten years he had been a soldier and had seen this kind of anger directed at commanding officers before. He had never been on the receiving end.

At his side, Danza had done an amicable job of trying to calm the most vocal, yet Tuggs knew that fear fuelled their anger and there was no way to rationalize with the company right now.

Through the middle of the apparent turmoil Bracken strutted forward until he was face to face with Tuggs.

‘One blunder after another boy. You and that foolish girl hauled us over that mountain right into a bigger nest of Fisties. The entire base of their military operation could be over this side and you will have us marching blindly into it. What’s more, you’ve let an easy target get away. We could’ve gotten every bit of information we needed from those Imperials and discovered what our best course of action was.’

‘Not to mention food,’ put in Lewen, his faithful lapdog ready to lend a hand as always.

Tuggs could sense more than see the change in the company. Bracken had been an outsider to them and Tuggs had been one of their own, making him the obvious choice to lead them. Yet Bracken was speaking the words and thoughts they were all harbouring deep down. Roma’s words echoed in his mind. If he gives you any trouble, kill him. The idea seemed appealing right now, but Tuggs found it hard to argue with the man. After all it did seem like they had gone from one bad situation to another. And perhaps he had been wrong in not taking his chance when he had it and ambushing those Imperials. Roma had been quick to set an ambush when they’d first bumped into Aeneans what felt like a lifetime ago.

Still trying to find the words to defend himself, Tuggs was relieved when Sergeant Pimms leapt to his aid instead.

‘Put a boot in it, Bracken. You don’t speak for me, or the rest of this company for that matter. Besides, it wasn’t Tuggs that led us over the mountain. Roma dreamt that up herself and Tuggs followed just like the rest of us. Maybe we should’ve attacked that group of Fisties and maybe we shouldn’t. No point in bickering like wives over every decision. That’s not how soldiering works and you all know it. I’m as hungry and tired as the rest of you, but we ain’t getting nowhere fighting like this.’

Tuggs realised those were the exact words he couldn’t find, and they seemed to settle the company, at least for the time being. Bracken gave Pimms a long stare, as if marking him mentally as another enemy. Pimms looked back disinterested until Bracken turned away.

‘Thanks for that,’ said Tuggs. ‘I owe you a drink when we get home.’

‘Save your drink,’ replied Pimms coldly. ‘You’re not captain material Tuggs. You’re a good man, but it takes more than that to lead. But all this in-fighting is more likely to kill us than anything you decide will. I don’t owe you any kind of loyalty, but I’d have followed Roma into hell and well, it looks like I have. She gave you her sword and I’m not blind enough to know what that means. Maybe she saw something I haven’t seen yet. I hope so.’

‘So do I,’ said Tuggs quietly.

Pimms laughed at his side. ‘I’m pretty much against anything that bastard Bracken says, so you better hope you two don’t become friends any time soon.’

‘I can’t see that happening,’ said Tuggs, smiling at the thought of him, Bracken and Lewen as an inseparable trio.

‘So, what is the plan?’ asked Pimms finally. Tuggs sighed, patting the corporal on the shoulder and motioning him back amongst the company.

The plan was vague; partly because Tuggs hadn’t thought too far ahead and partly because he wasn’t sure what was out there waiting for them. But home was west, so they would move in that direction. Their number one priority was food and water at this point, so they were to keep an eye out for farmsteads, unguarded caravans, small towns and anywhere else they could get food without much resistance. They would need to keep an ear out for streams or rivers, as most of the company were running low on water and marching was thirsty work. They were to avoid contact with the Imperials for as long as possible. Especially until it was clear whether the Imperial were actually aware of their presence on this side of the Epath Hils. The closer they got to home undetected, the better.

It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all they had.


Chapter 12

‘Tuggs wake up!’

He had dreamt he was back at his father’s farm. The early morning jobs finished, he’d been called in for some well-earned breakfast of eggs and bacon with freshly baked bread and butter. Despite the hands shaking him by the shoulders he was unwilling to leave that dreamy paradise.

His eyes opened reluctantly allowing the blurry form of Mane to slowly come into focus as the smell of freshly baked bread faded into the reality of damp forest and unwashed soldiers. As he became more aware he noticed the urgency in Mane’s face.

‘What is it Mane?’ asked Tuggs, the illusions of sleep suddenly wearing off and being replaced with worry.

‘I’ve messed up,’ said the mage quietly. It wasn’t dawn yet, the morning sun yet to brighten the sky. With the rest of the company still sleeping and Tuggs content to keep it that way, he motioned with his head for Mane to follow him.

For two days the company had moved stealthily down the foot of the Epath hills, sticking to the valleys and avoiding open areas. They had seen no more signs of Imperial soldiers, but Mane had assured them they were not far off. Food had been in short supply, with the company having to forage for edible plants to keep them going. For all his assurances, the traps Hawkit had lain down each night that his father had taught him to build had been almost useless. One had managed to snag a squirrel, but one little rodent between thirty hungry soldiers was like taking a bucket to a sinking ship. Tuggs had decided to let the desperate creature go.

The next morning, they had come across a small farmstead. Like hunting dogs on the end of a leash, Tuggs had restrained the company and elected Sharp and Hawkit to explore the building. He would have gone himself had he trusted Bracken to be left untended. Besides, Sharp had a natural talent for being shifty and Hawkit had bragged of his ability at subtlety.

Tuggs watched as the two men strolled back towards the company empty handed.

The sergeant had taken a quick look inside the small house, hoping more than expecting to find something the other two had missed, but whoever had lived here had taken everything not nailed down. A large pot still hung over the hearth, either forgotten or left because it was too heavy to carry. Tuggs ordered it taken with them in the hope it would come in useful.

At some point during the march a soldier had stumbled upon another abandoned lodge whilst relieving his bladder, discovering a patch of forgotten onions in a garden round the back. By the time his squad mates had found him he had eaten three of the onions raw and it had taken Danza and Pimms help to wrestle the remaining onions from the starving soldier with the promise that he'd get them back in time.

Thankful of the borrowed pot, Tuggs had authorised a small fire and, using water from a nearby stream, had boiled the onions, along with some nettle weeds and wild garlic into a soup. His father had used a similar recipe, but that had also involved potatoes, carrots and leeks with butter and cream. His soup had been delicious. Tuggs’ attempt tasted like grass and earth and onion. It was still the most food they had managed in days, using upturned helmets as makeshift bowls.

Tired, lost and with a belly full of weeds, Tuggs wondered what the little mage could possibly have to say that could make his morning any worse.

‘I let the spell go,’ said the mage bashfully. Tuggs would’ve laughed had the news not been so tragic. The mage looked like a child who had broken one of his father’s ornaments after being warned not to play with them.

‘Well, start it again,’ said Tuggs hurriedly, after taking a moment for his words to register.

‘I have! But I’m concerned we might already have been discovered.’

‘Well how long did you let it go for?’ asked Tuggs

‘A couple of hours,’ answered the mage. ‘I normally tie the thing off before I go to sleep and pick it up when I wake up, but I was so tired last night, and that weed broth really wasn’t agreeing with me, I forgot.’

‘Tie it off? What do you mean tie it off?’ asked the sergeant, still half asleep. The mage looked around hopelessly. Mane knew the sergeant wasn’t going to understand, yet he tried anyway.

‘Tying a spell off just means it’ll keep working whilst I’m busy doing something else, like eating or sleeping. It's like a sailor mooring his boat so it doesn’t drift away.’ He could see Tuggs desperately trying to make sense of what Mane had told him, but it was no use.

‘A couple of hours. Is that all we’ve been asleep?’ asked Tuggs grimly, changing the subject. Having gone undetected since crossing over to the other side of the Epath hills, Tuggs was happy to make up for the lack of food with more rest. But if the masking spell had slipped, they might not be as undetected as he hoped.

‘I’m so sorry Tuggs,’ said the mage. Tuggs looked deep into Mane’s dark eyes and noticed not for the first time just how tired and shrunken they looked. No one in the company looked well off, but out of all of them, Mane looked the worst. The sergeant let out a sigh.

‘Don’t sweat it, Mane. We’d be dead ten times over had it not been for you.’ He patted the mage on the arm. ‘What’s the likelihood they know we are here?’

‘Depends how hard they’re trying to find us,’ answered the mage. ‘Maybe they’ve decided a group of hungry Ethylunders aren’t worth the hassle. I guess it also depends on what kind of mark Roma and others left on the other side of that mountain.’

‘I think we can safely assume they gave a good account of themselves.’

‘Well then, they’re probably still after us then. If they’ve got any decent mages with them, they’ll know where we are.’

‘Best assume they have, then and get the company moving. Mane, don’t mention anything to the lads about letting the spell slip.’

‘Yes, they don’t seem to like me much as it is.’

‘Well, me either.’

The two men returned to the sleeping soldiers and quietly woke them one by one. With a few confused groans and hungry cries, the company marched on.

*

Mane didn’t like lying to Tuggs. The rest of the company treated him like he had two heads, or worse; he’d cast some spell to make them have two heads. Not the sergeant though, who treated him like he treated everyone else. What was more, since Tuggs had introduced him to the rest of his squad; they too had shown Mane kindness and respect, if not friendship. It was clear the squad looked to Tuggs for example and in this instance Mane was thankful. This made it harder to lie to them.

There had been no spell - not in the way Mane had explained to Tuggs at least. Since his ghostly encounter with the man with yellow eyes, Mane had avoided using his trick as much as possible, yet it was a constant battle between fear of the spectre who had hunted him and running into the Imperials on their trail. It was the latter that had caused him to slip free of his body two days prior, hovering high above the trees in search of Aenean soldiers. He had been relieved to find none in pursuit behind them and had been lucky enough to spot the small group of Imperials they had almost collided with in front.

For the next two days he had used the trick sparingly, slipping in and out of his body to quickly scan the terrain ahead and dart back to safety. He felt safer doing this during the light of day, assuming the man with yellow eyes preferred the cover of darkness to hunt his prey. Yet in the light of day there was always the risk of one of the company spotting his seemingly lifeless body and that would bring with it its own problems.

As darkness came each night a dreaded certainty would creep into Mane, a thought he couldn’t shake. The yellow eyed spectre was still hunting him. He couldn’t tell how he knew this, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end the only warning sign. Often during the night Mane would awake, the feeling of the darkness folding in on him causing him to shake uncontrollably. Above that darkness Mane could sense a presence, malevolent and hungry, searching desperately for something… Him.

In these moments, Mane would send out a prayer, focusing his magic and pushing away the darkness. Not a hard push, but gentle; redirecting the darkness’ attention.

He had tried to explain the basics of magic to Tuggs on more than one occasion but despite the sergeant’s eagerness to learn and understand, it was like trying to explain flying to a fish. So, he had lied, simplified and concealed. Tuggs had enough on his mind to worry about without some ethereal hunter chasing him, who he could hardly comprehend, never-mind fight.

Mane stifled a shiver, remembering the events from earlier that night; events he had hidden from Tuggs. This night there had been no feeling of imposing darkness and with it no shaking or searching presence. At first relieved, Mane began to wonder what turn of events could’ve gifted him this respite. This caused conflict inside Mane as his two great curses battled one another; cowardice and curiosity.

Had he succeeded in pushing the evil spirit away? Unlikely, as it had seemed most persistent on finding him and the rest of the company. Perhaps something else had drawn its attention? Mane ran through various scenarios in his head, some hopeful and others equally terrifying. They were about to be rescued, Harold Hadrin and his chosen sword could be around the next bend with a dozen mages coming to track down Roma’s lost company. Or maybe something darker and more malicious had driven off the spectres with far more sinister intentions for the company. Mane knew there was only one way to find out.

Whilst the rest of the company had been sleeping Mane had slipped free of his body. This was always easier during the night, as though the relaxed state his body needed to be in to do so felt more achievable. He floated weightlessly, looking down on the sleeping company before slowly ascending above the treetops. There was no moon this night, only the yellow light of the stars illuminating the land. Mane looked longingly in the direction of home, even from this high vantage point it looked so far off.

At first, he had been too frightened to move, cautious of the impending danger and hesitant to leave the vicinity of his safe body. Yet as time passed it began to feel like these journeys had always felt; one of freedom and exploration. And most importantly, solitude.

He soared through the sky, absorbing the breathtaking scenery of Epathia. Lush green hills dived down into hidden valleys housing secret lakes. Ice cold rivers snaked through the landscape whilst ancient paths cut like a sword through the countryside, piercing through hillsides and over rivers. This land was beautiful, a more rolling version of Ethylund herself.

Mane came upon a sleeping town. There was little Imperial presence here and it would have made an excellent destination for the company had it not been many days march in the opposite direction. Mane had no fear of going so far astray. Like a compass would always point north, he always knew exactly where his body lay no matter how far he travelled.

Mane had returned to the company, certain that there was no rescue just around the corner but strangely hopeful, nonetheless. Free of the spectre, Mane would be able to scout ahead of the company, warning them of approaching danger and led them to food and water. There was still a long way to go, but with Tuggs commanding the company and Mane pointing the way, they would get there.

Like a sudden storm, darkness had descended upon Mane, the air growing cold as winter’s heart.

‘Hello, Kitten,’ said a voice from above. Mane followed the direction the icy words had come from, seeing the spectre there; its pale, emotionless mask back in place. And beyond that, piercing the moonless sky; not stars but eyes. Hundreds of sickly, yellow eyes glaring at him.

‘Mane, are you okay?’ asked Tuggs, walking alongside him and snapping him out of his memory. ‘You look like you have seen a ghost.’

‘I’m fine,’ lied the mage with practised ease. ‘Just tired.’

Tuggs studied him for a moment and Mane worried he would pry further. Eventually the sergeant shrugged. ‘You’ll get a moment to rest soon. Someone is coming.’

*

‘Do you have any food on that cart?’ asked Tuggs.

They had come across the old man as the sun hit its midday point. The man pulled a cart behind him that looked more suited to being pulled by a horse than an old Epathian. Tuggs had asked the company to remain hidden whilst he confronted the man, but the prospect of food was obviously too much for them as they loomed over the path like buzzards over their prey.

‘Not enough to feed all you boys,’ answered the man coolly, looking around. Despite being surrounded by thirty desperate looking soldiers the man seemed unaffected.

‘We don’t have big appetites,’ answered Tuggs.

‘Well I can see there is no point in arguing with you lads, seems that you’d just kill me and take it anyway.’ The man turned, reaching into his small cart and pulling out a basket. Tuggs took it from him, peering inside to see two loaves of bread, eight apples, a quarter wheel of cheese and some thinly sliced ham. There were two bottles of a cloudy liquid that Tuggs guessed were cider. He handed the basket to Danza, not trusting anyone else, not even those in his squad, with the treasure.

‘Have you seen any Imperials around these parts?’ asked Tuggs.

‘Of course, I have,’ the man said coarsely. ‘The damn place is crawling with them. Half the country doesn’t realise it’s been conquered. Small towns and villages putting up a fight not knowing their own king has gifted their land to the Aeneans. Every road, path and goat’s trail is infested with them.’ The man spat on the ground to show his disgust.

‘Well you’ll be pleased to know we aren’t Imperials. We’re Ethyl and we are trying to get home.’

‘Pleased to know, will I?’ said the old man with a gap-tooth grin. ‘You want me to whoop and hurrah the band of thugs who just robbed me? Besides, ‘twas only twenty years ago it were you lot marching your armies through here bothering decent peaceful folk.’

‘You were a cowardly bunch of sheep-lovers back then too,’ said Bracken from the side. Tuggs shot him a look that said keep quiet, but Bracken didn’t bother to meet the sergeant’s eyes, instead looking down on the old man like he was something nasty stuck at the bottom of his shoe.

Tuggs took the man by the arm, away from the eyes and ears of the company. He needed information from this man, preferably without too much arm twisting, and Bracken’s snide remarks and the grim faces of the rest of the company weren’t helping.

‘Where is the nearest town from here?’ asked Tuggs.

‘Back the way I came. About half a day’s walk if you set a brisk pace, which I do.’

‘And where were you heading?’

‘My home. Got a little farmstead not far from here. You can get from the town to my house in a day if you don’t mind starting early and getting home late. But I normally do it in two. It’s nice to sleep out under the stars now and then and I get some extra peace and quiet from the wife. She snores like a hog.’ He spoke with an honesty only the old have.

‘What kind of farm you have?’ asked Tuggs, thinking of his father’s farm back home.

‘None of your business! And don’t be thinking of following me back there because there ain’t nothing worth taking. I went into the town to sell goods and that’s what I did see?’ he said, revealing the coins from his pocket.

Tuggs sighed, realising how all this looked from the poor man’s point of view. In his eyes they were no better than the Imperials. They’d stopped him on his way home and stolen his food. Tuggs hadn’t meant to threaten him, and yet he was sure the man had only answered his questions from fear of torture and death.

‘Look, I really am sorry for inconveniencing you but...’

‘Inconveniencing? No, inconveniencing me would’ve been to stop me to ask for directions. Robbing me, questioning me under duress and then leaving me face down in a ditch is way beyond inconveniencing me.’

‘I’m not going to kill you.’ Tuggs laughed, surprised at the insinuation.

‘Don’t patronise me, boy.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘Listen lad, I was a soldier once too. You know as well as I do that if you let me go and I bump into a group of Imperials, the first thing they’re going to ask me is have I seen you? I’m assuming they’re looking for you, yes?’ he stopped long enough to allow Tuggs to nod in agreement. ‘Of course, they are. And the first thing I’m going to say is the only thing that will keep me alive. Yes, I did see some Ethylund soldiers. Thirty-five in fact. They stole my food. They look tired and hungry and desperate. They went in that direction.’

Tuggs strolled over to where Danza stood with the basket of food. From it he pulled an apple and a bottle of cider. The company erupted into cries, asking why he got to eat first and where was their share. Tuggs rolled his eyes. ‘Share the rest out equally, make sure Mane gets a bit more, he looks about to drop.’

Danza nodded, fixing Tuggs with a grave expression.

The sergeant moved back down the path to the old man who stood awkwardly off the road. He was looking down at his feet, as though cursing them for growing old on him and stopping him from fleeing into the trees. Tuggs stood in front of him, handing him the cider. The old man stared at it dumbly.

‘We aren’t some band of thieves who go around stealing from honest people. We’re just a bit lost right now. These soldiers have been through hell, and they deserve every morsel of food they can get.’ He stared at the apple like a long-lost lover and then, taking a bite out of it, passed it to the old man. The sweet juices hurt his mouth, having been starved of any quality food for some time.

‘If you do see any Imperials, you make sure you tell them the truth. Tell them that we are tired, hungry and desperate to take a few more of them down with us whilst we still have the energy to lift our swords.’

The old man laughed, staring down at the half-eaten apple in his hand. ‘You seem like a good man. A poor captain mind you, letting me go. But a good man.’

‘I’m no captain, just a dragged-up sergeant left in charge of this lot. I made a promise to get them home and that’s what I’m trying to do.’

‘Won’t have no home left soon with the capital under siege, lad.’ The revelation hit Tuggs like a hammer blow to the chest. The old man realised the news was new to Tuggs. ‘At least that’s the rumour going around the town. Heard they crushed you lot pretty hard not long ago. I even heard they got Harold. I don’t believe that but still, none of it is good news.’

Tuggs tried to clear his thoughts, the sound of the old man’s voice drifting around him without registering. If the capital was under siege, what was the point in trying to get home? Soon the whole country would be under Imperial rule. If I tell them now, this will break us.

‘Get home safe old man,’ said Tuggs finally. ‘I suggest you go that way through the trees and come back to the path further down, that is if you want to keep your apple and cider.’ He nodded back towards the company.

‘The name is Olgen,’ said the old man, holding out his hand and clasping him by the wrist, the old soldier’s handshake.

‘Tuggs,’ he said.

‘Don’t take it too hard laddie, sooner or later the Imperials will rule the whole world. Every rock and tree and hill will have their banner all over it. You lads put up a good fight unlike that sheep-shit-for-brains king of ours. But life goes on for young lads like you.’ He patted him on the shoulder. ‘Good luck getting home.’

Tuggs watched the old man walk off into the tree, cider and apple in his hands, empty wagon abandoned on the roadside. For all his brave words, Tuggs prayed Olgen didn’t bump into any Fisties on the way home.

*

The sun had nearly set and Olgen was almost home when a group of Imperial soldiers, forty strong, rounded a bend in the road. He thought about swerving off the road and hoping they hadn’t noticed him but quickly dismissed that idea as foolish. Besides, he’d done nothing wrong. The Imperials were ruthless bastards, but they had rules and those rules were often firm but fair.

As he drew near the group one of the offices signalled him to a halt.

‘Where are you going?’ he asked in Old Imperial.

‘Home,’ answered Olgen, emphasising his Epathian accent.

‘You are a local?’ asked the officer.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said. Behind him, one of the other officers, obviously the captain or whatever the Fisties called it, said something in High Imperial he couldn’t understand. The first man who had spoken to Olgen nodded and then faced him again.

‘Where are you coming from?’

‘Lamsburrow, do you know it? It’s about a day’s march from here.’ The Imperials were having a hard time understanding his accent, which, of course, is why he had strengthened it in the first place. The first reason was to frustrate them. Hopefully, they’d get tired of questioning him and move him along. The second reason was to buy himself some time, undecided as he was on how much he wanted to tell these Fisties.

The leader spoke again in High Imperial and once again the office nodded his understanding.

‘Did you meet anyone on the road today? Anyone strange?’ asked the young officer.

‘Lots of strange folk out on the road these days,’ answered Olgen sheepishly.

The leader, obviously understanding what Olgen was saying, barked something in High Imperial. Such a strange people, the Aeneans, thought Olgen. They invented a perfectly good language and shared it with half the world in order to make diplomacy and trade easier. Having succeeded in that, they then decided that they didn’t like the world knowing what they were talking about after all and invented a second language exclusively for them.

The officer quickly acknowledged his commander and said to Olgen, ‘We are looking for a band of criminals. Have you seen any large groups of men, they’d look like soldiers to you.’

‘Now criminals I have seen! They stole my wagon, they did.’

‘Where? How many were there?’ said the officer with more urgency.

Olgen paused, fighting an inward battle with himself before deciding with certainty what the right thing to say was.

‘They went in that direction, back towards the town. About sixty there was although my eyes are getting old, there might’ve been more. Mean bastards they were, snatched the wagon right off me, food and all. I’d have put up a bit of a fight as I’m no push-over, but these were strong criminals. Well fed, well rested. Looked up for a fight.’ Olgen smiled inwardly as the officer and his superior shared a worried glance. He went on, relishing their discomfort.

‘Too much for an old man like me to handle but I’m sure sixty-five good for nothing criminals would be a summer’s breeze for trained, disciplined soldiers like yourselves. I bet even if you were to walk right into an ambush you’d still beat ‘em off.’

The commander muttered something else in High Imperial and the unit prepared to move on.

‘Thank you for your assistance old man.’ Olgen gave an extravagant bow as the officer re-joined the unit.

‘You’ll have to march faster than that if you’re to catch the scoundrels!’ shouted Olgen as the Imperials marched down the road. They didn’t seem in a hurry to catch up to the sixty well fed and rested criminals.

Olgen wasn’t sure why he had lied. All he knew was that captain – Tuggs was it? - was by some distance the nicest man who had ever robbed him.


Chapter 13

Tris turned the knife in her hand, toying with the idea of plunging it into the neck of the next man or woman who came within arm’s reach of her.

She wouldn’t really have killed someone, of that she was near certain, yet since the descent down the cliff face, she had been like a boiling pot, ready to spill over with anger and bitterness, the source of which she couldn’t quite pinpoint.

It had started… Well, it had started a long time ago in truth, which is how she had ended up a soldier instead of some rich merchant’s trophy wife. However, this particular wave of anger and bitterness had started when Roma had volunteered to hold the Imperials at the top of the mountain. Tris hadn’t realised, but Roma had become the pillar of solidity that she had built her new life around. A pillar of coldness and indifference that Tris had come to admire. No man looked at Roma and saw a woman first. They saw a captain, a fighter, a leader, a soldier, and then, last of all, a woman. It had shocked even Tris when she realised behind the constant scowl, Roma had been pretty, beautiful even. It was a testament to her strength that was not how she had been defined.

That pillar had now been reduced to rubble, and once again Tris felt betrayed, this time not through greed or cowardice, which had been the story of her early life, but through selflessness and valour. It didn’t matter to her how the betrayal had come about, for the outcome was still the same… she was alone. She was angry because Roma had left, and bitter because she knew it was selfish to feel that way. She knew she should be grateful for Roma’s sacrifice, yet still she wished it had been someone else. Like Tuggs.

That thought had come from nowhere, but not for the first time. Tuggs was captain now, another betrayal in Tris’ mind. By taking Roma’s sword he had ascended to the role of patriarch, of the company and of her. In her eyes, he was no different to her father, another man looking to assert his dominance. And just like with her father, she intended to reject that notion.

She had been a fool to think that Tuggs would be any different. His wedding band had been a welcome blow, reminding her of such things. Of course, he didn’t view her as an equal. Roma perhaps, but not the helpless Tris, who he had been so eager to save during the battle. He had accepted the sword so eagerly. Now he pranced around the company, flaunting it about like some punter with a winning betting slip at the horse tracks. She recalled her father doing just that, shivering with distaste at the memory.

As though summoned by her thoughts, Tuggs entered the clearing, Lash’s arm slung over his shoulder as he helped the injured soldier to the ground beside her.

‘We won’t be here long, but if you can ease it even a little, it would be a huge help,’ said Tuggs as he moved off.

‘Yes Captain,’ she said, more bitterly than she’d intended. That stopped him in his tracks, turning to regard her with an eyebrow raised. The first time he’s looked at me all day. And doesn’t that sound ridiculous. She met his stare evenly, cursing herself when he turned away.

Tris went to work vigorously on Lash’s leg, more to distract herself than provide any service to Tuggs or Lash. The joint was a mass of bruises, the swelling growing with each day. Her practiced hands were adept at dispersing the fluid, but without healing, and the need to walk on it for hours each day, it always returned.

Glancing up from her work her eyes found their way to Tuggs again, who was talking quietly with Danza. The woman gave off an aura that reminded her of Mags, although different. Mags’ presence had made you think he might swallow you whole if you didn’t follow orders. Danza reminded her of a secretary her father had when she was younger, who could straighten anyone’s back with just a word or look. Different, but both effective. Yet despite the big woman’s presence, she bowed her head like some serving maid at a lord’s manor with every word Tuggs said.

‘Woren’s balls woman, are you trying to pull the damn thing off!’ exclaimed Lash.

‘Sorry,’ she replied absently.

‘Whose pulled on your leg hair?’ asked Lash.

‘Look at him,’ she growled, pointing in the direction of Tuggs with her chin as she continued to kneed the swelling around Lash’s knee. ‘You’d think Princess Igraine had blown him a kiss the way he’s strutting around. I thought Fenn was supposed to curse prideful men?’

‘Tuggs? Strutting? Prideful?’ Lash’s head darted back and forth between Tris and Tuggs as he said each word. ‘That doesn’t sound like Tuggs, girl.’

She prickled at the word girl, but ignored it and ploughed on with what she was saying, knowing it was bordering on a rant but caring not at all. ‘No? Someone seeing him for the first time would think he was leading Harold Hadrin’s Chosen Men, with his chest pushed out like that and nose in the air. Totally oblivious to the sorry state the company is in. I saw two soldiers sneak off last night and a moment later heard them rutting in the wood. Like animals.’

Lash visibly blushed and took a moment to clear his throat before replying. ‘I don’t know what’s went down between the two of you, but I just don’t see what you are seeing. Tuggs doesn’t have a boastful bone in his body; unless he’s talking about sheep or maybe his old man.’

‘As for the mess the company is in, well I won’t disagree with you there. But there are some other factors in play, mainly your new squad leader.’ Now it was Lash’s turn to point, nodding in the direction of Bracken, who sat staring at Tuggs with a face like he’d mistaken a bed pan for a goblet.

‘And lastly, I’ve noticed some of the lasses taking the men off into the trees, but I don’t think Tuggs has. He’s as green as Tinker when it comes to that sort of thing. But I don’t think it’s as straight forward as just rutting like animals. Some of these lads just about got hair on their chest, if you get my meaning?’

She didn’t, a quizzical eyebrow urging him to continue.

‘Let’s face it, girl, we probably aren’t getting out of here alive. My best guess is the girls in the company didn’t think it was right those young men dying before they were… grown men.’

Tris’ mouth made a soundless O.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ she said after a moment. ‘If we’re all going to die, what difference does it make anyway?’

‘You’re preaching to the druid here. If I had to make an argument for it, I guess it’s like if everyone got to try some stew, everyone except you. Some people like it, some don’t, but that doesn’t matter because you’ve never had it. I don’t think it is the lack of stew that would eat you up inside, it’s the not knowing. That’s a bad example, can you tell I’m hungry?’

‘No,’ said Tris, her face thoughtful. ‘No, somehow, that makes sense. Sort of.’ There was brief silence before Tris said quietly, ‘I’ve never had any stew.’

Lash looked around, weighing up the state of the company before saying sadly, the tone sounding odd in the usually upbeat soldier, ‘I think time is running out. Grab a spoon.’

‘Time to go,’ announced Tuggs to the company, and they went.


Chapter 14

The rain pelted the company as they stumbled under a canopy of trees that offered little to no protection against the vicious downpour. Soldiers fell to the ground and were lifted back up by the comrades at their side, ever pushing them forward at a sluggish pace. Tuggs led from the front, his body close to its limit of exhaustion yet not having the courage to stop. From the rear of the company Danza urged men forward, not tolerating anyone slacking behind.

They had approached the town the wagon driver had told them about as the sun was setting and had been crushed when they found it crawling with Imperials. With no other choice, they had pushed on, marching into the night.

The next morning, with barely more than a couple of hours rest, the company were rewarded, stumbling upon a farmstead that for once wasn’t completely abandoned.

An old man lived there, caring for a young sickly girl.

‘Is there any food here?’ one of the company snapped. Had he any choice, Tuggs would have moved on all together, to leave what little food there was for the man and girl. They’d eat you alive if you gave that order, and then spirits only know what’d happen to these two. He cursed his own cowardice, knowing Roma would’ve hauled them out by the ear like petulant children. Well, I told you I’m no captain.

The old man shook his head, but not before Tuggs noticed his gaze slip to a loose piece of floorboard. Whilst the company ransacked the small house looking for more food, Tuggs walked over to the section of floor, feigning as if he too was searching for food. The man’s eyes went wide as he realised his secret had been discovered. He looked about to speak when Tuggs simply stepped onto the loose floorboard, concealing it. The man met Tuggs’ eyes and Tuggs winked in response.

Tuggs winced at the reckless abandon the company showed for the old man’s home. Plates were smashed, tables and chairs knocked over, doors of cabinets almost ripped from their hinges. This wasn’t desperation, this was cruelty. To Tumbar’s Jaws with you, you bastards, we aren’t raiders!

The young girl cowered in the corner, her frame telling Tuggs that the food supplies had already been sparse. ‘A little young for you, isn’t she old man?’ said one of the soldiers, crouching down and peering into the child’s face.

‘She’s my granddaughter,’ said the old man, shuffling over to the poor girl and shielding her with his arms.

‘That’s what they all say,’ said Peggar, peering around the old man to look again at the little girl. Private Peggar had started to cosy up to Bracken and Lewen along with some of the other less experienced soldiers. Their constant groaning and undermining of authority had struck a chord with the young lads in the company and now there were a handful of faithful lackeys who Bracken could command.

‘Maybe she would be better off coming with us?’ asked Lewen, turning to Bracken with a smile that made Tuggs stomach turn. He was ready to intervene when another soldier leapt to the girl’s aid.

‘Maybe you should help the rest of us look for food and leave the wool heads alone,’ growled Tris, eyeing Lewen darkly. Her gaze moved over Bracken and his party, lingering on the sergeant until they moved off in search of food. Tuggs nodded his thanks to Tris, who turned away with a scowl.

When all was accounted for, they found one stale loaf of bread, a few potatoes and a single bag of grain. It amounted to a couple of mouthfuls of food each and when it was all said and done, the company felt no less hungry than they had before.

As they left the farmhouse, Tuggs glanced back over his shoulder. The old man had come to the door, no doubt worried the men would change their mind, turn around and take his secreted store of food, or worse, his granddaughter. Tuggs shared that worry, setting a brisk pace to put the farmhouse far behind them. Yet the look on the old man’s face lingered in Tuggs’ mind long after the house faded into the distance. No thanks for concealing his store, not even relief that they had left. Just hatred. Unreserved hatred. We’re no better than the Aeneans.

*

They continued on for the rest of that day, staying to the trees and valleys of the Epathian hillsides and staying clear of the old Aenean roads, carved out four-hundred years ago for conquest and now swarming with Aenean soldiers once again.

Even from this distance, the peaks of the Epath Hills loomed behind them like forever vigilant watchers observing their flight. It was said some of the high passes could take fifteen days to cross and Tuggs found himself thanking all the spirits in Ethylund that they had managed to scramble over before the infamous mountain range widened.

Tuggs was nudged out of the way by Tris, her stride purposeful as she stormed to the front of the line.

‘What’s the hurry soldier?’ asked Tuggs.

‘Putting some distance between myself and those idiots,’ she growled. Tuggs looked over his shoulder, yet he didn’t have to in order to guess who she was talking about. Bracken and his rebellious lot walked together, no semblance of order between them as they talked loudly.

‘I’ve been meaning to say thank you, for your help back there with the young girl,’ said Tuggs to Tris’ back.

‘I didn’t do it for you,’ she growled.

‘I know that but thank you all the same’ he said. She stiffened, then sighed, her shoulders drooping as if she had put down a heavy burden. She turned suddenly, her look piercing.

‘If everyone else had eaten soup and you hadn’t had any, would you want some, even if you didn’t like it? Or maybe you do like, but you don’t know whether you like it or don’t like it because you hadn’t had any?’ The words poured out of Tris so quickly and with such vigour that Tuggs was forced to take a backwards step. His mouth hung open as he tried to make sense of what she had said, all the while she looked at him impatiently.

‘I’d eat anything right now, even if I didn’t like it,’ he answered eventually, patting his stomach. This answer didn’t seem to satisfy her, and he flinched as she growled.

‘Lash was better at explaining this! Forget about how hungry you are or whether you like it or not,’ she went on excitedly. ‘Would you want to try it, or could you live with not knowing whether you liked the soup or not.’

She eyed him intensely, as if trying to drill new meaning into him with a look. He thought hard, their eyes never moving from one another. Eventually he nodded knowingly.

‘I’d want to know,’ he said. She nodded, her eyes absent, her face thoughtful.

‘That’s what I thought,’ she said, then moved off without another word, leaving Tuggs scratching his head.

*

‘Ooooooo,’ said Tuggs, as Lash finished explaining the soup metaphor to him. ‘I just thought she really liked soup. That also answers the mystery of where people keep sneaking off to. I’d hoped they were setting snares.’

‘They’re snaring something,’ laughed Lash.

‘I should probably put a stop to that,’ said Tuggs. ‘Roma wouldn’t have it and its not professional.’

‘I don’t want to tell you how to do your role Sarge, but I'd leave them be. You’re right, it’s not professional, but then these lads and lasses aren’t professionals. They’re militia, butchers and bakers and farmers and fishermen, most of which probably won’t see home again, if there even is one to go home to. If a bump in the night takes their mind off that for a moment or two, let them have it.’

Tuggs thought back to what Olgen had said about the capital being under siege and realised how right Lash could be. You made a promise to Roma to get these soldiers home. A promise she was willing to give her life for. ‘I’ll get them home, Lash.’

‘I know,’ Lash answered, his smile only half convincing.

Danza joined them at the head of the company. She had a worried look on her face that made her look like she was chewing on something bitter. Eventually she spat out the words that had tasted so bad in her mouth.

‘Sergeant, I would like to talk to you about back at the farmstead,’ she said. Her face was set firmly, her gaze straight ahead. Tuggs shared a look with Lash and the soldier limped off, tying his arm around Tinker’s neck for support.

‘What is it?’ said Tuggs, more calmly than he felt. There was something about Danza that made Tuggs fidget with uneasiness, as if he was under intense scrutiny. Luckily, he wasn’t the only one she had that effect on, which was why he had made her his corporal in the first place. That and she could split a Fistie in half with both axe and sword.

‘I saw what you did for the old man and little girl. They were keeping food under the floor, and you stopped the lads from finding it.’ She turned, facing him for the first time. That gaze was back, the one that made him feel like a child being scolded by his mother. ‘I didn’t say it at the time, but I have to now Sarge and I don’t approve.’

Tuggs was shocked to hear Danza had caught what he thought was a very subtle move. He also couldn’t argue with his corporal because he had been questioning the decision ever since. The old man could’ve been stockpiling whole bags of grain, dried meats and cheese. There could’ve been wine, and what a morale boost that would have been. He should’ve said just that, but Tuggs was tired and was too busy questioning his own decisions to have anyone else pitch in, so he went on the defensive.

‘I don’t need you to approve, Danza. You might be able to sleep at night leaving a sickly girl and a feeble old man to starve to death, but I won’t have that on my head.’ He had said enough, yet he was on a roll and all his insecurities came pouring out. ‘I know you doubt me, that disapproving look you give me like I’ve just trod mud through your front room every time I do something. Everyone else feels the same but I’m afraid you are stuck with me, because there is no one else! So, I don’t care if you don’t approve. Just do as I say!’

The last words had come out as a shout, and he looked around himself uncertainly to see if anyone had heard. Fortunately, the soldiers behind him were too tired to hear or care.

For a moment only Danza looked hurt before that stern look returned to her face. She went to say something, stopped. Tugg’s wanted to apologise, at least for some of the things he had said, but stubbornness held his tongue.

‘You think I want to take food from children Tuggs?’ Danza said finally, barely a whisper. ‘I had a child once too. But if anyone else but the men from our squad would have seen you like I did, they’d have killed you there and then. We won’t make it home without you.’ Before Tuggs could reply, she walked back to re-join the squad. It was for the best, he thought. Better he be alone to stew on his guilt.

*

The company were becoming desperate. Bracken sat at the centre like a tumour, causing dissent more and more regularly. Roma’s words echoed in his head like a prayer. If he causes you any trouble, kill him. It would make life easier, thought Tuggs, yet hadn’t he promised to get the company home? All of the company. This inner conflict was consuming Tuggs when Lash approached him.

‘Tuggs, there’s something you need to see,’ he said before turning around and limping off. Tuggs followed him back to where the company had made a temporary camp. It seemed so long ago he had sat alongside his squad mates. Now, like Roma had commanded, he kept his distance. He didn’t feel like a captain, yet it was true he no longer felt like an ordinary soldier.

The company lay sprawled out upon the floor. Scouts had been sent out to watch the path ahead and behind and no fire had been set. Tuggs was thankful that those orders at least were still being followed. Other than that, the men had fallen into disarray. Soldiers lay lounged about, some of them sleeping. No sentries guarded the camp and where the company had once sat in disciplined silence it now sounded like a mesh hall. Any enemy could’ve heard them from as far back as the Epath Hills. Men and women of the company had continued disappearing together into wooded areas in pairs but never too far that you couldn’t hear their grunts. Tuggs was in awe of where they found the energy yet with the possibility of death so close, he could hardly blame them.

‘What is it I need to see?’ asked Tuggs.

‘You sent Peggar out to scout ahead. Well, he came back a moment ago, reported straight to Bracken. Bracken, Peggar and six others took off after him. We’d have told you sooner, but no one noticed until they were gone. I think if it wasn’t for Danza we would never have noticed. She’s gone after them, make sure they don’t get into too much trouble.’

‘Where? Which way did they go?’ Lash pointed in the direction Danza had gone in pursuit. ‘Lash stay here with the rest of the company. Rest of my squad with me!’

Swiftly; Shoots, Doris, Sharp and Tinker were on their feet and ready to move. Mane also made himself ready and Tuggs found himself liking the little mage more. ‘Not you mage. You stay here with the company. Without you we are all doomed.’ Tuggs made sure to say it loud enough for the rest of the company to hear.

It felt good to be back amongst his squad, leading his friends, who all knew and trusted him, and he them. Commanding a company wasn’t to Tuggs’ taste, but standing side by side with these men made Tuggs feel… complete.

When they found Danza, her face looked grave, which told Tuggs his worst fears had been realised. Bracken had done something stupid.  He could hear Bracken’s party off in the distance making no effort to be quiet as they drew closer.

It was the unruly sergeant who appeared first, followed closely by Lewen, then Peggar and then the rest of the small crew Bracken had assembled. Tuggs looked at the men, noticing that it was the soldiers whose groans had been loudest and whose protests had been strongest, albeit from the back when Tuggs wasn’t looking. These were the same soldiers who had whispered behind Roma’s back. Finally, Tuggs turned his attention to Bracken, noticing for the first time his bloodied sword.

‘Care to explain Bracken?’ said Tuggs cautiously. His squad gathered behind him as Bracken’s did the same, like rival wolf packs behind their alphas. Several of Bracken’s party had weapons drawn and Tuggs fought against the urge to reach for his own weapon. Yet he could feel that his squad hadn’t resisted that urge at all and all had their hands on the hilt of their weapons.

‘I don’t need to explain myself to you boy!’ spat the sergeant vehemently.

‘No but you do owe an explanation to your company, whose safety you are jeopardising wandering off as loud as a travelling circus.’ Tuggs spoke calmly, coldly, his words firm as stone. Still Bracken’s resolve held, his face showing plain as day the disdain he held for the makeshift captain. Tuggs feared the two groups would come to blows, deciding once and for all who would lead the group.

‘I would like to know where you’ve been Bracken,’ said Pimms from behind. The company, hearing the commotion, had crept forward and now surrounded the two groups. Bracken looked around, eyeing the curious men who no doubt wondered why he had his sword drawn when facing one of his fellow company-mates. Quickly his posture changed, clearing his throat whilst casually reaching for a handkerchief to clean the blood off his sword. After a moment he put it back in its scabbard.

‘Of course,’ he said at last. ‘Private Peggar reported that he had sighted a group of Fisties on the road moving in our direction.’

‘Why was private Peggar reporting to you at all Bracken, when he should’ve been reporting to me?’ interrupted Tuggs. The sergeant eyed him darkly in return before continuing.

‘Because you were nowhere to be seen. I was the nearest sergeant at hand, and we couldn’t waste the opportunity waiting for you to return. I took a few good men with me and waited in ambush. And well…’ Bracken turned to one of the soldiers behind him who hoisted up a makeshift bag, no doubt made from one of the Imperial soldier’s cloaks.

Inside there was a measly collection of food. Bread, fruits and what looked like strips of pork, enough to feed four or five men for two days or alternatively enough to give thirty odd soldiers a handful. The men of the company accepted it like treasure from a sunken pirate ship.

‘How many Fisties were there?’ asked Tuggs, not accepting any of the loot.

‘Five,’ said Peggar, Bracken refusing to answer Tuggs.

‘All dead?’ Tuggs asked.

At this point Bracken did try to speak, but Peggar replied quicker.

‘One got away, but he was wounded so probably died out there. Ain’t that right, Bracken?’ said Peggar, looking at the sergeant for confirmation.

Bracken’s face had gone hard as stone, whilst Lewen at his side looked like a dog that had just torn apart a blanket and now wanted to appear unsuspecting. The rest of the company stopped eating, now realising the consequences of their latest meal.

‘You let one escape?’ asked Pimms incredulously.

‘We didn’t let him escape,’ replied Bracken defensively. ‘He snuck off whilst we collected the food. What difference does it make anyway! The hills are crawling with Fisties out looking for us!’

‘We don’t know they’re looking for us,’ said Tuggs, still shocked at the level of incompetence he didn’t think even Bracken was capable of. All their cautiousness had been for nothing.

‘Of course, they’re looking for us. Why else would every road be patrolled?’

Tuggs didn’t have an answer and he watched as the company dissipated around him. Some came forward to clap Bracken and his band on the back whilst others had the decency to look guilty about the spoils. Pimms, like Tuggs and his squad, had refused any food, and the two looked at each other for a moment.

‘That is going to come round and bite us on the arse,’ Pimms said finally, to which Tuggs could only nod in agreement.


Chapter 15

Mane winced as Tuggs kicked over the empty rabbit snare, the seventh in quick succession that Tuggs had set up around their most recent resting spot. Even with his inexperienced eyes, Mane could see the snares were well set, strategically placed at the end of rabbit runs, well concealed so the creatures wouldn’t aim to avoid them. Yet they were still empty.

‘There is too damn many of us,’ growled Tuggs, untying the noose from the brush branch he’d attached the snare too. ‘Too many, making too much noise.’ This time Mane only nodded, Tuggs having said this or something similar after discovering each empty stare, like a closing ritual for each failed attempt. Besides, Tuggs hadn’t asked Mane to accompany him just to check the snares.

‘How are you feeling mage?’ asked the soldier after a moment.

‘Same as everyone else, tired and hungry,’ he answered with a sigh.

‘But it’s not the same as everyone else, is it. You are doing the same as everyone else, and then the... other stuff,’ finished Tuggs awkwardly. The makeshift captain had done a better job at hiding it than the rest, but it was clear that magic still made him uncomfortable.

Mane had pondered on this more than once. It was strange how these Ethyl soldiers had all likely been brought up in homes that followed the teachings of the druids, honouring the spirits of the land. Their summer and winter festivals would’ve included offerings to these spirits, their weddings would’ve been held in the shadows of the elder woods, within sight of their gods. And yet, despite their devotion to powers they didn’t understand, they held a unanimous distrust for those same powers present elsewhere. That wasn’t to say Mane saw himself, or any other mage, as an equal to these spirits. But the source of their power was the same, as they both channelled the life force of the land.

Like a blacksmith stokes the forge fire, the druids had fuelled this mistrust, their belief that magic should be reserved for the Drydra alone vindicating their prejudice, whilst ignoring the fact that they too drew upon those same powers. Mane had seen druids healing the wounded after battles and even heard tales of druids fighting in battles, calling upon the power of the spirits to defend them, although he had never seen this for himself.

These things, coupled with the more natural distrust of anyone who could summon lightning out of a clear sky or shoot fire from his fingertips, had made an unhappy pairing between the Ethylund military and the newly formed mage cadre. Mane existed in a paradox where the very talents he was drawing upon to save his companions was pushing them further apart.

‘No, I suppose it isn’t,’ he answered glumly. ‘I am beyond stretched, like a well during a drought, knowing each bucket could be the last.’

‘The next meal we get, I’ll make sure-’ started Tuggs, but Mane interrupted.

‘This is beyond what a hot meal could fix, I fear.’

Tuggs nodded glumly, as though expecting that answer and yet hoping for something – anything - else. ‘Let’s head back,’ he said eventually.

‘Wait,’ said Mane. ‘You didn’t ask me out here to see about my health. You wanted to ask something of me, and if you had to ask, it means its important. So, ask.’

‘I won’t push you to breaking point mage,’ said Tuggs, shaking his head.

‘Let me be the judge of what my breaking point is. Ask.’

Tuggs sighed, the sound a mixture of resignation and relief. ‘I’m worried Bracken’s ambush might have poked the bear, and I was wondering if you could do one of your spells,’ Tuggs wiggled his fingers as he said this, ‘to see if there has been any change in the Imperial’s activity in the area.’

‘Yes, there is a change, is the short answer. And I don’t think either of us needed my spells to figure that would be the case. Since Bracken’s attack on the Imperial’s, I have sensed a more thorough attempt to find us via the magical means the Imperials have employed.’

‘How haven’t they found us?’ asked Tuggs incredulously. Mane let out a long breath, trying to simplify it, the effort similar to trying to explain the desert to a fish.

‘The Aenean’s attempt to find us via magic has been a lot like our attempt at catching rabbits. The tools are right, the application is sufficient, but the environment is playing against them. I am more attuned to the magic of this land, they are not, and so I can hear them coming a mile away. When they get close to stumbling upon us, I simply nudge them in the other direction. That’s the best I can describe it.’

‘We’re the rabbits,’ said Tuggs thoughtfully.

‘That was a poor comparison Tuggs,’ put in Mane, but Tuggs held up his hand to silence him.

‘You’ve given me a lot to think on mage, thank you. Head back to camp whilst I finish checking these snares.’

With a shrug, Mane turned in the direction of the camp, hearing Tuggs continue to mutter about rabbits behind him, wondering if the man had understood anything he had said.

*

Absently, Tuggs untied the last of his snares, his mind elsewhere. Mane’s last words had struck a discordant note inside of him, and he replayed those words in his head, trying to puzzle out why. It was obvious that the mage had stumbled through his attempt to explain something Tuggs couldn’t possibly understand, but in that attempt, he had shined a light on something that Tuggs had happily kept hidden, even from himself. Like rabbits, they were prey.

He had never considered it that way before, although now he swilled that thought around his mind, it seemed obvious. Since the battle, the company had been performing one drawn out fighting retreat, without a moment to consider their predicament. At some point, their retreat had turned into a panicked rout, their presence shifting from threat to nuisance. When had that happened? When we crossed the mountains, perhaps?

Something Roma had said, what seemed like a lifetime ago, came back to Tuggs now. Sooner or later they will know we are here. Squad mage Mane believes there may be someone hunting us, although he can’t tell me why. When they find us, what impression do we want them to have? A small group of soldiers sneaking around stealing bits of food and disappearing into the night or fearless warriors attacking a heavily guarded town and burning the damn thing down. Which one would you rather be chasing if you were in their shoes. When they come after us, I want them fearing us as much as we fear them.

Tuggs had burnt down a town following these words from Roma, and they’d been hunted like a village hunts down a bear that had come too far down from the mountain. Now they were being hunted like a rat found in the barn. Well, if you corner a rat in the barn with nowhere to go, you better believe it’ll go down fighting. I’ve the scar on my ankle to prove it.

At some point during his pondering Tuggs had sat down on a large boulder. Without meaning to, Tuggs had found himself alone more often than not when the company took a moment to rest. The constant infighting had given Tuggs a craving for peace and solitude. Bracken questioned his every word; if Tuggs said it might rain, Bracken promised sunshine; if Tuggs said it would soon be night, Bracken announced the dawn. That wasn’t all.

Pimms stared at Roma’s sword like some coveted family heirloom. Tuggs was aware Pimms and Roma had history, serving together long before the war. She should’ve given it to you. I was happy looking after my squad. Let you deal with Bracken and his cronies.

And he found Danza’s eyes on him more often, that look she had that felt like she was constantly weighing you up, measuring every inch of you; body and soul. All of it was... overwhelming.

‘Mane said I’d find you out here.’

Tuggs jumped at the voice. Tris stood a little way off, her breathing slightly shallow, her face slightly blushed, as if she’d ran here.

‘I was checking the snares and erm... thinking,’ said Tuggs awkwardly, standing.

‘Mane said that too,’ she replied.

The two stood staring at one another for a long moment, the silence deafening. For reasons Tuggs couldn’t explain, he felt his heartbeat quicken, the sound of the blood pumping in his ears like a drumbeat.

Tris reached down and started to unfasten her armour. Tuggs stared dumbly, confused for a moment. A conversation with Lash drifted back to Tuggs, about the women in the company making men of the boys. Does she think I’m... How young does she think I am?

An awkward laugh escaped Tuggs that caused Tris to look up from wrestling a belt buckle.

‘You don’t need to do that,’ said Tuggs with a smile. I was married once, I don’t need... that. He held up his hand, pointing to the ring on his finger as if that would explain his jumbled thoughts.

Hurt flashed across Tris’ face, then embarrassment, and lastly, anger, each one so quickly you’d have questioned whether you really saw the first two. The anger lingered

Far quicker than she’d managed to unfasten them, Tris refastened her armour and with a look that could melt steel she stormed from where they’d stood, back in the direction of camp.

Tuggs could only stand their helplessly, like a rabbit caught in a snare.


Chapter 16

Tuggs approached cautiously, creeping forward step by step like a deer approaches water when it knows the hunter is close at hand. Mane and Danza moved beside him, being more cautious still, neither of them gifted with subtlety. Darkness cloaked them, offering a protection from that which they observed. Tuggs timed his movement as the wind blew through the trees, the rustling providing the perfect cover. He crouched down before the crest of a small rise, crawling to the summit on his hands and knees.

The Imperial camp below held at least thirty soldiers by Tuggs’ count. He watched from his position as they displayed the discipline and skills that had helped them conquer half of the known world. Every man had a specific task and went about it with an efficiency that made his own men look crude in comparison. Several men at the centre of the camp prepared food near the fire. Tuggs was too far away to smell it, but just the thought of a hot meal made his mouth water and belly ache. Other soldiers set torch poles around the perimeter of the camp whilst another man was hammering in pegs to the last of four large tents that had been erected. Tuggs marvelled at how easy they made it look.

Feeling a nudge at his side he turned to Danza, who was drawing his attention to something in the camp. Tuggs squinted in the direction she had shown him. Four men sat at the fire who Tuggs had taken to be more Imperials. Now he saw their hands were bound in front of them as well as their feet. Two guards stood close by, keeping a relaxed yet constant watch on them.

Tuggs motioned for them to withdraw and when they had crept back down the hill, the three huddled together.

‘How did you know they were here?’ Tuggs asked Mane.

‘A spell,’ said Mane nervously. Tuggs looked the mage up and down before shrugging.

‘We will have no problem going around them,’ said Danza. ‘Get a bit of a head start on them tonight and head off again in the morning. A full camp like that takes time to pack away, even for Fisties.’ Mane nodded his agreement. After a moments silence Tuggs spoke.

‘I don’t want to go round them,’ Tuggs said finally. He held up a hand before the outburst came. ‘I know what you are both going to say. We are too hungry, too tired, too few. But they’re all the reasons why we need to attack now. We go much longer without food, and we won’t be able to lift our swords to defend ourselves. They’ll have food, enough maybe to get us home.’

‘Tuggs, these are Imperials we are talking about,’ pleaded Danza. ‘They’ll have sentries who will see us coming a mile off. How do you think we will do against thirty organised Imperials in our state?’

‘And I won’t be able to help,’ put in Mane. ‘I’m all but burned out. This is suicide Tuggs.’

‘I know it seems that way. But that position isn’t half as secure as it looks. We will wait till they’re sleeping and rush them from two different points. We hit them hard and fast, the only casualties will be theirs.’

‘You really think that will be the case?’ asked Danza, that dreaded look on her face.

He considered it for a moment. No matter what choice he made, the company were fucked. There were wounded among them who couldn’t go on much longer without food, not to mention Mane. Once the Mage was spent, every Imperial in a ten-mile radius would know where they were. They had caused too much trouble for there not to be other Aeneans out looking for them, especially after the patrol Bracken and his squad hit. If they turned their back on this fight today, the next might not be winnable.

‘It’s the right choice,’ said Tuggs, hoping he sounded more certain than he felt. Mane looked frightened, but that wasn’t new. Danza let out a sigh.

‘Then let’s get back to the company,’ she said at last, their last encounter still lingering between them like a dark cloud.

They found the company where they had left them, sprawled out in a heap under the best cover they could find. The sky promised rain, but it hadn’t started to fall yet. Tuggs’ men were tired, hungry and beaten. You could see it on each soldier’s face. Like a wounded animal, they had limped down from the Epath Hills and stumbled helplessly towards home, yet it still felt so far away.

As Tuggs moved to join the company, Tris entered the clearing, a young soldier following in her wake. The man seemed flushed, whilst Tris seemed pale and shaken. Their eyes met, her gaze as cold and sharp as a spear of ice. Tuggs couldn’t hold the gaze for long, nor did he have time to consider the growing ache burning in his chest. You’re married, man! And how long are you going to keep telling yourself that Tuggs, old boy?

Shaking off his own personal dramas, Tuggs walked amongst the broken collection of lost soldiers as they did their best to rouse themselves. Some stood, yet most of them just sat up straighter. It was all they had the energy for. Tuggs waved them down, signalling them to relax. He positioned himself close to his squad, leaning on their presence for support. The whole company looked at him in anticipation, wondering what had drawn him away in the middle of the evening.

‘We’ve got a fight on our hands lads,’ said Tuggs finally. The company broke out into hushed discussion, the whispers sounding like a kicked wasp nest as every member of the company spoke at once. Tuggs found himself thankful at least they remembered to whisper. He held up his hands for silence.

‘Mane picked up a large group of Imperials not far from here. If he hadn’t sensed them, we would have walked right into their camp and that wouldn’t have gone well for us. If we leave them at our backs, we will be looking over our shoulder the whole way home.’

‘How many are there?’ asked Private Grunt when Tuggs had finished. The squat soldier resembled a bulldog, but despite his small stature Tuggs appreciated his fighting skills. The man was brave as a lion and knew the question was on the mind of everyone in the company. When Tuggs told him the number, the response was what you would expect from a soldier named so. The hushed objections started back up, louder this time.

‘We don’t have thirty fighting men left!’ argued Tris, who turned to others for support. She wasn’t short on help.

‘She’s right,’ said Hawkit. ‘Sounds like madness Tuggs.’

He found it hard to argue. The whole company felt the same way. Damn, even a part of him felt the same way. Yet something inside of him told him this was the right move. Maybe it was the part of himself that kept asking what would Roma do? This was exactly the kind of crazy plan she would spearhead, just like burning the town. Had that plan been a success? Or had it just brought every Aenean in Epathia looking for them?

The company had carried on their debate without him. Everyone seemed to be in agreement the attack was a bad idea. He could feel control slipping away and directly across from him, saw the sly smile on the lips of Bracken. His indecision and doubt was replaced by anger.

‘I understand your fear,’ he said loudly, lifting his voice above the others. ‘I’m scared too. But do you know what I’m more frightened of? Being somewhere out there, cold and wet, so hungry I can’t even lift my damn sword to defend myself when a group of Fisties jump out on me. There is no right or wrong answer here. No decision that’s going to get us home any easier. But I’ve been a soldier long enough to know it’s better to pick and choose when you fight then have some other fucker choose for you. Those Imperials where getting settled for a nice sleep in their comfy beds after a hearty meal. They won’t be expecting a fight with thirty desperate bastards coming in to fuck them in their sleep.’

The company had fallen silent, and he knew he had some of them. Bracken’s smile was gone, replaced with a look of sheer resentment. Tuggs couldn’t risk losing the company to more of his naysaying.

‘I won’t make this decision for you. But you chose me to lead, just like Roma did. I promised her I’d get you home and I swear that’s what I’m trying to do. We won’t make it with Imperials on our back and no food in our belly.’ He let those words hang in the air, knowing every man and woman could feel the emptiness in their stomachs. He looked to Mane then, meeting the mage’s eyes. ‘They’re hunting us, closing the trap, trying to snare us. Let’s see how they react when they come to fetch the rabbit, only to find a wolf in their trap.’

‘How we gonna do this?’ said Shoots from his side, his squad once again lending their aid. Tuggs nodded, looking over his squad and then the rest of the company as they resigned to the attack. They gathered in, and Tuggs told them his plan.

*

There was a right time and a wrong time to attack. Sometimes it was a matter of hours and other times it was a matter of seconds. A good soldier could feel it in his gut when that time was. You couldn’t teach it, nor read about it in a book. As a soldier you either had that sense or you didn’t.

Tuggs was crouched on the western side of the Imperial camp waiting for the right moment. He’d left Shoots, Doris and two others in reserve to protect Mane and the wounded in case something went wrong. The rest of the company had been split into two teams. Tuggs and the majority of the company were positioned to rush the west side of the Imperial camp. That was where the majority of the Fisties were sleeping and the side best guarded.

His plan was to commit as many of the Imperials against him as possible and then have his second unit attack from the east. This group he had left in the charge of Bracken. Danza had thought him insane, giving Bracken the command, but the truth was Tuggs was tired of clashing heads with the man. He thought himself a commander; well here was his chance to show it. He might even thank Tuggs for the opportunity and stop fighting him at every point. He’d sent Danza with Bracken just to be certain. Bracken’s job was a simple one. Free the prisoners if Tuggs couldn’t get to them first and then hit the Fisties from the rear. Hammer and anvil.

A drop of rain hit Tuggs’ head, followed by another. This was it.

Swiftly and silently they surged forward. Tuggs admired their stealth as despite their fatigue they moved like wraiths, hardly a sound to alert the Fisties.

Tuggs long legs pushed him ahead of his men to the nearest guard. The sentry looked up, having only a moment to see the shadowy killers before Tuggs’ sword severed his neck. The Aenean next to him kept his cool, stepping back and drawing his sword whilst shouting into the night ‘Jetu!! Alarra Jetu!’ That can only mean help, thought Tuggs grimly.

The Imperial stepped forward, swiping at Tuggs’ leg with his short sword. Tuggs stepped back, preparing his sword for a riposte when Tinker crashed into the man, his wild swing taking the Imperial in his sword arm, half severing it. The rest of the company caught up, storming into the camp.

Quickly the Imperials surged out of their tents, most of them apparently having slept in their armour. Tuggs and his company pushed them back, spurred on by their surprise attack and desperation. Still the Imperials fought on impressively, their discipline and skill plain as they fought seemingly unfettered by the surprise attack.

Tuggs stomach knotted as the realisation struck. Unfettered because it wasn’t a surprise at all. You’ve walked us into a trap. Well, you did warn them you weren’t captain material. Didn’t you?

Something inside Tuggs broke. It wasn’t his spirit, for in that moment it seemed to burn as bright as ever. It was his restraint. Time and time again he had failed this company, his poor decisions costing time and, most importantly, lives. He hadn’t asked to lead, but the burden had been placed on his shoulders and he had accepted it without argument. He could almost hear Bracken’s snickering remarks already. This only added fuel to his rage.

He might not be a good leader, but he was a damn fine soldier. The two Imperials who fought side by side against him were the first recipients of his fury, his heavy sword blows pushing them back as Roma’s blade pounded into them again and again. One of them stumbled, leaving an opening that Tuggs hurried into, the blade lashing out and finding a home in an Imperial’s shoulder. The Fistie who had stumbled back tried to regain his position but a heavy kick at the centre of his shield sent him sprawling back to the floor.

Tinker, Sharp, Grunt and Pimms led a spear head charge into the centre of the camp, meeting the Imperials lined up there. With Tuggs at their point they crashed into the Imperial shield wall, the rest of the company following behind.

The charge split the Aenean line in two, but it didn’t dent their discipline. The Aeneans readjusted, fighting in two solid formations, like two battalions lined up next to one another on a battlefield. Tuggs felt a begrudging respect for them as he crashed his sword against a Fistie shield and narrowly avoided a thrust to the stomach from the man on his right.

The Imperials held thanks to their training, but the wildness of the company fuelled them on, fearful in the knowledge that they couldn’t keep up the fight for long. Their hopelessness made them dangerous and unpredictable, like a pack of rabid dogs taking out their hunger and their anger on the Fisties in front of them. An Imperial went down to the axe of one soldier, another fell to a spear stabbed over the top of a shield. One of the Fisties managed to drive a sword into the shoulder of Private Burrow, but instead of reeling back the man screamed, rushing forward and clawing at the Imperial soldier’s face, gouging his eyes. All along the line the desperate fighting of Tuggs’ company was starting to push the Imperials back.

As an Imperial died from his sword, Tuggs found himself a quick respite from the battle. Quickly his gaze was drawn to the prisoners crowded at the centre of the camp, a single Imperial standing over them with his sword drawn. At the moment his company were holding their own against the Aeneans but he knew that wouldn’t last. They were just too beaten and hungry for a sustained fight. He wasn’t sure what state the prisoners were in, but four extra men couldn’t hurt the company’s chances.

He closed on the guard, the fire gleaming off Roma’s blade. They crossed swords, the weapons clashing together once, twice and then a third time before Tuggs was able to turn aside the Fisties short sabre and stab out, missing the shield and piercing the Imperial’s side. For all their training and discipline, Fisties weren’t much to worry about one on one. Their entire way of war was based around fighting as a complete unit.

Tuggs turned to the first prisoner, using his sword to awkwardly saw at the bonds holding his hands in place. Once they were free, he placed the Imperial’s sword in his hands.

‘You free him,’ said Tuggs motioning to the prisoner at his side, ‘I’ll get the other two.’

‘I’m a squad mage, I’m not sure what help I’ll be,’ said the prisoner. The sword looked uncomfortable in his hands. Tuggs shrugged.

‘The state we’re in, I’d stick a sword in my dead grandmother’s hand and thank her for the help.’  The mage nodded, still looking frightened before Tuggs pushed him in the direction of the man next to him. Tuggs moved to the other side where the two other prisoners were sat. One of the soldiers was obviously wounded, his arm tightly bandaged across his chest. It was only then that Tuggs noticed the other didn’t look like a soldier at all. He wore robes, black but for the blue that danced along them in the fire light, his hood drawn over his head. Still deeming this man to be more useful than the wounded soldier, Tuggs moved to free him.

‘That’s no prisoner Tuggs! That’s a mage!’

Tuggs heard Mane’s warning above the clamour of the fighting. He turned, looking towards where he had seen the prisoners perched by the fire. The cloaked man was standing now, his hand stretched out in front of him. Even above the clash of steel and the cries of the wounded, Tuggs could hear the words hissed by the hooded figure. Before Tuggs was able to discern what was being said a wave of sorcery hit him, every nerve in his body screaming out as though on fire. He flew across the clearing, crashing through a tent.

Had he the strength, he would’ve torn his armour and clothing from his body, such was the pain. His eyes were screwed shut, his teeth grinding together in agony. Though the pain was all consuming, the cries for help from his company still reached his ears.

Through fire and torment, he forced himself to his knees. He managed to open an eye, shocked and confused to find his body wasn’t aflame like he feared. ‘Damn magic,’ he growled as he climbed to his feet. The mage stood before him, still muttering his serpent-like incantations under his cloak. He slowly raised a hand and Tuggs braced himself for another wave of wizardry.

THDUNK

The heavy crossbow bolt flew straight through the mages hand, leaving a keyhole like gap in the palm before burying itself in the wizard’s chest. Tuggs turned to see Shoots, that blessed crossbow of hers hoisted. His thanks turned to warning as an Imperial soldier appeared with sword raised, towering over the unsuspecting Shoots.

Shoots, seeing the alarm in her squad leader’s face, had half turned to see what he was looking at. It saved her life as the Imperials soldier’s sword missed her face by a whisker. The blade crashed into her collarbone and Tuggs thought he heard a snap.

He rushed over, intent on vengeance, swearing silently that he would deliver the man to hell himself if Shoots was dead. The Imperial soldier fell and Tuggs quickly scanned the field of battle, his duty for the entire company momentarily trumping his concern for Shoots. The fighting had broken into small pockets, some engagements going their way, others not so much. Anything could tip the scale of this fight.

‘Bracken NOW!’ shouted Tuggs, enacting the final part of his plan. Holding men in reserve had been a risky ploy but Tuggs knew from experience that nothing broke an enemy quicker than the sight of reinforcements in a close fight. This would tip the balance, he was sure.

‘Bracken!’ he shouted again, expecting to see the sergeant and his squad rushing out of their position and crashing into the flank of the Fisties resistance.

A groan from Shoots pulled his attention away. She looked grey, the colour having leached away from her face, but she was alive. ‘Woren’s balls, that was close.’ Tuggs noticed the dent in her collarbone but after a quick assessment he was relieved to see she would live. The company was in a more dire predicament. The entire company had been relying on Bracken’s arrival. The old hammer and anvil trick didn’t work if the hammer didn’t show up!

His soldiers were giving up ground as the Imperial’s discipline started to make the difference. They fought as one unit, locking their shields together where possible and protecting one another. Tuggs’ men in comparison were weary to their core, hardly able to protect themselves never mind one another.

Assessing the individual skirmishes he saw Grunt, Tris and Hawkit desperately trying to fend off five Aeneans who were attempting to surround them. He deemed these the most in immediate need and hefted his sword to charge, the effects of the magical blast still not having fully worn off.

A deafening roar shook the camp.

It seemed for a moment that everyone ceased fighting, looking for the source of the beastly sound. Tuggs turned to see Doris charge into the camp, his face so filled with anger that Tuggs feared the giant would strike him down. Above his head he wielded what Tuggs first thought was one of the torches the Imperials had set around the camp. Yet as he charged passed, he saw it was in fact a sword, set alight with bright yellow flame.

He charged the nearest group of Imperials, who cowered away as he swung the fiery blade. Their shield wall forgotten, they scrambled back, unwilling to meet the giant and his burning sabre.

The sword cleaved into one Imperials side, the man’s agonised scream disturbing as he fell to the ground. Another man fell to a downward slash to the back as he threw down his shield and attempted to run away. Tuggs watched on in awe as the discipline of the Imperial soldiers began to crumple. He snapped out of his trance, knowing now was their only opportunity to strike.

‘Into them lads!’ he roared, raising his sword in the air to grab his company’s attention. As one, the company realised they too had been staring dumbly at Doris’ glorious charge and with their attention back on the moment they went about tackling the Imperials.

For a moment only fear got the better of the Imperials before one of the Aeneans, who Tuggs assumed was the officer, rallied the remaining dozen to him. They formed up their wall, their shields locking together tightly. At the same time, Doris’ sword went out, as though quenched in a blacksmith’s water barrel.

Tuggs feared that despite Doris’ interjection they wouldn’t have enough left to bring down the Imperials. From here their wall looked impenetrable.

Not from the rear however, which is where Danza and the men Tuggs had left in Bracken’s command charged in from. The Imperials tried to reform, making a crude box, but it was no use, as Tuggs and his soldiers surged forward. Quickly, what was left of the Imperial resistance was stamped out.

Tuggs looked around the camp as the Imperial survivors were herded together, their weapons taken and their hands tied. Miraculously, most of the wounded and dead belonged to the Imperials, despite their organisation and preparation. The company hadn’t escaped unscathed. Private Nestegg from Marsten’s squad had been stabbed through the neck and lay starring sightlessly at the stars, his eyes mirroring the oblivion above. Burrows wound had been fatal, as had Private Summs, whose stomach lay open, his intestines splayed out onto the floor like a feast for crows. Summs had been entrusted to Tugg’s squad and now the poor man lay dead in a pool of his own innards. Doris knelt beside the injured Shoot’s and Tuggs felt a wave of relief as he saw her sit up, obviously in pain but nothing that looked deadly.

And on the edge of all this pain and death, looking disgusted by the whole affair, stood Bracken.


Chapter 17

‘Bracken!’ roared Tuggs, storming across the camp. ‘You spineless, worthless, son of a whore.’ Bracken’s eyes went wide with fright as Tuggs grabbed him by the straps of his armour. ‘I ordered you to attack! We lost three soldiers; we could’ve lost ten more for your cowardice!’

‘Once it became obvious it was a trap the plan was invalid! It would have been foolish to go charging in.’ He tried to sound confident, but his voice was shaking, Tuggs’ face a storm just inches for the pointed tip of Bracken’s nose.

‘So, you were just going to sit hiding in the bushes whilst your friends died,’ said Tuggs disgustedly.

‘I was devising a plan to save the situation when that bullish woman of yours slammed me to the floor and charged in like a wild boar.’ Bracken had meant it as an insult, yet Tuggs had never thought more of his corporal, with the picture of her throwing Bracken about fresh in his mind.

‘He suggested going back to where the wounded were gathered,’ put in Danza, her own distaste evident. Tuggs’ anger left him speechless, and he had to restrain himself from throttling the man in his arms. Yet the wily Bracken used this moment of silence to his advantage. He shook free of Tuggs’ grasp, like a rabbit squirms out of a poorly set snare, and shuffled over to his squad of supporters.

‘This whole attack was your idea! Any worthy commander would’ve spotted it was a trap. We could’ve hit half a dozen Imperial patrols without a single casualty for everything we have gained here. Instead, you walked us into a full-scale battle!’

Bracken’s squad gathered round him like a gang of weasels, sniggering over at Tuggs and silently encouraging the rest of the company to join them. The mood in the company was shifting and changing like a summer storm. The anger at Bracken’s spineless delay had slowly started to shift towards Tuggs, his plan under more scrutiny than Bracken’s cowardice.

‘We would never have had to fight had you not hit that patrol and worse, let a Fistie escape!’ argued Tuggs, trying not to sound defensive. ‘We had a plan!’

‘Plan?’ Bracken scoffed. ‘Hide in the forest eating roots and berries until we die of starvation? What kind of a plan is that?’

‘To stay hidden from the Imperials for as long as possible! Why else has Mane been nearly killing himself keeping us masked?’

‘That heathen? A fine job he is doing of it. They know we are here! Every road is patrolled, every town occupied! You are just too blind or incompetent to see it.’

A cold hatred filled Tuggs and it was directed solely at Bracken. Yet the hatred was diluted by his own feelings of failure and inadequacy. Yes, Bracken was a coward, but hadn’t Tuggs known that? He had still given Bracken command of the rear charge. With one last chilling look in Bracken’s direction Tuggs turned away, not trusting his own actions if the argument was to drag out much longer.

‘Search the camp, get together food, water and whatever else might be useful,’ said Tuggs to Danza.

‘We’ve done a quick search Sarge. They weren’t carrying much by the looks of it.’ Tuggs held in a groan but the men listening nearby didn’t. Bracken’s sarcastic guffaw carried across the company. ‘My guess is they’ve kept their supplies low in case we got the better of them. Probably a town nearby where they’ve been restocking.’

Tuggs rubbed at his eyes tiredly. ‘How could they have set a trap for us when we’ve kept ahead of them the whole way? It doesn’t make sense,’ he wondered aloud.

‘Probably had something to do with this fucker,’ said an unfamiliar voice. Tuggs looked over to see the squad mage he had freed during the fight, who was standing above the dark robed enemy mage, turning him over with his foot. Shoots’ crossbow bolt protruded proudly from the chest like an army’s standard at the centre of the ranks.

Standing above the dead magic-caster, Tuggs still felt uneasy. His skin was pale like snow and drawn tightly against his sharp bony features. His lips were purple and his eyebrows, chin and head completely hairless. Yet what disturbed Tuggs most was the unhuman, serpent-like eyes, staring sightlessly at the sky.

Tuggs bent down, hesitant to touch the creature below him. Cautiously placing one hand on the man’s chest, he yanked Shoots’ crossbow bolt out of the wound. He dropped it as quickly as he had retrieved it. The head of the bolt had melted, like candle wax retreating from the flame.

‘My name is Puddle,’ said the squad mage as Tuggs continued to stare down, horrified at the man who had tried to kill him with magic. Tuggs took the man’s stock at the same time as taking his hand. He was in no better shape than his own company, looking beaten and tired.

‘Tuggs,’ he said in return. ‘You said you were a squad mage. Any healing? We could really do with it.’

‘I did, but not no more. I’m all burnt out. It happened during the battle and hasn’t come back.’

‘Will it?’ asked Tuggs hopefully.

‘If the spirits will it,’ replied Puddle, but he didn’t sound optimistic.

‘We’ve got one mage left but he’s pretty close to his limit as it is. He’s kept us hidden this whole time and I suspect was responsible for the fire show Doris was waving around.’ Tuggs pointed across at Mane, who had slumped to the floor at the side of the small campfire. When he turned back to Puddle, he was looking across at Mane with the look of bewilderment on his face.

‘What is it?’ asked Tuggs.

‘You say he’s been holding a masking spell for what, two weeks?’ he shook his head.

‘With difficulty,’ answered Tuggs.

‘It should be impossible. And that trick with the sword wasn’t no fire spell. He’d have burnt your man in the process. That was an illusion spell. A complex illusion spell, that a 1st tier mage would struggle with. Not something a squad mage should be able to do.’

‘All this magic confuses me. I miss the days two groups of lads would get together and swing swords and axes at one another and that was that.’

‘At least we know why they were so desperate to find you. This ugly fucker was a blood practitioner, maybe a shadow priest. They hunt powerful magic users, and your man meets the bill.’

Mane appeared at Tuggs side as though summoned, startling him. ‘If he was a shadow priest, we would all be dead by now. Most likely some kind of follower, yet still strong enough to stay on our trail despite my efforts. You’re lucky to be alive Tuggs.’ He turned to Puddle. ‘And you’re probably right, if blood mages are mixing with Imperials, then they most likely were tracking me. Maybe shines some light on what happened to the mages at the battle.’

‘You think he was the one that stopped the tier one’s from supporting the front line?’ asked Tuggs incredulously.

‘Not alone,’ answered Mane, shaking his head. ‘But his master, and a couple of disciples like this man,’ he nudged the body with his foot, ‘then yes, that could well have matched or even over run the battle mages.’

Tuggs stared at Mane, trying to comprehend what he was telling him. A thought struck him, a realisation that hit him like a bolt of lightning. He thought back to the battle, to the Imperials swarming around them and the company being almost completely enclosed. An explosion of fire had blasted a hole in the Imperial’s lines and without hesitation Roma and Mags had charged into it, leading the company away from the battle behind the enemy lines. Mane had been sprawled on the floor as though the wind had been knocked out of him and Tuggs had hoisted him to his feet.

‘It was you,’ said Tuggs aloud. ‘At the battle, that explosion right in the Fistie’s ranks, that was you!’ Mane had the decency to look bashful whilst Tuggs fired the accusation at him. Puddle wondered off, giving the squad mates their privacy. ‘Fenn’s tits Mane, you’ve been hiding power like that this whole time?’

‘I wasn’t hiding it Tuggs, I just didn’t make a song and dance about it,’ said Mane defensively.

‘You shouldn’t be in the squads. You should’ve been up there with the 1st and 2nd tier mages,’ argued Tuggs.

‘Which is why I kept it quiet. I didn’t want to be up there raining down fiery magic on Imperials from afar with the world’s biggest target on my back. I didn’t want to be here at all. I thought I’d be safer in with the squads than in with the magic arsenals.’ He paused, looking down before finally saying ‘I’m not a brave man Tuggs.’

Tuggs sighed, realising that most of his frustration was with himself. Still, he asked, ‘then why are you here Mane? They weren’t forcing mages to sign up.’

‘And stay at home whilst kids like Tinker fight my battles for me. I may not be brave, but I’m no coward. I wanted to do my bit.’

‘You’ve done more than your bit Mane. We’d all be in the mud if it wasn’t for you. Just don’t mention any of this to the company. If they think you’re to blame for us being chased halfway across Epathia, they’ll string you up alongside me.’

‘At this point I’d welcome an end,’ he said tiredly. ‘I’m close to burning out like Puddle and the truth is I don’t care if it ever comes back.’

‘Don’t say that, I need you. Besides, I think you’re the only one still on my side.’

‘They’re on your side Tuggs. They might not know it yet, but they will.’


Chapter 18

There had been a terrible storm, the type that rocked the door on its hinges and made the ceiling beams creak under the wind and rain. Tuggs had been just a boy on his father’s farm and as usual had helped with the tasks of securing the farm before the storm hit. The next morning, when it had passed, he and his father had taken stock of the damage. Some of the fencing had blown over, the roof panels on the lean-to at the side of the house had come loose, but other than that they seemed to have fared well.

Then the pair had come upon the barn to find one door blown open by the wind. The two had rushed in, fearing the place to be empty and letting out a sigh of relief when they found the animals still sheltered inside. His father had taken inspection of the animals and slowly Tuggs’ worry had subsided as each animal was accounted for. That was until Bella, the youngest calf on the farm, was declared missing.

They searched the farm all morning, scouring the fields north and east of the house. Other farm hands from neighbouring farms had helped search, and with each passing bell Tuggs’ feeling of dread had grown. Eventually the young cow was found, the poor thing having fallen into a ditch. Its leg had been broken in the fall and Tuggs father suspected she had died from exhaustion or fright.

Tuggs’ guilt had been immense. It had been his job to secure the barn door and he had failed. Now Bella was dead.

‘Don’t beat yourself up Laddie,’ his father had said, trying to comfort him. ‘The storm could’ve blown the lock open lad, it was certainly wicked enough.’  Yet nothing his father said could shake the guilt. Later that night as they had been eating dinner with tears silently falling down Tuggs’ face, his father had sighed, pushing his plate of food away and turning to his son.

‘Listen, son, you made a mistake. It’s the first in your young life, but it won’t be your last. Now there are two people in life. There are those that use their mistakes as an excuse, and they wave their excuses in front of them like a sword, cutting away at everything they could and should be. “I will never try that again, for I failed at it once,” they’ll say. And so they fade into nothingness, fearful of trying anything new because fear is their master.

‘And then there are those who learn from their mistakes, who hold them like a shield, take ownership of them and it makes them stronger. They say, “This failure has taught me something, and tomorrow I will try again.”

‘Take today to mourn Bella and rue your mistake and tomorrow, when you wake up, decide what type of man you want to be.’

Tuggs the man could recall his father’s lesson word for word and although they rang as true now as they did then, he couldn’t shake his guilt. Brightleaf, Hanno, Eswin, Pettin, Nestegg, Burrows, Summs and Gaps. Seven men and a boy whose lives had been entrusted to him and now lay dead, their bodies strewn across a foreign country. Their ghostly faces now lay before him like sharpened stakes, guarding his self-pity and guilt.

The company had huddled down for the evening, setting a fire and eating the last of their meagre spoils from the raid on the Imperial position. Tuggs had tried to dissuade them from the blaze, but his heart was no longer in it. The burdens of command had crippled him, forming a tight knot in his stomach, and it was easier to let the company have their way.

The Imperial survivors Tuggs had let go, their hands bound and weapons confiscated. The Aenean prisoners Tuggs had freed looked shodden, but they had at least been kept alive and fed. Tuggs couldn’t feed the Imperials, but he could gift them their lives at least. Of course, Bracken disagreed, insinuating that the freed soldiers would return to butcher them in their sleep. Tuggs had countered. suggesting Bracken keep watch, just in case. It was long past the point sentries were being set and Tuggs had taken to doing the job alone, more to get away from the company than actually keeping watch.

Thankfully, the company were quiet. The silence that comes from exhaustion, not fear. These men had nothing left to fear from the Imperials. Like a deer became calm as it resigned itself to the wolves, a calm had settled on the company. All except Bracken.

As Tuggs sank further into himself and away from the company, Bracken had risen in prominence. He had gathered the young and rebellious soldiers to him, those more susceptible to his constant complaining. He was a banner for all their internal doubts and Bracken was happy to redirect all those negative thoughts towards Tuggs. He no longer had the energy to fight him.

Tuggs sat upon a rock looking out over the land. The rises and lows of the Epathian country were lessening, the land flattening out like a lady pulls creases from her dress, and Tuggs could see for miles. He strained his eyes at the horizon, willing his home closer. Or whatever was left of his home. The Aenean Imperial soldiers weren’t ravages like the Sea Wolves or Nords, but they’d been stung by the Ethyl warriors and Tuggs worried his homeland would pay for that in fire and blood. Maybe they have already.

Tuggs shook off the cynical thought as quickly as it had come. Harold is there, isn’t he. The greatest swordsman the world had ever know. The scourge of the Empire. As long as Harold lived, we’ll be okay. As long as Harold was alive, we’ve got a chance.

War was a constant in the world of man, Tuggs knew. After all, he had made a career out of it. From the lowly farmer, squabbling with his neighbour over the placing of a fence post, to the clashing of empires, violence came as naturally to man as breathing.

For some, it came more naturally; soldiers like Harold and Roma who could fight like bears but think like great scholars. Others it didn’t, like a boot that was a little too tight and needed wearing in. Tuggs thought of Tinker, and of how he had watched the lad grow day by day into a soldier by necessity.

He thought of Bracken and spat. Bracken was a boot that was too big. No matter how much padding you added to the damn thing or how tightly you cinched the laces, a boot that was too large would remain just that. Bracken had filled himself out with unwarranted self-assurance and self-righteousness, yet he would never embody what it was to be a soldier.

Lastly, he thought of Tris. The woman was a walking contradiction, everything from her walk to her mannerisms and even the way she spoke indicated anything but a soldier. But Tuggs had seen her fight, and in war that is all that mattered.

Tuggs realised he was thinking more about the way she walked and talked than about the way she fought. He found these thoughts creeping into his mind more often, and always at the strangest times, invading lines of thought where there was no place for them, such as this.

Since she had joined the company Tuggs had been drawn to her like a bee is drawn to a flower. It wasn’t just her beauty that allured him, though she was that, but there was a feistiness about her that reminded him of his mother, coupled with a wit he admired. He had watched from afar during her first weeks in the company as she had rebuked the advances of half the men, some with amusing tongue-lashings that had deflated them like a torn sail, others with vicious threats that had made them visibly pale.

Having learnt from the other’s mistakes, Tuggs’ own interactions with the fiery warrioress had been short and sweet, and oddly professional. In a strange way, Tuggs had gotten the feeling this was incredibly appreciated by the woman, and their interactions had continued as thus. And so, like a bee is drawn to the flower, it also never lingered, both taking what they needed from one another and parting ways.

So, Tuggs had been shocked when Tris had offered herself to him. The fact she had thought he needed the same service as the younger men in the company had been comical to him, but it had been the breaking of this unspoken truce between them that had shook him to dumbness. Yet what had shaken him most was the flash of hurt that had shown on her face when he had rejected that offer, followed by the look of what could only be described as hatred. He had worried that perhaps, somehow, he had read that whole situation wrong, although he couldn’t work out how.

For now, Tuggs felt no worry. Staring out over the land as dusk turned to night, shadows engulfing the land like a giant had spilt a jug of dark wine on the horizon, he felt strangely calm. In this moment, no lives depended on him, no man fought against him, and no Imperial wanted to kill him. The creatures of the night awoke and accepted him with hesitant suspicion and nothing more.

A breaking branch dispelled his tranquillity and Tuggs turned… to see a huge fist sailing towards him. The punch took him high in the cheek. He rolled off the rock and rolled again as a huge boot stamped down, crushing leaves and twigs where his head had been moments before. He scrambled to his feet, searching for the Imperials who had ambushed him and prepared to raise the alarm.

Private Rockhead loomed over him, his eyes dark and his massive bear-like arms spread wide. Tuggs was still dazed from the first punch and struggled to comprehend what was happening. Had Rockhead mistaken him for a Fistie? Then it struck Tuggs, hitting him like the punch that had thrown him from his seat. Rockhead was one of Bracken’s men. They had sent Rockhead here to kill him.

Fear came first, the imposing figure of Rockhead enough to make even a bear think twice. Tuggs thought about calling for help, but he couldn’t be sure who would hear or which side they would take.

Anger replaced the fear. Whether they liked him or not, everything Tuggs had tried to do was for the good of the company; all of them. And they had tried to kill him regardless.

Rockhead looked poised for Tuggs to try and escape, so the shock on his face when Tuggs sent a right cross into his jaw would have been comical had the situation not been so grim. Before Rockhead recovered from his surprise Tuggs sent a left hook cracking against the big man’s eye, drawing blood. The private was well named, as both Tuggs’ hands throbbed as if he had punched them against a stone wall.

The sight of blood snapped Rockhead out of his shock and he charged at Tuggs, grabbing him in a bear hug and squeezing him until his bones creaked. Tuggs stifled a cry, certain his bones would break any minute. He slammed his forehead into Rockhead’s to no avail. His knee had better success, finding a home in Rockhead’s groin, forcing him to let go of the sergeant.

‘You don’t have to do this Rockhead,’ said Tuggs, sucking in the breath that had been squeezed out of him.

‘Sorry Captain. They said we’re lost with you in charge. That you’ll get us killed if I don’t.’ The private shrugged, swinging a wild punch at Tuggs that he was able to dodge. The sword belt he had taken off lay some distance away, taunting him.

‘You think they give a damn about you Rockhead?’ argued Tuggs, but he could see his words were having no effect. Bracken and Lewen had wormed their way into his head and words weren’t going to be enough.

Tuggs hammered two punches into the bigger man’s stomach, hoping to wind him. Yet his torso was as hard as his head and Rockhead returned a punch that caused Tuggs to see stars. He tried to shake the lights from his vision as the giant advanced and just barely dodged a second punch that would’ve broken his jaw.

No longer seeing double, Tuggs sent a series of punches into Rockhead’s face, lacking the bigger man’s power but besting him in speed. But for every ten punches Tuggs landed, Rockhead only needed to land one; a fact he was reminded of as a punch that only partially landed to Tuggs’ side sent shockwaves up his injured ribs that almost made him vomit.

Tuggs knew this fight was only going one way. Whilst Rockhead might seem docile, he was a capable fighter, and as Tuggs father use to say, “A good big man will always beat a good little man”. Tuggs wasn’t willing to gamble his life playing fair.

As Rockhead came in for another attack Tuggs fainted to the left and then darted right under a huge punch that might have ended him. As Rockhead turned, Tuggs swung with all his might, aiming not for Rockhead’s head but his throat. The private’s eyes widened as his windpipe tightened. Tuggs wasted no time, sending a vicious kick to the knee that brought the big man to his knees. A swift elbow to the face snapped Rockhead’s head back and a final kick to the stomach brought him to all fours.

Tuggs could’ve finished the private there, but a voice in his head told him that it wasn’t Rockhead’s fault. He hesitated, contemplating the killing blow. Bracken had poisoned the soldier’s mind, twisting Rockhead’s simple brain into this terrible act. It wasn’t fair to kill him. In the distance, he heard a bird screech.

With an animal snarl Rockhead heaved forward, his massive hands closing around the neck of Tuggs. The sergeant cursed his indecision as he felt his life draining away, the giant’s eyes red and angry as his hands coiled further around Tuggs’ neck. He was helpless to do anything about it, his shattered body no longer having the strength to fend off this last attack.

A warm spray showered Tuggs. The hands loosened around his neck as Rockhead’s lifeless body fell to the ground. Standing behind him, Sharp’s christened knife dripped a steady stream of blood onto the floor.

‘What are you doing here?’ wheezed Tuggs, his throat raw. He walked over to where he had left Roma’s sword, strapping it around his waist warily.

‘I came to kill this bastard,’ snarled Sharp, spitting onto the dead Rockhead, blood oozing out of the open cut in his neck.

‘How did you know?’ asked Tuggs painfully. It was difficult to read Sharp’s expression in the dark, but Tuggs sensed his hesitance.  ‘You were in on this?’ said Tuggs, aghast.

‘No!’ said Sharp quickly. ‘Not this. I knew they had sent Rockhead to kill the Captain.’

‘You plotted to have Roma killed?’ said Tuggs, equally disgusted.

‘No. Well yes. I said it was too soon. If it came to it, maybe. But not you!’

‘Why Roma and not me?’ stormed Tuggs.

‘Because I hated that bitch!’ said Sharp angrily. ‘She had a death wish, everybody knew it, and she was willing to take us all down with her. All of this is her fault. But not you Tuggs. You’re… my sergeant. I don’t much like anyone, but you I’ll follow. When I saw Rockhead was missing I guessed what they were up to.’ He spat again on Rockhead’s lifeless body.

‘If we ever get out of this mess,’ growled the sergeant, but left the sentence unfinished. Roma had been right; the company were willing to kill her. Even his own squad. Yet Sharp had saved his life.

A sound caused the pair to turn suddenly as Danza and Pimms crept up behind them. Tuggs and his corporal had hardly shared a look since he had snapped at her.

‘Tuggs, what are you doing out here?’ asked Pimms, looking around. He noticed the dead Rockhead for the first time. ‘What happened?’

‘Take a guess,’ he answered.

‘Bracken?’ asked Pimms.

‘That bastard,’ Danza growled at his side.

‘Why were you out here alone anyway?’ asked Pimms.

‘Keeping watch,’ Tuggs answered defensively.

‘For what?’ Pimms looked around derisively. ‘Tuggs you are running away. The company needs…’ He hesitated for a moment before saying, ‘someone to lead them. Roma picked you.’

‘The company don’t want me. Half of them seem to have chosen a new captain anyway!’ said Tuggs with a bitterness that surprised him.

‘They’re kids, Tuggs. They’re just clinging onto whoever is showing command and at the minute the only one doing that is Bracken.’

‘They tried to kill me,’ stormed Tuggs.

‘Rockhead tried to kill you. Maybe Bracken had a hand in that, but you can’t put that at the door of the whole company.’ Tuggs shook his head to show he didn’t agree. ‘What is it you are afraid of?’ asked Pimms.

‘I’m not afraid,’ replied Tuggs angrily.

‘Then why are you running away?’

‘I don’t want any more blood on my hands,’ Tuggs said quietly. ‘Enough people are dead because of my choices.’

‘Spirits damn you Tuggs, that’s what being a leader is about! Taking the bumps and carrying the load. Who can say who’d have lived or died if we would have done this different or that different. Not me, not you. One thing I can say for certain is if you let Bracken continue to lead those lads, their blood will be on your hands.’

‘Bracken,’ Tuggs growled. ‘I wish we’d never rescued that bastard.’

‘On that we agree,’ nodded Pimms grimly. Danza agreed with a grunt. Like a startled fox, Sharp had disappeared into the night, no doubt wanting to avoid any further questioning from Tuggs and the others.

Tuggs turned to Pimms and Danza, their faces grim. Pimms was a good soldier; tall, strong, and brave as a badger. He’d been with Roma for years and was fiercely loyal to her.

‘She should have chosen you Pimms,’ Tuggs said, his hand instinctively going to Roma’s sword at his side.

‘I’ve fought alongside Roma for five years Tuggs. I know that woman like the back of my hand and I’m proud to say I never let her down, not once. Believe me when I say this, if she had wanted me, she’d have picked me.’

Tuggs sighed, ‘that’s what I was afraid of.’

He turned to face Danza and realised she had never let him down either, not once.

‘Danza,’ he said. I’m sorry, he wanted to say but just then, Tinker appeared.

‘Tuggs! You better come quick’ he said, and then was gone.

*

Tuggs had set up his watch not far from where the company were resting, and it didn’t take long before they came into view. Yet some time before he saw the company a sound drifted to him. It sounded like a bird swooping through the air, or an arrow speeding by or… a whip.

When Tuggs re-joined the company they all stood in a wide circle, expressions grim as they all turned to face him. All except the men standing at the centre of the circle. Bracken’s pack stood in a tight huddle around their leader with Lewen right at his heel. Two of the pack held a man between them, who was stripped to the waist and had his head down. Above the restrained man was Bracken, his leather belt in hand.

CRACK!

The first crack of the belt stunned Tuggs. He looked around in disbelief, taking in the company one soldier after another. Some had the decency to look guilty, others refused to meet his eye while the rest seemed emotionless, as if totally detached from the situation. Bracken and his co-conspirators hadn’t even noticed Tuggs had returned, so engrossed with their punishment were they.

CRACK!

As the belt struck his back, Lash’s head came up, his teeth gritted in pain but not a sound escaping. Seeing his squad-mates anguish snapped him out of his disbelieving trance.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ Tuggs hissed, barely able to contain the anger rising inside him. Bracken and his men jumped, turning to face Tuggs. Most of the men looked frightened, caught in the act of their crime. Bracken and Lewen kept their usual face of pure disdain in place, yet Tuggs sensed the underlying shock of his unexpected return.

‘This has been long overdue,’ said Bracken.

‘What is the crime?’ asked Tuggs.

‘Insubordination,’ said Bracken quickly.

‘You aren’t in command here!’ roared Tuggs in response. Bracken took a step back, momentarily shocked by Tuggs’ uncharacteristic outrage, but he quickly recovered.

‘He has lost his water skin. Loss of military equipment is punishable by five lashes.’ Tuggs looked from Bracken to Lash’s back where at least seven red welts criss-crossed one another. Bracken sensed the question and answered before Tuggs could say anything. ‘We didn’t have an appropriate whip, so several more were necessary.’

‘You mean this water skin that I borrowed from him,’ growled Tuggs, throwing it at the sergeant’s feet. Bracken barely spared it a glance. ‘And how many were you intending to administer?’

‘Fifteen seemed fair.’ Tuggs didn’t try to hide his disgust as he slowly shook his head. He locked eyes with Private Seb and remembered his damning reference of the sergeant. After a moment Seb nodded grimly and Tuggs realised the time had come. The tension had been building to this moment since Roma had left and Tuggs realised he had been avoiding it at all costs.

‘You’re dishing out punishment for minor offences whilst we’re one hundred miles behind enemy lines with half the empire on our heels.’ Tuggs started to slowly approach Bracken and his company of rebels, sensing without seeing his own squad at his heels, supporting him.

‘We don’t have the healers nor the manpower to carry any more wounded and yet you are here doing the Fisties work for them.’ Tuggs had walked up to stand face to face with Bracken. He turned, taking in all the soldiers of the company and shouted. ‘And you all stood there and let it happen.’

Turning back to Bracken he snarled. ‘Your incompetence and cowardice shares as much blame for the lives lost as me or Roma. She’s settled her debt and if we ever make it home, I’ll settle mine too.’ Tuggs’ voice suddenly went very cold. ‘Your debt is due Sergeant Bracken.’ Tuggs turned to Danza and Doris who had taken up a position either side of him. ‘Restrain him.’

To the credit of Bracken’s group, their loyalty lasted longer than Tuggs expected. It took Danza putting a hand on her sword before their courage failed and for the first time Bracken’s cocksureness wavered. He had gathered the weak and frightened to him and was foolish enough to believe they would stay with him when things got messy. Only Lewen stayed at Bracken’s side, but he was too insignificant to do anything about the strength of Doris and Danza, who each held Bracken in the same way Lash had been held.

‘Get your lashes in now boy. If we ever make it home, I’ll see to it you meet the same fate, make no mistake about that,’ spat Bracken.

‘You’re right in assuming our fates will most likely end the same Bracken. But I’m not going to flog you.’

For a moment only Bracken looked confused before realisation slowly crept on to his face. Tuggs acted quickly, before he talked himself out of it. This was the only way.

‘Sergeant Bracken, for incompetence, cowardice and insubordination leading to the deaths of your fellow soldiers, on behalf of this company, I sentence you to death.’ Bracken went to protest, but he stumbled on his words in his fear and before anything eligible come out Tuggs had drew the knife from his belt and sliced it across his throat. He stared at Tuggs in disbelief as his life blood oozed from his throat until there was no longer enough blood in his body to keep him standing, and he fell to his knees and finally, onto his belly.

‘You’ll hang for that,’ said Lewen, his voice small and bitter in the silence of the camp. Tuggs said nothing, turning away whilst unbuckling the sword belt at his hip, ignoring both Lewen and the look on Danza’s face. Pimms stood at the edge of the company, his face stern. The weapon now in his hands, Tuggs thrust Roma’s sword into Pimms’ grasp.

‘They’re all yours,’ he said, walking off back towards the rock and his solitude.


Chapter 19

‘All right lads let’s make a move,’ said Pimms, without any real conviction. Tuggs had returned to camp moments ago to find the company in dishevel. He had opted to sleep away from rest of the group, deciding to take watch as sleep was becoming less frequent and with no one else likely to do it.

No one stirred as Pimms stood at the centre of the company, any sort of urgency seeming a far-off possibility. Most of the morning had gone already, the sun creeping to its peak. Pimms looked around helplessly, his eyes finally finding Tuggs who raised an imaginary toast in his direction.

‘Not as fun as it looks,’ said Tuggs as Pimms approached.

‘They’re not going to listen to me Tuggs,’ said Pimms. ‘They chose you.’

‘Half of them choose Bracken,’ said Tuggs, motioning towards Bracken’s old group. ‘The other half chose to stand around and do nothing whilst that fucker lashed one of their brothers for a lost fucking water skin!’ Tuggs shook his head in disgust. ‘I won’t lead these men. I don’t even recognise them.’

Pimms stood in front of Tuggs for a moment, struggling for words, before moving off defeated.

‘He’s right Tuggs,’ said Lash at his side. ‘They won’t listen to him, but they might listen to you. We are still some ways from home.’

‘I’m done with it Lash, honestly. The only reason I came back was to carry your fat arse.’ Tuggs turned, giving his friend a smile. Tuggs had forsaken the company, but his squad were still his responsibility and had remained loyal, if not indifferent. Lash now carried a badly injured knee and the crisscross wounds from his flogging. Tris no longer worked the fluid from Lash’s injured knee and the joint had gone a nasty purple.

As for the rest of Tuggs’ squad, Shoots nursed her injured collarbone, the colour mostly returned to her face but her pain apparent. Doris would let no one but him assist her, sometimes carrying her like a child in his massive arms. Doris, Sharp and Danza all carried cuts and bruises but nothing slowing them down too much. Mane had stayed close since Roma had put him in the squad and despite carrying no wounds he looked as worse off as anyone in the company, the magic used to conceal the company draining him mentally and physically. Tuggs himself still nursed his injured ribs, but the ache had faded from excruciating to merely an inconvenience, telling Tuggs the injury hadn't been as bad as he’d originally feared.

It was midday before the company moved out, having finished the last of the food they’d salvaged from the Imperial’s camp. Tuggs had rationed his portion so it would last another day, with his squad following their sergeant’s lead. A small slither he had set aside and handed to Mane.

The tight, organised formation had gone, as well as most of the caution. The company snaked their way across the terrain in a long line, the injured barely an afterthought, left to hobble along in the rear, struggling to keep up. Pimms, to his credit, ordered a halt when soldiers fell too far behind, but often these orders were ignored, the company stopping only when they felt like it. That night Tuggs arrived an hour after dark helping Lash limp into the camp, Shoots in Doris’ arms next to him as the big man sank to the floor breathing heavily. Several of the company had the decency to look apologetic, whilst many acknowledged them with indifference.

Tuggs accepted the daggered looks from Lewen and the remnants of Bracken’s company. Only the most stubborn and rebellious had stuck by Lewen’s side and their influence in the company had diminished. Tuggs didn’t care either way.

Several soldiers complained about their hunger and tiredness. Seb took off his boot, revealing blisters the size of silver coins on his heels that looked on the cusp of infection. Somewhere off in the trees two soldiers grunted, doing what they could to take their mind off their dire situation. No sentries were set and, for tonight at least, Tuggs was too tired to keep watch.

*

‘How did we end up here?’ moaned Hawkit loudly, throwing a leaf into the small fire. Most of the company were sleeping, exhausted from the day’s march, yet some had chosen the fire’s warmth over sleep’s oblivion. No one present needed an explanation on what the young private had meant.

Up until now, the events of the battle that had seen them scattered across a foreign land had been left undiscussed. Whether it was because the reliving of it would be too traumatic or they had simply been too busy trying to survive, the company had kept silent on the issue. Now the question was out there, it demanded an answer.

Tuggs didn’t have that answer. It had felt just like the previous fight and, just like Roma had said the night before, the battle plan was the same. The Imperial’s were the best fighters in the world, and no one could match them in a straight up fight. They hadn’t tried to. Their plan of action was to bed in and hold the line, with Harold Hadrin and his Chosen Swords at the centre, whilst the mages rained down all kinds of death until the Fisties decided they had had enough.

‘Where were the battle mages Mane? Where was the magic support?’ asked Pimms, hoping the squad mage might know more. The only difference, as far as Tuggs could tell, between a squad mage and 1st and 2nd tier mage was the amount of magic at their disposal and its destructive potential. If you were any good at flinging fire balls about, congratulations you’re a battle mage. Anything less than that, you were in with the squads doing what you can. Those with the gift weren’t usually used in wars, and the term mage seldom heard, but there had been more than a few exceptions made against the Aeneans.

Mane looked over at Tuggs, obviously questioning how much he should say. The shadow acolyte they had found back at the camp had frightened Tuggs. The wave of sorcery he had endured hurt more than anything he had ever experienced. He had seen squad mages fling fire and lightning in battle, but it was visible, and you could see the damage it inflicted. This sorcery was invisible, and the damage had been inside, as if his very soul was afire. Mane suspected these shadow priests and their followers had something to do with the battle mages lack of involvement in the battle. What was worse, he also suspected the shadow priests were the ones pursuing the company and it was the mage himself who they were after. Tuggs shook his head ever so slightly.

‘I don’t know Pimms, I was as surprised as anyone.’ The little mage was as close to the fire as he could be without being burnt, holding out his sausage like fingers to the flames. The firelight dancing on his face made his ever-thinning features seem all the more gaunt. Mane more than anyone had suffered most from the lack of food.

‘Maybe the Fisties artillery got them,’ ventured Shoots, patting her crossbow for emphasis.

‘Even the Imperials aren’t that accurate,’ said Pimms, shaking his head. ‘Could the Imperials have had their own mages maybe countering ours?’

‘That’s what makes this all so unlikely,’ answered Mane simply. ‘As I've said before, magic is against pretty much everything the Imperials stand for. Maybe they hired some mercenary magic users but even that seems unlikely.’ Tuggs frowned, as Mane crept dangerously close to the truth. Maybe the mage believed the company deserved to know, yet Tuggs feared if the soldiers knew it was Mane himself they were chasing, they might just leave him behind.

‘Why didn’t they use them at Peppin Farm if that was the case?’

Peppin Farm had been Ethylund’s first and only great victory against the Aenean Empire in two hundred years. Harold Hadrin had smashed the Imperial centre, his Chosen Sword crushing the Imperial Fists like they’d never been beaten before whilst magic rained down all around them, unnatural fire and lightning burning Fisties to cinder. For the first time in two hundred years in the west, the Imperials had been beaten in a battle. So, why hadn’t it worked again?

‘I didn’t realise there were such things as mercenary mages,’ said Hawkit, looking to the mage to continue.

‘It’s rare in this part of the world where magic is seen as more spiritual. In the south however healing and blessings come at a costly price. In the east, beyond The Wall of Civilisation, they have shadow priests who practice blood magic, and they charge a heavy price in gold. The empire has been known to employ outside magic users in the past, but it’s unlikely they’d see the need out here. This war in the west is just a minor inconvenience to them in comparison to the fights they’ve got their hands in.’

What the mage had said rang true, Tuggs knew. To the soldiers present this was a fight for their lives, their country and their freedom. But to the Imperials this was just a minor kingdom on the very edge of the continent trying to break free. The Aenean Empire stretched for thousands of miles and had swallowed dozens of kingdoms over the years just like Ethylund. This was just a routine war to them.

Of course, Ethylund had once been part of the Empire only two hundred years ago. The many, leaderless tribes had been easily conquered by the Empire of the Fist and over time had been taught civility. Small settlements quickly turned into walled towns and Ethen Hal, the capital, was a blossoming city that even the Empire could be proud of. The Imperials had been settling in comfortably in the west until King Terrin the Broken and later King Luthar had driven them out of the west. Peace had been negotiated between Ethylund and Aenea and the Ethyl had ruled themselves since.

‘If not other mages, then what?’ asked Tris. All present round the fire just shrugged, unable to give an answer.

‘Fuck the mages!’ said Shoots. ‘Why the fuck did the whole front-line fold like that? I can’t believe Harold Hadrin would retreat.’

‘You don’t know?’ said Puddle, his voice barely above a whisper. The camp was eerily silent, even the fire seemingly striving to keep as quiet as possible. Everyone not sleeping looked to Puddle, a deep dread settling in the stomach of Tuggs.

‘Know what?’ asked Shoots, oblivious to the pain.

‘Harold’s dead.’

Silence.

The news hit Tuggs like a punch to the gut. Worse. It felt like Shoots had fired her crossbow at point blank range right into his abdomen. He squeezed shut his eyes, both to stop the tears from falling and to shut out the world.

‘It can’t be,’ said someone.

Tuggs wasn’t really listening. Harold Hadrin was dead? The greatest swordsman the world had ever known. It seemed like a dream, a vicious nightmare.

‘No! You don’t know what you’re talking about!’ Shoots shouted.

Tuggs opened his eyes to see Shoots crossing the space between her and Puddle. Doris put an arm round her waist to restrain her as she continued to shout angrily. ‘He doesn’t know what the fuck he’s talking about.’ She screamed, the pain in her shoulder forgotten for the moment.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Puddle genuinely. ‘I thought you all knew. When everyone else broke, Harold stayed. He and his Chosen Swords held them off so the rest of us could run for it.’

‘We didn’t run,’ said Sharp bitterly. Puddle looked over at him, his face full of doubt. In the end he decided to concede.

‘I guess that’s why you didn’t see then. They were surrounded, cut down to the last man.’

‘No, no,’ said Shoots, unbelieving. ‘That shadow wizard or whatever its name was has been putting tricks in your brain. Because there is no way the Fisties could kill Harold Hadrin! No way!’

‘You sure that’s what you saw?’ asked Mane quietly, sounding more tired now than ever.

Puddle nodded. ‘Those soldiers back there were bragging about it. The Fisties intend to take his body back to Aenea to parade him like some trophy.’

‘He’s lying!’ roared Shoots, pointing her finger like it was her crossbow. She looked around her for aide, her eyes finally resting on Tuggs.

‘Shoots,’ Tuggs croaked pleadingly. Seeing the resignation and heartbreak in his eyes, Shoots finally succumb to the truth. She burst into tears, her sobs quiet where before she had been loud. Tris moved to her quickly, wrapping their arms around one another as both women sank to the floor. Tears fell freely down Tuggs face, though he made no sound.

‘I’m so sorry Tuggs,’ said Puddle, touching Tuggs on the shoulder before fleeing the fire and the heart ache he had unintentionally caused.

Tuggs remembered the old man pulling the cart. Hadn’t he mentioned something about Harold falling? He had been so hungry and focused on the news the capital was being besieged that it hadn’t registered. So, it is true then.

Without Harold, the world seemed suddenly darker, less hopeful. When Tuggs had learned Ethen Hal was besieged, he hadn’t panicked because he knew Harold would be there, standing on the battlements holding back the Imperials. Instead, he lay dead, his body in the back of an Imperial wagon on the way to Aenea and humiliation.

The news hit everyone in the company differently. Shoots’ cries could still be heard above the rest, but Tris’ sobs also drifted cross the fire to him. Lash quietly comforted Tinker, who mumbled in disbelief. Danza stormed out of the camp in anger and Tuggs didn’t try to follow her, knowing she needed to be alone. Even Sharp looked sombre, quietly sharping his favourite knife.

‘He's not dead,’ Tuggs proclaimed, his own words catching him by surprise. ‘Harold isn't lost to us. The Aeneans may believe they've beaten him, but Harold Hadrin cannot simply be killed. Yes, they might possess his body, but Harold was more than just a man. He embodied everything it was to be Ethyl. His strength was the might of the Grey Mountains, his swiftness matched the wind on the Temril Plains, and his fury equalled the Cold Sea during a storm. Loyalty and humility flowed from him like the harvests in our fields. He was Ethylund. Standing by his side, you couldn't help but rise above yourself, for he was an inspiration in his very existence.’

Around the crackling fire, mournful sobs had hushed, replaced by peculiar expressions on the faces of those gathered. Danza had returned to the clearing’s edge, bathed in the fire's glow, her silhouette defined against the night.

Tuggs went on as though in a trance, compelled to continue. ‘That’s why the Aeneans have dragged him back to their city. He was more than just a man, and they feared him. They, conquerors of the world, trembled before Harold's presence and now seek to convince themselves that he was but a mortal. Yet, they cannot, for he was more. He cannot be killed, for he is all of us. In his name, we must go on. 'For Harold!' Will be our battle cry, and with every utterance, the Aeneans will shit their breeches all over again, for they understand, as we do, that his essence can never be extinguished. Never. Not while we draw breath.’

Tuggs rose from his seat by the fire, leaving its comforting glow behind. Over his departing shoulder, he declared with unwavering resolve, ‘Never.’


Chapter 20

The company, caked in mud and drenched to the bone, ploughed forward solemnly like a funeral procession follows a casket. A relentless overnight downpour had transformed the Epathian hillsides into a ceaseless parade of meandering brooks, each demanding a weary trudge. The sole refuge from this sodden misery lay atop the hills, but surmounting these peaks carried the peril of unwanted exposure—a gamble the company dared not take. Tuggs cast his weary gaze over the company, questioning whether any among them even registered the chill of their sodden garments.

Grief had a way of stealing a person’s awareness that no other emotion had the power to do. It was multi-faceted, like a black diamond casting disturbing images back at any who dared stare in its direction.

Like life itself, grief could be layered in the hearts of those who carried it. Take, for instance, the passing of a parent. It brought with it a profound sorrow, yes, but also an ingrained understanding that such was the way of the world. The elderly moved on, making way for the young to bear the torch of legacy—a seamless transition from grandfather to father, from father to son. Tuggs had known this sorrow when his mother had died, and while he often mourned her, he had also found a way to bear this grief.

But his father had been a shattered soul when Tuggs' mother had departed. While the loss of a mother might seem like the natural course of life, the loss of one's life partner was an entirely different matter, especially when it struck long before the two had the chance to grow old together. His father, a man Tuggs had always seen as unwavering and unflinching, had been reduced to a fragile wreck, with a bottle of spirits never out of reach. Tuggs had returned to the farm for nearly a year, keeping the place running until his father could summon the strength to piece himself back together. Tuggs knew of this kind of loss too, though he was not yet ready to dissect it.

Yet there existed griefs, Tuggs knew, that could shatter a person to their very core—like a parent losing a child. Children don’t die, parents do. This was a transgression against the very laws of nature, a rupture in the established order of existence that could snap a person's spirit like a brittle twig.

It wasn’t Harold the company grieved for now, it was the dying of hope. While most among them had not known the man, the essence of what he represented had been etched deep into the very soul of every Ethylund man and woman. He was the greatest swordmaster in the annals of history, the scourge of the Aeneans, the War Marshal, and, above all, he belonged to them. With Harold as their champion, every Ethyl had felt emboldened, as though his presence alone could kindle the fire of victory within them—a kind of hope that would impel a young soldier like Gaps to cry out Harold's name in the midst of battle, even as death loomed large.

People needed hope. It was a fundamental part of life that without it, the next step seemed futile. When a drought ruined a harvest, it was hope that caused the farmer to till the earth and start again. When a net was torn, it was hope that caused the fisherman to mend his net and cast again. And now the company had no hope. It was as if they had been told that the food they had eaten their whole lives could no longer sustain them, that the water they drank was poisonous or that the air they breathed was toxic.

Tuggs still didn’t know where the words he had said had come from, or why he had said them. He didn’t even believe them. He just felt they had needed something, and that without some sort of encouragement, most of them would simply lay down and not bother getting back up.

A soldier slipped in the stream in front of Tuggs, sliding down to his hands and knees. Several of his comrades walked past without offering aid, unnoticed or uncaring of his plight. For a long moment, the soldier simply stayed there, as though wondering if it was worth climbing to his feet at all.

‘On your feet lad,’ said Pimms, hoisting the man up by his elbow. The soldier offered a tired thanks with a nod of his head and stumbled on. Pimms moved to Tuggs’ side and Tuggs spared him a sideways glance, but the soldier said nothing, so neither did Tuggs.

The two walked in weary silence, the squelching of boots and the trickling of a hundred streams the only noise between them. Eventually, Pimms let out sigh.

‘I think I see it now,’ he said, not looking at Tuggs.

‘See what?’ asked Tuggs.

‘What Roma saw in you.’ Tuggs stopped, forcing Pimms to turn and regard him.

‘Roma didn’t see nothin’, Pimms. Or if she did, she was wrong. This whole thing has been a mess and I’ve been at the heart of it. Roma should’ve sent me down that mountainside. If she had, maybe...’ Tuggs trailed off. Maybe they’d all still be alive, his mind whispered cruelly.

‘Thats what I thought at first too. Where was the sense in Roma going down there, leaving us to fend for ourselves. She isn't the sentimental kind. Then what you said last night made me realise. Roma didn’t leave you in charge because she thought you could do her job better. She sacrificed herself because she saw something in you that she didn’t have. It was that something she gambled on that would get us out of here.’

‘Spirits Pimms, what I said last night was a load of shit. I don’t know why I said any of that.’

‘Exactly!’ exclaimed Pimms excitedly. ‘Whilst the rest of us were so crippled by our own grief, you spoke up, without even realising what you were saying. It didn’t matter whether it was true or if you believed it, it gave these soldiers something to hold on to.’ Tuggs shook his head, brushing away the unwelcome praise, but Pimms continued.

‘I’ve been wracking my head thinking “what would Roma have said in that moment?” and all I’ve come up with was some sort of insult to get us moving or a threat if we didn’t. She is the best soldier I've ever fought alongside and my captain, but she couldn’t have done what you did for these soldiers last night.’

‘Done for them?!’ Interjected Tuggs angrily. ‘Look at them, they’re defeated. I’ve seen more life in a buzzard’s breakfast.’

‘Which is why they need you now Tuggs. You can bring them back.’

‘No, I tried playing captain once and look how that turned out. You have Roma’s sword now; you deal with it.’ Tuggs was aware that he sounded like a petulant child, but he stubbornly ignored that for the moment.

‘You can try run away from it Tuggs, but you can’t run away from what you are. It’s not a sword that makes you a leader, or a vote, or a title. It’s what you do that makes you a leader, and sooner or later, you’ll do what needs to be done. Because it’s who you are.’

Pimms moved off to catch up to the company, who had slowly moved past the stationary pair. Tuggs stayed standing still for a moment, a tiny stream parting around his sodden shoes making of him an island, before shaking himself into a trot to catch up to his squad.


Chapter 21

Tuggs watched as Tris returned to camp, sitting across the fire from him. She didn’t look at him or anyone else as she sat down, instead staring into the dancing flames. Scrub, a private, returned a moment later, still tying his breeches before moving over to his makeshift bedroll on the far side of camp.

Most of the company slept, the day’s march having stripped them of every ounce of energy. They had been forced to trek through a dense forest, following narrow game trails or having to fight through thick brush, with some troops having suffered worse than others.

Unintentionally, Tuggs had found his aid extending beyond that of his own squad. With Doris caring for Shoots, and Tinker and Danza taking turns assisting Lash, Tuggs found himself with nothing to do and so had turned his attention to others who needed help. He told himself this was a useful distraction from his grief, and little to do with the conversation he had had with Pimms a day earlier.

Seeing Tuggs re-integrating himself with the rest of the company, Pimms had offered to return Roma’s sword with a pat of the hilt and a raised eyebrow, to which Tuggs had responded with a snarl and a turning of the head.

Tuggs had focused on helping the wounded, those who had suffered most as the company’s discipline had slipped. Fortunately, one of the rescued soldiers from the Imperial’s camp had some experience dressing wounds and Tuggs had put him to work stitching and binding cuts. The Imperial camp hadn’t held as much food as he’d hoped, but you could always count on Fisties for a good medic’s kit.

Lash’s knee was getting worse and Tuggs had approached the only person he knew who could help.

Of all the changes the men and women of the company had undergone, Tris was the most unrecognisable. The teasing, feisty girl had been replaced by a grim, detached shell of a woman, quick to grumbling and slow to do anything else. Since their awkward moment together, she had continued to take men off into the trees, the service stretching beyond those Tuggs thought needed it. Unable to work out the how, Tuggs couldn’t shake the feeling that he had wronged her somehow.

‘How you holding up?’ he’d asked, walking alongside her. She had looked sideways at him, but not answered. ‘I need a favour,’ Tuggs continued.

Tris laughed bitterly. ‘Didn’t you hear? Its every man for themselves now Tuggs.’

‘Come on Tris, it’s Lash. He won’t make it through another day without your help.’

‘Will any of us?’ answered Tris.

‘I’m asking as a friend,’ Tuggs pleaded.

‘Is that what we are?’ sniggered Tris. ‘Or is that just your way of saying I’ll cut your throat if you don’t.’ Tuggs flinched visibly, the comment catching him by surprise. Noticing this, Tris had sighed deeply and said, ‘I’ll think about it.’ It was the best Tuggs could hope for and for and the rest of the day he had helped Lash limp along until they had stopped to make camp.

Now, Tris looked up from the fire, their eyes meeting.

‘What is it Tuggs?’ she asked, as the sergeant quickly looked away.

‘Nothing,’ he said, embarrassed he’d been caught staring.

‘No, out with it,’ she demanded. A smirk crossed her features, filled with contempt. ‘Suddenly got regrets?’

‘I’ve plenty of those,’ he said quietly.

‘Don’t we both,’ she retorted with a sniff.

He was reeling under the coldness of her replies, each word stinging him like savage hail. There had been a dozen questions swimming around in his head, with another dozen things he had wanted to say, and none of the skill or wit to say it. For once he envied Lash’s his quick tongue.

‘Why?’ he heard himself ask.

Tris laughed bitterly, the sound a poor cover for the visible hurt that simple word had caused. ‘There it is. Why am I here?’

Tuggs had meant it in a hundred different ways, none of them how Tris had taken it. Why had you offered yourself to me? Why now these men? Why are you so angry? Why won’t you help Lash? How do I fix this?

‘I didn’t-’ he started, struggling to find the words to correct her. The betrayal in her eyes turned his tongue to lead. Eventually he gave up. ‘Forget it,’ he said, defeated.

A long silence stretched out between them, the crackling fire the only sound that dared speak up. And then Tris spoke.

‘My mother died when I was just a girl. I was raised by my father in the Trader’s Quarter of Ethan Hal. He was a merchant, a good man for the most part. I wanted for nothing as a child and life, even without a mother, was good.

‘My father’s biggest flaw was he was greedy. A flaw shared by most in his deference, but my father was sick with greed. He became obsessed with money, and it started to consume the good man he once was.’

‘As I grew older, and my body developed, men started to notice me. I didn’t mind it; the attention was flattering. Suitors would knock at the door to my father’s office asking permission to court me and he would chase them to the end of the street.’ She laughed when she said this, stripping away the years the march had put on her and highlighting the beauty she spoke of.

‘One day one of my father’s new business partners set eyes on me. When my father noticed his interest, he encouraged me to see him. He was a nice enough man, but he just wanted what most men wanted.’ She paused as Tuggs raised a quizzical eyebrow. When she realised he wasn’t sure what she meant, she grabbed her crotch.

‘Oh.’

‘When I made it clear to my father I wasn’t interested in him he begged me to continue seeing him. Said it would be good for the business and just a few more weeks were all he needed. “It could mean a better life for both of us” he would say. So, I did. It wasn’t the last time he used me to seal his business deals and as his riches and ambition grew so did his requirement of me. I wouldn’t go as far to say he was a pimp; after all there was never any sex involved. But it certainly felt that way at times.’

She went quiet and Tuggs assumed she had finished her story. He couldn’t help but feel he had forced his way into very private thoughts and had encouraged them out. What was worse, he suspected that most of the company had been listening in too. Private Grunt sat a little off to his right, his knees pulled up against his chest and his chin tucked in. Tuggs couldn’t tell whether he was sleeping or not.

‘I’ve been in love twice in my life,’ Tris went on, more quietly now. She had returned her stare to the flames again as though they were a dancing red window into the past. ‘The first one was a delicate kind of love. Slow and quiet, like the blossoming of a flower. But one day he just disappeared. I later found out my father had offered to pay him whatever he wished to leave me alone. His asking price wasn’t high.’

‘The second love of my life was far more passionate. More like flame than flower, fierce and unpredictable. I didn’t give myself to him. I was raised in a Drydra fearing house and love before pledging myself before the tree seemed a terrible thing then. That was still at a time when being disowned by my father seemed frightening and unbearable.’ She laughed bitterly, throwing some twigs into the fire.

‘My father tried to buy him too, but our love couldn’t be corrupted by money. So instead, my father paid some men to beat him senseless. He had a soft soul and didn’t have the courage to fight for me. I don’t blame him for that.’ 

Listening to Tris’ story, Tuggs couldn’t keep the sadness from his face. It wasn’t just the sadness of her story that touched Tuggs so much. It was how it had affected her. She told the story as if it belonged to someone else. That everything that had happened to her was unimportant. Insignificant.

‘I stopped believing in love after that. Love is corruptible. Susceptible to intimidation. But I’d grown tired of life with my father. My original plan was to find someone powerful to entice. Someone who couldn’t be threatened or paid off. Then the war started and one day I saw the recruitment stall in the marketplace. Even my father, with all the gold I’d helped him collect, couldn’t buy me out of the army. So, I took the king’s coin, signed the papers, and that was that. He couldn’t believe it when I told him. Even after everything that had happened, I think he still believed he had been a good father. That it had all been for my own good.’

The clearing was dead silent, as though the wind and the trees had made every effort to be quiet to hear the conclusion of Tris’ story.

‘I guess I fuck these men because I know just how much it would hurt him. He was so reverent to the Spirits, and I was so precious. That’s half the reason at least.’

‘And the other half?’ asked Tuggs, determined now to see the story through. Tris had borne half her soul to him, and he felt compelled to see the rest.

‘I didn’t want to die a virgin,’ she finished simply. ‘I didn’t want to die not knowing what it was like to make love. My first time with a man was bent over a tree with a soldier who I couldn’t pick out if you lined them all up. I must say I’m disappointed by the whole thing.’

Oh Tuggs, you really are a fool. Of course, she wasn’t offering to help you out. She was asking for you to help her. She put her neck on the line, and you said no. Lash was right, you’re as green as any of these kids. Spirits take you.

‘You can’t compare what you’ve had with these men to real love.’

‘No? And you would know about that would you? I have seen you toy with that ring on your finger often enough Tuggs and you look more like the thing burns you than comforts you. Besides, Lash tells me you’re a career man, a professional soldier for ten years. Why would a man so clued up on true love choose to spend his entire life anywhere but at home with his wife? I’ll tell you why. Because you were most likely sick of the sight of her.’ She had looked up from the small fire now, her gaze flicking to his wedding band before locking her eyes to his. There was no anger or contempt in her tone, just a general disparaging of his argument.

‘Ethylund needs soldiers, and someone has to fight.’

‘Don’t play that card; you know its bullshit just like I do. In ten years’ time will it really matter who sits on the throne? I’d have respected you more if you’d have said it’s what you’re good at because it would have at least been honest. Can you tell me truthfully that there isn’t at least one camp whore who doesn’t have your stink on her?’

He made to deny it quickly but stopped himself. Tris had been brutally honest in answering his question and it felt wrong to lie about this. His brief hesitation was all the answer Tris needed.

‘Just as I thought. Don’t feel bad Tuggs, like I said love is just an illusion. A pretty picture we paint onto one another to hide the dirt that covers our souls. Your wife has probably got someone thrusting into her as we speak,’ she finished.

The words were like a slap to the face and Tuggs couldn’t keep the anger from his expression. But as quickly as it had come, his anger faded and Tuggs looked away.

For Tris’ part, she knew she had gone too far. The anger and hurt on Tuggs’ face had broken through her own anger and she regretted what she had said - the last part at least.

Neither spoke, Tuggs with nothing left to say, Tris unable to find the right words to apologise. So, they both just stared into the flames, silently and solemn. Just as Tuggs made to leave for his bed, and Tris opened her mouth to try form some sort of apology, Private Grunt lifted his head from his knees and, without warning, started to sing.

I’ve tried to take it short,

But I went too long.

I tried to make it right,

But it went so wrong.

These short cuts have cut me to the bone,

From now on I take the long way home,

From now on I take the long way home.

Picked up a scar taking the bull by the horns,

Picked a rose from the hedge, got pricked by the thorns.

When all around you lose their heart and you find yourself forlorn,

Follow me on the long way home,

Follow me on the long way home.

Don’t beat yourself up over mistakes you’ve made,

It’s hard to pick the queen of hearts from the deck of spades.

If you feel you’ve been cast aside like a rolling stone,

Join me on the long way home,

Join me on the long way home.

Your wanderings can lead you down to the depths of despair,

I’m a wanderer too y’know, someday I’ll find you there.

When all around you turns to dust and you find yourself alone,

You’ll find me on the long way home,

You’ll find me on the long way home.

The silence in the camp had changed. It was the silence you heard before applause, yet no applause came. If it had, it would have shattered that fragile, surreal moment.

Tuggs and Tris looked from Grunt to each other, fascinated. They shared a shy smile with one another, the kind lovers share when they see each other naked for the first time. After a moment Tris stood, Tuggs biding her goodnight with a nod. Grunt left shortly after, not meeting Tuggs’ eyes as he took himself off to his bed. Tuggs stayed by the fire, Grunt’s song playing over and over in his head.

The words were for all of them and none of them. Tuggs didn’t know if this was an old song, or one Grunt had written for the company. Yet the words had rung true with him, as though a choir of discordant voices had suddenly harmonised.

As Tuggs found a place to settle for the night he thought something had changed in the company. He sensed, like himself, the rest of the company lay awake. They really were on the long way home, but they were on it together.


Chapter 22

Lash awoke to a gentle shaking and a cool breeze that whispered summer was coming. He opened one eye, expecting to see Tuggs or Tinker standing over him and being surprised to find Tris in their place, her beautiful features slowly coming into focus.

‘I was hoping it would be my turn next,’ he smirked, lifting himself on to his elbows. A quick squeeze of his swollen knee wiped the smile from his face. Tris lifted his trousers, revealing the ugly, black joint. She kneaded at the swelling, causing Lash to grit his teeth in pain. ‘Think it’s beyond helping at this point Tris.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Tris replied, her voice barely a whisper.

‘Don’t be!’ replied Lash quickly. ‘We’ve all had our own things to take care of. Besides, my own damn fault for getting caught in the first place.’

‘I can work on the swelling,’ she said, massaging his knee, bending it until he cried out and then straightening it again. ‘But eventually, you’ll need a healer.’ He nodded his agreement, not risking opening his mouth in case a painful cry escaped.

Tuggs walked back into the camp, taking account of everyone. He had a tendency to waking early and wandering off, no doubt scouting out the path the company would take to make sure they weren’t going to run in to any immediate trouble. He looked over in their direction and for a moment Tuggs and Tris locked eyes before she turned away angrily.

‘You two still not kissed and made up?’ Joked Lash.

‘On second thought, the leg is lost,’ she said coldly, stopping her massaging.

‘Okay, okay. I’ll keep my nose out, just cut him some slack lass,’ said Lash quietly.

‘What he does is none of my business and what I do is none of his,’ she said dismissively. Lash laughed light-heartedly. At first, Tris took this for mocking but soon realised it was genuine.

‘Tuggs comes across as a hopeless romantic but it’s a bit more complicated than that.’

‘I really don’t care. Besides, he’s married, as he is so fond of reminding everyone.’ She went back to work on the swollen joint. The silence stretched on.

‘Complicated how?’ she said distractedly, idling working his leg whilst she looked over at Tuggs, who was doing what he could to get the rest of the company ready to move out.

‘He’ll kill me for telling you this, but I think Tuggs could do with as many friends as he can get. Tuggs had a wife. They married young; she was a girl from a big town and Tuggs a farm boy. Tuggs’ mother was from the same town, and they met when Tuggs and his mother had returned to visit. It was one of those love at first sight things you hear about. She loved him dearly, enough to leave her whole life behind and leave everything she had known. And he adored her, but she quickly grew tired of farm life, and they moved back into town, more suited to her nature.’

‘Now Tuggs was a farm boy through and through, it was all he had ever known, and he wasn’t much good at anything else. He tried his hand at everything he could in town but nothing quite worked out so Tuggs had to take work where he could get it, guarding caravans and on merchant ships, and he was away for short spells at a time.’

‘It went okay for a while I think because she had friends and family close. But eventually, she grew lonely and took a lover, some wealthy singer. One day Tuggs returned to find her gone with nothing but a note saying she had gone north to console him. He’d given up everything for her and she had left him.’ Lash looked over at his squad leader, making sure he wasn’t listening, before continuing.

‘That would’ve been the end of the tragic love story, had the town she had run off to with her lover not been attacked by the Nords. The whole town was butchered or enslaved. Tuggs blamed himself of course. Had he loved her more, not let her feel so alone, she would still be alive.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ whispered Tris.

‘That’s Tuggs,’ replied Lash. ‘He takes everything on his shoulders and doesn’t leave much for the rest of us. He signed up for the North Guard not long after, no doubt seeing it as some atonement if he stopped Nords from attacking any more villages. He hates Nords, more than he hates Aeneans I think. But I think what he’s most afraid of is hurting someone like that again, or being hurt.’ Lash grunted as Tris’s nimble fingers prodded into the ruined knee. ‘I don’t think he is expecting you to believe in some fairy tale love story. He knows as well as anyone that doesn’t exist. If I know Tuggs, I think he’s just asking you not to give up.’

‘Noble bullshit,’ she said frowning, but behind the frown Lash saw the hint of a smile.

‘You can say that again,’ laughed Lash. ‘The way I see it, you just keep on shagging whoever you like, starting with me.’ Another squeeze of the knee cut his laugh short, yet the pain wasn’t as bad as it had been, and Lash was surprised to see the swelling had reduced significantly. Tris wrapped it tightly with a bandage and promised to return later before she moved off. A short while later, the company moved out, earlier than they had in many days with Tuggs at the head of the column.


Chapter 23

Tuggs walked casually along the road, a smile on his face and looking like he didn’t have a care in the world. He had long since lost track of the days, but he guessed from the warm breeze on his face that summer was coming. Lash limped along at his side, using a stick as a cane and chatting idly to Tinker, who laughed along at the light-hearted quips Lash was so well liked for.

‘Cool morning, don’t you think Danza?’ asked Tuggs happily.

‘Yes,’ she replied stiffly. He rolled his eyes and turned to Sharp who brought up the rear of group.

‘How you doing back there Sharp?’ Tuggs shouted over his shoulder. He received a grunt in return, his piercing eyes scanning the trees on either side. Good job squad, very unsuspecting, thought Tuggs.

The group continued along the road, walking at a slow pace and waiting for what was to come. Tuggs had begun to worry it would never happen when finally, a man jumped from behind a tree, sword held awkwardly in one hand and the other on his hip.

Earlier that morning, Tuggs had been surprised when Sharp had volunteered to scout ahead in Tuggs’ place. The private had avoided Tuggs like the plague since the confrontation with Rockhead and was no doubt attempting to get back in Tuggs’ good graces. A short while later he had reported a group of soldiers not far along the path. Tuggs was surprised to hear they weren’t Imperials.

‘They’re a rag tag bunch, some of them carrying butcher’s knives and pitchforks. They aren’t doing a very good job at hiding themselves either,’ Sharp had reported. After a moment’s thought and a quick conference with the company, Tuggs had decided upon a plan to draw them out.

‘Hold it right there,’ shouted the man, the point of his sword aimed at Tuggs. ‘You are surrounded. We have twenty men in the trees with bows pointed at each one of you. Drop your weapons!’ Tuggs raised a quizzical eyebrow, as he had ordered the squad to leave all their weapons behind and they were unarmed.

‘What a surprise,’ shouted Tuggs, looking around himself theatrically. ‘We weren’t expecting to run into anyone on the road today. We don’t want no trouble, we’re just a rough group of Ethylunders trying to get home.’

‘You aren’t Imperials?’ said the man, apprehensive.

‘No! And I can see neither are you. We are enemies to the Imperials, and friends to any who stand against them,’ said Tuggs cautiously. This was a risky plan, Tuggs knew, which is why he had only taken volunteers, as painting them as enemies of the Imperials could prove folly if their ambushers were in fact Imperial supporters.

‘You killed Imperials?’ asked the man.

‘A few,’ replied Tuggs. ‘And they got a few of us.’

Behind him he heard Danza whisper, ‘they were good soldiers,’ and a shiver ran down Tuggs spine.

‘You wouldn’t lie now, would you?’ their ambusher said, his eyes narrowing.

‘May the Dryda curse my soul to hell if I do,’ said Tuggs, placing his hand over his heart. With jerk of his head, he pleaded for the squad to do the same, who quickly followed suit.

The man let out a high-pitched laugh, relief flooding his face. ‘Then that settles it! Any enemy of the Aeneans is a friend of ours! Come on out fellas meet our new companions.’

Clumsily, men started to appear from the trees. The twenty promised men were in fact twelve, and men was a push. Some of the men could barely grow a beard whilst others had enough hair growing out of their ears and noses to make up half a dozen beards.

Like a stray dog who had been shown kindness, their suspicion quickly vanished, and the ambushers jumped down from their hiding places and moved among the squad, shaking hands, patting backs and exchanging names.

‘So, just to be clear,’ shouted Tuggs, ‘we are all friends now, yes?’

‘Of course,’ said the leader, who had introduced himself as Griff.

‘Well in that case, come on out lads,’ called Tuggs. The rest of the company exited through the trees, silent as shadows. Their ambushers quickly formed into a defensive circle, their puny weapons facing outward and fear on their faces. ‘Easy lads, easy. We’re friends; there are just few more of us than I let on. You have my word no harm will come to you.’

Griff looked unconvinced but Tuggs stepped forward, hands raised. ‘We fought a battle against the Imperials on the border of our lands. The battle was lost but by the luck of the spirits and the strength of our own sword arms we fought clear and have been chased a long way ever since. We have enough enemies. We want no more.’

The ragged group of what Tuggs guessed were Epathians shared a glance. Finally, Griff nodded. ‘You’ve come a long way Ethylunder.’ Tuggs sighed, relieved.

‘We’ve a long way yet to go my friend,’ said Tuggs patting him on the shoulder.

‘Come, we have a camp not far from here,’ said Griff, and led them off back into the trees.

The camp was six crude shelters built on the bank of a small stream. At the centre of the camp was the remnants of a fire and the smell of the Epathian’s breakfast lingered in the air.

The company flooded in, finding room where they could. Private Hawkit went to work rekindling the fire whilst others politely rummaged through the camp looking for food. Griff stood at the centre of the camp looking like he had invited a horse into his pottery shop. Tuggs shrugged apologetically.

‘We don’t have much food here I’m afraid,’ said Griff loudly, no doubt hoping that would stop the ransack of his centre of operations. ‘But we will be happy to throw what we do have into a stew and share it out as best we can.’ This seemed to satisfy the company and they settled down around the now steady fire. The small pot the Epathians owned was replaced by the larger one the company had borrowed, and Griff’s men went to work cooking up lunch.

Tuggs sat on a log off to the side of the camp watching his company settle in. Across the fire one of Griff’s followers sat between a squad of his own men and Tuggs found himself grinning at the strange scene. The poor Epathian looked terrified, like a lamb who’d been invited to dine with wolves. At his side, Griff awkwardly lowered himself down next to Tuggs.

‘Sounds like you boys,’ started Griff, then held an apologetic hand up when Danza sat at the other side of Tuggs. ‘And girls. You boys and girls have had a hell of a journey. Why don’t you fill us in with your story whilst Oblyn and Telly get dinner ready?’

Lash cleared his throat, no doubt ready to weave some extravagant tale that made their actual journey seem like a casual stroll, but Tuggs put a hand up to silence him. Instead, Tuggs recounted a condensed version of their journey since the battle, lacking specifics. They had hastily retreated from the battlefield, pursued relentlessly to the Epath Hills, where they eventually discovered a passage through the formidable mountain range. However, this escape came at the cost of losing their captain. Along the way, they crossed paths with Aeneans on several occasions, and thus, they found themselves in their current situation.

Griff listened to this unflattering version in awe, as though he had just heard some grand epic told by a court bard. He shook his head in disbelief.

‘Incredible,’ he whispered. ‘You must all be mighty warriors.’

‘Well,’ answered Tuggs, clearing his throat awkwardly. ‘You’ve heard our story,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘How did you lot end up out here?’

‘Oh, that’s a long story,’ said Griff with a sigh. ‘We all have our own reasons, but most of them are similar. Oblyn and Telly’s son, Garred, joined the militia as soon as the Aeneans invaded - never came home. Matthew over there,’ Griff gestured towards the youngster sandwiched between Pimms’ squad, ‘was the village blacksmith, but was replaced with someone the Imperials brought with them when he couldn’t mend their armour quick enough. Jenny’s husband Tomas,’ he nodded to a tall, sturdy woman with a round face and eyes that looked kind but sad. ‘He was arrested for protesting against the Aeneans when they first moved in. He was hung as an example, along with a few other young men who caused trouble. The rest are all similar tales. As for me, Tomas was my brother. Hmm, I guess it wasn’t a long story after all.’

‘It sounds like wherever the Aeneans go, they cause hurt. I am sorry,’ said Tuggs. Griff nodded solemnly, and the pair fell silent. A soft buzz filled the clearing, the kind that one hears in a tavern at lunch time, as the two parties intermingled, no doubt sharing jokes and stories as each group slowly let their guard down. Tuggs became aware of an unfamiliar feeling growing in the pit of his stomach and was shocked when he recognised what it was. For the first time in weeks, I feel safe.

‘You could come with us you know?’ Griff said. Tuggs turned to look at the Epathian, who studied his hands intensely as if he held some precious stone. Eventually he looked up to meet Tuggs’ eyes. ‘Our town isn’t far from here. There are Fisties there, but not many. Soldiers like you, real soldiers, could run them out. The people would fight; us and others.’

Tuggs looked over the camp, which had gone silent. All eyes were on the two of them, waiting on his next words. The sergeant sighed.

‘We aren’t here to start a rebellion,’ said Tuggs apologetically.

‘It’s already begun,’ said Griff quickly. ‘Imperial caravans are being hit. Patrols are going missing. We hear whispers of it in the town all the time. The Imperials are scared.’

‘It’s true,’ said one of Griff’s youngsters. ‘The whole country is in rebellion.’

The old man, Oblyn, who was stirring the stew at the centre of the camp, chimed in. ‘A town got burned in the south. Can you imagine the courage it takes to burn your own home to the ground in rebellion?’

‘When we heard that, we realised we couldn’t just sit idly by. Not while others were fighting,’ said Griff sadly.

With all the poor timing of a fart at a wedding, Shoots said, ‘I hate to break it to you but…’

‘But!’ interrupted Tuggs loudly, firing a stern look at Shoots that encompassed the rest of the company. He went on more calmly. ‘But, you’ll need more than twelve men to fight the Imperials.’

Tuggs cursed Shoots inwardly. These people had left their home and their families to fight the Imperials. They had done that on the back of a lie, believing that the country had risen up, burning towns in the south. The truth was it had been Sharp who had burnt the town, and the missing patrols were most likely down to them too. Revealing that would crush any sort of hope these Epathian’s had and quickly put a stop to their rebellion.

Perhaps that would’ve been safest. After all, these rebels weren’t true soldiers. On the other hand, the Imperials had taken their country and their freedom. In a swift invasion that hadn’t even warranted a battle, the Aeneans had conquered, and in doing so had stripped the Epathians of their pride and liberty, and every man and woman had the right to that at the least. So, if they had found the courage to fight on the back of a lie, at least it was a good lie.

‘If you join us, we won’t be just twelve,’ said Griff hopefully. ‘And others will join. I know they will.’

Now scanning the faces of his own men, Tuggs could see the company was torn. Each and every one of them could sympathise with the helpless Epathians who had taken them in and offered to feed them. However, looking at his own company reminded him how tired they were. His own conscience screamed at him to help, but he couldn’t drag his men through any more than they had already been through.

‘I’m sorry Griff,’ said Tuggs sadly. ‘We’ve been fighting every day for as long as I can remember. We haven’t got any fight left in us. We just want to go home.’

Griff made to argue, but when he saw the resignation on Tuggs’ face, and that same look mirrored in the rest of the company, he gave up.

They ate the prepared stew in silence, taking turns with the twelve bowls Griff’s band of rebels had brought with them. The warmth of the fire and the stew called for them to stay, yet Tuggs knew the day was quickly getting away from them.

‘It was good to have met you Tuggs, shame you can’t stay with us,’ said Griff sadly as they made their parting farewells.

‘I really am sorry Griff. These lads have been far from home for too long.’ Suddenly an idea struck Tuggs. He collected the weapons he had taken from the Imperial camp, handing out swords and knives in place of pitchforks and clubs.

Once each of Griff’s company had been equipped with the salvaged weapons, Tuggs studied them again. Somehow, they seemed more out of place than they had with their makeshift weapons, as though the real things had only highlighted how out of their depths they were. After a moment Tuggs realised they were all watching him, waiting for his approval.

‘Like Harold’s chosen swords,’ he said with a smile. This seemed to appease them, turning to each other and showing off their new gear. Tuggs turned to Griff.

‘I don’t know what is happening in the rest of the country.  But I do know that I admire what you are doing here’. He held out his hand and Griff made to take it. Tuggs took hold of the Epathian’s arm, readjusting the hands until they both grasped one another by the wrist; the warrior’s grip. ‘Fight true and fight well Griff.’

‘Thank you Tuggs,’ he said simply.

The company left, heading back for the road. Tuggs gave one last look over his shoulder, looking at Griff and his pitiful gang of rebels. The rebel leader waved and Tuggs returned it with a nod. He knew he would likely never see these men again. If they fought the Imperials, they would die. They will die with their honour and freedom in their own hands, thought Tuggs grimly, before joining his company, on the long way home.


Chapter 24

Mane sat huddled over the fire, the warmth distracting him from his empty stomach. He’d eaten the stew the Epathians had prepared gratefully but it wasn’t enough. He’d been even more grateful when Tuggs had handed him his own bowl, only half eaten. Mane had wanted to refuse, but deep down he knew he needed the food more. Tuggs wouldn’t have allowed him to refuse.

The squad sergeant was like iron, thought Mane. No, that wasn’t fair. Iron was cold and Tuggs wasn’t cold at all. More like a strong oak tree, proud and unwavering. Mane could sense the doubt in him, but that doubt was ill placed. If only all leaders questioned their right to command instead of viewing it as their divine right. The world might be a better place then.

Another wave of sorcery washed over Mane, and he gritted his teeth against it. They had become more regular, and Mane worried the Imperials were closing in on them despite his efforts. He couldn’t keep them hidden for much longer. It was a miracle he had kept them hidden for so long. Every time he convinced himself he had reached his limit, he found new reserves of strength. It wasn’t hard to figure out where he was finding such strength. He only needed to look at the rest of the company to find that answer. Injured, tired, hungry and lost, they still found the strength to keep going. So, Mane had to keep going.

He had hoped, looking down on the dead shadow mage, that the Imperial’s magical capacity to track them would end. It had only gotten worse, as though killing one of them had kicked the wasp’s nest to life. He remembered with horror the countless yellow eyes watching him from the black sky. Each invasive magical probe he would gently push away. Nothing to see here, he thought. He closed his eyes, gritting his teeth against another attack.

He fought desperately to fight off the memory of the last attack, seeming so long ago now, but a phantom pain in his arm, similar to the one that still throbbed on his calf, sent his mind drifting back to that disturbing moment.

‘Hello Kitten,’ said a voice from above. Mane followed the direction the icy words had come from, seeing the spectre there; it’s pale, emotionless mask back in place. And beyond that, piercing the moonless sky; not stars but eyes. Hundreds of sickly, yellow eyes; glaring at him.

‘What do you want?’ squeaked the mage.

‘You,’ it said simply.

‘Why?’ Mane asked, trying to keep the trembling from his voice.

‘Your power intrigues us.’

‘Us?’

‘My brethren and me. My master was brought in to deal with your kind, and what a good job he has done of it. But you have managed to slip through our net, like a tricksy little rat. But I have found you, in-spite of your efforts to fend us off. That and the help of your feathered friend.’

‘What friend?’ asked the mage, genuinely confused.

‘Don’t play dumb with me Kitten,’ hissed the spectre angrily. Mane thought furiously who the apparition was referring to, but sensing he had angered the spectre he changed the subject, in an effort to buy himself more time.

‘Who is your master?’ Mane asked.

‘So many questions, Kitten, yet, so little time unfortunately. Soon, I will have you in my grasp. Soon you shall be mine.’

Mane could not control the fear that swept through him, threatening to engulf him. Despite all his efforts the evil spirit had found him and soon the company would be dead, and he would be in the serpentine grip of this creature. Except he wasn’t, he realised. Despite the words of arrogance from the spectre, Mane and the company still slept safely. Mane had saw with his own ghostly eyes no Imperial soldiers nearby. For all the dark spirits boasting, it still hadn’t found them.

‘Then why aren’t I?’ asked Mane, a strange feeling rising up in him, causing his chest to swell. Was this courage? he thought lamely.

‘What?’ asked the spectre.

‘Why aren’t I yours? All this time I have been scrambling for time, fearful of your presence, unaware that you too have been buying time. You have no idea where we are, because if you did you certainly would not be visiting me boasting about it. Be gone, you irritable wisp of smoke. I will waste no more time on you.’

With that Mane had turned with the intention of returning to his body. The spectre screeched, it’s mask once again abandoned and taking on the form of a terrible white snake, it’s yellow eyes glowing. Its vile fangs sank into the forearm Mane had raised to protect himself and he screamed in pain.

‘You will reveal yourself to me you foul servant of light,’ came the voice, that had taken on a far more monstrous tone. Mane prepared to summon his magic once more, aware that he was far more exhausted than he had been above the town, what seemed like such a long time ago.

Another screech sounded; this one not monstrous but pure and almost musical. A great hawk, yet larger than any eagle, swooped from the sky above and sank its talons into the giant snake. Instantly the snake let go of Mane’s arm as the great bird flung it from its claws. The awful sounds that came from the beast were so hideous they were painful to hear, cursing him in some forgotten language.

He had fled back to his body, not waiting to see what the great bird would do next. The last thing he had seen was the black sky and the countless yellow eyes staring back at him angrily.

He had ventured from his body just once after that, once again his curiosity getting the better of him. There had been no sign of the spectre, nor the mysterious hawk, and it was then he had spotted the Imperial camp. He had wanted then to explain to Tuggs the truth, but he couldn’t, even as they stood over the dead body of one of the blood mages. Fear held his tongue. Tuggs was a man of honour, but if he had to choose between one man and the rest of the company, Mane wouldn’t have blamed him for leaving him behind. If only he had the courage to allow it.

A hand on Mane’s shoulder caused him to jump, bringing him back to the present. Tuggs handed him a hard piece of bread.

‘Damnit Tuggs where do you keep pulling this food from?’ said Mane, staring at the small loaf. Tuggs put a finger to his mouth making a shh motion, nodding in the direction of the company, most of whom were asleep.

‘Snatched it from Griff’s camp. It’s the last of it though, so savour it.’

Mane took a bite, savouring the plain, dry bread like it was a roast chicken. He broke a piece off and handed it to Tuggs, who looked ready to refuse it. ‘Say no and I’ll throw the whole loaf into the fire. You look worse than I do, so eat it.’ Tuggs accepted it with a grin and chewed in silence.

As he did with all things in his life, Mane considered this moment, sensing something different as he and Tuggs sat eating the hard bread.

‘Hmm,’ he said, a short, surprised sound.

‘What is it?’ asked Tuggs.

‘You know, this is the first companionable silence I think I’ve ever been a part of. My whole life has been filled with awkward silences, or uncomfortable silences. Even as a child with my parents, I felt the need to fill the silences with endless questions like “why is the sky blue?” or “where does the rain come from?” or “why do I look different from the other children?”. It was never enough to just sit there and be quiet.’

‘I happen to like companionable silences Mane, so be quiet,’ replied Tuggs, a small twist at the corner of his mouth showing he was only half serious. After a moment, the two laughed and the silence returned.

‘Butter,’ Tuggs said eventually, his turn to break the silence. ‘Who’d have thought for all the things I’d wish for right now, more than a warm bed, a working map or all of Harold’s Chosen Swords, I’d be wishing for a block of butter most of all.’ The pair laughed and then Tuggs stood, clasping the mages shoulder. ‘Get some sleep Mane. Who knows? We might find home tomorrow.’

*

Tuggs was home and everything was on fire. His father’s farm, where he had spent most of his youth, was ablaze, only the skeleton structure remaining. He ran towards it; fearful his parents could still be trapped inside. Off in the distance the farm’s barn was engulfed by flames, the sounds from the animals trapped inside horrifying to hear. Tuggs looked around him for his company, calling for water from the well, but he was alone. He rushed to the well; sinking the bucket to the bottom and hoisting it back up. He ran towards his father’s home, his home, water sloshing as he went. He stumbled, the bucket tumbling from his hands as he fell. He hoisted himself up and…

*

He was on the mountain, the blistering cold biting at his skin. No farm, no fire, just cold. He was not alone though. Before him, Roma stood with a bloodied sword in hand facing down the Imperials. Tuggs moved to join her, snarling as he drew his sword, Roma’s sword. Yet he couldn’t move. His legs were frozen in place. Roma charged in alone.

Tuggs fought against his icy shackles, but it was futile. Ahead of him Roma was quickly disarmed by the Imperials. She was floored by a backhand, sprawling to the floor, her sword out of reach. Tuggs struggled to get to her, but still he was stuck. He tried to throw his sword, but his frozen hands wouldn’t release the blade. He watched, mortified and helpless, as the Imperials beat Roma, stripping away her armour and clothes until she lay naked. Tuggs roared, spitting challenges and insults at the Imperials, anything to get their attention, but to no avail. He was a helpless witness as the Imperials took turns raping his former captain. She screamed out, her strength useless against the Aenean soldiers as one after another abused her. He squeezed shut his eyes, no longer able to watch but unable to cover his ears from the horrid sounds. Tears streamed down his face. He opened his eyes…

*

He stood in a clearing, the sound of the company’s fire crackling behind him. His company was before him, stripped to the waist and each of them tied to a tree. Their backs bled from multiple wounds, the long, thin cuts the tell-tale signs of the lash. Tuggs heard Tris cry out and turned to see Bracken standing over her, the whip in his hand falling again and again causing crisscross gouges across her small back. Tuggs couldn’t see Bracken’s face but could hear the animal-like guttural sounds escaping from his mouth as he administered the punishment gleefully. Tuggs roared a challenge, calling out the sergeant’s name. He turned, locking eyes with Tuggs. Except, it wasn’t Bracken, it was him. Tuggs looked into his own eyes, not recognising the hatred and darkness smouldering in them. This reflection, the Tuggs that was not Tuggs, smiled a wolf-like grin, blood staining his teeth like he had bitten the throat out of something, or someone. Tuggs could find no words as his twin approached him, frozen in fright and confusion.

‘Tuggs!’

His name floated to him as if from a great distance, landing in his ear like a delicate snowflake. The other Tuggs drew closer, the whip in his hand raised high above his head. Tuggs raised his hands in defence, unable to fight back for reasons he couldn’t explain.

‘Tuggs wake up!’ the voice was louder this time but only slightly. It was as if the voice had come across the mountains, through the deep valleys and the crowded wood. It sounded familiar. The reflection was right in front of Tuggs now, his hand falling, the whip slicing through the air. A bird cried in the distance.

‘Tuggs, it’s a dream! We are being attacked.’ The voice was Mane’s. His voice travelled to Tuggs as though his head had been held under water. It echoed as though it he had been called through a thick fog that no sound could penetrate. Yet Tuggs could hear it now. The whip fell.

‘Wake up!’

The words came as a shout, not a request but a command. Tuggs opened his eyes...

*

Tuggs stood in the clearing, looking down at the forms of his sleeping company all around him. I don’t recall standing up, he thought, his own voice seeming to echo in his head.

A mist bathed the camp, like one you might find on the pastures in early spring as the sun warmed the dew-covered grasses. He looked around him, the echoes of a voice the only sound reaching his ears. Vaguely, he thought the silence strange, but was too sleepy to think why.

Tuggs looked down at his feet to find the mist shrouding them, everything from his knees down totally invisible. His sleeping companions were just shadowy mounds now, like hills far off in the distance. He barked a laugh, the sound echoing as though he stood in a cave.

A sudden shiver ran through him, and despite their being no wind Tuggs felt the coldness creep up him, as though the mist had icy fingers that walked like spider’s legs up his body.

It was then he realised not everyone was sleeping. At the edge of the clearing stood the outline of a man, cloaked in shadow. Tuggs made to call out but stopped himself. He realised now what was strange about the silence. It was just that – silence. Tuggs only needed to think about his own squad to know none of them were silent sleepers. Shoots alone could produce enough noise to rouse an army. And that was another thing Tuggs suddenly realised was strange. He couldn’t think straight; every time he tried to focus on one thing, his mind seemed to empty, like water seeping into a crack.

Tuggs made to call out to the figure again, then froze. Whoever he was, he wasn’t part of the company. There was something familiar about the figure, a memory that kept slipping away from him every time he tried to focus on it, like a boisterous lamb during shearing season. A faint voice drifted to Tuggs’ ear, but whenever Tuggs tried to focus on it, the silence imposed itself again, deafening him.

We are being attacked.

The words floated to Tuggs, and he grasped them, wrestling with his own mind as he felt it trying to throw the words away. What do they mean, he thought furiously. He looked around himself, searching for the elusive danger he felt in his gut, which had fought through the strange fatigue that had taken hold of him. Just when he was content there was nothing to worry about, he saw movement out of the edge of his vision, a presence just beyond the mist at the edge of the clear.

He became aware of a sound, like iron dragged over stone, or the pouring of sand. A hissing noise.

An image flashed in his mind; a mage in purple robes, throwing waves of dark sorcery at him. He knew why the figure in the clearing was familiar now. He turned quickly, searching for the cloaked man at the edge of the clearing, to find a monster blocking his path.

The snake was gigantic, its eyes weeping with yellow slime, its gigantic body a sickly white colour that Tuggs had seen just once before on the body of a bloated corpse that had washed up on the bank of a Nordmark river. It must have measured ten man-lengths and its girth matched that of an old oak’s trunk.

The creature had positioned itself squarely between Tuggs and the cloaked figure, its colossal form rising until it loomed as tall as the trees that encircled the clearing. A sinuous tongue darted in and out of its cavernous mouth, revealing massive, venom-dripping fangs that glistened a sickly yellow. Its eyes, yellow and slit with obsidian, locked onto Tuggs for a brief moment, before the serpent struck with the swiftness of a lightning bolt.

Tuggs instinctively crouched low, his eyes clamped shut, and his hand crossed before him, offering the only barrier he possessed. The colossal serpent's head collided with an unexpected obstacle, and when Tuggs dared to open his eyes, he saw a circular shield strapped to his arm, coated in bronze and gleaming like gold. The snake recoiled as if the shield had scorched its skin.

Without dwelling on where this newfound protection had come from, Tuggs swiftly circled away from the monstrous serpent. The shield became a wall between them as he sought a place of safety. The serpent, ever vigilant, adjusted its position, ensuring its head remained fixated on Tuggs, readying itself for another assault. This time, Tuggs was prepared. As the creature lunged forward, he sidestepped, wielding the shield's edge like a sharpened axe, driving it into the serpent's snout.

An unearthly howl erupted from the creature's maw, a cacophony reminiscent of countless agonized creatures crying out in unison, filling the clearing as the serpent reeled back, a dark ichor cascading from the wound.

Tuggs circled again, and once again the beast moved with him, constantly adjusting its massive body so it faced him. The two faced off, and Tuggs sensed the beast was wary of him now. That wariness was its undoing, as too late the snake realised Tuggs had outmanoeuvred it, changing positions so that it was Tuggs who stood between the beast and the cloaked figure.

Charging towards to the man at the edge of the clearing, Tuggs raised his shield to crash into the neck of the figure like he had at the beast’s snout. Just then, something huge crashed into Tuggs side, the force sending him tumbling across the clearing, his already injured ribs blazing with fresh agony. Being so focused on the head, Tuggs had lost track of the massive snake’s tail.

Just as he stumbled to his feet, he felt himself swept up by the snake’s massive form, the body slithering around him, binding him in a whirlpool of scaley flesh that seemed to grind his bones together. One of his arms was free, but the other holding the shield was trapped beneath the snake’s form and was being slowly pushed into him, squeezing the breath from his lungs. He was pounding uselessly at the massive trunk of the beast with his free hand when the snakes massive head positioned itself above him. Tuggs could feel the heat from the snake’s breath and could only watch as its mouth opened wide, jaws detaching sickeningly, acid pouring from its impossibly huge fangs.

A screech sounded in the clearing as a great bird, larger than any bird Tuggs had ever seen, crashed into the side of the snake’s head, its huge talons raking into the beast. The creature reeled back, then struck out at the bird, whose massive wings managed to aid its escape by a feather.

Farm Boy, take this, said a familiar voice in Tuggs’ head. He looked around, searching for the source of the voice, when a bright shining light arced towards him like a shooting star. His arm snaked out on instinct, and grasped the hilt of a sword, glowing as though lit from within by molten gold. He struck down with the point of the blade into the beast’s body, the sword sinking deep.

If the roar from the wound the shield had inflicted had been loud, then this was deafening, the whole world seeming to shake with its agony.

The mass of flesh constricting Tuggs was gone, vanished, as though turned to smoke. Tuggs felt himself falling, the sword and shield falling from his grasp. He turned as the ground loomed towards him and braced himself for impact and—

*

Tuggs jerked awake. He was next to the fire where he had fallen asleep the night before. It had burnt down to embers and no longer offered much light. Tuggs looked around the company, wondering if what he was seeing was real, or another dream.

We are being attacked.

To Tuggs’ relief the company slept peacefully, no Imperials with swords rushing in.  His head still felt fuzzy, the strange dreams having been so vivid and terrifying.

Tuggs stirred the fire, his body feeling sluggish and heavy. The soft snoring of soldiers reminded him of his own tiredness, and he fought the urge to go back to sleep. Everything seemed right, but it wasn’t.

The realisation of something being wrong punched through Tuggs’ fatigue. What was it? He thought. The night was calm, the sky cloudless and the company slept peacefully. Not all of the company, Tuggs realised suddenly. Mane was missing.

Tuggs rose quickly, or at-least tried to. It felt as though his body was weighed down, like wearing heavy chainmail. Flashes from the dreams came back to him; Roma atop the mountain; his father’s home, burning; a giant white serpent. He stumbled, taking a moment to steady himself before looking around. Perhaps Mane had wandered off to do his business, thought Tuggs hopefully, but knew by the rising urgency in his stomach that wasn’t the case.

‘Mane?’ he called, the word coming out like a whimper. What is the matter with me? Thought Tuggs dumbly, shaking his head to try to clear it.

‘You must be incredibly strong willed to have fought off my spell,’ hissed a strange voice. Tuggs couldn’t place where it came from, but the sound sent a shiver down his spine.

‘It does not matter though; you will still die alongside your comrades.’ A whisper behind Tuggs made him jump, turning as quickly as his groggy body would allow. At the edge of the clearing was a hooded figure, a copy of the one Shoots had killed in the Imperial camp. His face was hidden by a dark purple robe, but it was clear from his frame the man was skin and bones.

‘What do you want?’ mumbled Tuggs. The blood mage cackled, sounding like dry twigs snapping.

‘From you, merely death,’ he said. Then recognition struck the mage, his head tilting to study Tuggs. ‘I saw you through my brother’s eyes, saw him blast you with sorcery. You should be dead.’

‘I must admit it stung, but not half as much as the arrow that pierced his heart.’

‘If you think to antagonise me you will fail. He was my brother in the order but we shared no love. The power he held has been returned to the void, there for me to claim. Let me show you.’

The hooded man reached out his hand and a wave of magic hit Tuggs, forcing him to his knees. It wasn’t visible, but across his skin it felt like the world was on fire. Tuggs looked at the mage through a shimmering wall of sorcery, the air dancing like the air above a fire. He forced himself back to his feet and made his way towards the mage, the entire sleeping company separating them.

‘Still, your insolence will make this far more enjoyable.’ He twisted his hand, and the pain in Tuggs’ body intensified. It was as hot as any flame and cold as any river. The pain didn’t just hurt the surface. It was as though his insides burnt and froze also, like the magic cursed him from the inside out. Tuggs could hear the man muttering his evil spells from beneath his hood and managed another step towards him.

‘Where is Mane?’ asked Tuggs through the pain.

‘If you speak of the mage, he is safe for now. Unlike your pathetic rabble of men he will prove useful. His power is unlike anything me or my brothers have felt before. My master made it our mission to retrieve him. I will not fail.’

Another wave of sorcery hit Tuggs, more powerful than the last. His eyes were screwed shut, fearful that if he opened them, they would burn away. He could feel the flesh tearing from his bones as the intense heat of the fiery magic burned through him. He took another step.

‘Why do you fight when it is futile?’ Hissed the shadow mage.

Tuggs couldn’t muster the strength to speak. Through gritted teeth and burnt, cracked lips all he could manage was a groan as he edged another step closer. The whispers in his mind grew louder and once again Tuggs pushed them away. His only focus was the dark man in front of him who was trying to kill his company.

The next wave of dark magic nearly knocked him off his feet and he was forced to stumble backwards a step to steady himself. What was left of his legs managed to stay firm and he pushed on, walking as though against a hurricane.

‘You mortals are all the same,’ said the mage mockingly.

Tuggs had come to a grounding halt, barely able to stand, never mind move forward.

‘You scurry like rats through your meaningless lives with no point or purpose. Your only basic instinct is to survive, no better than a stray dog. Your kings sit atop their petty thrones with no inclination of true power. Your priests and druids worship what they call gods in total ignorance of the true powers of the cosmos.’

Tuggs had fallen to his knees. He had gone as far as he could, as far as he needed to. The shadow acolyte went on.

‘But I have seen what lies beneath the oceans. I have seen what sleeps amongst the stars. I have seen the ending of worlds and the killings of GODS! I have knelt before the presence of the Harrow! Whilst you sleep in homes, covered in your own excrement like pigs and have the audacity to call that living, I have seen WONDERS! Your kind are lost.’

‘You’ve got that right,’ croaked Tuggs, as he hefted Shoots crossbow, the one he had painstakingly battled across the clearing to get to. He squeezed the trigger with his ruined finger, taking aim through one dying eye. The bolt pierced the shadow priest’s shoulder instead of his heart, spinning him around. Tuggs knew it wasn’t enough and leapt to his feet, launching himself across the clearing and leaping the bodies of his sleeping company. The shadow priest let out a shriek and tried to raise his hand, summoning his fell sorcery to his aid. Tuggs was too quick however and using the last strength his ruined body could muster he took the shadow priest’s scrawny neck into his hands.

‘Impossible,’ said the acolyte, his eyes going wide. Tuggs replied by snapping the mages brittle neck, surprised at the ease. Then he slumped to the ground, utterly exhausted. Mane appeared at his side.

‘Tuggs!’ he said worriedly. ‘Tuggs are you okay?’

‘Mane?’ whispered Tuggs, seeing the little mage through blurred vision.

‘I’m here Tuggs. You did it! You saved us.’ The mage looked as cheery as a child on his birthday. Tuggs couldn’t match his enthusiasm.

‘Mane, you have to get them home okay,’ he said weakly. ‘I made a promise and now you need to promise me. Get them home.’ The images from his dream still tortured him. He couldn’t decide what was worse, dying from his injuries or surviving only to find his father’s home burnt down and his father dead.

‘That’s your job Captain,’ said the Mage sternly.

‘I don’t think I can Mane. I’m messed up pretty bad. Tell me truthfully, how bad is it?’ he looked at Mane, tears forming in his eyes. The little mage looked back confused before realization struck.

‘Tuggs you’re fine! Look.’ Mane lifted Tuggs’ hand and held it in front of his face. Tuggs winced, expecting to see the crisped, blackened stumps the shadow mage had caused. Instead, his hand was fine, a few scratches but nothing more. He forced himself to sit, propping himself up on one elbow. It had felt like his very flesh had melted from his bone and had expected his armour and body beneath to be a ruined mess. Yet it looked wholly unscathed. Seeing his obvious confusion, Mane laughed and put a hand on his shoulder.

‘You’re okay Tuggs,’ he said happily. ‘Their magic doesn’t work like that, remember.’ His voice became more serious. ‘Blood magic doesn’t attack our physical body, it attacks our soul. You’ll recover, but it’ll take time and I fear you’ll be feeling the pain for a little while yet.’

Tuggs shook his head in wonder before filing it away with everything else he didn’t understand about magic.

He suddenly became aware of someone else in the camp, standing uncomfortably off to one side. It was an Imperial! He was dressed smartly in an officer’s uniform, although it was apparent from the grime he had been on the road for some time.

‘You!’ roared Tuggs, recognising the man and lurching to his feet. ‘I saw you in my dream. You killed Roma!’ Tuggs thrust out his finger in accusation.

‘I did,’ replied the officer remorsefully, surprising Tuggs in the process. He recovered quickly though, the image from his dreams jumping to the fore.

‘You beat her, you raped her and then you murdered her.’ Tuggs made to reach for his sword, but the pain throughout his body was still great.

The Imperial made no move for his sword, although if he had, he could have easily bested the wounded Tuggs and helpless Mane. The rest of the company were still asleep, although Tuggs could sense the spells hold weakening and the company slowing rousing.

‘I… what?’ said the Imperial, obviously confused. It was his turn to get angry now. ‘I have done no such thing. She fought with honour and I honoured her as such!’

‘I saw it in my dreams. I saw you and your men take turns with her, passing her around like a cup of wine.’ Tuggs’ hand finally found the strength to reach for the hilt of his sword before remembering he had given it to Pimms.

‘You are mistaken Sir,’ said the Imperial, the challenge to his honour increasing his anger, his own hand now resting on the short sword at his side.

Mane appeared between the two soldiers, hands outstretched. ‘Wait Tuggs. The shadow priest tried to plant the same dreams in my head, but I saw through them to the truth. This man did kill the Captain, but there was no rape or beating. She fought honourably and when the shadow mage wanted to use her body for dark deeds he defended her. He’s telling the truth.’

Tuggs looked at the man uncertain. The dreams had seemed so real, as if he was watching them through an open window. ‘Why would you defend her,’ asked Tuggs, still unsure.

‘She was the greatest warrior I’ve ever met,’ he answered simply and Tuggs could see tears form in the man’s eyes.

‘She was that,’ Tuggs nodded. He looked to Mane, the little mage shrugging. ‘So, what now?’ he asked eventually.

‘You Ethylunders are my enemy, but I owe you thanks for killing this creature.’

‘A creature you keep company with,’ argued Tuggs.

‘My honour demanded that I escort him, but he was no friend nor ally.’ The Aenean officer bent over the dead mage, retrieving a silver coin from the inside of his robe. ‘He ordered me to kill your company whilst you slept but I refused.’

‘He also cut my bonds whilst you distracted the shadow priest.’

‘Why?’ asked Tuggs, his eyes narrowing.

‘Enemy of my enemy perhaps,’ said the Imperial.

‘Or some ploy to lead us into an ambush?’ retorted Tuggs.

‘I can’t speak for what lies ahead on the road, as I don’t know. But I sent my men back to the garrison to protect them from this vile creature. You might have heard of the town, half of it is in ashes.’

Tuggs smiled grimly. The pain racking his body had slowly subsided to a manageable throb.

‘How long until my men wake?’ asked Tuggs. The Imperial shook his head.

‘I know nothing of this magic. It’s… unnatural.’

‘I do,’ said Mane nervously. ‘At least I think I do. Had this sleeping spell been allowed to persist, then you would all have most likely died. These spells aren’t usually deadly, but the company has been through a lot and I don’t think any of us had the energy left to fight through it. They’d have simply stayed asleep until they died of malnutrition and thirst. Apart from you that is Tuggs. When I wiggled through the spell to tell you we were being attacked, you managed to break through it. With the shadow priest dead, they should wake by morning, which can’t be far off.’

Tuggs turned to the Imperial. ‘If I let you live, where will you go?’ One man wouldn’t make much difference, but Tuggs couldn’t let another soldier invade Ethylund.

‘I don’t think you have much choice, the state you’re in. But I’ll follow my orders, which was to map the passes in the Epathian Hills. I wasn’t worthy of the last Eythlunder I killed. For her, I will let you both live. Then my debt is paid.’

‘I’m tired of killing Fisties anyway. Go.’

‘The next time we meet, we will be enemies. What’s your name soldier?’ asked the Imperial.

‘Sergeant Tuggs.’

‘My name is Denu Gnaeus, go well Sergeant Tuggs, to whatever is left of your homeland.’ The Imperial turned, looking down at the dead shadow mage. He spat, muttering a curse in High Imperial, before turning and walking away.

It was only when the Imperial soldier was out of sight that Tuggs gave into the pain and passed out.


Chapter 25

Tuggs awoke with the sun on his face. For a moment he could have fooled himself into thinking he was back on his father’s farm laying on the north pasture in summer. The pain that shot through his body broke the illusion. He forced himself to sit and Mane appeared swiftly at his side.

‘Easy, Captain,’ he said seriously. ‘You took more magic than you had any right to endure. Everything I know about magic says you should be dead or dying.’

‘I’m fine, Mane,’ said Tuggs, brushing away the mage but feeling anything but fine. ‘And don’t call me Captain,’ he added.

‘All right, Tuggs, just take it easy.’

‘What time is it?’ asked Tuggs, trying to find where the sun was through the canopy of the trees.

‘It’s after midday, I don’t think we are going to get much walking done today.’

‘Midday! Why didn’t you wake me?’ asked Tuggs, struggling to get to his feet. Mane all but leapt on top of him, forcing him back to the floor.

‘Damnit Tuggs listen to me on this. Shadow and blood magic is no joke. Just because you can’t see the injuries doesn’t mean it’s not as serious. It’s worse in fact! The company can spare a day!’

‘The company! Are they awake? Are they okay?’

‘They’re fine, just where you left them.  We moved you where you’d get some peace.’

Tuggs tried to force himself to his feet again, fighting off Mane’s fussing hands. ‘Okay Mane, I’ll rest, I swear. But I won’t be able to relax until I see everyone is okay. So, just help me up, okay?’ Mane studied the sergeant before nodding grimly, hoisting him onto unsteady feet.

The company could be heard a short distance off. Tuggs picked his way through the undergrowth, the pain wracking his body making it a battle. Mane was at his side, offering his arm for support. Mane cleared his throat at Tuggs’ side, calling his attention.

‘The attitude has changed somewhat in the camp. I don’t think you’re going to like it Cap—Tuggs,’ said Mane gravely. Tuggs didn’t have the energy to probe further. He certainly didn’t have the energy to fight off any sort of mutiny. Drawing nearer the clearing, he braced himself.

As he re-joined the company the camp fell silent. He found his squad first, who were huddled together near the fire. He only needed to see them to know that whatever happened here, they would support him. The rest of the company looked at him grimly, the emotions behind the scowls unreadable. Those that had been sat on the floor climbed slowly to their feet, forming a rough semi-circle around Tuggs. Then, in unison, they saluted. All bar Lewen, who crouched in the shadow of a tree like some wounded creature. The shock of the moment almost made him stumble, Mane steadying him.

‘I don’t understand,’ said Tuggs.

‘The shadow acolyte put some pretty nasty images in all our heads,’ explained Mane. Tuggs shivered, remembering his own dreams, recalling how real they had seemed. ‘Once you had him distracted, I managed to turn the spell around, show everyone… something else.’

‘What did you show them?’ Tuggs asked dumbly, trying to make sense of the scene.

‘I showed them you, fighting for us.’

Private Peggar stepped forward, his eyes unable to meet Tuggs, his mouth set in a grim line. ‘I was wrong about you Tuggs. We… I was just scared. Even a fool like me should’ve seen you were fighting for us.’

Pimms stood before Tuggs, holding out Roma’s sword ceremoniously. ‘Captains orders,’ said Pimms sheepishly.

‘Don’t look so glad to be rid of it. It was nice having no responsibilities for a time.’

‘It’s suits you better anyway Tuggs.’ Pimms laughed, tying the belt around Tuggs’ waist.

‘I’ve already warned the company you’re not to be marching anywhere today so don’t even try it,’ said Mane at his side.

‘They don’t listen to me anyway,’ said Tuggs, chuckling.

‘They’ll have me to answer to if they don’t,’ growled Danza. Tuggs eyed his corporal and nodded his appreciation.

‘And me,’ added Tris, her gaze lingering on Tuggs, a playful smile in the corner of her mouth. Tuggs returned the smile shyly.

‘Are we all going to start kissing next,’ Lash cut in loudly. ‘Or can we go back to complaining about how hungry we are?’

The company laughed and Tuggs, thankful for the distraction, found a place to rest.

*

‘May I sit?’ asked Tuggs, standing before Danza, who had found a spot on the edge of the camp facing the fire. She nodded tightly.

Tuggs cleared a space for himself next to Danza, lowering himself gingerly to the floor. His body still ached from the sorcery that had flowed through it, the skin tingling painfully, the bones seeming to creak and scrape together. Finding a position that was the least uncomfortable, he let out a relieved sigh. He turned to Danza, seeing the worried look on her face. She quickly turned away and Tuggs suppressed a smile. Always worrying, even now.

‘Listen Danza, I…’ Tuggs started, but was interrupted.

‘Captain, I owe you an apology,’ she said quickly.

‘Don’t call me that, why is everyone calling me that?’ he said quietly, cursing himself for that involuntary response instead of saying it was him who owed her the apology, but she went on as though she hadn’t heard him.

‘I’m not good with… people. I never have been. Growing up I was always getting into fights for saying the wrong thing. In the end I just stopped saying anything.’ Her hands were screwed tightly into fists as though she were forcing the words from herself. Tuggs placed an encouraging hand on her arm, willing her on.

‘Yet it’s pretty obvious even that is getting me into trouble. My mother always said I had an angry face.’ Tuggs laughed through his nose, noting this was the most words Danza had ever spoken to him. He didn’t interrupt her, letting her continue.

‘That look I’ve been giving you, the one I don’t even notice I'm doing half the time. I’m not judging you. At least not the way you think I am. It’s just,’ she paused, fighting for the right words, desperate for them. ‘Every time I think I have you figured out, you surprise me. Every time I think I know what you are going to do next, you humble me.’

‘Oh Hell Danza, I don’t know about that,’ said Tuggs, scratching his head, flattered and embarrassed.

‘Let me finish Captain, please.’ This time Tuggs stopped himself from telling her not to call him that. He nodded for her to continue.

‘I don’t know if we would have made it this far without you. Maybe. But I can say for sure we wouldn’t have gotten here with what pride and self-respect we have left. That was you, your leadership, your strength. I’m sorry Captain. You deserved more from us.’

‘Damnit Danza!’ stormed Tuggs, ‘I came over here to say sorry to you! I don’t know anything about the pride you’re talking about. I just tried to do right by Roma whilst still being able to look myself in the mirror.’

‘Say sorry to me?’ asked Danza, looking appalled.

‘Yes! Let’s just say I’ve been a moody shit and you’ve been the best corporal a sergeant could ask for.’ She laughed and Tuggs turned to her, looking puzzled and wondering whether he had heard her laugh before.

‘Actually Tuggs, I was kind of hoping if you were captain, I’d be lieutenant at this point.’

Tuggs sighed, scratching at the stubble that was quickly becoming a beard. ‘I appreciate the vote of confidence Danza, but you keep saying it doesn’t make it any more true. I ain’t no captain. When we get home I’m just as likely to be hung as I will be promoted. If we get home. So, maybe tell the squad to stop calling me that.’

‘And what about the rest of the company?’ asked Danza.

‘The rest of the company?’ Tuggs replied, shocked. She nodded. ‘Since last night?’ she shook her head. ‘Since when then?’

‘Since we took a vote. You didn’t force yourself to the top of the pile, or flout Roma’s sword in people’s faces, you just led and the company, for the most part, have seen that.’

Tuggs was puzzled. Here I am thinking the company has been fighting me at every turn, when in truth you’ve just been fighting yourself. Eventually he shrugged, not having the energy to beat himself with that humble stick.

‘I’m glad to have you by my side Danz, and I’d be honoured to call you my lieutenant.’ They sat for a moment in awkward silence, both having shared more words in this one moment than ever before. ‘Get some sleep Lieutenant,’ he said eventually, patting her on the back. She barely kept the smile from her face as Tuggs walked off, praising himself for once, finally, finding the right the words.

*

Tuggs jerked awake; a wave of sorcery that made it feel like his bones were rotating in his body, like a pig on a spit, causing him to groan. Despite the cool night, sweat beaded on his forehead as his body tensed through the aftershock of the shadow mage’s attack. Residual images from his troubled dreams mirrored the ones the mage had planted in his sleep. As the pain from the sorcery faded, Tuggs shook his head, trying to disperse the nightmarish scenes with it.

‘Nightmares?’ asked a voice. Tuggs opened his eyes in shock, trying to focus on the figure in front of him. At first, he thought it was Roma, her face fresh in his mind from his dreams, but as his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he noticed Tris crouched down beside him, her expression unreadable.

Seeing the confusion on his face she put a finger to her mouth signalling Tuggs to be quiet and motioned for him to follow her. Dumbly - still half asleep - he hoisted himself to his feet and crept out of the camp.

As he followed Tris, staring as she flitted in and out of where the moon cast its light between the trees, he wondered what she could want from him. Since Grunt had sung, Tris had stopped taking men off into the woods to lay with them. Perhaps she had started again. Tuggs wasn’t sure he wanted to be a part of that, despite hearing Tris’ explanation.

Tris turned, her face illuminated in the moonlight. Spirits she was beautiful, thought Tuggs. Staring at him like she was, Tuggs felt his heart hammer in his chest. He realised in that moment that if she had taken him out here for that, he didn’t want it. Not because she wasn’t beautiful. She was. And not because he didn’t care for her. He did, he realised surprisingly. But out here, for all the wrong reasons, it would mean nothing and that was worse than having nothing. He opened his mouth to speak but Tris spoke first.

‘You’ve got some nerve!’ she shouted, surprising him.

‘I have?’ he replied. This was unexpected, and his tired mind raced to work out what exactly he had nerve regarding.

‘Yes! I was perfectly content with my disregard for life and impending death. I was fine wasting my evenings fucking soldiers whose name I don’t know! It didn’t matter that it was often like a drunk trying to find a keyhole in the dark. It took my mind off all of this.’ She motioned broadly with her arms around them.

Tuggs struggled to find words, taken aback by her sudden outburst. His mouth hung open as he thought, say something, anything.

‘Don’t interrupt!’ she said holding up a hand. ‘It’s not exactly how I would have chosen it to happen, but then again none of this has been how we would have chosen it. I wouldn’t go as far to say it was making me feel good about myself, but it was making me feel something. And before you say anything I don’t regret it!’ She stabbed an accusing finger in Tuggs’ face, who’d had no intention of saying anything. ‘I wouldn’t say I was happy, who out of us is happy! But I’d made peace with my lot.’

Tuggs knew she was rambling and let her go on. He knew enough about people to know there was something she needed to say, and she was getting to it.

‘And then you!’ again the finger stabbed at him like a spear. ‘You had to say your piece! You and Grunt’s damn song, I can’t get them out of my head. And now, despite all the things I told myself, I’m beginning to hope. Oh, don’t look at me like that, I’m not talking about you. Or maybe I am, but not in the way you think. I think I came here to die. No that isn’t right either.’

Her face screwed up in frustration as she struggled to find the words she was looking for. Tuggs waited patiently.

‘I didn’t come here to die,’ she said finally. ‘I came here to stop living, the sharpest turn off of the path that had been set out before me. I had no destination, not even the thought or a dream of a destination in mind.’

Tris stood before him, tears contained for the moment in in her eyes, and Tuggs realised for the first time how fragile she was. Despite her size she had always seemed solid to Tuggs, like nothing could affect her. But that was ridiculous, because there was no one who wasn’t affect by war and its ravages. She had made herself cold and strong against all of their trials, built walls to defend herself and Tuggs had come and chipped away at those battlements. Standing before him, so open and vulnerable, Tuggs realised they were the same. They were both running, and Tuggs understood now that when you are running for so long, you don’t realise whether you are running to something or from something until some asks you where you are going.

‘Promise me you’ll get us home Tuggs. Promise me that there is even a reason to fight, to try and get home. Promise me that and I promise I won’t just give up here and now.’ Tris was fighting back the sob; he could hear it in her voice.

‘I don’t know what’s waiting for us at the other side,’ said Tuggs, stepping in closer to offer some sort of comfort. ‘But I promise I will get us home. Even if it takes everything I have, even if I have to drag every last one of them by their collars, I’ll get us home. I just don’t know what will be waiting for us when we get there.’ He looked down when he had finished, no longer able to meet her gaze when she needed him. He was willing to take back responsibility for the company, but not like this. This he wasn’t sure he could handle.

It was Tris’ turn to step closer, standing right before him. She reached up, putting one hand on Tuggs cheek, brushing his beard. ‘But whatever it is, we face it together, yeah?’ she asked, her voice a whisper. He found himself reaching thoughtlessly for the wedding band on his finger, yet Tris’ hands held his in place. She gazed at him knowingly.

‘I know about your wife Tuggs,’ she whispered, looking down at their entwined hands. ‘It seems we’ve both been fools. I saw you toying with the band on your finger and I thought... Well I don’t know what I thought. And I’m sorry, about what I said at the fire.’ Tris’ fingers curled around the back of his neck, stroking him as though she could ease the scowl from his face.

Before he could say more, she kissed him, so softly he thought he might have imagined it. The pain that had been racking his body was replaced by a new feeling, a tenseness and warmness that entwined together like vines. He was shocked for a moment, but in the back of his mind he knew that if she had started to tear away at his armour, he wouldn’t - couldn’t - have stopped her. They looked into each other’s eyes and Tuggs knew that the promise was sealed.

Before any word or sound could shatter the moment Tris moved off, dancing away through the moonlit forest like a spirit, back to the camp. Tuggs lingered for a moment, his mind trying to replay the words that had been shared, the promises made. But all he could recall was the kiss.

Eventually he lumbered back to camp, the phantom pain from the sorcery slowly replacing the tingling warmth his moment with Tris had brought on. His body was tired, yet as he lay down his mind was racing stubbornly with determined thoughts; thoughts on getting his company home - and a delicate kiss.


Chapter 26

‘We need to make a detour,’ said Mane, snapping Tuggs out of a daydream that had the makeshift captain smiling boyishly.

‘A detour to where?’ Tuggs asked tiredly. Even with a full day's rest, the effects of the shadow mage’s sorcery were still taking a toll on Tuggs’ body. Mane had noticed the captain wince in between steps, or pause to catch his breath when he thought no one was looking. He wasn’t the only one. Whatever spell the mage had cast on the rest of the company was having lingering effects too, making them sluggish and irritable.

‘That way,’ he said, pointing in the direction they had come. ‘It isn’t far Tuggs. I felt it on the way past, I was just too tired to realise what it was,’ the mage added quickly, seeing the dejection on Tuggs face.

‘Felt what?’ Tuggs queried.

‘A Godstone.’

‘What is a God’s stone?’ Tuggs asked, raising a quizzical eyebrow.

‘You don’t know what a Godstone is? A Wizard’s stone? Lodestone?’ said the mage, reeling off word after word.

‘Oh great, like putting different words in front of stone is going to make me understand. What the Hell is it?’ asked Tuggs, his face flushed with frustration.

‘Good question,’ replied Mane. ‘What it is exactly is up for debate. No one quite knows what it is, or how it works. What we do know is it either creates and exudes or attracts large amounts of magical energy. That’s why we need to find it. If I can get near it, I can draw in some energy and keep us hidden.’

‘Oh Mane, I think we can forget about the masking spell for now. We can’t be more than a few days from home and besides, we killed that bastard blood mage. Two of them! You can’t be telling me there is more of those bastards out there!’

‘I don’t know Tuggs,’ replied Mane, stifling a shiver as the image of hundreds of yellow eyes flashed in his mind. ‘What I do know for sure is those two mages we killed didn’t have the power to take down all of the Ethyl mage cadre at the battle, so whatever did is still out there. You want to risk bumping into them?’

‘No, I guess not,’ sighed Tuggs. ‘Truth is Mane I don’t want to bump into anyone. Shape we are in, a couple of kids with sticks and stones would have our pants down sharpish.’ Tuggs stared at him for a while, his eyes seeming to take in all of the mage. Then he looked forlornly in the direction the company had been walking, followed by the way they had come. ‘You find this thing; you’ll have enough energy to get us home?’

‘I’ll do my very best,’ answered Mane.

‘And there is no way you can go on without it?’

‘I’ll be amazed if I can keep going for another hour,’ Mane answered simply.

Tuggs sighed again, squeezing the bridge of his nose between finger and thumb with his eyes tightly shut. He stayed like that for a few moments as the rest of the company gathered around. Mane scanned their faces as they looked at their captain; some wore confused looks, wondering why they had stopped, others just happy not to be moving any more. All of them looked close to collapsing.

Standing there looking at them in that moment, Mane felt a huge swell of pride rise up inside of him. He couldn’t say why. Perhaps it was how far they had all come together. Perhaps it was how far he knew they could still go if they had to. He wasn’t sure, but for the first time since this war began, he felt like one of them. That that feeling was most likely not precipitated didn’t matter to the mage. And that was why he needed to find the Godstone. It was the only hope of getting these soldiers back home, and damn, they’d earned that!

‘Ok lads,’ said Tuggs finally. ‘Afraid we got some bad news. The mage says he missed something important back there. And if we don’t go and get it, we’re as good as dead. So, I don’t want to hear any complaining, but we have to turn round and go find it.’ Tuggs waited for a protest that didn’t come. They were too tired argue or fight. And so they turned around, one by one, and started walking back the way they had come.

*

The sun had shifted across the sky a bell’s width when Mane turned off the path, wading into where the forest grew thicker. There was no trail here, and every step was a struggle, the sound of woodland creatures scampering in their wake. But with each step the mage seemed more frantic, like a blood hound on the scent.

‘Slow down, Mane,’ called Tuggs from behind, barely keeping up.

The rest of the company was further behind, unable to match their speed. The mage was like a man possessed, forcing himself onward. The branches that got into his way were snapped, the bushes at his feet trampled. With the last bit of energy he had, Tuggs surged forward, grabbing the mage by the collar and reining him in.

‘Damnit, man, where are you going?’ Tuggs asked, pulling the mage round to face him.

Tuggs didn’t need an answer as his eyes drank in the scene before him. The mage had led them to a clearing that looked so beautifully out of place against the dense forest, it seemed like it had been pulled from a dream. At its centre was a small lake, the sun glistening on its surface like diamonds. A stream flowed into the lake from a rocky slope, the trickling water sounding like tiny bells in the strangely quiet clearing. Flowers of every colour grew on the edges of the water in clumps, like bouquets placed there by some cosmic force in welcome. It was as though the trees held back here, giving the lake room to breathe. The edge of the lake was carpeted with lush, soft grass, kept short by the grazing of the animals that came to drink here. It was one of the most wonderful things Tuggs had ever seen, majestic in its simplicity.

‘Find your stone mage,’ said the sergeant, ‘we will rest here a while.’ Tuggs forced himself to turn, unwilling to leave the temporary paradise yet worried his company might never find it without him. He found them just a little way off, stumbling around in the undergrowth. Leading them into the clearing, the scene had a similar effect on them all, most too tired to voice their wonderment but it being written on their faces all the same.

Tuggs made his way over to the small lake, kneeling down before it and cupping water into his hands to drink. After he had swallowed several mouthfuls of the finest tasting water that had ever passed his lips, he swilled his face. Shoots and Tris followed suit, kneeling down to drink.

‘Oh look, there are fish in the water,’ said Tris with a tired smile.

‘If I had more bolts left, we could all eat like royalty. I don’t wanna’ lose my last few in some lake,’ said Shoots begrudgingly. When Tuggs had pulled the bolt from the shadow mages body the head had been melted and twisted, just like the one they’d pulled from the mage in the Imperial camp.

‘You couldn’t hit a barn door Shoots, who you trying to kid,’ shouted Lash. Before she could retaliate someone said -

‘Fish! Did someone say fish?’ this came from Private Hawkit. ‘Are there really fish in that little lake?’ he asked again. He rushed over, forcing himself in-between Shoots and Tris.

‘Yeah, see there?’ answered Shoots.

‘And look there is two more, bigger ones,’ added Tris.

‘Well spirits above what are we waiting for,’ he shouted. ‘Someone help me fashion a spear! We are eating fishy tonight!’ he spun round, running over to a nearby tree and eyeing up its branches.

‘Is this going to be like your snares you made for the rabbits?’ asked Sharp.

‘Or that wild pig pen you tried to build?’ added Pimms.

‘I didn’t brag that I was a rabbit catcher or a pig hunter. I just said I’d been shown once or twice how to do those things,’ said the young private. ‘But I’m telling you I can spear fish. I grew up right on the River Thorn; I could do it with my eyes closed. So, if any of you want to eat, I’d get making some spears.’

One soldier offered up his own spear in the attempt, but Tuggs quickly waved him back.

‘We aren’t wasting good weapons on Hawkit’s latest boast,’ said Tuggs. Hawkit scoffed, beating away Tuggs’ remarks with a wave of his hand.

‘Too long and clunky anyway. Need them short and quick, or the fish see them coming a mile off. Do you want to eat or don’t you?’

That moved people into action. For most, it was out of bemusement that people started to snap branches and fashion them into spears. It also helped distract them from their hunger. Before long Doris and Grunt had collected six suitable spear sized branches between them and Sharp was sharpening their tips. The rest the company had gathered around the small lake.

Tuggs sat away from the rest of the group, watching his company. Corporal Danza stood behind him, leaning against the trunk of a wide tree. Most of the company seemed content, even Lewen, who had given up on whispering deviously into people’s ears. Tuggs had been pleased to see his mischievous ways had started to fall on deaf ears.

‘Found your stone yet mage?’ Danza asked as Mane approached the pair.

‘You’re sitting on it,’ he answered, sitting next to the sergeant. Tuggs lifted his backside and took a look underneath, finding nothing but grass. ‘No, I don’t mean like that. I mean its buried, deep under the ground.’

‘So, this was a waste of time then?’ asked Tuggs dejectedly.

‘No! Not at all. These stones are massive Tuggs, I mean huge. I can feel its energy seeping up through the ground. Can’t you?’ the mage asked, leaning his head back and closing his eyes as he took a deep breath. Tuggs did feel different here, he had to admit. The hunger was a little less crippling, his exhaustion slightly less consuming.

‘Okay, now all I need is something to use as rope,’ Hawkit shouted from the lake side.

‘Here will this do?’ asked Lash, hobbling over and untying the bandage at his knee. Tuggs turned his attention back to Mane.

‘So, how long is this going to take?’ he asked. The mage shrugged.

‘I don’t know,’ Mane answered. ‘If I had a stomach full of food and a full night’s sleep then I would probably be feeling ready to go right now. As it stands-’ he shrugged. ‘Ask me again in an hour.’

They sat in silence for a moment, the sound of Hawkit splashing about like a pig in a puddle of muck whilst the company jeered and laughed being enough to make Tuggs forget about his worries – almost. Constant rolling pain reverberating through his body from the sorcery he had endured was enough to keep the smallest reminder in the back of his head, but even that had faded somewhat he realised.

‘What’s a magical stone doing buried under here, mage?’ asked Tuggs lazily, taking his mind away.

‘I'd be answering a question that has been asked by scholars in Renois and elsewhere for a thousand years if I could tell you that. They’re old, that is for sure. The Stone Circle north of Ethen Hal is built atop one just like this, although I suspect that one is much larger. Perhaps they’ve always been there, perhaps whoever was here before us buried them. Who knows.’

Tuggs was about to probe further on the before us line when Danza said -

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘What is it?’ asked Tuggs, turning towards her whilst trying to stand up. The sound of shouting reached his ears as he followed the direction Danza was looking. It wasn’t shouting, it was cheering. And quickly, it became apparent why.

Standing hip deep in the lake and stripped to the waist was Private Hawkit, a fish hoisted above his head like a trophy; a makeshift spear through its midriff. The fish was two feet in length, a colossal size considering the lake wasn’t twenty metres wide. The company gathered around Hawkit as he waded to shore, placing the fish on the bank.

‘What did I tell you?’ bragged Hawkit, a smug smile on his face. ‘A carp. Biggest one I ever seen.’

Tuggs, Danza and Mane made their way over to join the rest. As Hawkit lifted himself from the lake everyone made a move to congratulate him, patting him on the back or playfully punching him on the arm. Even Sharp couldn’t keep the smile from his normally scowl ridden face.

‘Permission to get a fire going Captain?’ asked Lash.

‘A small one. Over there, off the grass,’ said Tuggs.

Before long there was a fire in their midst, a large fish roasting on a makeshift spit above it. There were thirty-five soldiers left in the company including the ones they’d rescued along the way, and they would each only get a couple of mouthfuls, yet that mouthful would feel like a summertime feast. Tuggs’ stomach tightened and his mouth began to water as the smell of the roasting fish drifted over to him.

As they watched the fire, and the fish cooking all too slowly for most of their liking, Tris gasped. With all heads turned her way she pointed to the base of the fire where the foraged wood had made a bed of embers. Flickering figures could be seen, no larger than a thumb, dancing in the flames, appearing one moment, then gone the next.

‘What are they?’ asked Tris, mesmerised.

‘Fire sprites,’ answered Mane in a whisper. ‘The stone and the fire must’ve drawn them here.’

‘They’re dancing,’ Tris said, smiling, looking up with wonder in her eyes at Tuggs. He nodded, returning the smile, silently weighing up which had stunned him the most, the sprites, or Tris’ smile.

‘Fire sprites are always near fire, but they rarely show themselves to us people. We are very blessed. And yes, they are dancing. They have most likely seen other people at other fires dancing around and are imitating them.’

The flickering figures of the fire sprites captivated the entire company, miraculously making them forget about the fish for a moment as they watched the tiny spirits performance.

The fish above the fire started to spit, the sprites retreated and the spell that their appearance had cast on the company was broken. After what seemed like an eternity of cooking the company couldn’t wait any longer and eager hands started to rip into the fish. Danza walked over to the sitting Tuggs handing him a large leaf with a medium sized slice of the fish on. He nodded his thanks before devouring the food. The outside flesh was burnt and hot, the inside colder and slimy, with tiny bones getting caught between his teeth. Yet it was still the finest thing he had ever tasted. He wished there was more.

As though the spirits themselves watched over them, Hawkit waded back into the lake and caught a second fish. It wasn’t half as large as the first, but it didn’t matter to the company. For the first time in days, they had something resembling a full stomach. Tuggs made the decision to camp here for the night and as the sun started to settle over the trees the company prepared for sleep.

‘To Hawkit, the finest fisherman in Eythlund,’ said Tuggs, and the company cheered. ‘And to Mane, for leading us to this place,’ he added. This last bit didn’t get a cheer, but each man and woman in the company turned to Mane, some nodding in thanks, others smiling, but each and every one showing their appreciation. They were all polite enough to look away when emotion got the better of the mage.

‘I’ll take first watch,’ Tuggs said, shifting the attention to himself and moving away from the company.

‘Why don’t you let me take your watch tonight?’ asked Danza. She gave him that look of hers that said it wasn’t a request.

‘I’m afraid I’ll have to insist tonight, Danz. I want everyone well rested; tomorrow we have ground to make up. Besides, I’ve got some thinking to do,’ Tuggs said. She held her look for a while longer before resigning.

He turned at the sound of approaching footsteps to see Mane making his way over. The mage still looked drawn, but much better than he had earlier. He settled down alongside the sergeant, smiling tiredly.

‘Why don’t you get some sleep mage, you’ve earned it, leading us to this place,’ said Tuggs.

‘I plan to soon, Tuggs. Just making sure there are no loose ends.’ Tuggs had long since given up trying to understand the magic Mane had used to guide and protect them. He had learnt to accept, and more importantly trust, the man’s judgement. ‘Be a shame to get caught this close to the end,’ Mane said.

The mage had let the spell slip once before, starting a chain of events that had led Tuggs into attacking the Imperial camp. Men had died there, and it was apparent Tuggs wasn’t the only one who was blaming himself. Exhausted and half-starved, it couldn’t have been helped, yet since then the mage had refused sleep until he knew for sure there would be no repeat.

‘Suit yourself. Feels good to have a full stomach again, doesn’t it?’ said Tuggs.

‘Oh, spirits, yes. I don’t even like fish and yet that might be the finest meal I’ve ever eaten.’ The mage laughed.

‘I think that fish worked wonders. I swear these shooting pains have subsided and I feel like I’ve slept for a week,’ said Tuggs happily.

‘Yes, well I had hoped that the stone would start to heal you…’ He stopped himself. Tuggs starred at him quizzically as the mage tried to look away.

‘We didn’t come here for you, did we, Mane?’ said Tuggs, eyes narrowing. Mane sighed, turning to meet Tuggs glare.

‘You should be dead Tuggs. I’ve never felt sorcery like that, yet your whole body seemed to fight against it. It’s said there are Nordmark warriors who have a natural protection against magic, but this was different, like your body was countering it. Yet even with that, it’s a miracle you’re not dead. I had hoped coming here your body would react…’ He thought for a moment. ‘...positively to the Godstone.’

‘So, I’m a mage all of a sudden?’ asked Tuggs jokingly.

‘No, not a mage, not as far as I can tell at least. But there is something inside you, something that pushed back against the shadow magic,’ answered the mage, no hint of humour in his voice. ‘Whatever it is, it saved your life.’

Tuggs thought about that for a moment before saying, ‘that doesn’t explain what that fucker wanted with you.’

Mane sighed, realising he had kept the truth from Tuggs for long enough. Taking in a deep breath, he told Tuggs of his trick, of the spectres who had hunted him, the fact he had kept it secret and that it was likely the true reason the company has been pursued across the country. At last he finished with the great hawk that had saved his life. Tuggs listened, a morbid expression on his face. Mane could see the questions form on the sergeant’s face and fall away just as quickly. Ending his story, Mane sat quietly fidgeting with his hands, fearfully awaiting Tuggs’ condemnation.

‘It sounds like you’ve been through Hell, Mane,’ said the sergeant genuinely. He leaned forward, placing a hand on the mage’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry you had to endure that alone.’

Mane held back the sob that threatened to leap from him. He had told Tuggs that he had been lying to him the entire time, that his very presence had endangered all their lives, and here was Tuggs apologizing to him!

What kind of a man are you, Tuggs? Mane thought. 

‘I wish I could tell you more, Tuggs, but I don’t know,’ the mage said, humbled and uncomfortable with Tuggs’ apology. ‘I’ve heard of horrific rituals these shadow worshippers perform on other magic users. I don’t think that’s why they wanted me though Tuggs. It felt different. Personal.’

Tuggs studied the little Mage, noting what Sharp had said what seemed so long ago. Mane sounded like an Ethylunder, and spirits bless him, he even fought like one, but he didn’t look like one. He was from foreign lands.

‘Maybe it was,’ said Tuggs carefully.

‘Maybe, but I can’t see how. I asked my father a hundred times growing up where I came from, and the reply was always the same. “Manesh Katha, you are an Ethylunder now. Take pride in that.” And I did. I do.’

‘There is still something I don’t understand,’ said Tuggs. He laughed aloud before adding, ‘Scratch that. I don’t understand any of it, but one part in particular. The bird, the giant hawk, where did it come from?’

Mane eyed his sergeant curiously, sensing there was something unsaid here. He too had pondered why the bird had rescued him and had some theories. Now he sensed his sergeant could hold further clues to the mystery.

‘What do you know of the Drydra?’ asked the mage cautiously.

‘Only what the druids tell us,’ Tuggs said with a casual shrug.

‘The druids believe they are gods, worthy of worship and all powerful. That is the nature of priests and prophets, to find something to worship and revere. I have different theories, but what is known is that they are spirits as old as the mountains and seas. They’re ancient and the fleeting lives of mortals intrigue them. I have often felt them approach me, intrigued by my magic although they always stay out of sight.’ Mane studied Tuggs intensely as he spoke, watching for any kind of reaction. The sergeant looked strangely uncomfortable as the mage continued.

‘We know of the most powerful Drydra; Moro - Bringer of Beginnings, Tob – Lord of Spring, Woren – Lord of War, Tumbar – King of the Forest, and Fen – Queen of Wisdom. But there are hundreds, even thousands of Drydra, unnamed but equally as ancient. Look at the fire sprites we saw earlier, they are much weaker than those the druids pray to, but they are spirits all the same. Sometimes these unnamed Drydra attach themselves to mortals, test them and live vicariously through them. I believe that hawk was one of the Drydra, perhaps following me or… another.’

The mage paused here, studying Tuggs as the sergeant absorbed the information.

‘You are as wily as fox, Mane.’ Tuggs laughed suddenly. ‘If you are asking me if I have any Drydra friends, I can honestly say that I don’t. As far as I know at least.’

Mane let out a sigh, unable to hide disappointment. This would’ve explained Tuggs natural resistance to the shadow acolytes magic and their unexpected rescuer.

‘But,’ Tuggs continued, snapping Mane’s head around. ‘There was something that happened back when I was a boy. It seems stupid thinking about it now. It was probably nothing.’

‘Tell me, please,’ pleaded Mane.

‘My father had fashioned me a bow for my 10th name day. The silly thing couldn’t poke a hole through parchment but I played with it constantly, nonetheless, terrorising the sheep on the farm. I was Lok the Bowman, stalking Nots Wood and hunting down bandits. One day, I was in the north pasture when I heard a strange noise coming from a thorn bush. I approached cautiously with my arrow notched. Trapped there, all tangled up in the thorns, was a massive hawk.’ At his side, Mane gasped dramatically. Tuggs eyed the mage as he shrugged apologetically and motioned for Tuggs to continue.

‘When the hawk saw me, it panicked, its feathers falling out as it tried to get free. I threw down the bow, approaching with my hands out and speaking calmly. I was frightened the bird would attack me in its fear and kept a close eye on the talons and hooked beak. But as I drew nearer it calmed, its eyes seeming to see me for the first time. It was the strangest feeling as I plucked the thorns from its wings, my arms and hands getting sliced with every movement, the bird watching me calmly the whole time. Finally, I managed to pull the last thorn from its wing with bloodied fingers. The bird hopped free, and I stepped back, expecting this majestic beast to fly off. But it didn’t. It stayed there, studying me with its head cocked a lot like you are looking at me now,’ finished Tuggs, raising an accusing eyebrow at the mage.

‘Tuggs, I think that was one of the Drydra, testing you,’ said Mane excitedly.

‘I don’t know about that, Mane, really. But for years afterwards I noticed that bird following me. After a while I stopped paying attention. I told my father what had happened and he dismissed it as some childish fantasy. I suppose I have too, over time.’

‘You have a guardian, Tuggs. I have sensed it since the battle, although I didn’t know what it was. That spirit has followed you since Ethylund, protecting you.’

‘Fen takes the form of a hawk. Are you expecting me to believe the Queen of Wisdom has followed me halfway across Epathia?’

‘No! But like I said, there are thousands of Drydra spirits, perhaps it was a servant of Fen or...’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, these are the gods we are talking about, not the Aenean military system with ranks and officers and message boys!’

‘And why wouldn’t the Drydra have a class system? Life doesn’t exist in isolation Tuggs. Look at nature and show me where life thrives alone. Trees don’t grow in ones, they grow in forests. Fish swim in schools, birds fly in flocks, wild horses run in herds. Is it so hard to believe that the Drydra, spirits that have existed longer than man has walked the land, might also exist in a community? And if so, that the more powerful spirits might command the weaker ones.’

Tuggs opened his mouth to rebuke, but the argument died before it left his mouth, Mane’s scholarly mind causing him to catch his tongue. ‘It still doesn’t explain what a spirit would want with me,’ he finished at last.

‘Fascinating,’ said the mage, shaking his head in wonderment.

‘Enough of that, Mane. I get enough strange looks from the company as it is.’ This was true ever since Mane had projected his confrontation with the shadow priest into all of their dreams, as though seeing him willing to fight for them – die for them – had elevated his status among them above that of a normal captain.

‘Sorry, Tuggs, it’s just those mages really wanted me,’ said Mane, rubbing at the arm where the ghostly viper had bitten him.

Tuggs shared a similar scar, invisible and yet there. That phantom pain had faded considerably since they had come to this clearing, no doubt having the same beneficial effect it had had on Tuggs.

‘If that spirit hadn’t come and rescued me…’

‘Well, that shadow mage didn’t get his hands on you this time,’ smiled Tuggs.

‘Thanks to you, Captain,’ replied Mane.

‘I remember you playing some part in it. The shield, that was you, wasn’t it?’ Tuggs knew with some certainty that whatever trick the shadow mage had used to conjure a giant snake to stand between Tuggs and itself, whether it was a dream or not, he would have died had it not been for the appearance of that golden shield to protect him.

‘Yes,’ answered the mage shyly. ‘I don’t quite know how I managed it. I could see what the shadow mages were doing to you, and I just wished there was something I could do. The shield flashed into my mind and I projected that thought to you and...’

‘It saved my life Mane. And the sword, was that you too?’

‘No. I wish I had thought of that, but I was so frightened, for you and myself, that all I could think was to protect us. I don’t know where the sword came from.’

‘It was Roma,’ said Tuggs, surprising himself with how sure he was, despite it being impossible.

‘Tuggs, Roma is—’

‘Dead. I know, Mane. I can’t explain it, and I am not even going to try. But I have had to sit here and listen to you tell me that the spirits themselves are watching over me for reasons only they can tell us, so you will just need to believe me when I say it, it was her. It was the captain.’

‘There has long been debate about whether our race possess spirits, or whether that is the privilege of only the Drydra,’ said Mane thoughtfully. ‘If we do, and sitting here and feeling the effects of the stone flowing through me I would think we do, then perhaps our spirits linger once we die before they move onto the Great Hall. Who can know for sure. If they do, I think Roma would’ve stayed with us, until we reached home.’

Tuggs smiled, nodding in agreement.

The pair sat in quiet companionship for a moment, their thoughts elsewhere. Mane relived the moment Tuggs had killed the blood mage and how he had relayed that image into the minds of the entire company. Tuggs recalled something the shadow mage had said.

‘What is the Harrow?’ asked Tuggs thoughtfully.

‘The what?’ asked Mane.

‘The mage, he said something about sleeping in the ocean and lying in the stars and then he said he had knelt before the Harrow. Do you know what he was talking about?’

‘I don’t,’ said Mane gravely. ‘The old Sedai Witches described our existence as The Great Tree. No matter how significant our lives, no matter how long or short, it was just a single leaf on this great tree. When all the leaves had fallen, that would bring about the end of an age, but that was just one season of the Great Tree and after a time a new spring would begin and so begin another age, with barely memories left of the one that had come before. The dark magic the shadow priests and their followers study has been about for many seasons of the Great Tree, Tuggs. Better not to dwell on anything that mage said.’

That was easier said than done, thought Tuggs, the shadow mages icy words still hissing in his ears. However, this place, peaceful and nourishing as it was, really was making Tuggs feel better; better than he had in weeks.

‘Go get some sleep, Private,’ Tuggs said finally.

‘I think I will, Captain.’


Chapter 27

The wagon driver sat between Tuggs and Danza looking terribly sorry for himself. Unlike the guards, he wore plain clothes bearing no emblem. The Imperial soldiers lay dead behind the loaded wagon, out of sight for the time being.

As had been the case with everything the company had attempted in the last few weeks, the ambush hadn’t gone to plan. The old wounded civilian routine hadn’t fooled the wagon’s Imperial escorts and instead of slowing they had sped up, intending to run Lash down in the middle of the road. Shoots had leapt up, firing her crossbow and missing wildly. Tuggs had wondered how she had ever managed to kill anyone with aim like hers but as the Imperial soldiers closed in, she swung the large piece of equipment like a club and struck the Fistie in the face, dropping him.

The company had surged out of their cover, several coming behind the small Imperial party to block the retreat whilst the majority of them rushed in from both sides intending to over-run the guards. As had been planned; Doris, Danza and several others had positioned themselves out in front of the wagon and launched large fallen branches and rocks into the road with the intention of bringing the wagon to a stop. They hadn’t taken into account the fact that the wagon driver was so blinded by fear that all the fires of Hell wouldn’t have made him stop that wagon, and he ploughed through regardless, oblivious of the obstacles. Lash, hauling his injured leg behind him, wasn’t quick enough and the horse crashed into him, sending him sprawling to the side of the road.

The obstacles launched into the road had some effect, the wagon bouncing awkwardly over them. This in turn caused the driver to lose control of the reins and the horse subsequently lost its way. All this resulted in horse, wagon and driver toppling off the road and down into a ditch.

Behind the wagon the Imperials had backed themselves into a tight circle and fought as one compact unit, the formation so familiar to the company now but no easier to break through. Swords, axes and spears collided with the shield wall, with the short Aenean sabres lashing out like serpents, some finding Ethyl shield, others finding Ethyl flesh. Hawkit let out a hoot as a Fistie’s blade sliced the top of his arm, the sound almost comical had it not been so bloody.

Their resistance ended when a bolt from Shoots crossbow, the one she had fired and hastily retrieved, smashed into the chest of one of the Imperials. Their tight square broken; they fell quickly to the company’s weapons.

Tuggs had found the wagon driver next to his wagon rubbing a nasty lump on his head. The company had hauled horse, wagon and driver up from the ditch.

‘Get that wagon open,’ Tuggs had said. ‘See if there is any food in there.’

The company descended on the wagon like hungry wolves on a wounded stag. Whilst they were distracted Tuggs and Danza had dragged the wagon driver to the side and sat him down.

‘Let’s talk,’ Tuggs said.

*

The choice to become a wagon driver for Cellin had been one of leisure. He wasn’t particularly skilled at anything and detested any sort of hard labour. As a boy he had tried his hand at many professions. Lumbering had given him terrible blisters on his hands so bad he hadn’t lasted a day. Blacksmithing was too hot. Baking too precise.

Soldiering was out of the question as the sight of blood made him nauseous. His father had once sent him out to help his friend plough a field. It had been the worst hour of his life. So, when the opportunity to drive a wagon had come up, he had leapt at it. To simply sit, all day and night, the horses so well trained they hardly needed steering at all, was a joy to him. The wage wasn’t bad either. He’d hardly own a large home any time soon, but then he didn’t need one, as his whole life had been on the road since he took the job.

He had been warned of the dangers of caravanning. They were the sport of bandits and thieves, their favourite target. However, in the six years he had been wagoner, his goods had only been stolen nine times and every time he had found simply jumping down and running away was a perfect deterrent to death. After all, what would bandits want with simple Cellin. It was the goods they were after and considering they didn’t belong to him he didn’t much mind leaving them behind. That was not what his employers liked to hear, but it wasn’t so hard finding new ones. Merchants needed their goods transported and those rich, fat bastards weren’t likely to do it themselves.

No, it had been a good six years for Cellin on the road. Until today.

It had all happened so sudden. They had rushed out of the woods like wild men, hurling trees and rocks, screaming like ghouls. The truth was Cellin had been asleep when one of the Fisties had shouted, “It’s an ambush!” and slapped the horse on the arse. It had taken off at high speed, oblivious to the obstacles in its path and making his usual plan of jumping off and running far more difficult. At some point he remembered cracking his head on a low hanging branch and then going completely arse over head into a ditch, landing right next to the horse, which had itself all tangled up and looking terribly embarrassed by the whole ordeal. A short while later he was dragged up and plonked between two rather tall, menacing looking bandits.

‘You’re not Imperial,’ said the man, not quite as tall as the woman at his side but wider, more muscular. He was handsome too, which couldn’t be said for the woman at his side. He shook his head no.

‘Where are you from?’ asked the man.

‘Epathia,’ Cellin answered, his words slightly slurred. He hoped it was the fear and not something more sinister like a cracked skull.

‘And you’re running wagons for the Imperials? They’ve just finished conquering your lands?’ the woman’s voice was laced with disgust.

Cellin simply shrugged. ‘Man’s got to eat.’

‘Where you heading?’ asked the man. He seemed tired, like even this interrogation was draining him.

‘A town about three miles west of here.’

‘What’s in the wagon?’ the woman. It was like they were playing a game, a question each to see who could get the most information out of him. The game was pointless, for he would tell them anything they wanted to know. Not that he knew much at all really. But whatever he did know he would trade it happily for his life.

‘I really don’t know, they aren’t my goods. Whatever supplies Imperials need for a siege. Who knows?’ instantly he knew he had said something wrong, although he wasn’t sure what. If he thought they had been intense before, the look they gave him now could’ve bore holes into him.

‘Ethen Hal is under siege?’ barked the woman, her face angry like it was Cellin himself who was besieging it. Had these bandits been hiding under a rock for the last month?

‘From what I hear,’ Cellin said carefully, not wanting to offend them further.

‘If the capital falls, what is there to go back to?’ asked the woman, this time to the man.

Cellin was pleased to be excluded from the questioning for the moment. Quickly, he weighted his options as the two bandits talked in hushed tones. Running was only briefly considered before being swiftly discarded. The bang on his head could prove fatal and besides, he wasn’t the fastest of runners.

The handsome tall bandit looked like he was an excellent runner. Trading information for his life seemed like a viable option, however so far everything he said had only seemed to upset them further. After realising they were his only two real options, he decided bargaining for his life seemed the only feasible choice, albeit from a slightly different angle.

‘How does this sound, old boy?’ Cellin said, getting the attention of the beautiful man who he had come to assume was the bandit king. ‘You can have the wagon, plus all the goods inside and the horse too. In return you don’t kill me. What’s more, I swear on the grave of my Gran I won’t utter a word about you lot. I’ll just say a bear killed the horse or something like that.’ Cellin’s grandmother was very much alive, but it always sounded more sincere swearing on the grave of a dead person.

‘A bear?’ asked the woman, her face a picture of contempt.

‘It happens more often than you think,’ replied Cellin. ‘You lot go back to your bandit hideout with a good load of loot and I’ll happily walk the three miles back to Edwin’s Rest or whatever the bloody town is called.’

Cellin thought his time was up as the man leapt towards him, grabbing him by the collar and lifting him to his feet. ‘Do you mean Edmund’s Rest?!’ he said, his eyes wild.

‘I’m pretty sure it was Edwin’s or maybe Edween’s, but it could be Edmund’s I suppose,’ said Cellin. He was unceremoniously thrown to the floor despite his help, the man laughing hysterically. Perhaps he had knocked his head on a branch too, thought Cellin.

‘Do you realise what this means, Danza?’ asked the man excitedly, the woman looking as confused as Cellin did.

‘What does it mean, Tuggs?’ she asked. What strange names, thought Cellin.

‘You haven’t heard the story of Edmund’s Rest?’ asked Tuggs, growing increasingly more excited.

‘What story? Captain, what is going on?’ she asked, her confusion making her look even more unattractive.

‘Let’s get back to the men,’ Tuggs said. ‘I might finally have some good news for them.’

The two wandered off in the direction of the wagon where the rest of the bandits were gathered. Cellin recognised now might be the perfect time to sneak off. He looked over at the horse, who had been cut from the wagon harness and also been left unattended. The two shared a sheepish look, Cellin shaking his head as if to say, How did we end up here aye? The horse ignored him, dipping its head to chew on a patch of grass growing at the side of the road. The thought occurred to him he could quickly rush over, leaping onto the horse’s back and riding towards the town of Egwene’s Rest. But he would have to know how to ride a horse to do that, and be fairly good at leaping too. He could do neither.

He got himself to his feet, nosing over at the gathered men. He could make a run for it, but it was a lonely trek to the town. Besides, I want to know what the good news is, he thought as he strolled closer to the group of bandits trying to look as casual as possible.

*

‘All right, lads, I’ve got some good news and some bad news,’ said Tuggs, addressing his soldiers, who had gathered around the wagon like pigs around a feeding trough. His call was enough to get most of the company’s attention, although some needed an elbow to the ribs to pull their hungry gazes from the wagon’s hold.

‘The good news is,’ he paused, weighing up his options one last time whilst studying the exhausted faces of the men and women who had fled across a country at his side. ‘The good news is we are less than a day’s march from home.’ The company shared confused looks, raised eyebrows and vacant stares inviting Tuggs to go on. ‘I suppose I don’t mean that literally. But a couple of hours’ march from here is Edmund’s Rest, which sits right on the border of Ethylund. We made it lads, we’re home.’

For a moment nothing happened, and Tuggs feared he would need to explain further. Then the company erupted, cheering and clapping, hugging and kissing. Most laughed, others cried. Pimms approached, patting Tuggs on the shoulder. After him Tris stood before him and, standing on her tiptoes, planted a kiss on his cheek. Mane sat slumped against the wheel of the wagon looking both relieved and tired at the same time.

Tuggs wished he could have stayed in this moment forever, but he owed this company the truth.

‘I’m afraid there is some bad news, lads,’ said Tuggs seriously.

The laughter and merriment died down slowly, but the smiles remained. After all, what news could possibly dampen this moment? These men had fought across a foreign country to get home and they were mere steps away.

‘Ethen Hal is under siege,’ Tuggs announced gravely. The news hit the company as Tuggs had expected, stunning them to silence. The smiles slipped away and they exchanged worried glances.

‘How do you know?’ someone shouted.

‘The wagon driver said so,’ said Danza. Tuggs could have left it there, and perhaps he should have, but it didn’t seem right to continue lying to the company that had placed their trust in him.

‘It’s true, but I have known for longer.’ Danza turned a confused face towards Tuggs as the rest of the company urged him to go on.

‘The man with the cart, a day or two before we attacked the Fisties camp. He told me he’d heard rumours the capital was under attack.’ Upon hearing this, the company exploded into uproar. Well, I deserve that. It’s been weeks.

‘You had no right to keep that from us,’ someone stormed. This was the consensus of the whole company and they waited for an answer.

‘You’re right,’ Tuggs said simply. ‘I had no right. The truth is, this whole time I’ve been dragging my feet, thinking why won't these bastards just trust me, when it’s me who hasn’t trusted you. I thought hearing the Ethen Hal was under siege would break you. But when I look out at the soldiers in front of me, and I think about what we’ve been through, losing Roma, Mags, squad-mates, Harold, I realised something. You are unbreakable. I was wrong, you deserved the choice to break or stand, as all men and women do. It was wrong for me to take that away from you, which is why I’m telling you now.’

The entire company stared at him, their faces grim, but none interrupted him, so he went on.

‘I made a promise to Captain Roma, back on that mountain, to get you home. She gave her life for us on the back of that promise. Well we are here, so I kept my part of the promise, and as far as I am concerned, you lot kept yours. Ethan Hal has probably fallen by now, I can’t see how they could’ve held without Harold. Bastard Fisties have conquered half the bloody world. Your duty to your country is complete. Any man that wishes to leave and head for whatever farm or fisherman’s town you came from, you are welcome to do so.’

The entire company muttered amongst themselves. Tuggs stood before them, head bowed. Danza stepped forward.

‘What will you do?’ she asked.

The images of his father’s farm burning still played in his mind and he wanted more than anything to say I’m going home. Instead, he said ‘There is a garrison of Imperial soldiers half a day’s walk from here. They don’t belong there. That is not their home. They have taken the home of men and women just like us and are using it as a staging ground for their invasion of our homeland! How can I look at my reflection and call myself an Ethylunder, just letting that sit, when I have enough strength in my arm to lift my sword. I couldn’t, I won’t.’

The company shared glances with one another before looking back at Tuggs. He went on. ‘I won’t ask any of you to come with me. I’m not Roma, I’m not your captain, like I keep telling you,’ he said, smiling at his squad. This brought a small laugh from some of the company. ‘But I can’t go home, not when there are Fisties sleeping in someone else’s bed and eating their food like it’s their own! So, leave if you must, but if like me you can’t let this rest, I ask you to pick up your sword one more time, not for Roma or for me or for Ethylund. But to give these bastards one final slap in the face for ever thinking they can come to our lands and take whatever they want! That’s what I’m going to do.’

A part of Tuggs had prayed for a rapturous applause. He wasn’t experienced at rousing speeches, in fact this was his first real attempt, yet he had hoped for more than the stoic stares of his men. Harold Hadrin could inspire an eighty-year-old man to draw his sword for the last time with a few words, but Tuggs clearly didn’t have this talent.

‘I’m with you Tuggs,’ said Danza at his side. He turned to her and smiled, knowing deep down she would always have been at his side.

‘Us too,’ said Shoots, placing a hand on Doris’s massive arm, volunteering both of them.

‘And me,’ Tinker said.

‘And me,’ Sharp added.

‘You won’t get far without a one-legged soldier,’ said Lash. ‘I’m in.’

Mane stood up beside the wagon and before Tuggs eyes seemed to grow in stature. He squared his shoulders, nodded, and said, ‘Let’s go get these whoresons.’ This earned a few surprised looks towards the normally well-mannered mage.

Tuggs’ squad gathered around him, reliable as always. He turned to the rest of the company, who talked amongst themselves. Eventually, Pimms turned to Tuggs, the rest of the company at his back.

‘Well, if the mage is going.’ As one the company cheered, patting one another on the back and clasping hands. At the rear, the wagon driver put an arm around a soldier, but was quickly shrugged off, and resigned himself to a cheerful, solitary clap.

Ignoring this, Tuggs nodded his thanks to Pimms who returned the nod before holding up a hand. ‘This is all well and good, but how does this lost, ragged bunch of Ethylunders intend to take an entire town from well rested, well-equipped Imperials.’

‘I have something in mind,’ said Tuggs with a wolfish grin.


Chapter 28

‘So, Max, this is your idea of adventure?’ the young soldier asked himself as he stood shivering atop the wall surrounding the town.

His actual name was Marxes, but his aunt and uncle had called him Max and the name had stuck. He blew air into his cupped hands, warming them. It was late spring, and although the days were pleasant, a chill still crept in of a night that lingered till morning, a faint memory of winter. He stamped feeling into his feet as he looked towards the east at the rising sun. His watch would be over soon and he could climb into his warm bed for several hours of blissful sleep.

Max had left his quiet farm in Aenea and joined the Imperial army in search of fame and glory. He had heard the tales of Seren the Conqueror and the great gladiator Titus of Tarx and had dreams of etching his name in the pages of history. After all, who wouldn’t want to be a great hero of the Empire of the Fist and live a life filled with wealth and respect.

Two years in and all Max had experienced were days and days of endless marching. For six months they had trained endlessly on formation drills, swordplay, fitness and strategy. He had felt himself improve week on week and he had even earned praise from his instructors. Yet, during the two battles he had taken part in he hadn’t so much as swung his sword other than accidently clubbing the soldier next to him whilst drawing.

His dreams had died quickly and been replaced by new, more achievable goals; like sleeping in a warm bed as often as possible. So, when Terrator Theyleus had pushed on with his invasion of Ethylund and Max’s unit was chosen to stay behind to guard this small garrison, he had been overjoyed. The rest of the company had complained about being left behind, no doubt still disillusioned with dreams of triumph. The Imperial army had marched on to take the Ethylund capital and Max had stayed behind, trading in endless marching and leaky tents for the small work of staring at the horizon and sleeping in comfort.

He looked over his shoulder to see four men leave the sleeping quarters of the makeshift barracks. His watch had ended. He gave one last look over the pleasant view.

‘What’s that?’ he said to himself, looking to the horizon. The sun dazzled his view and he used his hand to shield his eyes. Several patrols had been sent out the day before and Max wondered if it was one of those returning. Max could think of no reason to need to patrol these lands and suspected it was more to keep the men occupied than any military motive. It was not one of the returning patrols, however.

A wagon, laden with goods, bounced awkwardly towards the town. The horse driving it looked frightened, pulling against its restraints as the driver behind tried desperately to get them under control. Behind them ran four figures, trying and failing to keep pace with the wagon. As they drew closer Max noticed they were all wearing Imperial colours and they appeared to be fleeing.

‘Attack, attack!’ shouted the soldiers as they neared the walled town. ‘Bandits, attack! Bandits, attack!’

Following the trail they had come from it didn’t take long for Max to see what they had been retreating from. A dozen roughly dressed soldiers had crested the hill and were quickly making their way in pursuit of the wagon.

‘Wake the men,’ shouted Max over his shoulder to the soldiers on their way to relieve him. ‘We are being attacked. Quickly, go!’ The four men all looked at each other for a moment, then two turned back the way they had come to wake the rest of the garrison whilst the other two ran towards the walls, climbing the ladder to the top of the battlement and standing alongside Max.

‘There!’ He pointed, showing the new soldiers the direction the attack was coming from. The man driving the wagon had managed to get the horse under control, but they had grounded to a halt in the process and the enemy were gaining on them. The other four Imperial soldiers had managed to catch up to the wagon and together managed to get it moving, now less than one hundred paces from the gate.

‘Who are they?’ asked Lucian tiredly, another soldier who shared Max’s love of sleeping.

‘The men with the wagon are ours. The ones chasing them, bandits perhaps?’ said Max, recalling what the fleeing soldiers had been shouting. Behind them the small town came to life as two dozen soldiers now filled the courtyard, all looking confused, shaken and discombobulated in equal parts.

‘Or perhaps it’s the ones we heard about who burnt down an entire town and have been attacking caravans all around these parts,’ said Lucian, worry in his voice.

‘Nonsense,’ said Max. ‘By all reports those renegades are two hundred strong, not ten men!’ Max looked back over the battlements. The wagon had drawn close to the gates and the men behind waved and shouted.

‘Open! Open!’ they pleaded. Otto, the garrison commander, came behind Max and Lucian, taking in the situation coolly.

‘Open the gates!’ he called down, and two soldiers moved forward to operate them. The bar was lifted, and the doors swung inwards. ‘Soldiers, form up and prepare to meet the enemy.’ The two dozen men formed into a long line two ranks wide. Outside the gate the enemy had stopped. Just outside of bow range, thought Max as he looked down at his own bow nestled against the parapet.

‘Damn fools, thinking ten men can take a garrison,’ sneered Otto. ‘Lucian you stay here, Max you’re with me. This shouldn’t take long.’ Lucian and Max saluted as the commander moved off to join the soldiers.

The garrison force filed out of the gate and quickly reformed on the other side. Meanwhile the horse heaved the wagon through the town’s entrance and the four soldiers followed in behind, breathless. Max commended their courage that despite their obvious dishevelment, they looked frightened not at all.

As they closed the distance towards the enemy Max noticed for the first time the sheer size of the bandits. At their centre, no doubt the leader, stood a man almost as wide as he was tall. Next to him was a woman who whilst didn’t have his bulk matched him for size. The rest of them all looked tall and frighteningly capable.

‘Draw swords,’ said Otto calmly, and Max drew, careful to avoid his comrade to his right. He hefted the long rectangular shield and locked it with the men on either side of him. All of a sudden, those long put to rest dreams of triumph resurfaced. If he was to kill one of the bandits with his own sword, maybe not the leader but the large woman perhaps, then they would all raise a glass to him in the mess hall. Three cheers for Max the Mighty.

Max heard Otto suck in his breath and braced himself for the word charge when all of a sudden the sun exploded.

At least, that’s how it felt for a moment. A blinding flash of light had erupted right before them, causing the whole formation to turn away. Max finally heard the word charge, but it didn’t come from Otto. It came from the bandits.

Forcing open his eyes as best he could he tried to take in what was going on around him. The bandits had surged into their ranks, and without being in formation, they had made a pretty good job of tearing them apart. Imperial soldiers were supposed to fight shoulder to shoulder, shields locked and short swords at the ready. He searched for the man who had been standing next to him earlier, to find him on the floor, an arrow jutting from his neck. Where had the bandits gotten arrows?

He looked behind him to the town, hoping to see more soldiers coming to join the fight. Instead, he saw Lucian slashed across the face by one of the caravan guards and tossed carelessly over the wall. Another soldier they had just rescued shot an arrow, the bolt burying itself in commander Otto’s arm.

Max stood at the centre of the unfolding skirmish, his sword and shield hanging carelessly at his side whilst he tried to figure out what was going on. He shrugged and looked around, as if this was all some big prank. The last thing he remembered was the big woman stepping in front of him, her sword raised high. Then nothing but long, blissful sleep.

*

For every step closer they drew to the gates, the more ludicrous Tuggs’ plan seemed. He ran behind the loaded wagon, its goods secured under a heavy tarp, with Sharp, Grunt and Pimms at his side. They made it look as though they were helping the wagon up the slight incline to the gate, but in reality they were using it as cover in case the Fisties holding the garrison grew wise and opened fire.

‘Jetu! Jetu!’ shouted Pimms, doing his best impression of the Fistie’s accent. Tuggs recalled the words of alarm the Fisties had used in their camp, and with a few additional words Tinker had given them in High Imperial to make the ruse more believable, they’d hoped to play the part of humble Aenean soldier, but now, within range of the archers on the walls, Tuggs realised how ridiculous it sounded. He risked a look behind him and saw that Doris and the others, led by Danza, had stopped outside of bow range and were taunting the garrison. Poking his head over the wagon rim, he stared at the gates as if by will alone he could open them.

He heard the grinding before he saw the doors blessedly swing inwards on their hinges. Letting out a huge sigh of relief he followed the wagon over the threshold and into the garrison. He feigned breathlessness, putting his hands on his knees dramatically, hoping that would dissuade anyone from asking any immediate questions. He needn’t have bothered. The garrison commander stormed past him, followed by what seemed like most of the garrison. Tuggs lost count at twenty before they were out the gate in the direction of his men. One Imperial, the last to leave the garrison before the gates were heaved back into place, locked eyes with Tuggs. He tried to act frightened, or show relief, but all he could manage was a steady stare before the young soldier turned to face the bandits.

Two Imperials hefted the bar back into place and then one of them, wiping his dusty hands on his uniform, approached Tuggs. He said something in High Imperial, a friendly smile on his face. Immediately, Tuggs felt strangely guilty about the whole plan. Fighting a man face to face on the battlefield was one thing. But stabbing a man in the stomach who offered you his hand and a warm smile was wrong. Tuggs was stuck in a moment’s hesitation, and in that moment Sharp leapt forward, driving his knife into the neck of the other Imperial who had lifted the bar in place. The one who had offered Tuggs his hand turned in shock at his friend’s brutal death, his stunned gaze fixing on Tuggs before trying to draw his sword. Realising there was no time to draw his own, Tuggs lashed out with his fist, connecting perfectly with the soldier’s jaw and knocking him unconscious.

Grunt and Pimms undid the knots on the wagon, pulling back the tarp to reveal half the company tightly packed underneath. Quickly, they unloaded themselves, running in various directions around the garrison as they had been instructed. Tuggs hoped that most of the garrison was now on the other side of the barred gate, yet others would have been left behind and Tuggs’ company went in search of them whilst the element of surprise was still on their side.

One man up on the walls turned, noticing the intruders for the first time. He opened his mouth to scream but a crossbow bolt buried itself in his chest, taking away his voice and his life. Even in the heat of battle Tuggs was amazed at the accuracy Shoots could muster when it was really needed. Put a target at fifteen paces and she would miss eight out of ten shots, but forty yards at a moving target when it mattered, no problem.

All around there was fighting as the Ethyl insurgents split off into groups of twos and threes and hunted down the lone Imperial sentinels standing on the walls. The Aeneans died quickly, the desperate savagery of the Ethyl overwhelming them.

‘Tuggs, we’ve got trouble,’ said Lash from his seat on the wagon. Tuggs turned to where Lash was motioning. A small group of Aeneans had banded together, the last contingent of warriors on this side of the wall, and made a charge at the gate. Smart bastards, thought Tuggs grimly. You know that’s your only hope. The garrison was all but lost, but if the Aeneans retook the gate, and managed to call back the thirty or so men on the other side, they could easily win it back.

Without thinking, Tuggs charged. The Imperials clearly hadn’t expected this from the lone swordsman and the six soldiers took an involuntary step back. Their hesitation was Tuggs’ only advantage, that and desperation. Surrender the gate and the town would soon be back in the grasp of the Aeneans.

He crashed into them, Roma’s sword striking against a raised shield. The sword bounced off, but Tuggs drove forward, his momentum pushing him into a shoulder charge that also collided with a shield, pushing the Fistie back.  Amongst the group now he could do nothing but swing his weapon with reckless abandon, not daring to stop his vicious onslaught for even a heartbeat in fear of the Aeneans recovering and dealing a lethal blow. Some cowered behind shields, wary of his desperate assault, others tentatively stabbed out with their swords, but their shorter blades couldn’t get them close enough to the whirlwind that was Tuggs.

And then there were no more shields to strike against, no more steel to meet his own. Now he did stop, catching a breath as he surveyed the scene. The Fisties, having regained their composure, had each taken a step back, outside Tuggs’ reach, and had positioned themselves in a circle around him. I hope I bought you enough time to get the job done out there Danz.

As though they had sent a mental signal to one another, the Aeneans closed in as one, rushing in from all angles. Tuggs now fought desperately for his life, parrying blades all around him, impossibly avoiding death with each movement. He tried to lash out with attacks of his own, but with each blade parried, another would strike, and it was all he could do to stay alive. He could feel his arms tiring, his legs becoming leaden. He had one last desperate move in him.

The Aenean in front of him feinted a thrust whilst the one behind him darted in. Tuggs had expected this, and half turned, parrying the blade. The soldier who had originally feinted now struck for real. They had used this tactic before, and each time they had come closer, as Tuggs just barely managed to get his sword back in time to block the attack. Once again, Tuggs barely blocked the sword thrust aimed for his stomach, but this time, instead of his sword, he used his hand, the palm slapping the flat of the blade and getting a vicious slice in the process. This left Tuggs sword hand free, and he chopped down with Roma’s blade into the Aeneans neck, smashing through shoulder muscles and collarbone. The scream of pain couldn’t hide the surprise on the Aenean’s face from Tuggs’ daring move.

The dispatched Fistie left a hole in the encircling net and Tuggs leapt into it, pivoting so his enemies were all in front of him. Still, it was five against one and blood gushed from the wound in Tuggs’ hand. One more rush and he was done for.

The Aenean to Tuggs right suddenly gasped, as though all the air escaped his body at once. Sharp appeared over his shoulder; his blade buried in the Fisties lower back. Pimms impaled another from behind, his sword appearing through the Fisties chest like a crimson ant mound. Tuggs charged the remaining three, who back-peddled desperately, their fallen comrades having drained the fight from them. Tuggs, Sharp and Pimms were joined by Tris and others from the company, and the three remaining Aeneans were brought down, the last of the resistance on this side of the wall.

‘Six?’ said Pimms incredulously, looking at Tuggs. ‘You fought off six of them. I’ve never seen anything like that. Harold maybe, but spirits, Tuggs.’

One Aenean had stood perched atop the wall unmoving during all of this, his expression like he was waking from a bad dream, and he was ruthlessly dispatched and sent over the walls by Sharp. With a quick look around, Tuggs deemed the garrison secure.

‘What now?’ asked Tris, her sword out but unused.

‘Up onto the battlements with those bows,’ he answered, pointing at the bows propped up in the gate house. ‘You get up there too Shoots.’ Despite her injured collarbone, she had still managed to load and fire the deadly weapon, and Tuggs helped her up onto the battlement, knowing Danza, Doris and the rest of the company would desperately need their support.

Tuggs climbed the ladder to the top of the wall, hefting a bow that had been propped there and notching an arrow. They had missed the magical flash that Mane had promised, but the mayhem it had caused was evident. He aimed, careful not to overshoot and hit one of their own. It was risky work, and he had trusted only those he knew could shoot with the task of firing arrows into the backs of the Fisties. This is dirty fighting.

He loosed his shot, the arrow soaring and finding a home in the thigh of a Fistie who had drifted to the back of the skirmish. He watched as some of the arrows fired fell short, whilst others landed perilously close to their own soldiers.

‘Careful!’ he roared. ‘Aim for the ones drifting off from the block!’ To showcase his point, he sent an arrow aiming for one of the Imperials on the flanks who was still blinded from the flash. He missed. Shoots never, as a bolt from her crossbow buried itself in the man’s shoulder.

Tuggs made to notch another arrow before realising the fight was over. The ruse had been a success, the Imperials beaten. Some had made a run for it, but unless they found help close by, they were no immediate threat to the newly captured garrison.

With the Aeneans in flight, Tuggs made a quick count of his own company. All thirteen were still standing, some holding wounds but nothing too serious. Only then did he allow himself a sigh of relief. We did it. You gang of crazy bastards, we did it!

He looked over his shoulder into the garrison to see Lash awkwardly jump down from the wagon. He had bravely volunteered to drive, as with his injured leg he wouldn’t have been much use anywhere else. Tuggs studied the small wagon, wondering how he had squeezed ten soldiers onto the back of it. They had been lucky. Had the cover come undone, the whole plan would have been revealed and they’d have been turned into a dressmaker’s pin cushion thirty paces from the gate. Fortunately, Sharp was as good with knots as he was with fire, knives and sly remarks.

‘This was definitely one of your better ideas’ smirked Lash as Tuggs climbed down from the wall. Two soldiers had heaved the bar out of place and were in the process of opening the gate for the rest of the company.

‘Well, you know what they say, we’ve all got one in us,’ replied Tuggs. A shout whirled him around, instinct telling him that one in the company outside the wall carried a worse wound than he had originally gauged. But it hadn't come from one of his own.

Emerging from the tumult, the Aenean soldier, the one Tuggs had previously felled with a punch but not killed, had risen like an avenging spectre. He surged upright and charged headlong at the one who had dispatched him—Tuggs himself.

With his sword re-sheathed and his mind reeling, Tuggs didn’t have the time or capacity to draw his blade in defence and could only watch as the Aenean crashed towards him, like a rabbit caught in the path of an avalanche, no movement offering the barest hint of escape.

At the last possible moment Tris intercepted, her short sword stabbing high and down through the man’s chest and into the heart. Tuggs stood frozen, having made his peace with the Drydra and yet, all of a sudden, still very much alive.

‘Dammit, girl, y’couldn’t have timed that better.’ Lash laughed. ‘You’ve been watching me fight.’ Tris turned to Tuggs, a smile on her face. Tuggs snapped out of his daze.

‘I’d say we are about even,’ he said, before realising her eyes seemed distant, her face pale. ‘Tris?’ Now he noticed the dark stain flowering on the stomach of her uniform. He looked down to see the dead Imperial, his sword tip bloodied.

‘Tris!’ Tuggs cried, rushing to her as her legs gave out. He caught her, slowly lowering her to the floor. ‘You’re going to be okay,’ he said. Spirits please don’t let that be a lie. Gut wounds were always bad and almost always fatal. He needed a healer.

‘It’s okay, Captain,’ she said.

‘It is okay,’ he insisted. ‘You’re going to be okay because you’re one of us. We’re Roma’s lost company and we don’t quit, y’hear?’

‘I ain’t no quitter,’ she snarled, but it was weak. ‘I think this would be classed as honourably discharged don’t you?’ She let out a laugh, which led to a sputtering that caused her body to seize up in pain. Tuggs was applying pressure to the wound but could feel the blood seeping through his fingers. He didn’t dare look.

‘Where the fuck is Mane! He must be able to do something,’ he shouted angrily, desperately looking around.

‘He’s out of it, Tuggs,’ said Danza, who had joined the rest of them through the gate. ‘He passed out after that flash. Totally burnt-out.’

‘No! No!’ Tuggs cried, fighting desperately to hold back his emotions.

‘Tuggs, it’s okay,’ she said, her voice a whisper.

‘It’s not okay. I promised I’d get you home. And that’s what we are going to do.’

‘Tuggs, I am home,’ she said. The sword that had stabbed Tris might as well have pierced Tuggs’ chest for all the tearing it did to his heart. She looked around the rest of the company, meeting all their faces, smiling as best she could. Now most of the company were struggling to hold back their emotions, some openly weeping.

‘This company has felt more like home to me than any place I have ever been.’ Tris reached up, her hand shaking as she struggled to touch Tuggs’ cheek.

‘Tris, please, stay with us,’ begged Tuggs, tears streaming down his face.

‘You did good, Tuggs. I’m home,’ her voice was below a whisper, only Tuggs able to hear her now. ‘I’m home’ she repeated once more. And then she died.

Tuggs held her hand for a long time. Some of the company wandered off, most likely to find food or a place to rest. Most of them stayed, keeping silent. Finally, when Tuggs stood, Lash limped to his side, placing a hand on his shoulder.

‘I’m so sorry, Tuggs.’

‘She was a good soldier,’ he said, fighting back a sob. It had become their only eulogy now, after laying so many to rest. He looked Lash in the eye. ‘It was my fault,’ he croaked.

‘That’s enough of that, Tuggs! She was a soldier, and soldiers die. Even beautiful young ones.’ Lash turned Tuggs to face him.

‘I should’ve killed him when I had the chance, but I didn’t and now Tris is dead,’ reasoned Tuggs.

‘I should’ve hit him with the wagon on the way in, or Sharp should’ve taken him, or Tris should’ve stayed outside with Danza. You’ve been playing this game long enough to know how it works. Soldiers can’t play with what ifs, Tuggs. It’s the what ifs that kill you.’ Lash pulled Tuggs in close, his voice low so only Tuggs could hear. ‘We are at the finishing line, Tuggs. She died for you. Honour her by stopping this self-pitying nonsense and get us over it!’

Tuggs looked around himself through teary eyes, meeting the gazes of the company as he passed over them. He looked at the dead Aeneans scattered around and his eyes drifted upwards, up to the Imperial banner, the black fist on a red flag flapping in the wind, as though it was pumping out in rhythm to some unheard war drum. He straightened, swallowing his sorrow and replacing it with anger.

‘Start by tearing down that piece of shit and put some real colours up,’ he said, pointing at the Imperial flag. Those standing around cheered. ‘Get men on the walls to look out in case any Fisties are stupid enough to return. No chance the Imperial’s would’ve left just thirty men protecting a town this important, so the rest must be on patrol. They’ll get a surprise when they return. And lastly, see if this forsaken town has any messenger birds for the capital.’

‘The capital? It’s under siege. It may have already fallen?’ said Tinker, who had moved alongside Lash.

‘Then we’ll address whoever rules the city,’ said Tuggs coldly.

Tinker nodded, no doubt wishing he’d said nothing at all. ‘What do you want it to say?’ asked Tinker.

‘Inform His Majesty the king...’ He paused to look at Tinker. ‘...that the kings colours fly proudly atop the walls of Edmund’s Rest once more.’

Tinker smiled a wide smile and ran off to find parchment, pen and a bird to fly Tuggs’ message of defiance. It wasn’t long before an Ethylund banner was found and hoisted up in place of the Imperial standard. Other than the few men Tuggs had asked to watch the walls, most of the company had wandered off in search of food or rest.

‘Danza, find where they keep the booze. Leave one cask of ale out for the men, spirits know they’ve earned a drink, but the rest lock up somewhere. When the Fisties come back, drunk or hungover troops are no good to us. And they will come back!’ Danza saluted and ran off to follow her captain’s orders.

The garrison became a hub of activity, with soldiers darting here and there to complete Tuggs’ commands. The fallen Aeneans were piled on to a cart, the tarp that had concealed the company moments ago now hiding the Imperial dead. Doris had taken Tris’ body, her small frame looking miniscule in the giant’s arms. He carried her like he held a precious artifact, fragile and sacred. Shoots went with him, a slight nod in Tuggs’ direction telling him they would do for her what he had already done for some many, that he couldn’t bring himself to do for Tris.

When everything was in hand, Tuggs headed for the barracks the Imperials had set up. He found a room that had most likely been the garrison commander’s office and stepped inside, closing the door behind him and sitting at the desk. He idly looked over some of the papers scattered there, fighting back the tears forming in his eyes.

Eventually, he let them fall, weeping quietly for the woman he had lost and the promise he had broken.

*

Tuggs sat behind the desk trying his best to make sense of the papers spread out in front of him. From what he could gather, the town of Edmund’s Rest was being used as one of the primary staging areas for the Ethylund invasion. What was worse, it appeared that since Tuggs and company had crossed the Epath Hills several weeks ago, they had been travelling almost directly along the Imperial’s supply lines. It was a miracle they hadn’t bumped into more Aenean supply trains and Tuggs sent a silent prayer to the Drydra for whatever part they had played in his good fortune.

The company were on the mend, having slept in proper beds and eaten their first decent meal in weeks, and Tuggs had to admire their resilience. The bumps and bruises had turned out to be much more than that. Lash’s knee looked like a horse had fallen on it and it was a miracle he had crossed half a country on it, ruined as it was. Shoots’ collarbone was broken. Several wounds carried by soldiers from other squads had become infected having not been properly cleaned and tended. Mane had collapsed after taking the fort, his magical blast stretching him too far and he had hardly woken since except for a little food and water.

The Imperials had emptied most of the town of its occupants minus a few they had kept on to run the town’s tavern, kitchens and smithy. These villages had welcomed the town’s new occupants but warned that there were more Imperials in the area. The town’s innkeeper reported to Tuggs that more than one hundred imperials had been staying in the town and only a day before most had left. Tuggs once again had thanked whatever spirit had granted them this luck. He knew however that eventually these troops would return and knew his twenty or so men wouldn’t be able to hold. They would try, nonetheless.

Tuggs had hoped someone in the village could tell him what was happening at Ethen Hal, but all they knew was that the siege was ongoing and that the Imperials were confident it wouldn’t hold for much longer. Tuggs couldn’t blame them. Whilst Harold was alive, anything was possible. The Fisties had underestimated Ethylund on two accounts. The first, the effectiveness of the new battle mages and the second was Harold Hadrin. Somehow, they had found a way to take out both of them. Ethylund was doomed and Tuggs felt powerless to do anything about it.

The forlorn sound of a lonely bell ringing in the distance drifted to Tuggs snapping him back into the moment. He knew instantly from where it was coming and why. He jumped up from behind the desk, quickly strapping on his sword belt before running out the room. In the corridor outside he bumped into Danza, who looked red-faced and frantic.

‘Imperials?’ Tuggs asked, running past her but slowing so she could keep up.

‘Worse,’ she answered. What could be worse? Tuggs thought, but didn’t ask, knowing he would see it for himself soon enough.

The sound of the bell had attracted all of the company, including Mane, who looked shaky to say the least. The dozen or so villagers also lingered close to the wall, looking curious and frightened at the same time. Tuggs noticed the strange little man whose wagon they had commandeered for the assault amongst the villagers and caught himself chuckling at how he had gotten caught up in this. He climbed the steps, mounting the wall with no idea what to expect, but aiming to look calm for all their sakes.

Nordmark warriors, thousands of them, lined up before the walls of Edmund’s Rest. Tuggs couldn’t keep the confusion from his face. What were they doing here? He had never seen a Nordmark army this big. The warring tribes of Nordmark made it difficult for them to form functioning armies. Anger replaced confusion as the situation became clear. The Imperials had struck a deal with the Nordmark. Tuggs’ hatred for the Nords deepened further and all fear disappeared. As if the Imperials weren’t enough, Nordmark had decided to take advantage of Ethylund’s situation and kicked them whilst they were down. Typical of the honourless bastards, thought Tuggs with a snarl.

A lone Nordic warrior rode towards the gate atop the back of a massive horse. He wore the wolf pelt that signalled him as a chieftain and carried a massive warhammer on his back.

‘I am Snorri Hammerheart, chieftain of the Winter Wolves. Imperials, tell me who is in command here?’ His voice sounded like falling rocks, his old imperial broken as though he spoke the language sparingly.

‘There are no Imperials here, Nordmark dog. I am Captain Tuggs of Ethylund’s lost company, and Edmund’s Rest is under Ethyl control. Run back to your Imperial masters and tell them if they want the town back, they will have to kill us to the last man to take it.’

His company roared their defiance, sounding like an army at his back. In that moment Tuggs wouldn’t have traded a single one of them, even for an army.

The giant Nord laughed, the sound like thunder. ‘I know the yapping of an Ethyl pup anywhere. You have foolish names for your clans, little boy. Lost company, what is this?’

‘Why don’t you come through the gate? I will be happy to introduce you,’ challenged Tuggs.

‘How do you come to stand on that wall? I thought you Ethyl had been spanked from Epathia all the way to Ethen Hal?’

‘Plenty have tried, now they’re all dead. I will happily add your name to the list if I could remember it.’

‘You Ethyl have a strange way of showing thanks. We save your arses and you threaten to kick us in ours. Still, I wouldn’t mind teaching a pup like you a lesson or two. Open this gate and I will introduce you to my hammer.’

Before Tuggs could work out what the chieftain was talking about, another man broke free from the pack and he was clearly not Nordic, he was Ethyl. His armour said he was high command – a major or a general. A traitor? Thought Tuggs, as the man stood beside the Nordic chieftain.

‘I am Major Ormund, commander of the 3rd regiment. Who goes there?’ he shouted up. Ormund? Thought Tuggs, the name ringing a bell. The man was tall and strong, pride radiating from him. He spoke with a strong voice and Tuggs found himself straightening. Still, this man had aligned himself with Nordmark, Ethylund’s oldest enemy.

‘Captain Tuggs, sir. I believe you are marching the wrong way Major and in strange company. Ethen Hal is under siege.’

‘Boy, have you been living under a rock? The siege is over, the Imperials have been crushed and scattered.’

‘I don’t understand, sir,’ shouted Tuggs, shocked.

‘Chieftain Snorri united the Nordmark tribes and helped us break the siege.’

‘So, the war is over?’ asked Tuggs incredulously.

‘Over? Boy, this war has only just begun. Together, Nordmark and Ethylund will run the Imperials out of the west. Now open these damn gates boy, I’m sure you lot have a story to tell.’

Tuggs looked at his company, each of them waiting for his response, willing to fight alongside him once again against unwinnable odds. He thought of what they had been through, about a journey across an unknown land, about a battle up and down a mountain, about evil sorcerers and burnt down villages, about budding rebellions and empty stomach. Lastly, he thought about a captain who had given her life to save theirs and the promise he had managed to keep to her.

‘Open the gates,’ he shouted, two relieved soldiers sheathing their swords and running to remove the bar.

Aye, we’ve got a story to tell, thought Tuggs.


Epilogue

Tuggs stood patiently before the desk, his arms at his side and eyes forward, the only sound a pen scratching on parchment. Behind the desk, the very desk Tuggs himself had sat at only the day before, was Major Ormund.

Having spent the past several minutes trying to keep his eyes from wandering, Tuggs found himself studying the man. Ormund was an Ethylunder through and through, from his tall frame to his broad shoulders, the long, brown, wavy hair to the strong, thick moustache, both now speckled with grey. Before the military reform, Ormund would have been a legend in his own right, leading many war parties as war-chieftain of his tribe. Still, he had made an impressive name for himself and Tuggs wondered how he hadn’t instantly recognised the man.

The major cleared his throat, causing Tuggs eyes to dart straight forward once again. From the corner of his eye Tuggs watched as Ormund squinted at the few lines he had scribbled before giving the ink a gentle blow.

‘You know, I didn’t learn to read or write until I was forty-two,’ he said idly. ’Forty-two years old. I never had to before. But the world is changing. War is changing and it’ll make scholars of all of us before the end.’ Finally he placed the parchment aside and looked at Tuggs. ‘I’ve been reading some grave reports about you Sergeant Tuggs.’

Tuggs straightened. After the news of the siege being lifted and the alliance between Nordmark and Ethylund, Major Ormund and the troops under his command had moved into Edmund’s Rest. Not long after a soldier had come demanding a report from Tuggs, covering everything from the day of the battle right up until now. Tuggs had wondered how much to tell, knowing that the truth would most likely mean his death. Yet with thirty-odd other soldiers available for questioning, Tuggs knew the truth would come out either way, so that is what he had written.

‘When I first read this report, I thought it to be a falsehood. A small group of soldiers survive the battle, rampage through enemy territory, burn down an enemy garrison, terrorise patrols before retaking a lost fort and willing to hold it against whatever enemy may come. Seems unlikely does it not? No, more likely a group of deserters killed their commanding officer and made a run for it!’ As he shouted this accusation, he pulled Roma’s sword from under his desk and slammed it down onto the hard wood. Tuggs had surrendered the sword once Ormund had moved in.

Tuggs made to defend himself against the accusation; his brow creased in anger but was silenced by Ormund’s outstretched hand.

‘Then I thought to myself,’ continued Ormund. ‘What man in his right mind would admit to killing another sergeant, knowing it would mean his death? It would have to be someone incredibly honest or incredibly stupid. An incredibly honest man would not desert. So, I had to dig a little deeper. I questioned every man and woman in your company and do you know what they told me?’ asked the Major.

Tuggs shook his head.

‘They told me exactly the same thing you did. Almost word for word. That was except omitting the part where you executed a fellow office. Funnily enough they all remembered different ways in which he met his untimely end.’

Tuggs was shocked and at the same time struggled to keep the smirk from his face. His company had lied for him, every single one of them.

‘I did receive another report, however. A soldier arrived in my camp the day before we arrived here who went by the name of Lewen. He told a very different story about a man of incompetence whose recklessness led to the deaths of many soldiers and who executed without provocation a good soldier in Sergeant Bracken. Do you know this Lewen?’

‘I do, sir,’ said Tuggs bitterly, wondering when he would be rid of Bracken and Lewen’s curse.

‘Well, I didn’t like the man. Slimy little fucker he was. I’ll take the word of thirty soldiers over the one any day, especially when the one is a man like him. Tell me, Sergeant, did this Lewen desert?’

Ormund locked his eyes onto Tuggs, the ice-blue eyes almost grey and piercing. Here was Tuggs’ chance to rid himself of the memory of Bracken and Lewen once and for all. He just had to tell one half-truth. Lewen had deserted the rest of the company when they had all chosen to attack and he hadn’t. But it would also mean telling half a lie, as Tuggs had given permission for anyone who wanted to leave to do so. Lewen had been a coward, but it was with Tuggs’ permission.

‘No, sir, he didn’t desert. Taking the town could’ve meant us all dying. We needed someone to tell others what had happened.’

‘Shame,’ said Ormund. ‘Would’ve liked to see the rat hang.’

For a moment Ormund seemed to study Tuggs, as if seeing him for the first time. Then he grunted. ‘Still it won’t do to have sergeants murdering one another whilst we are at war. If word of that spread we would have soldiers throughout the army reigniting old blood feuds. Report for punishment tomorrow morning at six bells. Your man Doris presented himself earlier to say he had some owed and a fellow called Sharp too, so you can take your lashes alongside them. Then report to Captain Burrows for your uniform.’

‘Lashes sir?’ asked Tuggs confused. The punishment for a sergeant killing a fellow sergeant was death by hanging.

‘You’ve been promoted, son. And the punishment for a captain executing an inferior without trial is the lash or the rope, depending upon judgement. Well I’ve judged, Captain, and I say ten lashes is appropriate considering your situation.’ He handed Roma’s sword back and Tuggs tied it around his waist numbly.

Tuggs didn’t know what to say, so decided to keep his mouth shut. Major Ormund had gone back to scribbling. When he noticed Tuggs hadn’t moved he said, ‘you are dismissed Captain.’

‘It’s my squad mage, sir. Private Mane?’

‘Ah, yes.’ A knowing look came across Ormund’s face. ‘The Druid, Brother Lothel, says that little mage has been holding back a lot of power. I suppose you want to know if the man is in trouble?’ Tuggs stayed silent but that was exactly what he wanted to know. Mane had been holding out on the mages cadre and if it was anything as vicious as the military punishment system, he could be in for a lot of hurt.

‘The army is reviewing its magic strategy. We fooled the Imperials once with it to great success, but as the last battle shows, they won’t be caught out again. Besides, had he been honest from the outset, he would most likely be dead with the rest of the 1st and 2nd tiers. And judging from your report, you all would be dead too, had he not been with you. So, he will face no punishment this time for his dishonesty, at least not from us. His superiors in the Academy might have something to say.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ said Tuggs, sighing with relief. He turned for the door.

‘One last thing before I forget Captain,’ said Ormund as Tuggs hand reached for the door handle. ‘The regiments have been reshuffled and I’m afraid your company’s place has been filled. For now you’ll have an independent company and just fill in where needed. We will fill it up with the rest of the strays and new recruits we’ve rounded up. For the time being, it will be called Tuggs’ company, until we can find you a new regiment. That is, unless you had something else in mind?’

Captain Tuggs released the door handle and turned to face the Major.

‘Actually, sir, call us...’

The End of Book 1 of the Lost Company.


Acknowledgments

So many people to thank, so little page space. I have to start with my partner Katt, who not only has had to endure my constant ramblings over dinner about my story, characters, marketing strategy and everything else in-between, but also read my book before anyone else, and pretended she enjoyed it.

My parents and brother deserve thanks too, for their support and nodding patiently when I declared I would one day write a book.

To my beta readers, Katt, Matt, Mick, Paul and John, for their kind words and honesty.

My editor Belle, for the 2000 commas I missed, John Darcy Designs for my epic map, and my cover designer Sienna for designing the cover I didn't know I needed.

To the agent who could've just said "No, thank you", but instead gave me the confidence in my writing to keep improving and try again.

And lastly, to my dad Mick and uncle Paul, for both buying me the same copy of the Hobbit one Christmas, and to my cousin Gary, who gave me Legend.


About the book

This book was a product of love from two of my biggest passions, history and fantasy. I was reading Steven Erikson’s Malazan books one day and thought it would be fun to just follow the Bridgeburners on an adventure. That was the seed, which I watered with inspiration from Gemmell and Abercrombie. As the idea grew I took steers from another favourite author of mine, Bernard Cornwell, whose Sharpe books were a well of provocation when piecing together the Lost Company. Tuggs is my Sharpe. The Lost Company is my Bridgeburners.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. It really does help.

About the author

Michael Maguire is a fantasy author from Liverpool, England. He lives in a small home in a perpetual state of decoration with his partner Katt and his direwolf (disguised as a bulldog) Honey. When not writing gripping heroic fantasy he makes YouTube videos no one watches about self-publishing.

His first introduction into fantasy was incredibly cliché, when he was handed the Hobbit at ten years old. Four years later he read Legend by David Gemmell and the world changed forever.

He started writing his own stories at sixteen and has abandoned half a dozen manuscripts at different stages of completion until this one. He desperately hopes you enjoy it.

OEBPS/image_rsrc2SN.jpg
THE FORGOTTEN SAGA OF

the LOST

COMPANY
WG

MICHAEL MAGUIRE





cover.jpeg
"NOT ALL WHO WANDER
ARE LOST... BUT THINNEOT

M‘ %RE." .:‘ ’-






OEBPS/image_rsrc2SP.jpg
/ A |
P/ A
N v s:},“A Al THEPARCHED
NFY e, I

/ AR |
Ryl [WY[UND YN
7 M =
% ” a:t“ HAS GR%L
e i
i “‘ /@\O/ h “:‘:‘g%fﬁl\%»
. ““ A J’/}\ A *Y’ “\

-

‘ \ o oves






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




