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About the Book


 


 


The novel begins with the arrival at Titan, within the Citadel, of the four Lords of the cardinal realms (Holaf Erlingson, Lord of the North and of Trondheim, High Marshal also called the God-Slayer and Lord of the East, Grigor Seeker, First Banner of the West, Godwin Wellinton, called the Righteous, Lord of the South). They are there for the usual limited council meeting in the presence of the Emperor.


The council was to have been to be a boring obligation to be fulfilled but it reveals the presence of unrest and an imminent threat to the Empire. However, the details and the identity of the plot and the plotters are unknown. Therefore the three Lords of the North, East and South decide to travel together seeking answers to the riddle.
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Chapter 1


The
Titan


 


 


The
first, as always, to reach the Citadel for these political events was Grigor
Seeker, First Banner of the West, he did not miss any opportunity to make an
elegant show of himself, his money and his beautiful thorough-bred horse, West,
whose breeding had been supervised and planned by Grigor himself. Truth told it
was a magnificent horse, slender and well proportioned, with a grey coat,
flecked with blue. A long black mane flowed down its neck and its tail, of the
same colour, covered its hoofs, dusty from the long journey. The horse was
wonderful stallion, but too weak for battle, with slender bones and little
strength, more suitable for cavalcades in extensive verdant parks. Rather like
its master if all is considered.


The
rider, on arrival, dismounted with an athletic leap: he was not a giant but
certainly not a dwarf, a distinguished cavalier of medium height with a proud
and martial posture. His slender figure gleamed bright; a memorable sight. He
was adorned with flexible armour made in the shape of a dragon's scales,
assembled with alternating gold and silver flakes. The same precious materials
were used to make up the body. The shoulder straps and the gorget, only they
were all magnificently chiselled and beaten, to depict epic exploits of the
Seeker family.


The gold
helmet left the face completely bare, showing his white beard, about four
fingers long, but so well cared for that it looked like a fake. A face marked
by years, not a few to tell the truth, as the length of the average life was
about sixty or sixty-five years. His emerald green eyes had a deep magnetic gaze.
On the helmet, just above the eyes, a golden band surrounded Grigor’s head. It
was studded with red shiny rubies and semi-precious stones of all kinds. In the
centre at the front was the spiked octagon, symbol of his family.


Grigor
was not really a warrior forged by a thousand battles. He owed his fame,
position and titles to his ancestors, but especially to his grandfather, who
earned the regency of the city of Abovemountain and with it the management of
the gold mine of the same name. However the title of First Banner of the West
and Liberator of the Citadel did not come by chance. Grigor, in fact, made up
for his lack of physical strength and poor fighting ability with an innate
talent for politics and a complete lack of scruples.


The
second to appear in the enormous military drill square was the Lord Titan of
the East, High Marshal. He was a man who was not originally from the East, even
though his name would suggest this to even the most uninformed of villagers.
High had not decided his origins of his own accord. He was born there, as his
father before him had moved East with his family, obeying a stupid and
ill-considered order from the Emperor. The Emperor himself was apparently blind
to the impossibility of endowing a man of the West with the title of Lord of
the East. So High's father was honoured with this position, dissatisfying in a
single blow all the Vassals of the East, who would have wanted one of their
nobles to lead the Kingdom. The foolishness of such nomination offended the
Lords of the North as well. They considered the warriors of the East valid and
reliable, while the inhabitants of the lands to the West unworthy of titles and
of dubious loyalty.


High had
not accepted that honour willingly, knowing well the poor reputation men of the
West had with the peoples of the East, as well as their even lower reputation
with their northern allies. People of the East were considered to be weak and
accustomed to surrendering. The mystery surrounding the death of the previous
Lord of the East was no help either. It coincided with the battle of the
Eastern Break, fought many years ago. The late monarch had two sons who
survived the war, but were arrested for reasons that were far from clear and
later disappeared. Nobody understood the true origin of the appointment,
including High.


A very
intelligent and valiant man, the new Lord of the East earned the respect of the
families of his Vassals with his definitive, total victory over the barbarian
tribe of the Ardilians. The war ended with High killing their living God, whose
departure brought a breath of tranquillity as daily incursions into the
outlying villages ceased.


High was
a good looking man, apart from a long scar going from his right eye in an
irregular curve to his chin. The scar was a gift from the defeated living God.
Despite this, the God-Slayer, as he was called by the Lords of the East, had an
enviable physique. The way he was dressed did not do justice to the full glory
of his physical form, as it was covered with a very strong chain mail suit and
heavy Nordic steel body armour bearing the motto ‘Providence protects us’, a
gift from Holaf, Lord of Trondheim.


A long
cloak stretched from the back of the hammer-worked steel gorget. His cloak was
black with red lining. On the right shoulder was large white sword with a right
handed blood stained blade pointing downwards to simulate a cross. This was the
emblem of the Marshal family. His shoulders were protected by sturdy, steel
shoulder straps and half plate sleeves. They were all highly polished and edged
with lacquer. Both shoulder straps showed the family symbol painted on the
side.


High had
only his splendid sword with a golden pommel in the shape of a claw holding a
skull. This was the only display permitted in addition to the symbols of his rank,
tinkling and bold, ringing out festively at every step. The Lord of the East
never appeared empty-handed and he brought with him a splendid gift for the
Emperor.


Grigor,
shimmering bright, and totally arrogant, turned a disgusted gaze, if not worse,
to High. High had a horse's bridle in one hand and hanging from the fingers of
the other a leather bag. The emblem of his family was branded on the bag and it
gave a clear tinkling of dinars or, less probably, iron balls.


"Does
this seem the correct way to present yourself?" exclaimed the irritated
Grigor.


"I
beg your pardon?" the God-Slayer answered with a surprised look.


"Are
you a nobleman or a villager?" the glittering Grigor asked provocatively.
"They pay their respects when they come before a Sovereign!"


"You
are right, Sire, but I have not heard yours either," the God-Slayer said.


"You
can see that the rough ways of the East have arrived!" said Grigor more
than a little angry. "What will you do now? Will you drink, put your dirty
feet on the table and spit on the ground in the presence of the Emperor?"
he ended, going purple with rage.


"Keep
to your place, Sovereign! And do not dare to think that you have a higher rank
than mine by birthright, blood or divine right. You, too, are bound to respect
equals," replied the God-Slayer, not showing visible fury, but with an
accelerated heart beat and his hands automatically moving to his sword.


Grigor,
not used to hearing swift replies to his barbs, grasped his sword’s solid gold
pommel and hilt, removing it from the scabbard to a third of its length, and
exclaimed:


"Apologize,
you arrogant oaf, greetings must be given first to the older monarch!"


"Oh,
that's what you want!" said High, provoked, before continuing: "Then
I greet the ancient Sovereign!" And as he spoke, he grasped his sword,
pulled it out to a third and asked with a firm voice, "Are you sure?"


High
felt justified in reacting to Grigor's poor judgement in threatening a duel
against him, a man who had knocked down a living God with no aid and with precisely
the sword he was carrying by his side. Such a man should not be insulted
lightly.


At that
moment of palpable tension a deep and harsh voice rang out:


"My
greetings to you, Sire Grigor, and to you, Sire High!"


It was
the First Southern Standard, Godwin Wellinton, called by most the Righteous.


"Come,
come, my Sovereigns, lay down your arms and blades, there is no reason to fight
among ourselves," Godwin continued in his characteristic flat, emotionless
tone of voice.


"Greetings
to you, Godwin!" said Grigor, satisfied by such a small thing as being the
first to be greeted. He turned to High and exclaimed, "Luckily someone still
knows the code of honour!"


Then
Grigor returned to his steed, which in the meantime had rightly shown no
interest in the clash between the two ‘bulls’ and was grazing quietly among the
imperial flowerbeds around the drill square. Godwin still looked at the King of
the West as he moved away, talking to himself out loud, shaking his head in
disappointment. He smiled at the God-Slayer.


"It
didn't seem to me that the Emperor's drill square should be spoiled,"
commented the Righteous, dismounting from his heavy, noisy horse.


The
God-Slayer smiled and answered:


"You
are absolutely right!" Then he stopped to admire the black southern stallion,
and continued: "Your steed is magnificent, but you have changed your
horse, or am I mistaken?"


"Thank
you!" The Righteous answered, adding: "His name is Balter. He is a
Durkana, a breed that is very resistant to heat and fatigue. My old horse was a
grey steed. Unfortunately he perished during a clash with those disgusting
Asari invaders."


"I
am sorry for your old friend," said the God-Slayer politely, and Godwin
equally politely answered:


"God
wanted it so!"


It was a
typical response from Godwin, a man of such a deeply rooted faith that he set
out at an early age to conquer the mountain of the Sepulchre of the Gods. He
was victorious. At the age of seventeen he was in command of the Aureo castle.
In reward for such a triumph, he was granted the honour of calling his men the
Sacred Army by the highest ecclesiastical offices and was awarded the highest
religious honours.


He was
not very tall, but certainly muscular. His powerful physique was enhanced by
splendid and unusual white lacquered steel plate armour with all the borders
finished in bright red. Each plate was finely decorated with dry-point
engravings depicting complex floral motifs. Classic leaves of acanthus and oak
intertwined with climbing plants along the entire body armour, the gorget and the
helmet. A different motif adorned his right shin and knee cover, which were
also finely engraved in gold with the prayers most dear to Godwin.


The
Righteous was a strong, dutiful man with a refined intelligence. These
qualities did not stop him from being a formidable and aggressive warrior. The
metal gloves of his armour were embellished with three steel crests on the back
of the glove, projecting for about three fingers from the knuckles, with many
sharp points. This strange and deadly detail was used by the Lord of the South
to whip the enemy with his fists. It was a battle tactic that created the
maximum damage with minimal effort.


His
splendid armour was rarely displayed, as Godwin usually covered it with a white
linen tunic falling to his feet. The tunic was decorated with a closed black
fist facing upwards on both the front and back, the symbol of his family. The
tunic showed visible traces of old, washed blood. It had wide, white mantle,
with a large red border, decorated with the inscription ‘It is God’s will!’
repeated several times to frame the black fist. This decoration was repeated on
centre of each shoulder of the mantle.


To
complete this display of military and craftsman’s splendour, the South Lord
carried a classic pot-shaped helmet with small holes for the eyes and squared
ventilation holes. The decorated helmet was as white as the rest of the armour
and had a large red stripe that started from the chin and ran around it to the
nape of the neck. On the right and left there were horn-like ornaments in the
shape of an ‘L’, with a row of beautiful eagle feathers on the outer side. It
was magnificent helmet but uncomfortable to carry by hand because of the height
of the decoration. For this reason it was placed in a bag tied to the saddle immediately
after the gift for the Emperor had been taken out.


He
adjusted his sword, short axe and dagger at his belt and dusted off the
enormous gold decoration proudly displayed around his neck. It was the Award
Hero of the Gods, First Class, made up of a chain of gold plates showing all
the religions of the Empire, but with the cross hanging in the centre
majestically prominently on his chest.


Godwin
announced to the God-Slayer:


"I'm
ready!"


"The
Emperor is ready, he has sent for us," the other answered.


The
First Vassal of the South turned around and had to squint his dark brown eyes
to see a small person approaching rapidly in the shadow of the High Tower.


"What
kind of food do you eat in the east to give you such good vision?" Godwin
asked the God-Slayer.


"A
lot of fruit, beet soup and mutton, in abundance of course," he replied
smilingly.


"Behold,
unveiled the mystery of your sight! In the south we have none of this, only
fetid dry meat and stale bread. My lands are certainly not the most
fertile," joked the Righteous.


Grigor
approached the pair, still jingling the beautiful bag in his hand, hoping to
attract the attention and curiosity of the two warriors.


"He
seems to be the Emperor's firstborn," the Lord of the West asserted in a
cold and detached manner.


"I
didn't know he had moved to court," Godwin commented, "last year the
Emperor enjoyed the only Empress's company." He stopped for a moment to
look at the young man who was drawing near and concluded: "His Imperial
Highness did well to surround himself with his heirs, a large family makes life
more interesting."


"Does
it make life more interesting?" Grigor repeated, "I still have two
children under my roof, I hope they get married or leave soon!"


"God
has only granted me twenty-one," but Godwin's story was interrupted by
both of his companions who exclaimed incredulously:


"Twenty-one?"


"Yes!"
replied Godwin, in his flat voice, and after a small solemn pause began to
recount: "I have twenty-one children and I keep them all under my roof
with, wives and grandchildren. God has granted me a family, and I honourably
protect it, in exchange the family loves me and makes me proud."


"You
are a good father, there is no doubt," commented the God-Slayer,
abandoning the interesting discussion to pay attention to the young man who had
come up to them.


A
handsome lad appeared before the three Sovereigns, dressed in splendid blue and
gold brocade with very tight sleeves, with a wide puff of lace at his wrists.
The blouse, so tight-fitting that breathing would be difficult, clashed
brutally with the blue over-trousers covered with gold plates, which matched
the gold shin-guards, also worked in bas-relief, showing two cherubs in a
display of magnificent workmanship and all the goldsmith's skill. From the
black leather strap at his waist hung a superbly crafted slender sword. But it
was the buckle, also in gold, that attracted the attention of the three guests.
In fact, all of them noticed the plump curly-haired head of a child and curled
on the buckle in a beautifully decorated bas-relief. The young man approached
to a distance of three meters, made a deep bow and said:


"Welcome,
my dear friends! My father, the Emperor, tells me not to waste any more time
and to enter the great hall of the High Tower."


"You
must be Calvin, son of Marius Taccer, the Emperor of the United Men, so the
heir and my future Emperor," exploded Grigor, forced to stop for a moment
to take breath after such a lengthy compliment. But it did not take long for
the Lord of the West to attract his attention: "My Emperor calls, I respond
immediately. Son, guide us!"


Calvin,
a very vain young man, felt honoured to have been recognized by one of the four
Sovereigns and immediately felt kindly towards that polite noble man.


"I
pray, my Sovereigns, follow me!" exclaimed the young heir boldly.


"Excuse
me, dear Prince, the Lord of the North has not yet arrived. It would be correct
to wait for him a little more," the God-Slayer said kindly.


"Now
I will tell you, what is correct!" Grigor was annoyed. "The correct
thing is not to keep our magnanimous Emperor waiting any longer. Grigor turned
around looking at the young man and smiled perfidiously before asking,
"Right, son?"


The boy
shyly replied: "If you say so, Sire Grigor, I assume it is the protocol,
so please follow me without delay."


"Forgive
me for insisting, but the protocol would require the four rulers to enter the great
hall aligned together," said High with a firm voice.


"Come
now, you don't want to adhere to protocol right now, you, of all people. You
don't follow it at all! Moreover, your friend is not a child. He will be able
to find the way to the exclusive council room on his own," said Grigor
without even turning to look the God-Slayer in the face. He repeated to the
young son of the Emperor: "Son, guide us!"


"This
way, my dear friends!" exclaimed Calvin very embarrassed by the ugly
scene. He took his place at Grigor's right side and lead the way.


Godwin
and High looked bitter, shook their heads slightly and, without saying any
more, walked behind the old man and young boy quietly murmuring. The God-Slayer
had become gloomy. He was a cultured and intelligent man and felt irritated and
offended. One thing was to endure Grigor's provocations in private, but quite
another was to be mocked in public by a knight who was less deserving of the
title than anyone else. Godwin, for his part, felt calm, as always sure of being
able to count on the protection of divine providence. He was comforted by his
habitual conviction that if a situation took an unpleasant turn, it was only
because of divine will.


Worry
and distress quickly left the knights as they approached the High Tower, until
they came into its shadow. The sancta sanctorum of the Titan took one’s
breath away, able to impress even the most sophisticated of beings. It was
built centuries ago with the help of titans, who were slaves of the first
thinking race known to history. The Erthys were a population of highly educated
and technologically advanced giants, who built the Titan as an impenetrable
fortress against the many warring bands, who still caused battles and
disturbances in these lands.


The
Erthys, who were large, intelligent, powerful and fundamentally peaceful - locked
themselves up in these three enormous towers protected by a circle of walls of
incredible thickness. Over ten metres deep and sixty metres high were the
enormous measurements of the circle, reinforced at every corner by towers
capable of repelling any attack. The Titans, tired of being slaves, gave battle
to the Erthys who perched in the impassable fortress. But they made the fateful
mistake of not calculating immense life-span of the titans, who only had to
wait a couple of centuries, making sure that no Erthy escaped from the walls,
to ensure the victory of the mutineering slaves. Once certain of their triumph,
the titans withdrew to the north and east. Their alliance crumbled, generating
wars reducing their number drastically.


Not only
did death bloom within the fortress, but the last surviving Erthy, free from
the Titans, opened the immense doors and disappeared, leaving the structure
empty. Later on, the era of men arrived. They took over and adapted the
gigantic lordless fortress. Each King and Emperor in turn, made changes to the
towers as they followed, one after another, down the ages, so how the tower
looked originally was not known. One thing certain was the majesty of the
fortress and its centuries-old robustness, thanks to the huge blocks of black
stone from the other side of the earth. It was said that these blocks were
carried on the shoulders of the Titans one by one, after having carved them to
the size of about seven men in height and twice in width.


The
Titan was imposing with its immense height accentuated by the pyramid shape of
the three towers, creating the illusion of connecting the sky to the earth. The
buildings on the right and left, lower than the central tower, were on a minor
scale, but certainly not of lesser beauty. For centuries, human rulers had
added long white pillars, interspersed with gold-clad capitals, depicting epic
battle scenes. All these decorations were designed to break the immensity of
the matte, black, un-veined stone wall giving even greater momentum to the perspective
it offered.


An added
decoration to the façade was series of Gothic arches with a very accentuated
pointed shape, which twisted like climbing plants, generating an amazing effect
of movement. Long, rectangular, blood coloured banners depicting the golden
twelve-pointed star, symbol of the Empire of the United Men, were stretched and
anchored along the lower part of all three towers.


The
Titan was a truly impressive monument to power and grandeur, a concept
underlined by three enormous portals that preceded two others, each with three
doors. But the impression of power was given most of all by the so-called War
Door. It lay always open to the outer area. The doors were of forged in steel,
which was so heavy that it was closed only under actual threat and needed the
work of two thousand horses. The exterior doors, as high as the first row of
stones, were made of solid wood, reinforced with steel and then decorated with
seven strips of bronze high reliefs plated with gold. These works represented
the heroic deeds of the one hundred and twenty-seventh Emperor of the United
Men, Stoik Ivarson, a man very able in self-praise but totally lacking
objectivity.


On the
sides of the doors, an imposing white marble conch surrounded the passage with
high floral relief and depictions of the struggle between dragons and men,
until reaching the gothic pointed section, where a series of very refined
openings framed the word ‘God’ engraved in gold. Only the main entrance of the
High Tower bears this inscription. The above the central entrance of the left
tower was inscribed ‘Emperor’, while on the right tower above the central
portal shone the word ‘King’.


There
were many rulers, most of them, not very cultured and with an exulted idea of
their own importance. But there were also rulers with outstanding
personalities, who sat on the throne of the United Men, one of whom decided to
have more modest doors built of the within the impressive great portals. He
made this choice because no matter how large an Emperor seated on the throne
could be, they would never reach a height of more than three meters.


The
three Sovereigns continued to look around astounded, and just as they crossed
the War Door, Grigor exclaimed:


"Sometimes
it makes you feel so small!"


The
imperial heir turned to his admiring companion and then to the two Kings behind
him, who were also enchanted and amazed.


"I,
too, have struggled to get used to it, despite living here and going through
these doors several times a day," the young prince commented impressed,
but with a touch of pride.


"My
boy, I don't think I'd ever get used to such magnificence!" Grigor
replied, gazing with child-like amazement at the doors of the gilded portal.


The door
had a smaller entrance cut into it, called the Door of Men. There were two
guards, placed on either side. They saluted and uncrossed their halberds to
greet the nobles. The two guards, in high uniform, wore gilded steel semi plate
armour with an inscription ‘Ave Imperator’ displayed on their gorget. On the
body, shoulder straps and right knee pad, the twelve-pointed cross was
engraved. A silver-coloured mail tunic, light enough to be seen, covered the
parts not protected by solid steel. The rough and serious faces of both were
framed by a helmet surmounted by a blood-red crest of long hair that reached
half way down their backs. From the shoulder straps, large purple cloaks gave a
noble air to both guards.


The
parade halberds were made of gold, while the swords of the two differed greatly
according to the capabilities of the warrior. The man on the right was carrying
a bastard sword with a large, cube-shaped knob with sharp corners, a quality
greatly appreciated during a melee, as the blade was not the only part of the
sword used to break heads. The small soldier on the left was armed with a thin
curved sword with a bronze cup guard and cage to protect his fingers.


The
sight of the small sword clearly shocked High, who looked away in disgust. The
Lord of the East frowned and whispered quietly:


"What
a horrible sword."


Only
Godwin could hear the God-Slayer's comment. The Lord of the South had taken the
time to admire the high reliefs of the portal and hurried to join the group.


"My
dear God-Slayer, only you could cheer me with a simple phrase!" he
exclaimed smiling at the Righteous.


"What?"
he asked, emerging from his thoughts.


"Nothing
important," Godwin kindly replied, then after a pause he changed the
subject, "in your opinion, why is the Lord of the North taking so long?"


"I
don't know! Holaf hates visiting the Citadel, hates the ceremony, the protocols
and the haughty Lords of the court, in fact he hates everything," the
God-Slayer replied keeping his voice low to keep Grigor out of the discussion.


"Yes,
he is a true man from the north! Even though he is not comfortable with these
occasions, he does not give in," the Righteous replied, also lowering the
tone of his characteristic voice.


"You
know!" exclaimed High worried but wishing to end the discussion. "Perhaps
the delay is only due to the distance he must travel to reach the capital from
Trondheim."


"So,
you two, can you stop whispering?" growled Grigor, nervous because he felt
excluded from the conversation, failing to catch a word of it. "We have
almost arrived in the Emperor’s presence and you behave like undisciplined
infants! You should behave as befits your rank!" he added, as he passed
through the last set of doors.


Neither
High nor Godwin was bothered by the uncalled for opinion expressed by the
elderly King, as he was renowned for his political mania, love of argument and
fondness for attention. Then the eyes of the Kings were drawn to the new hall
that opened before them. A sombre atrium, which was very large in fact, but
compared to the overall size of the High Tower, the room appeared small and
dark, almost like a cemetery vault. Architecturally it was in military style
and certainly not part of the original structure.


This
gloomy room had the evocative name of the Blood Room and served, in fact, as a
funnel to block the attack of an army of aggressors, who would crowd into the
room thinking they could break through the delicate door. The door seemed small
and made of wood but the entire structure was made of solid steel. Once the
cramped space was filled with unwelcome, furious hordes, the room could be
filled with thousands of metal darts shooting through holes in the walls using
machines called pincushions. These war machines, similar to enormous
sling-shots, were capable of firing a thousand darts at the same time using the
force of strong, twisted bow-strings.


If these
deadly weapons were not enough to destroy the army of invaders, boiling water
and large stones could be poured onto them from the many slits in the roof.
When the massacre was over, the floor of the macabre room, built with a slight
slope, slight enough not to be noticed when walking but enough to let the blood
flow towards the entrance. This created a demoralizing warning for any
remaining of ardour within breasts of the approaching enemy army.










Chapter 2


Tedious supplicants


 


 


In the
Blood Room, the Great Chamberlain of the High Tower was eagerly awaiting them.
Albion was an old man, who did not have many winters left in him. His thin,
curved figure looked more like a vine than a body. A few white hairs still
sprouted at the sides of his shiny head, while a long white beard fell almost
to his waist, so Albion was easily recognisable. He always dressed in a black
linen tunic that swept the floor. A huge and cumbersome conical hood fell down
his back. Albion never pulled it over his head, but often used it as a scarf,
wrapped around his neck.


This
humble image was enhanced by the white vestments embellished the twelve-pointed
cross, which identified his important role as the Great Chamberlain of the
Empire of United Men. The waist of the elderly man was circled by a bright
silver chain that caught the faint lights and amplified its gleam. He held an
enormous bunch of tinkling keys on a chain with a trembling hand. The final most
precious detail was an elegantly decorated golden stick, leaning, apparently
abandoned, beside a small door.


"Welcome,
my dear friends! Did you have a good journey?" Albion asked with in a
shaky voice, squinting his old ice-coloured eyes, to make sure he had not
greeted the guards by mistake.


"Thank
you, Great Chamberlain! We had pleasant journey in good company. But it was
ruined on our arrival at the fortress," replied haughty Grigor, alluding
to his disagreement with the Lord of the East. "I see you are looking
well!" congratulated Grigor, politically astute as ever.


"I
thank you, my Sovereign, but by now the years are not so pleasant to count,
just like the cleaning your arse first thing in the morning when it’s humid and
sticky," answered Albion with a trembling but stoic voice. He was not
accustomed to sycophants, but as a man of honour, he felt an almost visceral
disgust for the Sovereign in gold armour.


The
vulgarity annoyed Grigor and his face darkened. He was about to respond and put
the bent old man in his place, but was abruptly interrupted by a nudge on the
shoulder from High. It was meant to be gentle, but because of their armour, a
noisy clanging filled the room.


The
God-Slayer approached Albion observing him closely and said:


"You
really look dreadful, Great Chamberlain, but it is a surprise and a great
pleasure to see you still in your place!"


"And
by your grace, my Lord, where did you think you would find me?" asked
Albion puffing for breath.


High
answered surprised by the question:


"Obviously
underground!"


They
looked at each other in an embarrassed silence that seemed to last minutes then
broke into resounding laughter. High hugged Albion affectionately, taking care
not to cause pain with his armour.


"I
still miss you at the court of the Black Portal. The Fort of Fate is as silent
as a tomb without your continuous complaining," said High, almost
whispering to the old man of the court.


Albion,
with an unexpected tear in his eye, responded in a gentle tone:


"You
do not know how much I miss you, my King!" He interrupted himself for a
moment, and breathed deeply then returned to his normal, irritable self. Proud
and lacking the tact of a courtier he said: "It was your stupid,
inconsiderate father who sent me to the High Tower, when you were still a
little prince. Here it is horrible. They don't even have vodka. I told your
father, but he didn't want to listen, and he sent me here, claiming it was for
the good of the Empire. The Emperor was inexperienced, needed my help and a
heap of other similar bullshit."


The
smiling God-Slayer opened the bag containing the gift for the Emperor, rummaged
round for a moment, and took out a bottle of clear liquid. The Chamberlain‘s
eyes opened wide and filled with delight.


"There
is no remedy for my father's faults, but I don't want you to invent some dark,
twisted story to pass on to my grandchildren," said High, smiling. He gave
the bottle to the old man, who was salivating like a cow chewing its cud. The
bottle was greedily torn from the hands of the generous Lord.


"Is
it vodka?" Albion asked.


"Yes!
Smooth, made from wheat, just like you like it, my dear old friend!" the
King of the East answered smiling.


"Luckily
it is smooth, not like one of those herbal brews. Or worse like the fruit flavoured
crap that the weakling offspring of the Emperor round here like so much!"
said the Great Chamberlain forgetting the presence of Calvin.


"Great
Chamberlain, how dare you speak about me like that, and in the presence of
guests!" complained the first heir.


"Come,
come, young man, this is not the first time I have called you soft and nor will
it be the last one! You had better to get used to it, as he had to,"
Albion answered sweetly, indicating the God-Slayer with his unstable arm, which
looked more like blade of grass. The God-Slayer only smiled and nodded his
head.


Everyone,
except Grigor, was willingly captured by the personality of the Great
Chamberlain, enjoying a moment of fun. Albion turned serious, concentrating on
hiding the bottle in a bag under his linen tunic, as though he had stolen it,
he said:


"Well,
my Kings, let's go to the great hall!" with that he turned around and
knocked on the fake wooden door with heavy hand.


At the
last blow the door moved, widening the opening ponderously. An unexpected but
welcome warmth flowed from the opening door. Although it was not their first
visit, the room they beheld still had the power to amaze them.


It was
enormous with mosaic tiling decorating the entire floor, depicting the stories
of the first human Kings and Emperors. Each piece was a small precious stone,
quarried in the Overland or coming from the mine called Hell. Rubies, emeralds,
diamonds, aquamarines, tiger eyes and many more. Two rows of golden tiles from
the front door marked the way to the Emperor's throne, which from distance
appeared illuminated directly by the sun.


Behind
the throne was an enormous block of translucent white quartz, quarried from the
flames of Mount Volcano by the titans in remote times. This crystal had been
dug, transported and placed in the fortress, when the fortress was nothing more
than a pile of stones. The piece of quartz had multiple functions. Being hollow
it was used as a stove. In fact, a crowd of silent and respectful monks
constituted a small army of servants with the simple task of feeding the flames
inside the crystal, day and night. These men were dressed in poor brown jute
habits, falling to their feet and their bald heads were covered by wide hoods
that made them difficult to recognizable even between themselves.


The huge
flame-filled quartz lit the room, making the Emperor seem like the source of
light and heat in the large room. This was clever trick designed to create awe
in the less learned and a sense of submission to the Emperor's omnipotence.


The enormous
ceiling of the huge room was covered with precious golden stuccoes and
frescoes, as of unimaginable beauty. The pointed arches of the vaults soared to
dizzying heights so it was difficult, if not impossible, to observe the all of
the precise and minute details of these works of art.


The
columns, made of the characteristic black stone as was the rest of Titan, were
of disproportionately huge dimensions, but despite this, they appeared to be
slender, stretching towards the heavens. Eight rows of columns divided the room
into eight smaller aisles flanking a main central nave. Each column was
enriched and reinforced by three spiral pillars, composed of three very long,
pure white marble snakes, wrapped around each other. The three serpents
embraced the black columns in their coils until, at the top, their wide-open
jaws formed the reinforced ribs of the vaults as with their tongues as well.


Each
column had three burners to give heat and light, placed at about a quarter of
their height. These large metal braziers were placed away from the columns so
that the pure white of the pillars was not horribly blackened. The walls of the
room were covered with pillars, arches and capitals imitating the external
decoration, on a smaller scale.


Inside,
the decoration was also in white marble with carved detailing and golden
inscriptions framing niches with statues of precious white marble, portraits of
heroes and human Emperors. On the wall of the entrance there were portraits of
the most important heroes of men. The work was from the best craftsmen's
workshops showing high technical skill, able to make hard stone look soft. The
statue of Trondheim, Thor's son, stood out with his torn knitted tunic and
dented body armour, though it was elegantly decorated. The hero was carved with
his right arm raised towards the heavens, wielding his mighty hammer, while the
tight fist of his left hand held the long hair and what remained of the head of
Kmur, Lord of the barbarians of the Goat-Horn Mountains.


The wall
was covered with splendid similar masterpieces, all more or less war-like, to
about half the height of the walls. The empty area of the remaining half made
it appear unadorned and unfinished. The reason for this lack of decoration was
the difficult path which must be taken to become a hero. It was fraught with
danger, while it was much less difficult to die in the attempt to rise to such
a noble position. The side walls and the wall behind the throne were more
crowded. The statues adorning these walls depicted the first human Kings and Emperors,
who, in these more recent times, tended to live quietly and long. But in more
distant times Emperors often lasted a year, perhaps two, because of the devious
conspiracies and jealousies rising between crowned heads and family members.


The
least fortunate was Grigor Seeker, ancestor of the Lord in golden armour. This
ancestor had the sad record of only one day of reign. Despite a very limited
time of government, his heir, Auror Seeker, Grigor's firstborn, had a statue of
his father made in a noble pose, upright, with his arms outstretched, holding
the hilt of the sword. It wasn’t long before Auror took his place on the wall
next to his father. His was the only imperial statue whose helmet had a lowered
visor. This stratagem used in an attempt to make posterity forget the face of
the traitor, but not the plot, which had been devised by a son behind his
father’s back. In fact, the helmet had the inscription ‘Patricide’ on the
visor. Many Emperors had been murdered by their children, but only Anscent
Seeker, Grigor's second son and Auror's brother, offered a public gesture of
loyal and enduring love, avenging his father.


The
magnificent grand hall of the High Tower of Titan was crowded with nobles,
princes and guards, who were lined up evenly along the hall from the entrance
door to the foot of the throne. All these people were there for show, part of a
campaign to give the illusion of a beloved Emperor adored by the nobility of
the Citadel. In truth he was too selfish and cold to become attached to
anything or anyone, apart from his Kingdom.


"So
many people," commented High in an undertone.


"So
many self-seekers," Godwin specified, expecting yet another sarcastic or
offensive comment from Grigor.


But this
did not happen, since the shimmering Grigor was now overwhelmed by the admiring
and malevolent glances towards him from these nobles, seeing him pass by in his
golden armour.


Once in
the middle of the room, in the middle of the enormous transept, the Great
Chamberlain ordered quietly:


"My
Lords, stop here!"


He took
four more steps, leaning heavily on his the stick. The Great Chamberlain
stopped and, clearing his throat, he beat the stick three times on the floor,
making a powerful sound, which spread throughout the large hall, silencing the
audience. Albion turned to one side, proclaiming:


"His
Imperial Highness Marius Taccer, Emperor of the United Men, Light in the Dark
Ages, Emperor in Titan and the Emerging Lands, Guardian of the Just and
Protector of the Faith welcomes his favoured guests!" Albion took a
moment's breath, beat the stick again three times and announced: "We
welcome with honour in order of age." He took another breath and glanced
at High with a half smile, that the God-Slayer did not understand immediately.
The Lord of the East realized only later that the presentation was deliberately
wrong, because age was not something to be taken into consideration by
protocol.


The Great
Chamberlain repeated himself, aware that he would be rebuked, but not fearing
the consequences:


"We
welcome with honour Grigor Seeker, second of his name, First Western Standard,
Liberator of the Citadel, General of the West Valley, Lord of the White Castle
and the City of Abovemountain, Guardian of the Pass of Abovemountain."
Albion stopped again to catch his breath, then resumed: "We welcome with
honour High Marshal, called the God-Slayer, Lord of the East, Hero of the
Citadel, General of the East Wall, Destroyer of the Ardils, Regent of the
Fortress of Fate and the city of Black Portal." The old Great Chamberlain,
shaking his head slightly, resumed: "We welcome with honour Godwin
Wellinton, called the Righteous, Lord of the South, First Vassal of the South,
Protector of the Citadel, Hero first class of the Gods, General of the South
Wall, Lord of the Golden Castle and of the city of the Sepulchre of the Gods,
Guard of the Sepulchre of the Gods." Albion approached the three regal
gentlemen again and whispered: "Now go to the Emperor. I will have to
drain the entire bottle to recover from your thunderous titles. May they go to
the devil, possessions and titles!"


The
three crowned heads smiled and began their procession towards the Emperor.


The
Emperor was seated on his throne of finely worked solid gold, adorned with
ornate reliefs which depicted Emperors and heroes, in the same theme as the
whole hall. The throne was placed at the top of a staircase of ten large, beautiful
marble steps with gold inlays on the risers, mosaics of sparkling precious
stones. The throne itself had undergone adaptations during the ages to suit the
human rulers.


A
man-sized throne had been built inside the original giant seat. The new seat and
backrest gave support with comfortable cushions in burgundy velvet decorated
with buttoning. Each of the large buttons, which had the characteristic diamond
shaped padding, had a huge diamond set in the centre to enrich the display.
Three steps were added to three sides around the throne so that human legs
could reach the seat smoothly and not give the impression that the Emperor was
a child sitting on an adult’s large chair.


On the
first marble steps, the General of the Imperial Army stood to the right of the
Emperor and the Commander of the Imperial Militia to the left. The first was
quite old, but with a vigorous body, standing straight and rigid to attention
with look lost to the horizon, as if he was still on watch. The splendid
satin-finish steel plate armour revealed his origins as a warrior. This image
was furthered by a series of dents proudly worn on bracelets and shoulder
straps.


High and
Godwin also appreciated the humble, military and style without any frills or
precious metals distinguishing the armour of the elderly General. The only
exception was a gold inscription beautifully worked on the body armour, bearing
the motto of the imperial army ‘Ave Imperator’. The old warrior had grey,
well-kept hair and was holding the pommel of the sword, tied to his belt, with
his right hand.


"A
left-handed man!" Godwin whispered. High nodded his head, intent on
listening to the petitions that some dignitaries were reading to the Emperor.


Godwin
was a man of action and paid little attention to detailed, protocol-filled
ceremonies. He turned his attention to the Commander of the militia, who was
staring at him arrogantly. The militia Commander was a short, fat man, well
past the flower of youth, even taking into account his sedentary lifestyle and
close attention to all the best the table offered. These habits can alter
appearances and thus be misleading.


The man
who stood in front of them was certainly not a warrior. His flaccid, corpulent
body forced his squire to invent ways to tighten the already sizeable body
armour. It was straining to contain the generous roundness of its owner.
Despite the efforts made by his servants, the body armour refused to close at
the sides, allowing glimpses of the straps used to keep it all together.


The same
inglorious fate befell the strap for the thigh protectors, kept in its place
thanks to the use of an extension to that covered the entire circumference of
the waist. The most absurd thing about this man was that he tried to wear the
throat cover, which was narrow and partially covered by soft rolls of the
Commander’s double chins. This lardy excrescence lay like goatskin water
bottles clinging to the sides of horses. The Commander, purple in the face and
squeezed by his armour, seven-sizes too small, but polished to mirror-shine,
attracted glances with his slightest movement, which did not do much for his
image as a knight.


A little
further above, standing still on the fourth step, was the Commander of
Emperor's private guard. Once it had been an elite body, where only the strongest
and most valiant in war could hope to enter, now it was a nest of vipers, the
mostly the young sprigs from families of crown financiers and nagging
politicians.


However,
the Commander looked handsome in his shining armour, which was almost identical
to that of the guards at the entrance and the in the hall. The most visible
difference was in the black cloak, with the twelve-pointed cross in the centre,
embroidered in gold thread. Another big difference was the helmet, which had an
awkward anthropomorphic visor, folded upwards to show off the proud black
moustache that grew lush under his long nose. This proud man also placed his
hand on the pommel of his sword, which hung on his left.


Going up
four more steps, it was best not to catch the eyes of the first imperial
counsellor. He was a perfidious mercenary, a sibylline and Mephistophelean
being. He was, of course, in the pay of the richest or the best willing to
cross his palm with coin. The first counsellor was an old acquaintance of High
and his deceased father, who had been sent to the east because of this
counsellor’s careful advice. This disgusting person was called Dicius. He was a
thin and tiny man, physically unable to fight to survive, so he made an art of
his own ability to cheat and twist people’s minds.


His eyes
moved rapidly, as usual, studying every detail of everything he looked at. His
dry and knotty clasped hands were adorned with large and precious rings. He was
dressed in the latest fashion, using splendid fabric, whose colour changed from
red to blue in the light. He wore a white belt with a buckle that was identical
to that of the Crown prince.


Prince
Calvin had meanwhile reached his father and, tired of standing and listening to
the petitioning nobles, had taken a seat to the right of the Emperor.


Boredom
also overwhelmed High, who was fed up with listening to problems of social
distress explained by nobles who had no oratory ability and could not tell a
story. The lack of attention from those present was clear. They did not care
about anything outside themselves and their possessions. The God-Slayer
whispered smiling at Godwin:


"See
the girl sitting next to Calvin?"


"Yes,"
Godwin replied, adding playfully: "But she's too young for you!"


"Ha,
ha! Have your fun!" High replied, stopping for a moment, pretending to
notice nothing as he realized that Grigor had begun to listen to them, no
longer paying attention to the complaints of the nobles.


The
God-Slayer went on to Godwin as soon as Grigor was no longer listening:


"King
Godwin, the girl did not enter my thoughts as my second wife, but as your son's
first wife!"


"Who,
my Elder?" the South Lord asked in a low voice.


"Yes,"
replied High.


"No,
no! Elder is doing very well for himself on his own. He often goes to Rome.
Maximus, Lord of the city, sent a message asking for consent for his daughter
Azul to be courted by my Elder, permission that I have obviously granted,"
Godwin was very proud of his third child.


"Then
Dimer might do! You always say that he behaves in a manner not suited to a
prince and is not very skilful with women. Help him by introducing him to the
imperial princess," insisted the God-Slayer.


"Dimer
is a nuisance, but I would not wish for any of my children to have a wife with
Taccer blood. Far be it from me the idea of favouring such a fate," Godwin
abruptly closed the conversation.


High was
convinced that that young, wealthy and charming girl could represent a good
match for one of Godwin's sons:


"But,
my dear friend, have you noticed the grace of the girl?" he began but was
interrupted by Godwin, who asked:


"But
why do you want to marry off that one there to one of my children?"


"My
dear friend, I am only thinking this because you have an army of
children," replied the God-Slayer, but Godwin did not like the answer very
much:


"Why
not with one of yours?"


"My
own?" exclaimed High totally surprised. "You know that my Alderecht has
been married for a long time and both Jens and Jorgen are promised,"
stated High with the certain pride of a happy father.


"Vladimir
is free!" Godwin exclaimed in a low voice.


"Vladimir?
But are you mad, Lord of the South, do you know what he is called?" High
asked. The tone of his voice was so loud that it attracted the attention of
Grigor, who was willingly recalled to their discussion.


Godwin
was sorry for the indelicacy he had shown, but he was unaware of the rumours
that touched on the honour of High's son and whispered:


"Forgive
me, Majesty, I know nothing of the problems caused by your youngest son."


The Righteous
would have liked to know the reason for the worries bothering his friend, but
preferred discretion to knowledge.


After
hours of long and boring stories, by now the martial bearing of the event was
lost and protocols began to lapse. The Generals were sitting on the steps to
the throne, looking like pigeons sitting on a cathedral. The Empress rose
saying softly:


"I
apologise, but my children and I must leave, with the permission of the
Emperor, of course."


The
Emperor, lolling on the throne with his chin resting on the back of his right
hand, looked glassy-eyed and bored. He gave a slight nod, without even looking
at his wife. The Empress and her children quickly disappeared behind the great
quartz crystal, like cockroaches surprised by the light.


Her Majesty
was a beautiful woman with long ash blonde hair and deep green-brown eyes. She
was a very intelligent woman, considered dangerous by all, well-versed in
political arts, learned from her father Grigor. The Empress was, in fact,
Heaven, Grigor Lord of the East’s second daughter: she married out of
necessity, was a good mother as a duty and a good wife perhaps, but certainly
Empress with a lust for power. Neither High nor Godwin had ever had the
pleasure of talking to the Empress for long, but because of the little they had
seen and heard, they preferred to keep the relationship frosty.


Finally
the last supplicant was called. He came to the front of the greatly diminished
audience of nobles. He was fearful and respectful as he bowed and began his
supplication:


"My
Emperor, I ask for your help," he stopped for a moment. His face was sad,
his eyes shiny and reddened. He quickly rubbed the sleeve of the beautiful
yellow and blue jacket on his eyes, before resuming his plea. "My
daughter, my only, beautiful daughter, vanished in the lands of Varius."


When the
Emperor that heard name pronounced, he felt a chill down his spine. He was no
longer bored and distracted. Interrupting the noble he repeated:


"Varius,
you said?"


"Yes,
my Emperor! I am one of the inhabitants of Varius. My daughter has not returned
to the cottage for a week, I have looked for her, but alone I am not able to
cover the vast territory," the noble answered.


Before
arriving on the throne of the High Tower, the Emperor had possessed the title
of Sovereign of the Kingdom of Varius. Currently, the management of the
business of the city of Varius, full of merchants and wealth, among the most
important of the Kingdom, was entrusted to the fourth son of the Emperor,
Braxton Taccer.


"Did
you ask for help from the ruler?" the Emperor asked. The question was
rhetorical, from a still distracted but curious Emperor. He had placed his
trust blindly in his son Braxton.


"Yes,
Your Majesty, I have addressed my complaints to the correct authorities,"
the noble answered, hanging his head.


"Strange,
I find it unbelievable that Braxton ignores his subjects!" the sceptical
Emperor replied, as every good father would.


"I
have not made requests for an audience only to King Braxton, but also to King
Grigor, and only when my petitions were not heeded did I set out for the
Citadel," the merchant pointed out, giving a hard look from reddened eyes
to the Lord of the West.


"Sire
Grigor, would you like to explain the reason for such silence?" the
Emperor asked the shimmering old man, who stood up from the step, on which he
was sitting, giving the noble supplicant the evil eye, he said:


"My
Emperor, in your generosity you have granted me the right to be the Protector
of the West. I have thirteen large cities, an immeasurable number of villages
and towns and lands, which stretch from horizon to horizon. I cannot attend to
every little issue that comes for my judgment. These are often decided by
others." The white shimmering King turned to the nobleman and asked,
"Have you asked for help from the militia of Varius?"


The
supplicant noble was offended by the insinuation of incompetence and responded
firmly:


"My
Emperor, since you no longer govern Varius, things have changed considerably.
The militia has been locked up in the Fortress of Varius. They go out only to
collect the tributes. Making complaints or requests means an immediate answer
with, at best insults, and worst a display of arms!"


Grigor,
afraid of appearing incompetent, raised his voice and went purple, shouting:


"The
accusations you make against Braxton are ridiculous! Provide us with at least
some evidence of what you are suggesting!" Grigor now turned to the
Emperor, "This man is obviously delirious!"


The
Emperor, clearly irritated, gave Grigor an order:


"King
of the West, as soon as the restricted council is over, you will go to Varius
in person and call my son Braxton urgently to the High Tower. I want to know
what is going on in my house!"


But the
Emperor had not yet concluded his orders for Grigor. He turned to him again,
saying: "Sire Grigor, you will order the current Commander of militia of
Varius to search for the daughter of this man immediately. This is on my
authority!" At that point the Emperor, looking at the poor weeping father,
exclaimed: "I know well what it means to be a father. In five days I will
send an emissary to your home to give you news!"


"Thank
you, my Emperor, may providence always protect you!" the noble supplicant
answered.


In the
meantime, the large hall had emptied. Only the guards, Generals and counsellors
and the three Kings remained in the hall. The first imperial adviser Dicius
approached the Emperor and hissed something in his ear, then slipped silently
behind the burning crystal, disappearing from the large hall.


"Well,
my Lords, we have survived all the pleadings to the Emperor once more this
year. I am well pleased!" exclaimed the Emperor lightening the tone of the
ceremony.










Chapter 3


Restricted
Council


 


 


Marius
Taccer was the most unlikely Emperor that the throne of the High Tower had ever
had seated upon it. He was neither a hero of the City of the Greeks nor a
descendant of any former ruler who had the misfortune to die without heirs.


The
situation generated after the late Emperor's departure led the four Kingdoms to
clash politically. The all of the north hoped for a Nordic man, the east
demanded a ruler from the east, the south threatened war if a ruler from the
south had not been selected, while the west, united and well financed, loudly
called for Sire Grigor to hold the post. The present Lord of the West longed
for the throne of the High Tower. He had a strong blood line claim, being able
to boast of three Emperors as ancestors, two of whom, however, lasted the blink
of an eye, while the third a little more, but still there had been three Emperors
with his same surname.


In the
midst of this uproar of names and threats, realizing that he had no hope, it
was Grigor himself who proposed a man from the West who would not annoy anyone
too much. The candidate was not famous but rich; he was not a coward, but not
the most daring of warriors; religious though not too fervent, of broad views
and in need of much advice and wise council. No one could honestly complain or
rejoice at such a candidate. Therefore due to this strange series of events,
the crown went to Marius. The Emperor was not married to one of Grigor's
daughters until after the investiture, a complication that nobody had foreseen
or liked, not even the bride. The marriage was not welcome to anyone.


The
Emperor was a reasonable warrior who distinguished himself in the battle to
defend the Citadel. Despite his considerable weight and low stature, he was
very agile and had a fencing technique that was very effective. He dressed in a
refined, but not sumptuous way. His armour was in semi-plate of burnished
steel, like that of his warriors, who really went into battle. Even his mail
tunic, made of heavy steel, could be said to be military and not decorative.


Only the
helmet carried by his side had splendid gold decorations, depicting scenes of
wild boar and bear hunting, the hidden passion of the Sovereign. A passion he
could no longer indulge in, given the intrinsic danger of the hunt. And a
magnificent sword of fire steel hung on his belt. It had been brought by his
father from Volcano Island, and inherited by the Emperor. It was exquisitely
crafted, with the handle in titan bone. The motif of the decoration was the
coils of a dragon with all its scales, to make the grip firm and easy to hold.
The pommel, shaped like a wild boar head, covered with a thin layer of gold,
was refined, carved with the tiny delicate details. But the most striking
detail of his weapon was the hand guard in the shape of feathered wings, so
beautifully carved as to appear soft.


"We
must, my dear friends, prepare ourselves to bear another burden!" The
Emperor led the way, with firm footsteps, immediately followed by the three Sovereigns
who were well pleased by the precedence given to them by the Titan. His
admiration was clear from every glance.


Beyond
the door out of the great hall they walked along a large corridor on the same
scale as the Titan, but here the decoration was of a different hand. In fact,
there were no traces of the usual architectural additions in marble. Wood was
the principal decorative material. Thousands of different types of wood,
cunningly sculpted and assembled, created a continuous succession of solid
beauty and clever gaps. Wooden supports inlaid with countryside scenes, both
cheerful and frugal were pleasingly arrayed along the walls. Large pointed
wooden arches beginning at floor-level, spread to the rafters, carved like vine
branches covered with bunches and leaves all along the walls, framing the
inlays.


The wide
corridor, built far too high for men, had been cleverly lowered by a very
elaborate wooden coffered ceiling. The decoration covering the ceiling was
inspired by the floral decorative style of the vines, creating the impression
of walking in the shade of a pergola during summer. From the intertwined
splendid branches, cupids with large feathered wings pulled the vines apart to
enjoy the sweet fruits. Some angels emerged. Some showed only one arm, others
with their upper body, while the most exuberant emerged completely. These
angels were so beautiful that they seemed to be alive. Only the grain of the
wood showed they were statues.


High, of
noble birth, having always lived in a spartan military fortress devoid of any
luxury, was overwhelmed by the charm of such splendour every time he came to
visit the Titan. The God-Slayer more than the others continued to observe with
amazement the magnificence and to sigh with pleasure.


"Control
yourself! It’s not the first time you have been here at the Titan!" Grigor
commented nastily, annoyed by his fellow King.


"You
are right, I should be more unmoved, but in the midst of such magnificence I
can’t help myself!" the God-Slayer answered cordially.


"This
ceiling worries me, I am always afraid that the statues of angels will come off
and fall on me or my children," the Emperor commented distractedly.


"My
Lord, if you fear them so much, you should have them removed! God forbid
anything evil should happen to you or the Empress!" Grigor cried,
emphasising the lack of attention and care given to his daughter.


"If
one of these angels were to fall on your daughter, it would be a disaster. For
the angel!" the Emperor commented ironically.


The
comment made Godwin and High smile, but irritated Sire Grigor considerably, who
asked for clarification:


"What
do you mean by this phrase, my Emperor?"


"Simple!
Heaven has a hard head, just like her father!" the Emperor replied,
stopping in front of one of the innumerable doors, which lined the beautiful
corridor they had just walked along.


His
Imperial Excellence grasped the handle shaped like a golden branch and opened
the door. Then he slipped quickly through it, followed by the three guests. The
room was small, compared with the rest of the fortress, but this peculiarity
offered a certain advantage; because it was smaller, it was therefore easily
controlled. On the back wall shone a splendid assortment of swords, axes and
clubs, all finely worked, notable because they were the product of many
different eras and workshops. These weapons, in fact, were the legacies of many
human Emperors. Only a small part of the weapons that belonged to the immense
number of Emperors resided on that wall. Only common weapons remained, because
mythical weapons, with arcane, magical forces, attracted the attention of many
thieves. In addition, many Emperors adopted the weapons of their predecessor,
often their father, brother or close relative.


Beneath
this collection of war art stood a simple, cleanly made old table, on which had
been placed all kinds of food and drink. Given the hour, all four regal
personages could have made good use of it. In the centre, stretching out to
cover almost the entire table top of dark wood, there was a map of the Empire
of United Men. The map was in tones of ochre, clearly aged over time and
covered with a web of small, fine cracks. On the map were illustrated woods,
forests, mountains and mountain passes in maniacal detail. Everything that
could be useful for a military map was included.


The
lighting of the small room was a candelabra hanging from the ceiling. It was
made by crossing and welding the weapons of many enemies, who fell during the
great battle for the dominion of the Throne of the Titans, which took place
centuries ago. The central plateau on which the Citadel and the Titan stood was
won in the same battle.


The
Emperor took a plate for himself and covered it with wild boar stew, deer
salami and potatoes. Grasping a tankard cider, he turned to his guests and
said:


"I
declare open the seven hundred and eighty-third annual restricted council of
the Empire of United Men!" with that he took a long draught of cider,
halving the contents of the tankard. He cleaned his well-kept moustache on his
sleeve and added: "My dear guests, please don’t leave me eating alone,
help yourselves, there is plenty!"


The
three hungry and thirsty nobles did not wait for a second invitation, grabbing
the heavy hard stone plates and filling them up to the brim. With full dishes
and horn mugs overflowing with cider for Godwin, beer for High and wine for
Grigor, they sat down at the map table carefully so as not to stain its
craftsmanship.


"Who
will begin to report their news?" asked the Emperor with his mouth half
full.


Grigor,
always ready to distinguish himself, stood up, but soon realized that the
mouthful between his teeth would not let him speak, unless he wanted to appear
an ill-bred ruffian. So he sat down.


"In
the South the situation is quite stationary. I can't say it's idyllic, but
there are no signs of evil omens!" stated Godwin. "We have the usual
raids of the Assarians, who attack villages in the west, while in the east the
barbarian Danuvias make short raids. Both are limited attacks with forces of a
maximum of thirty or fifty barbarians."


"How
would it be possible to stop these raids?" the Emperor asked him, while
very busy feeding himself.


"According
to my firstborn son, these barbarians are based on the Dogoon Islands. There
the looters gather and organize themselves. If we conquer the islands,
eliminating the indigenous population, we would have an advanced base to defend
ourselves!" Godwin described his cold plan with shining eyes at the idea
of conducting a battle in the name of the One God.


"Military
action would cost a great deal. My long experience suggests, my Lord, that I
use the money to buy the loyalty of their leader instead. This will ensure that
he returns to his own lands," Grigor proposed in a calm tone.


"A
charming idea, Sire!" exclaimed High ironically, while sipping his beer.


The
pensive God-Slayer added:


"If
we invaded the islands, it would be a huge expense, I do not deny it. But in the
long term it would be more limited than the action proposed by the Lord of the
West." He took another sip, "Let's assume that the Barbarian
Sovereign accepts the offer of money and leaves once, the second and perhaps a
third time. What would prevent him from threatening us and asking ever higher
figures?"


"What
are you saying! It’s like listening to fifteen-year-olds! Kill on this side,
destroy on that side, war is the last resort of politics!" Grigor spoke in
the tone of a know-it-all.


"Sire
Grigor, it is known to all how skilfully you manage the west with your
politics!" Godwin began, interrupting himself to get up and fill his mug
again, then he continued, "However, in politics it is necessary to put
your tongue in places where I wouldn't want to put a sword!"


Grigor
instantly changed his self-satisfied smile into anger, taking offence
instantly. He cried out:


"You
are a stupid fool, I demand satisfaction!" Grigor, stood up, took one of
his gloves of soft suede leather as if to hit Godwin.


By doing
this he threw a challenge to a duel. Godwin would surely have accepted but his
noble blood was spared thanks to High, who grabbed Grigor's arm and told him:


"If
you slap him with a velvet glove, Sire Godwin return the compliment with his
mail gloves. Believe me, if this happens, it will solve forever the boring
problem of shaving your beard every morning!"


Grigor
tore his arm from High's hold, looked at Godwin, who had put on both gloves of
his armour. On which back were written in gilded Gothic script: ‘Judgement’ on
the left glove and ‘Penitence’ on the right one.


"Braggart!"
exclaimed Grigor with contempt while re-seating himself. In all these quarrels
the Emperor was a spectator, enjoying the show and feeding on the fury of
others.


"If
we conquered the islands, we could build a large commercial and military port
in the Fondo Sea," Godwin proposed in an altered tone of voice.


Grigor
was also interested in the idea of a commercial expansion. He had a feeling for
trade and an understanding of money, so immediately commented:


"The
territorial expansion certainly cannot interest me. However the lands beyond
the Fondo Sea produce fabrics of the highest quality and possess a lot of gold.
The barbarians do not appreciate the value of these. In any event, there would
certainly be products to be marketed in the Kingdom."


The
God-Slayer shook his head, astounded by the speed with which Grigor had changed
his ideas, while Godwin was satisfied with plans of the shimmering politician.


"So,
we are decided, you are all in favour of the invasion of the Dogoon Islands. My
vote is certainly in favour and being the Emperor is worth double, so even when
King Holaf arrives he will have no say in the matter," the Emperor stopped,
drank again and decreed, "we will invade those useless stones with the
advent of the summer. Proposal approved by five out of six votes. Godwin, you
are in charge, delegate the preparations to one of your children!"


Just at
that moment, there was a knock at the door.


"Come
in!" exclaimed the Emperor.


The
Great Chamberlain entered the small room, beating his golden stick on the
ground three times, and announced with the strongest voice he could manage:


"We
now welcome Holaf Erlingson, called the Long Sword, First Man of the North,
Hero of the Citadel, Hero of the High Tower, General of the North Wall, Lord of
the Arkantorre and the city of Trondheim, Protector of the Arctic Lands and
Custodian of the Jotun Fjord!" Albion turned strangely without bending,
carrying in his hand a new bottle of vodka, a gift from the latest arrival.


King
Holaf crossed the wooden floor with a firm tread. He was very tall for that
era. He stood at about a meter and ninety, with a powerful body. The King's
face was framed by long, smooth, light brown hair. He appeared pale and was
beardless. His grey eyes, the colour of Nordic ice, were half-hidden under
prominent arched eyebrows. His lips bent downwards at the sides, hinting at his
habitual gloomy meditative mood.


His
considerable girth was covered by massive burnished plate armour, three times
the thickness of a normal armour. It emitted sharp metallic squeaks with each
movement. On the body as well as the shoulder straps and the gorget between
many scratches and a dents you could admire magnificent gold decoration.
Beautiful and precious drawings showed battle scenes and braids typical of the
culture of the men of the North. On his back, a very thick winter coat of
silver wolf hung from his shoulder straps, flowing sinuously to his ankles.
Holaf was not a man for useless decoration and his cloak was not for show, but
an essential item to ensure survival the far from temperate city of Trondheim,
the northern capital, under his command.


On his
wide shoulders, in addition to his fur, he wore a splendid shield. It was a
typical circular shape, made of steel, coloured half black and half white.
Upright, down the middle was drawn a two-headed blood snake, the emblem of his
family. In his hands, instead of gifts for the Emperor, he held his helmet,
which had a meticulous representation of the face of a demon with horns and
tusks. His right hand was placed on the pommel of the huge sword hanging from his
bright red leather belt, which had the Cross of the First Man of the North
pinned to it, an honour that made him prouder, more than any other honour he
had earned.


"A
warm welcome, my son!" The Emperor was obviously pleased to see him.


"Thank
you, my Emperor!" Holaf courteously replied. Then turning to High he
greeted him, "It is a pleasure to see you, my brother!" Holaf did not
refer to a true kinship. Theirs was a brotherhood of sword and blood, forged a
few years ago during the defence of Trondheim when it was assaulted by the Orcs
of the other side of the earth.


"The
pleasure is all mine, brother!" the God-Slayer answered with a smile that
glowed with happiness.


"You
made us worry, but fortunately you have arrived, Lord of the North!"
Godwin said, standing up and offering his forearm to Holaf, who did not refuse
the greeting and said:


"Thank
you, Sire Godwin! How are you and your private army of children doing? I hope
you have not made the beautiful Lady of the South lose her mind?"


Godwin,
smiling, answered:


"All
well, by the grace of God, all still alive and in excellent health!"


Last but
not least, Holaf paid his respects to Grigor, who had not even got up and was
grinding his teeth, feeling a certain lack of respect towards his person.


"What
have I missed?" asked Holaf.


"A
lot of the rich and ignorant supplicants, who do nothing but complain about a
shortfall of two kilos of apples, stolen from one of their hundred thousand
plants, taken to feed hungry children," replied the Emperor in a flat and
sad tone and with evident dismay. He took a sip of cider and exclaimed with a
more cheerful voice: "The south will invade the islands of Dogoon with the
advent of summer!"


"It
is about time!" exclaimed Holaf satisfied. He was always well disposed
towards war as part of his religious-cultural origins of the north. "Any
other good news?" he added, curious.


"We
must now debate the problems encountered in the West, if Sire Godwin feels it
is worth listening to," the Emperor replied.


Godwin
swallowed a bite of wild boar stew and stated:


"I
reported everything that needed to be discussed, now I will listen!"


"Your
Imperial Grace, as you know, the west is home to men who are strong and loyal
towards the imperial throne, towards their subjects and towards the King of the
Kings of the West, so there are no great problems," Grigor commented with
false candour.


"No
one threatens our borders?" asked the Emperor in disbelief.


Grigor
smiling with a reassuring look answered:


"Absolutely
none, you can sleep sound and have sweet dreams!"


"Could
you please tell us, Sire Grigor, how you solved the long-standing problem of
the Fortress of the Thousand Gates?" Godwin asked politely. He was
genuinely curious about this.


This
curiosity was echoed by Holaf, who demanded a clarification.


"Yes,
Grigor, do tell us how you stopped Lucius. If I remember correctly, he wanted
to use the guts of the Western royal family as decorations and to festoon the
throne room of the Thousand Gates, toasting the victory with the blood of the
vanquished!"


"He
was overcome by my diplomacy," replied Grigor, haughtily.


High was
worried by Grigor's sibylline statement, he asked:


"Have
you stopped the three huge armies of Lucius with some honeyed words?"


"Yes,
my dear young man, with diplomacy, armies do not count!" said Grigor,
sweetly, while caressing his white well-tended beard.


"My
Commander, what can you tell me about Catacomb? How did you stop the
revolutionary moves of the rebels without using a single soldier?" the
Emperor asked, visibly worried.


"I
have an agreement with Huron, Lord of the rebels," Grigor answered with
satisfaction.


"You
have an agreement with the rebels?" asked Holaf, angry. He was
particularly concerned by the question. He was also concerned, since the rebel
city bordered on his territories.


Godwin
felt opposed so he exclaimed:


"Sire
Grigor, we don't make agreements with the rebels. It makes us appear weak and
fearful!"


"My
Emperor, both with Lucius and with Huron the truce holds, peace is saved, no
man in the West will die uselessly! You will be remembered for all of history
as the enlightened Emperor. My Emperor, I gave you the most precious thing of
all, my daughter's hand, welcoming you into my family. Do you think I would put
what I hold most dear at risk? I'm sure of my choices!"


"So
there are no questions requiring the advice of the best Generals in the
Kingdom?" asked the Emperor still doubtful.


"At
the moment there are none!"Grigor answered, most offended by the imperial
insinuations.


Holaf
rose furiously, beating his fists on the table, he shouted:


"This
is madness! Neither Huron nor Lucius have a scrap of honour. They are corrupt
and violent! I do not know what plots are hidden by their indulgence. Perhaps
it is just a simple trick to save time. Grant me an army, I cannot move more
than a thousand men from the borders, but if the south and east join me, I am
sure I can enjoy the support of the High Guard of the Dragon. With that army we
will reduce them to nothing."


"Behold,
the powerful men of the north, who come swearing and cursing, with their axes
and swords raised to heaven, to save the Kingdom by killing and killing
everything that moves!"Grigor commented sarcastically, and all he got in
response was the evil eye from his three peers.


"Let's
say that war is not an option at the moment. We must trust the Lord of the West
and watch how he manages it all," the Emperor decided with his face tense.
He put a hand under his nose and thought for a moment. "After all, Grigor
is a talented strategist, one of the Liberators of the Citadel, surely we will
not be disappointed!"


To the
Lord of the North, King Godwin and the God-Slayer it seemed that the Emperor
was trying to convince himself rather than a truly having esteem for Grigor’s
plans and abilities.


But for
the restricted council the troubles had not yet come to an end.


King
High began to speak:


"My
Emperor, without delay or pretty speeches I will explain the bare and raw facts
to you. For months now, the mountain ranges, both the Tombs of the Giants and
the Vertebrae of the Titans, have been teeming with impious creatures."
The explanation was interrupted by the Emperor, who, being more comfortably
positioned in chair than the others, asked:


"What
kind of creatures?"


"Orcs!"
exclaimed High in a deeply worried voice.


"Years
ago those unclean beings did not come so close to our borders!" Godwin
commented with concern.


"You
are right, Sire Godwin! Something is pushing these enemies to look for dark and
silent roads, unprotected routes and, as you can deduce, this does not presage
anything good," said the God-Slayer, stopping to drink more beer, before
resuming, "my Vassal of Istraa Vladimir Romanov, in his continuing
conquest of the barbaric lands, told me of unspeakable horrors beyond the
borders. In recent months he has not come across any Barbarian village still
intact. In each settlement the same horrific scene is found, mutilated heads,
impaled men, women chopped to pieces and missing children.


"Why
are the little barbarians not found?" Grigor asked. Fortunately for him,
he had never experienced those hordes of Orcs besieging his walls. The answer
was short and horrific:


"They
kidnap them to eat them while they march!" Holaf said sorrowfully.


At that
reply the Emperor felt his blood freeze and he stammered with a trembling
voice:


"But,
Sire High, will your forces be able to repel any invasion?"


High
with his head low and his gaze on the map reported, shaking his head:


"I'm
not sure. The armies of all my Vassals have suffered slight losses in recent
months, but the Orcs have the ability to defeat the courage of God-fearing men.


"Are
these beings so monstrous?" the Emperor asked.


The
God-Slayer looked at him and, a dark expression on his face, he told his story:


"Imagine
an anthropomorphic warrior of about a meter and sixty intent on running towards
you, wielding such a heavy weapon that cannot be used by any man of medium
strength. These abominations launch themselves into battle fearlessly and with
no idea of chivalrous honour. They only yearn for the destruction of others.
Their skin is of various greenish hues. Their backs are covered with scales as
hard as the stone, as if it were a kind of natural armour. Inexplicably the
good God gave this to them. These beasts are further protected by rough and
very heavy metal sheet armour, but more often in mesh tunics and helmets with
brightly coloured horsehair. They are very difficult to kill."


He
interrupted the story for a moment as if he was out of breath, but he recovered
quickly, continuing with his description of the beasts:


"Their
skull is small in relation to their shoulders. It sits on a wide, short neck,
which is joined to the powerful muscles of the shoulders. The faces are
elongated by their pointed jaws. They have a large, lipless mouth, similar to
those of an aggressive river fish. Their sharp teeth are always visible and
often have shreds of meat, fur and tissue stuck in them. Their speech is
incomprehensible words that are growled and barked. Their small fire-coloured
eyes are well protected by very pronounced cheekbones and eyebrows. While they
attack you, even when they are about ten metres away, you can easily smell
their nauseating stench. At five metres, they make a great jump, leaping
towards the sky, overtaking men and then striking their enemies, while they fall
with the force of a meteorite. Some of them carry nets on their backs
containing supplies that are almost always rotting. I remember an Orc warrior
in particular, carrying a little girl crying and screaming among the carrion.


The
God-Slayer stopped, remembering a particular moment that still stopped his
heart, despite the time that had passed. But Emperor had turned pale, his eyes
wide with shock asked him to continue the story, which High reluctantly did:


"The
beast came closer, snarling, and after the usual leap, I did my best to stick
my sword into him. This caused a big wound and a copious flow of dark brown
blood. The Orc lost neither his blood lust nor the fury for battle. He ran
towards me wildly and after unsuccessful attacks, he took the net from his back
heaved it over the rusty iron helmet.


The girl
began to shout with all her strength. That sharp cry and her desperate face,
dirty with blood, I will never forget, as long as I live. The Orc tried to hit
me with the net, and I, having no choice, put my shield in place to parry the
shot. The crash was tremendous and threw me far away, making me roll to the
ground. I covered myself with my shield, while the horrendous creature
continued to hit me, first with his sword and then with the net. After five or
six strokes I realized that the only noises to be heard were the thud of the
metal and the snarl of the Orc."


High
stopped and drank, but the Emperor, craving more stories, pressed him again:


"How
you survive, my King?"


"It
was my father who came to my aid, knocked down the Orc. My father was angry
with me, rebuking me saying that at ten years of age no intelligent man would
ever have faced such an enemy. That was my first Orc, and since then I have
never lost a battle against the filthy beasts!


Silence
fell on the room, interrupted only by the clink of cutlery in the plates, then
Grigor asked:


"How
many breeds of these beasts are there?"


Holaf
answered promptly:


"There
are the Green skins. High has eloquently described the average soldier. We know
of the wrinkled Browns, who are much less physically capable and more backward Orcs.
They use bark for protection and clubs as weapons in almost all their hordes.
The last, coming from the east are the Black Orcs. They are a problematic
breed, protected by rough and horrible armour, made of heavy plates which are
very difficult to penetrate. They use more refined combat tactics compared with
the classic chaotic mass of screaming fangs. They are able to build and
effectively use enormous siege weapons, so enormous that they will knock down a
wall with a few shots. Other stories speak of the northern clans, such as the
Rockheads and the very strong Winter Orcs, who are covered with thick white
hair. These are all the races we know of."


High
interrupted himself for a moment with his dark face, looking fixedly at the
Emperor. Holaf resumed talking seriously:


"Emperor,
even in the north more and more barbarians are trying to land on our coasts.
Many of the prisoners we captured speak languages unknown to us, but an old
man, with great difficulty managed to tell us "Beasts from the North
descend on our heads."


"So
dark forces move and plot even amidst the northern snows!" exclaimed a
thoughtful High.


"Yes!"
Holaf replied dryly and worriedly, adding: "I arrived at the palace late
because I stopped in Gotthard Hammer to visit the trusty Bior Thorson, who had
long been asking me to visit. To make it brief and save you from lengthy
detail, at night from the walls of the castle of the Nordic Pass, looking
north, the entire coast is dotted with trembling lights.


"Fire,
in full view?" High, asked well knowing the bare landscape seen from the
house of Bior.


"First
Man of the North, the coasts of the Overland have not been inhabited by any
being?" naively asked the Emperor, showing that he had no knowledge of the
Kingdoms of the north.


"No,
my Emperor, nothing could be seen on the horizon, either by day or by night.
The barbarians do not care to live on the coasts whipped by such terrible
winds!" Holaf stopped to put such big a piece of boar into his mouth, that
he could hardly breathe.


"Holaf,
have you consulted the Lord of the Runes?" Godwin asked.


"Norber!"
exclaimed the white Grigor, so surprised that he almost choked on his wine.
"That crazy old man! You, Sire Godwin, how can you suggest such counsels,
you who have such an unshakeable faith in the One true God!


"Certainly,
Grigor, I believe in the One God and for me that's enough. But Holaf has no
faith other than in the warrior Gods, and Norber himself is the best
intermediary between their Kingdom and ours. And in any case, Norber the Druid,
is not a mad old man!" Godwin continued calmly in his characteristic
monotonous tone of voice,"


Holaf,
once he managed to swallow the boar without dying, took the floor again:


"The
Druid knows what he is doing. Among the fumes, alcoholic vapours and runes he
must have seen some omen." He took a gulp of cider, but realized that he
had emptied the mug, Holaf got up and filling his mug with alcohol, added:
"Meanwhile, as I crossed the Horn of the Goat on the road leading to
Shadow of the North, I crossed the path of almost all the runic warriors. Holaf
was interrupted by the Emperor who troubled, asked him:


"What
was the whole Midgard army doing there without saying anything to anyone?"


"I
asked the General, who was leading the troops, what the entire army was doing
there, without telling me anything about these manoeuvres. In response, he said
that they were heading north to Trondheim, to be precise, as support for my
troops," Holaf stopped for a moment to finish off the last drop of cider. The
other guests remained in total silence. Once done, he resumed the story:
"Midgard's officer told me that his King would gladly confer with me as
soon as the restricted council was over."


After
learning this news, no one in the small, intimate room had any desire to joke
or provoke the others. The Emperor seemed petrified, his head still resting on
the back of his right hand, shaking his head slightly, with his eyes fixed on
the map. He muttered to himself in a low, concerned voice.


High
interrupted the silence. With his usual ability he analysed the facts they had
just learned:


"This
is what’s happening; the west, according to King Grigor, is quiet. So far so
good, for now at least. The south seems to be in preparing for an invasion, but
given the problems of the East and North, at least for the moment, I would
postpone such manoeuvres. The east is plagued by Orcs exploring the mountains.
Finally, the north is the usual incomprehensible mess, with armies that lining
up without having seen the enemy.


He
stopped, looking at his interlocutors, who were attentive, interested and
listening in silence. Having their attention, the God-Slayer continued:


"Since
I am the Lord of the East, I am anxious to discover why the Orcs are exploring
our mountain ranges. At the end of the restricted council I will ride alongside
Holaf towards the Runic Fortress of Midgard. We will hear the visions of the
runes, then I will head east to the Tombtower, where I will talk with Sveslav,
asking him to unleash his Night-riders in order to capture some Orc to
understand their movements."


"I
do not envy you, Lord of the East, the Tombtower is a gloomy place and its
Lord, it is said, is a son of the devil himself!" exclaimed Grigor.


"True,
Sire Grigor, but in war he is a formidable ally, a bit uncontrollable, of
course, but if we fight the Orcs, we won't need to control him, just unleash
him," High wisely answered.


Holaf
intervened, changing his tone:


"Well,
we will hear the wisdom of the runes and if they reveal bad news for us we must
immediately head for to our respective capitals to summon the Vassals. In the
meantime I will send a drakkar near the coasts of the Outlands to understand
who is living in the settlements on the coasts and to discover the extent of
their forces.


Holaf
looked at High and reassured him by saying:


"My
brother, I will give you as much help as possible, I will command the Lord of
South Winter, to move his army to the Red Ice so there is less road to cover
should it become necessary to intervene in your aid. I would like to understand
if Ivar Ivar-son of the Long Wall is also suffering from an Orcs infestation
similar to yours.


"My
Emperor, if the imperial coffers were prosperous, we could hire the mercenaries
of the Volcano Island, they are worth their weight in gold." Grigor
suggested to the Emperor who was watching with lost air.


The
Sovereign, in his heart, hoped to reign over a calm and prosperous Kingdom, not
have it stained with horrors. He had the mistaken certainty of thinking that
the recent battle fought to liberate the Citadel, would be the last to be seen
by his tired eyes. Only now he it was as if he was awakening from a beautiful
dream. Destiny hit him hard, perhaps hurling him into the middle of a horror
that he had never experienced before, being a man from the west. Perhaps it was
too great a horror for his heart to be a warrior. Now all he wanted was peace
and rest. His Magnificence was forced to bring his concentration back to the
room of the restricted council by Grigor, who was arguing with Holaf. The Emperor
cried out:


"My
Generals, it's no longer time for jokes and arguments! We must now stand together
and watch over each other!"


Silence
fell on the room, and the words spoken by the Emperor echoed in their heads
like solemn bells.


"My
Lords, mercenaries are a very good idea. They possess centuries of warlike
tradition. Many have historical heroes as their brothers and, it is said, that
they descend directly from the Titans of fire," Grigor added.


Holaf
remained strangely silent and did not get involved in the speech, even though
the admiration of the Nordic King for these warriors was well known. But such
powerful beings have to be summoned with great caution.


"We
have decided what to do on the north and east, at least for now. The next task
is to decide what to do in the west and south," Godwin exclaimed, standing
up and pointing his finger at his possessions. "In the south we have no
problems with ruthless beasts. There are only barbarians who, of course, are
many. Every day they land somewhere, plunder small villages and leave. It would
not be a problem for me to move troops to the east or north. It is only
necessary to decide how many and send the request to the relevant Vassals.


"Are
you not the Lord of the East?" asked Sire Grigor provocatively.


Godwin
just looked at him, filled with sorrow and replied:


"Yes,
of course I am, but asking permission from those beneath me helps to avoid
rebellions. If you had known that, maybe now you wouldn’t have to pay off two
rebels!" After such coldness Grigor was silent, crossed his arms and
looked at Godwin breathing heavily.


Godwin
continued after the interruption:


"I
could send part of the Shields of the Faith of the Holy Wall momentarily to one
of the cities to the east, or send the Protectors of Hal Barat’s Pass to aid
King Tad. Urag Dorin is always loyal and faithful to my crown and will give
protection to troops right on the eastern borders.


"Dubranek's
beasts would be a big help, dear Godwin!" exclaimed Holaf. This statement
was also supported by High, who added: "Wiggo, Lord of the Beasts should
be asked if it were possible to increase the breeding and training of those
monstrous cats of his."


"If
you think it's a good idea, I'll go to the lands of Wiggo," Godwin said
doubtfully.


His
undecided behaviour attracted the curiosity of the Emperor who asked,
interested:


"What
makes you doubt the beasts?"


"My
Emperor, they are strong, fast and effective animals, when they are ridden by
good warriors. They are irreplaceable. The problem is the death of the knights.
The Leveron is a very aggressive cat and in a melee he tends not to distinguish
between enemies and friends. In any case, I will send my son to Dubranek to
make your requests," Godwin said.


"So,
the south has declared its intentions and its duties too, now it's up to the
west," said the Emperor cheered because he could see the end of the
restricted council and he was tired of sitting and listening.


Grigor
looked as though he had awoken to find that a bad dream was real. He looked
around, as if to discover if he were the only one dismayed by such a statement.
Noticing that all eyes were turned on him, he got up, settling his shimmering
armour and began to declaim:


"My
Lord, in the west we do not have mountains, but only plains and rivers that
defend the Kingdom. I cannot deprive myself of any men!"


The
three Generals did not speak, but sighed and exchanged glances. Before one of
them could speak harshly to Grigor, the Emperor himself spoke up:


"My
dear Grigor, you know how much I esteem you and how much I appreciate your
work, but in this case I find myself forced to ask you to rethink your forces
and to release a large number to be placed near the borders to the north or
east.


"Your
Excellency, the problem of rebel cities persists in the north!" Grigor
clumsily exclaimed.


The
Emperor, beating his fists on the table protested vigorously:


"You
said just before that you had an agreement with those cities and now you tell me,
that they are a problem!"


Grigor,
having put himself in an awkward corner, mumbled grumbling:


"After
this political embarrassment, I will send a message to Half Mountain for King
Hamond, asking him to prepare his men for a possible transfer to the north. And
a message to Xerxes of Tahnatos, warning him that his army of Myrmidons must be
ready for manoeuvres to the east," Grigor. After proclaiming his
commitments, he collapsed in heavily into the chair, making the precious metal
of his armour ring.


Holaf
was not at all happy with the news he heard of receiving military support from
Hamondof Half Mountain. This leader had no army, but a jumble of peasants
dressed and armed with anything they could find, hay forks, sickles and wheat
scythes were the proud weapons of his army. However a ruler, who had earned
himself the nickname of ‘Pork’, could not be considered a valid ally at this
juncture.


High, on
the contrary, was delighted by the idea of receiving help from Xerxes'
Myrmidons. Tahnatos' men were valiant warriors, disciplined and effective. Word
had it that they were the best fighters of the west. But it was best to
overlook their custom, rare among men, of practicing cannibalism to absorb the
strength of the enemy.


The
lengthy meeting of the restricted council came to an end, and five sighs of
relief were heard clearly in the room. The Emperor stood up, stretched like a
cat, and exclaimed:


"Given
the late hour, the idea of setting off on the road is to not a good one - too
many robbers and cutthroats in the lands around the plateau. You will enjoy my
hospitality for the night!"


"Brigades
and cutthroats?" asked Holaf worried.


"Yes,
it was the first point on my list of problems but, after listening to yours,
now they appear insignificant," the Emperor answered discouraged. He
wished the Generals good night and retired to his rooms, walking away looking
afflicted, with his head bowed.


Grigor
got up and went out without saying good night to anyone. He was met by a
servant, who, with all courtesy, escorted him to the rooms, which had been
prepared for the four Generals. Godwin said goodnight and took leave of his two
friends, who were still drinking cider and beer. High, hiccoughing and feeling
a little drunk, proposed:


"We
will have to stop drinking, dear brother!"


"Why?"
asked Holaf.


"Otherwise
we will make it too easy for Grigor to cut our throats in our sleep!" the
God-Slayer replied, bursting into laughter, causing his brother to laugh as
well.


"You
are right, my dear High, let's go to sleep!" exclaimed Holaf.


The two
got up and were escorted to their respective rooms by servile pages.










Chapter 4


Towards
destiny


 


 


The
silent mantle of the night did not give peace of mind. Holaf and High were both
full of doubts and questions. Neither of them was able to sleep. High continued
to think of possible problems, even remote ones and yet they seemed so terribly
real. He had sensed, as had all his peers, that the Orcs had not moved so far
from their hunting grounds by mistake, but some greater mind was scheming with
unknown goals.


Holaf,
lying in the sumptuous bed of dark wood decorated with gold leaf, topped by a
canopy carved with glorious floral motifs, couldn’t quieten his mind. He was
unable to answer the thousands of questions that crowded relentlessly in his
mind, nor could he study the defensive military movements that he might have to
put in place, if the threat finally came from some mountainous pass or from the
sea. The Lord of the North sat on the side of his bed, took his head in his
hands and tried to think of his beautiful wife Anastasia, who was waiting for
him in Trondheim.


Anastasia
was a warrior woman, anything but docile and defenceless. She was a bit
impulsive, perhaps, but with refined ways and capable of great sweetness. She
was valued noted by all the warriors with whom she had the honour of fighting
in the past. Certainly it was very difficult not to notice her. Holaf still
carried in his heart the memory of their first meeting. It was during a battle,
where Anastasia, tall and beautiful with long black braids, gathered and
falling down her back, her eyes like the ice of the north, moved lithely
between arrows and enemies.


She was
wearing light leather armour, with sheets of steel cleverly shaped to do
justice, as far as possible, to her gorgeous physical shape. Her long, muscular
legs were protected by black leather overpants, studded with shiny, steel
pyramid studs. In one hand she held her heavy, black almond shaped shield, with
a red oblique stripe and white bear, the emblem of the Magnusen caste. She also
held a typical the axe with an engraved blade, with which she eliminated her
enemies. Her beautiful face was framed by a domed barbute formed by four
sections joined by sharp steel rivets, in case it was necessary to use her head
as a weapon.


Even the
heartening memory of his first encounter with his beloved did not help Holaf to
distract himself from his own worries. They returned forcefully, cancelling the
welcome memories of his wife. Holaf snarled loudly, flexing his shoulders like
a wild beast. Tensing his considerable muscles, he jumped up, took his
under-armour and slipped it on. He put his hand on the door meaning to go out,
but then pulled back.


High's
comments about cutthroats rang through his head. Long Sword decided that it
would be wise to travel armed. So he added his armbands and the body of his
monstrous armour. The Lord of the North took his huge sword and his wolf skin
cloak and went out to walk in the dark, to try and keep the evil thoughts at
bay.


The
night was cold and humid, but without a cold wind and no clouds obscured the
sky. The firmament, in all its splendour, was on display for the Nordic King.
Observing such magnificence, Holaf thought that from the top of the High Tower
he would have had an even better view, and he prepared to climb the endless
stairs with their high steps.


It used
an enormous amount of energy, but once on top of the High Tower it was worth
it. The tower rose so majestically that it seemed to touch the sky. From the
top it was possible to see all four cities of the Ring of Steel. The lighted
shapes of the walls and fortresses stood out in the night sky.


To the
North East it was possible to recognize the city of Rost with its fortress,
Harpy’s Nest, unmistakable because of the disproportionately tall, but mighty
walls. Holaf was sorry not to have had time to visit Rost and see his old
friend Morten Gottson, regent of the fortress. The two had not met for more
than a year, but despite this, Holaf considered a visit to be inappropriate. To
the South East you could see Relic, with its fortress, Thunderstruck. It was
less well lit than the other three, camouflaged in the dark and almost
invisible except for a couple of lights on the towers.


There
was Kitan, a beautiful and very orderly city with its monumental fortress
Tartaros, which controlled the only road from the south giving easy access to
the Throne of the Titans highland. Finally, in the southwest, Doom Hammer and
its fortress Khorgorath could be seen. Holaf had never been to that city, nor
had he ever had the pleasure of meeting Erebus Layak, who enjoyed great esteem
among warriors.


To the
south, beyond the plateau, between the hills, if he strained his eyes, he would
be able catch sight of the trembling torches of Vyborg, a city free from
imperial rule. The King of Vyborg was Demitry Morozov, who had inherited the
freedom of the Kingdom, which had been awarded for loyalty, to one of his
ancestors. Demitry was another good and loyal man, an excellent ally for the
Empire. The privileges he enjoyed passed from heir to heir remaining unchanged
in his hands.


Even the
sky seemed more beautiful, especially once the torches were hidden. The lookout
was not in the same frame of mind. He grumbled to himself:


"Just
look at him! He could sleep if he wanted and he comes to the lookout! If only
he’d take over the watch, I could go and sleep!"


Holaf
heard and smiled but didn’t react to the words. He was too fascinated by the
panorama and the stars above him.


"If
the stars could speak, what would you ask them, my brother?" asked High,
who was surprised to have had the same idea as Holaf, finding him at the top of
the High Tower.


Holaf
turned, pleasantly surprised at the unexpected encounter. He gave a friendly
slap to the God-Slayer’s shoulder and replied:


"If
it were possible, I would ask them to tell me all the movements of the Orcs’
and the reason for those movements."


"That
is too easy a question, my brother, I think, for the stars don’t bother
themselves with our troubles. Faraway and austere, they offer us their
distracted gaze only to receive in exchange over-sweet compliments,"
replied the Lord of the East, turning his gaze to his friend.


The
night seemed quiet and without any threat that could be seen from the Titan,
but from such a fortress few things could ever be seen to worry the occupants.


"You’ve
made yourself comfortable I see," noticed High smiling, pointing to
Holaf’s armour.


"You
know, I was still thinking about possibility that Grigor might want us to die
after today's meeting," Holaf answered, smiling and looking at his friend
from head to toe. "If it comes to that, not even you travel lightly!"
The Lord of the North struck a blow on the chest of the God-Slayer, causing a
rattling sound.


"A
shirt of mail is a good friend. I like to keep my friends close to me!"
High answered seriously.


For a
moment both were silent, letting the beauty of that calm, cold and silent night
overcome them. Only the sparks from the lighted torches and the repetitive
thud, of the heavy and sleepy footsteps of the lookouts, broke the magical
silence. High his gaze on the stars, asked:


"Brother,
in your heart what do you think? Do you say that war is inevitable?"


He had
to wait for the reply, then, ever practical, Holaf asserted:


"I'm
afraid our swords will be needed soon."


"I'm
afraid of it too, but I hope with all my heart that I am mistaken," High
added, breathing deeply. But to relieve the tension that had fallen, he changed
the subject asking, "King Holaf, how are your beautiful daughters?"


"When
I was at home, they were very well, and I hope nothing has changed," Holaf
said in a loud voice.


"Have
you already thought about their future suitors?" The God-Slayer insisted.


"To
tell the truth, no. I have not had time, nor honestly do I wish to. They're
still my little girls!" Holaf exclaimed, looking northward sentimentally,
then added: "Witte is very much like her mother both in character and
beauty."


"Then
whoever will have her as his wife will be a lucky knight!" High replied.


"My
brother, did you think you might suggest your son Vladimir as a suitor?"
Holaf asked with a touch of ill-concealed concern.


"No!"
replied dryly, the resolute Lord of the East. He put his hand on Holaf's shoulder
and added, "I love my son Vladimir, but he is violent, aggressive and
sadistic. Even the Grey, whom I have paid well to instil knowledge and wisdom
in my son, is desperate."


"If
I may ask, which Grey have you hired?"Holaf asked.


"Krintar,
they say he is the best tutor of the whole Kingdom," High answered looking
thoughtful for some minutes before speaking again. "You know, my brother,
I'm so desperately anxious about Vladimir. I wouldn’t be surprised, if I were
to see him strangling stones for the joy of hearing their last breath before
shattering them." The God-Slayer had a bitter pill to swallow, but
reassured his Nordic friend: "Until Vladimir shows signs of stability, I
will not propose any marriage, not even to the daughters of Grigor."


"That’s
lucky for Vladimir! You know what torture you would bring him by getting him to
marry a woman with Seeker blood!" Holaf exclaimed without thinking, making
his friend laugh loudly.


High
spoke, while still laughing, trying to get back to the subject of Holaf’s
beautiful daughters:


"My
brother, I thought that a North-South union would be of great benefit to you.
Considering what an abundance of children Godwin has piled up in the Aureo
Castle, it could be fun as well as politically advantageous. If you were to
look for a suitor among his twelve children, you would surely find one that is
worthy.


Holaf
listened with a strange look on his face without getting irritated and boasting
as he usually did, when the talk turned to the princesses of Trondheim.


High
continued:


"Godwin
is a great warrior, but you know that already. What I think you don't know is
that the Lord of the South is a perfect example of an excellent father. The
nickname he bears was never used more appropriately. And touching on the venal
side of things, Godwin among the richest men of the entire Kingdom."
Having listed his reasons for a match, High stopped to scrutinize Holaf, who
said nothing and stared at him with the hard gaze of the north. Holaf‘s eyes
were so penetrating and insistent, they made High feel uncomfortable. This put
High on the defensive: "There is no need to stare at me that way, my
brother, they are your daughters. I consider myself only their uncle by the
sword. I just expressed my opinion, and you should consider that at the moment
the South would not be a bad place to wait for the evolution of events."


"You
are a genius! You seem to talk light rubbish, but in your speeches excellent
advice is hidden. You did not give me enough time for my warrior’s head to put
together the pieces of the mosaic," said smiling Holaf, who embracing
High, added: "Tomorrow morning I will ask Godwin if he would be willing to
accommodate my wife and daughters at his estates, only until things settle
down."


"I
don't think it's a problem for your daughters, but your wife will never leave
you while the sounds of war ring in the air," High commented.


Holaf,
giving him a strong hug, sighed and commented bitterly:


"Once
I get home there will be quarrels and, as usual, Anastasia will be the winner!"


High
nodded, smiling and relaxed, enjoying the tranquillity of the night. Holaf
after a big yawn turned to his friend:


"Thank
you, my brother, for always being at my side!"


They
stayed for a few more moments looking at the sky, then took their leave and
retreated into their own rooms to take advantage of the few hours of rest left
before dawn.


The
morning, quiet and calm, was however, not blessed by any kind of sun. In the
dark night clouds covered all the sky. The clouds turned the scene grey and sad
whichever way you looked. The cold that had become sharp was intensified by a
tumultuous wind that rushed through the great corridors of the Titan, giving
loud whistles and deep moans, making the advanced heating system of the
fortress useless.


Holaf,
feeling the cold of the night as he had few blankets, first wrapped himself up
in his thick wolf mantle, trying to warm himself. He began checking all his
weapons. Then he ran down the stairs of the tower thunderously, like an
avalanche. His movements were never delicate and refined. Holaf was a great
warrior, humble and sincere, but his ways were often rough and rude and were
often criticized by the courtiers.


The
God-Slayer headed towards the banquet hall, planning to have a hearty
breakfast, before leaving with his friend High for Midgard. He found the door
closed. He imagined that is was to keep out the cold Nordic climate and beyond
that the door everyone was already sitting down to a feast.


The
Nordic King opened the monumental bronze-clad wooden door with little effort,
but the room appeared empty. Only one of the fifty white marble fireplaces was
lit, and not with enough logs to give any heat. The gold chandeliers and
burners on the six columns were half-lit. An infinity of almost burnt out
candles remained. There were no tablecloths on the long tables and a pitcher, a
jug and a plate with leftovers, traces of the nocturnal snack of some nobleman,
were on the table.


From the
passage, which led to the kitchens, a young servant was seen. She was so
involved in her work that she did not notice the mighty knight standing still
in the room. The young woman was dressed in blue, wearing heavy, thick rolls of
clothing. She was talking to herself and, when she saw the leftovers, she
commented out loud:


"Not
nobles, but pigs! They can’t even bring a plate back to where they got it from.
My dog can fetch a stick, a plate is not so different!" The complaints
entertained Holaf who could not help laughing, frightening the poor servant.


"Forgive
me, my Lord, I did not mean to offend!" begged the young woman with her
heart jumping with fear.


"Why
should you apologize? At least I should thank you for giving me a good laugh
early in the morning!" the Lord of the North answered amicably, calming
the poor servant, who was staring at him, perhaps hypnotised by his
ice-coloured eyes.


"Tell
me, how long must I wait for breakfast?" the warrior asked.


"Breakfast
will be served in two hours, my Lord, as the Emperor commands," the woman
answered with a half bow.


"Of
course, the Emperor has no reason to get up at dawn, he does not have to ride
north to return home!" exclaimed Holaf, who with a nod said goodbye and
went out of the room.


Holaf
did not notice either the whitish marble floors or the walls, covered with
splendid and immense tapestries, works depicting sumptuous meals, embellished
with gold inserts and borders filled with precious stones. He did not even
glance at the refined workmanship of the tables and the countless thrones in
carved wood, covered with gold leaf, with decorative motifs inspired by the
constellations. Holaf's head was filled with warlike thoughts and at the time
there was no room for such frivolities.


Long
Sword, as King Holaf was called in the north, decided to look for the Great
Chamberlain to offer his greetings and ask him to offer greetings also to the
Emperor. At that moment the last thing King Holaf wanted was to have to think
of the comfort of others. There were too many things that had to be done to
submit to useless orders.


Just as
he was heading to Albion's rooms, fate decreed that he should meet Dicius, the
slimy advisor to the Emperor, who did not miss a chance and tried to weasel
some information out of the Sovereign, asking:


"Good
morning, Lord, are you in a hurry?"


"Good
morning to you, Imperial Counsellor, I do not hide the fact that I am in a
great hurry!" Holaf answered, roughly. He had no fondness for falsehood,
which was Dicius' principal ability.


"What
is it tears you away from the warm rooms in such a rush on such an
uncomfortable morning?" asked the treacherous counsellor, rubbing his
hands together and blocking the warrior’s path.


Holaf
put his hands on the counsellor’s shoulders, and moved him forcefully aside.
Looking him straight in the eyes he spoke in hard, frank tones:


"If
you will allow me, I must pass. You were not invited to the restricted council!
And so decisions relating to this meeting are not of your competence, nor
should they arouse your interest. Now let me pass or I will be obliged to use
force."


Dicius
did not reply. He took two steps back and bowed, wishing Holaf a good journey.
Holaf wasn't all that stupid. He immediately understood that the first
counsellor just wanted to provoke him and not get any information about the
meeting, of which he certainly already knew every detail.


Released
from the slimy counsellor, the King of the North went even faster, almost
running. His heavy body made a lot of noise in the marble corridors. The
metallic ringing of the links, buckles and plates, which made up his black
armour echoed along the walls. He stopped in front of the door of the Great
Chamberlain, knocked, but without thinking, went in before he heard an
answering invitation to enter.


"What
a bad-mannered northern goat you are!" Albion exclaimed with all the
breath he had in his body. But his voice choked in his throat and it turned
into a whistling breath. Albion got up from the table and went to meet King
Holaf, saying, "He knocked and didn’t wait for an answer. If I had had
sweet a female friend here, instead of chatting with High, what would have
happened?" Immediately after saying this, he embraced Holaf and, looking
up at him, added: "It is just as well we have you two to protect us
all!" He returned to the table with uncertain steps. High was sitting
there, enjoying bread with stewed fruit. Albion sat down and said, "Eat
Holaf, son of Erling, the journey is hard and long, you won't see jam for many
days surely.


Holaf,
amused as always by the rough and frank ways of the old man, sat smiling. He took
a piece of bread and poured in an abundant amount of jam and began to eat. The
Lord of the North, with his mouth full, asked the old Chamberlain:


"Why
did you say that we will save you all?"


Albion
lifted up his old head, smiled, swallowed, and answered:


"My
dear, let's not fool ourselves, a series of horrendous events are on the
horizon!"


"And
how do you know this? Where do you get your information?" Holaf asked with
difficulty, because he had his mouth crammed like a woman's wardrobe.


"I
am the Great Chamberlain, it's my job to know everything!" he answered
enjoying the moment, and at the same time putting a piece of bread with some
fresh cow's cheese into his mouth. When Albion had finished his mouthful, he
added: "Moreover, your news has upset the Emperor to the point of calling
me as soon as the council was concluded. Dicius and I were present, while the
Emperor reported every detail, all the news."


Discovering
how Dicius came by the details of the council so easily, directly through the
Emperor, annoyed both the Royal Personages greatly. Holaf looked at High and
exclaimed:


"What
is the point of holding secret meetings if the Emperor then tells everything to
Dicius, who will sell the information to the highest bidder?"


The
God-Slayer cleaned his mouth with a napkin and commented:


"Can
we expect nasty surprises along the way to Midgard?"


"I
am not a warrior, but I know one thing: once Dicius is involved you must
suspect every possible evil!" Albion spoke in seriously concerned voice to
the two Kings.


"Don't
darken the day with worries so early in the morning!" cried Holaf, who
after a big sip of cow's milk added: "You said it yourself, it is up to us
to save everyone and it will certainly not be Dicius who will hinder us or
hinder my War Masters!"


The old
man opened one eye and tried to answer, but only managed a series of strident
breaths. After a cough he managed to express himself:


"You
will save them all! As far as I am concerned, I have seen too many horrors and
too much ugliness in my long life. I have seen more blood than I would have
liked and I would be grateful to the good God if He were to bring me home to
Himself, far from here, from this world, before the green tide inexorably takes
over the chronicles of our time."


High and
Holaf asked almost together, after this statement:


"Green
tide, do you say it will be a green tide?"


"I
hope not, but I'm afraid it will be!" replied the old man, before coughing
heavily with metallic sound a couple of times. He then continued: "My dear
ones, you don't have time to stay and listen to this old pessimist, follow the
call of the road!"


The two
leaders stood up. High embraced the old Chamberlain and said:


"Thank
you for everything, look after yourself and turn up the heating, it's warmer at
Long Wall than in these damn rooms!"


Holaf
shook his hand with cordial affection, then the Kings closed the door behind
them and looking at each other, the God-Slayer proposed:


"Let
us go and call on Godwin!"


"Yes,
if we can be quick! It’s time we departed," Holaf answered, excited to
return northward to his homeland and to his sweet wife's attentions.


They
descended quickly from the main stairs and met Clara, the Emperor's daughter,
followed by a group of young and attractive women, all deferent and obedient at
the sight of the Kings. Clara stepped aside to make room for the two Generals,
who were clearly in a hurry, and so did the handmaids, with a great deal of
bowing.


"Good
morning, Your Imperial Grace! You are up and about very early this
morning!" High exclaimed cordially.


"Good
morning to you, Lord of the East!" The royal girl answered.


Holaf
hastily greeted the noble girl continued on his way, but he was stopped by High
who asked the Emperor's daughter:


"Do
you go to the thermal baths early in the morning?"


"Yes!"
Clara answered shyly, lowering her head, while her handmaids giggled shyly.


One of
the girls approached the princess and quickly whispered in her ear, mysterious
but fiery words that made the princess exclaim:


"Stop
it now!"


The handmaiden
moved away from her Lady. She was dressed in gorgeous red silk with golden
embroidery. She moved towards Holaf, who was waiting apprehensively, as he knew
they would be delayed by the courtly behaviour and good manners of High.


"My
Lord!" said the girl, but she stopped, almost frightened by the expression
on the Long Sword’s face. He noticed the fear of the girl and exclaimed:


"I
didn’t mean to silence you or even to frighten you, please go on with what you
wanted to tell me!"


At the
invitation of the King, the young woman dressed in red approached the warrior
differently, followed by the malicious and mischievous eyes of the other
ladies.


"My
Lord, one day soon we would like to have the honour of meeting your valiant
children. Why do you never bring them to court?" the young woman asked.


"My
children look after the affairs of our house and therefore of the Kingdom,
while I am far away. For this reason they never come with me," the Lord of
the North answered with a certain pride.


"Wouldn’t
it be possible to organize a nice walk in the High Woods one day?" asked
another Lady with a long and billowing yellow and blue dress.


The
princess turned red and looked embarrassed:


"What
can I say? My maids, is this the way to behave! You shame me in front of my
guests!"


"There's
no shame in the polite questions of your ladies, my princess," High
answered, using all of his considerable charm. Holaf tried to turn around and
leave, but his arm was grabbed by the impudent girl who ventured:


"King
Holaf, promise our princess to introduce us to your beautiful children. I beg
you!" In saying this, the Lady came so close that she forced this rough
man of the north to step back.


Holaf
was struck by so much insistence and responded:


"When
everything is settled, I will talk about it with my wife and we will see what
can be done," he turned to the Emperor's daughter. Only then did he notice
her long and wavy blond hair, her light brown eyes and fleshy lips, her smooth
and well cared for skin, as well as her well developed breasts. The scent of
some inviting floral essence enveloped the group of young girls, who were
hardly more than children. At those times, life was short and women were forced
to grow up quickly.


Long
Sword liked the young princess's cordial and respectful ways, as well as her
well-groomed and noble appearance. Holaf came closer and said in the gentle
voice of a good father:


"Your
Majesty, I promise you that as soon as I have solved all this, I will introduce
you to my three eldest children." He looked at his friend and nodded his
head decisively and walked on. The God-Slayer bowed cordially to the princess
and to the chattering maidens, and ran after Holaf.


"I
can’t believe it!!" exclaimed High incredulous. Holaf looked at him and
said:


"I'm
afraid I don't understand you. Are you surprised at the promise made to the
princess?"


"No,
that was certainly a good and fair thing," answered High, pleased that his
speeches about marrying off Holaf’s children had had some effect.


"So
what is the problem?" asked curious Holaf, not thinking there was anything
strange in his behaviour.


"I've
seen you face a group of horrendous barbarians from the East, all armed with
swords, spades and sledgehammers, ready to strike. I saw you on the rocks of
Gott Hammer fighting on the bare sharp rocks, lashed by winds, strong enough to
blow you away, and scourged by the icy waves of the Nordic Strait. You have
fought with your mighty sword and shield with your wolf skin shaken by the
wind, repelling the barbarian invaders without ceding a single step. I've never
seen you retreat in the face of anything, but today because of a mischievous
little girl, though very pretty, to be honest, you retreated hastily to avoid
contact!" High was happy to tease his friend.


The
God-Slayer punched Holaf's shoulder lightly. Holaf smiled, shaking his head and
stated:


"First
of all, you have forgotten the sea foam, which shooting up from the rocks flew
in my eyes, burning them terribly. Then I have to thank you, as your story
shows that you are ready to set up a statue on the wall of the heroes in the
Great Hall of the High Tower.


I would
like to tell you that I slipped on the marble steps, or that the enemy forces
won. The truth is I never expected them to come so close," he stopped a
moment smiling foxily and added: "If my Queen had been there, now the
princess would have one less handmaid!"















. 


[image: 2z Re High Signore dell'Est eng] 










Chapter 5


The
Citadel


 


 


They
reached Titan's gigantic drawbridge. It was enormous, but so well designed that
it took only four men manoeuvre it from its position in the wall. The entrance
was defended by a tower of the same stature as the rest of the castle. A series
of three drawbridges defended the gallery that ran through the tower. Three
bridges connected the inner bank of the parade ground to the opposite bank,
which gave access to the Citadel.


The
first was located in front of the path to the gallery and consisted of a single
huge sheet of steel, forged by the titans, hinged along two-thirds of its
length. This metal sheet, when closed, blocked the opening right down to the
bottom of the moat. The third bridge, similar to the first, but shorter and
hinged at its base, was inside the walls and tipped over towards the first,
creating a walkway over the artificial curve of the moat that flooded the
tunnel. The second bridge was made of solid wood and was in the middle of the
tunnel, connecting the third bridge to the first. Unlike the other two, this
was for defence and could be raised towards the vaulted ceiling, disappearing,
covered by a long steel door with slits to allow soldiers to shoot of any
enemies who arrived, however unlikely that may be.


Godwin
was waiting for his peers to offer them final greetings. He stood next to his
beautiful steed. The animal was impatient and pawed the ground vigorously.


"I
would like to offer you my greetings, before embarking on the road to the Aureo
manor," Godwin said relieved after the long wait.


"Certainly,
we also wanted to say farewell to you, dear Godwin," High answered with
great cordiality.


Holaf
came forward and gave his forearm to the Lord of the South, who grasped it
strongly and decisively. Long Sword, embarrassed, asked:


"Could
I ask you a personal favour?"


The
Righteous answered without delay:


"Certainly,
my friend, anything you wish!"


"Would
it be possible for you to have my two girls as guests in your castle in the
south? Also my wife if I can persuade her?"


"But
of course!" Godwin immediately exclaimed, clearly delighted. He added,
"It will be a true honour to have the Queen of the North and the two
princesses as guests in my fortress. I will send my men of the Holy Army
halfway in order to release your escort. That way they can return as soon as
possible to the place where they are needed most."


"I
don't have words enough to thank you, you don't know how much this news reassures
me!" Holaf exclaimed. He was greatly relieved to have resolved the fate of
his women.


The
three set out across the drawbridges along the entrance gallery. It was built,
like all of Titan, of huge blocks of dark stone, which made the long tunnel
seem cavernous and gloomy. High smiled, absorbed in his thoughts, attracting
the attention of Holaf, who curiously asked why he was so cheerful:


"My
brother, what makes you smile so much? Share your good mood with us!"


"Oh!
Nothing important, I just thought of Grigor. Once he gets out of bed, is going
to be quite annoyed that we failed to offer our formal farewells!"


The Lord
of the North answered delightedly.


"You
are absolutely right, my brother, I had totally forgotten! For once I didn't
ignore him on purpose! I almost feel guilty."


"My
friends, don't feel too bad, there's no reason for it. Sire Grigor didn't seem
all that sad early this morning, when I passed by to say farewell before
leaving. I remember well that he did not mention you," Godwin informed
them in his monotonous tone and coarse voice.


"You
are well ahead of us this time!" exclaimed High surprised.


"Naturally,
what with good old Albion and the accidental courtesies on the stairs with
Princess Clara, it is amazing that you didn’t awaken the Emperor too!


Holaf
interrupted them, drawn to a sight that interested him more. A strange and
disturbing figure appeared before the three Royal men, who were still sleepy
but in a cheerful mood. The being was remarkably tall and wide, even a bit
taller than Holaf himself. He was totally covered by a long, wide black tunic
of heavy fabric. The wide hood, lowered to his eyes, gave a glimpse of a
helmet, which looked like a skull, but of a disturbing colour. A series of
precise stains in various shades of red and brown realistically simulated a
recently skinned head, so much so, that detailed decoration made it look like
fresh blood. The tunic jerked with every step, revealing a chest covered in
heavy armour. The body armour, at least for the visible part, was black, not
burnished but lacquered, covered with twisted motifs, which were difficult to
understand, given the limited portion exposed.


The
smooth gorget was finished with a large gold border, fixed to the rest by sharp
studs, bearing the inscription ‘Silentium et Meditatio’ in large golden
letters. The armbands of the armour were of exceptional workmanship offering
total protection and adorned with just scratches and dents. The broad shoulders
were covered by mighty black pauldron, in beaten metal with lugubrious motifs
of death and ghosts. The protection of the right shoulder was similar to the
helmet in its subject, except for the colour, being all black. While the left
shoulder protection showed very unusual workmanship. It had a multitude of
skulls, which seemed to emerge from the metal, pushing their way out.


A huge
iron mace was menacingly carried on the black leather belt, which was tightened
around the tunic, which in turn, fell over the hilt of the sword. The sword had
a V hand guard, typical of Nordic weapons. The simple hilt, had iron wire wound
around it, and the V-shaped pommel, which was upside down with respect to the
guard, also showed its northern origin.


The
soldier was approaching the three nobles at a quick, fearless pace. He was so
bold as to expect the three Generals to move, forcing them to give way. When
the hooded man stood beside them, he stopped, giving them all a strange icy
sensation and a feeling of uneasiness, which was hard to define. Without
turning his skeleton head, he spoke in a deep voice. It had a metallic rumble,
perhaps due to the closed helmet:


"The
light of the just ones trembles through idle and dumbfounded pathways. There is
no dishonour in the death of those who pursue the path to glory."


After
this incomprehensible phrase he continued on his way, passing the gentlemen,
leaving as a gift a confused sensation. On his back he carried a steel shield,
beautifully worked with great artistry; it also had a multitude of skulls that
seemed to be coming out of its surface. Each skull was lacquered in white,
contrasting strongly with the black background. At the centre, in the colour of
the blood, was a large Greek cross with swallowtail arms. This indicated who
the soldier was, without a shadow of doubt.


"Belial
Cerno!"High exclaimed in a worried voice.


"By
your leave, who on earth is he?" Godwin asked.


"The
Inquisitor is his nickname, Sovereign of the free city of Denethor, Hero of the
Citadel, and first ally of the Kingdom of United Men," Holaf answered.
However he felt obliged to specify, "Note, that I said ‘Ally of the
Kingdom’, not of the Emperor."


"Forgive
me, Lord of the North, but I fear I do not understand!" Godwin exclaimed,
slightly embarrassed.


"Belial
puts his life in the hands of a different creed, older than any other. He is a
warrior monk, who spends his life in the dark bastion, and together with his
sages. They scrutinize the signs, seeking corruption in the minds of men,
without fear or favour to anything or anyone," explained the God-Slayer in
a broken voice.


"But
if these beings are looking for corruption among men, why are Dicius and Grigor
still among us?" asked Holaf jokingly, to ease the tension. He was as
aware as High of the undeniable bad omen represented by Belial's visit to the
court. It was a clear indication of an unexpected further deterioration in the
situation.


After
leaving the gallery, when his eyes were used to daylight again, even if it was
feeble, after some time Holaf asked:


"My
friends, I am ashamed to admit I didn't understand anything of what Belial
said!"


The King
of the North was heartened when Godwin also admitted:


"Nor
did I understand what he said!"


"I
understood nothing either!" said High, still thinking about what had
happened. He was heartened by the admission of the others. He added, "My father,
when he was still alive, told stories about Belial. Stories, in which Belial
appeared as non-human and of infinite wisdom. His seemingly delirious phrases
often returned later as prophecies and, to tell the truth, I don't think this
augurs well."


"That’s
great! Then we will all die!" Holaf preferred to joke rather than face
this utterance seriously, because nothing good could come out of it.


"It's
not certain that we'll all die," Godwin replied. Thoughtful and standing
still, he brooded for a few moments, and then commented: "But if we were
to die, it would be the will of God."


"Yes,
it's all right for you, but I believe in other Gods! So, what your God wants is
none of my business. But I really hope that none of them wish me dead,"
Holaf replied ironically, bringing a smile to their faces at least for the
moment.


Ready
and full of energy, the men who made up the three escorts awaited their
respective Lords. The southern escort consisted of only two men on horseback,
not even knights but armigers. They had been chosen by Godwin, who believed
greatly in fate. He was certain that he was protected by God. The escort’s
chain mail was covered by a tunic, which was divided into four alternating red
and white squares. They were not protected from any type of weapon. Only their
shields provided some kind of cover. The shields were also red and white, with
the addition of a clenched black fist at the centre.


High
could count on a private guard of three knights, who, like their Lord, were
well protected by burnished armour, with burgundy lacquered edgings. This
showed they belonged to the Lord of the East. Another similarity with the
God-Slayer were the cloaks, bearing the symbol of the red threaded sword, set
clearly on a plain white fabric. Their King wore a cloak with the same symbol,
but on the richer fabric in two colours.


Holaf
amazed his two companions. Not only did he have had four men with him, but they
were also members of the order of the Masters of War.


"You
are taking heroes as an escort, my brother!" High commented surprised and
satisfied.


"Yes,
I like to travel safely and, given the times, I don't think I have chosen
wrongly," Holaf proudly replied.


Godwin
was fascinated and left speechless by this, as he watched the strongest and
most decorated warriors in Trondheim. He gave an involuntary nod of approval.


The
Righteous admired the heavy plate armour that the knights wore. It was rough
and bare, aged by the blows suffered in battle. The fur mantles worn on their
backs gave a wild and intimidating appearance to those great men. They had long
hair in various shades of blond. Their armour was not entirely the same, but
very similar, and had engraved shoulder straps with the names of the battles
seen and the number of men defeated. On the body armour there was a big rune,
giving number of the soldier. This was make orders in the field simpler, when
the clash of swords against the shields lead to high levels of stress which
made remembering the name of this or that soldier difficult.


Swords,
axes, and a war- hammer, which were much larger than usual, hung at their
sides.


Their
helmets were of different shapes, but had in common a search for refinement in
depicting monsters making the terrifying men even more fearsome. They easily
induced their unfortunate enemies into a state of panic. Horns and tusks were
affixed as ornaments to helmets and armour, and the skulls and bones of animals
were tied to the cloaks increased the choreographic effect. The final details
were by long shaggy and wild beards.


Master
number one dismounted from his horse and approached the three Kings who watched
in admiration. Once he was close enough, the knight beat his right fist on his
chest, making a wild clamour, attracting the attention of everyone including
passers-by and said:


"At
your command, my Lord!"


Holaf
replied, "Yes, number one. It's time to give some answers. Prepare the
horses. A long journey awaits us." Then Holaf addressed his two peers,
apologizing heartily: "I ask forgiveness, my friends, if my warrior has
not given you his greetings as he should have. The War Masters are excellent
soldiers, but any non-military protocol is not to their liking."


Godwin
answered by minimizing:


"I
don't see any problem, dear friend, but promise me that at the next restricted
Council you will allow them to enter the Titan."


"Why?"
Holaf asked intrigued.


"Simple,
Lord of the North! To make Grigor explode with anger, when all four do not
greet him!" High laughed, having understood Godwin's joke.


The
three Sovereigns laughed heartily. The idyll was broken when Godwin, serious,
promised Holaf:


"I
will send my best men to Kitan, where they will await your family's arrival."


"Thank
you, Lord of the South! Calculate that the road to the north is longer than the
road you are taking. Moreover, I will have to make many stops before arriving
home." Holaf warned Righteous, who smiling replied:


"Certainly,
but I won't delay much, I'm not afraid of depriving myself of a hundred
soldiers, even if they are excellent, knowing that they are busy with such a task."


"One
hundred soldiers, do you plan to attack any villages along the way?" High
exclaimed, astonished, as he would have sent only about twenty.


"I
consider our families are the only reason for living. They are given to us by
God and he expects us to protect them," Godwin replied, stoically.


Holaf
was very pleased and felt further reassured, given the superabundant number of
excellent soldiers that would be sent. In his heart he was grateful to the Lord
of the South for such attention to his loved ones.


The
great Generals, with their entourage, mounted their horses and began travelling
through the streets of the Citadel. Capital of the Empire of the United Men,
the Citadel was a rather strange city and from an urban point of view a real
nightmare.


It presented
itself to the visitor as an immense maze of winding streets. The alleys and
roads were paved with a viscid dark grey stone of no aesthetic value. The
paving stones were the width of the whole carriageway and several spans long.
They were laid at a distance from each other to create drainage channels able,
to divert excess water to the edge of the road towards the buildings.


The
roads were designed to be difficult to walk along, narrow enough to allow two
horses to pass only in the principal streets, even then not too comfortably.
Although the Citadel stood on the Throne of the Titans Highlands, which were as
flat as a wooden board, when the roads were built the engineers chose to build
embankments designed to give a hilly effect. The aim of this was to make it
hard for horses or men to race along the streets, without risking disastrous
falls. It was very dangerous for the horses’ legs. The deep drainage channels
also broke the wheels of any wagons that tried to tackle such roads at high
speed.


It was
an excellent defensive measure but it had the defect of making life in the big
city slow and boring, to the point of creating a reverse in the tide of
inhabitants. The population, in fact, preferred to move to one of the cities of
the Ring of Steel, as they were more moderate, lively and adapted for human
life.


Despite
its labyrinthine, narrow and uncomfortable streets, the capital offered
significant advantages to those who lived there. The first advantage of all was
cleanliness. There was no stench of urine or worse anywhere, nothing, not even
a piece of paper dropped on the ground. Here and there fruit trees peeped over
the tops of the walls of noble gardens. None of the fruit was left to rot in
their shadow. All this enviable hygiene was due to the harshness with which the
militia of the Citadel ruled. The punishment was severe even if you dropped a
bucket of poultry feed and didn't clean it up quickly.


Another
enormous advantage was the almost total lack of criminality. If any illegal act
was discovered it was at most small and never violent thefts. So the Citadel,
despite being unattractive to many, seemed the most natural choice to the
privileged few. With their rich treasures they felt the need of protection for
their assets. Over many generations the streets had been filled with buildings
with high and smooth walls. Almost every building had features in common,
dictated by the defensive urban plan. A clear example was the small and narrow
doors made of heavy solid wood, reinforced by studded steel plates, secured to
the thick jambs by huge wrought iron hinges.


Another
detail, which was compulsory, concerned the construction of the first and
second floor of each building. The walls had to be of twice the thickness
compared to the higher floors. This rule was imposed to make it impossible to
breach the walls and so escape through the buildings. Finally, very few windows
could be permitted, two or three at most for the ground floor and first floor
and two and no more for the basement. Obviously they had to be small to prevent
the passage of even an infant and always had to have massive steel bars.


Despite
these limitations, you couldn’t say that the Citadel was a horrendous or sad
place. In fact, the nobles and the wealthy, who are always and everywhere hungry
for personal glory, found a pleasant and singular way to display rivalry
regarding wealth. Not being able to build towers on their homes, as was usually
the case, once again because of imperial limits, they gave impulse and free
rein to the decorative art of painting. Wherever the group of riders looked,
they could see magnificent works of art in amazing colours. Architectural
designs, stuccoes and statues were painted with maniacal attention in the
search for absolute realism and ostentation of riches. At hidden points doors
with intricate wrought iron gates were revealed to the visitors. They allowed
glimpses of magnificent and lush decorative vegetation. All false and richly
painted.


The
simulated gardens were painted in such a realistic way as to deceive one of the
horses belonging to High's escort. The animal, disobeying the command of his
knight, tried to graze on the fresh leaves. Earning the curses of his master,
the horse went up to the painted wall, stopping disappointed as soon as he
realised he had been deceived.


The men
were struck by a building with very unusual decorations on its walls; in fact,
it showed twenty-three splendid women in a state of undress, posed fetchingly
on a fake balcony. The young ladies were temptresses, their clothes mostly
stoles of mink and semi-transparent veils. But the fabric had been placed so as
not to hide any details that might be of interest to men. Holaf also looked at
them, attracted the skill of the artist and not only that. Smiling, he
commented:


"I
should have a couple of them painted on the entrance doors of the Arkantorre!"


"I
say they are more appropriate to a brothel like this than to the dwelling of a
Sovereign," Godwin replied in his usual tone of voice then he added,
"In the dwellings of the Kings it is better that they are in flesh and
blood," and he smiled, seeing High turn toward him with shocked eyes.


"What
has happened to your religion!" exclaimed the God-Slayer smiling.


"No,
no! Religion is present and strong. It is fidelity that is likely to suffer!"
Holaf said.


"I
am religious and faithful, I yearn for no one but my wife, but if you were to
paint attractive semi-nude maidens in front of my nose, I would give them more
than a passing glance too," Godwin said in a self- defence.


"My
friend, you don't need to defend yourself, we well understood that you were
joking. Yours was a joke in perfectly good taste in my opinion," High
commented to reassure Godwin, who was already repenting the fact that he let
such a phrase escape his lips.


The
soldiers of the escort were noisy in the hope that some beautiful girl would
reveal herself to them from the windows of the third floor. Only one of the
Masters of War, number three, was aloof to the display of furious virility.
Holaf slowed his horse down and as he came up to the warrior he asked:


"What
worries you, my Master?"


"Nothing
serious, my King," he answered shortly.


"I
hope you not suffering the pains of love?" insisted Holaf as if he were a
good friend.


"No,
my King, I vented my needs in those very rooms last night," replied the
soldier from his black helmet with the designs of a dragon. He pointed to the
brothel, then added: "My King, is someone following us or am I mistaken?"


When asked
this by the soldier Holaf stared and tensed up completely. Looking around him,
he asked number three:


"What
should I have noticed? Has something escaped me?"


"Dark,
secretive men are watching us from the shadowy corners!" the knight
exclaimed, looking around, all alert, before he continued: "I fear a
strong assault in these ugly, narrow alleys. If they were to target us with
darts and arrows, we would have little hope."


Holaf,
relying on the judgment of his knight, ordered:


"Excellent,
knights, take care and call the Masters to guard, while I warn the Sovereigns.


The Lord
of the North spurred his horse, arriving quickly at the head of the procession,
where his two friends were deep in friendly talk on matters of small import.
Holaf could not come alongside, as the road was too narrow for three horses
and, putting on his terrifying demon's helmet, he said:


"My
dear friends, they are watching us from the shadows of these winding stone
lanes!"


"Are
you sure?" Godwin, asked, reflexively he took his helmet out of a sack and
put it on his head.


"I'm
not sure, but one of my soldiers noticed movement. He saw a suspicious-looking
person watching." Holaf answered, sliding his round shield from his back
to his arm.


"Curses!"
said High, grinding his teeth. He had not even worn his shield, "It was
supposed to be a friendly visit and not a disgusting ambush!" he stated.


The
departure from the Citadel had turned into an anxious cavalcade of glances and
fears. At every turn the dread of ambush grew greater. Holaf agreed with his
number three Master, seeing the danger of an attack using arrows hurled from
the surrounding tall buildings. In such a position it would have been the ideal
tactical choice, also according to the King of the North.


The
three leaders stopped the march abruptly, because a man stood in the middle of
the street staring at them, motionless. He wore a large and not very reassuring
chain mail tunic and a sparrow beak helmet with an open visor. He had a blood
red over- tunic, the colour of the imperial army. His body armour was unadorned
except for the twelve-pointed star, engraved on his chest. His armour looked
shiny and well maintained. Even though he did not have a threatening air, one
of the knights escorting the Lord of the East, a skilled archer, preferred to
load his crossbow and point it at the unknown silhouette. The shot would have
been very dangerous for the knight. He would only have been able to reach the
second row next to Holaf and would have been forced to shoot between the heads
of the two Kings, who preceded him.


The man
on foot looked around cautiously, then he recognized the Kings, made a deep bow
and shouted, given the distance at which the procession had stopped:


"My
Gentlemen, you need not be afraid, we are men of the imperial army. Sire
Martin, General of the Army, sent us at the explicit request of Albion, Great
Chamberlain."


Holaf
impetuous and distrustful asked:


"A
beautiful little story, but what evidence can you give as a support to what you
say?"


The man
put his hands on his hips, shook his head and in a timid voice, afraid of
embarrassing his hearers, he explained:


"The
Chamberlain warned me that Sire Holaf would never trust me, so I had to say
something to him." The soldier stopped for a moment seeming even more
embarrassed. He looked at the ground and spoke confusedly, "My King, I
apologize for what I am about to say, but I am reporting only the exact words
of the Great Chamberlain. If I could come closer so as not to shout, I would be
grateful to Your Majesty."


High
whispered so he could not be heard:


"If
he were to approach, my knight would no longer have a line of fire."


"My
Lord, do not worry, if he approaches I will dismount from my horse and if
necessary I will shoot through the legs of your steed," whispered the
bodyguard just before dismounting.


The
problem solved, Holaf shouted:


"You
have permission to approach, but be careful! Remember that we are not unarmed!"


The foot
soldier approached up to about three horses away, stopped again giving a half
bow and repeated:


"I
apologize, but the proof of what I say lies in these words: ‘Damned northern
goat, don't you trust your friends?’"


The
young soldier reddened and took a step back, looking at the pavement, as the
three Kings burst out laughing. Godwin asked in an echoing voice, perhaps
because of the helmet he wore:


"You
have spoken in the plural, therefore, there are more of you. How many?"


Frustrated
by the laughter, the Armiger responded:


"We
are a hundred scattered to guard the easiest points for an ambush. In this
corner there are three: I am with a fellow archer on the roof behind the corner
and another man at the next intersection.


The
answer seemed to satisfy the Kings, but the third War Master was distrustful
and suggested:


"My
Lords, let me move to the head of the convoy together with one of my brothers.
Our armour is heavier and our life is worth nothing compared to yours.


Godwin
immediately reprimanded him:


"Don't
say that, brave knight! All lives are worthy, even those of Hakbel Harat
warriors.


Holaf
spoke and as a strategist:


"I
agree with both, but I can only accept the advice of the Masters. First and
third Master, take yourself to the head of the platoon," Holaf stopped
with the words still in his mouth. After a moment of reflection, he corrected
himself: "At the head of the procession, while the second and fourth Nordic
runes go to the back. Boys, eyes open, and if it has to be war, then we'll go
into battle!"


Godwin
advanced to allow the two knights to pass. They quickly reached the corner at
the end of the road and checked with the young foot soldier. Everything was
quiet.


"My
King, nothing suspicious moves beyond the turning point!" shouted number
three.


The
procession resumed, unfortunately not without the unpleasant feeling of being
threatened. Fears and anxieties dwelt in the hearts of the warriors, who no
longer cared for magnificent paintings or architectural pieces, but scrutinized
anyone walking in the narrow streets with hard eyes.


The
narrow twisting lanes became strangely bright, permitting the sunlight to kiss
the three Sovereigns with their escort in following. The group finally reached
a large, bare paved space, which preceded the walls of the Citadel. Powerful
walls, but not built by the titans and not very imposing, even when compared
with those made to defend human cities.










Chapter 6


The
Kingdom of Kitan


 


 


With a
sense of relief the group of Kings and armed escorts walked over the drawbridge
of the outer enclosure on the way to Kitan to the south. Lush, abundant
farmland covered the plateau, where the capital stood. As far as the eye could
see, there were vineyards, peach trees and many other fruit orchards, now bare
and skeletal, resting during winter. Entire fields full of pear trees and
beautiful rows of apple trees with round fruit, which ripened in the warm
winter sun, unfolded before the eyes of the travellers.


Further
on, beyond the imperial orchards, they could admire immense expanses of
intensive agriculture with an advanced system of canals and locks. This work of
able engineering served to irrigate the fields perfectly, giving food to the
five cities of the plateau even in times of crisis.


The
Steel Ring lacked nothing, neither the protection of a strong, armed force nor
the food offered by the farmlands. Water flowed in abundance thanks to three
rivers that gushed placid and inexhaustible from the Walls of the Gods, the
mountain range to the North West. It was an impassable natural shield, offered
by nature as protection to the plateau. The three rivers, named Emperor, God
and King, flowed into a single large riverbed. The river followed a winding course
over the plateau, falling over the edge in a South Easterly direction, in a
beautiful waterfall. To the north of the Throne of the Titans, there were
abundant forests, which held no horrors. The forests also served as a hunting
ground and as a splendid place for pleasant walks for the ladies and knights.


"There
are more people outside the Citadel than within its walls!" Godwin pointed
out with a less metallic voice, having lifted his helmet.


"You're
right," answered High.


"Of
course! Living among such perils would not be acceptable even for mice!"
exclaimed Holaf, who still wore his helmet and held the round shield on his
left arm.


"Yes,
I agree with you, brave Holaf, I would not like to live there. I dislike the
feeling of oppression all around you as you walk into their clean
streets," Godwin commented.


"I
believe that Titan is amazing, a shining example. No one could dare to say that
they would not like to live there, but the Citadel is truly dreadful. I much
prefer my Black Portal with its flaws and merits," commented High sadly,
fixing the horizon intently, seriously worried, before shaking his head and
frowning.


The road
the nobles were travelling on was the only paved road in the whole Empire. It
twisted here and there, creating a sort of network that connected all the
places of interest on the plateau. All the buildings on the Throne of the
Titans had been planned as if it was a single fortress. In fact the cliffs
created natural walls, as they had a notable difference in height compared with
the surrounding hollows. The four cities of the Ring of Steel were placed like
towers to protect the weaker areas of the plateau. The high ground could only
be reached safely through the gates of Kitan. The way of travellers was blocked
by the impenetrable walls of the Tartaros. It was a fortress where all
merchants and travellers, bound for the cities, were sorted and controlled.


High,
displeased, said:


"Gentlemen,
I see a group of four knights on the horizon. They are flying the gold and
green flag!"


"It
is the Men of the Tartaros come to welcome us. It is an honour," Godwin
replied, who, just in case, checked the position of his sword and axe.


"We
hope it is a welcome and nothing else. With that cursed of Dicius around, we
cannot lower our guard," commented Holaf, thoughtful, still wearing his
armour.


In order
to be ready for an eventual counter attack, the War Masters, without having any
orders, had taken the lead. The wide road now allowed it. Holaf looked at
Godwin, who was once again protected by his large and sturdy white shield edged
in red with its black fist, framed by a laurel wreath. A black squares were
painted in the upper left and lower right corners, while in the centre, just
above the symbol of his family, the usual gold inscription "Thy will be
done" was a warning to any attackers.


The four
knights galloping towards the Kings were not armed, but covered with precious
fabrics. Green damask velvet and golden silks made into short jackets cut to
the waist, well fitted. The high collar with gold thread braid highlighted the
men's proud posture. They wore high boots of black leather and wide black
trousers with decorative openings, to reveal the gold lining. The trousers were
tightened at the waist by a thin belt from which hung a short and thin sword for
defence.


The
youngest and most attractive knight of the reception committee advanced. The
young man, as fair as the sun and well groomed, had hair as clean and shiny as
any lady’s. His smooth face was of one who had never had to fight to save his
life. His manner was apparently fine and polite, typical of a noble of high
rank. This betrayed his real parentage. The blond boy dismounted from his
horse, bowed to welcome the Kings:


"I
am Horos, son of Armillus Polux. My father sends me to welcome you on your
arrival, as he does not have the honour of being able to do so himself. He
would like to confer with you regarding some very important questions," he
stopped speaking and went to his horse, patting it gently.


"Thank
you for your welcome, my Prince, we will be honoured to meet your father!"
High answered. Holaf immediately gave him a furious glance and addressed the
young man:


"We
are in quite a hurry, perhaps my Eastern peer has forgotten it!" The
Nordic King seemed visibly irritated and ground his teeth against rising anger.


"You
are right, my brother, but it is not only out of kindness that we will accept
the invitation. I know Armillus well. He has always been an exquisite host, as
well as being a talented warrior and a fine strategist. He has a network of
informants that covers almost the entire Empire so he never lacks fresh
information," said High, before addressing the young prince again,
"we willingly accept the invitation, Prince Horos!"


The
handsome blonde youth smiled, pushed his hair from his eyes and climbing into
the saddle he ordered:


"Now,
my Lords, follow me! The way is safe, nothing moves on the Throne of the
Titans, without my father knowing!"


He
spurred his horse hard, showing off. The horse reared and galloped off fast
making the others hurry to catch him. It did not take long to reach the white
walls of the city of Kitan. The young prince turned to High and said:


"You
know my father well. You have listed his best qualities. Why has my father
never told me about you or your travelling companions?" The question rang
in everyone's ears as rude provocation, but they were forced to swallow their
irritation.


High,
being the most diplomatic and the only one to have friends in the palace,
answered with extreme courtesy:


"Perhaps
your father never had the time or thought it would be useful to tell you about
us or our deeds."


The
impudent young knight, seeing his provocation was ineffectual because of the
astute diplomacy of the Lord of the East, returned to the head of the unhappy
group.


When the
silhouette of Kitan's walls became clear, a loud blast of trumpets was heard in
the pastoral silence. It was a greeting from the main tower. On the façade of
the tower were the golden and green flags of the city, shimmering in the
freshening wind. The drawbridge was lowered hastily, crashing into the ground
with such force that the earth shuddered slightly.


A small
group of armigers with bright clean tunics ran onto the bridge and lined up
half on one side and half on the other, creating a passage between their long
poles. The glittering gold weapon tips and the long pikes were raised to the
sky, with pretty little rosettes in the colours of the castle waving under
their glossy points. Such a welcome gave great importance to the visit, making
the travellers feel welcome.


The
walls were notable for their great strength and height. Each the white stone,
from which the walls were built, was of enormous dimensions. This gave the
walls a feeling impenetrability and safety.


Remembering
the Citadel and its twisted and narrow claustrophobic streets, they found
themselves in a city with a totally different atmosphere. The square in front
of the walls and the main entrance gate were so large that they seemed like the
Titan. Avenues of splendid evergreen trees framed the square with a succession
of chiaroscuro views that were a worthy of a work of art.


In the
centre, just before the front door, a structure that looked like a monument was
built. It had a balcony with an external staircase. These stairs were protected
by a wrought iron banister with floral decorations, enriched by gold details,
giving movement and grace to the imposing structure. It was the pulpit from
which Armillus harangued his armed High Guard before any armed action.


From the
large square, right behind the pulpit, the huge main avenue began. This
carriageway was paved with pale stones and was divided by a flowerbed bordered
in splendid marble. The flowerbed went right along the avenue, interspersed
with tall and beautiful marble obelisks, which were topped by flames covered in
gold foil. On the obelisks were the names of the Lords of Kitan carved
vertically, while on the bases, their immortal deeds were commemorated by gold
inscriptions.


The
gardens along the avenue were also very well maintained. Flowerbeds, bushes and
trees were displayed in all their beauty, bringing into the castle some of the
bucolic beauty that reigned beyond the walls. The facades of the buildings were
overwhelming, decorated beyond all imagining at the behest of their rich
masters. The facades assaulted the senses all along the main thoroughfare.
There was continuous flow of classic columns and slender oval windows pointing
towards the sky. Each door was enriched with delicately carved angled doorjambs
giving them the appearance of a cathedral. The stained glass windows were
decorated with a thousand colours joyfully refracting the light.


Everything
in that city had an air of security and peace. There were many militia patrol
soldiers visible on the streets, but in contrast to the capital there was such
crowd on the pavements that it was difficult to pass. Despite the cold day, it
seemed that almost nobody wanted to stay at home. Children were running cheerfully
and playing loudly. Their mothers gossiped happily, without regard for social
differences, as if they were all equal.


Godwin
had fought with the snobbish nobility of the south since time immemorial. It
was an uphill battle to try and make them understand how wrong it was to
catalogue different types of people according to wealth. The Lord of the South
felt greatly relieved to see such a scene and commented aloud:


"I
must suggest that my nobles should spend their holidays in this city to show
them how it should also be in the south!"


High
replied:


"If
the world were as just as it should be, everyone would understand without
needing to have their noses rubbed in it."


Holaf
wasn’t following the discussion. He was captured by the extraordinary peace
that reigned and by the enormous spaces. He had the strangest thoughts. The
main question was how it would be possible to defend that city. Holaf was a
warrior forged by many battles. He almost never allowed himself the luxury of
thinking only of the perfection of beauty. His warrior mentality felt the
strange need to study each detail of how to protect any city he saw.


Along
the way a group of young, talkative, flirty, noble girls recognized the
beautiful Prince of Kitan. They went as close to the edge of the road as
possible to say hello him and see for themselves how beautiful he was. They
were four very attractive young ladies. Judging by their long coats of arctic
ermine, and the jewellery adorning their fashionable hairstyles, they were also
of noble origin.


"My
Prince, good morning!" exclaimed the tallest of the group, bowing as soon
as the prince was close enough.


However,
such kindness was not answered courteously, and the young woman, ashamed to
have been ignored in such a way, covered her face with her hands. Holaf,
observing the scene, which bothered him, commented in a low voice:


"And
I am called the goat of the North!"


Godwin
grimaced and answered:


"I
don't comment on the rudeness of some young bloods. If he were mine, he would
be running away now!"


After a
few minutes of travel, the Lord of the South pointed to a splendid building
with a large park, fenced with gold. Inside noblewomen pleasurably walked under
long, white, tiled porches.


"This
is the Pearl of Kitan. It is the mansion where passing nobles may lodge. I
stayed there last year on the occasion of the Council and was treated with
every honour. I will have my soldiers wait here for your family to
arrive," the Righteous explained his plan to Holaf.


"I
think it's an excellent idea, Sire Godwin! In this way, if my daughters were to
arrive earlier, they would have a place to stay."


"Do
you have daughters?" Horos asked, approaching the nobles, arranging his
hair.


"Yes,
my Prince, I have two," Holaf answered, surprised by the question and
unsuspecting.


"Are
they attractive or do they look like whitewashed mules like all women in the
north?" The young heir was brazenly provocative, showing unparalleled
rudeness.


Holaf
became as hard as stone and clenched his reins in his fists. But he still had
the strength not to react to such an affront.


"You
can’t answer? As I thought, they must be mules!" commented the blond heir,
smiling, and proud to have achieved his goal. Godwin intervened:


"My
young Prince, your deeds and your fame precede you into my Kingdom. They tell
of your innate skill with the sword. If your father will give permission, I'd
like to try a passage of arms with you, using training swords of course!"


The
young man looked at him his eyes widening as if they were hungry for blood and
answered:


"Are
you challenging me, knight?"


Godwin,
irritated by such pride, raised his voice and cleared the issue:


"First
of all, I am King among the Kings, and I deserve the respect that this title
should be obvious to you, little prince. Mine is not a challenge, but a request
for a friendly meeting!"


"What
did you dare to call me?" asked the wild blond prince. He was driven by
anger and also by an overweening sense of his position. He added:


"I
accept the duel, but we'll fight with real steel and no quarter!"


"No!
My ardent young man, though I will ask your Lord's permission most
certainly," Godwin replied, still annoyed.


High
intervened in the dispute in an attempt to quell their ardent spirits:


"My
dear Prince, there is no need for the clash of swords among us!"


"Silence,
you old fool! You may be a friend of my father’s, but you are not my father.
Nobody has ever dared to speak to me like that, and be able to speak of it
later!" The young prince shouted as loud as he could: "Guards! To my
side!" He spurred his, horse galloping towards Tartaros, now well in
sight, tall and imposing at the end of the road.


"Sorry,
my friends, I should have warned you of Horos's horrible personality, but his
father will welcome you with open arms, you'll see," High apologized as if
it was his fault.


"High,
we hope you're not mistaken, otherwise it will be hard to have saved your
life," replied the Lord of the South.


Holaf
was still fighting his wrath over the offence he had suffered. His fists were
still clenched tightly. His face was dark with anger and tense causing tremors
in his cheeks. Then Long Sword, having swallowed the insult, turned suddenly to
Godwin to thank him:


"You
are a true friend, Lord of the South! I don't want you to have to fight to wash
away the shame of the insulting words addressed to my family, to my people and
to me," He stopped speaking and shook his powerful shoulders, as if to
chase off annoying cawing birds. Then he added: "That soft blond lad will
have me as an adversary!"


Godwin
smiled and shook his head saying:


"I
challenged him not only because of his rudeness, but also to calm his arrogance
and ignorance. Those who boast of profaning tombs and virgins do not deserve to
walk the earth of the One God!"


"No
one will challenge anyone here! My warriors, please come to your senses! He is
a young lout who doesn’t shave yet. But he is, accustomed to performing obscene
acts with the approval and complicity of his garrison. The blind love of his
father makes him untouchable even for the Kings of Kings. He offended us all,
he offended me, calling me an old man, but I don't want to draw and quarter him
and expose him on the public square," High spoke, agitated by the turn of
events.


"Of
course you are not offended! You are, in fact, old!" Holaf exclaimed,
making everyone laugh.


"Fortunately,
your mood is more fickle than a pregnant woman’s!" Godwin exclaimed,
smiling before specifying: "And you can believe I know what I am talking
about, I have twenty children!"


This
brought laughter that lasted, happily, for a long time, helping them to forget
the unpleasant scene with the young arrogant prince.


Finally
they reached the fortress of Tartaros. The group crossed the drawbridge over
the inner door, which had been left open. The Tartaros was a huge, very strong
fortress built at the edge of the plateau on the road to the plain of Sotto
Trono. It was a structure designed to block the road against the enemy. Its
front walls were a logical and unmistakeable continuation of the natural cliffs
on which it was set. This factor made it impossible to circumvent and or place
under siege.


The
Tartaros had door with an internal drawbridge on the external facade and a door
with two drawbridges on the side facing the city. This was the way which any
pilgrim, merchant or wayfarer was obliged to pass in order to reach any
destination inside the Steel Ring. The mighty walls of the Tartaros had seen
and survived attempts at invasion from all races and peoples. Over the
centuries no one had been able to violate those walls.


Its
squared towers were of archaic design and allowed for a perfect shot onto the
parade ground. It was planned as an island, surrounded by a deep, wide moat
inside the walls. There was nothing on the parade ground, which could give
cover. No building where you could hide. It was specially designed so that if
invaded by enemies, it could easily be turned into a slaughterhouse, exposing
the invaders to a rain of arrows and darts hurled from the walls, from which
there was no escape.


Above
the keystone of each arch was an anthropomorphic effigy with open arms
outstretched in opposite directions. From its shoulders grew a pair of wide,
powerful, feathered wings to support its body in a hypothetical flight. In its
right hand it held a long sword pointing to the sky, while his head was crowned
with a laurel wreath. This was the complicated coat of arms of which King
Armillus was very proud. It was impressively depicted on the flags, banners,
jackets and shields in his realm.


As they
came onto the parade ground, they saw a middle-aged man running towards them.
He was corpulent and very clumsy, not an impressive figure. He had long red
hair that had faded to white with age. His hair stuck out under a simple gold
crown and flew about as he ran. The circle of noble metal was without spikes or
decoration, except for the inscription "Kitan Rex," placed on the
upper edge, with the task of holding a large and shiny emerald, placed at the
centre front.


This man
was Armillus Polux, father of Horos. He no longer had the appearance of the
strong warrior he had been the past. Armillus no longer wore even the lightest
chain mail but was dressed fashionably. His tunic was identical to that of his
young son. On the son it had a more beautiful effect than on his corpulent
father. The older man’s tunic seemed too small, making the movements of the
King of Kitan clumsy. Armillus had a carefully barbered beard, huge gold chains
hanging around his neck and a short gold mantle, covering his left arm
crookedly leaving the right uncovered. Armillus threw himself at High's feet
begging:


"Put
away your swords and forget your resentment towards my only son, I ask you as a
father, I implore you on my knees!"


High
looked at Godwin his eyes full of wonder and exclaimed:


"Get
up, my Lord!"


Before
King Armillus was able to rise, Godwin knelt down in front of him, astonishing
the Lord of Kitan in turn. All he could do was stare at High with eyes swollen
with tears.


"My
King, you must not prostrate yourselves before me! What message will you send
thus to the troops at the top of the battlements? They are intent on observing
the wrong side of the walls, giving their attention where it is not needed."


His
voice rang out in the silence of the parade ground. The Lord of the South
jumped to his feet gave his arm to the anguished host. The King of Kitan
grabbed his arm and in shaky voice asked:


"You
are the King of the Kings of the South! Is it you who have been offended by my
foolish son?"


"To
be honest, my King, your son has been somewhat disrespectful to all of us, and
to some several times," Godwin answered icily, walking across the parade
ground with King Armillus under his arm.


"My
son is a fool, nothing more! He does not know how to behave in any situation.
Nor does he understand the manners and duties imposed by his rank. He does not
even want to hear it spoken about," explained his father, trying to defend
his son. He stopped to look at the serious face of Godwin, who without
blinking, listened to the loving words of the King and continued walking.


"Is
there a way to appease your wrath, mighty Lord of the South?" asked the
worried father, concerned about the fate of his only heir.


"My
Lord, there is no way to appease what does not exist!" Godwin replied in
his monotonous voice, though he was smiling. With a sweet and reassuring gaze
he added: "Of my wrath you need not fear, but apologies must be made to
the Lord of the North. He has been insulted more than anyone else and more than
anyone he has been amused."


The good
Armillus looked to the mighty Sovereign of Trondheim, who certainly did not
smile and had not yet calmed down. The demon's head was still firmly on his
head. Armillus and Godwin approached Holaf, who was in an irascible mood,
intent on settling the saddle on his mighty horse. He moved nervously away. In
the head of the Long Sword were still ringing the offenses directed to his
wonderful daughters.


"Holaf,
son of Erling, Lord of the North, can you ever forgive the stupid words of a
young and impetuous prince?" Armillus stopped for a moment to hold back
his tears.


In his
heart he was aware his son had caused the challenge to a duel. It would be a
fight against men who had been the subject of mythical poems and legends
telling the tales of their heroic deeds. The King of Kitan took a deep breath
as if he were trying to calm the turmoil in his stomach:


"My
King, if only I could remedy the offence inflicted on you! My son is a lonely
young man as he lost his mother at birth. Since then he has passed from one
mentor to another more often than I can remember. He behaves arrogantly to hide
his weaknesses, and often, though I hate to admit it, I have indulged him. But
he is the only son I have been granted by the good God."


"My
host, I would like to lighten your problems, but in this moment I can do
nothing," Holaf answered harshly, turning back, looking at the tearful
father. He added: "You have been a great warrior and an excellent General.
To that man I would say that his son is travelling on a path of no return. The
young man is a stupid and reckless. He lacks the ability to evaluate a
situation, but to the great General I would say, however, do not be afraid. The
head of your only son will remain firmly in place. My heart does not call for
the revenge my traditions and culture would dictate."


The good
Armillus understood immediately and took out a cotton handkerchief to wipe his
eyes. He smiled and asked a question quietly:


"And
what would a man like you say to a stupid father who weeps?"


Stoic
Holaf spoke, "I would say that your son is a madman with no taste when he
speaks of my daughters," he interrupted an instant muttering to himself.
"What words did he use?" the epithets used came to mind and he
exclaimed, "I believe your son had the courage to call my two princesses
‘crazy mules!’"


At this
statement the King of Kitan widened his incredulous eyes and shook his head
saying, "My son must have lost his senses. Even the stones sing poems
about the beauty of the daughters of Your Majesty! I can do no more than be
ashamed of my heir and apologize to you!"


King
Armillus hung his head and remained silent in the embarrassing hush he had
created, but the Sovereign of Kitan did not let much time pass before speaking
again:


"King
of the Kings of the North, let me make you a gift of one of the magnificent
works by the goldsmiths of Kitan. I hope it can help can erase the shame that
has been caused!" The Sovereign turned around to call a young man, also
dressed in green and gold.


In his
hands he carried a long, narrow wooden chest with magnificent floral inlays,
made by the city's best cabinet-makers. A small gold angel, similar to the one
depicted on the banners, served as a latch. King Armillus took the small
treasure chest and opened it before the great man of the north, who was taller
than the master of the house by a whole head. Inside the minute casket on a
noble lining of red velvet lay one of the most spectacular pieces of jewellery
ever seen by brave Holaf in his all life: a long white gold chain studded with
diamonds, rubies and dragon's blood was revealed to the admiring eyes of Long
Sword. The blood of the dragon was a precious stone of inestimable value. The
red tint of this stone was so dark that it seemed black and revealed its
magnificent colour only if placed in the light.


The King
of the North, very astonished and decidedly caught off guard, stammered:


"It
is wonderful, my Lord, but it is not necessary, everything is forgotten!"


"I
insist! It would look magnificent around the neck of your beautiful Queen. Even
the stones have the colours of Trondheim! Though it is by chance, it seems as
though it was created especially for you!


Holaf
did not believe in chance. He preferred to believe in the will of his mighty
Warriors Gods and not being stupid answered:


"If
you insist, I will accept the gift, but will not consider any marriage proposals
from you or your young heir!"


Armillus
saw all his hopes fall to pieces and shaking his head commented:


"Originally
the idea was to give you the gift of this object in the hope of leading your
beautiful daughter Witte to think of Horos. But I imagine that this idea has
gone up in smoke because of my son's foolish and irresponsible behaviour.


Holaf,
overprotective as always towards his own offspring said:


"I
would never give my daughter to a man with such manners!" with this he
ended the discussion and refused the gift.


"Just
as well!" Horos shouted, making a triumphant entrance onto the parade
ground.


The
young prince ordered the men of his garrison line up around the clearing. Each
erect and rigid soldier wore flexible armour with rhomboid overlapping plates
in gleaming gold. The covering armour was long, down to mid-thigh. Over the
upper body it was strengthened by a small, leather bodice dyed green. This was
most attractive, with the angel embossed on the centre, but it was certainly
disappointing in defensive terms as it offered little protection.


The arms
of the soldiers were covered by golden mail to the elbow with iron cylinders on
their forearms. These were also gilded, as were the pointed helmets, which
lacked, however a visor. The face protection was given by an angel whose legs
hung between soldier’s eyes, creating a sort of guard for the nose. The
princely bodyguards held a long, undecorated spears and a sword hung on their
belts. Their wooden shields were covered with leather dyed gold and green, with
the ever-present angel in the middle. This was carried on their backs. Under
the shield a useless ridiculous green cloak peeped out, shy and embarrassed.
Every man in the garrison made sly acid comments and gave unfriendly looks
towards the unwelcome guests.


King
Armillus, seeing his troops line up without having given any kind of order,
became angry. His face turned bright red. The Sovereign screaming at the top of
his voice asked:


"What
is the meaning of this further insult to my guests?"


The King
walked nervously and quickly to the centre of the large empty square and
thundered from there:


"I
am the King of Kitan, Regent of the Tartaros, neither human nor divine can
order a line up or deploy my army or part of it without my consent!" he
looked at the soldier with a green crest and said: "Commander, take the
men back to where they came from and report to your General!"


The
soldier with the green crest seemed not to hear, deliberately ignoring the
command of his rightful King, who raged and screamed, out of control:


"Commander,
withdraw your troops or I will have you executed!" But the threats, as
they echoed round the walls, were once again ignored.


Holaf
commented to his two peers:


"There
are fifty of them and only twelve of us, not counting King Armillus!"


Godwin
took a quick look and answered:


"If
it were only for these mean knights here, the battle would be over, but I'm
afraid we would also have to face arrows from the battlements.


Godwin
turned to his soldiers, who were not as experienced as the other men in the
escort:


"You
two, be ready to follow us!"


The two
soldiers from the south responded promptly:


"Yes,
Sire!"


"Dear
father, this is my garrison, and it only answers me!" the haughty prince
exclaimed, all covered in golden armour, aggressively approaching poor
Armillus.


The good
father turned to stone hearing what was coming from his beloved son’s mouth. He
walked round in circles slowly with his arms behind his back, shaking his head
nervously Even from a distance you could see he was mumbling to himself. His
lips moved without making a sound. He stopped suddenly, raised his head to the
battlements and then bent it down, walking in the direction of his son. Once he
was close enough, he tried sweetly to persuade him:


"My
son, what are you doing! This action of yours has could be given a very bad
name!" The King stopped, opening his arms and pointing to the deployed
soldiers. Without moving his brown eyes from the boy, he shouted as if he had
lost his mind, red in the face and with veins on his neck swollen and clearly
visible because of the effort: "It's called betrayal! Deplorably, you
force me into action! You are forcing me, I who loved you!"


The
prince, who was so different from his father that he thought his true father
was really someone else, had a mocking smile on his face. Adjusting his hair,
he said laughing, belittling his loving father:


"What
do you want to do, old man? Call your soldiers and arrest me because I mean to
defend my honour? I have been offended in public!"


The
young man turned around and ordered his trusty green crested Commander:


"Form
up in a square in the centre of the parade ground and allow me and that peasant
in the effeminate armour to duel undisturbed."


The King
spoke in an afflicted, disappointed tone. His voice was low:


"You
are not a knight, you are a blot on the honour of my guests, of our family and
of my honour as well!" He stopped to take a big breath, while his blond,
irritated son was snorting, indifferent to his father’s suffering. The King looked
him in the eye and exclaimed:


"You
have broken my heart!"


"I'll
soon get over it!" the young man answered mocking and bored, not even
realizing what would happen shortly thereafter.


Armillus
came back slowly, disheartened to his guests, turning his back on his son, he
shouted:


"Crossbow
men, to me!"


From the
top of the battlements came blinding gleams, reflected from tops of the weapons
of at least two hundred armigers, showing themselves at the call of the
Sovereign. They pointed their large crossbows towards the square, putting fear
into the hearts of the rebels. Only then Horos understood the true purpose of
his father's speech, which he had considered sentimental. But now he had
achieved his aim of gaining time. The Sovereign of Kitan had distracted Horos, giving
the Commander of the High Steel Guard who was loyal to him, time to deploy his
troops with ease.


"Father,
what are you doing? You want to kill me just because I want to defend our good
name?" the prince cried. He was seriously worried.


The answer
was clear and immediate, but not addressed to his son:


"Aim!"
ordered the disappointed man, his eyes red and shiny. The defectors clung to
each other, hiding behind their wide shields.


The
green crested Commander called to the young prince:


"My
Lord, hurry up and come to us, the shields will protect us!" The young man
did not seem to grasp the advice. He remained standing his eyes full of hatred.
Horos trembled with anger, staring at his father, guilty, in his opinion, of
betraying him, favouring guests over his son and heir.


Godwin
walked past the King of Kitan and approached Horos. He asked:


"My
King, would you permit me?" But he did not wait for the answer. To tell
the truth, the Lord of the South did not care whether he had permission or not.
The only thing the Righteous now wanted was to humiliate the young man who had
such an inflated idea of his own importance. He slipped on his helmet with its
beautiful feathers, and unsheathed his sword. It made a high squealing sound of
almost crystalline purity.


"Did
you hear that sound?" Godwin asked the boy who was standing still in the
centre of the square, waiting without pulling out his sword, "This is the
sound of your end!" thundered frosty Godwin of the white tunic, assuming
the battle position. It was nothing new and was very congenial to him.


The
traitorous soldiers shouted and encouraged their Commander, calling,
"Horos, get your sword!"


Others,
"My Commander, take heart!"


The
green crest suggested, "Horos, use the shield, as I taught you!" But
the young Horos only heard his heart beat strongly in his chest and veins.


Godwin
began a macabre dance around the helpless prince, provoking him by saying:


"You
aren’t afraid of a knight in effeminate armour, are you?" He waited a
moment then rubbed salt into the wound. "What is happening? Have you lost
your tongue? Do the armigers make you so afraid?" But the boy stayed where
he was, visibly trembling.


"Prince,
I will hit you all the same, whether you fight or not! Your rudeness must be
paid for with blood!"


As
Godwin walked behind the boy but he was petrified like a marble statue. Godwin
tried to get him to move by shouting:


"Turn
around, Desecrator, that's your name, or I'm wrong?" but the Righteous did
not wait for an answer. Moved by some a kind of rancour, he increased the
accusations, "You should be called thief and rapist! Was it not by
stealing from the tombs that you got your hands on the magnificent decorations,
you were to showing off earlier?"


The
God-Slayer's words were full of anger and resentment, revealing secret and
hidden horrors:


"Didn’t
you spend some time with poor little girls that lived in villages in the south
during your last visit to the Sepulchre?"


At those
revelations Armillus, knowing of the incorruptibility deep in Godwin's heart
and of his incontestable sincerity, turned pale and desperate. He looked at
High, who knew nothing about this, and shocked, was unable to speak. The King
of Kitan cried out:


"Sire
Godwin, you have my permission, punish the traitor!" Then he brought his
hands to his face and sat down in the white, dusty gravel of the parade ground.


Those
words at last managed to reawaken the young man. Horos came to s his senses,
emerging from a parallel world, as if nothing had happened. Nothing that had
been said had touched him at all.


The
Desecrator shouted, pulling out his sword:


"You
talk too much! Let's find out whether my father's awe and admiration for you is
justified or not!"


The
young man charged, protected by his green shield and his sword out, shouting
evil words at the white knight:


"Until
now you have spewed nothing but lies, it's time to die, disgusting worm!"


Swinging
his sword he made a sudden thrust towards Godwin, who agilely and expertly took
just one step back and avoided it.


"Swear
before the One God, that you are innocent of raping little girls in the village
of Abel Baran!" Godwin exclaimed, having a clear idea of the reasons for
the confrontation.


"I
do not care about your God, I do not have to explain anything to you. I am the
Prince of Kitan!" the Desecrator answered in a deliriously, as he aimed a
new sword thrust at his adversary.


Godwin
showed no fear or uncertainty and dodged quickly. However, he was struck a
glancing blow by a shield. The blow was slight but unexpected, enough to
unbalance him. The Lord of the South, as a result, jumped to the right,
lowering his guard, giving a chance of attack to the Prince. Blows and counter
blows flew furiously from the young man who screamed all the while. But almost
all missed their target. Only one shot reached its goal, but was blocked by the
back of Godwin’s glove. He always made good use of his studded gloves in
battle.


"You
were lucky!" the arrogant young man exclaimed.


"Definitely!
Luck in duels is also important, not just skill!" The Righteous said,
"Your golden armour is beautiful, but the rhomboid plates tend to come off
when they are hit hard.


Horos
replied contemptuously:


"Your
armour is neither useful nor beautiful. It's heavy and makes you slow. Not to
mention the white colour. It reminds me of the underwear."


The
young man was waiting for an eventual attack from Godwin. Turning round and
round the dancing Righteous traced a hypothetical a circle around the young
man.


Holaf
stood on the nearby, ready for action should it be necessary because of interference
from the traitorous soldiers. The soldiers loyal to the prince looked more like
chicks than warriors, all piled up behind their shields, afraid of the arrows
from the archers. High looked at Holaf and asked:


"My
brother, what do you think about the accusation of rape?"


"Godwin
never lies, even at the cost of seeming rude. And that's a fact!"
exclaimed Holaf frostily, like the lands from which he came.


"There's
no doubt about what you say, but I don't understand the motive," he
stopped, jumping at yet another assault by the prince and then resumed: "I
can't understand why he didn't talk about it, if not to us, then at least to
the Emperor."


Holaf
replied without ever taking his eyes off the duellers:


"I
don't know him well, but I think his heart guides him, except in love and hate.
The only way to revenge the abuses suffered was not to allow the arrest of the
Desecrator." Long Sword grimaced, surprised by the sound of a blow, struck
in anger by the prince, hitting King’s white armour. He was puzzled and
commented: "I do not understand this! Godwin is only playing, he just
dodges all the attacks!"


High
nodded his head in reply, looking with admiration at the Lord of the South:


"Have
you noticed, my brother, how Godwin manages to dance lightly and agilely, despite
his heavy armour and helmet?"


Holaf
couldn’t contain his words of admiration:


"He's
really a formidable warrior! His fencing technique is perfect! He's giving
everyone a wonderful lesson."


While
the two great men watched Godwin’s style of fencing, which was so elegant that
it could be compared with a dance or a painting as a work of art. Godwin dodged
one blow after the other. The Lord of the South continued to float gracefully
around the tired and angry prince.


"You
are a coward, I don't understand why many people fear you," Horos
commented with contempt, between one frantic breath and another. He spat on the
ground scornfully.


"You
don't fear me?" asked Godwin from his white and red helmet.


"Never,
I fear no one, I am a Profaner!" Horos answered, using yet another phrase,
taken from books or poems about great warriors.


"Not
a good idea!" Godwin exclaimed, still intent on walking in circles,
"I fear you, and even more I fear your sword! I would be stupid if I
underestimated you," added the experienced warrior to the young man, with
the false appearance of an inept apprentice.


Godwin
was provoking Horos's self-esteem, treating him worse than an incapable novice.
He had noticed that when he was angry his lucidity was greatly affected. This
was the opposite of other warriors from the north.


"Attack
me, you bastard!" exclaimed the prince, standing behind his shield in
defence. Horos had tragically realized that he was tired. He felt his arms
trembling, while his adversary, white and solid as a statue, showed no signs of
fatigue.


Like a
flash of lightning, a butterfly wing and a tremendous noise shattered the
silence of the parade ground. No one dared to breathe. A solid powerful thud,
like a wave breaking against the wooden side of a ship, reached the ears of the
spectators.


It was
followed by a loud dry sound, familiar to all. It sounded like a log being
turned into firewood. The splendid princely shield was split in two. Shards of
wood and embossed gold and green leather fell to the gravel leaving the prince
with his body unhurt, but his pride in tatters. It took just one blow from
Godwin to destroy his defence. In an instant he annihilated the morale of his
enemy, who now lay stunned on the ground.


Godwin
did not give the death blow. He stepped back five paces, and resumed his dance,
without words or mockery. High, from his position beside the duelling ground,
smiled pleased, and Holaf nodded slightly in approval.


"Is
my child dead?" asked desperate King of Kitan not having the courage to
watch the duel.


"My
King, your son is alive bodily. But his morale and even more his pride, are
somewhat damaged I would say!" answered High with kindness.


"Get
up, King Armillus, it doesn't suit your rank to sit in the dirt of the
square!" reprimanded Holaf rather harshly.


The
frantic father got up quickly and wrathfully looked at Holaf and said:


"What
should I do, in your opinion? Watch my child being slaughtered?"


"If
necessary, yes!" Holaf replied, not capable of making allowances for
desperate fathers.


"Lord
of the North, I hope you never have to witness a similar duel with one of your
children as a duellist," added the good Armillus from his broken heart.


Holaf
looked away from the duellists. Horos was still on the ground trying to catch
his breath. Holaf spoke from his sincerely:


"If
such a misfortune ever happened to me, I would watch until the end, as my son’s
soul was destroyed, just as you must do now. But I would stand with my head
held high," he added, as he turned back to the slow duel, "to tell
you the truth, I don't believe it's Godwin's intention to hurt or kill Horos,
but just teach him some good manners."


"Are
you sure, King of the North?" asked his father, reviving.


"I'm
sure! If he had wanted to kill him, the duel would have been over some time ago!"
Holaf answered.


Everyone’s
attention returned to the centre of the improvised arena. Horos, having
recovered his breath and regained his strength, took his sword, throwing the
shield, more or less where Godwin was dancing in circles, hoping to block him.
Now he feared Godwin, as he should have done in the beginning. Only after the
attack did he begin to understand and evaluate the possibility of being covered
in glory, or more likely, being slit open and left bloody. Horos was trembling,
not a little. His shivering could be seen by the naked eye, even from the
distance where High and Holaf stood watching.


"Do
you want to give up, boy?" Godwin asked in his singular voice, which did
not seem human. "There is no disgrace in admitting defeat, no consequences
and no blame on my part. Of course, you'll face the law of men for your crimes,
but not my anger," Godwin added, rock-like to the eyes of viewers as he
danced slowly and lightly around the confused prince.


The Lord
of the South twisted his torso slightly and raised his arms towards heaven
pushing his sword to cut the clouds, which seemed to have come to watch the
duel. Godwin stood firm before the eyes of the prince. Then the unthinkable
occurred. The God-Slayer gave a small leap sideways, bending his knee as if to
climb a step. It was enough to make the cowardly attack miss its mark. It was
the handiwork of the green crested soldier, whose spear landed in the gravel.
This man without honour had treacherously and silently aimed his spear to give
some hope to his young master. The Desecrator took the hint. He grabbed his
sword and screaming, he ran towards the great knight, shouting unspeakable
words.


Before
the ambush could end, the spear was broken by a heavy kick from the God-Slayer.
The Lord of the South, changing balance of his weight and carrying his splendid
sword in his right hand, made a good stance in front of his opponent. Horos,
pushing hard, managed to cross swords until the hilts touched. It was the
mistake Godwin was waiting for, who, through his strength, sent the young man
into the dust from which he came. In the blink of an eye the Lord of the South,
swung round and gave a powerful backhand blow to the green crested Commander
behind him. The green crest had taken out his sword to attack once more.


Nothing
could withstand the impact of the sharp point. The noise of the blow was of
death. The side of green crest’s helmet gave way and deformed, stuck on a spike
of Godwin’s glove. Godwin pulled the helmet from his cursed assailant. The
green crest’s injuries were severe. His entire left cheek was torn away; the
copious flow of blood, the dangling jaw, which clung to fragments of flesh, and
the tongue in an unnatural position. The unlucky knight flopped around on the
ground, while the white knight with the helmet still stuck to his bloody fist,
approached him mercilessly. The sword was lifted and the cold blow fell. The
gold plates gave way and so did the heart of the traitor. One of the gold
plates flew away crazily. There was a loud noise, the crack of broken ribs
giving way to hard steel. Then Godwin, in order to free the blade from his
vanquished foe, twisted the sword causing an abundant flow of blood, covering
everything with its purple hue. Then placing his sword between his glove and the
helmet, he levered and freed himself from the bleeding carcass. The young
prince got up again, stammering the name of his faithful Commander.


"Do
you want to concede defeat?" thundered Godwin from his helmet. He was now
furious. The King of the Kings of the South threw out his arm towards the
remaining traitors, sending an intimidating flow of blood onto their green
shields: "You, wretches, do not interrupt us again! Show some dignity!"


The
soldiers noisily dropped all their spears, swords and shields to the ground,
and neatly lined up, and dared to do nothing else. Holaf stopped his marching
and re–sheathed his sword smiling, as his intervention now was unnecessary.
Behind Holaf, High and the red-faced father also put their blades away.
Armillus cried out, something between an order and supplication:


"End
it, son! This is madness, declare defeat!"


The
Desecrator blinded by anger at the death of a friend, ignored the wise advice
and launched himself into a new desperate attack. The force of the Southern
Lord’s blocking blade was strong, but even more so Horos’s opposing blade
fighting off Godwin's terrible sword strokes. The Righteous no longer danced in
a circle, but stood still and motionless in front of the young man. The King's
next attack aimed straight at the blade of the prince, who flexed his knees in
effort, not even noticing the unnatural curve of his blade.


Horos
launched himself in a last desperate attack on Godwin, who held his own blade
strongly and pushed to bring the hilts of the weapons close again. Leaning
towards each other their shoulders and helmets almost touched. At that moment
the perjurer prince pulled out a short knife, thin and slender, and stuck it
with all the strength he had in his body, into the left eye-slot of Godwin's
helmet. The God-Slayer moved his head, giving a cry of pain, while the young
man still pushed the blade inside the helmet with a sadistic smile and a look
full of hatred.


"Now
you are dead! My glory will reach the skies!" The young man cried
triumphantly and impudently, just before succumbing to Godwin's blade, which
flew like a shockingly fast to bury itself in the prince's soft belly.


There
was nothing that could possibly have stopped the blow, neither leather, nor
metal plate, let alone mail. The Righteous, screaming with wrath, lifted the
agonized young man to the sky with only his right arm. He turned the blade and
did not spare the opponent. He wanted to cause the maximum damage. At the sight
of the warrior, lifting his son, all stained with the blood of his victim then,
lifting his sword for the final lunge, the good King Armillus could not contain
himself and weeping, cried out:


"Please,
Lord of the South, hold your blade! That is blood of my blood!" The
supplication had the desired effect and the Prince's body was thrown to the
gravel without ceremony, as if it was a sack of flour in a storeroom.


The
young man on the ground was spitting blood. His hands could barely hold back
his entrails. He cried out, asking for help, lying in front of Godwin. The Lord
of the South, removing the thin bloody blade from his helmet, turned to the
young man saying:


"I
tried to save your life several times, but you've been stubborn and
unreasonable as well as absolutely stupid!" The short blade bounced back
to the ground, thrown nervously by Godwin, who removed the helmet, touched his
bloody face and gave a grimace of pain. The blood of the King gushed out
rapidly mixing with that of the young man, dyeing the white tunic which was now
all shades of red.


"Now
you are in the hands of the One God. You had better decide to listen to him! I
will pray for your soul," were Godwin's last words to the young man.
Turning around he went back to his friends. While the Healers hurried to help
the princely heir. Godwin's concern now was his own state of health.


"I
can’t see anything from my left eye, I only feel the blood run. Can you see
what it is, my dear friends?" The Righteous asked his companions.


High
took off his armoured gloves. Not worrying about getting blood on his hands, he
removed a strip of dangling skin in front of Godwin’s eye, and to his surprise
he exclaimed:


"But
the eye is intact, how is that possible?"


"But
I don't understand, you seem almost sorry!" Godwin exclaimed annoyed.


"No,
of course not!" High hurried to answer. "Only I feared the worst for
you. I was amazed to see I was mistaken."


"In
the south we often fight protected by sandstorms, or in winds with less vigour.
To avoid having our eyes filled with sand, we use helmets with narrow slits,
and cover the slits with small pieces of dragon glass," Godwin explained,
in some pain.


"Dragon
glass, what would that be?"Holaf asked.


It is a
crystal as transparent as glass, but much more resistant," Godwin said.


High was
astonished again, not knowing of such a trick and commented while checking the
wound:


"The
material is known to me, but the use is brilliant!


"So,
my dear Lord of the East, what evil afflicts me?" Godwin was a little
anxious about it.


"My
dear, nothing a good Healer can’t solve with needle and thread!" the
relieved High, put his hands on the shoulders of the wounded man gave him a
friendly shake.


"It
will be my granddaughter Delia who will cure you, Sire Godwin!" said the
good Armillus, who, approaching the winner, whispered to his ear, astonishing
everyone: "Thank you for having tried several times to put a peaceful end
to the duel. Today you have done me a great service by blocking the traitors."
The sorrowful King, with a sudden movement, looked up at his faithful Commander
in the battlements, raised his arm to the sky and then brought let it fall like
a dead weight.


The
Commander shouted, "Fire!"


An
infinite number of darts fell on the traitorous soldiers, surprising them as
they stood in line waiting for a word from their true Sovereign.


Only
when all were languishing on the ground did the arrows cease to fly. Armillus,
not wanting to look, shook his head and turned his back on the massacre. He
commented to his three guests:


"We
live in rough and restless times. In the west, the seed of treason is
cultivated. Instead of uprooting it, which would be right, it is covered in
gold and allowed to proliferate as long as it is silent."


The
Armillus stopped. He stared again at Godwin with a strange, indecipherable
gaze, but the words on his lips seemed friendly:


"Lord
of the South, I will now accompany you to the royal baths, where you can
cleanse yourself or, if that is not possible, we will clean you. Immediately
afterwards Delia will treat your wound so that it heals in the best possible
way. Then you will sit at our table to discuss these sad events among us."
He paused for a moment, breathing deeply as if to drive away thoughts that were
too great even for a King. He commented disheartened: "Only bad news
remains to be discussed. Marriages will never be talked about again within my
walls."










Chapter 7


Daughter
of the North


 


 


The four
Kings walked between the two gates of the back wall of the Tartaros and entered
a narrow corridor made of light stone. The stone was bare and rough,
illuminated by a simple row of torches at the height of an average man. Each
torch was carried in the arms of a wrought iron angel. The angels were fixed to
the wall by their feet and wings. The King of Kitan was at the head of a row of
dark and gloomy men followed his guests in funereal silence and then by the
escorts who were on guard. After all, Godwin had just duelled with the Crown prince
who was fighting for his life. His father seemed to be treating the event all
too lightly.


"High,
are you sure in view of the latest events that this is the right decision? At
this moment the father of the boy might prefer to be at his son's
bedside," Godwin whispered, into the God-Slayer's ear.


"Of
course, if you had restrained yourself from impaling the son of our host with
your sword, the situation would be very different!" commented the Lord of
the East.


"You're
partly right, I wasn't going to go so far, but I just lost control, believing I
had been deprived of an eye," Godwin defended himself, upset by such an
accusation.


"What
is done is done! Now let's not get upset and waste any possible
opportunities," answered High, He could hardly conceal his concern at
seeing one door after another, a corner and then another turn.


After a
short time, perceived by the guests as the turning of an entire season, the
three warriors and their escorts arrived in a stately room with floors of red
marble. Monumental columns of smooth, glossy, finished green stone in a simple
cylindrical shape, four in all, climbed slender towards the dome. The
beautifully decorated vault with golden stars in a green sky welcomed guests
into the special throne room. It was a large room in the shape of a Greek cross
with four green pillars, placed in the centre, where the arms of the cross
intersected. These had the task of supporting the five domes of the roof. The
four side domes were smaller, while the fifth at the centre of the building was
of majestic proportions.


In front
of the entrance, a structure made of red stone, with two curved stairways, was
the high throne of green stone on columns. The royal seat was decorated all
around with four golden bas-reliefs, depicting the deeds of the first masters
of the Tartaros. Behind it there was a magnificent, wide low window, decorated
with the mythical story of the founder and creator of the Steel Ring, flooding
the room with multi-coloured light. The sun's rays, even if weak and sometimes
concealed by clouds, filtered through the window, creating a kaleidoscope of
colours on the glossy floor.


At the
foot of the throne, between the stairs and columns that supported it, many
simple stone arches with rough, square details served as dwelling places for
the deceased Kings. Four very large candelabra hung from the tops of the
central arches, giving the necessary light on grey days.


In front
of the stairs two guards, in the usual shimmering armour, made their salutes,
straightening their spears, but the Lord of the castle did not reply. Perhaps
he did not even notice the gesture. His mind was busy elsewhere and he had no
desire for ceremonies or for stories to be told of momentous events that had
taken place in the splendid halls of the fortress.


Armillus
pushed a door of precious gilded wood, cleverly carved with images of
interwoven angels. He quickly and silently took to the stairs behind it. Even the
group of soldiers remained silent and thoughtful. There was nothing to suggest
to High, Holaf and Godwin that they were not welcome guests, but neither were
they offered warm greetings. Doubts and fears crept into the minds and hearts
of the warriors, to the point where High, who knew the good Armillus, asked:


"My
dear Armillus, we are allies and feel for you in your pain. Are you sure you
would not like some time alone at such a moment?"


"Nonsense,
my friend, if I had been tougher with Horos, he would now have received a
proposal for marriage instead of hovering between life and death,"
Armillus pushed open another door, also gilded and decorated, and continued
speaking: "The villain had countless opportunities to save himself. The
only person who didn't realize that His Majesty Godwin was playing was
Horos!" The good Armillus stopped again, shaking his head and blaming
himself severely of what had happened on the parade square.


"My
friend, think of yourself as the only person to blame for such misfortune! Your
one and only fault, if you can say it is that, is that you were a good father,
so dedicated to your own son that you set yourself begging to two strangers on
his behalf, prostrating yourself before them with your heart in your hand,"
Holaf said, offering this very rare touch of courtesy.


In all
this talk, Godwin bleeding and uncomfortable would have much preferred not to
have stopped at the Tartaros and not to have taken revenge for the young girls
who had been ruined by the desecrator. But he couldn't repent for what he had
done.


In a
duel, knights fought for their lives, honour and glory, and what had just
happened had been a duel in every respect. It wasn't for him to surrender, but
for his inexperienced opponent. Taking into consideration the offenses he
suffered and the cursed attempt to stab him to death from behind, the Lord of
the South did not consider the result of the fight as unfair. Most of all, the
great King of the Sepulchre of the Gods was annoyed by the trick played on him.
A thin blade had been stabbed through the eye slit of his armour. This move was
forbidden in duels between knights. The same act was often criticized by the
most talented and correct warriors even if used as a tactic on battlefields.
Finally, Righteous, thinking of the damage he had suffered, considered his
reaction not only adequate, but absolutely justified.


Of
course, now the situation seemed less favourable. It would be difficult to
converse and be a guest of the father, from whom he had most likely just snatched
his beloved son. Godwin, besieged by doubts, thoughtfully brooded until he
reached a splendid and liberating conclusion. He felt he was on the right path,
for neither he nor his sword could ever have done anything differently if God
had willed otherwise. This conviction became stronger in Godwin’s heart. He
clung to the thought that if it had not been God’s will, now he would be in the
role of the dying dueller.


The new
corridor in which they found themselves now was along noble lines, nothing like
the corridors of the Titan, but of great aesthetic value. Set on top of the
walls there were square pillars in a beautiful bright green, with classical
capitals in gold at the top. They supported the rafters, which had magnificent,
luxurious floral stuccoes. These reinforced a long barrel vault, decorated
along the whole length by skilled painters, who had chosen hunting with dogs as
a guiding motif for the rich decoration of the hallway.


On the
right-hand side, the one that faced the parade ground, large mullioned windows
opened, with a characteristic column in the centre of each opening, in this
case covered in gold. Looking out the windows you could see a square teeming
with armigers busy tidying up the massacre, moving the piled-up bleeding
traitors to more suitable locations.


The
opposite side of the corridor displayed a splendid series of hunting trophies.
Stuffed animals dominated the corridor, resting on supports protruding from the
wall, just above the level of the doors. There were a great number of these
following one after another adorned with green lacquer and inlays, obviously
the work of expert cabinet-makers. Frivolous gold details reinforced the
corners and underlined some details.


Delia,
the niece of King Armillus, appeared through one of these doors. She was humble
and dignified, wearing a blue dress, the colour of the winter sky. It had a
wide neck, decorated with silver ribbons. The dress fell almost to the ground
and had a series of fine diagonal stripes, covering the entire fabric. In each
space, a hand-embroidered red lily blossomed eye-catchingly, in contrast with
the sober colour of the fabric. The sleeves of her gown fell to the wrists and
had two bizarre, very large ribbons, tying the sleeve around the wrist, and
then falling to the level of her knees.


A
beautiful honest, white face framed her large brown eyes. A slender gold tiara
with a small emerald mounted in the centre balanced uncertainly in her royal
hair. Her hands were clasped together and her head bent, showing her feelings immediately.
Delia exclaimed, falling to her knees at the King's feet:


"My
King, adored Uncle, my heart is filled with pain!"


Armillus
immediately lifted her up with the same sweetness he would have shown to a
daughter and hugged her.


"My
beloved niece, fate seems to be hostile to our house. First your aunt, then
your parents, now Horos, one at a time they are all being taken," said
Armillus sadly, caressing the young woman's back sweetly.


"Such
a disaster could not have been avoided?" Delia asked her voice broken by
tears.


"No,
it was too late. Your cousin, as well as being mad, was guilty of horrendous
crimes. To crown it all he turned traitor against me and against all
Kitan!" He interrupted his thoughts and, gently distancing her from him,
gave her a paternal smile.


"How
beautiful are you, my beloved niece! I must ask you for an enormous favour.
Could you help Sire Godwin, who has got a bad wound on his face and needs your
care?


"But
of course, my King, anything you ask for will be done!" The young woman replied
in a dull voice, wiping her tears.


But the
King of the Tartaros had another favour ask the young Lady:


"Delia,
dear heart, if you feel you can, once you have finished the medication of the
Lord of the South, would you go and see to that traitor of a son?"
Armillus did not wait for the young girl's response, fearful of receiving a
denial. He turned to the soldiers and taking a breath, as if he hadn’t had any
air for hours, turned to them:


"Welcome
to Tartaros, the second fortress of the Steel Ring! Your guards will be at ease
in the room behind them. They will find comfortable chairs and tasty delicacies
to eat and good beverages to quench their thirst." He said to High:
"My dear friend, I'm happy to be able to enjoy your company. If you and
your enormous companion wish, you could wait with me for the Lord of the South
to make himself presentable. Together we could drink a good mug of cider.


"My
brother, you go with the good King, I prefer to follow Godwin," Holaf
realized that he had spoken with too harshly. In order not to offend, he
pointed out to the kind host: "I would not like to offend you my King. The
reason I follow Godwin is purely practical. The wounded man will have to take
off his armour and I doubt that your delicate niece should have that task;
moreover, I don't want to risk that there are any wicked warriors hiding, who
are still faithful to the prince."


"My
dear Lord of the North, your doubts are legitimate, so go ahead without delay.
Everything will be arranged and we will be waiting for you through the last
door of this hallway," said the Lord of the Tartaros quietly. He caressed
the face of his niece before asking her: "Could you guide them to the
Royal baths, please?"


"Of
course, dear uncle," the girl answered shortly but distinctly, leaning her
head on her uncle's shoulder. She then invited the two Kings, "My Lords, come
this way to the bathrooms!"


Delia
walked quickly and quietly, followed by the two Generals towards the last door
of the corridor. Once the passage was open and the threshold was crossed, a
deep silence fell on the group. They descended a gloomy, quite treacherous
spiral staircase. It was illuminated by soft trembling lights. Holaf alert,
undeniably tense, noticed the unusual way they were going. They were descending
into the foundations of the Tartaros. He asked:


"Milady,
are the royal baths in the catacombs?"


"No,
my King!" Delia answered dry and unfriendly.


"And
please tell me, why are we going down so far? Have the foundations been built
over a cave like those of the Arkantorre?


"No,
my King," the girl replied the same manner.


Godwin,
coming up last, put his hand on Holaf's shoulder and whispered to his ear, as
if they were two lovers:


"Thank
you for not leaving me, I’m beginning to have strong doubts about this bath!"


Long
sword without turning, nodded and began to tease the girl.


"Where
are you leading us, my Lady?"


"To
the royal baths, my Lord, as King Armillus commanded," replied without
apparent emotion, and without turning around.


Holaf,
not famous for being the most patient of men, became angry and stopped to
shout:


"What
a malicious trap is this, woman?"


The
King's voice thundered, bouncing off the narrow long stairs, frightening the
girl. She spoke with her heart beating hard:


"You
are offending me! You come to my uncle's home as a guest, you are guilty of the
death of his son and heir and then imagine that I will chat gaily with you even
though I am the bereaved niece of a broken father and have a dying cousin."


Holaf
could not answer and preferred to let an embarrassed silence fall on the trio,
but Godwin felt compelled to defend himself:


"It
wasn't my intention to go that far. I gave Horos the chance to yield several
times, but his pride deceived him, events evolved differently."


"And
you, Great Warrior, would you have done that, would you have surrendered? You
are all the same, you knights, proud and as stupid as goats!" Delia,
stated, irritated, looking with trembling eyes at the mighty man of the South.


"No,
you are right, my Lady! I wouldn't have yielded either. But do you know
something else that I wouldn't have done in his place?" asked Godwin with
false courtesy, not revealing the restlessness he felt.


"Tell
me!" said the cousin of the fallen man unaware of what she was about to
hear. He answered.


"I
would not have desecrated tombs, just to begin with. I would not have raped
young girls. I would not have offended guests, invited by my father, who had
entrusted me with the task of welcoming them and not insulting them. Moreover,
I do not tolerate desertion, and therefore I would never have practiced it. I
would never become a traitor," Righteous stopped, looking at the young
woman with the only eye he was able to use. She was shocked by such words.


The Lord
of the South was overwhelmed by a fire in his throat and was unable to
continue. Like a cavalry charge against broken infantrymen, he continued:
"All these are things which I never lower myself to take part in, but this
course of action spares me the weight of fighting duels apart from in time of
war!" Godwin paused and wiped the blood, dripping from the wound on his
forehead, flowing toward his mouth, reddening his teeth. He continued:
"Having said that and having mentioned some details that cannot be
overlooked, if you don't want to help me, I'll understand and not a single word
of blame will you ever hear from my lips. On the other hand, if you are going
to medicate me, don't play tricks or use harsh measures."


"My
dear King, I will help you not only because of the order, given to me by my Sovereign,
but also because I dedicated my life as is imposed by being a Healer. So put
away your ardour and follow me, so as to put an end to this embarrassing scene."
This was her answer, full of rancour, before she lead the two great Kings
onward. They however did not feel greatly reassured.


The
passing through the last door dispelled all doubts and encouraged the two
knights. In fact, they came into a strange, low room totally covered in marble.
From the ceiling there hung a long, rectangular brazier. It had the double role
of giving a strong heat and lighting the room. Near the walls, in a line, there
were many amazing wooden screens covered with fine dyed fabrics and decorated
with embroidery, depicting nymphs and bold young men on the banks of a blue
lake. These works of art awaited any guests so they could change their clothes
in privacy. In fact at that very moment, numerous ladies of the court were
crowded in the next room. Judging by the sound of splashes, laughter and
chatter, the ladies were enjoying a happy moment of recreation.


Delia
pointed to a screen for Godwin, who sat on the tiny wooden stool without
comment. The seat, sorely tried by years of hard service and by the weight of
the wounded King, squeaked noticeably, causing the Righteous to comment:


"I’m
getting up, before I end upon the floor!"


Holaf
began to remove the shoulder plates of the armour and as he leaned them against
the wall, smiling, he said:


"Some
say it's only the men of the north who use thick plate armour. Yours, I could
use to bar any drawbridge!"


"You
are right, Lord of the North, thanks to your subjects, with whom I have fought
in the past, I learned a lot. Many ideas about war and women were explained
well by them. I have many good memories. I had this armour made using Nordic
ideas and following their advice.


Godwin
looked at Holaf smiling, despite the wound that was causing him a lot of pain
and flooding his mouth with blood. This made him a cough, vomiting a lot of red
fluid on the floor.


"Did
you also learn this from the men of the north?" Holaf asked, taunting him
amused.


"I
please forgive me, but in this condition I hope I can have a little sympathy!"
Godwin answered, while the Long Sword was removing the last pieces of armour.


Delia's
voice could be heard coming from the next room, speaking loudly, where the
playful chatter died, like a candle in the rain.


"My
Ladies, it would be best to leave the bathroom free," the royal niece's
voice told the ladies playing in the pools.


"Why,
Healer?" asked a shrill voice.


"In
the next room where you undress, there is a King, waiting to clean
himself," the young Delia kindly explained.


"If
a crowned head needs to take a bath, he will be happy to share the bathtub with
us, rather than washing alone," answered a young and seductive voice,
evoking thoughts of curves of her beautiful body in the two warriors.


"Milady,
the waiting knight in the next room has been injured, and speed could be
crucial," Delia emphasized with extreme refinement.


"Then
you're just wasting time! Come on then, let him enter, there are two baths here
just for the purpose," encouraged the first woman.


"As
you wish, aunt, but I warn you, he is accompanied by a peer!" replied
Delia, quickly returning to the dressing room, where the two men were waiting.


"My
Lord, are you ready?" Delia asked.


"But
those women won't leave?" Godwin answered with a question.


"No,
Sire, they want to see how a King is made, the nasty pigs!" the young
woman said without thinking, then she reddened, immediately after and asking
forgiveness: "I apologize to you, my Kings, I should not have expressed
myself in such a way. I certainly won’t do so again!"


"If
they are pigs, it must be admitted!" Holaf exclaimed, jokingly and
succeeding in his intent make the girl smile.


Godwin
showed himself, coming out from behind the screen. Nature had been generous to
the Lord of the South, giving him a body worthy of a pagan God. The young,
red-faced and embarrassed Lady looked to the ground and pleaded:


"Please,
follow me, the sooner we clean the wound, the quicker we will be able to suture
it.


They
entered the large royal bathroom, with the brave Holaf in front, with his hand
on the pommel of his sword, as a precaution against any ambushes. But instead
of seeing enemies they were stunned by the architectural beauty. Three large
baths were set into the floor of the long room. The baths were of the same
size, but of different depths. The first could boast only a few hand spans of
water, while the other two were deep enough to cover the average woman. Between
the baths there was a double row of slender green columns, separated by statues
of extinct or mythological marine animals. These sculptures had details worked
in gold. As well as beautifying the room they emitted jets of water, some from
their mouths and some from their whale-spouts.


A row of
small half-circular windows with shaded windows gave insufficient light for the
bathroom. The extra light came from several braziers, hanging from the ribs of
the barrel vault. The ceiling began at floor level on the right, forming the
vault and then descended down to the floor without a centimetre of vertical
wall. The entire room was painted, divided into three large frescoes, depicting
the three ages of man: childhood, adulthood and old age. At the back of the
room, in an apse completely covered with gold leaf stood a statue of a woman
with a cup in her hand from which gushed water.


The room
already held five guests, all noblewomen and maidens of the court. The two most
modest middle-aged women hid, concealing themselves among the statues, while
the three youngest and boldest sat by the pool, in provocative poses, which
were not very appropriate for high-ranking ladies.


At the
sight of the naked ruler, intent on covering his parts with a cloth given to
guests, they gushed bold comments, flowing even more than the water, with
whispers and piercing giggles. Looks were cast by the subtle eyes of young
girls, but Godwin, in love with just one woman, did not reciprocate, limiting
himself to giving a general greeting with real courtesy to all the women. While
Godwin was cleansing himself totally immersed in the tub with his head resting
on the edge, Delia arrived, ready to inspect the wound with her fine hands and
the rudimentary manners of a blacksmith. Prince Horos' blade, slipping on the glass
of the dragon, had ended up tearing his forehead apart, causing a huge and
gaping injury. This wound was e deep and wide running above his eyebrow and
then descending almost detaching his left ear.


"Lord
of the South, you have been lucky! Your head is too hard! The finest blade
could not make even a small hole!" the young Healer exclaimed.


"Yes?"
Godwin answered, uncertain whether the young Lady was pleased or not, but he
cared little, distracted by the relaxing bath.


"The
bone is exposed, deeply scratched and the battered skin is in shreds, requiring
cutting to avoid rotting. You'll have a notable scar," the girl explained
competently.


"Do
what you must, my young rescuer, at the worst I'll cry out! As for the scar, it
is not the first and will not be the last," commented Godwin smiling.


Delia
took her surgeon’s tools and began to lift, cut, cauterise and finally sew. The
young woman's hands seemed firm and expert. She showed no hesitation. Delia did
not show any disgust either for the abundant glowing blood or for the
unpleasant smell of burnt meat, which by now filled the whole enormous bathing
complex.


"But
how horrible!" one of the oldest women was disgusted, she exclaimed.


"Did
you have to come into this room to do your revolting work?" the other older
Lady asked in an annoyed voice, as if they had not been shown proper respect.


"My
Ladies, the situation was explained to you, yet you have chosen to stay here in
your bathroom, refusing to leave the complex. So why are you complaining?"
Holaf answered, ready, and always reluctant to put up with petulant ladies of
the palace, not even the few still admitted to the court of Trondheim.


A young
woman stood up shamelessly in all her youth and evident beauty approached
Holaf, giving a deep bow she exclaimed:


"My
King, I know you, you are Holaf Erlingson, Lord of the North!


The
warrior without turning around, as if not to offend his absent wife, answered
with astonished courtesy:


"You
tell the truth, my Lady. How does a young Lady know of an old Nordic King?"


"I
too am from the north, my King, I am Tyra Radzyvil, Princess of South
Winter!" the young woman presented herself almost in a whisper to her
King. The distinguished Northern Lord turned around to look at her in the face,
doubly astonished.


"You
are therefore the youngest daughter of King Grigor, Lord of South Winter! The
last time I saw you, you were a little girl. You played with my Sigrid in the
halls of the Arkantorre."


The girl
smiled asking:


"Tell
me, my King, how is Sigrid? Did you marry her to a handsome prince?"


"No,
Princess, no prince and no King for Sigrid! It is her bone-headed father who is
solely and totally to blame!" Godwin entered the discussion, while Delia
was still complaining and tinkering with blunt objects around his head.


"Don't
talk! Do you want a light scar or a monstrosity on your head?" the young
Healer warned.


Holaf
turned to the blonde princess:


"My
daughter is well, she hasn't married yet, most likely for the same reasons that
Sire Godwin mentioned earlier," and he smiled before asking her a
question: "What brings Your Grace so far from the lands of your birth?"


"My
father had a desire his heart to marry me to Prince Horos! Have you met
him?" replied Tyra.


Holaf
stiffened up to those words and didn't know what to answer. He looked at Godwin
hoping to receive help. But Godwin watched the scene with the only open eye he
had, and was giving slight groans because of the pain of the being stitched.


It was
Delia who broke the silence and embarrassment of the King:


"My
Lady, do you love him, or are we only talking about yet another arranged
marriage?"


The girl
from the north, not being shy at all, sat at the feet of the King of the North,
calmly immersing her legs in the blood red water of without showing any
disgust. She looked at Delia busy at her job and said:


"You
know what kind of person your cousin is? He is not easy to understand, let
alone to love!" She stopped and lowered her beautiful body into the bath,
standing however on the opposite side from where Godwin was.


"You
are scandalous, it is inconceivable! Only hussies bathe with men!" an
elderly Lady complained loudly from the adjacent bathtub. But the young woman,
immersed in the red water, did not care and asked King Holaf:


"My
Lord, have I offended you with this?"


"Of
course not!" the Lord of the North answered even relieved, not having that
firm and young body as a temptation in full sight.


Then the
young woman asked the same question of the Righteous, who said:


"It
is not problem, Your Grace! If my presence in this condition does not disgust
you, this bath is as big as a room."


Delia
asked the young woman from the South Winter again:


"My
Lady, did I not hear your answer, do you or don’t you love my cousin?"


Tyra
immersed herself to the chin and said:


"I
came to this city willingly and with good intentions. I knew that I was about
to leave my beloved family and the land that has been my home since childhood,
but to be honest, and my father has always taught me to be honest, your cousin
was not worth the trip.


"Maybe
you don't realize what you say, and if your statements have solid reasons,
please tell me why you think this way," Delia asked remarkably nervous and
distracted to the point of inflicting a strong tug on the wire, with which she
was suturing the King of the South. Godwin shuddered with pain and complained:


"Maybe,
my Lord, it would be a good idea to postpone the discussion until later!"


"No,
no! I would like to know, what expectations the young Princess of South Winter
had!" said Delia irritated.


"My
Lady, you wouldn't want to know what I know, believe me! In some cases it's
better to remain in ignorance," Tyra answered, cryptically, before diving
and resurfacing again, letting the red water flow along her face with its
beautiful rounded features.


The
silence of the young woman made the great King suspicious. Now it was Holaf who
kneeled beside the bathtub and the young girl, asking with a low voice as if in
a confessional:


"My
little girl, has he raped you?"


The girl
answered the question, with a sweet and frightened look. Her eyes filled with
tears and she began to sob quietly. Holaf with little tact, but driven by
anger, asked again:


"Is
your father aware of this fact?"


The girl
did not answer, still barely holding back her tears, but the King needed a
confirmation and insisted:


"Tell
me, King Grigor, your father, is aware of this evil deed?"


"No,
before now I was the only person who knew about it," one of the elderly
women spoke. The experienced Lady had become fond of the young woman. She was
very close to her heart so she rushed to her side as soon as Tyra began to cry.


"Why
on earth such a thing was permitted without punishment?" Holaf asked
visibly nervous.


"My
Lord, calm yourselves, for you do not know what it is to live in the shadow of
this fortress. To denounce the prince is impossible. It is too dangerous,"
the older woman replied, while she hugged the young woman at the poolside,
consoling her.


"What
do you mean to say? Is it true that at court you don't feel free?" Delia
asked, very curious but also biased.


"Your
uncle is a great King and a good man, but the same cannot be said for your
cousin!" the old woman answered curtly, without fear, staring Delia in the
face. Then she added:


"I
have healed the wounds of her body, but those of the soul are outside my
limited abilities. If it were as easy to heal the soul as flesh, human nature
would not be so wretched. And now you can send his golden murderers to collect
me. What had to be said has been said!"


Delia
lowered her head and fell silent. She had finished treating Godwin, who without
a word had gone to the next room and to dress. The Holaf was very shaken by
what he had heard. He looked at the young woman and said to her:


"Come
with us, Princess of South Winter. We'll be heading for your home. If old Grigor,
your father, has any complaints about this decision, I'll give him a kick and
take you to Trondheim with me!"


The girl
put her hand over her eyes, and gave a joyous smile:


"My
King, would you really take me with you?"


"Certainly!
I will not allow any contradiction regarding my decision!" the mighty Lord
of the North answered firmly.


"King
Holaf, the Prince of Kitan will never let her go! You don't know how many times
I tried to send sweet Tyra home. Horos, with his father's support, has never
allowed it," said the elderly Lady, who remained there hugging the girl.


"I
am the King of the Nordic Kings and I will not be denied in such a question.
Moreover, thanks to the Lord of the South, Horos will not be able to cause any
more damage," thundered Holaf without going into details, as it was clear
that the guests in the royal bathrooms were unaware of the duel.


Holaf
stretched out his hand to the young woman. Tyra gave a kiss to her elderly
patroness and ordered:


"Come
to my rooms, I need your help, I have so much to prepare." She turned
around to the King, her face full of delight and took his hand. The King helped
her to get up.


The Lord
of the North, addressing the elderly Lady, asked:


"My
Lady, I am very grateful to you for what you have done in to defend a daughter
of the North. If you wish, and if it pleased Tyra, you would be welcome to
accompany her to the north.


The
woman smiled, and looking at the princess who was jumping for joy, she said:


"I
have never seen anything of the north. It is said to be a magical land, an
enchanting country."


"Then
it is decided, go and prepare yourselves, my Ladies, the journey will be very
long, but before leaving, Sire Godwin and I must confer with the Lord of this
castle."


Holaf
went to the next room, where Godwin and Delia were waiting. The King of the
South had dressed and put on his armour as far as he was able. Holaf had to
complete the task.


"My
dear, you look like new!" Holaf exclaimed to Godwin. The cynical Lord of
the South answered:


"The
new things seem new to the observer, but their characteristics are very
different! Later, the Righteous touched his bandage, placed over his left eye,
and congratulated Delia:


"My
dear, you are a truly skilled Healer. I felt almost no pain under your care!"


The girl
leaned her back against the wall. She held her instruments in one hand and his
blood-soaked tunic in the other. She answered in a flat and almost absent
voice:


"You're
too kind. If you want, I'll wash your tunic to make you more presentable.


Godwin
accepted, thanking Delia. She was absorbed in her thoughts and seemed not to
notice the two Kings waiting for her to guide them to the rooms where High and
Armillus were waiting for them. It was Tyra with the cheerful manners of a
happy young woman who aroused Delia from her thoughtful state.


"My
Lords, follow me!" exclaimed the royal niece as she set out.


Godwin
followed immediately as Holaf delayed, giving some final orders to the blonde
northern girl:


"Wait
for us in the corridor of the hunters. As soon as we will have finished our
business, we will leave.


The
princess, intent on dressing herself, leaned her head against the screen, and
smiling, answered:


"Certainly,
my King!" Then she jumped up and added, "You're saving my life,
you're a hero!"


Holaf
smiled and walked quickly to join Godwin.










Chapter 8


Stories
for infants


 


 


The
atmosphere inside the small room could have been cut with a knife. It was the
room where the Sovereign of Kitan hosted important people and discussed all the
most important questions of the Kingdom. High and Armillus had not spent a
pleasant time waiting for Righteous and Long Sword. Their cups had been
repeatedly filled with red nectar and drained, but not a word was uttered by
the elderly Sovereign. He made no accusation, not even a simple phrase to
lighten the situation. In the room only the crackling of a fire lit in the
beautiful corner fireplace made of green stone dared to interrupt the funereal
silence. Sweet Delia came in. She was like a spring breeze for High who was
clearly embarrassed. The God-Slayer leapt to his feet, sliding on the floor of
pink marble noisily. He pushed away the heavy old seat with its dignified
gilded inlays.


"Your
Grace, welcome!" High was pleased to see Delia, who gave a forced smiled
and a half bow. She ran past the table to her uncle's side. He sat drowned in
his melancholy mourning and only noticed her when she hugged him.


"My
dear, you made me jump, I was thinking!" The King said to her, gently.


The girl
answered with a question:


"My
King, my beloved uncle, is there anything I can do to sooth your pain?"


"Nothing,
my sweetest niece, a person who has caused his own evil situation cries only
for himself!" said the King who in his heart blamed himself for many
faults, which were the cause of all his current misfortune.


Armillus
had been a warrior since his youth, having passed from one battlefield to
another. In maturity he became a treasurer and was often absent from home for
very long periods. Little Horos grew up cared for by one Grey or another, but
not everyone lived up to their role as educators, nor were they able to impose
rules or have much authority.


In his
heart Armillus was aware he had been a good man, even though he had never been
decorated with high-sounding nicknames like Godwin. The King of Kitan had never
done anything dishonourable and had won more battles than he had lost. But he
knew he had failed in only one thing, being a father. He had waited until he
had left the battlefield to become a father and have an heir. The boy’s mother
was his only love. Fate had blessed him and given him a firstborn son who was
strong and healthy at birth. But Armillus’s great experience of war and the
demanding work as curator of imperial affairs was of no use in raising a child.
At the death of his beloved wife, all his duties distracted him to the point of
blocking his mind. He saw only an adorable and beautiful child. Horos grew
strong and valiant, the dream of every father for his children.


Once
again Delia brought the King back to reality:


"Uncle!
I treated King Godwin, a bad wound, but fortunately it will heal in time. Now I
will go to the Healing Master to find out about the condition of your son."


"My
beloved niece, don't call him that!" answered Armillus in a thin of voice.


His
niece gently rebuked him:


"My
King, he's still my only cousin and he'll always be your son," but the
King didn't like that, and he jumped up angrily, frightening Delia and making
her take a couple of steps back.


The
Sovereign glared at her harshly. His veins pulsed so much blood that his
heartbeat could be seen in his temples. He raised his hand and pointing to his
niece, spoke slowly in a firm voice:


"You,
my niece, do not know what you say. You do not know what it is like to be
betrayed by a son!" He stopped speaking and placed both hands heavily on
the table, tinkling the crystal lid of the wine jug. The old man bent his
shaking head down and said: "I am Armillus Polux, General of the Steel
Ring, Great Minister of Imperial Finances, Regent on the Tartaros and of the
city of Kitan, Guardian of the Citadel and last of my lineage!" That said
he fell onto the wooden chair, which creaked under the weight of the Sovereign.


The King
of Kitan turned his absent gaze to Godwin with his bandaged head, silent next
to Holaf, who almost completely obscured the light filtering through the green
door. A frightened and unbelieving Delia couldn't look at anyone apart from her
uncle, who said in a resigned tone of voice:


"Delia,
my dear girl, last ray of sunshine in my life, you might go to the servants and
ask them to bring us food. Our guests will be hungry.


"Yes!"
was the only reply given by the girl, after hearing her uncle repudiate, in a
most decided way, his only son.


The girl
stepped out of the room quickly, almost as if she wanted to escape, a retreat
so sudden that she bumped into King Holaf and the young page behind him. King
Armillus, seeing the gracelessness of his niece, immediately apologized
lovingly:


"Forgive
her, she's young and still struggling to understand the truth of all that has
happened. Having lost her parents at an early age, she clung to me and to that
traitor with all her strength, and now she is afraid, feeling the world break
up under her feet."


"There
is nothing to excuse, we understand the situation!" High replied, stopping
a second to calculate the words and concluding: "I would never have
imagined such a tragedy. My heart overflows with sincere sorrow for your
misfortunes, my dear friend!" No one else commented on what the God-Slayer
said.


The Lord
of Kitan sat at the head of a rectangular table with rounded corners. The sheen
of the green stone reflected the jug of the wine and the four glasses, two of
which were still untouched. The heavy stone top rested on supports in the shape
of angels, made to hold the table top with their wings. The angels were finely
inlaid, with details of each single feather, showing extraordinary skill.


"My
Kings, please forgive me for being so distracted!" exclaimed Armillus with
renewed vigour. He stood up and went on: "Please, kindly sit down at my
table. In this same room generations of the Polux family decided matters and
summed up situations that changed the fate of men and Emperors!" The host
interrupted his story and waited for Godwin and Holaf to take their places
before concluding: "First my grandfather and then my father with their
trusted followers in this room decided their actions to defend the Empire and
the Emperor. Now it just seems to be up to us. The torch has been placed in our
hands by the will of fate," he sat down and noisily pulled his chair to
the table.


Holaf,
who didn't like to beat about the bush, but preferred to get to the heart of
the matter quickly, asked impetuously:


"My
King, what questions require the attention of the Kings?"


Armillus
pulled his chair closer to the table, sat there with his elbows on the table,
and began his story:


"I
have always considered myself to be a prudent man, and as such during the
course of my reign, I have increased the already widespread network of
informers available to the crown of Kitan." He was interrupted by a slight
knock on the door, to which the King asked: "Who dares knock and break a
private conference?"


"My
Lord, excuse the disturbance, we are the servants bringing food," a
woman's voice replied. She sounded not so young.


"Come
in, we're hungry!" exclaimed the good King, rubbing his hands,
anticipating the delicacies coming from his own kitchen.


An
elderly woman dressed in brown with a clean white apron entered the room,
followed by a host of young pages. Each servant carried glossy dishes, adorned
with engravings of all kinds, which delighted the eyes of guests. The dishes
overflowed with delicacies. Aromas of spices soon filled the room, followed by
scents of roasted game, fresh vegetables and attractive soups. Another wine was
added to the one already in the room, which was in fact almost empty. Every
type of delicious food was laid on the green table, under the eyes of the four
Kings. Given the position of the sun and the grumbling of their stomachs, they
were in an ideal position to appreciate what was offered. Each page, having
laid down his heavy burden, gave a deep bow and slipped quickly over the
threshold. Only the elderly woman took a long time to take her departure. King
Armillus encouraged her to leave saying:


"Thank
you, my dear, go now, if we need you again, we will call for you!"


The
woman, who had a white handkerchief over her hair smiled, closed her old
wrinkled eyes, bowed deeply, and then vanished as quickly, as she had arrived,
closing the door to put them at their ease.


"Well!
I would say lunchtime has come!" exclaimed Armillus, strangely satisfied.
The King of Kitan, addressing Godwin, asked him: "Mighty champion, would
you do me the honour of filling your plate with any delicacy that you fancy?"


"Certainly,
King Armillus!" Righteous answered, quick and ready. He stood up, took a
plate, and courteously addressed the host, "What may I serve you?"


"Whatever
you like, Lord of the South, I rely on your good taste!" replied the King
of Kitan.


Godwin
put a generous portion of game stew on the plate, accompanied by polenta and
gave it to the Sovereign in mourning.


"Excellent
choice, dear Godwin! The deer is my favourite, and those animals live in large
numbers the high forests," explained Armillus, starting to eat the dish.
After enjoying a large bite of each food offered him, said: "Well, having
now you have dispelled your doubts about the possibility of poisoned food,
serve yourselves and eat until you can eat no more, my guests!"


King
Armillus did not linger for a moment, putting another generous spoonful into
his mouth. High felt accused and defended himself:


"My
King, we had no doubts about your hospitality!" he said, even though in
his heart the idea of poisoned food had come to him several times.


Armillus,
ignoring protocols, answered his mouth full:


"There
some doubt may have been in my heart, but I preferred to show you the purity
and frankness of my hospitality. The best way to do this was to eat dishes at
random, chosen by the who recently did his best to bring down that traitor
Horos," Armillus drank a sip of wine and then resumed the speech: "My
King, to avoid all misunderstandings I want to affirm that we are still
allies!" and looking at High with sad eyes Armillus said: "As well as
being allies, we are good friends!"


High
gave a nod of approval and raised a glass in honour of his host. Armillus
answered the toast immediately, raising his own glass and taking the floor:


"The
duel doesn't change anything, whether my heart is weeping or not, Horos had to
be stopped, that is certain. He was not a worthy heir to the throne of
Kitan!" The old King put food back into his mouth, and was satisfied to
see that his guests did not linger in serving themselves.


High was
the first to recall them to serious questions. After allowing a couple of
courteous exchanges, on minor issues which renewed the good humour of Armillus.


"When
we concluded the restricted council, His Imperial Majesty failed to note
something regarding the plains bordering the Throne of the Titans. He said that
these places are becoming increasingly dangerous, especially at night, do you
know anything about this?" asked High, looking at the King of Kitan.


"What
the Emperor says is true!" Armillus answered, settling himself and
clearing his throat with a cough, before speaking again, "as I was telling
you, I have a remarkable network of informants, all over the Empire. Obviously,
except for the Volcano Island, in those lands I do not have informants, as they
are always discovered. The north is also another very difficult terrain for me,
since the inhabitants are very close to the flag of Trondheim, and you cannot
gain any information.


King
Armillus turned directly to Holaf:


"You
are not only a great soldier, it seems, but also a very good King. Everyone
loves you and no one is willing to spy on the movements of your troops, not
even with truly remarkable compensation.


Holaf,
proud of his subjects, lifted his cup saying loudly:


"Skål
to the people of the North!" and drinking a plentiful gulp of wine, he
thumped his glass on the table, risking a breakage.


Armillus
resumed his explanation of the facts:


"For
many months now the flow of information has been decreasing, from the West it
has completely stopped. In the city of Catacomb it seems, my informants were
dismembered and hung on the walls of the fort of Terminus Est without even a
proper burial." He stopped for a moment to reflect and resumed: "The
same fate awaited the spies sent to Old Tumulus, but with different methods.
Certainly Abadon is not inclined to reveal what he is plotting in the dark
shadow of the Thousand Gates!"


"I
apologise for the interruption, my King, but Sire Grigor is responsible for
these cities. Did he have the decency to report at least to you, regarding what
is really going on?" Godwin asked alarmed.


Armillus
became gloomy and answered in a severe tone of voice:


"King
Grigor is an idiot, and not even a valid General! He is firmly convinced that
there is a price for everyone, and he pays enemies as well as spies. He sees
money as the only way to have even a minimum of control over anyone. But in
reality, it is a long time since King Grigor controlled anyone. The good
Armillus took a draught of wine to cool his throat, as he still had much to
tell: "My dear Kings, you should know the truth about the King of the
Kings of the West. For at least a year I have not been able to speak to their Lords.
From what emerges, only the fidelity of Sire Moses Welles, Lord of Rent, and
King Evandre Owen, master of Ontar, can be trusted. These two gentlemen are the
only ones to make frequent visits to Abovemountain. None of the other monarchs
of the west ever visit."


"So
in the West the situation is much more serious than we have been made to
believe. I would go so far as to say it is catastrophic!" Godwin exclaimed
just before drowning his worries in a large mouthful of wine.


"Do
we know how many Kings of the West are still faithful to the
Emperor?"Holaf asked Armillus, who, shaking his disconsolate head,
answered:


"It
would seem very few, Layton Colt, Lord of the city of Wexsex, is loyal to the Emperor,
but not to King Grigor!"


"So,
we have Grigor in government over such a vast area only with the support of two
nobles!" High specified.


"And
such wonderful allies they are, the ones at our disposal! Sire Moses of Rent is
called the Poet, while Ewandre is called the Surly, but the most appropriate
nickname would be the Blockhead. These two are commanded by Grigor, who is
known to all of us sadly for his limited skills in command. The fate of the
West depends on them. Apart from one King who is loyal to the Emperor to whom I
have no objection, of the other ten banners of the West we know nothing at
all!" Holaf had just given a clear summary of the critical situation in
the west. The image, created in the minds of every King present, appealed to
none of them.


"And
what do we know about Earth or Bios?" Godwin asked, less and less happy
about the situation.


"I
was not sure of what news has come from either of the two cities you asked me
about!" answered Armillus, who had been eating, as if there were no
tomorrow.


"In
my heart I find it hard to believe the betrayal of Titus Bolton. He is not a
man to turn his back on the Emperor. After all, he is an abbot, he will must
have some kind of fidelity in his blood," Godwin replied. Shaking his
head, he added: "I had no intention of stopping there, but the situation
has become so disturbed as to require it. I will ask for an audience with the
Abbot of the Fortress, the Monastery of Terra, on my way home. After consulting
with him, I will send you a hawk messenger to inform each of you about what I
discover.


"Won’t
that be risky, going first, without having credible information?" asked
cautious High.


"What
do we know about Terra?" Godwin asked the King of Kitan.


Armillus
promptly retorted:


"I
have no bad news, but nothing good either. News is not as frequent as before.
If I were to guess, I would hazard saying that in Terra nothing particular is
happening, there is no risk of insurrection or betrayal.


"So
it's decided, I'll stop at Terra!" exclaimed in conclusion Godwin.


"I
will try to send an emissary to Bios in order to untangle the problem of their
loyalty and find out for which side they fly their flag," the thoughtful
King Armillus proposed.


"To
have the Golden Library of Bios and Terra on one's side would be of vital
importance in a probable scenario of war!" High exclaimed. He then asked
Armillus: "But in all this chaos, what blame can be laid at Grigor's door
for unleashing battles that destroy the peaceful west?"


"I‘m
not completely aware of his position, but I also invited him to this meeting
today to discuss and help us, but, as you can see, he hasn’t presented
himself!" Armillus stopped for a very unpleasant moment shaking his head
before resuming: "The plain below the Throne is full of cutthroats, intent
on assaulting the helpless and people in small groups. I often send whole
platoons to guard the plain, but with little result. The few prisoners captured
seem bewitched, resisting the most brutal torture without calling us to stop."


"Did
they appear unusual in any way?" asked High strangely very interested.


"No,
my King, they smelled worse than pigs when they came before me, even filthier
than the animals themselves, but I could not see any particular signs, except
for the resistance to pain," the good Sovereign of Kitan answered, taking
his chin in his hand thoughtfully.


"I
suspect that the origin of all the evils of the West has come from two factors.
The first irrefutable fact is the incompetence of Grigor, who never wants to
fight, even when a battle is essential for survival. Years of permissive
benevolence have brought us to the edge of the abyss, in which today we find
ourselves, barely balanced on the edge," Armillus stated, as if he were
haranguing an audience of the noble imperial counsellors of the High Tower.
Words flowed like a river from those no longer young lips, and there was no way
to negate the fine reasoning offered to his listeners.


High
interrupted with extreme politeness for a clarification:


"Excuse
me, dear King, I certainly agree with you on the first point, but I fear I have
perhaps misunderstood the other one.


Armillus
stood quietly for a few moments, as if looking for the right words.


"No,
my dear diplomatic friend, you haven't misunderstood," Armillus replied in
a serious tone of voice.


"So,
is the Emperor manoeuvred by Dicius?" the God-Slayer asked. He was very
alarmed.


"You've
grasped the second problem, this is the only certainty about that slimy being.
It was Dicius who suggested to the Emperor to suspend the patrols, carried out
by the armies of the Steel Ring. He wished to save money for the imperial
coffers." Armillus feeling involved in the matter, offended and obliged to
specify, as he was responsible for that office: "There was nothing unusual
about the imperial coffers at the time, nothing more than the usual stupid
spending!"


"How
did all these robbers, thieves and cutthroats take over the land where they are
now wandering freely?" Godwin asked feeling more and more disturbed at
every revelation.


"Lord
of the South, the mind that commands them is unknown, sadly. We only know of
their systematic action in striking at the imperial taxation caravans. Those
disgusting thieves have good informants and learn about each expedition, no
matter how secret it is. Organized in the light of the day or in the shadows of
the night, few people are now able to escape from the co-ordinated assaults of
the bandits," Armillus explained.


Holaf
noticed and pointed out a very precious and not very evident detail:


"Dear
Armillus, that these beasts dress up in the rags of brigands is not in
question, maybe they use the same weapons as brigands, but the usual brigands
do not co-ordinate this well. Never has more than one group of criminals
collaborated in sharing profits with others.


"You
are right, King of the North, but this opens up some very disturbing scenarios
and gives rise to a number of questions! Who is pulling the strings of these
manoeuvres? What force moves Dicius and, consequently, the Emperor?


The
questions raised by Armillus caused a deep, gloomy silence in the room, where
the four Kings were pensively sitting with unfocussed eyes. The host stood up
and broke the silence, starting to march around the laid table.


"I
fear that the imperial authority is waning, too many bad decisions have been
made, too many and too burdensome. Ask the Lord of Rost, who opposed the march
of the High Guard of the Dragon against Catacomb and Old Tumulus! We would have
waged war on those betrayers three winters ago now, if we hadn't been stopped,"
Armillus grumbled angrily.


"The
only authority that could stop a King of the plateau, apart from the people
present here and the shiny personage who is absent should be the imperial
will!" Holaf exclaimed.


"That
is not entirely correct, my Lord. It was the Emperor who has allowed the
problem to continue, but it wasn't his own choice, and he was convinced by
advice that came from the lips of Dicius," replied the good host.


The
revelation made the three guests groan, followed by surprised mumbling, but the
time of surprises for the three King of Kings had not yet come to an end. The
good father seemed totally recovered from the hard blow to his family. With
considerable fervour Armillus added:


"My
Lords, another regrettable fact which has been kept quiet by all, to avoid
gossip, rumours and further violence occurred when the villages in the plain of
Beneathathrone and north of the plateau were attacked. Who preferred to stop
the armies from moving rather than face the threat? The good Armillus stared
with his big eyes that promised troubles. He watched the three Kings closely.
They were all very surprised to learn the villages had been assaulted.


"Only
now I understand from your eyes that it is all a surprise to you. I was alarmed
by the fact that you didn’t reply to my messages. They have vanished, who knows
where," Armillus stated this in a severe tone, his ideas clarified by the
Kings’ unexpected silence.


"Forgive
me, but regarding the attack on villages or any messages, about these events,
no word reached me. I was not aware of any of this!" Godwin, alarmed more
than all the others as he had territory that bordered on the plain under
cowardly siege. He exclaimed.


"Not
even Trondheim received any news about these events. A hawk can be lost, it
happens even if it is unusual, but three messages that vanished into thin air,
is extremely strange," commented the Lord of the North seriously and
thoughtfully.


High
also joined the chorus of his friends asking curious:


"Good
Armillus, who attacked the villages?"


The
terrifying response came as icy and rapid as a blade aimed at cutting a throat
in sleep.


In this
case it is not a question of who, but what!" Armillus spoke seriously,
looking the three serious, gloomy men in the face.


"What
do you mean by this?" Godwin asked visibly alarmed.


"I
pray you, tell us all you know without delay!" insisted High immediately.


"I
don't want to be theatrical, I just have no idea what to call the things!"
Armillus answered, still marching nervously around the table with his hands
behind his back. "The soldiers of High Guard of the Dragon, who came to
help a small village north of the plateau, found themselves faced by creatures
who incredibly disappeared into shadows. Those impious creatures descended
silently from the Mountains of the Great Chain of the Serpent bringing
destruction and death with them, to the unprepared villagers who were protected
only by a few soldiers of the militia.


King
Armillus stopped for a moment and drank a large gulp of wine from his gilded
chalice with shiny emeralds set above the engraving "Ave Imperator!"
motto of the four cities of the Steel Ring. The Sovereign of Kitan resumed the
story:


"The
soldiers arrived at dawn after a hard march in the hope of saving the people.
But they found only entrails scattered in the grass, split skulls and blood
everywhere!"


"Split
skulls?"Holaf repeated, noting something strange.


"You
have understood the problem well, my King. The Healers following the army
analysed the remains and concluded that the cranial bones had been crushed by
bites from animals. The easily visible scratches and holes in the bones were
huge, evoking ancient ghostly stories. Of the contents of the skulls, as well
as the remains of men, women and children, remained so little on the ground
that further investigation was impossible. The doors of the houses were intact
and locked well from the inside, but these horrible creatures did not enter in
the usual way, but chose to go through the soft straw roof.


Concluding
the macabre story, Armillus, still intent on walking through the room, stood in
front of the fireplace, threw a couple of large pieces of wood on the fire with
and looked at the three Kings. He affirmed:


"Nothing
so evil had ever been seen, throughout the centuries in the west. You, your
fathers, and before that your ancestors, have always shown yourselves capable
of stopping all kinds of creatures on the edge of the Empire. But these
monsters do not come from beyond our borders, they live in the mountain ranges
in areas that have never been violated!"


"Did
the warriors of the High Guard of the Dragon succeed in the feat of shooting
down at least one enemy?" Holaf hopefully asked, but the response was
disappointing.


"No,
Lord of the North! The soldiers did not find them in the village. They could
see them racing to the foothills and they heard their wild cries, their
hysterical howls." The old King stopped for a drink. High was pressing in
his curiosity. He asked:


"So
they wolves as they howl, or perhaps, dogs?"


"The
description of all the soldiers agreed in only a few details. These beings
resemble wolves, but are as large as common bears. Their dark, long, shaggy fur
was well visible despite the distance. Their heads, furless and white, stood out
in the shadows illuminated by the pallor of the moon." Armillus described
the animals, almost impressed by his own description, after which he added:
"The soldiers of the High Guard of the Dragon, as Holaf well knows, are
all capable men of the north, well trained and heavily armed. Veterans of
arduous battles with nerves of steel, yet, that night, those who saw and heard
such creatures, returned in a terrible state of confusion, trembling, like
leaves!"


"But
what has the Emperor done about all this?" asked High fighting between
being shocked and sceptical.


"Between
the warm thighs of voluptuous prostitutes, from the Citadel, rumour has
it!" the disgusted Armillus answered dryly, without any kind of reverence.
Becoming gloomy, the host said something in such a weak voice that it was not
heard. The three warriors, in unison asked him to repeat himself because they
had not understood.


"The
creatures arrived like shadows from hell, with ferocious tusks and necromancer
voices, awakening the dead from their sleep," Armillus was interrupted by
High, who ended the sentence in a wavering voice:


"Railings
from the underworld announce the bearer of death who marches on the Emperor's
blood!" High shook his head and felt a strange sense of fear.


"You
are reciting from children's fairy tales, stories of werewolves running wild in
the dark forests. These fairy tales have been read or narrated to everyone at
least once!" Holaf exclaimed. He was not inclined to give weight to such
allusions.


"True,
but it's not just a story to terrorize children before they go to bed!"
said Armillus, sitting down at the head of the table.


"What
do you mean, King Armillus, explain clearly!" Godwin exclaimed alarmed,
being a true expert in stories for children, having read them for all his twenty
children. "You suggest there is truth regarding the existence of these
hellish animals. Do you think they are real and some hidden force has evoked
them?"


"It
would seem so, King of the Kings of the South!" Armillus added with his
head down.


"On
the other hand, the stories of the ancients often conceal real events that were
difficult to explain, were it not for supernatural fantasies," said Holaf,
demoralized, who, getting up, shook his powerful body and finally asked:
"What can we do to dispel the mists enveloping these sinister events?"


"You,
if my spies do not lie, have a heavy burden of mysteries to resolve in the
north. We'll hunt these beasts, hoping not to fall victim to the proverbial
intrusions of Dicius, always ready to intervene, weaving his web around the
Emperor!" Armillus answered with the spark of battle in his eyes.


"Lord
of Kitan, call the Military Council of Steel and declare an emergency in the
lands of the United Men. In this way you will have power to pass over the
Emperor, but above all to lock Dicius up in the darkest and wettest hole,
offered by your dungeons!"


High
surprised everyone with this proposal, much more likely to come from the mouth
of a Nordic King or a Lord of the South, instead it came from the God-Slayer
whose character was much more moderate. Armillus nodded his head pulling
strange faces, as he looked from one to another, at each of his three guests.
Finally disappointed, after long reflection, the good Armillus asserted:


"Taking
command of the five armies of the Ring of Steel is the exclusive right and
honour, of the King of Rost, by virtue of his investiture as Grand Minister of
War. Therefore, even though I appreciate and support such a proposal, it stands
beyond my power!"


"It
is certain!" Holaf proudly exclaimed. "I know him well, being a man
from the north, if you offer him such honour, he will lead you into battle with
the blessing of the Emperor," Holaf concluded with a voice vibrant warlike
fervour.


"My
brother, you are forgetting about Dicius!" High said, sitting, all rigid
and worried, as if repenting of having proposed the action.


"Dicius?
That disgusting one is just an adviser, he should be treated like a cockroach
in the dungeons!" exclaimed contemptuous Holaf.


"You
are right, it is our misfortune that the Emperor holds Dicius in his esteem
beyond all measure, and orders nothing without having the approval and
favourable comment of that tiny homunculus. In my opinion, Dicius enjoys far
too much imperial esteem!" Armillus answered, quaffing a large mouthful of
wine and then thumping his golden mug on the table violently, making the metal
screech and then saying: "Some very unreliable reports, arrived before my
eyes in the past. They insinuated the practice of dark arts by the Great
Imperial Counsellor!"


When
they heard this revelation, they all stopped as if frozen, staring at the good
Armillus, who excused himself:


"My
Lords, the time was not ripe, nothing else disturbing had yet been revealed,
and although Dicius was never a pleasant person to me, I would never have
believed such insinuations. Not being accustomed to giving weight to stories
without evidence, I took the report to be the work of a drunkard."


"What
if it had been Dicius who evoked the bare-headed creatures?" Godwin asked
with very severe air.


"Lord
of the South, you are not the only one to come to such a conclusion. I too,
after hearing of the events regarding the attacks on the villages, I recalled
those reports and evaluated their reliability once again. The fact remains that
we do not have any evidence to support what has been written!" Armillus
got up and his no longer youthful figure moved to the warmth of the fire. "The
worm of doubt corrupted my thoughts for several days. I came to the decision to
send a hawk messenger, to disturb the peace of Belial Cerno, the Supreme
Inquisitor, in the hope that he might bring light into the darkness, but I have
not yet received a reply."


The
three Kings of Kings looked at each other and shivered at the memory of their
encounter with that person that each doubted was human.


"Just
this morning, as we were about to leave the Citadel, we met the man who is
called Belial. He is a very disturbing personage. That warrior is currently in
conference with the Emperor at the High Tower," High said.


Astonished,
Armillus hurried towards the door and flinging it open, shouted loudly:


"Call
me the Master of the Keys!"


The page
waiting outside the room did not answer, but diligently ran down the hallway,
his steps ringing. These awkward movements aroused the attention of the third
Master of War. He appeared in the corridor just outside the room, where he had
been waiting, not very patiently for the Kings.


Armillus
turned to the three guests and gazed wonderingly at them, saying:


"I
can't believe it, Belial can't have passed through my gates and without
announcing himself!"


"Excuse
me, good King, but is the advice of that dark individual so important?"
Godwin asked, not understanding just what Belial represented.


"Yes!"
Armillus seemed very agitated and he began to walk round and round the table
again in the opposite direction to Holaf. King of Kitan had often heard of
Belial and explained what he knew of the Inquisitor:


"Belial
is a demonologist, his eyes can see things in which we, though we may be wise
and erudite, will see nothing more than chaos. The traces of evil may be dust
on an infinite path of gravel, but he has the gift of easily identifying them.


Holaf
turned to Godwin and seeing his disbelief, he turned to him:


"My
friend, I understand that it is difficult to imagine such realities for a man
like you, but the every storyteller tells many tales of Belial's gifts. His
deeds are everywhere in all the war books. His fame is legendary!"


"I
have heard tell that he is a sorcerer, a survivor from the times of great magic.
His powers seem almost infinite. It is said that he can generate flames from
his left arm that are so ardent that they melt stone. Legends recount of a hero
who was reduced to just a bleeding skull, but he was capable of knocking down
titans with the sheer strength of his mind," said High, in the small voice
of those who hears such stories and takes them to heart. After a brief pause,
the God- Slayer concluded his speech: "A lot has been written and narrated
about Belial, how much is true is not clear. The obvious thing to us is the
continuous succession of disturbing coincidences, with Belial at the centre.
They can be found in the imperial chronicles since the dawn of time!"


"Perhaps
his successors will wear the armour of the bleeding skull, so passing on the
myth over the centuries!" said Godwin who was always sceptical of anything
that evoked hidden powers. For the soldier, a sincere believer in the One God,
no other being could have eternal powers.


The
Master of the Keys knocked, then entered without waiting for an invitation.


The
young man came in. He had curly dark hair, a round face and a physical shape
that showed no sign of attention to aesthetics. He was squashed tightly into
the usual golden armour and carried two large golden keys, hanging from his
belt, next to a slender dagger similar to the one used in the attempt to kill
Righteous. The young man carried four heavy tomes, bound in brown leather with
large reliefs on the back. He made a shy and shallow bow and without
consideration for protocol, then dropped the four tomes on the table. He freed
himself from their weight like a longshoreman unloading a sack of grain.


"Good!
You've arrived already," commented the King of Kitan, before attacking the
sweaty breathless boy with his curiosity: "Son, this morning did you
register the entrance of a certain Belial Cerno?"


The boy
opened one of the four books and looked through it in silently and attentively.
He was meticulous in his method. His index finger slowly passed by each name on
each page, but after leafing through half the book, he closed it and looked at
his King with sorry air, shaking his head not knowing what to say.


"How
is this possible?" exclaimed King Armillus. He pointed at the three Kings
at the table and shouted: "The King of the Kings here present met a man at
Titan, named Belial Cerno. Are you suggesting that they are lying?"


The boy
raised his hands and made a gesture of defeat, shaking his head at the same
time. Holaf, seeing the young man's difficulty, sensed that his obstinate
silence was caused, not by incompetence, but because he was a mute. Holaf came
to his aid asking roughly, as usual:


"Young
man, let's talk about a very tall man, wearing an armour covered with skulls.
He is the sort of person who gives you the shivers and his voice would make the
North Sea freeze. He is called Belial, have you seen him?


The boy
immediately nodded with his head, reopening his book, quickly turned through
the pages until he pointed his finger next to some writing in archaic
characters, which was incomprehensible to the Sovereigns. Despite Armillus'
efforts to decipher these symbols, he could not understand them at all, so he
asked:


"Would
any of the Lords be able to solve the riddle of this inscription?"


No one
could answer that question, only Holaf joking as usual:


"It
could be his name!" but the bad joke had no effect.


"Maybe
Belial will call on you as soon as he finishes his business at Titan!"
Godwin hypothesised.


"It’s
possible, Lord of the South!" High exclaimed after thinking a moment.


Armillus,
after having studied the nervous, pointy writing carefully thanked the young
Master of Keys and dismissed him. Immediately after the boy left he exclaimed:


"Very
well, my nobles, I don't wish to keep you here any longer. You all have long hard
days of marching before you to reach your destinations and your families!"


Armillus
was the first to stand up, but this time it was Holaf who, against his will,
detained the group:


"My
kind King, I must ask you a question that was recently revealed as important.
It occurred to us only while Sire Godwin was being medicated." Long Sword
stopped to think of how it would be possible to explain the thorny problem of
Tyra, without further upsetting the good Armillus, but he urged Holaf to
continue:


"Take
courage, King of the North, be as frank as you usually are!"


Then the
Long Sword looked him straight in the eye and explained the problem clearly:


"I
met Tyra, the young daughter of Grigor, Lord of the South In winter, and she
told me she longed to leave for the North."


Armillus
was surprised by this and asked curiously:


"Why
did the young princess express her will to you and not to me?"


"Perhaps
out of reverential fear for her kind host," Godwin suggested, intervening
to help Holaf who was clearly having diplomatic problems.


"I
don't see the problem, I'll have her accompanied by a large squad of my
soldiers, wherever the young woman wants to go!" proposed the good
Armillus minimizing the problem.


"My
King, I will be stopping in South Winter along my way home; moreover, the
princess is a friend of my Sigrid. I do not want to offend you, but I would
like to escort her myself!" Holaf replied.


"No,
of course, but I have to find a woman to accompany her and take care of the
needs of a young woman. It is not correct for rough warriors to undertake these
tasks!" exclaimed the master of the Tartaros.


"You
are right, my King. The princess asked to have the company of an elderly Lady,
with whom, during her stay at Tartaros she has formed a strong bond," the
warrior replied, but the good Armillus seemed almost resentful of all this
planning and asked:


"My
Lord, have complaints come to your ears about the treatment that the princess
has received here?"


Holaf
stated firmly:


"No,
my King, your hospitality has been impeccable.


"And
so, if you can tell me, what has lead to the sudden departure of Princess Tyra?
I am still the King of the Tartaros, I would like to know exactly what is
happening within my domain!" insisted Armillus in firm voice.


Holaf
looked at High, who, unaware of the facts, couldn't intervene and come to his
aid. He also looked at Godwin, but Righteous preferred not to speak, and an
embarrassing silence fell on the company.


"Lord
of the North, what does this silence mean?" Armillus asked before stating
his noble title again. "I'm still a King of the Empire, and it's not right
for you to delay in informing me, leaving me unaware of events that have taken
place in my castle!


Holaf
seeing no other way and not wanting to offend the Lord of Kitan looked at him
and as rough as the rocks of Trondheim, replied:


"Your
son raped the princess. He prevented her from revealing these terrible events
to you with threats and beatings. She forced her to attend court against her
will.


The good
Armillus again felt his heart tightened as if in a vice and his soul snatched
away. His mouth hung open in dismay. He sat heavily on the first seat he could
find and looked vacantly in front of him saying:


"My
Gentlemen, you are free to take whoever you want. If you need supplies, do not
hesitate to ask for them from the page waiting in the corridor," the
elderly King spoke no more. He sat silent, disturbed and weeping.


The
three gentlemen bid farewell with heartfelt deep bows and closed the green
doors behind them, now aware of new dangers. The Sovereigns, with their hearts
full of fear, called to the men of the escort, who were well refreshed and very
keen to depart. The third War Master approached Holaf and asked:


"What
news do you bring, my King?"


Holaf
looked at him, put his hand on his shoulder and said:


"Be
always vigilant, my Master, for the journey will be harder than expected!"


"Majesty,
I beg you to tell me what enemies we may have to face so that we can be ready
for the challenge," insisted the third Master.


Holaf
hesitated and answered with worried air:


"It
would seem, that some hellish creatures roam free and breathing in the lands of
Men, "


The
Dragon's Head, thinking he was being ridiculed, smiled mockingly and
questioned:


"The
giant dogs of fairy tales! You're joking, aren't you?"


But the
smile turned into a grimace of horror as he saw the fixed eyes and dark
expression of Holaf.


"How
could we ever be ready to face such enemies?" the number three commented
bitterly.


Holaf
answered as a true Sovereign of the North:


"We
can never be ready for such beasts, but we will engage them anyway, if they
attack us, and we will kill as many as possible!"


The
warrior of the third rune beat his fist on his chest. The clattering metal and
attracted everyone's attention and lead to a lot of laughter. When the room
became quiet again he exclaimed:


"I
would follow you through the flames of hell, Long Sword!"


The
other War Masters did the same immediately, their shouts echoing proudly in the
long corridor of the hunting lodge.


"I,
too, would follow you everywhere, my King!" exclaimed the beautiful Tyra
with a softly feminine voice, who arrived as agreed, ready to leave.


The
young princess was not alone, but accompanied by luggage, trunks, bags and five
servants. When the King turned around, he stared, astonished at the sight of
what some ladies thought of as ‘essential luggage only’.


"We
will need a wagon, my King!" the young princess from the South Winter
said, concerned.


"Just
a moment, little princess! We have to travel lightly and speedily through inhospitable
lands, all this would slow us down and make us a wonderful target for robbers
and cutthroats," Holaf explained gently.


"But,
my King, what can I bring?" Tyra asked, no longer too convinced of the
wisdom of her decision to leave with the Lord of the North.


"Only
what you are wearing!" was the crystalline and unarguable royal response.


"My
King, I appeal to your indulgence, a single dress for so many days of travel
would reduce me to a sorry state!" she replied.


"My
dear, let's see what we can do to lighten the load!" The old Lady
intervened. She had brought just one a sack with her.


High
approached Holaf and took him aside asking him:


"Are
you sure, my brother, that you want to take the princess with us?"


"I
have no second thoughts of any kind. She is the daughter of one of my Lords, I
cannot abandon her to her fate, it would cost me my honour and the
unquestionable loyalty of her father!" Holaf proudly affirmed with a
decisive look.


"You
know how much it will slow us down. And think of the continuous complaining
during the whole journey!" he said with a smile.


"You
are right, my brother, that's an eventuality, but in that case you certainly
know how to distract the Lady with your cultured and regal language!"
Holaf answered turning to the princess.


The
older Lady unpacked the young woman's many pieces of luggage, selecting only
comfortable and warm garments. The few clothes chosen were thrown into a red
hessian bag, while the young woman protested strongly. She would have liked at
least to fold the clothes, so that they were not completely crushed.


High
approached Tyra and attracted her attention with a light cough. He then bowed
and asked for her hand by extending his own:


"Your
Grace, it is a pleasure and an honour to be able to make your acquaintance!"
High carried her hand to his lips, but without contact between them, exactly as
etiquette dictated. He looked at the young woman with his magnetic eyes and
introduced himself.


"I
am High Marshal, Lord of the East, we will have the good fortune to travel together."


The
young princess held her dress out and lightly gave an elegant bow. Speaking to
the Lord of the East Tyra showed a grace and finesse worthy of the most gifted
Queen:


"The
pleasure will be mine, great King of the East, your deeds have always enriched
the stories of my father! I hope I am worthy of your care and attention."
She said this with a beautiful smile, disengaging her hand: "With your
permission, my King, I should go back and attend to my luggage or at least to
complain about it!"


"Please,
Princess, do not linger any longer," said High surprised by such fine
manners. He said to his dear friend: "But then, in the north, you're not
all as rude and gruff as you are!


Holaf
shook his head smiling and answered:


"But
of course not! Only the most rude and despicable can aspire to become King of
the North, and I, above all, excel in both qualities!"


These
were the first light-hearted words heard since the duel ended. At last Holaf
managed to joke happily with High. It was not childish irresponsible behaviour,
as both of them were perfectly well aware of their worsening situation. Nothing
was going right, and for either of them. The very ugly chain of adverse news
darkened their faces for many hours. Despite the fact that they were under dark
skies and gloomy clouds, with strong winds threatening storms, their valiant
Nordic hearts were looking everywhere for the joy and comfort that a joke or
good-natured banter could bring. Seeing all the horrors of war and sensing the
stench of falsehood, escaping at least with their hearts intact was a priority
for Holaf and High. Both relieved that they were able to travel in a harmony.


With her
brutally reduced baggage, the unhappy South Winter princess was ready for the
adventure with a minimum of grumbling and uncertainty. Everything was new to
the young Lady, she had, yes, seen the knights in armour, galloping off
intrepidly for who knows what fairy-tale adventures, but never had followed
them unless she was in a comfortable carriage, with a cart for her luggage and
a host of young ladies for company.


Nothing
was more pressing in the heart of Tyra than the idea of leaving behind the
splendid and worldly city of Kitan, a place that was the stuff of dreams for
all the princesses and young offspring of the entire Kingdom. But as far as she
was concerned, it was associated with pain and senseless absurdity. With her
long and precious cloak protecting her from the rain promised by the black
clouds, she looked at both Kings and spoke:


"My
welcome protectors, I apologize for causing some delay in our departure!" Adjusting
a small little lock of blond hair lying on her forehead. She added, "When
you wish, my Kings, I am ready to follow you!"


High
looked at Holaf and with his astute eyes and commented:


"My
brother, this subject of yours is, to say the least, adorable! I offer you an
exchange! For the young woman I will give you King Sveslav with all his Kingdom
and his royal descendants!"


"My
brother, what have you taken me for? You are suggesting a very unequal exchange
to me. You ask for a beauty such as the Lady with us, adorned with grace and
good manners and in return you offer an old King with problems of anger, dead
lands, in which nothing grows, and a cursed collection of retainers. You may be
certain that I will never accept!" Holaf answered with difficulty through
his laughter, dragging High into his amusement. The girl laughed as well, who,
rather than laugh coarsely, like the two Lords, smiled complacently at such
compliments.


There
was a distant thunder echoing on the horizon. From the windows they could only
see dark and threatening storm clouds. Godwin wondered:


"What
oddity is this? It is winter and usually thunderstorms do not favour us with
their presence in this season!"


"You're
right, my friend! Even the sky seems worried and sad, as if it knew something
we are unaware of," Holaf replied thoughtfully.


Once
they had finished their preparations, they organised the bags for the new
members of their party. Once food and the water supply was completed, the group
walked along the rooms and corridors of the Tartaros accompanied by a page.
They walked back along the long covered path and reached the parade ground
again. Blood, mixed with the dust on the gravel, remained as the only silent
witness, reminding them of the duel that morning.


"What
a lot of blood!" Tyra exclaimed to the noblewoman marching dismayed at her
side, both being unaware of the events that led to the bloodshed. No one, not
even the men in the escort, gave an answer. Not even a hint was given in reply
to the young woman's curiosity.


"My
King, can you tell me what happened here?" the young princess insisted,
looking at Holaf, who answered her sweetly:


"Princess,
you ask me information about something that you wouldn’t want to know!"


"You
answer me, without telling me anything!" Tyra protested energetically, but
Holaf did not answer, hoping her curiosity would fade.


"Lord
of the East, at least you could tell me something even if you do not give me a
complete explanation?" the young woman asked in a delicate manner with a
big smile.


"My
dear, what a joy to be able to see the flame of curiosity in your blue eyes.
But with great regret I must disappoint your expectations. Not out of rudeness,
but out of respect for today's events, I am forced to refuse to answer your
question."


High's
response disheartened the young woman, making her come back again to the side
of her Lady, who caressed her in the face and said lovingly:


"Tyra,
don't be worried, such behaviour doesn't suit your position."


"You're
right, but I was just curious!" she replied with a slight pout.


"Curious?"
the Healer Delia asked with a nervous and annoyed voice. She arrived on the
parade ground from the stables of Tartaros, accompanied by two beautiful horses
in perfect form, one light brown, while the other with a smooth reddish coat.
She looked at the Princess of South Winter and repeated the question:
"What are you curious about? Longing for stories of pain and death to give
you the shivers?"


Tyra did
not answer and crept close to the elderly Lady with a frightened look. Delia
turned to High, showing a change of mood worthy of a madman:


"My
King, these two splendid beasts are given to you by my uncle, so that your new
companions may ride their own horses, not weighing down your steeds."


The God-Slayer
approached Delia and asked in a low voice:


"Is
Horos alive?"


"For
now, yes, my King," his cousin answered while her eyes filled with tears.
"We do not believe that he will last the night, and in any case he will
never be the same man again," Delia concluded by weeping abundantly.


High
embraced her carefully so as not to hurt her with his plated of the armour.
Often the armour transformed a sincere embrace into a series of painful
pinches. The Lord of the East whispered to her in her attempt to console her:


"Be
strong, you have a great man as your Uncle and King! Moreover, you are an
excellent Healer. We are all very grateful for your efforts to mend the wounds
of Sire Godwin.


The girl
continued to enjoy the consolatory embrace for short time, before wiping her
tears and putting the reins in Tyra's hands saying:


"Princess,
I have a heavy heart for the misfortunes you have been subjected to at court,
and I am sorry I have not been close to you. Maybe in the future we can meet
again and be friends."


The
princess gave a strained a smile and a bow, but no reply.


Holaf
noticed the behaviour of the young daughter from the North and suspected
something unusual, but did not want to investigate irrelevant facts. It was
time for farewells. The young Healer could barely look Godwin in the face, but
he was untouched by her attitude. Godwin did not repent in his heart, nor even
was he sorry for the events of the morning. He did not feel responsible at all
except for having done justice.
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Chapter 9


At
the start


 


 


They
expected the journey to be very damp. Small isolated drops of freezing rain
began to fall, while the out of season thunder seemed less and less distant.
From the tower the green gold flags flapped crazily in strong gusts of wind,
putting the flagpoles to the test.


"It
looks like a proper drowning is waiting for us, my brother!" High
exclaimed not very satisfied with the view of the horizon.


"All
that is missing is salt in the air. Then you could close your eyes and delude
yourself that you were in the port of Trondheim!" was Holaf's almost
melancholic response.


Princess
Tyra covered her blond hair with the hood of her beautiful blue and green
mantle, and mounted her horse safely, as if she had always been accustomed to
riding this way. Her elderly duenna also mounted her horse, helped by Godwin,
who had put on his helmet so as not to get his bandage wet.


Once out
of Tartaros no one except for High turned back to look at the place and all its
delusions. Thoughtful Holaf led the caravan, followed by his guards. Then High
and Godwin rode side by side in front of the ladies. The cavalcade was closed
the by the escorts from the south and east. The road, connecting the plain of
Beneathathrone to the plateau, was a wide, steep, quite uneven road. Access was
impassable for horses at a furious gallop and tiring for merchants with their
large heavy carts. They, of course, preferred the strength of mighty oxen to
the grace of horses.


It was
late in the afternoon, when they reached the Plain of Beneathathrone at the
crossroads. There, just like the roads, their destinies would separate. The
rain began to be beat down heavily, breaking up the surface of the road,
softening it and making it a slimy bog.


"My
dear friends, I have to leave you! Many questions require answers, available
only in the place where I am now headed!" Godwin exclaimed with his usual
flat, metallic voice.


Holaf
approached on his horse. He rose up took the forearm of Righteous, saying:


"Travel
well, and may all the Gods be with you, my dear friend!"


High
greeted him, as a General saying goodbye by bringing his hand to his forehead
and emphasizing the gesture with words:


"My
King, my General, it will not be a long separation! We will soon find ourselves
side by side on a battlefield. These almost prophetic words sounded
exaggeratedly true and possible in the heads of all three Kings.


Godwin
said farewell to the princess and her duenna and ordered the escorts to protect
his friends. After this, with his white armour and his badly washed jacket still
red with blood, he headed west with his two escort armigers.


Only
when Godwin vanished round the bend of the road did his two crowned friends
resume their march to that flat, seemingly abandoned land. They were completely
surrounded by uncultivated fields, as it was winter. The travellers advanced
step by step, holding their breath on the narrow and poorly maintained roads,
which were lined by deep ditches and rows of mulberry trees. The dark skies
poured rain on them for a long time, and only when the rain became heavier
still, Tyra approaching Holaf and pleaded:


"My
King, please, I am frozen and soaked to the skin. May we stop at an inn in the
next village and wait for the end of this flood in some comfort there!"


The
great Nordic warrior waited a moment before responding:


"Your
Grace, we must follow the course of events!"


"Forgive
me, my King, but I do not understand your words. Could you be so kind as to
explain them to me?" the blonde princess replied calmly.


Holaf
looked around with worried air and did not answer. High with his usual
kindness, explained:


"For
the moment we can't stop! He came closer as if to kiss her and whispered:
"My dear Tyra, don't look, don't turn around and when I have finished
speaking don't talk, but laugh, as if I had told you a wonderful joke. We have
been followed since we left the fortress of Tartaros. We do not know how many
they are, but if they are, spies they are rather too rough and noisy!"


The
princess broke into a raucous laugh, but it was suspiciously strained, then she
whispered:


"Will
you be able to defend us if they attack?"


The
response was loud:


"Certainly,
my Lady!"


The
tension was also palpable among the men in the escort. They loaded their
crossbows without making any sudden movements, while the Dragon, the Wolf, the
Bear and the Leopard had returned to adorn the heads of the War Masters. A clap
of thunder surprised them all. The sky cleared, becoming almost luminous, and a
powerful roar bounced through the air, spooking two horses of the escort and
making them shy. The pouring rain played its nefarious role, making it
difficult to see anything, helped by flashes of lightening, which connected the
sky and earth, as if it were a divine staircase.


Holaf,
looking at High, who was without a helmet or shield, warned him:


"My
brother, be careful, for if I were the rabble behind us, I would attack now. So
you should be ready!"


High
answered nothing, just making a grimace and staying close to his horse, as if
for protection. A slight hiss was covered by the roaring thunder. It was
followed by another roar, ending in a metallic rattling of a ricochet.


"Arrows!"
exclaimed the number three of the War Masters and covered himself with his
shield.


"Where
are they coming from?" Holaf asked immediately.


"From
the left, my King!" replied rune number one, at the ready, concealing his
body well behind his round black and white shield.


The
ground was unfavourable to the northerners. The edge of the ditch rose up to
about the height of a man. It was made insidious by the rain, transformed into
slush. The edge of the road, although very wide, had two deep ditches, flooded
by the insistent storm. The cowardly enemy hid behind a row of mulberry trees,
at the top of the ditch. Numerous arrows were shot from among the foliage, but
fortunately with so little precision that they seemed like aimless shots.


"Men,
let us go straight on! Spur your horses and unsheathe your weapons!" Holaf
ordered in as strong a voice as his throat could manage. He spurred his valiant
steed to a most frenzied pace. This tactic was the right one. The group
galloped away from the shots of their assailants, who were forced to reveal
themselves while chasing their elusive prey.


Shaken
by the ferocious gallop of the steeds, the armour rattled loudly. In the
pouring rain one of the knights belonging to High's escort lost his balance on
his horse, falling ruinously to the ground. The animal neighed desperately in
pain, suggesting that the worst had happened to both horse and man. The
terrible fall threw the knight suddenly to the ground. He risked being trampled
by his companion behind him. The second rider dismounted from his horse and
skilfully shot an arrow through the wind and storm, towards the pressing enemy.
The sharp metal stuck into the leading enemy’s head, piercing his eye and
mincing his brain. His life taken, the aggressor fell, causing the next
attacker to stumble, slowing down the enemy charge.


"Men
to the ground!" shouted the knight, as he reloaded the crossbow and shot
an arrow hitting an enemy horse. The word travelled quickly from knight to
knight, to the ears of the Kings. The two Sovereigns did not need to consult
each other, but they took the only correct action in such a situation. No man
could be abandoned, so they stopped galloping.


The
thundering hoof beats, battered the earth as the Masters aligned themselves in
an arrow–like battle formation aimed at the enemy lines, ready to overwhelm
them. The Dragon was at the centre with his war hammer. He twirled it in the
air producing a dull whistle. On his right, the Demon of the North was
brandishing the long sword from which he took his nickname. It was such a
powerful weapon that it intrigued all who saw it. By their sides, the Wolf, the
Bear and the Leopard now became the parts of the most powerful tactical war
machine in the north.


The
sound they made was a mixture of the whistling of the hammer, the deep dark
drumbeats and repeated war cries, together with shouts and metallic echoes
ringing through the air. The attack of the Nordic warriors passed between the
opposing ranks of the enemy to the sound of repeated blows. They were like a
scythe going through a wheat field. So much vigour was used in the manoeuvre
that only a few brigands were still in the saddle after the first impact. Taken
from their steeds, they were left kicking with furiously at everything that
approached them. Then it was the time for steel against steel and the most
brutal hand to hand combat.


In the
pouring rain, the swords slid easily off the shields of Trondheim. The same was
not true for the bandits. Taken one after the other, they fell under the blows
of the Masters of War. Holaf, driven by divine fury, wielding his enormous
sword, as only a giant could, inflicted blows that went unanswered by his
enemies. Loud cracks and grievous supplications mixed with the noise of the
resounding thunder, hurled from a heaven that seemed hell bent on participating
in the battle. Lower in number, but better in every other respect, the
Trondheim War Masters quickly reduced the numerical disadvantage. What with a
skull exploded by a violent hammer blow here and an amputated limb there,
followed by a torn belly, victory was close.


"Bandits?
These are soldiers dressed in rags!" the third Master of War exclaimed,
expressing himself with difficulty because of the effort of battle.


"We
had guessed that they were not ordinary bandits during our conversation with
Armillus. He reported assaults in organized groups," Holaf replied before
sinking his blade in the chest of one of the offenders, generating a huge flow
of blood.


Holaf
fought using his well-trained body and brute strength. He did not dance like
the Lord of the South, dodging and sparring. He preferred direct assault,
pushing and hitting. The right comparison for Holaf's fencing style could have
been with a large war Orc thrown into the fray. It was very different from the
fast and flowing fencing movements seen at Tartaros.


He
lifted his weapon to the sky. His sword was one and a half times as long as a
normal sword and more than twice as wide. Holaf angrily aimed his blade at an
incautious assailant. The fake bandit was swift and placed his shield between
them, but nothing could stop such a blow, though the sound was masked by
thunder. The shield was crushed, as was the arm that held it. The sword followed
its own path slitting the bandit’s chest and tearing his flesh. The blow was so
violent that it smashed through to the bandit's knees, throwing him to the
ground stunned, incredulous and frightened. The warrior of the north now turned
his attention to his next opponent. But first he lifted his foot and hit the
face of the man on the ground with the heel of his boot, giving the blow all
the strength he still had. The bandit’s nose and the bones of his face were
crushed in a single strong snap. Holaf rotated his foot to the right and the
left stopping his only when nothing large enough to crush remained.


With a
loud bang a hammer broke against the shield of the Nordic King. Holaf was more
impressed by his proud new adversary than by his powerful wooden hammer. The
bandit appeared strong and vigorous. His amazing muscles were not concealed by
chain mail, body armour or clothing of any sort. He swung his wooden hammer,
its head studded with iron pyramidal nails. He kept swinging it round and
round. Fortunately for the Nordic warriors, he did not inflict any serious
damage.


Long
sword stood tall on the battlefield and stared at the man from his monstrous
helmet. He raised his arm and pointed his long blade at his impressive
opponent, inviting him to single combat. The man did not need to be asked
twice. He ran towards the King who stood still, protected by his shield. As the
two challengers came close, the hammer was well aimed, flying very close to
King Holaf’s face. He was forced to retreat, and retreat again, driven by the
naked warrior. The bandit wielded the huge hammer apparently effortlessly. He
fought vigorously, constantly pushing the mighty Demon of Trondheim.


Holaf
used the time to take the measure of his enemy. For the last of many times the
bandit’s hammer crashed into the muddy ground, splashing soil all around. Then
Holaf’s heavy sword hissed with his first blow. The sharp blade tore a deep cut
across the right arm, the muscular chest and finally the left limb of the evil
one. The hammer fell to the ground, while copious blood flowed from the wound.
The huge bandit retreated terrified under the flow of blood, aware of his
inexorable fate.


There
was not a single word between the two, no a petulant supplication, which was
very satisfying to the warlike spirit of the Lord of the North. King Holaf
attacked his enemy with an energetic push of his shield, knocking him down into
the mud. Then he skewered his adversary’s face with his long blade. The blow
was not precise. The blade slid over the bone and chopped the mouth. The great
Northern knight, given the imprecise result, placed his left hand on the pommel
of his sword and quickly pushed the weapon until it went into the ground under
the bandit’s head.


High did
not take part in the fighting, not because of cowardice or lack of talent, but
to give protection to the ladies. In fact, the criminals were not just waiting
for their turn to be converted into road paving . They had raced beyond the
mighty and apparently unstoppable knights of the north to try their luck,
battling against the soldiers of the east.


"Do
not be afraid, my dear Madam, no one will touch you!" A soldier in the
escort attempted to reassure the young Tyra. The terrified princess cried out
looking around, wielding a ridiculous golden dagger, perhaps five fingers long.


High was
a very good fighter, no less than his peers. The God-Slayer, daring and
reckless, ignoring his lack of shield and helmet, faced every attacker with his
guard high. Several chose the beautiful princess as a target. The fencing style
of the Lord of the East was more like Godwin's, perhaps less clean and refined,
but faster and just as effective. A small side step placed the valiant King of
the East at the exact spot to deliver a deadly blow to the head of an assailant.
A rapid spurt of blood flowed over the bandit’s face, pouring out from
underneath his broken helmet. Yet another opponent was felled at High’s feet.
Seeing many attackers advancing he shouted:


"Withdraw
damn you, if you want to save your own lives!" But his counsel floated in
the wind.


High
noticed, with the tail of his eye, a warrior from the east in trouble. The man
was injured in one arm and had slipped on a corpse, ending up in the mud. He
risked becoming an easy prey for any aggressor. A bandit, laughing shrilly,
lifted his sword high and attacked the soldier, who was hiding behind his
shield. Three blows were struck, their sound booming and counted by the warrior
who was protected by the shield. The warrior of the East was in a panic,
confused by the noise of the rain. He heard a rumble as a final blow
overwhelmed him with its threatening sound. Then a heavy weight fell on him. He
rose from his shelter and saw the God-Slayer at his side. There was only half
of the assailant remaining, lying across his legs. The other a half was a
little to the left, a mass of steaming, smelly offal covering his shield.


"Curses!
That is revolting! The stink will remain on me for the rest of the trip!"
the wounded soldier exclaimed, disgusted, touching his left arm, which had a
large bleeding wound. "Thank you, my King, I slipped on the ground. It is
very dangerous because of these corpses piling up."


"There's
no need to justify yourself, I'm happy I arrived in time so as not to have to
bury you!" said High. His attention was drawn to Holaf and his War
Masters, who were busy delivering their final blows.


"My
brother, are you resting already?" Holaf asked, seeing High from the
corner of his eye. High was standing still, not smashing heads.


"No,
no, brother, my work is done, now I can admire yours!" High answered,
shouting.


"If
I dare ask, my King, what do you admire?" the Dragon asked, while with his
war hammer he hit an aggressor’s face so strongly that the man’s head exploded,
spreading pieces to the land beyond the ditch.


The
macabre sight was accentuated by frequent flashes of lightning. They showed the
monumental dark mass of the Master of War to good advantage, against the pale
sky, as he battled to victory.


"The
power of the North!" answered High concisely, holding his breath for a
further blow. "Brutal and crude to be sure, but beautiful!" The
God-Slayer ended with an admiring glance before turning his attention to the
rest of the riot.


Holaf
pierced a man on the ground, then opened his arms wide and pleaded for mercy, shouting:


"No
Valhalla for us today!" And he pierced the ground or what lay on it a
second time. Long Sword, breathing heavily because of the effort of battle
complimented him by saying, "My Masters of War, you have been formidable,
as always! Now make sure they are all dead and search them well, one of these
dogs will surely carry some useful information on his person!"


Tired
Holaf approached High with a heavy step, almost dragging his feet in the mud
and put a hand on his shoulder. The gesture was reciprocated by the God-Slayer,
just before they burst into laughter. It was the wild hilarity needed to relax
tension after the battle.


"We're
still in this world!" High exclaimed, between breaths.


"It
really does seem so, my dear brother!"Holaf answered also breathing
heavily. Looking around and seeing the many corpses lying on the ground, he
commented, "But then, my brother, you haven't been here taking tea with
the ladies! I see many enemies on the ground!" and they both burst into
laughter again.


Tyra,
upset, shouted almost hysterically with her big eyes wet with tears:


"What
have you to laugh at? Does it seem the right moment?"


Immediately
the elderly Lady stood in the way fearing the worst from the warriors. The
Sovereigns, tired after the battle, turned to Tyra. The fears of the duenna did
not become reality. High spoke to them with extreme courtesy:


"We
ask forgiveness, Your Grace, but we must release stress and tension, and the
best way to do that is with foolish laughter."


"Excuse
the princess, she's just frightened by the events, but she's grateful that you
didn't allow any malicious person to touch her," said the elderly woman
politely and respectfully. She was well used to habits of royal palaces.


"Milady,
you've been travelling with us for hours and, to our eyes, it's obvious, you're
an expert in courtly manners and educated for life at court, but you haven't
revealed your name yet," Holaf asked.


"My
name is Elisabet, and I have lived too many years in courts and palaces,"
she answered before bowing and turning to take care of the young princess. Tyra
still carried her small noble blade in her hand. "My dear, put your weapon
away, the battle is won!" she said gently, turning to Tyra, who was gazing
absently, staring at a young bandit with beautiful features lying on the
ground.


The
bandit still clung to life, just breathing, and asking for help in a thin
choked voice. The supplicant had a large hole in his chest near his collarbone.
Perhaps he could have been saved, but the road before them was very long, with
little food. A dead weight would hamper them all.


The Lord
of the North came forward, in his bloody armour. Small fragments of bones and
tufts of hair were glued here and there by coagulated blood.


"My
delicate Princess, please move away and don't look," Holaf asked kindly,
hunching his shoulders before undertaking an unpleasant task.


"What
do you intend to do, my King?" Tyra asked foolishly, still frightened.


"What
needs to be done, delicate Tyra!" The mighty man answered coldly.


"But
we can take him to the first village and hand him over to the militia!"
The young woman with a tender heart replied forcefully.


Holaf
looked at her and shaking his head said:


"You
are too magnanimous, young princess! This pig who is now begging, had it not
been for High, myself and our soldiers, would have robbed you, raped you and
killed you!"


King
Holaf's words resonated loudly and violently in Tyra's head, making her flee
elsewhere, while long and cold steel put an end to the young bandit's pleas.


"Have
we any injured in our ranks?" Holaf cried out, pulling his sword from the
young corpse.


"I
have two!" High replied with a bit of embarrassment.


"We
have two!" Holaf pointed out, before ascertaining their state of health,
"In what condition are they?"


"My
King, I only have a cut on my arm, I can stitch it so I can ride by your side
without any problem," one of the two soldiers answered.


The
other wounded man was the first knight to fall from his horse. He had suffered
an ugly cut on his forehead. He had hit his head brutally on a rock in the mud.
The man was bruised and lying on the ground, his horse had broken its right
leg. So it was impossible for him to continue. High stood observing his knight,
and was pleased to see him show the first signs of recovery, but the God-Slayer
had sensed the sad fate of the horse, for whom nothing could be done, except
for putting an end to his sufferings.


"The
horse must be slaughtered unfortunately and the injured man carried for the
moment


"My
King, I will carry him without any difficulty!" The only Black Portal
soldier in perfect condition offered his services.


"Very
well, my warrior! We are agreed, it is up to you!" exclaimed the Eastern
Lord the visibly disappointed in his soldiers, hiding unspoken thoughts.


"My
brother, what is it that you have to say to me? Is it so heavy that it sticks
in your throat?" asked the Lord of the North, as with a heavy heart he
slipped a blade into the chest of the horse so it suffered no further.


"I
apologise to you for my soldiers, my brother. You have withstood the impact of
the bulk of the enemy. We faced few and the most cowardly, but in spite of
this, the wounded are all among the soldiers of the East," whispered High
in a low voice in Holaf‘s ear so as not to harm further the morale of their
men.


"Don't
joke, my brother, you've always been as valiant and sincere as you are now. I
could ask for no more from an ally!" the Northern demon answered proudly,
smilingly, with his face still concealed by his helmet firmly on his head.


"My
Lord, you really have to see this!" a warrior wearing a helmet in the
shape of a bear's head cried out.


The two
Kings raced to where most of the bleeding rabble lay. A gutted bandit was lying
on the ground. Under his rotten rags he wore a blue lozenge and garnet tunic
embroidered with lion with two tails in gold thread. It was the livery of
Varius.


"That
son..." High controlled himself so as not to become vulgar. "These
are men faithful to the son of the Emperor!" exclaims High amazed.
"We will have to warn Grigor, because he is riding into the territories of
that traitor."


"Always
assuming that Grigor, that useless nobleman, really went to Varius, as he
promised the Emperor. In any case, it is probably too late and the betrayal
will have come to light on its own," Holaf replied. The Lord of the North,
addressing the fourth warrior, asked, "My Master, have you found similar
uniforms among the other dead?"


"Yes,
my King, we have five men of Varius certainly out of thirty-eight
assailants," replied the fourth Master of the War.


"Did
you find more information in their pouches?" asked High in a worried
voice.


"My
King, for now only money, a lot of money, to tell the truth, food, a few
bottles of alcohol and nothing more!"


The
knight with the Dragon helmet picked up and tried a sword. It did not satisfy
him so he threw it away, picking up another. After examining it carefully, he
sheathed it in his scabbard and continued the search for another weapon. When
he found a satisfactory one, he went to the princess and offered it to her
saying:


"Young
daughter of the North, do you know how to use a sword?"


"I
wouldn't say I can use it correctly," replied young Princess Tyra,
uncertain and troubled.


"Then
you had better learn quickly! This time everything went well, but at the next
ambush we don't know what fate awaits us," the rough and insensitive
warrior said to the trembling maiden.


"Who
is talking about new ambushes? I don't think you are a prophet. Be so kind as
to avoid mere conjecture," the elderly Lady protested vigorously. Elisabet
addressing the King said: "My Lords, your knights, however skilled they
may be in the field, should be educated in good manners!"


But the
Dragon did not like this comment, rudely silencing the Lady he said:


"Silence,
woman! I have a sword for you too, always hoping that you know how to use
it!" and he dropped a second sword into the mud at the feet of the Lady.


The
third Nordic rune delivered what they had found on the bandits to King Holaf
saying:


"My
Lord, here is a paper with the orders given to these wastrels," and he
gave the important document to Holaf, who did not hesitate for a moment and
unwrapped the small roll of parchment bearing an anonymous seal in red wax.


The
message was simple and complete and read: "My faithful men, a caravan made
up of the three Kings and their escorts travel south to Vyborg. Kill them all,
and we will pay you their weight in gold."


"No
signature or trace of who gave these cursed orders!" exclaimed
disconsolate Holaf.


"My
brother, you were not really hoping to find the proof of Dicius’s conspiracies
so simply and stupidly?" High asked his brother by the sword
sarcastically.


"In
all honesty, a small part of me really hoped so. Nothing would make me happier
than throw that repulsive being, who has no sense of honour, from the High
Tower with my own hands," he interrupted himself and taking a long wide
leaf from the banks of the ditch, cleaned the blood and the remnants of the
battle from his sword and then added, "You think I'm deceiving myself, right?"


"No,
of course not, my brother, I do believe that the slimy being who is the first
Imperial Counsellor had not arrived to such a high position only through
bribes. He has always been plotting in the shadows, but he never leaves visible
traces for the eyes of those who are watching him," God-Slayer answered
quickly.


"Of
course, so far Dicius hasn't made any mistakes. Most likely he won't start now
just to please me and let me throw him from the High Tower," Holaf pointed
out, sheathing his long sword.


The
knight of the first rune collected the crossbow arrows from the corpses, which
had been shot by the knights of the east, and on returning them to one of the
knights said:


"Thank
you, knight, you aim truly."


"Do
you refer to the one with curly hair, the one I hit while he was attacking you
from behind? You would have done the same!" The warrior replied with his
arm wrapped in bandages, feeling flattered for the thanks received from the
titanic warriors of the north.


"Do
you know how to use your bow as well as your crossbow?" asked the War
Master wearing the Head of a Wolf.


"Sure,
a good Black Portal knight excels with bows as well as crossbows!" The
wounded young man answered.


"Then
I'll find you one, left by those dogs, because there are so many arrows on the
ground that you could shoot for a whole afternoon," said the wolf as he
moved away in the direction of the corpses.


"What
are you doing, number two?" asked High intrigued in seeing knight wearing
the Head of a Leopard move one of the five knights in Varius’s uniform to the edge
of the road.


"I
am preparing a warning, my Sovereign!" The second northern rune replied
shortly. He picked up a long halberd from the ground. He stuck it right into
the base of the cadaver’s ribs, next to his spine, making sure to use the ribs
to hold the body on the blade of the weapon.


"What
are you doing! We don't deface the bodies of our dead enemies!" exclaimed
the


God-Slayer
was quite angry over the barbarity shown by the Head of Leopard.


It was
Holaf himself who calmed his brother's annoyance, explaining their traditions
to him:


"His
macabre work is not pleasant for me either, but it is a custom of the Masters
of War. It is their ritual to thank the warrior Gods for having supported them
in battle."


"How
brutal you are, you pagans of the north, my brother!" exclaimed the
God-Slayer.


Holaf
was slightly irritated.


"I
am surprised at what my ears must hear, spoken by those who, in order to
ingratiate themselves with their nobles, decided to wipe out an entire tribe,
including the living God, extinguishing the entire species!" The
God-Slayer replied.


"You,
my brother, are right! I apologize, because it is not my right doubt to your
choices," High bowed slightly and quickly, and finally added: "I too
have performed despicable acts in war. Unfortunately it is the price asked for
victory. Inhuman acts are part of this."


Holaf
added nothing more to what the God-Slayer said. Perhaps, due to the depth of
the reflection revealed, the discussion had become too philosophical for his
simple warrior mentality. Or perhaps there was another, simpler reason; the
Long Sword did not add anything because the warriors of Trondheim were born in
the midst of all that horror and were perfectly at ease with it.


The
menacing sign for travellers was only concluded when the destruction reached
unspeakable levels. Raised from the ground, stuck in the mud like a macabre
flag, the body was drawn and quartered and left there with the entrails falling
out and dangling. In the flesh of the chest the phrase 'Traitor of Varius' was
carved with a blade.


"At
least he will discourage any soldiers of the same origin from daring to fight
against us," commented the second Master of the War, who was completely
satisfied as he approached the Lord of the East. The God-Slayer said nothing to
this provocation. But the macabre solution was completely acceptable to him if
it dissuaded even a single possible pursuer.


The
storm kindly conceded a truce, limiting the possibility of drowning for the
travellers. The march resumed only when the fourth War Master slipped a tunic
with Varius’s colours, removed from a corpse, into a saddlebag on his horse.


"What
do you intend to do with that?" the beautiful princess asked the warrior.
The fourth rune with a completely unprecedented display of good manners removed
the Bear's helmet, revealing his face and replied:


"My
sweet Princess, I decided to bring such a relic with me, in case it might serve
as serious evidence of the betrayal of Varius for the King of Vyborg.


"I
understand, knight. You among all your comrades, have the most beautiful
manners. Where did you learn them?" Tyra answered relieved. She expected
to receive a brusque reply to her instinctive question.


"Milady,
in Trondheim, they teach us not only the art of combat, but also correct
manners. Sadly, they often get lost in battle. We lose our good manners instead
a losing our lives," joked the number four gently, managing to raise a
smile on the lips of the still shaken young girl. "Thank you, my
princess!" exclaimed the polite warrior, observing her delightful face.


"What
did I do to deserve your thanks?" she asked curiously and embarrassed,
touching her face instinctively in search of oddities.


"My
Princess, I thank you for giving me such a beautiful smile in such a gloomy
moment," replied the War Master. From the height of colossal his stature
he searched and untied a small but over-full bag. Rubbing it between his hands
he gave it to the princess saying:


"I,
too, will now make you a gift. Please pardon the inappropriate condition of the
wrapping, but it contains money." The warrior stood still for a few
moments with his arm outstretched waiting for Tyra to take the gift, but that
didn't happen.


"Let
me explain, perhaps you have misunderstood!" exclaimed number four,
"at the next village there will certainly be an inn, but King Holaf will
not stop so as not to waste time. If you want to stop this forced march, you
will need my gift. Without coin you do not even pass through the Kingdom of
Vyborg let alone sleep, wash or eat." After hearing the explanation, the
young Lady stretched out her hand, smiling and took out the rich little bag,
not caring that it was soaked in blood.


"Thank
you, my good knight. All my possessions were taken by that cursed Prince Horos,
and I'd love a hot bath," the princess answered happily, as she closed her
beautiful blue eyes with joy at the idea of being able to wash herself.


The
elderly Lady helped Tyra back on her horse and smiled tenderly at the warrior
of the Bear's helmet. The soldier gave a slight nod with his head and turned
his attention to Holaf, who was absorbed in a discussion with High about what
to do.


"My
King, I give you the gold of the enemy we have killed. Make good use of
it!" exclaimed the War Master of the fourth rune.


"Thank
you, warrior, I hope there are no more surprises along the way to Vyborg,"
Holaf commented as he watched the reluctant warrior leave. This reluctance
caused suspicion in the Lord of Trondheim so he asked a sincere question:
"What disturbs you, fourth warrior?"


The
Bear's Head answered:


"My
King impulsively, without asking you for advice or permission, I gave a bag of
coins to the young princess. If my gesture were to disturb you, I will take it
back immediately."


"The
only thing that could bother me now would be to have my ears hammered by the
princess' whining over the hardships she has encountered. But apparently there
are none, so thank you, my soldier, great idea!" Holaf, replied smilingly.
He was actually just joking, with remarkable good humour for the blonde of
South Winter.


"Any
other lady, princess or queen would already have given herself over to wild
fury, including my beloved wife," High commented, looking at smiling Holaf
before adding: "Every woman I know except for your wife Anastasia. She
throws herself into the battle voluntarily!"


Holaf,
laughing, mounted on horseback and shouted:


"On
our way, my fellow rough riders!"










Chapter 10


Unusual
meetings


 


 


Several
more hours of marching followed. The rain, which had moved away after having
done its duty in soaking everyone to the bone, left the travellers buffeted by
a cold, merciless wind. Howling and rattling the leaves of the mulberry trees,
which lined the road, the wind followed the cold group. Their teeth chattering,
the princess and her duenna were hit the hardest by the penetrating cold.
Certainly no one else was happy either, not even the rough men of the north
wrapped in their fur cloaks. Even the sky turned hostile by dusk. The light was
so poor that the continuation of the journey was difficult, if not unthinkable.


The
belief that they could continue to travel during the night seemed even more
absurd, especially taking into consideration the plotting dark Lords, who would
like to see their heads stuck on pikes.


It
wasn't a hard decision or even a controversial one to take. The question passed
from one friend to another with one answer, perhaps the only sensible one that
could be given. The cold, the darkness and the possibility of new ambushes, all
of which increased disproportionately at night, were the cause of the Kings’
decision. To the Sovereigns, the idea of lingering was absolutely repellent,
but they were even less attracted to the idea that crowned heads could be
troubled by doubts.


"Will
we stop at the lights of that village on the horizon?" the tired Lord of
the East asked Holaf, who answered perfect agreement:


"Yes!"
After that he ordered his warriors: "Men, let's head towards those lights,
I hope it's a friendly village!"


"Yes,
my Lord, if you are afraid I will go ahead and reconnoitre!" The Head of
the Wolf offered, fearing like all the others, the possibility of an ambush.


"No,
Master, we are stronger if we stay united. In any case I would not leave you to
face an attack alone," Holaf answered seriously as he tried to understand
which way the road turned in the darkness.


What
they had seen in the distance was not exactly a village, but it had a roof,
strong walls, presumably food and a stove or a fireplace. The group found
itself in front of the least likely building to receive a princess and two Kings.


"What
small village is this?" Tyra asked, seeing the lights shining from a
palisade that was no larger than a court garden.


The
structure was protected by a solid wall of large tree trunks with sharp points.
The road was completely transformed into a muddy stream, so was difficult for
the tired knights to walk and even harder for the poor horses. When they
reached the imposing door, nothing was heard, neither laughter nor any sound.
The place seemed uninhabited. There was a faint light shining from a small watchtower
at the top of the palisade. So the initial sensation of abandonment indicated
by the rest of the structure was wrong. The Dragon knocked lightly with his war
hammer, but no one answered him. He struck the door more forcefully, but again
silence was the only response.


"They
are not going to open to us!" one of the knights of the East exclaimed.


"We
can't blame them, given the situation. They won't let strangers and unknown
travellers in," replied one of his fellow countrymen shaking his head.


"It
is not possible! No one could leave these ladies in the cold and ice, shivering
both from the freezing weather and for fear of brigands!" exclaimed the
Lord of the East, knocking vigorously. But not even the royal knocking received
an answer. Disappointed the God-Slayer commented, "How odd, maybe it's the
wrong entrance?"


The
first Master of the War kindly answered him:


"Your
Majesty, do you want me to try climbing the wall? There will be only two men,
not more. I can cope easily."


"Too
much has been asked of your strength already, my good knight; moreover, I would
not like you to be met at the top by clever crossbowmen," answered
God-Slayer polite as usual. Observing the strange structure more closely, there
were far from military shapes like small houses built into the fence.


"Please
open for us! We know that you are listening, we have no evil intent!" the
young princess shouted as loudly as she could. "We're not robbers or
murderers, but just tired travellers looking for a bathroom and a bed!"


As the
long shadows of the evening began to fade, and the cloudy grey sky became a
single slab of unlimited darkness, a man wearing a war helmet rose from the top
of the palisade. A lantern was lowered by rope to just above the wet heads of
travellers.


"Take
off your helmets, knights, I would like to look you in the face!"
exclaimed the trembling voice of the man. It was clear that he was an old man,
no longer of military age, who had the ungrateful task of leaning out and being
the target for darts and arrows.


"We're
not cutthroats, open the doors!" shouted the Dragon, removing his helmet
and revealing his face.


But the
old man answered unkind, as only the old can be:


"I’ll
decide, what you are, but certainly you do not look reassuring with that cloak
full of carrion!"


"Our
cloaks have same effect on anyone with evil intentions as they have had on you.
Our skull covered cloaks keep enemies away," explained the Bear's Head
kindly, as he looked at the armiger next to the watchtower, moving closer to
see better.


But the
old man now looked at something else and said:


"You,
I recognize you, Sire High, Lord of the East!" The old man withdrew the
lantern quickly and crashed it into the wooden palisade before saying,
"Wait a moment, I'll come right away!"


There
was a rapid succession of deep thuds and then the typical sound of someone
running through puddles, and then the squeaking of old and ill-kept hinges.
Holaf looked at the beautiful Tyra and smiled, then exchanged glances with High
and exclaimed:


"Well,
it's nice to be recognized, even if the only result you get is to have the
guard run away!"


The
God-Slayer, in an attempt to cheer the princess up, turned to her:


"Am
I so ugly that I make everyone run away, Your Grace?"


The
princess, tired and still disturbed by recent events, did not understand he was
joking and answered:


"No,
my Sire, you would be a dream for any Lady."


"It
seems, my poor Royal subject, that during the ambush you must have hit your
head harder than I thought!" Holaf was ready to joke, making the whole group
laugh.


At that
moment the latch on the door screeched loudly. Then, very slowly, one of the
two doors moved. An old steel plated war helmet emerged, soggy and damp, just
like the man wearing it.


"I
beg you, Your Majesty, come to safety behind our defences," the old man
led the group to the stables, a strange U-shaped structure, opening onto a
large area. Right in the centre there was a rough carved wooden statue. With
the help of a very vivid imagination it represented a couple of lovers.


The
structure had a central two-story building. There were two lower wings. On the
right the stable and the straw deposit were set up, while on the left you could
see a series of dilapidated, small wooden houses, totally without decoration.


A
prosperous-looking woman came out of the central building, dressed in a large,
stately dress. She had a prominent bodice, bright red lips and plenty of
jewellery, all clearly on display. Her ostentatiously noble figure was betrayed
by the quality of the fabric of her dress, which was worn and discoloured. Her
physical appearance was accompanied by such rough rural manners that not even
King Holaf appreciated them. He was usually not at all sensitive to such minor
things.


"What
is a King doing in my house?" the woman asked unpleasantly.


"Madam,
if we are disturbing you, we can return to the road immediately," replied
High in a firm and severe tone of voice.


"No,
I didn't mean to say that you annoy me, only in this place you don’t often see
too many Kings!" the woman unpleasantly answered, pointing the way to the
house.


"But
what kind of village is this?" asked Tyra curious as usual. Her reply was
an annoyed look from the woman, who did not even deign to speak to Tyra.


Seen
from the inside, the structures were certainly not a village. Not even the
guards were anything like the militia normally sent as a garrison to
settlements. A militia was usually few in number and poorly equipped. But here,
on the wooden gallery, many armigers could be counted, all well equipped with
chain mail and beautifully colourful tunics. The banner above the door was
brought to life by a strong wind. It had a green background, on which a huge
burgundy heart fluttered invitingly. It made a beautiful display, arousing
curiosity in Holaf:


"What
kind of business takes place in these buildings?"


The
woman stopped on the threshold of the door and looked at Long Sword without
recognizing him. Then she answered him:


"This
is the Castle of Love of the Free Realm of Vyborg. You will not find greater
wonders than these in any corner of the entire Kingdom," as she finished
singing her own praises, she passed through the door, inviting everyone to
enter.


"So,
would this be a brothel?" High asked, as he looked around.


"Of
course, but aren't you here for that?" asked the rough and improper woman
of doubtful manners.


"Absolutely
not!" exclaimed High very annoyed, "we are only looking for a warm
bed, where we can rest peacefully, and food to feed us."


"Whatever
you prefer, King. But be sure, you that you cannot enter an inn and then eat
only your own food!" exclaimed the annoyed woman, looking at the beautiful
princess. Tyra had lowered her hood, showing off her regal features creating
burning, foolish envy in the breasts of the other women present.


"Madam,
have you gone out of your mind? Have you opened your doors welcoming us, only
to insult us with your cowardly insinuations?" thundered Holaf wild and
irascible, as only a man from the north could be.


Responding
to the angry shouts of the Lord of the North a dozen colourful soldiers came
into the room with unsheathed swords and dubious intentions. One of them
exclaimed to King Holaf:


"You,
Sire, must follow us!"


But the
Lord of the North did not move or waste time turning around. He had a slight
smile on his face.


"Now
move!" The colourful soldier insisted, but the answer was certainly not
the one he expected. Holaf unsheathed his huge sword and aimed it at the brave
armiger.


"Do
you know at least who you are confronting, who you are addressing with such
rude manners?" Holaf asked the soldier, who did not answer, but was
repenting such arrogance offered so lightly.


The
Dragon, the Wolf, the Leopard and the Bear had meanwhile taken possession of
the room to add their strength that of their Lord. Gripping his weapon, the War
Master of the third rune commented on the overbearing brawler:


"The
little knight seems to have lost his tongue, my Lord!"


The din
of unsheathed blades and the angry words made the flashy women rush for safety
into the adjacent room. A well cared for boy wearing only precious ochre silk
pants appeared from the next room. His slim and muscular physique immediately
made High think that he was a knight who was a patron of the brothel. So he
turned his attention to those who were armed with swords and threatened battle.


The
situation seemed about to precipitate into a new battle, which no one would
appreciate, except for the Dragon. In a circle around the princess and Elisabet,
the Nordic soldiers waited for the outbreak of hostilities. It takes only an
instant for an expert warrior, reading his opponent like a book, to anticipate
an attack by a fraction of a second, which can be enough to grant victory.


"Stop,
in the name of the One God!" exclaimed the young man. "Guards of the
Heart, lay down your arms and leave the room! The colourful soldiers obeyed,
making it clear that the eccentric boy played an important role, perhaps as the
manager of the brothel.


The
Commander of the guards turned to Holaf saying:


"Excuse
me, knight, apparently I misunderstood," he touched his helmet and
returned to where he came from with his fellow guards.


"Guards
of the Heart? What a terrible name that is!" commented the soldier of the
fourth rune contemptuously to himself. But he was immediately admonished, by
King Holaf:


"My
War Master, I must ask you to moderate yourself. Do not offend those who have
offered us food and shelter!"


The boy
introduced himself by hitting his fist on his chest forcefully, while
approaching Dragon's Head.


"I
am Boris Morozov, younger son of King Demitry, Lord of Vyborg, and for my
father I manage this activity," the young man presented himself boldly
before continuing: "I joyfully welcome the Lord of the North and his
peers, Lord of the East, under my humble roof. What can we do to satisfy you?"


High did
not respond immediately, observing that strange half naked young man with blond
hair for a few moments.


"We
need comfortable rooms, a warm bath and good food," God-Slayer finally
interrupted.


"Certainly,
my King! Would a single room be more appropriate for the young woman?"
asked the Prince of Vyborg smiling as if he had sniffed out a deception.


"If
it is possible, young Prince, we would prefer a room for two, as her duenna
must accompany the young Lady," High quickly answered adding, "I want
two guards always, so we only need three double rooms!"


"Only
three rooms? From this am I to understand that you are not interested in taking
advantage of the loving attention offered by our ladies?" commented the
prince slightly disappointed by the limited possibility of profiting from the
visitors.


"I
thank you, Prince Boris, but your ladies, however lovely they may be, are not
suitable either for me or for the Lord of the North!" said High elegantly
declining the suggestion.


The
God-Slayer, taking the keys of the rooms, noticed the enchanting choice of
furniture in the room. Young, attractive fine-boned girls sat on small red
sofas. All were serene, and most of the young ladies were wrapped in large
furs, some red fox, some black wolf or other animals with russet coloured fur.
They waited quietly polite and courteous for the invitation of patrons who
failed to arrive because of the horrendous weather. Outside the wild weather
crashed and thundered, composing sad poems on the roof tiles, not giving the
bored girls any chance of earning a profit. The ladies didn’t speak, but
allowed themselves subdued and hidden yawns, counting the grains of sand as
they passed through the neck of the hourglass.


"Mr
Boris, I will accompany the people to their rooms, if you will allow me. At
least I will move a bit and my legs won’t get pins and needles!" The
beautiful Lady had dark brown hair and dark complexion, as if she had been
basking in the sun for hours. Boris did not even answer, as he was intent on
counting the money King Holaf had given him as payment for the rooms.


"Is
there a bathroom with the room?"Tyra asked extremely happy thinking about
her longed for beautiful hot bath.


The
half-dressed boy lifted his head, looking at Tyra, amazed and perplexed exclaimed:


"Miss,
this house is well maintained and clean, but it is still a brothel!" and
he burst into loud laughter.


Tyra
more annoyed than confused, appealing to all his kindness asked:


"Prince,
could you explain to me what I said that made you laugh so much?" The
blond boy did not deign to answer but continued to laugh.


"Prince
of Vyborg, good manners would make our overnight stay more pleasant!"
warned King Holaf in a serious tone, but Boris had never had good manners from
birth and replied annoyed:


"You
come to my brothel and treat me like a damned innkeeper reject the attentions
of my young workers, as if they were disgusting, and bring your own food to my
table! What do you expect me to say?"


"Young
and impertinent pup, moderate your language and apologize to Princess Tyra,
daughter of Grigor, King of South Winter!" High cried out infuriated. He
got up from his stool, where he was resting his tired body.


Boris
had such an astonished and confused expression on his face that the proud King
guessed that the prince’s error was caused by a misunderstanding after
receiving poor advice.


"Why
are you surprised to learn of the girl's noble birth?" asked High with
renewed calm.


Vyborg's
scion shook his head and put his hands into his blond hair exclaiming:


"Princess?
My helper said she was a prostitute from the Citadel!"


Boris
turned around and then addressed, Tyra as he should always have done:


"My
splendid Princess, I humbly ask your forgiveness for the unpleasant
misunderstanding. Certainly I should have understood that such refinement could
not belong to hussies of that kind."


The
prostitutes present muttered and all felt offended. Some well-worded insults
were addressed to the young prince, who ignored them all.


Now that
we have finally resolved all your doubts about where I come from, could someone
tell me where the bathroom is?" Tyra asked again, very unsatisfied with
the apologies received from the crude prince.


"I
think it's in the courtyard, next to the straw store," Boris answered,
clumsy and uncertain.


The answer
attracted the sarcasm of King Holaf, who approached the young prince and looked
more threatening than he meant, asked:


"What
do you mean ‘believe’? You manage this place and you don't know where the
bathrooms are?"


The
frightened prince hastened to reply:


"I
come here just to collect the money and to enjoy myself a little. I take a bath
in my own house!"


Holaf
seemed amused by the clear incompetence of the scion and smiling he slipped on
his demon helmet exclaiming:


"I'm
going to check the existence of the bathroom wherever it might be!"


The Lord
of the North did not need move, since the Dragon had already prepared himself
for the new mission. The knight, sniggering metallically from his helmet, said
to the first rune:


"If
you don't see us coming back, bring some paper to the bathroom. Always assuming
you succeed in the feat of finding it!"


"Do
not go, my King, it will be a useless journey and you will get soaked for
nothing!" The beautiful prostitute, who had previously offered to
accompany the nobles to their rooms, languorously commented.


"Woman,
why, will we be wasting our time?" asked the third rune, curious and attracted
by the charming young Lady.


"First
of all the bathroom is not there, but behind the wood storage in the back yard.
Second, it's just a black hole and will not be of much use into fulfilling the
princess's desire for a cleansing hot bath," eloquently commented the dark
beauty. She stood up, her red fox fur playful and jaunty at a distance, gave a
glimpse of her lean bare body. "Follow me, my nobles and warriors, I will
lead you to your rooms, where I will show the Princess of the North how to get
herself a beautiful warm bath," the dusky beauty offered her help.


The
prostitute walked towards High and took the keys from the hand of the Lord of
the East with a fluid and sensual movement, allowing him the opportunity to
admire the grace with which she moved.


"You
aren’t going anywhere, whore!" the noble son of Vyborg cried out.
"You have to work! Your earnings are falling. If you don't make any money
this evening, you won't eat!"


The girl
stopped half way up the stairs and looked at the half-naked young man and
answered:


"Which
customers should I make money with? The brothel is empty, and the rain will
have cooled down any man’s heated spirits in the entire Kingdom. And you,
personally, have no hope with me, as you never pay!" That said, she
resumed her climb to the first floor of the building, followed by soldiers from
the east, the Kings and finally the North.


The
Dragon's Head, approaching the young Boris enquired:


"My
Lords and Ladies would like to have dinner. I hope there are refined dishes in
abundant quantity, or the reward will not be generous!" And going down the
stairs without even turning around, he commented, "It is a good brothel,
pity it is so far away from Trondheim!"


The
hospitality of the improvised abode for nobles was pleasing to the Kings,
soldiers. Even the Princess of the North liked it. She had come to life after
the warm and relaxing pampering of a perfumed bath. Not even the dinner
disappointed, despite the fact that the kitchen was not able to produce overly
refined dishes. Prince Boris apologized to his guests saying:


"Forgive
me, my Lords and my Kings, for the poverty of the dishes offered. They are
certainly not worthy of noble tastes, mine included. But you can understand the
situation. Usually the comfort we offer is not food. On the occasions when it
is needed, we serve a soup or a boiled meat to our patrons."


King
Holaf stood up brandishing a mug of cider, produced by an expert brewer, and
exclaimed:


"I
thank my mighty War Masters for their vigour in battle!" Waving the jug he
toasted them, ‘Skål!’ and drank the contents in one, before sitting
heavily into a dark wooden chair, refilling the empty pitcher of cider.


It was
the turn of the third rune. He stood up with a cup in his hand saying:


"A
toast to the Gods of the North for today's victory and toast to any other God
to guide the hand of our brothers of the East! Skål!"


"I
toast my saviours, their mighty soldiers and my Elisabet!" Tyra said,
getting up with a pale glass of water, and added: "A toast to the warmth
of a hearth, to a hot bath and to the aromatic salts given to me!"


A
stunned for a moment by such a toast, it took a few moments for the rough
warriors to understand her sincerity. It was the Bear's Head who raised his
tankard and shouted ‘Skål!’ Then he gulped the cider and thumped the
tankard violently on the table. The last toast came again from Holaf, who
wanted to drink a toast saying:


"Let's
toast King High, my brother of the sword, and the prodigal Godwin, marching
alone along dark and dangerous paths! Skål!"


They all
toasted and drank abundantly. The dinner was a success. Night fell, silent and
dark. There wasn't a single star in the sky. Storm clouds covered the
firmament. Only on the horizon, the divine glow could still be seen.


Time
flowed slowly for the sleepy guards, deployed in front of the door of the
Princess of South Winter. Nothing seemed to move. The only noise came from the
moans of pleasure of the beautiful prostitute, who had offered to accompany the
travellers. At that moment, the dark beauty was entertaining the third rune.
However he did not forget his duty as a soldier and emerged, clean and
perfumed, very satisfied, even though he had to take his turn on guard duty.


"Have
you had fun, my brother?" asked the fourth Master of the War, companion of
the Dragon, seeing him arrive smiling.


"I
won't deny it, that girl is fantastic!" the powerful perfumed Dragon
answered.


"How
much did she charge you may I ask, if I dare?" asked the other curious,
but the Dragon did not answer and he turned surly.


"Brother,
if I have offended you, I ask forgiveness this is the first time in a brothel,
for me," revealed the smiling Bear Head.


"At
the Citadel I saw you with my own eyes calling out to the whores from the
street!" exclaimed the Dragon thinking to contradict his companion in
arms.


"Yes,
I'm very good at being stupid and rough, but in truth I've never had the
pleasure of a woman!" the Bear replied embarrassed. Such a lack was
excused by his youth. In fact, the Bear's Head was the one with the least
number of winters seen, among all his companions in arms.


"What
are you telling me!" he exclaimed the astonished warrior of the third rune
looking at his companion, "you fight so powerfully. You can kill like no
other boy of your age in Trondheim, and you have seen horrors that would be
unbearable for most people, but have never lain with a woman?"


"My
brother, to my great regret you have painted a perfect picture of my
life," replied the young Nordic warrior.


They
would have talked for much longer, if they had not been interrupted by the
squeaking of the hinges, followed by a loud din produced by male voices coming
from the ground floor. The Dragon fell silent and listened to the words of the
new arrivals. Mixed with swearing, curses and rude speech, the voice of a man
was heard telling of the macabre discovery of many dead soldiers. A corpse,
ravaged and martyred by hellish beings was described.


"Stay
alert, my brother, I’ll go to the stairs to hear them better," ordered the
Dragon to the Bear, who nodded approval and brought his hand to his chest. On
tip-toe, in spite of his massive size and the noise of his armour, the third
rune approached and managed to hear what was said by the strangers, without
being discovered.


"We
are looking for a group of pigs, guilty of killing the soldiers of
Varius," said a large imposing man with a shiny helmet on his head. He was
wearing the colourful tunic of Varius.


The unrefined
Lady did not utter a word, remaining motionless in her place. A second man
approached, threateningly. Placing his sword on the table he said in a cold
voice:


"We
don't know how many they were, the tracks have disappeared thanks to the rain,
but this is the first place to be found on the way." The soldier passed
his left hand over his long rough reddish beard, insisting again: "Are you
sure you have had no guests?"


The
woman looked at him and answered:


"What
a question, knight! This is a brothel, or didn’t you notice? Obviously we have
had guests, hundreds, despite the weather, but I will certainly not be
revealing their names to you!"


"How
many men of military age are nestled up with your women now?" A third
soldier asked in a loud voice. But the woman did not answer, irritating the
three men.


"Do
you want to feel the edge of this sword, you disgusting whore?" one of the
soldiers cried out angrily.


The door
opened, squeaking again, and the ten red heart armigers with unsheathed swords
rushed in. The Commander came forward threateningly:


"Knights
of Varius, leave this place immediately!"


"Boys,
where do these pixies of love come from?" One of the three blue soldiers
commented in ribald tones not having carefully evaluated his chances of
surviving a fight.


"You
are only three, we are ten swordsmen, and outside there are thirty more
armigers just waiting for a fight. In addition, your only protection is a fancy
shirt, stuffed with vanity!" The young but observant Commander of the
Guard of Hearts pointed out.


While
they were having this discussion on the ground floor, behind the Dragon there
was a queue of people listening. The dark haired beauty whispered to her
gallant occasional swain:


"If
you need a way out, I can tell you the best exit used by unfaithful husbands."
The Dragon smiled, but gave no answer and still turned his ear to the
quarrelsome guests.


"Okay,
Hearts, if you kill us, the whole army of Varius will come to look for us, and
you will have no hope of keeping your heads on!" replied one of the three
men, sheathing his sword. He was disappointed by the answer of the young
Commander, who after a short break, exclaimed:


"I
think I can run that risk. You had better leave immediately!"


The
situation was quiet for a few moments until the men with red beards made the
wise decision to lay down their arms:


"Fine,
Commander of the whores, you've won! We’ll leave without further delay,"
he pushed his companions to the door and left.


"Beauty,
where would the safe exit for unfaithful husbands be?" asked the Dragon of
the prostitute.


"What
do you intend to do, my knight?" she asked. She was worried about angering
the Lord of the North for having indicated the other entrance to the warrior.


The
third rune gently observed her, smiled, and then answered:


"Cover
our passage and I will protect you. Those men will come back with the
reinforcements."


"But
are you going alone? There are three of them!" the woman replied, but the
third rune seemed almost offended and answered firmly:


"Yes,
I'm going alone, tell me where the passage is hidden, time is of the essence!"


The
woman accompanied the Dragon to a door, behind which there was a small storage
room for brooms. She lifted a trapdoor in the floor where a ladder went down
into a black, damp tunnel.


"Go
to the end. The fork on the right goes towards Vyborg. The left comes out at
the crossroads for the main road.


As the
warrior went down into dark tunnel the woman patted his helmet and said:


"Take
care!"


"Certainly,
splendid Lady, I'll come back as soon as the task is done. Apologize to my
companion, as I am leaving my guard post without mentioning anything," and
down he went, closing the trapdoor behind him.


The
Dragon ran down to the bend in that fetid tunnel. No one ever cleared or swept
it. The warrior emerged right at the crossroads in the direction from which
they had arrived. It was most likely the same direction the soldiers of Varius
would take.


He had
only to wait a few minutes when the men he had seen at the brothel came along,
noisy and triumphant, riding their horses. Destiny had provided him with four
enemies, not three. The earlier judgement the woman had made remained valid.
Even so, the Dragon did not retreat.


The
Trondheim warrior waited near a mulberry tree, grasping his weapons, a hammer
and with an axe in his usual shield hand. With his heart beating fast and his
breathing controlled so as not to show his position by his breath in the cold
air, he attacked like a fury, while the four unsuspecting soldiers were
chatting and boasting of improbable feats. Vigorous and powerful blows smashed
the legs of the poor blameless horses so the men had no hope of escape. The
four knights crashed to the ground.


"What
the hell has happened!" one of the four cried out hysterically. In the dim
light he could only see the huge black mass of the warrior covered by shaggy
hair and bones.


It
looked terrifying. The strength of the blows was just as frightening. The
Dragon took a quick turn and put the axe into the skull of the young soldier.
Surprised and inexperienced the opponent fell to his knees blood spouting out,
pouring down his chin from his half-open mouth. The other three soldiers saw
that the monstrous warrior was having difficulty pulling his axe out, as it was
stuck in the head of their companion.


"Kill
the dog!" the one with the bristly red beard shouted, unsheathing his
sword.


The
difficulty keeping the third rune stuck to the body lasted the time of a curse.
A hammer blow freed the other weapon, hitting the back of the axe head. The
sharp metallic sound made the young man's skull creak and crack tightly. Blood
and parts of his brain splashed from the axe's blade. It was freed in time to
be used to parry a sword slash from the most daring of the traitors. With the
blood running along the axe's edge, the third rune shoved his aggressor with
his shoulder, making him fall into the quagmire. Immediately the Trondheim
warrior attacked a third red beard who had come forward to help his friend. He
was overwhelmed by a furious series of blows aimed by the Dragon, which broke
his shield.


The red
beard’s blows rang loudly on the northern armour, scratching the steel, but not
cutting through the heavy protection of the Dragon. With a rapid movement the
War Master struck his opponent’s sword hand, and he was ready to run him through
without mercy. The red beard took one miserable step backwards, which was
useless, who had come forward to hit the War Master, but now screaming he saw
his mangled hand covered in blood with the long fingers missing. Now as prey he
was all too easy. Then he was abandoned by the Master of War.


He
preferred to concentrate his attention on the two companions still capable of
combat. The shaggy Nordic warrior took a small series of side steps, waiting
for an attack from traitors who, staggering with terrified eyes, looked for
enemies in the shadows of the night.


Fate
rewards the bold and the strong, thought the warrior with the Dragon helmet. He
threw himself into battle, giving tremendous war cries, overwhelming the most
terrified of his enemies. Despite his forceful attack, the blow was not
precise. He dropped his hammer in the mud. The Dragon, showing great strength,
made a half turn and stretched out the arm holding the axe. It rustled through
the air, but only scratched the shield of his adversary. Among groans and
screams of pain, the Dragon as if possessed, threw himself back into battle,
parrying the enemy sword at the cross piece of the weapon. He pushed hard on
the squealing steel of the small soldier of Varius, who was forced to the
ground not being a match for his enemy. More and more tired, the third rune of
the north fell heavily on his opponent lying on the ground. Holding the man’s
head with his left hand, he lifted his hammer to the sky, twisted his body
around and struck the poor man right on the head. The shiny light helmet gave
way, allowing the hammer point to pierce it, happy to stick into the back of
his cranium, coming out through his forehead spraying blood all around.


Rune
number three heaved himself up out of the mud helping himself with his weapons.
There was still one more warrior able to fight. The man was facing him timid
and frightened, but not as tired as the third rune. Fear led to a poor
decision, making the colourful soldier of Varius attack, screaming and
insecure. Timorously hiding behind his splendid shield and with the tip of his
sword, stretching out for a touch, he threw himself against the strength of the
north. The Dragon's Head waited for the right moment to push the enemy out of
range with his hammer. The Dragon spun round and struck the young man in the
back with his axe. The enemy tried to dodge the blow but he was defenceless.
The war hammer did its dirty work on the weak skull bones, putting the victory
in the hands of the Dragon. There was only one enemy left who was still
breathing, even if he was unarmed. With relief, the third northern rune hit the
shocked stammering warrior with a crash, smashing his skull.


The
Dragon returned as dawn was breaking. He was tired and filthy with blood,
covered in mud and other macabre trophies. His shoulder was still sore from a
blow from a sword of Varius. The pain was annoying. As the warrior squeaked the
hinges of the door, the young prostitute, involved in frivolous chatter with
Tyra, ran towards him crying:


"You've
come back, my knight! How do you feel? Are you injured?"


Everyone
was already awake and worried about him, as well as preparing to continue the
march. The Dragon rescued from the black beauty sat exhausted on the floor. He
pulled out a parchment and drawing a great breath commented:


"My
Gentlemen, excuse me if I left you with no explanation, but tonight the
situation demanded I do so." Holaf did not give him the chance to finish,
but spoke to him very irritated:


"You
want to reach Valhalla too soon, my friend! We were told everything by your
friend, but you should be punished severely," the Lord of the North broke
in, clenching his fists and bending his elbows, as if to beat his hands on the
table. His face turned red and strange expressions like grimaces showed on his
face. "I really don't understand, yet you've been a soldier for many
winters. Why did you go alone? Why did you leave without saying where you were
going?


It was
High’s turn to comment, his voice suffocated by anger:


"Third
rune, you are a madman, but intrepid and with a great heart. Thank you for
risking so much to protect us all!" After giving such a show of esteem, he
took the parchment, read it in a low voice and shook his head resigned.


"More
bad news, my King?" worried, the first rune asked.


"No,
knight, the usual disgusting mess, we're still groping in the dark,"
answered High showing the leaflet without signs or signatures.


"But
tonight were they men of the son of our Emperor?" The Prince of Vyborg
asked in disbelief.


"Yes,
my Prince, it is so! Braxton is definitely a rebel and plotting against his own
father or at least he wants us dead," replied High simply, while looking
at Holaf, who was still black with anger.


"How
much do you want if I buy back the girl?" the tired warrior sitting in the
ground asked Boris, pointing to the beautiful dark prostitute.


Boris
burst into laughter, thinking it a joke, and answered:


"That
one there, if you want her, take her! I give her to you! Take her away, she
doesn't earn anything!"


"If
it were true, it would be fair, but please do not laugh at me. Tell me the
price of her ransom!" the Dragon insisted, while he was having his
shoulder checked by one of his comrades.


"Knight,
I can't sell a slave of love without asking my father, and I don't think it's
possible for you to redeem her, however talented you are," Boris answered
not too convinced he wasn’t the a victim of a joke. "In any case, a lot of
money is needed to redeem slaves. And, my poor unfortunate friend, it doesn't
seem to me that you are very wealthy."


"Allow
me to disagree, Prince!" exclaimed the Dragon, untying two large bags from
his back, full of ringing coins. He commented: "Night battles pay well!"


The
prince remained silent, while High could do nothing but laugh at the unexpected
riches of the warrior.


"There
is always the stumbling block of your caste. You are not a noble and redeeming
slaves is among the privileges only of such men!" Boris replied, annoyed
by their laughter, though not directed at him. But for a young unlearned
prince, it was a barely perceptible subtlety.


Holaf,
once his laughter had died down, moved to the centre of the room, and amazed
everyone by saying, as he looked at King Demitry's son:


"If
your old father does not grant the liberation of the girl at the behest of a
great warrior, he will grant it at the request of the Lord of the North!"


High,
too, was amazed by the excellent decision taken by his sword brother, and
pleased, he exclaimed:


"Bravo,
my brother! I see no better way to spend money won in battle than this!" then,
looking at the beautiful, young disbelieving girl, he commanded: "My Lady,
I ask you to go and prepare a small amount of luggage so you can leave with us!"


The
prostitute burst into tears of joy and embraced the Dragon kissing him over and
over. The royal gentlemen suffered a similar fate, but without kisses, just
hugs. Even the undeserving Tyra was overwhelmed by the joy and hugs of the
young dark beauty. In exchange, the Princess of South Winter, in joyful
response, made an offer:


"I’ll
help you to prepare your luggage!" proposed Tyra.


"By
all the Gods, no! Not you!" exclaimed the elderly Lady instinctively, who
immediately turned red and asked forgiveness. But by now everyone was laughing.










Chapter 11


The
green hills of Vyborg


 


 


They had
been on the march for several hours, when a new day dawned in all its glory. A
clear blue sky, bright and sunny, sent warm sunshine glowing past the Back of
the Dragon.


The Back
of the Dragon was a high and inhospitable mountain range, delineating the
northern boundary of the territories of Godwin. On such clear days it could be
seen with its folds and peaks whitened by snow. The scene was idyllic, perfect
for a pleasurable ride in the countryside.


The
still muddy road began to snake gently up and down the soft hills of Vyborg.
The gentle, green friendly hills stretched from the slopes of the Throne of the
Titans plateau to the mighty peaks of the Dragon Back to the south. In the
daylight, the River Quiet flowed calm and serene, drawing curved lines through
the green hills. The river seemed to be boiling with life. The cheerful
bubbling of the water could be heard to several kilometres away. There was also
the whispering typical of the cold winter wind, which was the only discordant
note in the beautiful morning.


Not only
the beautiful dark woman named Sersy with her tiny bag containing a few rags
had joined the march to Vyborg, but also the Prince of Vyborg. He wanted to
take advantage of the opportunity to return home escorted and in peace. Holaf
approached the Dragon, who was intent on riding proudly at the head of the
group and asked him:


"My
War Master, how are you?"


"Well,
my King, I took only a single blow to the shoulder," the number three
politely replied.


"How
many opponents were there?" asked Holaf curious about the details and
eager for war stories.


"Only
four, all on horseback!" replied the Dragon Head with serious, impassive
false modesty.


Holaf
smiled pleased, but insisting:


"Four
you said? And you killed all of them, my warrior?"


"Certainly,
my Lord! First the horses, then the knights," the Dragon-helmet briefly
explained.


"After
the victory, did you cover the corpses with foliage at the edge of the
road?" Holaf enquired, with a light in his eyes like someone who sees his
son doing something admirable.


"No,
my King!" the Dragon answered dryly, adding an explanation after a pause:
"After the battle I couldn't leave the bodies there. It was too close to
the brothel, too easy to deduce where we would go. I was forced to drag them
one by one to the place where we were first attacked."


"Magnificent
strategy, son, to hide a stone in the gravel of a river!" The great Nordic
King congratulated him with satisfaction, adding finally: "You have done
us a great service, my War Master. Your action will certainly be told all
through history as you are destined to perform great deeds."


The
third rune was rarely flattered, so he did not have a correct answer ready. His
attention at that moment seemed not so much aimed at becoming a myth, but
rather at becoming a liberator of women.


"My
King, what if Sersy's master will not release her, even on your request?"
asked the Dragon of his Sovereign.


Holaf
looked at him, passed a hand over his chin, and exclaimed:


"Don't
think about it for now, he won't say no! And if he does, he'll receive a Royal
kicking, until he changes his mind. I'm still the powerful Lord of the North!"


On the
horizon, a plume of smoke could be seen rising rapidly and changeably, right in
the direction of the ford on the Quiet River.


High
asked the young Boris:


"Can
you see the smoke on the horizon in the direction of Vyborg? My Prince, am I
seeing correctly or should we expect the worst?"


"Rest
assured, my King!" Prince Boris answered, with a confused expression on
his face, like someone who is suddenly woken by a loud noise. "As usual,
our soldiers keep large braziers burning, even during the day in this cold
period. It is probably the brazier of the watchtower on the bridge."


The
bridges in the Empire of the United Men were rare because of the fear of
barbarian invasions. Few had been wanted and they were always well protected,
entrusted to the guards of loyal Lords. The strategy of keeping few fordable
points was questionable but ancient. All the Emperors agreed to wait before
building new ones at the expense of the convenience of transporting goods or
armies. The lack of bridges had often lengthened the march of armies, to the
point that they did not arrive in time when they were needed to quell threats.
Many of the bloodiest invasions, narrated by grandparents to their children and
grandchildren, happened because of this lack of bridges. But since all the
money from tributes was used to the embellishment Titan, no Emperor ever had to
worry about where to use the money saved in that way or whether it would be wise
to build more crossings.


The low
mumbling and bubbling of the river flow became louder at every step. They began
to see weeping willows, shaking their long, bare branches at every blast of
winter wind. The skeletons of alders moved in time. Further, towards the banks
of the river, entire sections of the banks were covered with green rushes,
dancing sinuously at the will of the wind.


The
slender soaring watchtower stood on a natural island formed in the riverbed,
that divided into two branches. Across both branches of the river was a long
and sturdy bridge with both ends able to be raised.


"Stop,
strangers!" shouted a voice from the tower. "You are in the Realm of
Vyborg. What are your intentions?"


The
group stopped and it was Boris who advanced proudly:


"I
am Boris Morozov, son of Demitry, Lord of Vyborg! Lower the bridge, we're in a
hurry!"


They saw
Vyborg's armigers running towards the winches. It was easy to see how much
force they needed to turn the mechanism that lowered the heavy bridge on the
west bank. A soldier with a long greying beard approached. The man wore a light
steel-coloured, scale armour, under which bright blue padding could be seen.
His head was protected by an armet with the visor up so as not to appear
aggressive. His face, marked by wrinkles, was reassuring. He had a big unkempt
grey moustache and big eyes with a good-natured look. A long double-headed iron
mace hung from his neck, like a fashionable scarf more suitable for court wear.


"Good
morning, my prince!" exclaimed the reassuring armiger prostrating himself.
"Please cross over the bridge so that the ramp can be freed as soon as
possible. We need to close it.


High did
not waste time and climbed up immediately after Boris, followed by the whole
cavalcade. They moved slowly to the centre of the bridge having no fear of
ambushes, as Vyborg was a good ally of the Emperor.


A
middle-aged man came down from the watchtower at the base of the bridge. He had
a round face, deep brown eyes and a freshly shaved beard. He was richly dressed
with a beautiful shiny green jacket and ochre coloured pants. He also wore a
floppy cap on his head, ochre with long peacock feathers. No weapon hung from
that man's belt, only a large bag of natural leather, in which he placed the
payments for crossing the bridge.


"Welcome,
my beautiful young prince! Did you have a good stay at the brothel?" His manner
was obsequious as the subject was delicate.


"Certainly,
dear Master of the Gate. Only unforgettable moments are spent at my
brothel!" the young Boris replied, singing the praises of his commercial
activity, before giving an order: "Have the east bridge lowered, Master of
the Gate. The King awaits us at the palace!"


"Oh
yes, my dear Prince, but don't be in too much of a hurry! First you have to pay
for your passage, as always," replied the Master of the Gate, sitting on a
tiny chair behind an ugly table, placed on the bridge, right in the shadow of
the tower, from whose summit the plume of smoke was rising. "So!"
exclaimed the unctuous toll collector, counting the number of travellers with
the tip of a goose feather, "there are thirteen of you, one coin per
person and two per horse make thirty-seven silver dinars!


"But
I am the prince!" Boris replied irritated. "Surely I can travel in my
own land without paying?


"Every
time you cross this bridge, Prince, you make the same objection. I carry out
orders, and to be precise, the lands are not yours, but rather your father's.
So, pay up or go back to where you came from!" the tax collector
maliciously answered.


"Thirty-seven
silver dinars are too many, they are my father's guests," grumbled the
young son of King Demitry, angry and offended.


"My
Prince, you can pay for everyone, if your guests are unable to pay the
toll!" teased the Gate Master smiling mockingly. He was well aware that
the prince was reluctant to pay.


"Take
three golden dinars and give me the change," High said, handing the money
over to the tax collector, who avidly grasped the money from the hand of the
East.


High
surprised the shameful individual by grasping his wrist tight and twisting
strongly. He reprimanded the gatekeeper:


"Understand
this! I am the King of the East, and if I heard of such behaviour from one of
my men, I would certainly not condone it, especially if it concerned one of my
children!"


The tax
collector, twisting in pain, answered:


"I
understand, King, I ask forgiveness. Forgiveness!"


"No,
Master of the Gate, you have proven that you didn't understand me! Apologies
should not be made to those who reprimand you, but to those who have suffered
through your inappropriate behaviour," replied the God-Slayer, freeing the
man from his grip.


"Forgive
me, my Prince, such arrogance will never be repeated!" The Master of Gate
apologized by offering to return the golden dinars. But the offer was not
accepted, though they took the change that was due from the three gold dinars.


After
crossing the military bridge over the Quiet River, they set off through the
rolling hills towards the free city of Vyborg, worried about the answers that
still had not arrived from the north.


"I
thank you, my King, for having defended me from the mockery of that cursed
man!" Boris said to the God-Slayer, who nodded his head, and only said:
"He had to be put back in his place."


High
above there were hawks hovering majestically in search of their prey. They flew
through the bare branches of the willows that grew along the Quiet River. Fish
in the clear waters swam against the current to reach safer waters near the
shores. On the horizon there was a black spot, a knight or a wild deer, a sight
frequently seen in this peaceful Kingdom. The group stopped, waiting to
understand what or who it was. But it soon became clear that it was not a
member of the animal Kingdom, going by the fury with which the unknown
traveller followed his tortuous way.


"Could
it be bandits again?" Tyra asked worried, trying to rise in her saddle, so
that she could see further.


"It's
just one man, my fearful Princess, and if he were a soldier of Varius, he
certainly wouldn't ride in full sight, nor would he be coming to greet
us!" Holaf answered in a tired voice, while protecting his eyes from the
sun of the beautiful day.


He beat
his fist on his body armour, with a loud and carrying sound, followed by a
second and finally a third, so as not to risk noble lives. The War Masters,
without direct orders of any kind, went to the head of the group in a line and
into battle formation. Everyone was delighted when the noble gesture was not
needed, because the knight showed no hostility.


Boris'
brother came galloping towards them. He had been sent by the King of Vyborg who
had been alerted regarding their arrival by a hawk sent from the watchtower.
The high silhouette of the tower still stood behind them. The hereditary Prince
of Vyborg presented himself wearing a superb winter coat. The garment was in
precious green silk, with bizarre blue decorations of stylized waves
representing the river, which was a recurring motif on the flag of the Kingdom.
His tight ochre trousers contrasted sharply with his white steed. The animal
stood restlessly, beating the ground with his front hooves and panting heavy
steamy breaths. The prince did not carry any weapons with him. Igor was not
trained in military arts, but had been mostly educated in the organisation of
business and social events. His light brown hair, brown eyes and fine features
were all evidence of how different his appearance was from his brother Boris.
This could lead to many extravagant misleading ideas, but the truth was
simpler: both were legitimate brothers of one mother, different because of
divine will.


"Igor,
my brother, what fortunate coincidence brings you our way?" the young
Prince Boris happy with an encounter that was not entirely a question of luck.


"Our
father sends me with questions and doubts about your behaviour towards our
noble guests," this brother and heir answered nervously and malevolently,
like an angry dog.


"My
father thinks this of me? I do not believe you!" young Boris offended,
exclaimed, while his frowning eyebrows, like the mountains, underlined an all
too evident deep rancour.


"First
of all, he's our father!" Igor, corrected him arrogantly. "Also, have
you never wondered, why you ended up looking after country whores?"


Holaf
interrupted the acid exchange by thundering:


"Young
princes, time is our a tyrant. I don't think I should linger here discussing
stupid infantile questions!"


"You're
right, my King. I apologize on my father’s behalf and I'll ride with you up to the
castle of Walls Hill," Igor spurred his horse and led the way saying,
"Follow me, the road is friendly!"


Vyborg
was a beautiful city, protected by wide and sturdy walls, faithfully defending
the houses within them over the centuries. All of Vyborg's buildings were built
in a low, simple style with no building ever exceeding the third floor and none
had gates or fences. Everything in Vyborg belonged to King Demitry, who granted
houses and arable land only on payment of a rent. King Demitry did not like the
idea of private gardens in his town, as everyone had the right to relaxing
walks along green paths.


The main
road looked as if it had been paved with a single very long stone, because of
the accurate and careful laying of the different slabs. Both to the right and
to the left of the street you could see large green areas, with well-kept lawns
and evergreen yew hedges in front of the houses to provide the necessary
privacy.


The
houses were built with sturdy external framework in charming geometric patterns
given by the wooden supports in black or dark walnut. The rest of the walls
appeared to be coarse-grained, white, light grey or pale hazelnut in the most
unusual cases, creating a very strong contrast with the lush vegetation.


Vyborg
city has always been a place for nobles and royalty in search of a peaceful
carefree way of life. It offered every kind of activity, structure and service
to the point that it was considered the most famous of the cities of the Steel
Ring.


"Very
idyllic your city, prince!" commented High particularly enthusiastic about
the creek, flowing cheerfully between the buildings. The riverbed had been
covered with white boulders with wide grassy banks, from which one could see
light playful small birds darting about with their colourful plumage. Wherever
the river crossed a street or alley, the lively stream flowed quickly
underneath thanks to graceful dark wooden bridges with characteristic roofing.
Over the heads of those using the bridges, were accentuated pointed wooden
gables. The wooden ceilings were covered with thin slabs of dark grey stone
decorated with paintings depicting ancient myths and legends.


In
contrast to Kitan, where the population, despite the winter cold, did not limit
the number of their worldly walks, the inhabitants of Vyborg were more shy and
guarded. A few of them walked along the streets or in the magnificent
tree-lined parks, but no one greeted the Lords as they passed. Nor did they
greet the Crown prince, who was clearly visible at the head of the procession.
The well-known profile of the castle of Wall Hill could already be seen to the
right of the quiet strait-laced city; it had been built, as it should be, on
the highest land, by the ancestors of King Demitry. Inside the fortress, the
innovatively designed military complex was decidedly unusual. It included a
large basilica with a bell tower, a splendid and very well stocked library,
which was the pride of the regent, and a small structure, housing a private
collection of odds and ends, from every corner of the known world.


"My
Kings, have you ever seen the magnificent halls of the castle? I'm sure they'll
leave you speechless. My great-grandfather supervised the restructuring and
modernization of the entire complex," boasted young Boris, the only one
who seemed to be welcomed by the people. The few greetings the group received
were offered to him.


"Silence,
you, idiot! Their Majesties certainly have magnificent residences of their own.
They have also travelled to Titan, an unparalleled fortress for luxury and
strength!" Igor answered, like poisonous a viper whose tail had been
trodden on.


"Verily,
princes, the Titan is far too luxurious for my simple warrior tastes. Too many
frills and ornaments fill the rooms, and there is certainly no need for all the
decoration outside. I believe that the true nature of the fortress has been
lost!" Holaf commented, diverting the minds of the two young princes from
yet another quarrel.


"Interesting.
It gives you something to think about, don't you find, princes?" asked High
secretly making fun of the two scions. The brothers fell silent nodding,
pretending to have understood what the Nordic warrior had said.


It took
very little time to reach the walls of the castle. Outside a welcoming
committee waited with a band of cold musicians following behind. In the middle,
standing tall and proud, old King Demitry waited, wrapped in a mantle of red
velvet edged with soft white fluffy ermine fur. His imposing crown, gave height
to his slight figure, very rare in a man. He fixed the two nobles with a firm
gaze. His eyes were wise and noted their escorts and the two quarrelsome
princes. The King approached quickly, just as the guests dismounted from their
horses, tired of being in the saddle and quite cold.


"Good
morning, my welcome guests, I am happy to welcome you to my land! I hope you
have made a pleasant and peaceful journey!" The King of Vyborg exclaimed
smilingly with open arms. He was protected by a most unusual armour of plates
the colour of grass, now visible in all its splendour.


"Thank
you, my King, since we have been under the protection of your men, nothing bad
has happened to us," High answered with complacent courtesy, giving,
thanks to which Holaf joined in first and then followed by all his travel
companions.


"Magnificent
city, my King, I had never been there until now, but certainly I didn’t know
what I was missing!" complimented the beautiful Princess of South Winter,
smiling and enthusiastic as always.


However,
despite the education of the young woman, there was no hint of a courteous
answer from King Demitry, who preferred only to pretend that he had not heard
her and continued talking to his superiors.


"My
King, I received many hawks with news about your trip. One carried a not very
polite and even less correct business proposal in its claws. The old white King
paused for a moment in search of the words to sweeten such news, but did not
succeed. Checking his pockets, he pulled out a roll of parchment, like the ones
the group of travellers already had.


"My
King, we won two similar rolls in battle!" Holaf exclaimed in a
threatening voice.


"King
Demitry, I’ll try to guess. It has an anonymous seal and no signature and is a
death sentence against us!" High asserted, placing his hand on the pommel
of his sword in a habitual gesture.


"Exactly,
my Lord!" replied the thoughtful King Demitry and wrinkling his brow.
"What can I say?" the Lord of the Kingdom mused, tormented.


"A
reply can be given in no uncertain terms. My best answer is a blade, ripping
the belly of the enemy!" Holaf asserted unemotionally, limiting the
embarrassment of the elderly King.


"The
scroll is addressed to me and explicitly asks for King Holaf, King High and all
his followers to be killed in exchange for a lot of gold," revealed the
usually greedy man with his white crowned head.


A shiver
rushed down the backs of all the soldiers in the escort. The Masters in their
realistic helmets appeared quickly and protected the group with shields, but
King Demitry reassured them immediately:


"Don't
be afraid, my warriors! Vyborg is and always will be faithful to the imperial
banner. For centuries my family has given its fidelity to the Emperor; a golden
waterfall is not enough to tempt me to forfeit the thing that is most precious
to me."


"Thank
you for your ethical attitude!" commented High his face becoming more
serene, just like strong wind pulling the clouds into smoother formations.


"You
talked about many hawks, bearing our names. What were the messages about, if I
may enquire?" the King of Trondheim asked with pretended discretion


"The
first one was sent by Albion, the Great Chamberlain, advising me of your
transit through my realm. The stubborn old man wanted me to totally block all
my borders!" Demitry, said smilingly.


"Albion
is such a dear person. He is never wrong, despite his age. Enemies of the
Emperor have penetrated past your borders. Four were felled at the crossroads
to Vyborg by the knight of the dragon. He found this message on one of
them," High said, offering the small scroll to the Allied King.


"This
is madness!" commented the troubled master of the city, asking after
reading: "So we are on the brink of a new war?"


"To
discover the answer this question we are travelling north to the Kingdom of
Midgard in search of information and answers. We have a slender hope of still
being on the brink and not in free fall into the abyss," was High’s
cryptic replied.


"So
the bad news is stacking up, like corpses one on top of the other!"
Demitry exclaimed. He then invited his guests to the castle to discuss the
situation.


"With
great regret, dear ally, we are forced to decline your kind invitation, through
bad manners but because we lack the time," Holaf answered seriously and
decided.


"Certainly,
I understand! Then we'll talk here quickly without too much ceremony. Then we
will fill your saddlebags and you can resume your journey as soon as
possible," proposed the elderly crowned King. Demitry turned around and
whispered the ear of a page who quickly, like a bird in flight, ran over the
drawbridge and disappeared into the shadow of the door.


The
beautiful, sunny winter day seemed to become even colder as the three Kings of
the Shield briefed each other on the dark and disturbing events. The soldiers
of the escort continued to watch each minimal movement, never discarding the
possibility of an unexpected attack. Only the three women seemed relaxed. They
happily whispered politely between themselves standing next to the knights.


"Third
rune, come to us!" summoned King Holaf with his powerful voice.


The
Dragon hurried as fast as he could. His speed was unnecessary, but each step
was noisy as his armour rang out. Once he reached the King, he exclaimed:


"At
your orders, my Lord!"


The
three Kings immediately spread out, making room for him in the circle as if he
were their equal.


"You
would like to redeem a Vyborg slave then?" asked curious Demitry. He did
not wait for an answer but turned around calling to a page, sending him to get
the ledger of his slaves.


"Your
son Prince Boris warned me of a problem to be faced. I do not have the rank to
ask such a favour."


"My
son Boris is an idiot!" the old King exclaimed with contempt, like a lion
intent on tearing his puppy apart. "He's not a bad lad, but he doesn't
want to apply himself to anything. He's only interested in women!"


Holaf
and High didn't want to contradict their ally at that point, but neither saw
Boris as such a complete failure. Sure, Boris did seem dull with his glassy
eyes and fixed gaze, but there seemed to be more in that blond youth than met
the eye.


The page
returned in a rush with a large book with a beautiful white leather cover,
decorated with gold plate, depicting the tower on the river: the emblem of the
Kingdom. The King clutched the heavy volume and leaned it against the back of
the young page who, servile, curved over like a peach branch, full of ripe
fruit.


"What
is the name of the young woman?" He asked the King squinting in an attempt
to see the book more clearly.


"Sersy!"
the Dragon answered simply, happy and hardly able to hold back an enormous
smile. He kept looking at his two smiling Kings.


Demitry's
finger slid slowly over the names, but he was still uncertain whether he had
read them correctly. The slow search, however, yielded no results at all.


"What
a strange thing, I can’t find the girl!" Demitry exclaimed. He called his
son Boris to him.


"Boris,
my misfortune! Please enlighten me on this question!" shouted his father,
annoyed.


"Tell
me, my King, how can I help you?" the prince asked defiantly with his
usual absent expression and lost gaze.


They walked
away a little to solve the problem.


"I
don't find the name Sersy. Do take a look. We’ll see if it's my eyes or if it's
you who is a disappointment to me!" mumbled by giving the book to the
young man.


"The
dark haired whore has been put in the book," his son commented in a low
voice, flicking through the book quickly, pausing before saying: "Found!
She was under the heading ‘Whores’," he smiled pleased with himself,
pointing his finger to the name. The sound of a strong slap rang through the
air as his father boxed Boris's ears.


"The
heading ‘Whores’! Do you think it's a good idea to write words like this in a
Royal register?" the tough old father asked.


"Excuse
me, father, but aren’t nurses, cooks and dishwashers divided by their tasks?
That is the job the girl did!" the young prince answered clumsily,
receiving as a reward a second resounding slap for the lack of refinement shown
in the presence of important guests.


Shaking
his head and muttering to himself, the blond boy moved away from the group of nobles,
but remained close enough to hear them.


"My
Ladies and Gentlemen let us return to the discussion regarding the Lady. Please
excuse my beast of a son!" invited the smiling loving Demitry.


"Don't
apologize, we all have problems with our children, yet we can't do without
them," High replied.


"I
have no problem with my children or with my daughters!" Holaf exclaimed as
proud as the oaks of Trondheim.


"You're
right, Lord of the North, it's the children who have a problems with their
father, when he is too attached and too protective," High smiled.


The Kings
exchanged glances, smiling, but the Dragon was trembling to know the fate of
his beautiful dark Lady and insisted:


"Forgive
me, King, could you tell me the price for her ransom?"


"Certainly,
warrior of the tender heart!" The King of the Free City of Vyborg answered
by pointing his finger at a large number.


"Seven
hundred thousand golden dinars!" Holaf exclaimed surprised. "Where
did you steal that slave?"


"This
is just the purchase price. I ask for nothing more than to get the investment
back. Usually the price is double, but given your loyalty to the Lord of
Trondheim, the lower price will do," Demitry struggled to explain just how
advantageous his offer was.


"I’ll
go to my horse and count my money, then return to report," replied the
mighty Dragon, bitter at the thought of not having enough money.


While
the Kings continued talking, discussing and exchanging information, the dinars
came out of one bag and slipped tinkling into another, but at the end of the
count the pitiless total came only to five hundred thousand. The Dragon felt
his heart beating quickly in his chest, like a blacksmith working, hammering
the blade of a sword on the anvil. He jumped suddenly, clenched his fists and
looked at the girl, his gaze as straight as a cypress. He had his hands on his
chest and the sad gaze of one who has been disappointed and only then
understands the meaning of life.


"You
are my hero, whatever happens mighty Dragon!" Sersy told him, caressing
the face of her soldier. His face was tense and blocked in a grimace, while her
face was damp with tears.


"My
Lady, I cannot leave you in this unworthy place for the lack of only two
hundred thousand golden dinars!" The third Master of the War replied.


"How
much do you need to redeem her?" asked the Bear's Head of his
comrade-in-arms.


"The
King wants seven hundred thousand of gold, I lack two hundred thousand,"
said the third northern rune angrily.


"Take
this, my brother, here are a few coins but I do not have more with me,"
offered the fourth rune holding out a bag of red velvet.


The Wolf
did the same for his brother in arms and not even Leopard spared himself. But
the collection to free the beautiful young girl offered by his companions came
to just five hundred and fifty dinars even with the contribution offered by the
young Princess of South Winter


The
voice of the Dragon broke into the air vigorously, interrupting the Kings,
absorbed in their debate:


"My
kind host, I don't have the figure you asked at the moment, but I lack very
little. If you were so magnanimous as to accept it anyway, I'd be eternally
grateful."


"Even
if the gratitude of such a talented warrior is always a welcome, this, my dear
ones, is business, numbers and nothing personal. If the numbers do not balance,
I must refuse your request," replied Demitry kindly, but unmoving, closing
the book and giving it back to the page bent beneath its weight.


"How
much do you need, third rune, to redeem the girl?" asked High dismayed by
the unpleasant disagreement.


"One
hundred and fifty thousand," the Dragon answered coldly, stiffened by the
nauseating sense of impotence that irritated him out of all proportion. He was
willing to kill every man in Vyborg's army, beating them to death with his
hammer, if that had been what was needed to free the luscious wench. Chaotic
and cruel thoughts piled up in his mind. For the first time in his life the
warrior felt undecided about what to do at the sight of a girl in tears. His
hand slid to his war hammer, which still called for enemy blood. Nothing
prepared the Dragon for the speed with which King Holaf clasped him in an
embrace, which dispelled all of his anger. The Lord of the North placed his
hand on the head of the hammer, pushing it back into its place, not allowing it
to express its longing for battle:


"Do
not be afraid, my friend, nothing is lost and you are not alone. I would have
introduced you to one of my daughters, perhaps the youngest, on our return.
Only fate has guided your heart to the choice you have made, and neither Kings
nor Gods will be able to do anything now." They were the most beautiful
words ever addressed to the knight of the dragon. The warrior, letting go, took
the forearm of the King, stared at him straight in the eyes, and spoke with
deep feeling:


"Now
you are no longer just my Commander and my King, but also my brother!"


"Luckily,
everything has been sorted out!"Holaf smiled, knowing that he had avoided
a diplomatic crisis and certain carnage.


"Forgive
me, what have we solved?" asked the ruler of Vyborg, pretending not to
understand what had happened. He had a nose for money, even at a distance, that
was better than a good bloodhound.


"Let
the woman go, old man!" said Boris the know-all air of a teacher who can
illustrate a situation in a few words.


A hard
loud third blow came quickly, but the lad rolled with it. An experienced boxer
could not have done better. The prince simply lowered his head closing his eyes
and exclaimed:


"Father,
I did not understood you were pretending!"


"Son,
there are many things you don’t understand in my opinion," commented the
Lord of Vyborg harshly.


After
counting the dinars that were missing, King Demitry approached the two lovers
and asked the warrior:


"Did
you know, that with the money you paid you could have bought fields, bought yourself
a lot of productive land?"


"Yes,
I know! Until now my life was almost perfect, only the sweetness of a woman was
missing," replied the soldier convinced.


The old
King turned to the woman:


"You
are a lucky woman! Do you know how many slaves I've seen redeemed in my long
life?"


"No,
Your Grace!" Sersy replied frightened.


"Only
one!" was the rapid response of the ruler.


The dark
beauty with her southern complexion was exhausted by the effort of holding back
her tears. King Demitry gave a small bag to the brave knight telling him:


"Please
accept a small gift from me. I have had the privilege of seeing a shining and
ardent act of love."


"Thank
you, my Lord, are you sure?" asked the Dragon honoured by such a gift.


"Certainly,
great knight! Keep it and use it as best you can!" The old Sovereign
answered kindly.


"Lord
of the North, I give this money to you to pay part of the debt," the
faithful Dragon offered the money immediately to his good Lord.


"Take
one of your companions and help the three ladies find clothes suitable for the
north. You know well where we are heading, and the winds that dominate there.
They must be adequately dressed to face it," ordered King Holaf, showing
great heart.


The
knight moved immediately after beating his fist on his chest as usual, leaving
Holaf with a sweet and warm feeling.


"What
will Anastasia say, when she discovers that so much money has been used to
redeem a beautiful woman?" asked sneaky and playful High, barely hiding
his smile.


"Better
to face any form of perverse monster that breathes in the Kingdoms, than reveal
such a thing to my wife!" answered Holaf always very respectful of his
love for his wife.


"My
great Kings, I must ask you for a small favour. In return I offer you
everything necessary for your journey and a garrison as an escort," the
clever King Demitry began surprisingly.


"I
ask forgiveness, good Demitry, but the it is late and our problems can wait no
longer," Holaf answered courteously, shivering at the thought of a further
delay.


"I
will not disturb you for more than one turn of the hourglass. Once my dilemma
has been solved, you will enjoy the protection of my men until the South
Winter. They will break off to return home only when you are safe,"
replied the elderly King, a good salesman and well practiced in deals as a
merchant.


"Holaf,
my brother, the proposal seems acceptable to me," High later commented.
Then, as an expert in merchant’s games he asked cleverly: "My good host,
what would this slight additional dilemma be?"


"Towards
the border of my Kingdom to the southeast, where the hills cease and the
austere peaks of the Dragon Back dominate, there is a small village, thirty
fortified huts, nothing very big," Demitry stopped for a moment to think
about how to end. "Could you verify the stories that a merchant who passed
through the village brought to my ears?"


"What
stories are you talking about, my King?" Holaf asked, smelling the stench
of lies in that smoky and sibylline tale.


"But,
my King, I assume they are only rumours,. They say the warg is in those lands,"
answered the Lord of the green hills, minimizing, with the air of those who
badly hide their worries.


"What
is a warg?" Holaf asked, having never listened to any of the old
folk-tales.


"My
brother, it's a story for children. It tells of a horrendous black dog lurking
in the dark hours to feed on human flesh," answered High with his thoughts
running to the possible connection to the hellish mastiffs, about which there
had been so much discussion at Kitan.


"Well
said, Lord of the East! Of course, it's just a story for infants, but I'd like
to check the health of my subjects in any case," King Demitry explained
worriedly, nervously drumming his fingertips against each other.


The Lord
of the North looked seriously at his brother by the sword and doubtfully
reflecting on what to do. High began to walk slowly around the other two and
continued his pensive march for a while. The God-Slayer stopped and asked
suddenly:


"My
brother, what do you think, what does your instinct tell you?"


"I accept,
there might be nothing else in that village except stupid superstitions, but
we'll be safer on our way to the South Winter," Holaf answered with such
disarming simplicity that it seemed an ill considered response from a neophyte.


"Holaf,
you might be right, but fate is an unpredictable manager and it could also
reserve death and suffering for us. Have you thought of that?" emphasized
the God-Slayer with his long-standing philosophy of dismay.


"My
brother, the road to we are travelling on will be long, and certainly Dicius
will pursue us as he has done so far. The only possible alternative would be to
pass through the Mouth of the Dead, but I would not undertake such a road even
if it were the only one left. That place is the tomb of many ingenuous travellers.
It is too dangerous and far too close to the mountains," Holaf answered,
well prepared, as the excellent warrior he was. He knew full well that he had
to make wise choices, not only about his troops, but also in the choice of
possible battlefields.


The King
of the North, being a skilled connoisseur of his own territories and all the
neighbouring areas, was aware that he had few alternatives to choose from. In
the narrow range of options, the only attractive route was to abandon busy
roads and head north, crossing the huge Vhola River, where the bed was larger
and at the same time not as deep and more peaceful. Leaving the river behind,
the plan of the Long Sword would lead them home, entering the Zubrovka forest
in the vast free Kingdom of Denethor. A long and tiring road, but very far from
the mountains, currently haunted and teeming with impious creatures.


King
Holaf explained the plan for their march to High giving rise to doubts and
perplexity in his sword brother. The Lord of the East, who had no knowledge of
the territory, asked a little nervously:


"Forgive
me, but is it not better to head straight for the Vhola River once you
descended from the plateau? Whichever way we go we will have to cross the river
with makeshift barges."


"My
brother, have I ever taken you to places we have been unable to get out of?"
Holaf asked the God-Slayer.


"Certainly,
my brother, only the One God knows how you have the instinct for getting us out
of certain situations!" High answered.


"Have
I ever guided you towards overwhelming enemies in a suicide mission?" the
Demon of Trondheim inquired once again.


"The
very fact that I can see you now and we are speaking is clear evidence of your
good leadership, brother!" High replied with an unsatisfied expression on
his face, similar that of a disappointed child who receives fruit instead of
toys.


"Well,
my dear Lord of the East! So I am asking you to renew your confidence in my
abilities. Have no fear any misjudgement regarding the territory,"
concluded Holaf kindly and convincingly. He then told Demitry: "Lord of
Vyborg, we accept your offer! We will pay a visit to your subjects in exchange
for your escort to the South Winter.


The old
King rejoiced greatly at the unexpected news and, taking the two Kings arm’s,
one on the right and one on the left, they began to walk while he told them
about his beautiful Kingdom and how well his family preserved it is over the
centuries. So it came as a sudden slap in the face, when he was asked by his
second born son if he could have permission to travel in the company of the
guests as far as South Winter.


"Boris,
my son, do you know what are you asking? It's not a business for citified young
men who are not even all that clever!" The exasperated voice of his father
thundered against the prince.


"But
you just said, these are just stories and imaginings, so what risk would I
run?" provoked Boris, mockingly.


"You,
my dear, risk your life just by going to the latrine! I don't want to hear any
more of these absurdities coming out of your mouth!" Demitry tried to
close the argument.


However,
Boris didn’t give up, but not like a whining child who has been refused yet
another toy. His seemed to be the serious conviction of an adult man, trying to
shake off the insulting reputation of being incapable and to take on the armour
of the valiant warrior.


"Father,
I cannot stand your invective and insults any longer! You have treated me like
shit, sending me where no one can even remember me. Yet on my return to the
city everywhere the friendly greetings of the people are addressed to me
personally and not to your arrogant and precious first heir! I will follow the
army south with or without your blessing." They were words of a man who
was convinced, almost desperate, but proud and noble. But they did not have the
desired effect, as Demitry waving his hand, as if to get rid of a fly, kept on
walking.


The
ladies returned to the castle of Wall Hill with their companions. The women
were happy and vociferous, wrapped in their new and beautiful coats. There was
a cloak of sky-coloured fabric for Princess Tyra, who had, without any
possibility of haggling, demanded an edging of ermine for the hood. While her
two shopping companions willingly accepted more sober, but equally warm, dark
green mantles of heavy felt. They were so large that they went round Sersy at
least twice.


Vyborg's
soldiers arrived to the sound of a trumpet fanfare and formed up into two
tortoise defence formations. They marched furiously, beating their right heels
at every step. The green knights presented themselves, as they always did. The
Vyborg army was used to announcing their arrival. About forty well-trained and
fit men correctly protected like true soldiers off to war. These were the
troops granted by the Lord of Wall Hill for the imminent feats of battle.


All of
them had been provided with a large, solid and sturdy steel mesh chain mail,
covering their arms up to the elbows and down to their knees. But that was not
the only protection. They also had beautiful green lacquered steel breastplates
completely covering the soldiers' chests. On the body armour, carefully made of
polychrome lacquers, was depicted the ochre-coloured tower overlooking the
waves of the river. Each soldier's head was covered by Vyborg's ordinance
helmet: an unusual helm in green steel, like the armour, with a sharp visor
similar to the beak of a sparrow. The choice of weapon, rightly, as is
understood by any good General, was left to the discretion of the men. They had
provided themselves with a wide variety of pikes, war scythes, halberds and
bill hooks with no thought of aesthetics, which are of absolutely secondary
consideration in battle.


All that
forest of pole weapons immediately made the Kings think of the possibility of
having to face a cavalry attack or worse, demonic enemies, accustomed to
fighting in a melee. Both ideas generated shivers in every soldier escorting
the Lords of the North and East.


"You
see, Holaf, now I’ve seen our escort, I feel free of any reservations I had,
concerning the detour in our trip," commented High satisfied, referring
the shiny metal tips reflecting the sun’s rays onto the ground and into their
eyes. Holaf with his hands on his waist nodded satisfied, proud of his
decision.


"What
do you think of the new armour of Vyborg, my dear warriors?" asked Boris's
father proud of such a capable military display.


"It
certainly makes an impression, with those sharply pointed helmets. The armour
looks good, quite robust, but not too tight. I would have added some shoulder
covers for all men, able to protect not only the shoulders but also the neck
from side blows, blocking them. But this is only my modest opinion," the
Lord of the North replied, his answer was thorough and competent.


"My
King, yours is not simply an opinion, and I will put it into practice at the
earliest opportunity," King Demitry answered, satisfied by his compliments
and constructive criticism.


Having
completed the supplies High approached the King of Vyborg asking him:


"My
King, would you have a good horse to sell us? One of our men has suffered the
loss of his steed in an ambush. Since then he has ridden behind a companion in
a way more suited to a couple of newlyweds and not to a soldier of his level.


"I
certainly have good horses, I'll give you one without asking for any money in exchange.
After all, if there is to be war, your task is the business of all United
Men," replied the worried Elder King.


Everything
continued swiftly without any inconvenience in the mild warmth, offered by the
sun, between one blast of wind and another. The father, the owner of Vyborg,
did not salute his son Boris, nor even look at him. Boris was in full dress,
wearing the same beautiful armour as the soldiers. Prince Boris was
distinguished only by his lack of a spear or pike. At the departure of the small
garrison Boris turned several times to his father without having any reaction
from his royal parent. Only Igor from the side of the street had a few words
for his brother:


"Don't
get yourself killed!"


"No,
of course not! I will come back covered with glory and you will be able to do
is to give me greater respect!" Boris exclaimed shortly.


In his
round blond head he already imagined himself acclaimed by the crowds, when he
returned home covered in glory. The young Prince of Vyborg came up to King High
smiling. But the God-Slayer kindly asked him:


"Prince,
are you aware of the adversities we can expect to find along our path?"


Boris
was torn away from his dream of glory and answered:


"Sorry,
I was day dreaming."


"You
know that this is not a simple walk in the hills, don’t you?" High replied
with less troublesome words to avoid misunderstanding.


"Certainly,
Sire!" exclaimed Boris. "I'm new to armed action. If in some quiet
moments you or King Holaf could explain a few things to me, at least in part,
introducing me to the tactics of battles, I'd be honoured.


"Bravo,
boy!" the Lord of the East exclaimed, satisfied, as it was the correct
response from a man who is about to become a knight and not just a warrior.










Chapter 12


The
Dark Monastery


 


 


The
valiant Godwin, who had left his peers behind a while before, quickly rode
westward to reach the austere city of Terra, the religious capital of the
Empire of United Men. In the Empire, full freedom of worship was still in
force, with the exception of a few cases. So many religions were practiced in
the shadow of the Titan that insistent voices claimed that there were over one
hundred thousand cults scattered from one border to the other of that vast
Kingdom. In truth the number of religions was reduced to a most limited figure
and this number became even more miserable, when the actual practice among
citizens was calculated.


The
religion of the one and only God had the overwhelming majority of adherents and
consent of the Empire. This was adopted as the state religion and was skilfully
incorporated into almost all aspects of the daily and political life of the
Empire. This religion was correct and permissive, allowing for vocations to
other belief systems without being contaminated itself.


In the
religion of the men of the north there was a wish for more adventurous lives,
leading their believers to search for glorious deaths in battle, in order to
earn the favour of their unloving Gods, who were powerful, belligerent and
quick-tempered. It was brutal polytheism, requiring sacrifices of animals or
enemy blood. There were some satellite cults, which were even more extreme,
among which were the Masters of the Trondheim War or the darker Nights of
Gorod, bringing terror of the dark hours in the east.


The
third and last major religion saw everything as revolving around the worship of
the sun and the stars. There was no luminescent point in heaven, yellow or
white, without its corresponding divinity. This fairly simple cult was of
immediate importance, especially for the less educated and the rural
populations. It was based on the simple conviction, which believed that
everything anyone did, from rising in the morning, eating or killing, upset at
least one of their infinite Gods and pleased others. Therefore, everything was
based on Gods in favour or Gods against. Those who died suddenly had certainly
displeased too many luminous points at the same time, while those who found a
treasure or who gave birth to a healthy child, had obviously done their
calculations well. This religion was prevalent in the south, where there was a
wide gap in education and well-being in the society between two groups; the
rich, hidden from the sight of the unfortunates in the shadows of their
fortifications, the illiterate poor people with no arrows to their bows.


Many
other beliefs could be found among the peoples of the Kingdom, such as the
ancient cult of the shadows of Denethor. Lead by the Supreme Inquisitor Belial,
who dominated the faithful with his mystical legacy and obscure written signs,
resulting in a cult, which was incomprehensible to many. There was another
minor group, which continued through the centuries with its followers, was the
cult of War. Still practiced only by Wolfmar Volsun and his mercenary subjects,
but the Emperor considered it to be evil witchcraft by and banished it from the
Kingdom.


The
forbidden cults were stories unto themselves, such as the Cursed Word of the
Dark Apostle of Catacomb and his disquieting ally Lucius, Grand Master of the
Blood. These two religions bristled with hatred, horror and depravity and both
dragged their followers into the most tormented level of human perversion. They
were banned and vigorously suppressed, even by the use of massive repression.
It is common knowledge that the seed of evil germinates in the hearts of the
greedy and the weak, perpetrating disease inherent in the very flesh of man
over the centuries.


Godwin
galloped fast for many hours silent but watchful. Many doubts made him
observant and hesitant at the idea of venturing on a night ride, well imagining
there could be predators lurking. With only his two poorly equipped armigers as
companions, nothing could have spurred him on more to stay in the saddle and to
reach the city of Terra.


"Another
night in the cold, squeezed under a bridge in the company of mice and insects,
doesn't attract me at all!" the Lord of the South exclaimed seriously to
his men.


"No,
no, my King, nor do we want a bed like that!" the rider to his right
replied, riding as if he were an expert man of arms.


"You,
sir, ride your horse with grace and ability," Godwin commented, slightly
astonished at this fact.


"I
thank you, my King, I have been fighting at your side in battle for a long
time," replied the gracious and proud dark well groomed warrior.


"My
Lord, so much haste and so many problems do not presage well for the future,"
the other man commented, as he rode on Godwin’s left.


"For
now, your task, soldiers, is to keep us all safe and get us home untouched to
our families at last," Godwin replied, who carried a heavy burden of
knowledge, "but on an unofficial basis I can tell you that sinister
shadows are hovering silent and furtive over every living being.


After
this final and not very reassuring phrase, the two soldiers fell silent,
overwhelmed by questions not asked, as they did not want to hear unwelcome
answers. Sometimes it was better to get into trouble unknowingly, without
anguishing over how little life they may have left. But in truth their hearts
were full of life, just as there was a lot of long road lying before them and
for the legs of the poor horses, who were now almost exhausted.


At dusk
the long shadows flowing from the low flaming globe, reached the Vyborg hills.
The bright light was in the eyes of the warriors and forced them to peer
through half-closed eyes at the road, hidden on the horizon. Then they saw a
tall sharp peak, close to a series of smaller sisters. It was the unequivocal
sign of having reached the dominions of Terra.


As the
horses, foaming from fatigue, slowed from a gallop to a walk, the three men
dismounted from their saddles to cover the last hundred feet in a great hurry.
The playful blackbirds that flew from the banks of the moat had by now become
quiet, like the magpies and the crows, perched in their large nests on the tops
of the bare trees. There were quiet field mice in the thick spontaneous
vegetation that grew lush at the edge of the road. Rodents unaware of being
able to serve as dinner to the barn owls, flying dizzily like clear shadows in
the dark sky.


Hesitantly
the timid lights appeared here and there at the top of the black and bare
walls, always austerely prepared to defend the city from any enemies. The
dark-coloured walls stood out imposing. They were reinforced by powerful
pillars, starting from the highest point falling the whole way into the moat,
where they sank into the soft bottom of the artificial marsh. At the top of
each pillar severe stone gargoyles jutted out with ferocious expressions and
menacing open mouths, in which disturbing fires were lit. The powerful pillars
all had slits, disguised as stuccoes that were difficult to see due to the
darkness of the night.


"Who
goes there? Reveal yourself! You, advancing towards the glow of
fireflies!" ordered a male voice from the top from the large drawbridge still
open despite the late hour.


Godwin
had not even noticed the thousands of tiny green and white lights scattered as
a natural decoration on the banks of the moat.


"I
am Godwin Wellinton, Lord of the South, with two escorts," he presented
himself with extreme courtesy, which was not, however reciprocated.


"Pleased
to meet you, I am Holaf Erlingson!" the discourteous soldier on the
drawbridge answered, mocking the Righteous.


"I
don't think you are who you claim to be, because King Holaf is heading east and
besides, he does not have the voice of a commoner. If you would be so kind as
to come and verify our identities, we will be grateful to you," Godwin's
response masked a certain annoyance.


"I
see you well enough from here and I don't believe you!" the stubborn
soldier replied.


"Do
you see us? By grace, do you affirm that you see us concealed in this heavy
gloom, even though you are at least forty meters away? I would be amazed to be
recognized at five meters! I invite you again to make a more accurate verification,
my good friend." At the second invitation, perhaps overwhelmed by doubt,
the metal grille came up and out came a child in covered in armour. He was so
young that it seemed like a stratagem.


"Describe
him to me, stable boy!" The cowardly man cried out from above the tower.


The
young man, dressed in armour at least three sizes too big, approached fearfully
and looked at the three knights, trying not to be overcome by his fear. The
little man above continued to scrutinize the unknown dark beyond the shoulders
of strangers. He seemed to be more worried by the beasts, the animals living in
the fairy tales read to him by his mother. When he was lying down in his bed he
became a child again.


"Come
here immediately!" exclaimed Godwin friendly.


"If
I get too close, will you not hurt me?" the little soldier asked in a baby
voice.


"No,
of course not! Can you see me from there?" Godwin asked the child in a
paternal tone.


"Not
well," replied the young and trembling guard.


"Now
I will approach you, don’t go backwards," proposed the great man with his
blood stained robes.


"He
has a friendly face this knight!" the child cried out looking at the top
of the battlements.


"Good,
but you must tell me what symbols there are on their clothes, you useless
stable boy!" answered the armiger hiding behind the battlement.


"A
big black fist with a gold inscription, but I can't read it, so I don't know
what is written!" the child shouted, turning towards the tower.


"What
do the words of your shield say foreigner?" he asked the adult armiger
with less courage than the child.


"God
wills it!" In the silence of the evening thundered the low and powerful
voice of Godwin, always happy and proud to shout his motto.


A slow
and constant squeaking announced that the guard believed him. The enormous
grating rose from its housing to about the height of a man, allowing the two
soldiers, escort to the King, to breathe a sigh of relief as did the young very
courageous stable boy.


"Pray,
my King, come in to safety from the shadows of the night!" A chubby man
next to the door invited them in.


This
character seemed so many things to Godwin's eyes, but certainly not one of the
guards. The man was not very tall and moved slowly and clumsily because of his
size, but not only because of that. In fact he limped heavily favouring his
right leg presumably because of a hair shirt. His clothes were poor in
miserable grey jute. He was carried a sword with a strange apple-shaped pommel,
which had a shameful patina of rust due to neglect. A steel helmet with four
reinforcing ribs protected his head. Though the shape was horrendous it did
offer some protection.


"I
would like to introduce myself, I am Cyril, the Chamberlain and Master Brewer
of the Fortress Monastery! I was just passing by, fortuitously, when the armigers
stopped me to identify the King of the Southern Kingdoms," the chubby monk
bowed low.


"Thank
you for welcoming us! We wouldn't have liked to spend the night outdoors, given
what is said about these lands," Godwin answered caressing his exhausted Balter.
"Could you take care of our horses? They are tired and hungry, they
deserve a bit of care and attention."


"We
have here the young stable boy just suited to the task: he gives so much
dedication and care in his work, this boy," replied smiling Cyril.


Entrusting
the three tired steeds to the young stable lad, the Chamberlain showed them the
way to the Abbey Fortress, which dominated the summit of the only hill, to be
found in the flat plain of Under Throne.


The
night fell gloomy, icy and merciless darkening everything in the silent and
austere city of Terra. The narrow, winding streets were delicately lit by small
oil lamps, secured to high poles along the streets, mostly located at the
intersections. On the poles danced long banners, sometimes wildly, sometimes
sinuously. They were black and white, with a large blue cross on the background
and two lions, one above the other, carrying blue flags on a black background;
at the foot of the lower lion there was a skull and crossbones symbol of mercy,
suffrage and the hope for good death. These were recurring symbols on all of
the ecclesiastical buildings of the Kingdom, especially if they were managed by
warrior monks of the religious order of the One God, as in the case of the
Abbey Deus Ex Terra.


No man,
woman or child could be seen moving in the shadows of the tomb-like streets.
Not even stray dogs with their exuberant wagging tails gave life to these dark
streets. In the city of Terra the law imposed a nocturnal curfew in order to
avoid shouting, scuffles and vagabonds all the resulting disorder.


The
streets were paved with river stones laid close together, circling the hill,
like the coils of a snake. The streets were sunken between tall austere
buildings with the dark colours of the underworld, illuminated by trembling
lights. The windows were high, narrow and divided in two mullions. The
understated buildings followed an architectural style that carried vertical
lines to extremes, forcing the builders to use bold solutions. In order to
obtain the maximum amount of light, aimed at recalling the closeness of the One
God, they converted walls into colonnades with glass walls, similar to
greenhouses in plant nurseries. The extreme efforts to reach the Most High made
the buildings weak, like sand castles on a beach waiting for high tide.


Because
of the need to strengthen these structures, pillars, columns and rampant arches
like aerial roots of the mangroves descended everywhere, sometimes singly but
sometimes many together. Solid arms of hard stone joined a building to its
neighbour, like two trees that came to each other's aid by knotting their
canopies together. Gargoyles and griffons silently watched the intimidated
passers-by from with rooftops, flanked by spires and l buttresses on each
balustrade and parapet. There was not a single cornice emerging without a
prominent monstrosity perched on it in an illusory balancing act.


Doorways
and gates with bronze shutters were artfully enhanced by fine bas-reliefs
narrating dark religious stories bring to everyone’s mind the black abysses.
Images of men, subjected to every torture imaginable, proliferated in large
numbers, intimidating visitors and inhabitants.


There
were no trees or gardens in any angle of the concentric maze of streets. Huge
statues of cruelly gazing abbot warriors dominated the tiny empty squares.
These effigies held the book of the One God in their left hand, facing the
observer, and in their right hand an unsheathed sword in aimed ready to attack,
generating a feeling of fearful deference.


Nothing
disturbed the absolute silence prevailing among those stones, all cloaked in
sacred beliefs. Even Godwin who had been a guest of this city several times and
to which he owed the religious honours for the conquest in his youth of the
mountain of the Divine Sepulchres, was still enthralled.


"Good
night," whispered the Chamberlain to a man, intent on the difficult task
of lighting a lantern with a long and heavy rod.


The man
turned around, lifted his hat and kneeled and answered:


"Good
night, my Chamberlain!"


They
were the only people authorized by the sacred militia to walk about at night,
as they were indispensable in keeping the lights burning.


The
chubby monk, without further ado, took the three guests to the walls of the
Abbey. The building was so high that it was not fully visible, fading into
darkness as if it were a bridge linking the Kingdom of Man to that of the One
God.


Deus Ex
Terra was a fortress dating back to the time of the first men. It was built
immediately after the last great heresy. A long series of bloody wars filled
with unspeakable horrors; such massacres were decreed by men who clothed their
own vulgar plots in the false garments of the sacred will of the Gods. These
wars were so violent and fratricidal that there was a risk of the extinction of
the human race. The high and severe walls of the fortress were the scene of
important meetings of Kings first and Emperors later. All passed through these
stones in the Long Age of Man, but no violence ever crossed the threshold.


The
Abbey Fortress, in addition to the strong outer wall, which was square and not
too high, had a back wall that was three times as high as the first. It had
been added in much more recent times. After the second wall, you entered the
High Square. In the centre was placed the tomb of the Abbot founder. The small
square structure, surrounded by bare, low columns, was not really an ark, but
the entrance to the catacombs of warrior monks.


An
immense maze of galleries, built steeply into the heart of the mountain, it was
the burial place of the warrior monks, the Guardians of the Faith since the
founding of the order. The remains of Abbots, Priors and valiant monks, fallen
while protecting the creed, rested forever, guarded as treasures in the cold
belly of the earth. Countless squared arches with almost no aesthetic additions
served as tombs for the brave warriors, placed side by side as the only
decoration of the dark and humid tunnels of rough stone. The top of the tunnels
had been roughly dug to the point of proudly displaying the marks of pickaxes
and chisels, left by the miners in removing the hard stone.


About
these catacombs stories were told of underground connections to every corner of
the Empire, roads travelled by the heroic Guardians of the Faith to reach where
evil reigned. The opening to the crypt had been buried with large stones, a
detail impossible to hide from the careful observation and gathering of
information, carried out by Godwin.


"Why
has the crypt been closed, my silent Chamberlain?" asked the Righteous, tired
of not saying a word. It felt as if it had been agreed that they were at the
bedside of a dying man.


"You
are a good observer, my King!" Cyril answered, as skilful in avoiding
explanations as any good politician. "I don't think I have the rank to answer
you, Lord of the South!"


"I
came from the capital with my mind weighed down by strange doubts and questions
with many bitter suspicions. I would like to leave tomorrow with the load on my
mind lightened." Godwin answered courteously.


The
Chamberlain turned to observe his interlocutor worried about future events.


"You
are the First Lord of the South, and also Hero of the Gods First Class, for
such an honour it is essential to be a master of an unshakeable faith.
Therefore, if so many troubles fill your heart, new horrors will be
coming." commented the chubby man of faith who had extreme competence and
insight, continuing to walk fast, with his cat-like steps he seemed intent on
hunting in the gloomy and badly lit square.


"I
presume you have already seen horrors within these walls, but do not dare to
say so!" exclaimed Godwin as frosty as the city.


"Like
nothing that has ever been seen before!" the man replied, quiet and
cryptic shivering both because of the cold of the wind and the lacerating
memory evoked by the Righteous.


An
imposing structure served as a theatrical backdrop for the vast bare square,
dominated by the immense pointed arches, one above the other, almost reaching
the top of the central tower. All the emptiness of the windows was filled by magnificent
stained-glass in stupendous colours. The stories told by the glass appeared
flamboyant in the light of a beautiful day, as dark as dark at night, barely
illuminated by dim lights inside. This fragile magnificence gave life to a
large group of rampant arches, an architectural element widely used throughout
the city to strengthen the facades.


With the
exception of the stained-glass windows, the rest of the central body used
building elements of clear military origin. Numerous small loopholes, protected
by deep chamfered ledges, gave archers abundant possibilities for shooting. In
the event of an invasion two huge steel doors, heavy and of mountainous
dimensions, were slowly closed by means of counterweights lowered into the
heart of dark abysses in the earth. This defensive solution turned the
monastery into a virtually unassailable fortress. Protected by battlements,
high walls, with batteries of trebuchet siege engines and guarded by selected
armigers helped by divine providence, this structure was superbly protected.
Moreover the Fortress Monastery concealed an internal monolithic and autonomous
fortification. It was carved so deeply into the mountain that it offered an
escape route to the besieged, through dark and winding streets, using the labyrinths
and catacombs.


The four
men walked past the mighty triple stone door. The first room was a large
decorated narthex, where the usual two-headed lions stood with their backs
stabbed by columns rising like gigantic swords. The demonic beasts seemed to be
roaring and fighting trying to escape the sword thrusts, as a sheet of water
flowed from the wound caused by the columns, sliding cheerfully towards the
ground. The cool liquid was collected in marble basins. Inside the bowl were
stone heads with terrifying expressions. The eyes and mouths were wide open in
an attempt to gasp in a last breath of air, before becoming inexorably covered
by water. The sculptures were of questionable taste and their purpose was to
intimidate the observer and so to maintain an iron grip on the minds of the
faithful.


The bare
throne room resembled a basilica because of the architectural elements used and
because of the style of the decorations. It was divided into five naves by four
rows, each with six columns. They were rough and simple, no stucco or
decoration embellished them. Nothing masked the pure and technical function of
support. Not even the capitals had any ornamentation. The form was essential;
an inverted pyramidal trunk was worked roughly with engravings of glyphs, crosses
and other religious symbols.


Splendid
tapestries were magnificent. They were stretched on supports fixed between the
columns, delineating the central span. Created over a thousand years before,
they are size of a sail of a transport vessel, covered in embroidery in gold
and silver threads. These masterpieces represented scenes from the life of the
One God taken from the Holy Book. A large transept crossed the aisles at the
end, dividing the apse from the rest of the chamber. Rows of beautifully carved
statues adorned both sides of the transept. As silent judges, these effigies of
heroes belonging to the lineage of warrior monks, watched over the sacred
relics, visited in veneration by many of the faithful in pilgrimage.


The apse
was higher than the nave, raised by a dozen polychrome marble steps, the same
material as the rest of the floor. In the centre a skilfully carved wooden
throne, covered all over in gold leaf. Behind the throne was the high altar,
simple and adorned only with an engraved cross, preceded by a pair of large
statues in dark stone. The statues, bowed down and weary seemed to pour real
drops of sweat. Their powerful muscles were swollen and tense in the effort of
supporting a pulpit in white stone. Above the white pulpit was an amazing
golden cross, worked as if it were a fire enveloping the effigy of the One God,
dominating the entire room with its glittering beauty.


Both the
poor lighting, and the insufficient heating made those thick walls quite
inhospitable. There were only small oil lamps clinging to their chains, hanging
from the bare white vaults. The only decoration was the blue reinforcement
ribs.


"His
Excellency the Abbot will receive you tomorrow morning. Now I will accompany
you to your cells. I'm sure they'll appear comfortable," said the
Chamberlain. It was not unusual that his own King was absent, considering the
late hour.


"You
will not lead us into any cell, traitor!" The voice of a knight escorting
the Lord of the South thundered, echoing several times in the empty room. The
soldier, unsheathed his sword, assumed a position of attack and began to take
small side steps.


"My
man, thank you for your impulsive defence, however we do not need a display of
steel just yet. These cells are small rooms, where monks pray and sleep!"
instructed Godwin smiling, amused by the terrified face of the Chamberlain at
the sight of the unsheathed sword.


"My
Lord, therefore, we not going to be imprisoned?" asked the soldier,
lowering and sheathing his weapon, like a lion retracting his claws after
threatening a duel with another male.


"No,
calm yourself! You need not frighten our kind companion further,"
Righteous replied to his soldier.


After
making sure that the soldier had understood, filling the natural gaps in his
knowledge due to his lack of education. Those who spent their time on the
battlefields, while young men, instead of being educated in humanities and
science were often ignorant. King Godwin turned to the Chamberlain:


"Excuse
me for alarming you, we're just tired. Would it be possible to have a large
room to accommodate everyone? We would rather remain together.


"Don't
worry, my good King! As you have certainly understood from my round appearance,
I am not a warrior monk and, despite my fear, you have nothing to forgive,"
the chubby man resumed walking immediately followed by the three warriors.
"As for your location, there are only single cells, but nothing stops you
from staying in one all together. You also know how small they can be, so I
would advise against this idea."


"We
will accept your advice, my kind Chamberlain, as long as the rooms are next to
each other!" King Godwin answered with great cleverness and diplomacy.
Anyone who had spent the night in those tiny rooms in the past would remember
well the discomfort of their straw beds.


A doubt
was devouring the Lord of the South; he was still not sure where the fidelity
of Titus, Abbot of the Fortress, lay at that moment, so the idea of sleeping
under his roof hid many uncertainties. The only thing was certain for Godwin;
it seemed to be a good idea to stay indoors, given how many cutthroats and
worse there were, immoral beings crowding the lands of Beneathathrone,
especially at night. Following the corpulent monk they passed through an
infinite number of halls, stairways and corridors all in the same bare style.
Totally unadorned, the corridors were embellished by only racks full of weapons
of various kinds, making a display in front of the cells in the empty spaces.
Each warrior monk left his weapons on these racks before going to bed, because
the cells were seen as sacred places, for prayer, restoring the body and
spirit.


"Here
we are, my Sire, the three doors at the end of the corridor are yours. I wish
you a goodnight. I will come to awaken you at first light. The Abbot gets up
very early, but is at prayer until the morning light shines high in the
sky," explained the friar, lowering his head with its ridiculous helmet.
He then went away quickly and quietly.


The
cells seemed like large luxurious rooms to the tired travellers, although they
were narrow and tiny, like deep corridors. In side there was little in the way
of furniture. A short wooden bed with a straw mattress and at its head, a
wooden desk with a slightly inclined top, with a shelf above it, on which laid
only one book, the Sacred Text. The rest of the cell allowed just a slight gap
along the length of the room, barely enough space to pass through.


Godwin
lay for a long time in the almost complete darkness of the cubicle, broken only
by a small glimmer of light, filtering from the light above the door to the
corridor. He felt unsettled. The mind of the Lord of the South was consumed by
inauspicious thoughts. The future appeared terribly uncertain to the great
King. The decisions to be made were so many and the possibility of making
mistakes very great. Moving thousands of men to the east and north could be
done. It would be a good idea if the situation was really as they imagined.
There were however, many doubts and the entire west was prey to revolutionary
movements, some quite vocal. This could lead to uncontrollable developments.


Another
serious issue was afflicting the Righteous, continuing to evoke idea of the
beasts. These were like dreams from the imagination of disobedient children.
Such beings until a few days ago were pure fantasy, but they now created real
terror in adults, generating important variables to take into consideration.
The Lord of the South could not risk leaving his lands unprotected. The
marauders, crossing the Deep Sea, could seize the opportunity and invade in
strength, destroying and conquering the holy places of faith. Godwin's
decisions were taken after cold and well-considered calculations, evaluating
every possibility. His rational tactical and calculating skills had always led
him to great victories in the past. Now doubt crept in, undermining all
thought. This did not allow him to rest well, turning the cold night hours into
endless battles with sheets and pillows, which he nervously twisted around
himself.
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Chapter 13


Dark-way
horrors


 


 


Absolute
silence reigned in the rooms of the austere Monastery Fortress. Just when the
Righteous One became wrapped in the welcoming arms of Morpheus with the stars
in the firmament still in view, the night all enveloped in darkness, a
resounding lament was clearly heard. Not really a jeremiad, but a supplication
sung by several voices. The warrior monks had gathered in the choir. So early
in the morning that it still seemed deep in the night, the monks prayed,
singing in tune under the guidance of Titus himself.


It was
the beginning of a new day for Godwin as well. He almost fell from his bed and
dragged his tired body to the common baths in the corridor. The Lord of the
South opted for a brutal method of self-inflicted torture, a very invigorating
bath of icy water to recover from his terrible night. It was ridiculous that
the Righteous managed to rest more deeply under bridges, in ditches or in the
open air, falling exhausted into the greenery, without doubts or thoughts.


The pale
sunlight kissed the morning, brightening up the sky. The fortress and the city
of Terra itself seemed completely different from how it had welcomed them the
night before. The streets were alive and noisy, teeming with life and bright
colours. You could hear the chirping of birds looking for breakfast among the
loopholes, where some monk had left small piles of dry bread.


Cyril
escorted the guests into a room near the large hall of the night before. It was
the bright luminous throne room. A large window formed the front wall, flooding
the room with light throwing playful colours around, making every stone seem
decorated where yesterday they appeared sad and gloomy. The entrance to a
private room was from the side of the apse, passing through a tiny door masked
by a religious painting. Here it was possible to talk with Titus. A narrow
tunnel of cold stone descended to a lower level. A sort of crypt with four low,
wide columns, supporting cross vaults of light stone, also served as a backdrop
for the council hall.


At the
centre of the room, between the mighty columns, was a round altar, surrounded
by black wooden thrones decorated with lions' paws and heads. The thrones
contrasted strongly with the clear marble that lined the walls and floor of the
room. Titus Bolton, called the Saint by the faithful, sat on one of the
thrones. Titus rose suddenly to welcome the Lord of the South, as the protocol
required.


"Well
met, my Lord! I hope you have slept well!" The Abbot was courteous in his
questioning.


"I
thank you, Your Excellency, having a roof and warm blankets after days of
travel and sleepless nights, makes it very difficult to wake up!" Godwin
lied courteously, being aware of the touchy character attributed to his host.


"Please,
Sovereign of the South, sit down and join me in this humble breakfast! It is
not adapted to Your Majesty’s usual tastes, but in this fortress we practice
poverty and humility," invited Titus, without taking any notice of the
escorts of King Godwin.


The
Abbot was dressed in a long two-tone tunic, half white and half black, covering
him almost totally. Just like the flags and banners, it had the blue cross and
two stylised lions. A cotton rope an inch thick tied the tunic at the waist and
carried a large cross. The sacred object was beautifully lacquered and painted.
It probably contained a sharp blade, as there was a slight line, indicating a
separation just below the sides of the short arms.


Titus's
gentle manners were challenged by Godwin's appraisal. His royal ears caught the
quiet clink made by a chain mail tunic, hidden from view by the cassock. In
addition, the pommel of a sword peeped out next to the throne, from where the
abbot had risen. Not to mention the splendid embossed chrome-plated steel
helmet, shimmering, resting adjacent to the throne.


"My
Lord, I thank you for your hospitality! But the words I am about to utter weigh
heavy on my heart," Godwin said as he moved to the side of the altar.
"You greet us as a welcome guests yet conceal your armour from our eyes,
as if there were other the plans about to be put into action."


"What
are you suggesting, Sire Godwin?" asked nervous Titus. "Do you think
we intend to murder you? You are very bold to criticise me, given the colour of
your livery!"


"Reveal
your intentions, Abbot, and so I can make sense of my visit!" Godwin
shouted. He was as tense as a rope on the scaffold during a hanging. Observing
his listener carefully, as he was at a considerable tactical disadvantage,
being alone and a long way from his sword. The Righteous continued: "I come
have from the capital to shed light on your real intentions, concerning the
Empire and the growing difficulties there. The Lords of the West seem to be in
the grip of the enemies of the Empire, drawing them increasingly close to the
Old Mound and Catacomb. Your peers refuse to report to the Lord of the West,
failing to obey the oaths made to the Citadel!" The Righteous affirmed,
revealing the true reason for his unexpected visit.


Seeing
the astonished face of Titus on hearing the imperial insinuations and seeing him
shivering nervously, Godwin relaxed. Feeling relieved he added:


"They
didn't want to come and investigate as they feared you were a traitor. I was
opposed giving you that mark of infamy without evidence, and I could not be
more proud to be proved right!"


"But
this is unheard of! I am the Guardian of Souls! I made a vow of sacred defence
and reported in detail to the First West Standard regarding all the evils that
are now befalling us, afflicting my lands like gangrene, cutting down many
souls," Titus replied, troubled by this lack of trust in him.


"You
have been impeccable and faithful to the role entrusted to you as Regent, but
you reported your problems to Grigor. He is weak, vain and deluded. He has not
communicated anything of the troubles to His Imperial Highness. So vague was
his report to, King Holaf of Trondheim, to the Eastern God-Slayer and to me
that we thought that his realm is on the brink of collapse. This worrying
opinion is shared by the Lord of Kitan," Godwin explained, his mood as
black as the blood of the disgusting Orcs.


"So
not only have my pleas been ignored, but as well as that, the Emperor is
unaware of the evil that is fomenting in the depths of the earth,"
commented thoughtful Titus sitting on his throne. "What can we do?"


"I
will shortly depart to my lands and send a messenger falcon with a full
explanation of what has happened in my presence, also attaching your
revelations," Godwin explained his plan of action.


"Why
wait? If my loyalty is in doubt, there is an urgent need for communication. I
want to the loyalty of Terra to be communicated to the Emperor as soon as
possible!" The insinuations made Titus nervous causing an evident tremor
in his right hand. Godwin replied.


"My
good host, do not be angry. No imperial army is marching to Terra. Indeed,
everyone fears the might and military ability of your Guardians of the Faith.
The happy confirmation of your loyalty should not be sent directly grasped in
the claws of your hawks," Godwin was interrupted by an instinctive question
from Titus:


"My
King, why can’t my hawks be used?"


The
Righteous sat down, took a mug and poured cow's milk into it reluctantly, given
the Southern Lord's predilection for cider or beer, but only that white fluid
was offered. Godwin drank a sip of milk avidly, then responded with cunning:


"It
is the loyalty of Terra that is being doubted. Receiving one of your hawks
would offer Dicius the justification for a new lie. He is an evil nefarious
creature intent on weaving a web of lies on the behalf of an unknown obscure
master. He whispers wicked suggestions into the ear of the Emperor.


"He
could say that the hawk’s message is unreliable asserting that it carries some
misleading messages. Could that be right?" the Saint asked. His subjects
had given Titus his high-sounding nickname.


"Exactly,
Your Excellency," Godwin answered eating a piece of stale bread with the
same eagerness as a bear lacerating a large freshly caught salmon.


"But
please, Gentlemen, what are you doing standing there? Sit down and feast with
us!" Titus invited the two armigers to sit down to feed their appetites
and to give them the energy for the long journey south ahead of them.


"I
saw the entrance to the walled catacombs. Your Chamberlain wouldn’t explain
anything, but if you have blocked the doorway to the crypt where you pray to
the sacred relics of your ancestors, the reason must be serious!" Godwin
veiled his question behind a statement, more like a fish hook well hidden in
the belly of a worm to invite a bite which would give the answer.


"Yes!
It’s a terrible thing. I lost many men before sealing the entrance. It was my
son Saxon kneeling in prayer, who heard them first," but the Abbot stopped
for a moment. There was a silence as if they were in a confessional.


"My
kind host, you must tell me what is threatening you! It is imperative to
understand every danger so we will be able organize ourselves in the hope that
we have not yet reached the gallows without noticing the fact at all!"
King Godwin felt relief at having discovered that Titus continued in his
loyalty to their Emperor. But listening to the voice of this loyal subject, in
his heart he feared hearing of new unexpected enemies.


"My
King, excuse me for answering a question with a question, but the restricted
annual Council seems to me to have revealed death and destruction?"
intrigued Titus asked the Lord of the South.


"Without
revealing secrets or breaking rules of any kind, I can tell you what emerged
from the confrontation. Not really death and total destruction, but ungodly
signs are traced to the west. In the east Orcs investigate and test our
defences, walking the streets of the Kingdom in search of hidden pathways. From
the north the icy sea pours out hordes of escaping invaders. Exactly what they
are running from is not clear. The only peaceful Realm would seem to be the
south, exposed to the usual raids on the coast.


"Wicked
signs evoking what? Orcs running free in our lands?" Titus insisted very
curious because of the very meagre summary of the details offered by Godwin.


"There
are no certainties. We have evidence only of large demonic dogs, seen on the
Great Snake Belt. Just who is to blame for this appearance, it is not clear,
but King Belial is also in action. I met him at the Titan" brave Godwin
answered with a worried absent gaze.


"If
Belial is also on the march, it means we have been totally blind regarding
impious powerful winds blowing in these lands. We have had a taste of this
evil!" Titus exclaimed before giving a nice bite to a piece of bread with
goat's butter and meat from the dinner of the day before. "When my son was
in the catacombs, he heard a loud scream. It sent shivers down his back. The
terrible sound came from the bowels of the mountain, right from the deepest
descending path in the heart of our beloved mountain. My son, who had joined a
team himself, hurried cautiously towards the unusual sound, thinking it came
from a few cave trolls," Titus stopped again to sip some milk and
continued: "Those stupid beasts rarely lose their way, reaching our
tunnels. They are ignorant beasts and fall easy victims to the narrowed gaps,
specially designed by miners to stop them. A troll that is stuck becomes
aggressive, but in the narrow tunnels, such beasts are not even able to move
and are easily eliminated using picks or scythes," explained the Saint to
the Righteous who was attentive and absorbed. His silent interest was like that
of a young man listening to tales of former times.


"Saxon
and the fastest men went down the darkest path, where the corridor was three
men high and one wide because of an error in calculation. At the point where
the shadows come to life even in the eyes of the most fearless warriors,
incredulous, they saw the Puppet Master," Titus interrupted the story and
with a disgusted look and his face contracted in an involuntary grimace of
pain, he sat down. The Abbot fell into a funeral silence staring at the table
in front of him, but his guests could not understand the reason for this
reaction, because they did not know what he was talking about.


"Excuse
me, Your Eminence, what would a Puppet Master be?" asked the dark armiger,
who was an able horseman, wrinkling his thick eyebrows.


"It
is an ancient form of evil found in obscure songs, evoked by human sacrifices,
many human sacrifices!" Titus answered with a thin almost catatonic voice.


At that
moment the door of the room at the top of the stairs slammed. A metallic
rattling reached the ears of those present. It was not the noise made by the
armour of a warrior, but it sounded like a deformed creature with an uncertain
staggering gait. The two guards stood up and unsheathed their swords, staring
at the dark shadows of everything from the third step on. Godwin also got up
slowly, not making hurried gestures but to avoid being hit like a child, by the
first dart thrown. He moved towards the left side of the door. The Abbot,
remembering the silent stairs, put his hand on the pommel of his sword that was
leaning against the black throne.


The
noise became stronger and closer, filling the room with noise of scraping metal
and irregular thumps. From the shadows emerged a man walking with difficulty,
supported by a rudimentary crutch. The newcomer was covered in black plate
armour. It was well finished with golden edgings, bearing the device of two
lions carrying blue flags on his breast-plate. The symbol they saw on his
armour made the two guards relax. They laid aside their arms and bowed deeply,
despite not knowing who that man was. The young man had a noble face, anonymous
chestnut hair and many injuries clearly from a fierce battle. It was the only
son of Titus, Saxon, Prior of the fortress. The Abbot got up laughing nervously
and exclaimed in voice that was so loud that it sounded more like a rebuke than
a welcome:


"Good
morning, my dear Saxon, welcome among us! I was just narrating your deeds in
the catacombs, making me go on and on until it seemed I was trying to convince
myself."


"Happy to know
that you are alive, Prior of the monastery! Your father praised the valiant
deeds you have accomplished!" exclaimed the Lord of the South, rising and
moving the throne to make it easier for the wounded man to sit down.


Saxon
sat down heavily, his good leg giving way under the weight of the armour,
causing a sudden agonising pain. It was so strong that the young man was unable
to hide a wince. Saxon grasped his leg in both hands, bending down to rest his
head on the grey table, trying to hide the pain.


"Forgive
me, my King, I didn’t understood a thing. My last duel has damaged not only my
body, but also my hearing."


The young
man, despite being in considerable pain, wore a pair of heavy, very wide
shoulder straps. The straps had high arrests arising from them, to block blows
from the side. The protection on the right was white, decorated with a blue
cross that extended to the sleeve edge, while the left one was black, decorated
with the two lions. The rest of the armour was black.


Godwin
raised his voice and repeated himself, adding his compliments for the
courageous deeds he had heard described.


"Thank
you, my King, there should be a barrier against that abomination!" Saxon
cried modestly, prey to attacks of pain, while he massaged his leg without
effect, given he was wearing armour.


"Son,
describe it to us, you who have seen and fought against that being. Your
account will surely be more detailed and instructive for our guests,"
Titus asked, moving behind his son and caressing his head.


"You
can feel it when an enemy is evil: the air is charged with negativity; but I
have never sensed such a thick atmosphere before. The voice of the being seemed
like fire, pervading everything, passing through my body and making me feel
weak, breathless. My sword became heavy and the shield worse, but the real
horror did not really begin with the Puppet Master. They came in droves, like
hungry stray dogs, small grey homunculi all with the most horrendous
deformities. Some with only one eye, some with three arms or a large mouth with
long teeth and forked tongues, armed with swords, spears, maces, with any
object capable of disembowelling or smashing a human body.


The
first wave literally fell on our heads. Those little bastards were walking on
the ceiling of the gallery, hidden in shadow, where we could not see them. They
descended upon us quickly, like eagles in hunting hares, with their horrible
worn-out broken weapons. Their breath was rotten, coming straight from the
deepest pit of putrefaction. They had limbs with inhuman strength. They
suddenly overwhelmed us and a strong attacking blow penetrated my chain mail.
Luckily I suffered only a slight cut on my back. For this reason I am now
wearing a complete armour with good protection for my shoulders!" Saxon
stopped his story and with difficulty reached for a pitcher.


When
Godwin saw he was having difficulty he handed him a glass full of milk. The
Prior showed his gratitude to King Godwin with a nod and then continued his
story: "I was definitely lucky, while brave Maurus was hit by an axe right
in the belly and fell to the ground. That hellish being wasted no time jumping
over him, sank his horrendous paws in the bleeding wound, pulling out Maurus’s
guts, filling his hands and carrying them to his mouth. I hit that wicked
creature in the head and smashed it completely, but as long as he had strength
in his arms he continued to tear poor bleeding Maurus apart.


They
fall under the blows of swords in the same way that humans do, but they are not
afraid of us at all and they continue in their exasperated attempt to kill and
to tear bodies apart, as long as even only one limb is able to move. Their flesh
is like clay that has not yet hardened completely, when it takes more effort to
penetrate it, but it is not yet dry enough to crumble. Their fetid blood is
very dark red-brown in colour, and gives off a nauseating stench. It resembles,
in fact, the slurry produced by putrefying corpses on the battlefield, when
they swell as they rot then gas tears them apart, throwing their horrendous
fluid all around.


Godwin
and the two armigers were affected by his account, but they didn't want to let
him to see, as they struggled to keep the expressions of disgust it created
from their faces. The prince kept touching his leg, then drinking and finally
continued his tale:


"The
first wave caught us by surprise. We are young and inexperienced and after all
not many creatures are able to walk on the ceiling. They were less cautious
during the second attack, and with great fervour we sent it back to where it
came from. The same thing happened during the third and the fourth attacks. It
was only when there was no room in the gallery to even walk with the many
corpses lying on the ground, nor to breathe for the nauseating smell, that we
heard that strong chilling scream again. It was immediately blatantly clear
that we had made an error of judgement. Cave trolls do not have so much breath
nor are their voices powerful. We thought it wise to retreat to the previous
section, fearing an enormous enemy. In this case the narrowed anti-troll
corridor in hard stone would be in our favour and would block our opponents.
The air became irrespirable, despite the fact that there were many of us.
Although none of us was new to battles, fear spread, eroding our confidence and
our souls to the point where we were forced to retreat.


When the
enemy was revealed, it was in the form of a thin and tall anthropomorphic being
with a bare torso with well-defined, but not large muscles. Its smooth grey
skin, the same colour as the stones of the catacomb, was able to conceal itself
even in the full light of the torches. It had long, powerful arms, knotty hands
with four opposable fingers capable of re-creating those disgusting beings from
parts of their own carcasses. He picked up a couple of them from the ground and
crushed them with great force, until he obtained a shapeless mass from which he
made a new monster, brother of the previous ones. As soon as he placed the new
creature on the ground, the new entity turned against us, brandishing a weapon
picked up at random.


The Lord
of the South interrupted Saxon asking:


"My
Prince, if I understand correctly, was that being able to resuscitate dead
monsters?"


"Always
accepting that they can be considered living beings in the first place, yes! He
resurrects them by regenerating them from death," answered the King's son
seriously.


The
situation seemed much gloomier than they feared. This news sounded deeply
inauspicious to the ears of the three travelling companions, aware that they
had to undertake a difficult journey on roads that once were safe. Saxon shook
his head and plunged back into his memories:


"After
killing a couple more beings, we attacked a fresh onslaught of the enemy like
furies. I will never forget the absurdity of what I saw. The grey being opened
wide its thin and sunken yellow eyes, similar to those of a feline, filled his
chest with air and with its huge mouth gaping, full of flat bevelled teeth, he
gave a scream. The sound emitted by that gaping black hole echoed in the stone
labyrinth with such vigorous anger that three soldiers in front of me exploded
instantly. I was hit by a red cloud and violently pushed back into the gallery.
A large fragment of a sword shattered and hurled in the air by the scream that
stuck in my leg, making me useless for the rest of that battle and probably
also in the future.


"How
did you kill the beast, my prince?" asked curiously one of the guards of
King Godwin.


"We
didn't kill him. We ran away, while he was regenerating his puppets, and we
sealed the crypt, but not only that. The Abbey's Sancta Sanctorum also had a
narrow passage to escape sieges, connecting the structure to the catacombs. It
has now collapsed and is manned by guards day and night," he answered with
shame, trembling like a swamp rush blown by the wind.


"Therefore,
we have horrors of ancient times sending death from the depths of the
earth!" muttered the Lord of the South, tired of receiving bad news.


"We
had better to send messages to Trondheim and the Sepulchre of the Gods to warn
them to isolate their catacombs and those of their nobles," Titus proposed
rubbing his hands nervously and then adding: "At least human lives will be
saved and sacred relics will be recovered. Our relics are still in the hands of
those beings.


"This
is certainly a priority, my good Titus!" Godwin exclaimed, thinking of his
family sitting on the largest catacomb of the Kingdom.


"I
would entrust the task to the Chamberlain. It must be done immediately without
distractions," Titus stoically replied as he headed to the door.


"My
good King, you must face another problem," Saxon announced with serious
air and restless hands. "The Long Plain, right on your borders, has no
longer been in the Emperor's control for several moons. During the day,
cutthroats patrol every centimetre of it, while ravenous beasts roam furiously
in the dark hours!"


"With
so much chaos where are the armies of Josef, Lord of Hal Barat?" asked
infuriated King Godwin leaping to his feet in anger, like a tiger, chased by
hunters and erupting from the forest. As Godwin moved nervously around the
table, thinking, his two armigers watched each other astounded and very scared.


"My
Lord, do not be angry. If you will, we have this information for you. Our
cousin, returning from a pilgrimage in the south, has survived only thanks to
the formidable escort provided by King Josef's Protectors of the Way, who
currently do their best to stem the atrocities of the criminals," Saxon
explained, hoping to calm down the great King of the South.


"Luckily,
we have some news that is just sour, not salty, flavoured by blood and
sweat!" Godwin exclaimed, lifting his clenched fists in a sign of victory.


Worried,
the two armigers exchanged opinions, on which route was the wisest. They were
talking so loudly that they attracted the attention of the nobles.


"What
disturbs you, my protectors?" asked King Godwin.


"Many
things, my Lord, but the most serious one concerns the insufficient numbers of
our escort!" replied the good horseman with his voice low and his eyes
down.


"Do
not say things, like that! You are warriors of the Tomb of the Gods, men of the
Holy Army and the One God guides your ways, as well as accompanying your
blades! Do not fear any evil, then!" the Lord of the South replied, true
to his unshakeable faith, strong and aware of being a warrior, as few are among
men.


"My
King, we fear it will end differently. You will be our escort, defending us,
and you will be killed for our sakes!" his blond armiger replied,
regretful and tearful adding finally: "My Lord, since the moment we left
the tomb of the Gods a question has been bothering my mind. I would like to
know what was the guiding idea in selecting as an escort two simple armigers
instead of taking into your service knights, perhaps Prophets of the Sword, the
most talented warriors of the South."


King
Godwin was caught unawares and hurriedly stammered an almost incomprehensible sentence.
Righteous coughed twice to lift the tone of his characteristic deep, monotonous
voice and then responded:


"My
dear subjects, on these occasions I always take less important soldiers by my
side to give them the opportunity to admire the Titan and the beauty of the
Empire of United Men. The great knights of the South, for whatever reason or
for whatever promises of marriage, often ride towards destinations that are not
possible for simple warrior." Righteous was saddened. He approached his
men, laid his hand on both men's shoulders and said to them, "The journey
was to be pleasant and safe, but now it has turned into a difficult
undertaking. I am very sorry, my men, that I have led you unintentionally into
a risky situation, I ask forgiveness!"


Immediately
the two white liveried armigers stood up and stated:


"My
King, there is nothing to forgive. If we are with you, it is by God's will!"


Godwin
immediately recovered his courage at the sound of those strong words and
shouted:


"If
God wants it, so be it!"


The
young Saxon, watching the scene as if he were a sick as old man seated on the
black throne, felt a fire burning in his chest and cried:


"If
I had my full strength, I would travel with you as far as Castrum Leonis, but I
would only get in the way. It would be better for you to ride fast for Long
Plain. The robbers are mostly on foot, but they are still able to shoot with
bows and crossbows."


"My
King, wouldn't it be more prudent to use the vegetation as cover and travel
through the Tendard forest?" asked the dark skilful equestrian armiger.


The
answer was not long in arriving. Quick and decided, the serious voice King
Godwin affirmed:


"I
wouldn't go into that nauseating greenery even if it were the last possible
solution. It would be just as bad as trying your luck at the Arcane Fort,
creeping through the black tunnels to follow the Rotten Way under the Gloomy
Mountain! Righteous turned around and looked for his own glass to drink another
drop of milk and reflect.


"My
Lord of the South, as things stand at present, the risks are more or less the
same. Perhaps the fetid vegetation would hide your body more effectively than
the muddy lands of the Long Plain," commented Prince Saxon.


"Don't
insist! The forest would be our tomb, with sharp sniffing snouts and large
tusks dominating its green foliage. The intricate undergrowth often tangles the
legs of both men and horses, turning them into hearty meals for the beings that
live there" was the satisfactory response of the Lord of the South.


"I
totally agree with King Godwin!" Titus exclaimed on his return, after
having personally sent the hawks, not finding the Chamberlain. "The Long
Plain must be taken at a gallop without hesitation or rethinking, straight
towards Hal Barat. You must travel at breakneck speed, but not only three in
number, however valiant you may be!" Titus stopped again for a moment and,
approaching the Lord of the South, asked, "My King, would you be annoyed
if my soldiers accompanied you as a small escort?"


"Certainly
not! To tell the truth, I didn't dare ask you for such a sacrifice, given your
problems," Godwin answered with a smile, satisfied by the generous offer.


"So
if you will allow me, father, I would like my men to be the escort! I remain
blocked here, but they are great warriors!" proposed Saxon with a dash of
pride.


"If
your soldiers come of their own free will, I would be happy to enjoy their
protection!" Righteous answered with gratitude.


Titus
sat down in his place, finished the bread and meat, he had previously grabbed
before going to send the hawks, and reported:


"The
hawks are flying. I thought it was right to warn King Grigor as well, but I did
not mention our meeting or the hawks sent elsewhere. Trusting an honest person
in these times is already a serious risk, but Sire Grigor is sure death."


The joke
against King Grigor just a few days ago would have caused a beautiful smile on
Godwin's face. But now the cogs of war had been set in motion thunderously. It
seemed too late to stop the course of events, because every blade of grass
seemed to offer a new hidden horror, and every lost moment tore a shred of
happiness from Godwin’s heart.










Chapter 14


Seventeen
blades and a Nordic hammer


 


 


After
they had finished breakfast and it was time to mount their horses. The three travellers
thanked Titan for his spartan but very welcome hospitality. They would surely
feel the lack of such a welcome for many moons. On the square, in front of the
large window above the portal, twenty soldiers in white armour arranged in a
circle were talking among themselves. Their armour was similar to the beautiful
protection worn by the son and heir.


Each
soldier held a long spear. At the top was a threatening black steel wedge,
which did not reflect or seem touched by the rays emitted by the warm sun of
that morning. Just under the sharp steel hung, unmoving, a blue forked flag.
Beautiful swords shone at the side of each knight, their blades were on display
sending out flashes of light. The unusual and impractical decision had been
taken to adopt half scabbards. The lower half of the weapon hung free. As was
usual for many knights, they all wore a chain mail coif: a sort of hood made of
metal mesh. The metal was separated from their skin by another blue fabric
hood, lightly padded with wool in order to mitigate the violence of any blow to
the head.


While
the knights were debating, Godwin helped Saxon to get to the square. He was in
pain and in poor shape, but he was determined to salute the men of his
garrison. Walking caused sudden agonising pain in his affected leg, but
nevertheless, the prior clung to his crutch like a climber to the rock. His
pride made him grit his teeth, never relinquishing his great desire to prove
himself strong to his subordinates. He wanted to be the object of admiration and
pride in the eyes of King Godwin. Titus was intent on following him, silently
worried.


The men
in black armour lined up as soon as they saw their King and prince crossing the
threshold of the Abbey.


"My
brave soldiers, my brothers, I am still with you!" Saxon was forced to
stop and hold back a grimace of pain.


"My
Commander, my King, my guests, we wish you a good day! I am Fulk, Vice
Commander of the Guardians of the Faith, First Guard of Honour of the Abbey
Prior Fortress and these are my most talented and daring brothers, we are all
at your command!" The not-so-young Commander who appeared was well known
throughout warrior chronicles. He enjoyed great fame as a man and no less as a
soldier. The storytellers had for some time been spreading stories of his remarkable
war deeds during his debatable past as a mercenary. But the stories about Fulk
told of dedication, honesty and defence of the faith, not only dark deeds and
blood.


"My
brothers, I only ask for those who wish to volunteer. The task will be heavy,
fraught with challenges and dangers!" Saxon stopped in order to hide yet
another stabbing pain. "I will not be able to ride alongside you and this
fills my heart with sad regret, but the saddle is impossible for me even at a
trot. The mission will be to escort King Godwin, Lord of the South, to his
possessions, passing across the Long Plain in the direction of Hal Barat. I
will not hide from you the arduous path and the certain risk inherent in such a
request. Should some of you find this plan crazy and unreasonable, you may
withdraw without fear of ridicule or scorn."


None of
the twenty knights took a step back, but neither did they step forward. Their
tense and amazed faces showed their surprise regarding the unexpected request,
leaving them all astonished and perplexed. The proposal stopped the words in
their mouths and any action from their minds. It was Fulk who took the first
solid step, saving him and his men from embarrassment and shame. He shouted:


"I
am with the Lord of the South!"


His cry
was echoed by a second soldier who was quite old, but delightedly proud to be
wearing his old armour marked by many blows from many battles:


"I
will follow you too, my Sire!"


The cry
of a third warrior resounded strongly. He took off his sword and pointed it to
the sky. Amid the admiring applause of those present, he exclaimed:


"I
am Sigfred, son of Euten, never will anyone be able to tell falsehood and lies
about me, portraying me as a coward who flies from a challenge in the hour of
need!"


A big
man with a square face and a long, red frizzy moustache came forward. He too
had participated in numerous battles and was one of the few knights of humble
origin. He had made his way with a double-sided axe until he received his title
for merit in battle. This man still wielded his huge two-bladed weapon, making
it look like a minute toy in his hands. The red man was so large and heavy that
he could be compared with of brave Holaf. Not only was this knight famous for
his size, but also for the fury with which, brandishing his axe, he eliminated
enemies in battle. He enjoyed fame among warriors throughout the Kingdom. The
man had been nicknamed the Woodcutter, given the power of his every blow, each
capable of knocking down a grown tree.


A loud
metallic noise distracted the attention from Sigfred's growls and shouting, He
was full of adrenaline having just volunteered. One of the twenty had just
knelt holding a rosary in his hands, reciting prayers in an ancient language
that few now understood. One of those few included King Godwin. The kneeling
man had a bald head had and fairly friendly appearance. He didn’t exactly look
like a rude soldier. He appeared bony and thin in the face with many wrinkles,
which made him seem older than he actually was. It was very difficult to guess
how many winters he had seen. He had two large chains lying between the stop
rib of his shoulder plates and his neck. The chains held to two enormous maces,
whose steel heads were made up of sixteen metal blades. The blades had very
long staggered teeth, able to break through any armour with ease. When he had
finished praying, the bald man got up and stood beside the other four
courageous warriors as he presented himself:


"I
am Melkior. I will dedicate my weapons and my healing arts to you, my Lord of
the South!"


Godwin,
applauding like everyone else, was very pleased to learn of the medical skills
of the new warrior and exclaimed:


"A
courageous man, a believer and thirdly, even a healer, what more can I expect
from a single man!"


Melkior
responded to the compliment with a deep bow. Another five daring warriors
volunteered to fill the ranks of the group, but it was the eleventh man who
stepped forward who generated amazement.


"I
would like to come with you, my Sire!" the young stable boy exclaimed in a
clear voice. He had been sent to welcome King Godwin on his arrival. Now he
appeared with the three horses beautifully groomed and rested. He was dressed
in complete armour, but still the wrong size. Amidst the uproar of the armigers
and knights attending the ceremony, Godwin was quite moved and addressed the
young man without hesitation:


"You
know, my child, I'm afraid you will have to resign yourself to allowing more
sand to flow through your hourglass before you can take part in a battle."


"I'm
ten years old, my King, and for two I have trained in the art of
swordsmanship!" It was a bold and brave response, from that child from the
stable to the Great King.


"Go
back to the stables, baby, there's no room for you here!" exclaimed a
patrol armiger in the square, laughing and insulting the infant.


"You,
Sire, if only you would step forward, you would certainly have a place among my
daring knights!" Godwin provoked him with a hard voice and penetrating
gaze.


"Are
you speaking to me, Your Majesty?" asked the armiger, stuttering.


"Of
course, I am referring to you!" The Lord of the South responded shortly.


"But
I cannot, Your Majesty, have a family and also duties towards the Abbey,"
the whimpering armiger tried to look small and defenceless.


"He
derides the actions of a child, full of himself as an adult! Even if the number
of your birthdays makes you undeniably older than this young infant, you are
certainly no more of a man!" said King Godwin showing off his considerable
lexical ability to express ideas, as well as insults.


The
armiger stood still, frozen by fear and insecurity. From his catatonic gaze it
was easy to see the confusion created by Godwin’s articulated reasoning.


"The
King of the Kings of the South has called you a bully with the weak but, when
put to the test, you become the weakest of all!" a knight who had just
joined the group of volunteers shouted, simplifying the words of Righteous in
his own way.


In the
square an unexpected shout of laughter rang out, caused by the unexpected clear
explanation.


"Brother
Franz, thank you for your enlightening translation!" Saxon exclaimed,
applauding the courage of his companion who had just arrived among the heroes.


King
Godwin, as he finished applauding, gave the child a caress for the adult
courage he had shown and whispered to him:


"I
would like to take you with me, one of my twenty children would be about your
age, and I'm sure, you would be able to serve him well. However I must beg you
to stay at the fortress. The journey is treacherous, and in the near future
many will fall, leaving no skilled fighting men in the castles and cities. Your
time will come, young warrior, do not be in a hurry, if God wishes, you will
have your turn!"


They
were the last words addressed to the great hearted young man. Despite numerous
repeated pleas from the child, the position of the Lord of the South did not
vary. Three other knights of Terra joined the company as they prepared to
leave. There was only one post left, the last place for glory and perhaps
death.


Finally,
the fifteenth warrior arrived at a fast gallop, passing through the large
portal of the wall surrounding the fortress Deus Ex Terra. He was on the back
of a very large steed, protected by armour of intimidating black steel. The
newcomer brought the tawny mantled horse to the place where all the other
horses waited for their masters. His arrival was thunderous, like a landslide
of rocks on a hillside. He was a huge knight of rough appearance. He had a
large burnished helmet with a long, flowing red crest that danced at every step
the mighty stranger took. His lowered visor allowed nothing of his face to be
seen, nor did it offer clues as to his origin. His powerful shoulders, covered
with large shoulder plates, as red as fresh blood, did not bear any insignia.
The careful workmanship of the entire armour, totally covered in runic signs,
indicated a possible regal origin or a lot of money earned on the battlefields.
His red gorget had particular workmanship with engravings in a runic language
now known by only a few. This was another detail, noted by Godwin, who knew of
the existence of this Nordic language, even though he was unable to read it or
understand it. The unknown warrior approached the line of soldiers, all
beautiful and standing tall in their white armour, staring at the stranger
silently.


"Are
you with us, silent warrior of the north?" asked King Godwin with a steady
voice.


"It
depends," the soldier replied in an echo without opening his helmet or
prostrating himself.


"And
what would it depend on, unknown hero?" The Righteous was intrigued by the
mysterious answer.


"What
do you have to offer, Lord of the South!" the Nordic warrior quickly
asserted in an icy tone.


"If
you're a mercenary looking for dinars, go back down the road you came on!"
Fulk shouted with marked contempt in his tone of voice.


"I
am not speaking to you, you have no power!" replied the unknown knight
without even looking at the First Guard of Honour, who turned from him with
disappointment.


The
restless Fulk had a peculiar tremor in his right eyelid, a typical
manifestation of nervousness. His provocation was given bravely without fear or
common sense. His steel blade flew through the air guided by the lightning-fast
Fulk and hit the Nordic warrior, who was apparently caught off guard. The colossus
quickly retreated to gain time. Then as quick as a cat he moved from retreat to
furious attack like someone who only lived from one battle to the next. The
unexpected move forced the Commander on his back foot, his sword blade running
into the glove of singular design, belonging to the Nordic warrior. The sword
got stuck in that strange invention, more like a hammer or a blacksmith's tool,
than a normal gauntlet. It took only a second for the icy steel of the north to
find the temple of the brave warrior of Terra. It touched and stayed there,
without causing damage.


"Do
you, knight, offer to surrender?" the new arrival asked the first warrior
to offer his services to the Lord of the South.


Fulk
proudly tried to free his blade from the grip of the gauntlet with all his
might without giving an answer and considering, as a last chance, abandoning
his sword and taking up another weapon. The Commander of Terra did just this,
dodging the enemy hammer and unsheathing a second sword he carried on his belt.
The two watched each other for a few moments. Then Fulk was the first to speak:


"I
admit, you are truly valiant and have a great heart in battle, mastodon!"


"Thank
you, Commander, I will take it as a compliment, if you want I will return your
sword as a friend," replied the great man with the strange armour and
heavy hammer.


"I
certainly revere that sword, but I will take it from the cold hands of your
corpse!" the other answered arrogantly.


During
this virile demonstration of force, the soldiers on the square would have
intervened if only Saxon had not ordered them to stay where they were. Godwin
was also curious regarding the abilities of that warrior, and did not dismiss
the idea of testing his strength: He seemed to float on the wind despite his
size and weight. The champion from Terra was shocked once again by the unusual
Nordic battle tactics. The nameless warrior pressed the Commander, this time
without a weapon, but only with a powerful shove. He pushed so hard that his
opponent lost contact with the ground for a moment, flying through the air.
Fulk didn't realize the extent of his flight until forced by gravity to return
to the cold ground of the square. He was stretched out for the entire length of
his body.


"You've
stumbled, Sire?" asked his monolithic adversary, bringing the hammer
closer to Fulk's face, while striking with the second sword, sticking it into
the ground.


"Give
me back at least my honour, knight, allow me rise before striking me or killing
me!" The Commander of Terra shouted proud but despairing.


To the
shock of all those present including the King, intent on ordering the cessation
of hostilities in the name of God, of the Emperor and of anyone else who could
have a minimum of influence, the hammer withdrew.


"I
will not kill you, my friend, you are not my enemy. I had no wish to duel with
you!" exclaimed the upstanding warrior. With gentle manners he extended
his hand to his adversary with great sincerity.


Fulk, a
proud man, was wounded, not in his body but in his morale, refused help in a
rudely. The colossal Nordic man opened his visor, revealing a sweaty face
because of the effort, and with great anxiety he headed toward the Lord of the
South, offering him a half bow. His face was young, marked by a scar, which
carved a furrow from his upper lip to his left cheekbone. It showed signs of
being poorly treated.


"Let
me introduce myself, my King!" exclaimed the young man with the scar,
bowing again before the crowned heads, "I am called Gotthard Gotzson, son
of Gottwald, Lord of Stahldorf. I go from city to city in search of glory! Can
you promise me I will earn such a reward, my Lord?" the strange young man
with an exuberant temperament asked.


"Our
way is fraught with trouble, my brave lad! I have no power to grant what I
don't possess, but I can certainly guarantee you an abundance of enemies.
Perhaps not the size of your hammer nor of a type that would appease your
craving for blood," the Lord of the South responded by approaching the
Prince of Stahldorf to inspect the singular gauntlets of his impressive armour.
After inspecting and being astonished by such warlike ingenuity, King Godwin
commented, "Prince Gotthard, we would certainly all be delighted to be
able to count you among our ranks. If a tenth of your brother's strength flows
through you, we will all be saved!"


"I
departed from my beloved North to move away from the cumbersome shadow of my
brother! ‘He is the Rampage of the Gods!’ is what the fleeing enemies shout as
they are chased and beaten mercilessly. The rest of the armies of the Divine
Steel and I are not taken into consideration at all. For this reason I ask you
not to compare me with Gottbert anymore. In exchange I promise you I am an
indomitable and unstoppable warrior!" Gotthard answered, halfway between
seeming nervous and indifferent.


"I
apologize to you. I will no longer compare you to your brother, but will you be
happy to be warrior number fifteen?" asked the Lord of the South
respectfully.


"Yes,
my King, you have your fifteenth weapon!" the warrior from the north answered
vibrantly, with determination.


The
strange and well-armed group of knights began stocking up on supplies in an
attempt to waste as little time as possible. The Lord of the South and his much
more numerous escort bid farewell to their hosts with all due rituals of the
situation. They began their journey with discreet speed. King Godwin, on his
way out of the city, was struggling to recognize it, as it was so different
from that macabre and gloomy pile of buildings encountered the evening before
in absolute silence. The entire religious capital had become a magnificent
butterfly, blossoming from a dark chrysalis, now transformed into a joyful and
noisy city accompanying them towards their destiny.


With
their ears still full of stories of what was lurking below the earth of their
beloved lands, Godwin and his armigers could not help but turn their eyes
towards the Abbey Fortress. With the same lost gaze as a child snatched from
his parents, they shivered, driven by awareness of the infinite maze of tunnels
below their beloved Portal of the Gods, capable of regurgitating all kinds of
nefariousness in an attack on their loved ones.


"Hopefully
Titus's hawk will soon arrive and they will seal the ways of the dead in
time," Godwin whispered to himself. From the steel of his helmet escaped
all his fears for his family.


"Don't
worry, my King, your son Angus is a great warrior. Speaking objectively, all
your children are great swordsmen. As well, they are protected by the Prophets
of the Sword," the good black-haired armiger consoled his King.


Godwin
smiled, looked at him and answered:


"Do
you know what I think? You are a good man, but you have never told me your
name!"


"My
Lord, my name is Lorin, son of Gowein, Lord of the Shoes," replied the
laughing horseman in an attempt to set the mood, highlighting the humble
origins of his shoemaker father.


"Well,
son of Gowein, I'm happy to have met you!" the Lord of the South answered
kindly, smiling.










Chapter 15


March
to the south


 


 


The sun,
now high in the sky, made the shadows small and puny, lying under the feet of
the hooves of the travelling horses. With Vyborg at their backs, now just a
step of their journey in everyone's memory, they were tired of the long ride
that had been underway for several hours. The column, led by the Lord of the
North travelled along a stony path, used often enough by merchants and pilgrims
returning from the sacred places. They crossed many bubbling brooks, fording
the cold crystalline waters where the fish, busy swimming in the rapid flow,
peeped out caressing the surface with their backs, causing slight ripples.


The
winding route through the green Vyborg Hills was the easiest and least
worrying. The garrison, however, though they would have a fair psychological
impact against any attackers, remained on guard not ever allowing themselves a
moment of leisure. There was not a single crackling in the bushes that didn’t
attract the attention of Holaf. He was often the first to carefully move
through the greenery, running down only small rodents, sparrows or wildlife
frightened by the Great King. Towards the horizon to the south, where the peaks
of the mountains stood out gigantic and austere, it was possible to observe
large clouds gathering with their bellies swollen with rain, ready with a quite
unpleasant welcome for the military parade.


High
often strained his acute vision hoping to prevent any approaching evil,
focusing on every shadow or strange movement that attracted his attention.


"What
do you see there, good brother?" Holaf he asked, trying to read the
pentagram of destiny.


"I
don't think I can see much more than you, my friend!" replied the
God-Slayer, smiling because of the veiled flattery.


"In
the north we have a saying, we always believe that when standing guard it is
better that there are two," Holaf justified with an old Nordic saying his
attempt to copy the Lord of the East. The Nordic culture was full of ancient
sayings, handed down by the elders. These sacred celestial saying concealed
obvious ideas, on which the warriors still relied.


"If
we sent two soldiers ahead as scouts, they could see what is happening there
and come back to report as fast as the wind from the east!" High exclaimed
with joy and pride over the proposal.


"Yes,
but the horses would get tired right away," Holaf replied sceptically.
"All that going back and forward would be hard on the poor legs of the
steeds. I would prefer to stay together and overwhelm any enemies like a charge
of bison.


"I
want to offer myself and gallop as far as the next hill!" exclaimed Boris
smiling.


"You
alone?" asked High with a strange expression on his face, like the look
you see one in the eyes of a man who avoided some evil event.


"No,
not alone, my King, if you will allow me, I will watch over the prince,"
the Wolf proposed, surprising everyone with his unexpected and yet very welcome
proposal to act as nurse to the young Boris.


"If
you are sure, my knight, I will not object at all!" nodded King High
relying on good luck. For Holaf there was no need to say a word. The War
Masters enjoyed such consideration that they could speak openly and in no
uncertain terms, even with Kings and Queens. In addition, they were usually
cantankerous beasts, stubborn as mules, and arguing with them often turned out
to be a waste of time.


The
strange couple of Boris and the Wolf galloped ahead several times. To save the
breath of the horses, if there were no dangers, they stopped to wait for the
rest of the group. The road in the Realm of Vyborg was worthy of the peaceful
times of the past. All travellers they met and interrogated on the way seemed
worried, but only about the usual everyday situations, certainly not of evil
beasts or horrific Orcs.


Miles
had been rolling by the tired legs of horses for some time now, not to mention
the broken backs of the knights. Now enveloped in his black mantle of the
night, the Kings opted to stop the column and let men and horses rest:


"Let's
look for a place quite far from the road, even better, if at our backs there is
an impassable cliff!" High ordered, as he painstakingly lit a torch to
look for something.


The War
Masters slipped silent like shadows into the luxuriant bush that grew over the
rocks and boulders. Despite the great experience of the Nordic warriors, it was
a Vyborg soldier who discovered the right place. Wedged between a spur of rock
and a ravine on the riverside there was a small hollow. The opening was not
very wide and or hospitable, but it was enough to accommodate the three ladies
and the young prince.


On the
rocks, which were covered and softened by a thick layer of damp moss, the
soldiers lay down all around the ladies, creating a sort of circle. A few paces
outside this circle, eight lookouts in turn watched over the sleep of all,
often hidden in a bush, either on a tree or in the cavity of a rotten trunk.
Four men on horseback rode far and wide in search of threatening traces or
scents, concealed by cautious assailants. They were without the warmth of a
fire. They reluctantly did without warm coals for it would have endangered
everyone by signalling the position for many miles. The new warm coats kept the
ladies cosy, enthusiastic about the splendid stars beautifully sparkling in the
sky, which was for now clear and cloudless.


"Such
splendour, don't you think?" asked the beautiful Sersy of her Dragon lying
next to her.


"The
sky is always magnificent when it is free from vaporous cloudy veils. In the
north we enjoy such splendour every time we raise our eyes to the Gods,"
the third rune replied, looking in a vain attempt to see at least the light reflected
in her eyes.


"What
will become of me now, my warrior?" asked the woman with a worried voice.


"I
don't understand, what will become of you in what sense?" The man answered
lifting himself up on his elbows.


"In
short, you have redeemed me, but what am I now?" asked the woman feeling
stronger with darkness concealing their faces. "Am I your slave?"


"But
what are you saying!" the Dragon, immediately biting back a loud retort so
as not to wake all the others. "You are free, you can choose in full conscience
where to go and with whom!" the warrior of the dragon whispered sweetly.


The
silent night did not offer any crackling, squeaking or hissing to disturb the
sweet sleep of tired warriors. Only the subtle words of the pair could be
heard, light and discreet.


"If
I must be honest, I hoped you would be interested to hear that you have taken
my heart. Your presence is fresh spring breeze, sea foam carried by the wind,
my intentions were not to hide the idea of asking for your hand, but I thought
it was understood," the heart of the Dragon was completely open, revealing
a sweet loving fruit.


The
lucky maiden did not answer and wrapped herself in her mantle, leaving a heavy
weight in the heart of rune number three. The third warrior of Trondheim was
silent. He remained in the shadow of the night with his burden and his enormous
and very strong pride badly wounded. Perhaps two or three hours passed. Night
time mocks the insomniacs. The third rune, in a rush of anger, moved away from
the hollow in the hope of calming his fury and to avoid saying anything he may
later regret.


The
night passed without real misfortunes or ugly surprises. Only at first light
the great figure dressed in steel and leather returned to the ranks, silent and
gloomy like the winter of Trondheim. Holaf, having witnessed the affair without
the great Dragon noticing, came up to him. Holaf made the tall and robust third
rune look like a young boy barely grown up. Looking down from his great height,
Long Sword asked:


"My
warrior, did you have a wild night?"


"Yes,
Your Majesty, but do not be afraid, I have such anger in my heart that I am
ready to fight an entire army of Orcs!" Dragon’s the furious response was
protected by the armour of total ferocity.


"I'm
not worried about your fury, you have enough for all of us. On the contrary I'm
very interested in your mind and your morale!"Holaf answered seriously and
calmly as if he were talking to a dear friend.


"Your
words honour me, my King, I will do my utmost to reciprocate your good heart,"
replied rune who was wounded not physically, but deeply.


"Let's
go, my warrior, the road is long and full of turns. We can't guess now the
turnings our future will take, which way or river we'll travel on tomorrow.
Everything in this life can fall like butterflies and change as quickly as
those dark menacing clouds full of rain," prophesied the Lord of the North
walking smiling towards his steed.


High,
whom nothing ever escaped, laughed under his moustache, which flourished
prosperous on his face in an unusual way. The Dragon headed towards his horse,
passing by the God-Slayer and commented:


"I
believe, the Lord of Trondheim did not refer to the journey to that settlement.


The
God-Slayer tilted his head to the side and smiled, answering in a playful voice:


"I
think you're right."


The
Prince of Vyborg meanwhile showed his talents as a great swordsman, repeatedly
piercing a poor birch. The royal blond lad was a total novice. Nothing in his
style could be said to be correct, neither the position of his legs nor the way
he grasped his sword. Boris held the weapon in his hand in a way that was far
from convincing. He touched it as if it were something slimy and repulsive. Not
even his head moved normally. He tossed it about like a bell ringing for a
feast day.


"Boris,
my Prince, what offence has that poor tree given you?" asked King Holaf as
he waited for his breakfast.


"It
was in my way!" The blond prince answered jokingly.


Holaf
asked the soldier on duty in the kitchen how much more time he needed to
prepare sustenance. Since he more time was needed Holaf looked at the prince
and gave the order:


"Now
I am coming, put on your helmet!"


"The
great heroes do not use helmets and often do not hide themselves behind
shields!" he asserted with all the chattering and excitement of a young
buck.


In this
place my eyes do not see great heroes, but I do see great soldiers and mighty
warriors. Do you know what else I see?" asked the Lord of the North of
Boris.


"Yes,
you see a small and useless prince!" replied the blond youth, mocking
himself, despondent.


"No!"
Holaf exclaimed strongly. "I see helmets protecting each of these talented
men!" Long Sword picked up two long heavy branches from the ground and
gave one to Boris.


"My
King, what can I do with a stick? We're certainly not going to face brigands
with wood!" asked the prince reluctant to grasp the branch.


"We
don't carry training swords with us, so we'll make do," replied the great
warrior of the north.


Boris
slipped on his green sparrow beaked helmet and grasped the large and unusual
Vyborg shield, which was new, without a scratch.


"Widen
your legs! You look like a bush! You will end up with your ass on the ground
immediately!" Holaf, shouted as he nonchalantly walked around the boy.
"You must never tremble before the enemy, the Gods are watching you to
decide whether you are worthy of feasting with them in the great hall, or
whether your place will be here, under the ground left to rot!" The King
of the North shouted again.


"I
can see nothing through these holes, my King!" the novice exclaimed
metallically, provoking smiles of ridicule among the soldiers of Vyborg.


"That
is the reason why I move in a circle around you, my Prince, at least you will
learn, what it means to frame the opponent," Holaf replied harshly, but
correct.


"Now
what must I do?" the prince, intent on turning himself around to keep the
master in his very limited vision.


"If
you want, good Boris, you could try to attack me," suggested King Holaf,
before ringing a nice chime on the helmet of the prince, quick and inexorable
as the tide.


"You
see, Prince Boris, in a duel that metal that you would have your heroes
renounce, could save your life!" specified High sitting on a rock, calming
observing.


The head
of the young prince rang out many more times, and several times the young
prince swore most un-regally.


"Come
on, Prince Boris, at least try to hit me!" the Lord of the North incited
the boy with the promise of glory and honours.


Although
the young prince hurled himself at the old King with ardour, there was no
clatter from the black armour of the north, but at most a few cracks of wood
against wood.


Looking
at the two noble duellers, the warriors began to enjoy the show. There was
nothing bad in this, if it were not for unworthy behaviour of crude soldiers, who
aimed insults at their prince, their derision brought on by boredom. They, as
ignorant peasants, did not give him any credit.


Holaf
attacked the good Boris, as he would have done in battle, not giving quarter
because it was play. In a fraction of a second the blond lad was hurled to the
ground, the sound resonating loudly. Between the sound of the young man
crashing into a hollow tree, which thundered like a drum, and the ringing of
the chain mail, several phrases that were not very suitable for a prince rang
through the air again, even though for all his life he had been a suave man of
the court. The roar of laughter filled the battleground, as the men added more
ignorant teasing to the discomfort of the young man:


"Surely
one thing he knows, is how to fall down!" a green knight shouted, spitting
out his breakfast soup. Other foolish and irreverent comments were added among
general hilarity.


"Silence!"
shouted King High standing up. "You are being disrespectful towards your
prince. What kind of knights are you?"


"We're
Vyborg's knights, loyal to King Demitry, not to his youngest son!" a man
in armour answered arrogantly, standing up on a stone to give himself more
dignity.


"Please,
great knight of Vyborg, come and show us how you fight among the green hills!"
the Lord of the North invited him.


"I
won’t cross blades with an incapable young man. I don’t want to hurt him!"
The soldier cleverly replied.


"Knight,
you won't fight against Prince Boris. He will watch you in a passage of arms
against me," replied King Holaf seriously and austerely.


The
soldiers all fell silent, watching the face of the Nordic ruler, hard, forged
in the ice, his penetrating stare fixed on the irreverent green soldier.


"Your
Majesty, I could never oppose a nobleman of your rank. If I were to strike you,
I could never forgive myself. I certainly do not want to risk it!" the
knight desperately sought a foothold to escape from the duel.


"Forgive
me, Sire, maybe I could offer myself as a more appropriate target for your
doubtless deadly attacks!" The Wolf's Head surprisingly suggested with his
spoon still in his mouth.


"But
what sense there be in such a duel?" asked the thin green braggart.


"It
will be only and simple educational round. You can learn a lot also by
observing a duel. Of course, the end is usually horrific, but in this case it
will be pure academic," replied King High, curious to hear the answer of
the Vyborg cavalier.


The Wolf
helmet shook out his long blond hair and came to stand next to Holaf. He took
the King's staff in his hand and whispered softly, so no one could hear him
from more than five steps away:


"Should
I knock him down like a chamois?"


"Faster
than lightning and louder than thunder!" was the response of the King of
the North.


The Wolf
went to Prince Boris and asked him for his stick, opened his visor showing his
smiling face and exclaimed:


"Prince,
now we'll have some fun!" closed his visor and turned, stretching his arm
with the second stick toward his challenger, who now was being incited by his
companions:


"You
can't back out now!" one shouted.


"You
are a knight of Vyborg, fight for the honour of all!" another cried.


The
challenger took the shield and put on the helm with sparrow beak, before
heading to the arena, where he claimed the wooden weapon. The green knight
stood sideways, on guard favouring his right arm, covering most of the big
target he made with his shield, and provoked:


"Sire,
whenever you're ready!"


A fury
that barely seemed human overwhelmed the paladin of Vyborg, forcing him to
retreat, though he was hit like a snare drum as he went backwards. The number
one rune ferociously pushed the poor green knight, who was a great warrior with
words but less active with sword and shield. Unable to attack, closed into
defence, he ended up like a quarter of beef, thrown on the butcher's table.
Once his enemy was on the ground, with Nordic ardour, the Wolf pushed his stick
against the losing man's throat, exclaiming:


"I
see and hear no difference between your defeat and that of the prince. So,
explain to me the difference in the silence now afflicting your companions.
Before they were more than willing to mock the Prince of Vyborg."


No one
answered this question. They were silent and apathetic, like the forest around
the garrison, until there was a spontaneous apology from a young man of good
heart:


"My
Prince, our joking was rough and ill-timed. We have been rude, we ask
forgiveness! Many other soldiers joined in asking for forgiveness, raising the
devastated moral of the prince, still sitting on the hollow tree trunk.


The
Wolf's Head helped his opponent to get up. The man was not very happy about the
sound defeat he had suffered.


"I
stumbled!" exclaimed the whimpering loser with little humility.


The
first rune smiled, but did not comment. He had had enough, sitting next to the
prince as he caught his breath.


"You
see, boy," said the Wolf interrupting himself to take off his helmet and
recover himself. "They are all very talented and heroic, when they sit and
watch. However, once they are challenged, fear, if it is not controlled, leads
to error, and finally they fall on their asses just like you."


"But
you were not afraid? You were a fury, really amazing!" the blonde boy
answered excitedly.


"You
are right, I wasn't afraid of anything this time, but when the blades are real
and there many enemies - I am afraid too. The important thing is not to be
dominated by it," the Wolf answered calmly.


"You
have seen, Prince, there are only two ways to emerge from a battle, if you live
you are frightened and damaged, otherwise the road is only one, but not very
tempting, despite the religious ideals promising grandeur in the next life,"
King Holaf interrupted smiling. "I attacked you as a Trondheim warrior
would do, to show you what it means to be pushed by a shield. Not many would
remain standing, Prince, my weight is much greater than yours, and so will the
average Orc be. Trust my words Boris, you will become as skilful as all your
men, perhaps even much better. Just keep working on yourself in the practices!"


The
young prince was enthusiastic about these words and in his round head began to
fantasize about large duels and laurel wreaths to crown his head.


The
entire garrison was fed with a miserable potato soup, with only a few pieces of
dry meat to give it some body. This was accompanied by bread, which was more
like granite balls thrown from a sling than a fragrant loaf warm and redolent
straight from the oven. Then the group set off again.


Many
leagues divided the soldiers from the small village of Cernyj Les, right on the
border of the Kingdom of Vyborg. The early morning gave promise of a humid
journey. The beautiful sun of the previous day seemed a distant memory to the
travellers. No rays played happily, reflecting on the long pikes and halberds
but only a uniform grey like charcoal smoke slid across the sky, allowing only
slight glimpses of a timid fiery globe. Starlings and magpies flew low, prey to
ravens and hawks, the usual masters of the sky, but today their flight was
submissive and fearful.


Galloping
rapidly, the men returned to the road, previously abandoned as a precaution.
Not one wayfarer or pilgrim passed by. They received no greetings or bows. The
abandoned road did not seem the same as the day before. Not even the lush
undergrowth, an excellent travelling companion from the start, rustled
cheerfully now, but it seemed to diminish growing less and thinning out at
every step. Then the underbrush gave way to the desolation of barren and wet
expanses of mud. Slender yellow oaks dominated the landscape with bushes from
time to time and occasional solitary trees. Boris and the Wolf who were the
avant-garde, galloped back to the ranks in a hurry, with their horses tired out
because of the crazy race that continued back and forth to the horizon. The
road in that area changed from slushy mud to subtle unstable gravel, which
caused problems in manoeuvring.


"My
King!" exclaimed the Wolf dismounting from his horse to give it relief,
while he reported what the two had seen: "My Lords, there at the end,
beyond the last hill in sight, there is a tiny lake. The road there turns,
skirting it as far as the eye can see, because the scrub is as thick as it was
in the freshness of this morning. There were knights among that foliage which
we were unable to recognize.


Holaf
looked at thoughtful High and asked:


"What
do you think, my brother?"


"I
think many things and none of them please me," the God-Slayer answered
cryptically.


"My
King, there shouldn't be soldiers of Varius on this side of the Vyborg Hills.
They would be very far from home!" the mighty Dragon stoically asserted.


"Rune
number one, you are not sure of the number or the banners of these men?"
he asked the scout.


"No,
my King, we have seen them slip quickly into the vegetation. I can only tell
you that I have counted six, Boris says seven, but this is very limited
information," replied the Wolf, sorry he cannot be of any further help.


"My
King, if you were to grant me command over the men of Vyborg, I could go closer
deliberately and openly on purpose, perhaps our number will seem great enough
to put those men in flight," proposed the Dragon. His heart was swollen
with anger at the obstinate silence of young Sersy.


"It
could be a solution, but stay at a safe distance, I do not want any injuries
caused by arrows!" the Lord of the North answered.


Once
they had decided to try this trick, they advanced together, silent and
observing the ground carefully, as it was unstable under the hoofs of the
horses, forcing everyone to dismount from their horses. The three women were
kept at the centre of the formation, which consisted of well built Vyborg
knights. The column was closed by the knights of the East and their arrows,
while at the head the Masters of War acted as a battering ram against any
enemies who threw themselves into attack.


Arriving
on the last hill before the long, narrow stretch of water, the troop stopped at
a place that offered shelter from any enemy glances. The Wolf, moving
stealthily among the rocks and the brushwood, showed the way to King Holaf, the
God-Slayer and the Dragon. Boris, strangely, stayed with the others, as ordered
by the Lord of the East, without saying anything more than "I obey you!"


The four
moved ahead, like lions hunting, low and hidden among the weeds, down the slope
cautiously to the edge of the undergrowth. They remained hidden to watch for
any signs of the enemy. Many unknown factors and doubts crowded into the minds
of the Kings. The men they were seeking might not have been hostile, but what
army would move so far from its borders and for what reason? All their fears
and thoughts snaked treacherously, cloaking the four in bad omens and
corrupting their hearts. They saw fluttering everywhere among the shadows, but
often it was only imaginary movement.


The Lord
of the North decided to move even further downstream, closer to the possible
enemy. He was followed by his three companions. The stony hill descended,
making the route even more difficult, which reduced possibility of encountering
prying eyes. The four men squeezed into a narrow, winding, trench-like natural
cleft in the ground, just like the ditches dug for a siege. The bottom was
muddy, making walking sticky. They were so close to the lake that they had
become tiny dots to the eyes of the watching second Nordic rune. He was in
charge of controlling the situation from the high ground. The Kings, as they
moved weighed down by the mud, came out not far from the area of leafy
undergrowth. They looked at every leaf, branch and stone, well in view, but
nothing suspicious moved. No strange noises were heard nor voices speaking;
only the muted breaking of the waves on the muddy banks in the lake not far
away disturbed the bucolic silence. High whispered in a thin breathy voice that
seemed like the rustle of a withered leaf floating through the air before it
settled on the ground:


"My
brother, the situation doesn't make sense. I don't see anyone, there should be
at least some lookouts!"


"True.
If they're still there, they're not rough robbers. These are very clever and
efficient at concealing their presence," Holaf replied, gritting his teeth
to diminish the full ringing tone of his voice.


"What
if they aren’t waiting in ambush?" asked Dragon in the ear of the
God-Slayer doubtful of the existence of invisible enemies.


"Do
you mean, are they just civilians in hiding? That could also be true!" the
Lord of the East answered.


While at
the edge of the lake they discussed thus, immersed in the mud, hissing like
snakes, from the top of the rocky slope the Prince of Vyborg had reached the
Leopard's Head.


"Do
you see them, brave Leopard?" he asked in a very polite way, in a manner
so unlike Boris’s usual tone.


"Until
a moment ago, I could see them! They were standing on the left side of the
rocky cliff, on the edge of the clearing near the lakeshore. They have hidden
at the foot of that large elder, or at least what remains in winter, to hide
themselves in its branches," the War Master answered without turning.


"I
don't see them, I hope they're not in danger!" replied the young worried
Boris squinting his eyes to improve their focus.


"Now
I can't see them anymore," commented the Leopard, annoyed, "it is
foolish to enter the thickest part of the forest!"


"What
is happening, my brother?" the fourth rune was behind them, hidden by the
line of the grey rocks covered by greenish lichen.


"Brother,
I can't see them anymore, they have gone down into the valley closer to the
tree-line, and I'm not sure if they're still standing in the place, where I
last saw them," answered the Leopard.


"Curses!
What are we going to do now? Should we go down?" asked the Bear's Head.


"We
can attack in tight formation and knock down everything in our path, enemies
and the underbrush, until we find them!" exclaimed the second rune as
vigorous as the North Sea and full of ardour.


"But
the Dragon suggested a less risky plan. I heard him say that we should move
forward making as much noise as possible in order to attract the attention of
the attackers and discourage their hostile intentions, convincing them our
forces are stronger." Boris reported on the alternative plan of the
Dragon.


The two
warriors looked at each other with little conviction and began discussing the
plans animatedly.


"A
young Prince, we are little more than forty, not exactly a gigantic army,"
the Bear's Head objected, crossing his arms.


"True,
but perhaps even fewer soldiers would be needed, say twenty, one of them with a
battle horn. We will make them believe that it was the vanguard of a whole
division arriving!" Boris replied, convinced and satisfied with his
intuition.


Astonished,
with the air of people who had witnessed a miracle, the others who were arguing
with Boris remained silent.


"And
do we have a horn?" asked the Leopard very interested.


"I
think so, we usually have one for every twenty men to make each team independent,"
replied the Prince of Vyborg, touching his blond hair, blown about by a cold
wind that had just begun.


"Well!
Let's try this game of chess!" exclaimed the Bear Head satisfied with the
plan.


"We,
Prince Boris, will ride down the slope with twenty men, pretending to be the
vanguard. With the remaining twenty you will wait and intervene only in case of
need. If a dangerous situation should occur, Prince, we will retreat quickly so
as to be closer to you so we can join forces quickly," Leopard explained
the simple plan quickly, while the Bear scribbled a horrendous sketch in the
damp ground, before calling twenty men to him and checking that there was a
horn.


"Prince,
stand straight, be attentive, indomitable and valiant, and you will see the sun
rise tomorrow!" were the words of encouragement from the fourth Nordic
rune to a young prince frightened of commanding twenty knights for the first
time in his life.


They
advanced in a compact line along the road, which was more like an old, bumpy
mule track than the busy main road it should have been. Carefully, on the
horseback, they moved along the edge of the trees, but always at a safe
distance. No one would have liked to be under a rain of arrows. In fact, all
the green shields were ready to come forward and block the probable assault.


To
deceive the enemy, the two runes had camouflaged themselves, as far as
possible, in the middle of the formation of soldiers, so as to hide their
indisputable Nordic appearance. In this position, taken by the two warriors of
the north it was it was more difficult for them to identify the four missing
warriors, but it was more efficient.


Boris
crouching between the stones and the brushwood remained alert, watching over
the situation from above the last hill. The fake avant-garde descended the
salient, from which they could enjoy a good view, since from that point on the
immense Victoria Valley opened up in front of the eyes of the Nordic runes.
While southwards the Mountains of the Dragon were in stark contrast with the
low round hills. The mountains were made up of sharp pointed heights and ridges
were so jagged that they seemed to have exploded from the depths of the earth
through smooth green hills.


Holaf,
High and the first and third Nordic rune were still well ahead and remained
uncertain about what to do. They continued to search among the black and brown
vegetation, bare because of the season, but still very dense. The search became
complicated to the point that the idea of following the road along the lake
seemed almost impossible.


"I'm
starting to think I chose the wrong strategy. An ancient demon could hide in
this scrub, and we wouldn't be able to see anything," commented Holaf in a
whisper.


"Let's
try to go back and follow the plan of the third rune, it seemed valid!"
suggested the God-Slayer in one breath, as he crawled along the unknown path.


The
silence of the late morning, until now only interrupted by the gurgling of the
lake and loud vocal exercises of some finches, was torn apart by a mighty
trumpeting, deep and low followed by a voice praising the glory of Vyborg.


Holaf
rolled cautiously onto his back silently to see what was happening. When he saw
the vanguard advance on horseback, he smiled and commented:


"My
War Masters, your brothers are coming to help us. They are acting on the plan
proposed by the Dragon!"


"There
is nothing left to say. I want warriors like that at the Black Portal. If I
can't train them well enough so that they are just as skilled, I will hire you,
my brave brother!" High commented. He hadn't turned around and continued
to scrutinize the vegetation.


The line
of shrubs was broken and they moved. Squeaks and snaps were heard strong and
clear coming from the bush, now it was shaken by a strong force. Black figures
began to appear, moving clumsily in the tangle of branches. Another call from
the horn resonated clear on the wind, unmistakably identifying the fake
avant-garde standing firm and quite visible at the base of the stony hill,
waiting for the rest of the hypothetical division.


"Very
strange, they have turned to head out into the open towards us. I do not
understand, is it their intention to attack us?" reflected the Wolf head
aloud, noticing the increasing size of the black shadows.


"I
don't think so, there seem to be too few of them even for a possible diversion,
I can only count five," the Dragon replied, almost disappointed by such a
small number of enemies.


A green
knight broke away from the avant-garde and rode back up the hill, as a true
reconnaissance patrol would have done. The trap set and was well enacted. Now
all they could do was to wait for the response of the adversary. The enemy was
visible at that moment, but not easy to understand. A few meters from King
Holaf and his companions, right at the edge of the forest, emerged a young
brown boy with inexperienced eyes. He was short of breath because of his fight
against the branches. The hostile vegetation had knotted itself with the plates
of his armour, which was full of dents and devastated by rust to the point of
showing clear signs of corrosion. He was followed by other people including
women, old people and children, all visibly tired, dirty and cold. There were
only seven men of military age, including the boy. The people dragged their
bodies as if they had been escaping from the enemy, since time immemorial,
passing from rock to ravine to hiding places in the bush.


In
random order they continued to approach the soldiers walking at a slow pace and
not speaking, moaning or lamenting, as if they were ghosts. A soldier of Vyborg
called for a halt but none of the people stopped. The call was repeated, this
time having the desired effect by making the group of people stop. The young
man in corroded armour, gathering his last bit of energy, shouted to them:


"Vyborg
soldiers, we are the subjects of the good King Demitry. We are fleeing from
certain death to warn the Kingdom of hidden dangers in the night."


High
jumped to his feet, followed by the fierce War Masters and ready to in defence.
Holaf also raised his tall muddy figure but much more calmly. The group had
passed them by a few hundred steps. When the rear guard soldier of the
survivors saw them, he didn't even have the strength to give the alarm. He
limited himself to lowering his pike, moving it back and forth a couple of
times, as if to frighten a stray dog.


"Do
not be afraid! We are not assailants, but we have been sent by your King to
verify stories and rumours from the village of Cernyj Les," explained King
High in a reassuring tone of voice to the survivor in green armour.


That
tired and worn armiger wore a mixed set of green-coloured armour with the
symbol of Vyborg. The man seemed to be an old soldier of King Demitry, given
the old livery and armour, which had since been replaced by chain mail and more
robust and flexible body armour.


"You
are a Vyborg soldier?" King Holaf asked the man.


"No,
knight, my father was, I only wear his uniform," replied the improvised
warrior without recognizing the King and still pointing the sharp steel at the
height of a man.


The Lord
of the East gave an order in the vain attempt to relax the nerves of the poor
fugitives:


"You
can lower your guard, we are with the knights of Vyborg, intent on descending
the hill at this moment!"


The
travellers had gathered close together with women and defenceless old people at
the centre. There remained the seven men at arms as an ineffective barrier
against any attack.


"Boy,
where do you come from?" asked the Dragon almost snarling.


"Where
do you come from, baboon?" the young man with the corroded armour replied.
But his arm was tired to the point of struggling to support his sword.


"The
boy has guts, I like him!" commented the third rune, before putting his
war-hammer back in his belt and introducing himself: "I am the third
Nordic rune, Master of War from Trondheim. Here as one of the royal escort to
King Holaf Erlingson, Lord of the North, and High Marshal, Lord of the East.
Now it's up to you to introduce yourself!"


The boy
leaned the tip of his sword among the stones that surfaced the road. He
breathed deeply closing his eyes:


"I,
Sire, am Andor, son of Piotor, the last of my family. We all ran away from our
homes, because Cernyj Les is damned!" replied the boy with an unusual
expression, his eyes unfocused moving all the time, scrutinizing everything
without seeing anything.


Once the
troops were gathered, King Holaf approached the Bear Head and the Leopard, who
were watching the evolution of events. He took them both by the shoulders,
shaking them lightly. He was overflowing with pride, just like the drinking
horns in Trondheim overflowed with cider. He complimented them:


"You
have been magnificent! Perfect timing in making that diversion without any
orders!"


The two
warriors looked at each other, bursting into laughter, partly to vent the
tension and partly because they felt they were witnesses to a miracle.


"My
Lord, soon you too will have the same look of amazement on your face as we did.
What would you say if we told you that the idea of putting the Dragon’s plan
into action was not ours, but Boris’s?" asked the Bear's Head smiling
unbelievingly.


"No,
really, I wouldn't believe it, I'd think you were joking!" Holaf answered
laughing.


"My
King, despite the strangeness of what I have said, what I told you is the exact
truth. Neither I nor my brother in arms wish to glorify ourselves with the
merits of others!" The head of Leopard answered.


"Are
you making fun of me? And yet your faces do not lie," the great King of
the North commented uncertainly with his perplexed gaze, since he saw no
teasing look eyes of his soldiers, but satisfaction.


"Lord
of the North, neither I nor the fourth rune were close enough to be able to
make sense of the discussion that took place among the stones on top of the
hill," explained the second rune of Trondheim, bending his smiling head
before concluding: "There, you have the same amazed expression, we said
you would have before!"


Holaf
was stunned, but glad. He turned around to look for Boris, hidden among his
soldiers. He was recognizable because of his closed helmet, when no one else
was still wearing one. The great warrior approached the prince and opened his
helmet, revealing his usual lack of expression, accentuated by the fringe of
blond hair pressed to his forehead by the helmet he wore.


"Boris,
my boy, I congratulate you! It was perfect timing! You moved the troops in an
exemplary manner. The action was so correct that you could not have bettered
it," King Holaf complimented him and was rewarded by a beautiful smile
that bloomed in that dull face and then he concluded: "We have perhaps
found a military art that suits you! You know, not everyone is a strong
warrior. Stories are also told of heroic Generals, who are recognized for
having won battles and saved lives through bold strategic moves."


"Yes,
but I would like to be Boris the Destroyer, or Boris the Mountain Smasher, not
Boris the Chess Player!" the young prince answered petulantly, returning
in an instant to his usual blonde looks.


"Give
time to events and to yourself. Only in this way will we know by what name you
will be handed down to posterity," King Holaf answered courteously,
convinced that he had glimpsed a spark, immersed in all that listlessness,
petulance and mediocrity. After all, the Lord of the North liked the young man,
convinced that he could dig gold even where no one else had seen anything but
mud.


After
duly congratulating the young Prince of Vyborg, the two approached the group of
survivors, who were still reluctant to trust their rescuers and tell their
stories. It was an old man with a long, white beard, curved like a trunk of
snowy vine, who recognizing Demitry's son, came forward. He was leaning on a
stick and enjoying the support of a young girl. The old man was covered in a
long robe of rough black wool down to his feet. The robe had small prickly hair
all over its surface. He wore a leather belt at his waist with a sad, solitary
black dragon at his side without a scabbard or sword to give it any sense. His
long hair was between grey and white, like the smoke from the chimney, was
covered with one of those old pointed hats with a wide brim. Once this type of
hat was favoured by wizards and magicians, who were now only vague memory. The
line had been broken and the knowledge of these beings was lost to mankind.


"My
Prince, thanks to the Most High and Only One you have finally arrived!"
exclaimed the tired man with a voice cracked by old age. "We couldn't do
anything, it was horrible!" he concluded with a great sigh.


"What
was horrible? Who drove you to abandon your homes?" the Dragon with his
typical impetuosity.


The old
man did not answer, still disturbed and out of breath. The girl on whom he
leaned gently caressed the elderly man's face, whispering loving words of
comfort to him. All the rest of the few survivors did nothing but draw closer
together, bowing their heads to look at the ground.


"Andor,
son of Piotor, I am King Holaf, Lord of the North, could you tell me what
terrible disaster has brought you to this pass?" the King of Trondheim
politely asked in a friendly manner.


"My
Lord, they came late at night, when living souls entrust their bodies to the
warm care of a sweet bed. Nothing had alarmed us or could have foreseen what
would happen. Like every night, the owls chased the nocturnal mice, giving
their loud screeches, the fire in the huts crackled cheerfully warming the beds
and giving a little light in the main room. I had gone to sleep in the bed that
once belonged to my grandparents, a high one, over a brick stove, where my
mother baked bread in the morning. There the heat gathers and increases just
below the ceiling covered in swamp rushes, especially on cold nights when there
is a winter wind," the boy stopped for a moment. The memory weighed like
stones in his heart. It was too fresh a wound for him not to shed crystalline
tears.


"Take
courage, boy, leave out the poetic touches and tell us the facts! Without them
we cannot make good decisions and with difficulty we will be able to help
you," encouraged the third Nordic rune eager to know just who or what was
the enemy.


Holaf
exchanged a quick look with High without words or gestures, only their eyes
were eloquent. Both Kings were aware that the time had come to face the
enormous troubles that they greatly feared. But they were unable to wash their
hands of their fate whatever it may be.


"My
knight, if you will allow me, I will tell you the story! Andor has used so much
of his energy, with his companions for all of our sakes! It is only thanks to
them that we are alive," intervened a middle-aged man who was unable to
fight, as his entire right leg was missing. The man was carried in turn by four
younger companions who were quite strong, but a bit cowardly, as they had not
faced the enemy forces.


"Your
wounds date back many past winters, so you are a knight?" asked King Holaf
a little delicately.


"Yes,
my King, my leg was shattered by the mace of a barbarian invader of the Citadel
while following the titan. But this now counts for little. What's important now
is to eliminate those beasts! I saw them with my own eyes, digging angrily at
the soft straw roof, where we lived with my brothers. Bears with wolf tusks,
with heads balder than those of the old ones!" was the revelation so
feared by High and Holaf. Vyborg's soldiers commented on the description,
incredulous and conceited. They gave no credit to the story, so similar to
children's stories.


"How
far is Cernyj Les from us in marching terms?" asked the Wolf, very careful
to calculate everything so as not to run into surprises.


"It's
not very far, with good horses like yours, two or three days more or less, and
you'll see it as the third moon rises on the horizon," the disabled man
who was no longer a warrior answered with little precision.


Holaf
and High took the Dragon aside to discuss what to do. Boris, to his surprise
was invited to join them. They had an idea of the time it would take and would
certainly have asked for a detailed map of the village from the survivors.
Moreover, the enemy seemed active only in the shadows of darkness, if it were
still lurking.


"I
suggest we go and slaughter those beasts, making sure that news reaches every
corner of the Kingdom! Let all those cowards who ran away know just how
vulnerable the beasts of their nightmares were!" aggressively proposed the
third rune full of vigour.


"My
warrior, calm down. There could be many and they will certainly be stronger and
faster than us!" High specified. The whole situation seemed to be getting
out of hand, like the water of a torrent when you are trying to drink.


"They
can’t be all that many!!" exclaimed Boris with the apparent carelessness
of a novice.


"How
do you know that?" asked Holaf curious.


"If
there had been all that many, given the surprise of the ambush and the
undoubted strength of the beasts, I do not think that many villagers would have
been able to escape," the blond prince answered logically.


"The
survivors are also inexperienced fighters who were not able to defend
themselves properly. The prince's understanding of the situation could have a
basis of truth!" exclaimed the astonished Dragon's Head well satisfied with
his surprise.


The Lord
of the East approached the survivors and asked:


"Could
you draw a map of the village hut by hut, access roads, ditches and any
watchtowers?"


One of
the soldiers of Vyborg took a roll of parchment from his saddlebag. It was of
poor quality with defects and yellowing, such as is often used as sketch paper.
He gave it with a charcoal to the young Andor, who had recovered and came
forward to help. He drew with a firm and sure hand, not like an improvised
sketcher, but like an experienced artist. Straight and simple lines flowed
quickly without corrections, tracing the precise plan of fifty dwellings and
three storehouses, organised according to a military plan of four squares of
nine houses each.


The huts
were located close to a crossroads with the left hand road a dead end. The
village could be entered using an ancient stone bridge, above a deep and rapid
though well contained creek, which ran along the north-east side of the town.
Entering the village from the north, immediately after the bridge, a group of
four buildings appeared on the right. A little further on, the wooden church
with its classic bell tower and onion roof had its own churchyard, a beaten
earth square. The large council hall also faced onto the same square. In the shadow
of this large building stood the four long warehouses for food.


Continuing
southwards, you passed through the first blocks of buildings until you reached
the crossroads with the road heading east towards the dead end blocked by the
curved creek, along the side of the village. While to the south just outside
the village the road turned sharply, and forked, leading east along the banks
of the river and south, towards the treacherous black mountains. From the
crossroads, in the middle of the houses, turning west you came to a group of
eight newer houses after an uncultivated field. These were placed outside the
defensive palisade that enclosed the rest of the village. The watchtowers
guarded each of the three gates of the palisade, while the last, alone, watched
over the external houses.


When he
saw the map, Holaf was displeased and almost offended. He shouted like a
thunderstorm on the Nordic Strait:


"More
than thirty houses at most! When I meet the King of Vyborg again, I'll give him
a head butt straight between his eyes! This is a disgusting nightmare: three
entrances, low walls of little use, seven distinct groups of buildings, one
group outside the palisade. And those will certainly not be watchtowers, but
four wooden platforms, as shaky as blades of grass!"


The idea
of seeing King Holaf bend down from his height to give a header to his father,
pleased Boris, making him smile, without disappointing anyone.


High
commented disconsolately:


"Forty
soldiers plus eight of us and Prince Boris are too few to think about dividing
into groups."


"It
seems that it is the fate of the Nordic tide to invade Cernyj Les!"
exclaimed the satisfied Dragon's Head.


"With
only five of you, you can't be the Nordic tide! The area is wide and
treacherous, even if there are only two of those ‘things’ they would make
martyrs of us!" The God-Slayer answered harshly and bluntly.


"We'll
have to attack from the north, set fire to the shacks next to the entrance to
make sure we're not surprised from behind. It would be a good move to use the
pikes in the square in front of the church to fight those monsters!" As
usual the Demon of Trondheim expressed his ideas for action in rapid and direct
words.


"A
phalanx in the style Mirmidon of Tahnatos, in short," Boris summed up with
incredible technical accuracy, while in the role of a conceited prince he
adjusted his hair with his hand.


"But
how do you know all this, prince?" the Dragon asked, astonished for the
once again.


"Master,
you don't know, how many hours I spent at that brothel! I certainly couldn't
just go from one whore to another, so I read the books belong to the Commander
of the Heart Guard. That man was only interested in military strategy and the
best armies of the Empire of the United Men. I only regret not having been able
to read anything about the armies in the north or east, I did not have time, so
sizeable was the collection of tomes," Boris explained lightly.


"And
his father believed him to be a lascivious, empty and incapable young
man!" commented High, smiling, but joking: "But he wasn't wrong about
lascivious!"


The joke
diverted everyone’s attention, dispelling for a moment the doubts about the
dangerous future.


"So
there is no objection to the plan of action?"Holaf asked. High shook his
head satisfied and added:


"We
are going blindly against a dark shadow with ravenous jaws in the slender hope,
that they are alone and stupid. There are many obscure points in your plan and
even more so given the lack of information available, but I doubt that we could
think of anything better.


"Fortune
favours the bold, given to the few beings capable of deeds equal to those of
the Divine, but accomplished by flesh and blood men. Only these warriors will
be allowed to enter Valhalla, and we will certainly be among them with this
feat!" complained the Dragon with a threatening look on his face.


"What
the Dragon Head said, makes sense to me too!" Boris added, his eyes
glittering with admiration for the warrior with his fearless heart, driven by
anger and thirst for fame.










Chapter 16


Steel
and glory


 


 


It only
took the time of a pheasant’s flight for the decisive approval of the two Kings
for the idea of returning to their saddles and riding to the cursed village.
All he could do for the survivors was supply them with bad food, show them the
way, and wish them a good trip to the capital of the Free Realm of Vyborg.


Not
everyone wanted to march towards the safety of high walls, a strong army and
solid terracotta roofs; the young warrior, tired and thirsty, decided to follow
the handful of brave knights. The garrison galloped towards the treacherous
enemy, knowing it was endowed with inhuman strength, huge claws and powerful
tusks capable of piercing the armour of warriors.


The
young Andor, despite all his past misfortunes, felt the blood in his veins boil
with the desire for revenge. His brown eyes seemed injected with molten gold.
They had an almost magical glow just at the thought of being able to avenge his
mother, father and his four brothers, who remained in the village. In his heart
the young man, who had become a warrior out of necessity, still had some hope
of finding his own loved ones healthy, perhaps hidden in the false floor of the
hut, or at least he had a seed of hope of finding traces of their escape beyond
the walls.


"You
can ride with Sersy, young armiger, if that's not a problem for you," King
Holaf suggested to Andor.


"My
King, if it's not a problem for the girl, I certainly won't complain," the
newcomer replied obediently, trying to figure out which of the three women
could be Sersy.


"If
I were you I wouldn't be so cocky: Sersy is beautiful, provocative and spoken
for by one who it would be best to have on your side always and everywhere,"
whispered the God-Slayer into the boy's ear.


"And
who would he be, my King?" asked curious Andor.


The
answer came by itself, as the glow of the day became shadow, and the outline of
the Dragon stood out as black as death in front of the young and tiny Andor.


"Boy,
do you have any use for your hands?" the third Nordic rune asked in a
threatening tone.


Andor
did not respond, intimidated, staring the warrior with his war hammer at his
belt with evident traces of coagulated blood, encrusted in the incisions, as if
it was a decorative frieze.


"I
will take your silence as a yes, therefore, those hands must be very proper and
not go slipping into any trouble!" The irascible warrior’s threat came to
an end. It was not even slightly veiled.


A little
further down the line, Sersy smiled, having heard the huge warrior of the north
threaten the young boy, moved by jealousy over her.


"What
answer will you give to rune number three?" asked Tyra in a low voice,
clutching at Sersy with shining eyes.


"So
also you heard me talking to the Dragon?" asked the embarrassed brunette.


"With
the voice that man has, my father will have heard everything in the South
Winter, too even though he was making an effort to whisper!" replied the
blonde, rubbing her chilled arms.


"I
really don't know, I've always been treated like an object, while he flatters
me, pampers me and looks after me, not to mention what he did at Vyborg to free
me. But I am afraid of him. When I'm next to him I feel hatred and frost that
makes me shiver," Sersy answered in confidence.


"Do
you fear him? What are you afraid of? He's a warrior! Sure, sometimes he’s rough,
but he does not lose control suddenly like a cat!" Tyra gave her opinion.


"He's
also a good looking man with all the right parts and no scars on his face
yet!" the old Elisabet intervened though usually taciturn and reserved.


"I
only need time, I need to think about it. It could be my first decision, made
on my own with no orders from anyone, except that of my heart!" Sersy
answered closing the discussion abruptly.


"Girls!
Always full of doubts. In my time, the first to ask for a girl’s hand in
marriage was overwhelmed, not only by the Lady concerned, but also by the
family. And they weren't pretty knights. Maybe they owned a pig or at most a
cow. As well, they could hardly speak properly and could not write. Anything
but Prince Charming!" The princess's duenna muttered to herself, while,
with the help of the fourth Nordic rune, she climbed onto her steed.


"You
have never received such an attractive marriage proposal?" asked the
warrior with fourth number engraved on his armour, causing the woman to exclaim:


"By
the One God! I've never been a rough woman, and in my youth I was also very
attractive, but I waited for my knight with his long hair to pass in front of
me." The woman stopped breathing, immersed in the warm bath of memories.


"And
what happened?" asked curious Tyra, who loved to listen to stories of love
and life as it was lived.


Elisabet
placed her veil on her head and hid under it a lock of stupid, runaway hair,
looked at the princess and answered disconsolately:


"I
got old!"


The
warrior of the Bear head barely held back his laughter out of respect for the
sincere answer that was without appeal.


The eyes
of the beautiful Sersy and of the great Dragon did not to meet for a long time.
They did not exchange so much as a glance in all the time it took to travel on
horseback from the lovely small lake, where they had met the survivors, until
they reached their destination.


The
white vaporous clouds passed, blown by the east wind, which passed through the
mountain range of the Vertebra of the Giants that stood powerful and impassable
to men as a frontier for thousands of years. The strong winds pushed the
floating white mare’s tails far beyond the sea bringing in return black
cumulous clouds, full of lightning and thunder, making them keep vigil at night
and the soldiers' rest elusive. The men were tired of travelling and soaked as
the rocks of Trondheim during a storm. By day they struggled as grey and
miserable as the sky. Not even at night did they have rest or peace, as they
were tortured by icy and hostile winds, shaking their cold bodies, until the
muddy shore of a dry stream seemed most welcoming.


Of the
green hills, only the memory remained as the moons passed. The shape of the
hills could be barely made out to the west through the mist. The long dark rock
wall of the Dragon’s Back stood out austerely in front of the Kings and their
entourage. From the high peaks they could see the black silhouettes of the
birds of prey carried by the winds hovering to the edge of the sky, and then
darting through the barren ridges, disappearing for some time and emerging up
in the sky once again.


The
moment had almost come. After so much rain the men were dry for the first time.
They began to arrange a bivouac for the night about three hours from their
destination. Holaf and High could have arrived among the huts of Cernyj Les
during the night, but a good battle is prepared with caution. The Sovereigns in
conscience preferred to stop early so that they would arrive in the early hours
of the next day, when their breath could still be seen in the air, revealing
beasts and enemies hidden in the shadows.


Nothing
seemed natural that night. The cold was not so intense as to make men shiver,
yet they were all trembling and clutching their weapons. The stench of fear
could be sensed, carried in the air miles away. Some curled up clutching a
small golden cross covering it with kisses, others polished and sharpened with
the blades of their weapons with great care. Holaf mentally studied the very
detailed layout of the village in a diligent attempt to discover possible flaws
in his plan. The Northern General knew perfectly well that he had very few
elements that were certain, which made the whole enterprise similar to a ship
with a hull full of threatening holes at the time of its launch.


Young
Andor sat down next to Sersy, who huddled up and sleeping. He was bewitched by
her beauty to the point of being enchanted just by watching her. When the young
woman turned in her sleep and covered her face with her long, smooth and shiny
black hair, the impudent boy stretched out his hand and moved her hair from her
face, to so he could continue to gaze at the radiant beauty of the Lady. The
young man's sweet and but not at all chaste admiration was not ignored by
jealous eyes full of anger. The Dragon, perched like a griffin on a rock not
far away, spread his arms as if they were wings and took off, making a long
jump, interrupted by the hard ground to the sound of ringing metal. In his
hand, his eager war hammer was crying for young blood with silent screams. Its
eager desire would have been fulfilled, had not been for the intervention of
the insomniac King High. The God-Slayer, standing between the predator and his
prey, wisely whispered:


"My
valiant knight, let it run like water under the bridge. In that way it will
pass without causing any damage."


They
were fine words, but the Dragon had other words clenched between his teeth.
They were far from being enlightened or noble. The third Nordic rune did not
take a further step but neither did he calm down. He only stared at the boy who
was about five or six years younger than him, and who sniggered
incomprehensibly, looking at the big angry man.


"Dragon,
control your anger! With such a gesture you will not find glory, but only blame,"
warned with sweetness the Lord of the East, still the only barrier in defence
of Andor.


"My
King, quietness and observing the flow of water under bridges is a pastime for
philosophers or weaklings, not for warriors of Trondheim! Of course, you put my
back to the wall, hindering my path," answered the third rune, almost
snarling.


"I'm
just trying to help you not get carried away! An extra sword will be useful for
us in a few hours, and adding a poor young man who survived the beasts to the
long list of your conquered enemies could only remove what is dearest from
you," replied High, judiciously leaning his hands against the broad
shoulders of the jealous lover.


"Perhaps
you, my King, are right, as always! I am not well versed in the ways
appropriate to the great palaces and even less in diplomacy, but those are not
qualities required of a Master of War," replied the Dragon relaxing. He
returned to his seat accompanied by the God-Slayer, who did not like too much
rough anger in his warriors.


As the
eyes of Andor and the third warrior of the north met again, the youngster, with
a mocking smile, stretched out his hand to the beautiful sleeping Lady,
caressing her raven-dark hair while keeping his gaze fixed on the Nordic
warrior.


The
provocation was evident and seen by all. They all exchanged looks quickly and
the Kings were lightning fast in intervening. High once again put himself as a
strong barrier to the Dragon trusting in the deep respect the Dragon had for
High. This prevented the Dragon from pushing or moving the King of the East
forcefully. While High was doing his best to calm the angry man, Holaf
nervously grasped the battered and shabby armour of the foolish boy. Lifting
the boy up, armour and all he pushed him roughly away from Sersy and made him
sit next to the Bear's Head in the hope of limiting his foolishness. The Bear’s
Head was in fact the mildest of the War Masters.


"Little
flea, what do think you are doing?" asked the irritated Long Sword
forgetting good manners, correct form and everything else. "Do not create
any problems for us, or force me to send you to Vyborg. No one forced you to
stay with us, so stop this now, given how unimportant you are!"


"I
didn't do anything wrong!" he replied arrogantly, crossing his arms
nervously.


The King
of the North had many other problems on his mind and he didn’t need for a
single extra thought to fill his mind. In addition, the valiant Dragon had to
be at the top of his strength the next day. Holaf, as he moved away and his
imposing size began to melt into the black night, without turning round, he
ordered:


"Fourth
Master of War, make sure you close the child’s mouth, I've already heard too
much!"


The more
moderate Bear looked at the arrogant young man for a moment then told him:


"Do
you not understand? The game you are playing could end up costing you dear. You
are risking your life!"


Andor
curled up with his face to the rock and sighed lengthily, giving a strong shrug
of his shoulders as a sign that he didn’t care.


"You
think you're tough, but until proven otherwise you've saved your skin by
running away as quickly as you could. The warrior, whose love you threaten, has
been in thousands of battles and has emerged from them with his life, by
killing more enemies with his war hammer than you can imagine."


"I
ran away to save lives, not out of cowardice!" Andor specified, sitting
with his fists ready for a fight.


"You
are far too immature! You have given yourself a great gift by distancing
yourself from the battle. Do not throw away what you have gained, by offering
insults, throwing challenges and provoking all the men, with whom you will be
marching," replied the Bear's Head, lying down, tired among the stones.


The
clouds in the sky had fled away, and all the Gods shone in the form of stars.
The nocturnal birds of prey glided silently through the sparse blades of grass
to try and find their dinner, which escaped under the rocks. The wind also
subsided, giving a minimum of peace to the cold militia. Only the warriors of
the north and the three ladies could lye warm, thanks to the fur mantles
adorned with macabre trophies and for the ladies, the new cloaks purchased in
Vyborg.


Therefore,
it was clear that the Gods were set against the will of men: in the darkest
hours, a mist lazily arose without announcing itself. The haze of the morning
blanked out everything completely, covering creation with thick grey humidity.
The veil from hell allowed them to see only four passes ahead, King High
included. So adverse was the fog that it did not permit them to trot, much less
gallop. To avoid breaking the shins of the precious horses, the soldiers were
forced to advance on foot. All the men had empty stomachs and were exhausted by
the long journey and bad sleep as they penetrated further into the greyness of
that demonic morning. Andor no longer walked alongside Sersy, nor did he go
anywhere near the Dragon. But he was also positioned far from the other ladies
and was entrusted to the close guard of the fourth rune, who was far from happy
with this task.


"How
come Andor doesn't speak to me?" Sersy asked the young Princess of South
Winter. She was completely unaware of what had taken place.


"To
be honest, I don't know, I noticed dark looks on everyone’s faces, but I think
it is probably because of the battle awaiting their ardour," Tyra replied,
who was also unaware of the nocturnal events.


"If
you want to know, you risked a duel this night," said an indiscreet Vyborg
cavalier.


"A
duel you say? And by your grace, between whom, if you can tell us, Sire?"
Tyra asked not yet completely awake, but always ready to idealize duels and
knights.


"That
mighty soldier with the head of a dragon wanted to challenge the tiny young
Andor," the soldier awkwardly replied, totally lacking in discretion.


"Could
we hear the reason for the dispute?" asked Sersy alarmed.


"Milady,
the reason is not clear to me, but to avoid the worst both Kings gave of their
best," the knight answered inexactly, carelessly before silencing himself,
with a huge bite of an apple. The bite was so big that he had trouble
breathing. The interfering warrior from Vyborg, in danger of choking, spat out
small pieces of chewed apple and juice. He then climbed onto the neck of his
horse that didn't like it and bucked, dumping his master.


The
beautiful Tyra immediately realized the damage done by the incautious and bad
mannered green knight. The blonde princess watched Sersy deep in thought
disappearing into the thick fog, in the direction of young Andor.


"No
tender chick will be born of this situation, but a slithering forked tongued
creature will be the result" commented Elisabet, usually a woman of few
words but whom experience had taught to look at things in a different way.


The
march was slow and even more tiring than expected. They could hear the sharp
cries of the eagles echoing above them. They could barely see the black shadow
of the mountains drawing high and imposing in the sky. There was not much road
left to travel to the village, which nestled further under the mountains than
anyone would have hoped.


"In
such a place, sunrise is at noon!" commented High, looking around
worriedly.


"It
really seems that we won't have to worry about the sun today, my brother, the
fog is persistent and shows no sign of rising," Holaf replied, not at all
happy with this gift.


"My
King, the road seems to continue in a long and narrow valley, with an insidious
descent where the mist stagnates even more," reported the Wolf returning
from a patrol.


This
time, the first rune had ridden in more reassuring company. In fact, the
Dragon, in order to put some distance between himself and Andor, had offered to
be part of the advance party on the lookout. The Dragon’s suggestion met with
no objection of any kind. Boris was also happy not to be the one who had to
follow the Wolf, since he was beginning to feel rather nervous because his
first real battle was probably drawing closer.


The
Prince of Vyborg had learned the plan of action by heart, almost convinced that
it was like a parlour game where the tokens had to be moved correctly. He had
suitable weapons and men and wanted to go into battle and make no errors and
so, to win the victory. The books he had read did not teach everything. They
are always excellent sources, but the evolution of battle went beyond the plots
and plans on paper, often developing unpredictably, and sometimes presenting
unexpected twists and turns.


The
Leopard, seeing the prince dispirited and remorseful, even pale, approached him
asking:


"Young
Prince, how are you feeling? You look very worn!"


"Why
do you all call me the young prince? I am more or less the same age as all of
you soldiers!" asked Boris almost irritated by the nickname.


"My
Prince, you are younger than me and you are undeniably a prince, so I do not
find it inappropriate! In addition, our faces and bodies have been hardened by
war and repeatedly scarred, while you still have your fresh features, making
you look younger. You don't want to swap do you? We soldiers look like old men,
even if only by mistake," replied the second Nordic rune, calm and
seemingly quiet.


Boris
nodded, satisfied with the undeniably true explanation, staring at the warrior.


"What
makes you to look so hard at my unattractive figure?" asked the Leopard
feeling discomforted by his insistent gaze.


"To
tell the truth, I admired your unshaken calm!" replied Boris sighing
deeply. "I tremble as if I were naked in the waters of the sacred Vhola
River, while you look as if you are strolling around the pleasure gardens of
some noble palace.


"Appearances
deceive, young Boris. Like all warriors, I fear death. But the difference is
that I face it unreservedly, as valiantly as possible, in order to win myself a
place in Valhalla," the second Master of War replied without any conceit.


"I
lost touch with paradise a long time ago!" the blond Boris commented
cynically.


"But
what are you saying, prince? Redemption, if I am not mistaken, is within your
reach with repentance to the One God!" exclaimed the Leopard.


"Of
course, only I can't and don’t want to repent and renounce whores and good
food, so I'm a lost soul," Boris answered seriously.


Leopard
looked at him for a couple of seconds in disbelief and then with gusto burst
out laughing. Between a breath and a curse the second northern rune found the
strength to say:


"Your
integrity is truly unquestionable! Perhaps it is not according to religious
canons but consistent!"


In the
diffused white of the mist, little by little, the clear sound of the water of a
lively burbling stream indicated that they had covered the final stretch of
their ride. Only a few turns of the hourglass of travel remained for the
handful of warriors. The voice of the waves gurgled closer, near the bumpy
road, the fog shamelessly, spread its mantle, until it seemed like the thick
sulphurous smoke puffed out by the nostrils of the great dragons, now extinct,
just before they attack with their fire. The men moved cautiously within arm's
reach with their ears stretched. Stone after stone they moved, silently and
often curved to slip down as low as possible between the rocks, copying their
shapes.


"But
where have you gone?" Boris shouted stupidly, frightened at the idea of
getting lost in the ubiquitous white blanket of mist.


"Silence,
Prince!" whispered the sharp voice of one of the green soldiers, marching
behind the young blond prince.


There
was a sudden order to stop the march by the frantic pace of the two War Masters
returning from the avant-garde. The two patrollers, riding hard, ran into King
High who was hidden by the fog, almost pushing him to the ground.


"What
is it, what has startled you, my soldiers?" asked King Holaf, who remained
unharmed by the human avalanche, having never seen the third Master of the War
driven by such frenzy.


"My
King, shadows! Shadows in the mist that are hard to make out, more than four
trees along!" the Dragon responded breathing heavily after his mad rush.


"My
King, nothing can be seen clearly, for the fog is getting thicker and thicker.
One positive fact is that the mist is not unjust and blocks their view as well as
ours," commented the Wolf's Head resting on his knees after the hurry.


"What
do you recommend doing, having seen the threat?" Holaf asked, as he tried
to see some sign on the horizon.


"To
say with certainty what we have seen would mean lying or guessing! We could not
even understand if they were men or beasts. The only thing that is certain,
they were not huge, they were no taller than you, my King," the Dragon
answered sincerely.


The last
part of the journey was unnerving, to say the least. It created foolish
tensions among the green soldiers of Vyborg. Finally, they arrived, agitated
and nervous, a few meters from the palisade, but without encountering enemies,
traps or wild animals. The fog reluctantly hinted at rising, revealing perhaps
the early hours of the afternoon. The journey had been slow, with falls, quarrels
and anxieties, stretching the distance and making the green soldiers look like
petulant children. Now the whitish birch trees forming the palisade around
Cernyj Les shyly showed their knots and their characteristic dark spots on the
bark.


Arriving
very close to the village with the help of the fog, intent on spreading out
quickly, Holaf could see the high silhouette of a building over the top of the
palisade. Even the typical onion on the church bell tower was dark in the mist,
but nothing else could be seen past the protective walls, except the watchtower
next to the gate with its doors open. Complete silence reigned in the village:
no chatter, scent or noise of fervent work was carried on the wind. The village
looked desolate and abandoned like a settlement that had survived the flames
after a battle.


"We
should use our eyes on that tower while the volunteers explore the
village," proposed King Holaf gazing into the unknown.


"My
brother, I agree with you. My men are skilled archers and could watch from the
towers," said King High, heartened by the retreat of the mist.


"Why
should an Eastern man be safe on the tower?" one of the captains of Vyborg
asked.


"Captain,
if in your ranks you have a good crossbowman or a good archer, you will be
welcome to take that tower!" the God-Slayer answered courteously, knowing
full well that he had only rough riders before him.


The
Commander made a half bow and retired among his green knights without any
adequate reply.


"Who
volunteers to explore the village?" asked Long Sword tough, as if he were
commanding his own men.


"I,
my King, will be the first volunteer!" The Dragon answered, searching for
targets to vent his anger.


The
third rune of Trondheim was joined, as always, by all the War Masters, and five
valiant Vyborg men also showed that they were not there just to fill a space.
The last to volunteer was also the one who no one would have wished to have by
his side. Andor, with his sword in his hand leaning against his shoulder to
giving himself airs, offered himself as a tenth explorer. The Lord of the North
formed the pairs very carefully choosing who was companion to whom. A War
Master and a Vyborg soldier were matched, leaving Andor in the company of the
Commander, who had been the first to offer himself from among the green
warriors.


The
village was desolate. The huts were built of solid overlapping trunks with low
walls small doors and small windows the size of the head of an adult man. Those
loopholes were used to keep in the heat on cold winter nights, when winds rushed
violently along the steep mountain slopes, filling the cramped ravine where
Cernyj Les lay. Each low and massive door appeared to be barred from the
inside. Very few huts were accessible without having to break down their doors.
However, everywhere, despite external appearances, there were large holes in
the straw roofs, while the interior of the houses always presented the same
macabre evidence of bestial violence. Few human remains were found, consumed
and violated. Even now small rodents and insects did not disdain easy meals in
the middle of winter. Long splashes of blood decorated the walls with lines and
sketches worthy of futurist artists. No matter how much effort the explorers
made, they found no one in any building of the village, now only wooden
structures remained.


All the
soldiers slipped through the fence and began working at their separate tasks:
some cooking the latest tasteless soup, while others repaired the two entrances
to the village. Large fires were prepared and burned in the buildings chosen
for destruction, to dry as much as possible the wood and straw that had been
dampened by the fog. This was so that they could light a fire rapidly if
necessary.


Holaf
and High walked quickly lost in their thoughts, reviewing and evaluating the plan
in every detail, thoroughly analysing every decision they had previously made.


"If
they were to assault us from behind?" asked Boris walking in the wake of
the two Sovereigns.


"We
will form up in the middle of the square and set fire to the buildings on both
sides of it. In this way we will have light and not have them dancing over our
heads, using the buildings as a springboard," explained clearly The Lord
of the East.


"But
what if they go through the fires? After all, they are the hellish beasts, they
live in the flames!" Boris contested, arguing and drawing from the sources
of his limited knowledge.


"If
they do not fear fire, we will give them steel and knowledge of the existence
of men who are not intimidated by their horrific reputation for dark glory.
We'll give them a sound reason to whimper and take refuge in that disgusting
evil-smelling black hole of sulphuric fumes from which they emerged!" was
the response of a true man from the north with his crown firmly on his head,
even while a demonic sneer concealed his face.


In
answer to such a proud declaration of strength, the Dragon gave an angry
vigorous cry, which was echoed by his brothers of the evocative helmets.


"Now
I see my father!" were the words that pierced the dusk shouted by the
Nordic warriors with their shabby fleeces. Those were ancient words and the
motto of the soldiers of Trondheim, taken from propitiatory prayers for a good
death and the wish for reunion with their heroic ancestors who died in battle.
Even King High, followed by all the others, participated in this practice,
which was cloaked in beliefs and magical properties, capable, according to
ancient prophecies, to make the body of the most valiant warriors inviolable.


"Yes!"
exclaimed King Holaf as he sat on the damp ground. "At least morale is
high to keep company with the Gods!


"You're
right, my good brother, it's a great place to start," answered High,
keeping his doubts to himself so as not to ruin that ardour.


The
ladies did not participate in the propitiatory virile outburst. In truth they
would have escaped as far as a steed could take them.


"I
have some doubts about the decision to keep us at their sides during the battle,"
Tyra burst out nervously. At that moment she was not very attracted by the
fairy tales of beautiful knights launched into battle. Elisabet embraced her
and whispered sweetly, reassuringly in a motherly tone:


"King
High and King Holaf will not allow any attacks against us by those horrible
beasts."


"I
will protect you, my Ladies, as I have done in the past for others. I know the
obnoxious beings that nestle in the shadows. But you mustn’t be afraid any
aggression, as long as I am by your side!" Andor offered himself as the
defender of the ladies, but his eyes were fixed on the dark beauty of Sersy.


"Don't
make fun of this, young knight. When the shadows fall, the hunt will on, and
you will be a quarry, like all of us!" Tyra replied, trying to reduce the
boy in the eyes of the smiling Sersy.


Andor
bowed before the attractive brunette sitting in front of him. He asked if he
could take her hand in a cloying customary gesture common at royal courts
frequented by noble beauties.


"I
will be your knight and you my Queen so you need fear no evil!"Andor
uttered this sentence, stealing a kiss on her forehead with his hungry lips.


"Yes,
yes! Good try, my little friend! Too bad there is a detail lacking: you are not
a knight, but a peasant with weapons. And looking closer, they are rusty
weapons. Your sword will certainly shatter at the first contact. You must be hoping
to be blinded by the splinters so you don’t see the muzzles of those beasts
chewing out your guts while you are still breathing!" The knight of the
Wolf expressed this harsh opinion, hissing like a snake unseen before it bites.
This undid the image of the arrogant Andor in all his boastful glory.


This
sour joke raised a laugh from some of the green knights as they tinkered with
their spears near Andor and the Wolf. Of those present only the Dragon did not
smile at all, but did his best to conceal his overwhelming anger. High, as
usual, calmed down the ardent spirits, while Holaf approached the boastful
young man bluntly sentencing:


"You
are foolish and boastful. You show no limits. There is no place for a person
like you under my command. Tomorrow, if you are still alive, you will leave,
taking to the road alone."


The boy
answered giving wildly improbable inventions that were offensive and scornful
of the green soldiers, the result of a fervent, but inconvenient imagination.
No one liked the childish lies.


The
shadows commanded the village as the sun disappeared behind the peaks. The last
reflected ray was caught on a long pike and renewed the frightening wounds
buried in the hearts of every man and woman there. Through the dark mantle of
the night bald, hairless beings would seem like nightmares in troubled sleep.
From the south tower came a whistle that chilled the blood flowing in their
veins so that they felt no warmth from the crackling fire though it had been
dreamed of for many moons. A brave archer of the Black Portal raced down in a
furious hurry, calling his Lords for attention:


"My
Kings, there are shadows on the ridge. They are slow and inexorable and move
furtively, all dark and hairy, concealing their great size most effectively. If
it hadn’t been for the reflection on their albino skin, I would never have seen
them."


The
confirmation of his words came from an arrow that had been shot from a great
distance, aimed unerringly at its target. After all, everyone had feared these
beasts from the very first stories they heard, the Kings for much longer than
anyone else. Now that it was the time for action, it was no longer possible to
indulge in childish nervousness.


"Men,
to arms! Form a square of pikes! We still do not know how many there are, but
by dawn they will all be dead!" King Holaf urged his soldiers on, with
phrases of great emotional impact now that he was completely absorbed by the
tension of the coming battle.


A second
whistle came mercilessly from the west gate, just before the arrival of a
second crossbowman from the east. He looked upset and was completely winded.


"What
have you seen, knight?" asked King High emphatically, helping him to sit
down.


"There
are demons among the huts, the ones outside the palisade, those assigned to
Andor and his companion," the warrior of the east reported with
unconcealed anger and rancour, but with honesty.


"Are
you sure of what you say?" replied the God-Slayer in a severe tone.


"Of
course, the existence of those beasts is now well-known," replied the
warrior between one breath and another.


The
high-ranking Kings exchanged glances in a long silent interrogation. Both
perhaps regretted that they had stopped the bloodthirsty Dragon, but by now the
damage was done.


With
tensed muscles, the men formed up in a square. They were on their knees
protected by their shields, held in one hand while in the other hand they had
their long handled arms at the ready. The number of pikes, halberds and spears
were sadly too few to be certain of their effectiveness. Uncertain and worried,
the three women clung to each other near the burning brazier at the centre of
the battle formation.


"Set
fire to the huts!" King Holaf ordered, speaking slowly.


Immediately
the three archers of the east set fire to the arrows in their bows. They were
arrows that had been collected earlier, on the day of the ambush. The arrows
were fired towards the huts. Giving a hiss, the three arrows drew a perfect
parabola in the black cloud that covered sky, before sticking into the straw
roofs. Three other arrows suffered the same fate. Once again lines of light
dominated the scene, like fires of some careless alchemist that were out of
control. The man-made falling stars all ended in a crackling bonfire from which
a large black shadow slipped away rapidly and stealthily.


"Did
you see Prince Boris? They are afraid of fire! The Gods have granted us at
least one advantage!" King Holaf exclaimed a bit too enthusiastically,
holding his enormous sword and round shield in his hands, bent down like a hero
ready for the history books.


It only
took a few minutes for the flames to grow huge and revealing, but what they
showed nobody much liked. Four shadows fixed the brave barricaded warriors.
They were four huge beasts creeping like ferrets, studying their victims. They
had come from the side of a building then rapidly slid behind it covered by
shadows, only hinted at by the flames.


"Show
yourselves, horrendous creatures!" shouted the brave Commander of the knights
of Vyborg.


"Sire,
don't provoke them, please!" implored one of his subordinates tormented by
fear.


"What,
are you afraid of offending them? Those creatures will try to kill us all, it’s
all the same, with or without your insults!" emphasized the Dragon ready
to move.


From the
deepest and darkest shadow, showing through the narrow gap between the huts in
front of the soldiers, right on the edge of the square, two fiery circles
appeared, reflecting the lively swirl of the flames. They were fixed and
indomitable. There were dark baritone guttural growls as if a prelude to
massacres and atrocities. Emerging, like the back of an icy whale from the
North Sea, was an enormous limb equipped with long and powerful claws, followed
by a death mask of a face, born of the devil and the black night.


The long
visage appeared like the skull of a lion, more like bones than living flesh. It
had noticeably big canines like long blades sticking out past its chin, which
sent strong silent tremors through the limbs of the paladins. From the lipless
jaws two thick sets of teeth promised battle. The straight and neat row of
teeth seemed built for clamping onto enemies and biting off limbs and anything
else. A second set of teeth randomly attached to the red gums looked more like
gutting tools. They looked like the tops of mallets showing with each movement
of the beast’s head.


The body
that followed the terrifying visage did not promise anything better. The
monolithic being had prickly black mottled hair, so sparse that it showed parts
of the skin. It was camouflaged by lead grey streaks on its back. The legs were
covered with short smooth fur that showed muscles and tendons flexing at every
step. The beast walked slowly in front of the line of shields, parallel to the
soldiers, showing its haughty ability to inflict terror in weak human hearts.


There
was a sudden leap and an excruciating roar, followed by cries and the noise of
steel. From the shadows the beasts launched themselves into attack. While the
first was roaring and jumping with the sole purpose of distracting the men, the
pikes were rapidly lifted and stuck deeply into the thorax of the second beast.
Despite that, full of hatred, it shook itself, burying the weapons deeper in
its flesh. The animal longed to get close enough to trample and shred the men
under him. The soldiers, bent with the effort, had great difficulty in holding
up the pikes made slippery by the copious blood flowing along the handles from
the wounds. The other demon in animal form had been much more difficult to
combat. Quick and silent, he managed to crush the pikes to the ground and break
them before they were lifted, tearing apart two soldiers with its claws.


"Wall
of shields!" commanded the Lord of the North to the warriors frightened by
the beast.


Immediately
the War Masters stood in a solid wall, but however strong and brave they were,
they were thrown away like leaves in the wind. The arrows from the crossbows
hit the neck of the animal, resulting in only anger and death, while the beast
hit out with his all of his bloody arsenal striking everything he could get
close to. High with his sword in his hand launched an assault on the beast, But
the animal, with a jump of pure brute force overwhelmed, him, snarling and
sinking his claws into High’s flesh. Overcome by the excruciating pain in his
shoulder, he could see his death coming in the form of lurid serrated teeth,
illuminated by the yellow lights of the fires.


"Damnation!"
cried the proud God-Slayer at the point of death.


Next he
was greatly surprised by seeing pieces of teeth flying past his head. The
bloody war hammer of decorated Nordic steel made its welcome appearance, hitting
the slathering being hard, making it stagger next to High. A second blow made a
dry sound generating a big jet of red liquid, smashing the skull of the beast,
which remained erect and able to gnaw at a green Vyborg soldier who had come
forward to the rescue.


The
Vyborg soldier's new armour could do nothing against the teeth of the
hell-hound, who was strong enough to crush the two parts of the body armour
against each other, letting blood and guts escape from every hole and soft
part. Very little remained of the poor soldier fallen mercilessly in that
horrible way. The Dragon shaken by anger, was not stopped by this. Despite the
horrific vision, he threw himself screaming like those beasts with his hammer
ready to issue its sentence. Taking advantage of the arrival of his brother
Wolf, who distracted the bloody beast, the third rune took the opportunity to
inflict a blow with the claw on the back of the hammer. The raven-beak tip tore
deeply into the neck of the beast, making it shake itself instinctively,
hitting the thigh of number three rune with its teeth. The warrior dropped his
shield, and with his hand freed the axe from his belt, but the beast did not
seem to be either tamed or defeated, and ran staggering, dragging the warrior
toward the flames in the huts in a mad race.


While
the rest of the warriors spilled blood from wounds or were engaged by the other
beasts that had reached the battle, the first beast to fall was the one impaled
on the pikes of the still resisting phalanx. The victory spread its wings to
the wind, taking the form of the long sword swung in the winning hands of the
Demon of Trondheim. The sharp steel cut the skull from the body cleanly, with a
single blow, putting an end to the roars and groans of the animal.


The
second trophy was the beast dragging the Dragon, who was even more leathery and
combative than the being he was stuck to. The warrior, shouting all sorts of
curses, swirling the axe with his free hand, stuck it into the soft belly of
the beast. The beast was winded and forced to slow down his insecure steps,
dripping blood from his jaws. The third War Master seized the moment, slipping
his arm into the wound and forcibly extracting as much flesh and blood as
possible. A dull thud followed by a long chilling screech as the last breath
left the being, attracting the gaze of Holaf. The Lord of the North filled his
eyes with the sight of his soldier standing erect next to a weak mass lying on
the ground, while he gave the last tremendous and in a way merciful hammer blow
to his adversary.


The cry
of the third Nordic rune echoed proud and powerful through the air, as he
raised his arms to the sky, running against a fiery background towards his
companions, who were still being threatened by virulent claws. The executioner
became a prey when all the soldiers resumed the fight, carried away by the
example of their paladins. Also the God-Slayer, wounded and limping, threw
himself into the fray, delivering a splendid blow to the side of the animal
intent on biting off and chewing the head of a green knight.


Other
blades wreaked havoc on the shaggy black mantle, but it was the most unexpected
blade that almost by chance stuck in the eye of the beast. Driven by the
unlikely will of its own, the icy steel wielded by Boris stuck precisely into
the mirrored eye of the beast as it struggled. The sharp cusp sank into the
bulb, causing it to leak out blood and other fluids onto the pallid cheek. The
blow was not able to pierce the skull, and did not go through the bone of the
ocular cavity, which stopped the sword. Boris, clinging firmly to the weapon,
was shaken and lost his grip. He was thrown like a rag in the wind ending up
landing on two friendly soldiers dragging them down with him.


The
abomination tried to remove the foreign object with its leg, giving yelps and
shaking its muzzle strongly. The blade of the God-Slayer beat with force on the
flat end of the pommel of Boris's weapon, like a hammer on a wedge. This
decreed the end of the bloody incursions of the beast. Only the first creature
to reveal itself had not dared to enter into battle. All the while he had
continued his menacing march around the huts. The soldiers, driven by the joy
of victory, careless of strategies or anything else wise, ran screaming into
the assault in random order and closing in quickly on the hairy beast. But the
creature slipped away and disappeared into the shadows from where he came,
leaving only an echo of his roars as a bait to attract victims.


High
injured and in pain had sat on his trophy and watched Holaf, still vigorous but
visibly worried, next to the number one and three runes, who had stayed beside
the damsels. Throughout the event Tyra, Sersy and Elisabet had been sitting in
a circle, close each other, with their eyes closed and almost paralyzed by
terror. Even now, with the cries of men echoing away, they didn't dare to move,
except for the hysterical tremors of the beautiful Princess of South Winter.


Holaf
began to open all the visors of the fallen hoping in his heart not to see the
blond hair of Boris. Eight green soldiers were lying motionless on the ground,
so battered that they no longer seemed to be men. Four others were severely
wounded, but still breathing, tired and suffering. The ground had turned red.
Everywhere around on the ground there were still shreds of meat and limbs on
display. Splashes of blood had disrespectfully landed on the beautiful new
mantles of the ladies.


"Dragon,
my brave one, do you still have any energy?" asked King Holaf with a
worried look.


"Certainly,
my King, for a thousand more of these pieces of shit!" The third Master of
Trondheim responded with a heavy breath, not standing on ceremony.


"Can
you find Prince Boris for me among those fools without getting yourself killed,
my Champion?" the Lord of the North asked.


The
immediate and concise response of the third Nordic rune was:


"It
shall be done!" Rapidly the Dragon picked up his shield, checked his axe
and trusty war hammer, and then plunged silently between the wooden huts.


"That
man is a true Master of War, my brother!" High commented. He was poised
between admiration and gratitude, while holding up his blood-soaked arm.


"You're
right, my brother. But now healing your injuries is our priority!" Holaf
answered shortly. Turning to the women he urged them to help: "My dear
Ladies, I am sorry to hurry you, but King High is in need of wise care
immediately and not the rough field bandages I am capable of."


The
good-hearted elderly Lady rose and hurried to the aid of the God-Slayer, having
learned the practice of emergency sutures in her youth.


In the
rationally planned village the search for the beast, which had evaded death
still continued. No shadow was overlooked, no corner avoided inspection, but
the path the quadruped had taken was not found. The rapid searching eyes of the
Dragon's Head reached a small group of three noisy soldiers intent on piercing
every shadow with their long weapons.


"Is
your prince with you?" the big warrior asked roughly, but the negative
answer forced him to continue street by street and one shadow after another.


The
searcher came across two other Vyborg soldiers: back-to-back they turned on one
spot, terrified. They had lost all enthusiasm generated by the killings.


"Men,
have you seen Boris? King Holaf wants him!" the third warrior thundered,
but again his expectations were disappointed. The Dragon, limping because of
his wound, headed to where a commotion attracted some of the men.


"Soldiers,
I'm looking for the Prince of Vyborg. The Lord of the North wants to see him!
Who has seen him?" He asked, short of breath. But they didn’t hear the
Dragon's Head because the troops were intent on stabbing a great pile of humid
hay, under which, it was feared, the hellish being they sought was concealed.


"I
saw him go south with one of your companions! I think it's the one with the
Cat’s Head!" Andor disrespectfully replied.


The
Dragon's Head did not give the young man a single glance, but walked in the
direction indicated. Not even for a warrior like him was it pleasant to go on
reconnaissance alone. His heart beat in his temples and his thigh gave him a
lot of pain. Thoughts crowded and distracted him. The Dragon was reminded of
harsh truths by a deep gurgling of dubious origin in the narrow streets between
the huts. They all looked the same in the gloomy night. The warrior peered
around the corner of a house and saw the awful beast feeding on the body of a
soldier who was missing a limb and had his head split in two. It was dripping
with blood and what remained of brain matter. The body cracked and swung about
with every bite of the assailant. Its hind legs were sunk into the belly of a
second soldier also killed without any mercy.


As the
third rune watched, thinking about how to act, he heard a crack behind him.
Rapidly, the warrior turned around covering himself with his shield, but his
half-closed eyes and harsh expression found Andor the Rusty in front of him.
The Dragon nodded to the boy to stay silent, while he looked round the corner
again to verify the tragic situation. Andor also peered around and grew pale at
the bloody scene. He had no time to turn back, when inexplicably the young man
felt himself pushed powerfully into the open. The instinctive gesture of the
Dragon, while making an intentional noise, exposed the boy to the sight of the monster,
who never ever had enough blood. While the four-legged, shaggy-haired quadruped
launched a deadly attack on the poor bait, the black-cloaked Dragon slid
silently, invisibly into the shadow and preparing for action.


The
black heart of the Master of War of the third rune rejoiced to see life expire
suddenly, escaping far and fast, as the face of the young man was thrown away
by powerful blow that divested it from the skull. When the beast threw itself
onto the body, cutting and tearing the body of the boy apart, the man with a
depraved soul re-emerged from his shelter, like a shadow, to hit the skull of
the beast with both hands on his weapon. It didn't take two, but five blows in
rapid succession and meteoric strength to break the bones, smashing the skull.
The following sixth and seventh blows were only a show of nerves and adrenaline
and did not cause much damage apart from splashes of blood.


The
Rapid Dragon tried to look for the body of the blond prince, sinking his hands
in the blood of the two soldiers of Vyborg, but neither was Boris. The Prince
of Vyborg, however, was present: he had hidden himself under a house and there
he had been able to see everything, but astutely he chose only to see the
Dragon Head as a heroic threshing machine.


"You
are a miracle! Your strength will be matter of legend, as will your
exploits!" cried Boris, crawling out of the little black hole where he had
hidden.


"Here
you are, Prince, King Holaf sent me to bring you back to him," replied the
third rune, advancing and helping him to get up. To Boris it felt more like a
threat than help so nervous and strong was the grip of the Dragon on his arm.


"What
deeds did you speak of a moment ago, Prince?" asked the Dragon with a hard
voice, looking at the corpses of the knights.


"But
of course of how you intervened to knock down the beast and save me!"
replied Boris concealing his fear with difficulty.


"Andor
was stupid, boastful as well as imprecise. If he had inspected the huts
correctly, as ordered by King Holaf, one of those monstrosities would have died
during the day, giving us the favour of daylight," asserted the powerful
Nordic man, looking icily at the young prince.


Boris
did not answer, convinced that he was facing his own end, and closed his pale
eyes. A tear escaped on his cheek, sliding quickly down his round face. The
Dragon heard approaching voices, so he pushed the young prince onto the body of
the beast. The third northern rune forcefully grasped the weapon Boris was
carrying, then raised it to the sky and lowered it with a mighty thrust,
sending the steel into the red flesh of the dead beast. Boris reopened his eyes
after having shut them with all his strength and saw the pommel of his sword
shivering under his nose.


"Hold
onto the sword, quick!" ordered the Dragon's Head, lifting Boris's weight
dirty with blood and mud, and then screaming with all his lungs:


"Long
live Boris son of Demitry, Prince of Vyborg, Killer of Beasts!"


The
green soldiers who came there shouted with joy, raised their prince and brought
him in triumph to the King of Trondheim and the Lord of the East. The Dragon
followed the procession thoughtfully. The Bear's Head and the Leopard's Head
joined the group. The knights immediately made the story their own, telling how
Boris had ridden into battle and defeated the demon. A bit like what happens
with fishing stories, where even the smallest fish always turns into a titanic
opponent.


Boris,
young and frightened by his saviour, but above all greedy for glory, did not
deny anything but rejoiced nodding, raising his sword to the dark sky,
collected and steeped in blood by the third Master. The din of the festive
cries of the soldiers beating their blades on their shields after the victory
was in contrast with the gloomy mood of King High wounded and King Holaf
saddened by the number who died in the battle.


After a
few hours of chaos the two gentlemen wanted to know the numbers lost to pay for
the victory.


"My
King, we have surrendered to death eight knights of the phalanx and two, where
Boris became a warrior. One was found lifeless not far off and finally the boy
who joined us, he too died badly. The account of the wounded is much less
serious. There are only four, all able to fulfil the promise made by our
King!" was the reassuring and detailed account of the only surviving
Commander of Vyborg, but one of the four wounded.


"Certainly,
your value must be recognized, men of Vyborg. You really know how to fight
well!" The Lord of the North complimented them, tempering his thoughts.


"I
thank you, my King, but the merit of this victory must also go to your wise
guidance. If only some of us had been quicker with our pikes, the dead now
would be fewer" the Commander answered sincerely.


Those
words had a warm effect in the heart of King Holaf, lightening the burden of
the twelve victims.


"Are
you solid in your command, despite your wounds?" Long Sword wished to
reassure himself regarding the state of the wounded Captain.


"As
solid as ever , as solid as your guidance will be!," the man replied
smilingly.
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Alarming
edict


 


 


Travelling
quickly and lightly through the empty moorlands of the Long Plain, Godwin and
his escort had not allowed themselves any rest. Entire solar cycles now
separated them from the solid walls of Terra. Even the mere memory of the
comfort and home-like ease made the hearts of the men of the South overflow
with nostalgia. They felt more worn-out and exhausted than their new travel
companions.


The sun
was high in the sky, but with very little vigour. It barely pierced the uniform
blanket of clouds that spread as far as the eye could see. To all this greyness
was added a not very edifying haze, white and motionless, resting on
uncultivated fields, which were lower down than the road the eighteen wayfarers
were travelling.


Cypress
trees sprouted here and there from the snow-white smoky blanket, perched on the
miserable heights rising up out of the Long Plain. Rows of brambles clung to
other plants at the edge of the ditches, greedy for a little height, often
creating a green roof above them. Deep canals ran along the road for some
distance, occasionally disappearing under dilapidated bridges that had seen no
maintenance since time immemorial.


The Long
Plain, however, could boast the best road system of the entire Kingdom, with
the exception of the Highlands. The surface of the road was made of beaten
earth and there was no ditch without a bridge in any corner of that desolate
land. This greater interest in the care of the roads was because of the need to
provide for the pilgrims travelling to the mountain of the Holy Sepulchres.


The Long
Plain stretched from the south of the Vyborg Hills along the entire mountain
range, known as the Dragon's Back. The Long Plain was separated from the
Beneathathrone Plain by a wedge of green primitive wild forest of dark
reputation, referred to by all as the Tendard Forest, name inherited from the
first human explorer.


There
were many villages dotting the plain, large and small, all inhabited,. The rich
and once flourishing town of Varius also extended its dominions along these
lands, protecting them from the shadow of the Cordillera of the Beasts. The
latter, with its rugged peaks, often snow-covered throughout the year,
appearing splendid, but deceptive for the ill prepared and for travellers.


"Sire,
we are readying for war, then?" Gotthard asked curiously, anticipating
glory and trophies.


"I
really hope not, or at least I trust in providence, that we may avoid a
campaign lasting many winters," the King of the South cautiously answered
with little enthusiasm for the exaltation of the Nordic prince.


"You
are legendary and still breathing, which is very unusual! Do not misunderstand
my words, your presence is more than welcome, but to my ears it seems there is
little enthusiasm in your words. Has your glory offended you?" asked the
powerful hammer of Stahldorf once again.


"Exactly,
my Prince, I've had enough of glory, after spending my life on the battlefields
and blackened my soul with acts, of which few would be proud, but without which
I would not have my fame. My only joy and happiness comes from the sight of my
children and my wife. I know I have spoken words that you find disgusting, but
you are young and have no experience of a family, which is just the opposite of
your experience of war. Maybe, if you remember what I have said in ten years,
you will understand." King Godwin's tedious but heartfelt response left
Prince Gotthard slightly disgusted plunging him into grave silence.


They
stopped only the time needed for the horses to rest in a small village along
the way. It was made up of a few wooden houses with weak straw roofs. A
half-fallen tavern was the only possible choice, offering the innkeeper
eighteen hungry guests. The squalid hostelry, with few patrons, smelled like a
stable. The dirty wooden tables were smooth, set down but never cleaned since.
The portions consoled travellers by their abundance and good flavour. Game was
often found at the edge of the Tendard forest, whose dark shadow was populated
by mythical and legendary creatures.


The old innkeeper,
with her rough and uneducated ways, sat down at the table with her guests. To
her eyes they only offered new tales for her to listen to. With her elbows on
the table she stared at the knights, who were intent on eating quickly, without
grace or ceremony. She took the opportunity to show off:


"My
food is good, right? I deserve a place at the Citadel, a place for the rich,
not a fetid sewer in the depths of nowhere!"


"The
meal was great and the dishes fresh, your cuisine will be praised in the courts
of the whole Kingdom," Fulk replied, pleasing the woman.


"Where
are you all from?" she asked curiously. She was a gossip-hungry innkeeper.


"A
from all over the Empire of the United Men," replied Godwin, certain he
had not been recognized.


"Where
does your road lead you, knights?" the innkeeper asked a second question.
She was someone who wanted to know at all costs.


"On
a pilgrimage to the south, to the mountain of the Holy Sepulchres," Godwin
lied, twisting the truth to avoid surprises.


"Are
you mercenaries in search of glory? Instead of going to fight the bandits in
the south, you should stop and look after the land in the centre," the old
woman exclaimed, irritated, stirring everyone's curiosity.


"What
mercenaries? What are you talking about," Gotthard asked with his mouth
full of stew and fresh bread in his hands.


The old
woman stared very seriously at the Prince of Stahldorf, who was not at all
intimidated and repeated the question.


"Here
few men dressed like you pass by, and everyone goes to be mercenaries. Ask the
knights of Varius what the bandits are doing to our land," the innkeeper
answered nervously She took a breath, ruminated for a moment and delivered a
sensational spit to the floor. "Those colourful beasts steal supplies and
money without the slightest hesitation. They hide behind laws invented on the
spot, and if anyone opposes them, they are arrested and killed the same day."


There
was an exchange of complicit and conscious glances among the eighteen men in
arms. Godwin pretending indifference asked:


"But
precisely, what do these rogues want from the poor subjects?"


"They
are chasing a group hidden in the villages that the Emperor seeks. It seems
they are ugly people, aggressive and strongly armed," the woman replied,
standing up to remove a parchment affixed to the wall, bearing the description
of the bandits.


Godwin
took the edict, bearing the imperial seal, and shaking his head commented:


"Impossible,"
the men of Terra were watching carefully, alarmed by the reaction of the Righteous.


"What
does the edict say," Fulk asked, roughly.


Godwin
unceremoniously replied:


"It
is an authorization for the arrest of the King of the North, the King of the
East and the King of the South for conspiracy against the Imperial Crown."


A frosty
silence descended in the tavern. The only one who did not notice the change in
their mood was the innkeeper. She was intent on chattering, spreading gossip
and stories common in low-grade taverns.


One
after another, the warriors of Terra threw a handful of coins on the table and
left. Immediately ahead of Godwin and his armigers, Gotthard took leave,
putting on his great helmet. As soon as the Lord of the South came out of the
door, he found the knights of Terra arranged in a semicircle in front of him and
the Prince of the North leaning against the front of the building. They were
all waiting to see how events would evolve, weighing up for endless minutes
what should be done. Only the heavy hammer of the north marked out the passing
of time, tapping gently on the wooden trunks that make up the building.


"You
owe us an explanation, Sire!" Fulk cried nervously, eager for a singular
battle.


"I
am the Lord of the South, I owe no explanation to anyone! If their Lords desire
it ardently, the only solution is to go to the source and ask His Imperial
Excellency, why first he gave a mandate to his Lords to perform certain tasks,
and then commanded their arrest," the Righteous stated seriously.


"That
doesn't make sense!" exclaimed nervous Lonn, grasping his sword but not
pulling it out.


The bald
healer with his large chain maces took a couple of steps forward and, without
turning his back to the Sovereign, commented:


"The
armiger speaks the truth. This parchment makes no sense. Why only in the
domains of Varius? Why was nothing found in Terra? Yet this is the most serious
news we have heard yet."


"After
the Emperor and the Crown prince, the four Lords of the Cardinal Kingdom hold
the highest positions. Such an edict would have required the gathering of all
the Vassals of the Kingdom, but it seems that this news has been deliberately
leaked, slithering like a snake among the thorns. I smell something rotten for
my beloved North," Gotthard asserted, taking up a position next to King
Godwin and looking into his eyes, he concluded: "I am with the Lord of the
South."


"Soldiers,
I cannot give you an answer at the moment, but if you follow me, we will
discover together the meaning of these slimy plots, which hang over all of us.
The only certainty I have is my intangible, but unshakable trust in King Holaf
and King High, now engaged in the difficult interpretation of obscure and
intricate omens," Godwin exhausted his convictions with these words, not
being able to add anything else, he prepared for battle like everyone else,
grasping his sword.


"These
are only words written on parchment," Sigfred said turning his back to the
Righteous: "And the imperial seal the can go to the devil, a good goldsmith
could copy it for a few dinars! I am with the King of the South."


Godwin's
words were sincere and avoided confrontation, but what he had said made the
King and his companions understand the gravity of situation hanging over their
heads. They left as quickly as they could, staying away from the villages and
preferring to move at sunset, when the road appeared more uncertain, the
shadows stronger and the enemies everywhere, but the darkness favoured them.


The
troubles were very good hounds and always sniffing at the prey. It wasn’t long
before the first troubles were upon them. The company was forced to turn north
along secondary roads by a series of roadblocks. The roadblocks were set up by
the knights of Varius, who flourished like weeds in the fields. Godwin did not
want to go into the dense Tendard forest, which dominates the north of the Long
Plain. Not being able to travel on the plain and not wanting to move into the
forest, the eccentric idea of skirting Tendard's dark shadows emerged.


A small,
narrow poorly maintained path occasionally appeared among the weeds of the
forest marshes. There were long brambles and bushes at the foot of tall trees
with dense crowns that could be heard creaking, rustling making a wide range of
unattractive noises. Neither did the horses show any sign of appreciating the
presence of the plants, behaving nervously and disobediently. In the minds of
all the knights came the sharp annoying sensation of untrustworthy shadows,
which kept moving and rolling among the twisted and tangled branches.


"What
populates these green expanses, my King?" Lonn asked, worried about the
continuous rustle of the greenery.


"I
don't know! Certainly few survived to tell it, and of the few survivors even
fewer were able to give lucid and credible accounts. The only common feature,
found among delusions and evocative inventions, turned out to be a phrase
reciting "Death comes from above," King Godwin satisfied the
curiosity of his warrior, making him understand the reason for the reluctance
he had in his heart, for the idea of crossing those borders.


After
all, everyone knew the simple reality of the facts. Sooner or later a man from
Varius would have spotted them, calling for reinforcements and leaving the
Righteous and his companions only one extreme option to avoid a battle; they
had to offer themselves to be swallowed up by the rustling green plants.


The
inevitable happened. It arrived in the form of the hissing voice of arrows,
shot by archers, giving notice of the battle to travellers who were very tired
from the many hours in the saddle. First an arrow, then two and finally dozens
of sharp darts swarmed around the Lord of the South. The rapid rustling was
followed by deaf thuds that struck the trunks of the trees or in the bushes.
The archers' aim was fortunately imprecise, and from a great distance.


"Let's
try to avoid the engagement by galloping off. Maybe we'll succeed in leaving
them behind," the Lord of the South ordered in a loud voice, spurring
Balter.


The
knights took off, exhausting the last of their energy, running towards the
gentle valley in front of them. The tired horses couldn't keep up the rhythm
for very long and they soon had white froth hanging from their mouths.


"My
steed has exhausted all his ardour," warned Heinsius, quickly getting off
the saddle and preparing for battle.


"What
are you doing, knight," Fulk asked. "Get back in the saddle. Facing
them alone, you will die!


"You
are probably right, but death is not that bad!" Heinsius shouted, raising
his sword to heaven as usual.


"We
will have the advantage, if we arrive to the high ground and so dominate the
field," was the order of King Godwin. Heinsius did not oppose him and
climbed back into the saddle.


Everything
was frustrated by the dark figures, marching on the horizon showing the
multicoloured high flag of Varius. Their battle song reached the ears of the knights
of Terra and those of King Godwin, now in the form of a distant rumble. The
glittering sparkle of the pikes and shiny helmets was a clear sign of the
unfriendly intentions of the newcomers.


"A
charge is not possible, they have pikes and we are few," Fulk analysed
immediately with regret.


"True,
even the way back is precluded, we're surrounded," Melkior of the bald
head pointed out.


"My
Sire, we can slink into the green sea of Tendard, there we can increase our
chances," implored Franz, not very convinced of the idea of sacrificing
his life heroically.


"If
my sight does not deceive me, there are more than a few. I can count at least
twenty archers and I do not know how many foot soldiers there are in the front
line just ahead of us," commented the old warrior with long experience of
battle.


"Behind
us, given the number of arrows, we have at least ten archers, but I don't know
how many infantry. Our advantage lies in the certainty of seeing the archers no
longer shooting at us. That means their men are running to meet us, waving
their swords."


The
arrows reappeared flying hard and falling on their heads, bouncing on the hard
pressed ground mixed with stones.


"We’ll
attack on foot, so the pikes will be of little use. All we need to do is move
them with our shield and they will drop," Gotthard suggested, covering
himself with his long almond shield, typical of the Nordic warriors.


"And
so, we have no plan of action. We have only our good hearts and despair. Be
aware of the row of pikes, when you move the spears of the first soldiers,"
was the advice given by the Righteous to his men. Godwin slipped on his helmet,
unsheathed his sword and began to run, followed by the handful of brave people,
shouting: "It is God’s Will!"


The men
of Terra also gave the motto of their homeland to the wind, almost in unison,
as if they were one man, the cry was loudly heard: "Death is not bad!"
They rushed quickly towards the wall of curved lances, fierce and loud, sowing
fear into the hearts of the opposing men. The traitorous enemies stopped on the
highest point of the uphill road, enjoying the advantage and diminishing the
already meagre chances of survival of the Righteous and his companions.


The two
sides came into contact with a loud metallic crash. The shimmering second line
did what Godwin predicted, trying to stab the assailants without success,
except for slight scratches, while making the pikes useless. The metallic
skirmish turned into a kind of game of thrusts and insults. The poles of the
pikes were too long in the melee and were dropped heavily to the ground by the
vanguard of Varius.


The Lord
of the South slipped his sword between the colourful shields of his enemies and
managed to stick it right past the collarbone at the base of the neck of an
inattentive soldier from the second row who was concentrating on unsheathing
his sword. The tip penetrated the pale flesh, stupidly left unprotected by the
adversary. The blow was not deep, but enough to damage the trachea and make the
blood flow copiously when the steel was withdrawn. The wounded man felt faint
and fell to the damp ground, holding his throat in a vain effort to hold onto
his life which was running out.


While
the one on the earth was suffocating in his own blood, the soldiers in the
front line, pushed back by Sigfred, stumbled upon his body. The enormous
warrior of pushed ahead in anger, swearing and cursing like no one ever did in
the presence of the Righteous, causing the collapse of enemy defences. The
momentum of the adversary vanished, and vigorous blows were flung at all those
who opposed King Godwin. The axe of the Woodcutter was neatly planted in a
helmet, dyeing the face of a Varius warrior when it was released, delivering a
second victim to the dust. The Lord of the South, without resistance or invitation,
kicked the corpse and trampled on the remains, passing rapidly over the wall of
shields, followed by strong Gotthard.


With the
wall collapsed and the King crossing the line, the men of Varius were
overwhelmed by panic. Among attempts to escape negated by the royal steel,
there were those who, preserving some honour in their bowels, offered
themselves for a duel. The hammer of Stahldorf made its way, having smashed
skulls in much more arduous battles, certainly it was not a platoon of a few
soldiers that could stop him. Melkior's whistling mace also had a taste of
enemy blood, hitting the side of helmets so hard that its sharp spurs stuck the
into the weak shiny steel, causing an icy grimace on the face of his enemy.


The
colourful archers of the west, not being able to fire, ran swearing to join in
the battle, unsheathing their swords. The knights of Godwin dampened their
impetus, entrenching themselves behind a wall of shields, and then immediately
after the group struck they stood up straight, pushing and piercing the weak
chain mail. The archers could not do anything against the heavy weapons of the
followers of the Righteous. Their helms, even though reinforced by ribs, were
broken as if they were crusts of bread, revealing a soft purple centre.


The Lord
of the South, without equal in fencing even with lowered guard, took care of
the last able knight, who, showing himself capable in duelling, managed to
repel the Great King. The traitor launched a beautiful series of assaults,
carried out with skill, forcing the Righteous into a tactical retreat. Waiting
for a mistake by the enemy for King Godwin was pure fun, even when an archer
joined, doubling the danger and at the same time the chances of foul play.


Rustling
in the air the southern blade turned, quickly drawing a precise quarter circle.
The sharp steel made its way into the archer's cheek, smashing the light chain
mail face protection. Slicing the cheek and smashing the teeth and jaw, the
blade found a treacherous a new way to the bone of the neck. The Lord of the
South took a great step and pushed the tip of his weapon angrily into the
bowman's throat. There was only time for the enemy to close his eyes and fall.
King Godwin, covered by his shield felt a powerful blow from his other
aggressor and was forced back again to retreat. The Righteous who was struck a
glancing blow, then pressed and struck with great anger by his screaming enemy.
The soldier was more like a blacksmith intent on forging than a warrior. A
random blow from soldier of Varius' sword slid over the side of his knee
without causing damage to the Sovereign and allowing him to hit the enemy with
his hilt. The soldier lost the impetus of his percussive action, enough for
King Godwin to stand up again and breathe for a moment.


"Well,
don't you see? You are the only one still alive," the Lord of the South
pointed out to the knight, who was exhausted and breathing heavily.


The
inhabitant of Varius looked around among the weeds, now red, wild and lush. The
man noticed the blue lozenge and garnet jackets lying on the ground lifeless.
He saw Fulk pierce the chest of an imploring archer with a dry blow of his
sword. He observed the big Nordic warrior approaching quickly and
threateningly. The arms of the soldier of Varius were too heavy and he was not
able offer any opposition. The hand of the north grabbed him strongly by the
throat, so that the sound of twisted plates and shattered bones of the trachea
could be heard. The hissing breath became high and loud, and his blood flowed
dense in the veins of his temples. Then the large hammer eclipsed the sun for a
moment and fell, leading to oblivion.


"I
must say in the north you are not all that charitable," Melkior commented.


"A
sword stroke to the heart is certainly faster and less messy. It would have
been enough," reprimanded Franz.


Gotthard,
for his part, had never worried about criticism or annoying paternalism, let
alone coming from the lips of warriors he considered inferior both in rank and
strength. King Godwin had never criticised anyone. It would have been
hypocritical on his part, because he himself had just killed perhaps in a less
disruptive or striking way, but at the end of the day there was not much
difference.


"Courage,
my brave ones! Are you all well?" asked the exhausted but untouched
Sovereign of the South.


"My
King, I have an arrow in my shoulder," one of the warriors of Terra
complained.


"The
tip must be extracted immediately and the wound cauterized, to prevent blood
poisoning, and the inevitable gangrene," Melkior explained walking quickly
towards his horse, where he kept his operating instruments.


They lay
the wounded soldier down. The mighty Sigfred held his legs, while Fulk held his
body leaning with all his weight. Leather was placed in the injured knight’s
mouth to avoid damage to his teeth. A tiny fire was lit to sterilize the
ceramic instruments. Melkior chose some spoon-like instruments with angled
handles and flat heads, found among the most common arrowhead shapes. He placed
the dish in the flames, and when it began to glow he removed it. Once cold, one
spoon was placed on each side of the arrow that had pierced the skin to spread
the bleeding flesh and remove the foreign body. With a scraper Melkior
scratched everything that seemed potentially dangerous from the bottom of the
red hole. The operation was not painless. The wounded man was not helped by any
anaesthetic and he fainted. The last step was to heat an iron similar to the
first and start cauterizing the damage from the bottom of the wound.


The
smell of burnt meat and a loud sizzling noise, generated by the extreme heat,
made everyone shudder, including mighty Gotthard. The soldier woke up for a
moment and then immediately collapsed, while the black smoke of the operation
penetrated bitterly into their nostrils making it hard to breathe, persisting
in the memory of all those present.


Franz
and the old man had gone ahead a little to understand how far away the rest of
the enemy army was and partly to avoid hearing or seeing what could have
happened to him. Strange strident noises came from the bare but tightly woven
branches of Tendard. The creaking was followed by followed a continuous shaking
of the bushes, as if caused by the passage of a large wild pig. The lookouts
made a hurried return. On leaving they had behaved like two well-tried
soldiers, but they returned pale and tense like a youth at his first battle.


"What
disturbs you in such a way, my knights?" asked alarmed King Godwin
caressing Balter who was tired and thirsty.


"Beyond
the high ground, slowly marching towards our position, an entire army of Varius
can be seen," Franz quickly reported with his face inappropriately
terrified.


"An
entire division," Gotthard exclaimed, almost satisfied with the thought of
launching himself into such a glorious and impracticable undertaking.


"Around
a thousand men on foot are followed by another three hundred on horseback, all
directed here and I don't think they are friends," the old man answered
concisely with a gloomy gaze, waiting for the King of the South to draw his own
conclusions.


Godwin,
faced with such disproportionate force, turned towards the forest and then
towards the tiny track, which vanished on the horizon. The light of the day
continued to fade, tingeing everything blue grey.


"The
darkness could be our ally, concealing our bodies from the evil eyes of our
enemies. However, the condition of our horses prohibits further riding, and we
must consider the wounded who must be cared for. They also take swords away
from our meagre strength," he briefly interrupted himself, watching the
disturbed vegetation of the forest, and then said: "The only way available
is inadvisable and is also the darkest, but between a certain death and a
probable death a decision must be taken!"


"My
King, we can bring hundreds down, break their morale and put them to
flight," Gotthard madly proposed, laden with anger and a longing for
glory.


The
proposed self-destruction aroused vigorous protests from the non-suicidal
companions, who were branded by the Nordic warrior as cowards, generating friction
and disagreement, which did not auger well for the success of the trip. While
the warriors were using vocabulary that was more suitable for brothels of
lowest type, Godwin walked with his horse and his armigers, passing through the
thick vegetation with reluctance. As the knights saw the once white King
disappear between branches and leaves, they were silenced and hurried to join
him.










Chapter 18


Tendard
and its pitfalls


 


 


The air
in the tangle of trees smelled of moss and grass. The humidity was so high that
the noses of the adventurous soldiers were wet. The men moved with difficulty
among the branches, the plates of their armour getting trapped first by a tree
and then in a bush. The soft soil with its thick layer of decaying leaves made
the pace uncertain, and the warriors often had to grab onto something to avoid
falling to the ground. Birdcalls echoed around like the noise of unknown
beasts, creaks, growls and grunts alternated with each new meter of forest they
passed through.


"The
forest doesn't seem bad, apart from the dim light and this overwhelming smell
of mushrooms," Franz commented with satisfaction.


"Let's
hope you're not mistaken, my knight," replied doubtful King Godwin in his
dirty and tattered tunic.


The
further they penetrated into the heart of Tendard, the more the forest
tightened its coils, as if it were a big boa constrictor, intent on grasping
its next meal. The air became heavy and almost rarefied as in the high
mountains. Every step taken weighed on the body and morale of the warriors
smiting them like boulders. The light greeted the slow procession sadly, making
all shrubs, stones and trunks look dark and vague.


Crossing
the fords of rivulets that flowed innocuous and sparkling, the company came
exhausted to the banks of a clear and calm stream. Its crystal clear, pure
waters showed pebbles and boulders lying on the riverbed. The banks were
covered in abundant vegetation made up of a soft layer of moss and shaded by
stems and leaves, showing all the different variations of green. The tangle of
the canopy formed a natural vault. It was so thick that you could not see the
stars, which, given the time, would appear in the sky, certainly in vain.


"There
is no other way to go on. The stream will provide us with a lullaby with its gentle
gurgling," King Godwin exclaimed, pointing to a suitable place for a night
bivouac.


"River
means life, but this word can also be interpreted as ‘prey’, and prey have a
natural appeal for predators," Fulk objected, suggesting they look for a
different place.


"It
is neither water snakes nor felines of any kind that we should fear. Much worse
beings than these can be found among the leaves of the trees. I hope they're
not hungry, but in any case we'll stay close together and remain alert,"
replied the Righteous. Puzzled, looking at the dense black of the trees he then
added: "Tactically it is certainly a mistake, but in this horrible place I
don't want to stay without any light, so we will light a fire."


No one
had a ready answer. Everyone liked the idea of a little warmth on such a cold
night. Seeing their King so fearful of the forest touched the men deeply. The
welcome move, brought on by the real concern of suffering bestial attacks, left
those who knew of the deeds of King Godwin perplexed and restless. The ones who
knew his reputation thought he was indomitable, and were inspired by him.


Everyone
was woken while it was still dark. It was impossible to have an idea of how
long it would be until first light. A nearby tree moved violently, the trunk
arched and then returned vertical, like bow after the arrow had been fired.


"A
troll," Heinsius exclaimed in a low voice.


"Trolls
don't venture among these trees, even though they are very stupid," the
Lord of the South spoke sharply, regretfully as he unsheathed his sword.


The fire
was stirred up and changed from small yellow dancing flames, that were slow and
tired, to a small bonfire, giving flickering light to every blade of grass in
the surrounding area. Small twigs fell from just above their heads, followed by
fluttering leaves. A creaking noise came before the movement of another slender
plant, which bent and was released with a click.


"Whatever
it is, it hides in the foliage trying to surprise us!" exclaimed one of
the frightened soldiers as he stared at the moving green roof.


"Men,
tighten your ranks, let us create a barrier with our shields and hope that the
coming demon will not be too difficult for brave mortals," ordered the
Righteous.


"Can
anyone see anything?" Gotthard asked, bending down and looking.


"There
it is! There, in the middle of the trees! It looks like a snake," another
soldier cried out, shouting, pointing with his sword to the long tail of a
reptile moving quickly through the bushes.


"Tree
snakes are not big enough to make a tree bend, nor fast enough to pass from one
trunk to another," the old man spoke, his voice breaking with terror.


Slimy,
among the long leaves of the green undergrowth, the enemy slipped unseen from a
plant and with a lightning-fast move grasped a soldier of Terra right by the
head. The poor man crossed his eyes and twisted his neck, and gave the
beginning of a powerful scream but it vanished from his mouth, which had been
invaded by blood. He crashed to the ground to the bewilderment of his
companions. He had a deep hole the size of a finger on the nape of his neck. A
few tremors shook the body of the soldier until his soul took leave and only
the absence of life remained.


"Helmets!
Wear helmets," Sigfred shouted in an almost hysterical tone.


The Lord
of the South, wearing his eagle feathers high on his head, approached the fire
and took a wooden stick covered in hot flames. Twisting strongly King Godwin
threw the stick into the bushes, where he seemed to have seen and heard
something move. Born of the forest and of the evil one, the aggressor revealed
its misleading features. Covered by multi-coloured glossy green plumage,
interspersed with magnificent ruffled red feathers, which were highlighted by a
contour of fine blue feathers, a huge snake was curled up on itself. With false
shyness he hid his muzzle inside his coils and rhythmically moved his red
feathers in an almost hypnotic way.


"What
horrible incest could have generated such a creature?" asked amazed Godwin
speaking aloud to himself.


"Let's
kill that disgusting object," Fulk shouted with an eagerness, which
Sigfred echoed: "Knights of Earth, let's free creation from that horrific
abomination!


Running
to the attack like foolish peasants, the knights of Terra did exactly the wrong
thing. The serpent rose from the centre of the coils to about the height of two
men. It had a mighty square head, framed by a circle of undulating red
feathers, open like the tail of a peacock. No organ of vision could be seen
among the mighty scales, only four tapered cuts, like the intimate part of a
woman, were busily opening and closing, like the nostrils of a bloodhound. The
enormous mouth did not reveal anything until there was a lightning flash that
dragged the beast to wrap itself around a soldier crushing him slowly in its coils.


As the
immobilized victim screamed, desperately entangled up to his neck in that
mortal embrace, his companions came closer to strike. The mighty hammer of
Gotthard struck the feathered beast, but the powerful warrior seemed only to
have hit a rock. Not even Fulk's sword or the Woodcutter's axe scratched the
monstrous snake, intent on fighting with the other soldiers.


The
beast aimed its tail at the warriors of Terra sheltering behind their crusader
shields. The rolled tail with a long sting had no trouble in piercing the wood
and sticking itself into the soldier’s arm. The brave youth wilted in an
instant as the wicked toxin was injected, making men seem totally powerless in
the face of such an enemy. But the beast had more weapons at its disposal. Its
mouth was like a black abyss, full of jagged teeth, lined up in three varying
rows, which had a devastating harmful effect on everything that unfortunately
came in contact. A first valiant assailant tripped up by the whipping tail, was
shredded before their helpless eyes. Meat, steel, bones and blood were minced
in the mouth and then filtered and ejected as mush from vents behind its jaws.


Godwin
struck with fire hoping to find a weak point, but the demon, conceited and
aware of its superiority, did not even pretend to defend itself. The man from
Terra who had previously been captured by the coils was squeezed so powerfully
by feathered being that his eyes splashed out of their orbits. Only when the
armour looked like clay held tight in a fist, did the beast slide quickly on a
trunk, showing dozens of slender armoured legs, with which it moved quickly,
like a centipede.


The Lord
of the South drew the attention of the being, but he was so skilful that he was
able to dodge the head, which was trying to offer a mortal kiss. The Righteous
was able to aim his sword into the blowhole of the beast with great speed, not
given to everyone, causing a nervous retreat. The incestuous fruit of a union
between a snake and a bird pulled the good King, lifting him up from the ground
to a great height, and then dropping him back onto brave Gotthard, the fighter
at his side. The Sovereign and the warrior found themselves on the ground
amidst the blood and mush of their companions, and both looked at the
horrendous mouth hanging over them, falling sinuously from the trees. Both
heard the hissing of the being and the stench of putrefaction, dancing before
them. The King and the Prince saw with shocked and unbelieving eyes, a small
being, similar to a monkey, endowed with an enormous amount of courage taking
into account its size. The primate was able to throw himself onto the muzzle of
the beast and stop its deadly attack.


What
exactly that little being did was not easy to understand, but the demoniacal
product created by malignant forces and nature retreated rapidly to the summit
of the nearest tree. With the astonished eyes of a child Godwin rose up and was
surrounded by small anthropomorphic beings with rough skin and prominent
foreheads, swarming all around both bipeds and quadrupeds, nervously
controlling the black tree-lined roof, which was by now immobile and
mysterious.


Gotthard,
slightly injured and very disoriented, asked in amazement:


"But
what are they?


"I
don't have the slightest idea," was the brief and sincere response that
came from the lips of the Righteous.


The
minute beings started to become agitated again, as branches and leaves fell
once more from the tall branches. The anthropomorphic creatures withdrew
rapidly between roots and moss, jumping with agility from a stone to trunk,
covered only by moss green mantles used when they squeezed into cracks, hiding
themselves. No orders were needed, and all the soldiers, recovering their
weapons quickly and furiously, followed the little whistling humanoids. It was
immediately clear to King Godwin that those strange creatures were very shy,
that they were allergic to any kind of company. For the Righteous the decision
was simple and unambiguous: it was better to be on the receiving end of stones
and nauseous faecal balls, fetid to the limit of human endurance, than to play
the martyred hero with that hidden beast among the foliage.


The
little beings spoke a strange language, made up of whistles and clicks. Not a
single sound could be translated by Godwin. He was quietly engaged in an
attempt to understand anything their saviours could communicate. The rest of
the warriors who managed to escape, worried and silent, limited themselves to
dodging the sporadic balls, thrown by those strange little beings. A few shaggy
hairs grew on their heads. They had no noses, no ears, their big hands with
four fingers, identical to their feet, were used for clinging to the branches
like the monkeys, like those seen with the traders coming from beyond the Deep
Sea. Apart from their mantles, they did not wear clothes and, not having any
shame, they showed their nudity.


"How
were they able to turn away such a beast," Godwin asked, speaking aloud to
himself, engrossed.


Melkior
replied intrigued:


"I
think it's the nauseating slush that gives us the answer. As the feathered
being was about to venture on you, I saw a dozen balls hitting the feathers and
the head of the monster. If they had not intervened, now probably none of us
would be alive!"


"Providence
sent them!" exclaimed King Godwin, a little distracted by the little
beasts, who had gathered all around a pile of stones, in front of which they
had all knelt giving strong clicks.


"What
are those things doing now, and to what nightmare did that feathered being
belong? Where are we," Franz shouted hysterically, showing clear signs of
a nervous breakdown.


"Quiet, soldier!"
Fulk exclaimed, putting his hands on Franz’s shoulders and giving him a strong
shake.


"They
seem to be praying, but who or what they are invoking under those rocks is
unknown to me," as Godwin became increasingly curious, approaching lightly
the little monsters intent on the strange practice.


Gotthard
also came next with a watchful eye, not believing in his own eyes:


"They
are praying for human remains."


The
great man from the north was astonished to see a corpse of a human warrior,
positioned in a shallow pit, covered by a few stones, fortunately not
completely concealing the many details of his armour. A ring on his finger,
still on his hand, was clearly visible, bearing the symbol, which was identical
in every detail to that of the banners of Doom Hammer, a city in the circle of
the Steel Ring.


"That
ring is made of gold! It will make me a fortune," a warrior from Terra
cried out greedily, lying on the ground and stretching his arm toward the
treasure.


"Stay
where you are, knight! Do not dare to profane the relics of these shy
beings!" thundered the Lord of the South from the enveloping shadow of the
forest, pointing his finger to the opposite path to that of the rudimentary
burial.


Godwin
knelt down and recited some prayers under the attentive gaze of the grass hued
dwarfish creatures, who, not understanding the respectful gesture, threw a
couple of balls at him, dirtying his striking white armour.


"It's
time to go, my soldiers! The hour is so late that the top of the forest is lit
up. As many of you will have gathered, the air now smells of moss and grass
just like when we entered, so we must be close to the edge of the forest,"
noted the Righteous getting up and cleaning himself a little from the dung.


They
came out of the thick bush of the undergrowth of Tendard only fourteen in
number, all of them with a big lump in their throat because they weren’t able
to anything for their companions, not even carry their remains with them. The
situation was so tragic that even Gotthard also considered himself to have been
part of a miracle, he who was always in search of glory and death. The clear
sky showed black clouds swollen with rain near the peaks of the great
Cordillera of the Beasts, now so close that all the warriors were amazed.


"Is
it possible that we have come so far?" Fulk asked in awe.


"It
would not seem that only one night has passed since we took that deadly route,"
commented Heinsius, who was helping his comrade-in-arms with the arrow wound in
his arm.


"The
forest of Tendard is wicked and deceptive, distorting the truth by mixing it
with lies. It's never a journey to be taken lightly. Those who venture there
are punished by having to wander for a long time among the trees until they
meet with eternal sleep or worse, become victim of a knavish trickster,"
commented an old and resonant voice, coming from a fairly old man with white
beard and long white hair.


The
stranger stood there at the edge of the forest, holding a basket and collecting
herbs and mushrooms turning his back on the warriors.


"You
are who?" Melkior asked, almost demanding surrender, having his chain mace
in hand.


"Oooh,
I have many names, my dears! But in the Kingdom of Varius, where we now find
ourselves, I have none," answered the old man in an elusive way.


"Careful,
old one, you don't know who you're talking to!" Fulk cried, moving to one
side to surround his prey as if they were a pack of wolves.


"I
must correct you, you don't know who you are talking to, Sire Fulk, Deputy
Commander of the Prior's Guard of Honour. And I see Gotthard, fearless warrior,
Prince of the Hell Hole. Finally, hidden behind his warriors by the white
feathered helmet, I recognize no less than King Godwin, Lord of the South,
hidden among the branches of Tendard," the old man gave proof of knowing
who he was speaking to perfectly well, instilling uncertainty in their hearts.


The men
exchanged dubious looks about how or what to do, but no one moved a muscle
after the manifest ability of the candid old man.


"Who
are you? If you don't want to reveal it to yourself, it's not my business. The
information interests me is hearing from your lips which flag waving in the
wind is the one that you offer your loyalty to," stoic King Godwin asked,
ready to react.


"I
am neither with the West nor for the Emperor, but that does not mean that I am
not with you. If my poor eyes still know how to read, the Emperor repudiates
you and is hunting for you, therefore, it is he who is no longer with you, Lord
of the South," the strange old man again answered mysteriously with words
that twisted and turned.


"Old
man, you are cunning. You are avoiding questions, but it's not worth your while
to provoke the wrath of Terra," threatened Sigfred.


"You,
knight, are very far from your city and the powerful armies of crusader blue.
So don't threaten me, offering furies that you can't invoke!" the old man
maliciously silenced Sigfred, turning to his listeners.


The man
had no eyes, and only two deep and horrifying holes that were hard to forget.
The long, smooth white hair dropped like curtains next to them, framing a
hooked nose and thick moustache. Underneath the dark, dirty worn cassock was a
black, embossed steel breastplate with rib-like decorations. The piece that
imitated the sternum served as a clasp and connection between the breastplate
and the plackart, showing a rare and modern model reinforcement plate. It was
also decorated with macabre anatomical motifs. An iron mace hung from his belt,
as well as a sword with a red leather scabbard, bearing the inscription ‘Silentium
et Meditatio’ in gold letters. In his basket there was a small being very
like the ones that had just saved them. He was eating mushrooms and herbs very
greedily.


The
various fragments of evidence collected by Godwin led him to exclaim in an
astonished voice, taking off his beautiful helmet immediately:


"You
are Asmoday, Denethor Chaplain, an adept of Belial Cerno!"


The man
with the silvery hair nodded his head slightly and made a half bow before
saying anything:


"Then
I correct myself, here we all know each other, King of the South! Therefore,
the way you have travelled is a way to your possessions. Castrum Leonis awaits
your coming with joy. The good Josef will certainly welcome you triumphantly."


"Your
Excellency, the being you are caring for, what sort of spell evoked him,"
Fulk asked, bewildered by the dark presence of the strange warrior.


"This
is not the same magic as that feathered beast, it wasn't an evil spell!"
noted Asmoday in a calm tone, showing the basket to the curious warrior and
explaining: "This is a Gardener of the Fronds. They are small, shy and
never show themselves to anyone, even less frequently to the great warriors,
even if they are not very wise. Your feathered friend, on the other hand, is
called the Deceiver in this land; he is a bad opponent with few weak points.
Not much can be done to defeat or drive him away, and certainly you can't
succeed by brandishing simple steel, even one as good with a hammer as Sire
Gotthard.


"Were
you the one who sent the gardeners to our rescue? I will be grateful to you
eternally!" Righteous thanked him from the bottom of his heart, offering a
deep bow.


"It's
not me who you have to bow to, but Belial. He gave you into my care. It was
only because of his farsightedness that I arrived in time to save you," he
said refusing the royal bow so quickly that doubts and questions were created,
but Godwin preferred not to ask, just as Asmoday preferred not to answer.


"Your
mission seems to be so vital that it has unleashed arcane forces that have not
been seen since the dawn of time. They have the task of hunting you down and
annihilating you. No bounty hunter alive in the lands of the west will miss
being part of the hunt, looking for you even in the smallest hiding places. The
entire army of Varius is on the move in the lands of Long Plain, like a blind
man without assistance, looting and torturing in the vain hope of finding you.
Belial himself is travelling to the northwest to see the red flashes occurring
there with his own eyes. They fly into the sky from esoteric clouds, thickening
over the city of Old Tumulus. Black magical beasts roam ravenously throughout
the Kingdom. Only the Emperor seems blind to the flow of chilling events."
Thus spoke the gruesome warrior without eyes, in serious tone of voice.


"So
everyone is in danger! Is the whole Kingdom under invasion?" asked the
Lord of the South, feeling his heart beat fast at the thought of his many
children.


"The
defensive barriers have held up for now, but the walls have been circumvented
using unknown roads and paths, and over passes that are forbidden to weak
humans. The Green Skins, Blacks and Wrinkly Ones are on the move, spreading
horror on the earth. From the tombs and caves creatures of the Cursed Word pour
out, like necrotic flowers. Huge beasts ride the mountains and heights sending
people away and devouring the men in order to keep the way clear for a future
invasion," Asmoday spoke in a worried tone, caressing the little Gardener
in the basket. He raised his head in the direction of Godwin and stated:
"King, you're wasting time with a stupid old man! Move on and quickly.
Much depends on the reinforcements from the south. The road will now be unsafe,
stay true and strong!


Godwin
did not answer or linger. He ordered his men to remount and spurred his horse
to a gallop without much delicacy.


They
were several kilometres from the castle Hal Barat, which had to be covered as
fast as the wind and as quiet as the night. Leaving behind the warrior monk and
his evasive responses, the knights entered the hilliest part of the Long Plain.
The black outline of Varius could be seen perched like a raven on a corpse at
the foot of the mountains of the west, watching them lazily.










Chapter 19


Return
to the south


 


 


The
knights travelled south. The high mountains were witnesses to how much road the
small company had to cover to reach friendly land. The repeated night bivouac
was prepared as soon as it was too dark to see. The usual circle of sleeping
knights was hidden among the tall weeds lush in the fields, which was the
shelter of the weary travellers. With the gloomy sky playing the part of their
ceiling and a slight icy drizzle gave good night kisses until sleep caught them
all.


In the
darkest black night, thunder came, arrogant and noisy, not caring a bit about
the repose of tired soldiers. Flashes lit up the sky with extraordinary power,
making the shadows darker and increasing doubts in the heart of Godwin,
awakened by the din. Gotthard, restless in mind and sleepless in body, moved
away to practice a rite common to all living beings. When the Nordic Prince
returned, he came across a slender silhouette lurking in the bushes, betrayed
by the light of lightning. Gotthard rushed to the onslaught with his hammer,
which moved wildly in the air. There was a loud cry from the Nordic warrior
aimed at awakening his companions and instilling terror in the shadowy
attacker, who was also being attacked. A heavy blow from the steel head of the
hammer hit the weak bronze shield, deforming its round shape.


"Cursed
dog, you're also a man from the north," Gotthard shouted as he delivered a
second powerful blow and then a third.


The long
spear of the unknown assailant whistled loudly through the rain, just missing
the Prince of Stahldorf’s face, slightly unbalancing him as he dodged the
spear. A second soldier, also with a round Nordic shield, jumped from another
shrub and struck Gotthard on the chest. The black steel armour, pride of
Stahldorf, did not give way and suffered nothing more than a scratch from the
enemy sword. It took all Gotthard’s strength and skill to not fall to the
ground. But the wicked spear returned to bite, like a snake hidden in the
grass: the point pierced the chain mail right between his body armour and the red
shoulder strap. Gotthard stifled the cry of pain and anger between his teeth,
and grabbed the spear with his unusual gauntlet to prevent it from sinking any
further. Kicking his aggressor in the groin, as the man recklessly came too
close with glory in his eyes. Stahldorf made him collapse like a falling
handkerchief dropped by a Lady.


A third
cowardly man arrived. Until now he had been silently waiting and moved only
when victory was certain. Steel in the shape of an axe whistled coldly and
mercilessly towards the warrior in difficulty. But he was saved only thanks to
the divine intervention of the Lord of the South. The large shield of the south
stood firm and upright to stop the blow. The King holding the shield pierced
the man brandishing the spear with his royal sword. Tearing his belly just
under the short body armour. This stopped the man from pushing his weapon
further, thus freeing the angry wounded warrior. An irascible scream arose from
Gotthard's inner soul and echoed the loud thud, as the hammer made its way
through his opponent's skull. Blood, bones and a pink brain were scattered
among the bushes, resting on branches and leaves, like a plant with disgusting
fruit.


A fatal
anger still pervaded Gotthard and drove him to strike the fleeing coward,
throwing the hammer at him like a warrior God. The deep thud was a prelude to
what King Godwin did not want to see; the furious warrior kicked and punched
the stunned imploring man, completely forgetting his knightly vows. Gotthard's
large weight collapsed like a landslide on his victim’s chest, immobilizing
him. He pulled out a dagger, destroying him. The screams of man resonated long
and loud, full of despair, carrying his desperation almost to the walls of
Varius. The shocking spectacle was so crude and startling that it disturbed the
knights of Terra so much that they begged King Godwin to intercede, putting an
end to the carnage. The Righteous neither answered nor intervened, Prince
Gotthard was too furious for there to be any hope of him listening to reason.


At first
light Gotthard was still sitting among the remains of the attackers with his
eyes closed, waiting for his King.


"Warrior,
have you beaten your demons?" Godwin asked in his flat tone, as if nothing
had happened.


"Yes,
my King! I cut them all down, these bags of meat were nothing more than vile
mercenaries," Gotthard answered motionless.


"Come,
Prince! I will need your keenness for the dark times that await us. And have
yourself medicated by Sire Melkior!" ordered the Righteous while
controlling his magnificent Balter.


The
healer, still shaken, approached the lake of blood, in which an almost skinned
man seemed to float. His open arms, his entrails arranged as if they were
tentacles spread out horrifyingly, while the pallor of his ribs, cleaned like a
knife blade, stood out in the lacerated flesh. The vision was too much for
Melkior, who returned his newly eaten breakfast to sunlight.


"Move
from there, warrior! What sort of man are you?" barked the annoyed healer.


"At
once" was the unexpected and polite reply, whispered by the great Nordic
warrior. His wound seemed almost like a scratch on his impressive bulging thick
muscle, showing even the muscle fibers.


"I've
never seen such thick muscles before," commented the surgeon at work
cleaning the wound.


"You've
probably never travelled north," Gotthard answered.


"Everyone
knows the stories about the giants of the Overland," Melkior answered,
roughly, now carefully sewing the wound like a diligent tailor.


"I'm
not talking about myths, but about Kings and warriors! Did your eyes ever see
King Holaf or King Bior called the Great Shadow? Have you never heard of Piotar
Magnusen and his giant war bear? My brother Gottvert also beats me in
size," Gotthard listed only the most famous Nordic warriors, but he could
have named many other heroes.


"You,
messere, would like me to believe that you're a small example of a man from the
north," Melkior curiously asked continuing the game.


"King
Holaf is a monumental man, I can swear it as I was with him in the Citadel, and
even one of his guards would make all of us seem tiny, except for Gotthard and
Sigfred," intervened the Lord of the South advocating the cause of the
Nordic men.


"If
they are so strong, why don't they save us all," mumbled a contemptuous
knight of Terra.


"They
do, they have always protected us! Unthinkable beasts fall on us from time to
time trying their unparalleled strength against the Nordic defences. The last,
if you remember, reached the Citadel, and if it had not been for the armies of
the north and their weapons, now there would be few of us, fleeing like rabbits
hunted by bloodhounds," explained the Righteous with strong feeling.


"My
King, I'm ready to ride! Sire Melkior has repaired me, all I need is a bow and
I can start again," Gotthard joked, moving his shoulder to assess its
condition.


"Excellent!
God protects us through our hands. This night he chose the hands of the north,
so, with such protection what can we fear? We're going to fly as fast as the
warm southern wind," Godwin exclaimed, setting off to his lands with a
calm and relaxed expression, like one who already feels the warmth of home.


Riding
lightning fast through the morning along the twisting pilgrims' path, they
found untamed branches covered in dew invading the road and the first
non-hostile people since many moons before. A couple of young people in love
and happy, holding each other tight, greeted the noble in transit with big
smiles, a very rare commodity in those times.


"My
children, where are you heading?" asked King Godwin, who was pleased to be
able to talk to new people of frivolities, without having to fear their
weapons. After a quick exchange of jokes, the satisfied King said goodbye, wishing
the two young people good travelling.


The
hours passed and the miles accumulated behind them, like wooden logs in
warehouses. The high sun battled with clouds to take over the sky, drying the
travellers in a warm embrace. The good wishes for their journey, exchanged
during the fortuitous meeting with the couple hours before, did not have any
beneficial effect on the tired Sovereign. Announced by trumpet blasts
accompanied by the deep and threatening drumming of galloping horses, behind
the Righteous a wide charge of cavalry sparkled in the shy sun. The terrain
fell under their hooves in a mad rush and Varius' polychrome livery was
perfectly recognisable, even if far away.


"Come
on, my companions, have your steeds give their best," the Lord of the
South ordered agitatedly, asking his beloved Balter to make one last effort.


Despite
the remarkable temperament of the horses, they were too tired to escape. I was
a bad game with a predictable outcome. Everyone did their best until, already
resigned to battle but wanting to make the enemy pay dearly, they dismounted
from their horses, forming a thin wall of shields to defend themselves as best
they could. Then the thunder of the hoofs became stronger, spreading in every
direction. Then horsemen raced behind them, with a soft hiss like angels,
emerging from the light mist that was lying like a light mantle enveloping the
fields. They were knights in blue tunics, shiny armour and white crests,
loosely dancing as they the charged.


"They
are my subjects," the Lord of the South exclaimed smilingly.


"Look
at the lion, it's the cavalry of Hal Barat," Fulk shouted excitedly
lifting his sword.


The
azure mass of knights divided, flowing to either side of exhausted warriors,
and then lined up again a few meters after passing them, just like the sea
around the rocks. As the Righteous identified himself, the horsemen cried out
in unison: "For the South, for King Godwin," so loud as to cover the
roaring thunder of the charge. The long spears dropped one row after the other
their sharp spikes pointing toward the treacherous row of attackers, not at all
intimidated by the considerable charge.


The
noise of the impact was surprising, like a landslide on a mountain. When the
impact became stronger there was a film of dust that blurred the colourful
steel. The noise of wood gave way to a sharp tinkling of unspeakable ugliness
in the background. The first rows of the emplacement at the mercy of the charge
were compressed and joined by the slower successive more precise lines. For a
strange few minutes it seemed there was a perfectly equal tangle of screaming
bodies, but the illusion broke into pieces, like crystal on marble with the
arrival of the infantry support in blue livery.


The men
in blue tunics, screaming with anger and exaltation, with unsheathed their
weapons attacked the flanks of the warring group, stabbing horses and knights
and cutting off their retreat. The men of Varius lost the initiative and
retreating, were overwhelmed by the superiority of the Protectors of the Way.
Helmets, as well as their precious contents were smashed, the wrath and thirst
of steel was not tamed until all men with their colourful livery were lying
dying on the ground.


As the
shadows and light lessened, the ground turned red with blood and was impassable
because of the many bodies stretched out. The cries and the metallic crashes
gave way to subdued wails and occasional desperate groans. Even Hal Barat saw
many valuable soldiers and perhaps excellent fathers of families die. The
wounded in blue livery were immediately rescued at the behest of King Godwin.


"My
Sovereign, I'm Carol, Commander of the cavalry of Hal Barat. I'm happy to be
there safe and sound," a young man appeared who was well groomed and
equipped.


"My
heart is filled with joy to see how efficient you are in carrying out your oath
to protect the road that crosses our borders," congratulated King Godwin
as proud as a father.


"We've
been waiting for you for weeks. Voices of the price on your head came on
horseback from nearby lands in recent times. Terrible lies, which King Josef
immediately denied, and increased the search for Your Majesty," the
soldier explained shrewdly, before ending by saying: "My King, the
Sovereign of Hal Barat awaits you with impatience! From now on, the ground is
clear. Do you want to go on alone or do you need an escort?"


"No,
no, my good soldier, for these well known and loved roads, my escort is already
too large. I thank you and here I leave you to your duties," King Godwin
answered kindly.


As the
group moved away, they could hear an order being shouted threatening a whipping
at the sole idea of taking prisoners. Times and customs had deteriorated to
such to a degree that similar orders were obeyed and excused without complaint
or muttering.


It
didn't take long for them to see the two towers on the horizon of Castrum
Leonis, a fortress overlooking Hal Barat, which was ruled by Josef Hennen. This
meant that it was a friendly castle and promised a bath full of invigorating
water, not to mention a comfortable bed and abundant quantities of food.


The
walls of the allies soon cast their modest shadows on the head of the Lord of
the South. Hal Barat was defended by ancient fortifications, standing since the
dawn of time, and like all strongholds, it reached dizzying heights. But these
walls had been reduced in more recent times, when an ancestor of the King had
the large stones taken to reinforce Castrum Leonis. Walls of little account in
the eyes of gigantic vagrant beings or titans, coming from the northern lands,
but certainly more than enough for men and even beasts, occasionally passing by
on their way south. The purely military structure did not have anything
superfluous. Wide battlements towered over the terraces, well guarded by
armigers happy at the sight of their Sovereign.


Beyond
the city walls, the layout of the town was simple and welcoming: a large square
opened immediately after the drawbridge, part of a large octagonal tower. On
the square there were well kept and cleverly built wooden houses. The brick
chimneys poked through the roofs, puffing black smoke, from burning wood
sending an acrid smell into the air. Towards the city centre, past the wooden
houses, stood tall square red brick buildings above which towers and turrets
soared, arrogantly flaunting the wealth of the family living there. In almost
every corner skeletal trunks of wisteria climbed between the buildings,
creating in unusual passages, particularly at the intersection of winding
streets. These dense vaults offered an idyllic spectacle in spring. The dirt
roads had been levelled out, perhaps to welcome the Lord of all the Sovereigns
of the South. Life swarmed frenetically through the noisy streets, where the
citizens were so busy that they did not greet the Righteous, and frequently
hindered his way unintentionally.


"Beautiful
city, my Lord, without pretentious palaces adorned with gold and marble,"
commented Gotthard, positively impressed, arriving for the first time in his
life in the south.


"It
is impossible to compare our cities with the opulence of the highland
buildings, nor with the fine inlaid wooden buildings of the north. We're more
used to simplicity in the south. The buildings are similar to eastern
buildings, but our houses are warmer," replied smiling King Godwin. It
didn't seem possible to him that he was among his loyal subjects.


The only
son of the old King, Prince Yulian, stood out among the crowd, dressed
magnificently, on the back of a white steed, smiling and waiting for the Lord
of the South. The prince, as bright as the sun, dressed in armour with a gilded
and glittering breastplate, all adorned with stones set in the colours of the
summer sky and the sea. On his chest there was an inscription, among the
branches of an engraved tree. The phrase read ‘Defend the weak’, the motto of
Hal Barat's army. His arms and legs and the matching the fauld and tasset were
a beautiful bright blue, in contrast with the gleaming uniformity of the
armour. Over the blue, floral motifs in gold budded at the ankles and covered
the armour at every point. The gold helmet carried in his lap showed the
features of a lion with a wide-open mouth and a severe look. But this
protection, if it had been built with the aim of generating terror, it
certainly disappointed its master. It made him look clumsy rather than
frightening, especially because of the mane of real hair, covering the steel
veil, placed to defend his neck.


He
approached the prince with open arms shouting from among the crowd:


"What
a pleasure and what an honour to be able to meet you again, my King!"


"I
thank you for your warm welcome, but above all for having sent troops to our
defence," the good Lord of the South exclaimed with deep gratitude.


"Were
they useful? I suppose they won! Well, fewer dogs of Varius on this
earth," commented the Prince of Hal Barat a little vulgarly.


"You,
Prince, have grown now, therefore, the succession to the throne is certain and
strong in your hands!"


"If
my father thinks I'm worthy, I'll serve you to the best of my ability, but I
hope I won't take over those duties for many winters yet," Yulian answered
obsequiously bowing on his steed.


"Please
escort us to court! My travel companions and I have an urgent need for a warm
bath, rest and if possible food. Moreover, I know the Sovereign awaits me,"
asked the Righteous with such energy as to disguise his supplication as an
order.


"Certainly,
my King! Follow me! King Josef has been very keen to receive you since Asmoday
visited us, suggesting that we look for you in the plains of the Kingdom of
Varius. After that conversation my father looks like a completely different
person. I'm not aware of what was discussed, but judging by the reaction it
will take a great deal of effort just to survive," Yulian revealed,
walking alongside the Lord of the South, who listened interestedly. His guards
from Terra followed the pair, more attracted by the local beauties than by the
speeches of the nobles.


"It’s
just as well he claimed that he was more accustomed to the simplicity of the
inhabitants of the south," Fulk commented through gritted teeth, referring
to the prince in gold armour and making the Nordic warrior grin.


"The
girls in these lands are certainly very attractive, even if they are of humble
birth," Franz awkwardly commented with a rapt gaze, changing the subject.


"But
do you believe that beauty is only a prerogative of the rich? And perhaps you
can indulge in the foolish illusion of being able to guess how well-off a girl
is by the grace of her beautiful little face? In truth I can tell you stories
of the exact opposite: in the lands of the north rich women often sit on their
thrones, weighed down by their riches, wallowing and gorging themselves like
seals on the rocks. Young farm girls, fisherwomen and millers have firm,
sculptured bodies. Maybe their hands are like shark skin, but I don't mind at
all," Gotthard said with his eyes glittering, recalling his past loves.


"Maybe
when all this is over, if I'm still alive, I'll come to visit you in the
north," Franz replied, smiling.


"Of
course, but be careful, in those lands even babies can wield swords and
shields, and if you do not behave well, I will not be able to save you,"
warned Fulk teasing the young and fiery warrior.


They
reached the foot of the wall of Castrum Leonis. It was not a typical fortress,
half in stone and the rest in bricks. A tall and slender tower to the east was
perfectly reflected by its twin to the west. From the top of these structures,
the barren lands of Hal Barat's Kingdom could be watched over and dominated.
The walls had many war machines, capable of sowing death among possible
aggressors. The great stones, taken from the city walls, rested clearly at the
base of the towers, low and massive, housing the defences. No decorative
elements or affectations spoiled the perfect harmony of the military style, so
dear to the Sovereign. I was only possible to pass one at a time across the
very narrow drawbridge, preventing mass invasion.


Inside,
through the door, there was a small and narrow garden, surmounted by crenellated
internal walls. A steel portcullis, raised by two thirds, allowed a glimpse of
the inner courtyard of the castle, where playful fountains threw large jets of
water several meters high. Three long stone basins divided the square. In these
low and luxuriant waters red fish played, hiding shyly. Among the green
vegetation, mythological statues seemed to be chatting, spraying water near the
visitors, who were impressed by such magnificence. The long ponds were
separated by steps, on which charming sirens watched loving fauns and centaurs
struggling to win the hearts of the amphibious maidens.


"A
wonderful parade ground, Prince, but I can still remember when its unadorned
style had a more military-style charm," commented the Lord of the South in
astonishment as he looked around.


"Yes,
my King, since Lady Bouman moved to court, we have tried to make the castle
more suitable for a princess," young Yulian answered with pride.


"But
then you are betrothed? So, I must offer my most heartfelt wishes for your
happiness on the occasion of your future marriage," congratulated King
Godwin giving him a paternal slap on the shoulder. "Your future bride is
Egon Bouman's daughter, I don't remember Lady..." the Righteous stopped,
trying to bring the name of the young woman to mind.


"Lady
Felicitas," suggested the prince in blue gold armour.


"There!
I couldn’t quite recall her name. I only saw Felicitas at her baptism, I had no
other occasion to meet her," the Lord of the South commented, thinking
aloud.


The
small procession crossed the wooden door and left the horses to the grooms.
They were surprised by the pleasant warmth reigning in the palace. Castrum
Leonis's great hall still seemed as Godwin remembered it and preferred it. The
spartan space was dominated by low, sturdy columns, holding cross vaults in
brick, reinforced by wooden ribs, carved with rough floral decorations. In the
centre of the room, which was high enough to make your head spin there was an
exaggeratedly tall gold-leafed wooden throne, with a backrest that rose to
touch the ceiling. The throne was composed of two maniacal lions that were
fighting on the battlements of a hypothetical castle, clinging to a merlon.
This was the backrest, padded and lined with blue velvet. Wrought iron
candelabra surrounded the columns in groups of four, illuminating the dark
room. The only other light came from a rose window behind the throne. To the
sides, in succession, statues of heroes and rulers of the city offered their
proud effigies to the memory of the centuries. They were made of polychrome
marble. Such care was taken to recreate their eyes, carefully setting the hard
stones, following the veining, that the mass of stones seemed to be alive.


King
Josef was standing waiting, away from his throne, impatient for his guests. His
figure was now lean and slightly bowed, bent by the accumulated years, almost
more than anyone else. Despite his age, the King had dark coloured hair and a
well-kept tidy beard to conceal its candid whiteness. The thin face framed
black eyes and a slightly twisted mouth, a reminder of the years spent on the
battlefields. Josef, who was dressed in red velvet, prostrated himself before
his Sovereign without weapons or protection, as if the times offered no threat
of battle.


"Well,
my King, luckily you're safe," congratulated the host.


"Certainly
we are alive, thanks to your intrepid men, who threw themselves into the fray
to help us all," replied King Godwin, bowing in return.


The old
Josef did not hesitate and with a nod, set off with a firm quick step, making
his way to a smaller more private room to talk, but before starting out he
noted:


"Who
do we have here? Gotthard, son of Gottwald, Prince of Stahldorf. Well, he seems
to be the least goat-like of the Gotzsons, apart from young Gottlod, still too
prone to stubbornness. Come, you can join us in our talk." After walking
around the Nordic prince, another man caught his interest came to see him.
"Fulk, you are a reasonable man, come and join our group, better to have
clear though opposed views than be buried by indulgent flattery."


The wise
King Josef invited the two external counsellors to the court. He no longer knew
exactly whom he could trust. He deeply offended his son by excluding him from
the elect. They sat in a small, bare white plastered room, dominated by a huge
crackling fireplace. Godwin was the first to ask:


"My
dear Josef, should I believe that I have been nurturing snakes in my bosom in
the Kingdoms of the South?


"You
would be a madman, my beloved Sire, if you were convinced of the
incorruptibility of your Lords," smiling Josef answered frankly. "A
young man has been hovering at the court for months. He is not very discreet
but has been able to win the confidence of my young and stupid Yulian, and now
wanders with his ears flapping through my cold corridors, eager for
information. The messenger hawks are all exhausted, from so many messages sent
by him to his homeland Torat. It has been necessary to limit their number and
to read their contents.


"All
this is very worrying," Godwin exclaimed as he looked at Gotthard with a
severe expression.


"Therefore,
we must presume the possible corruption of the Lord of Torat," Fulk
suggested, shaking his head.


"In
any case, there are few I would trust. Since time immemorial the Kings of the
South have been more attracted to anything that glitters rather than to the
sacred values and vows. Asmoday himself confessed during his visit that he was
not the only Inquisitor on the hunt in your land, my King," Josef worried.
Then he shouted, calling for food.


A few
moments later, the table where they were sitting was transformed into a
sumptuous banquet, where first fruits of the season were combined with
delicacies of all kinds: from warm meat to soups and typical dishes, breads and
focaccia, filling the room with their inviting aromas. Among all these
delights, the hand of the great Nordic warrior was magnetically attracted to
the cider jug.


"I
didn’t ever think I could find cider in these lands," Gotthard exclaimed,
pouring himself a full tankard. Just as he had finished filling it, he avidly
emptied it and filled it up a second time, congratulating old Josef on its
excellent quality.


Godwin
preferred a sip of wine before setting out his thoughts:


"I
must recall Wiggo to his duties, we need his beasts!


"The
heretic?" exclaimed Josef, opening his eyes wide.


"My
King, you know how that madman no longer wants to obey anything or anyone. He
repudiates our religion in favour of worshipping himself. He thinks he is a
living God and for this reason he believes he is above any other loyalty or
belief."


"God
or man, if he does not join the fight, his Juggernauts will be able to do very
little, however strong they may be. The fate of men is at stake and there are
many of our race who already repudiate the path of the One God or traditional
religions, preferring demonic cults bearers of darkness. His army is essential
to the salvation of all. We need it," Godwin answered calmly in a
convinced voice, well aware of the arduous task entrusted to him by the One
God.


"Forgive
me, Your Majesty, I am old, help me understand a little better, precisely what
it is that threatens us," asked Josef closing his dark eyes.


"Problems
everywhere, the only apparently tranquil territory would seem to be ours,"
the Righteous replied bitterly and briefly, filling his mouth with a large
piece of roasted meat, so big that he could no longer speak for a few moments.


"Two
days ago a hawk came from the plateau, bearing a rather bizarre note," the
old King of Hal Barat began saying, but he stopped.


"What
news, don't keep us on tenterhooks, old man!" Gotthard incited.


"My
dear young Prince, it's probably the joke of some trickster. Honestly, I
wouldn't give it too much weight," Josef commented smiling. He didn't have
an easy smile. It looked more like the bitter laugh of someone who hopes to
receive good news but is overwhelmed by evil tidings.


"My
good liege, let me decide whether to ignore the message. Given the times,
nothing should be mocked or put aside lightly," the Righteous, in a severe
tone, encouraged him to continue.


"As
you wish, my Sovereign," Josef obeyed by pulling a parchment out of his
red jacket pocket, "I will now read to you the words of Morten Gottson,
Lord of the City of Rost, first General of the Steel Ring. ‘Announce to the
people devoted to you the awakening of the God of Blood. Purple tongues of
serpents flash on the northwest horizon, foreshadowing the coming of the Dark
Gods. From the time of last red moon, the mountains gush forth waters, which
give lively a flow into the rivers of the plateau, as far as the beginning of
the sacred river of Vhola. The fords and the pools will give only one verdict
of death, because now the river is demanding souls, feeding on the living.
Gather the armies together and be ready for the call. The time has now come,
but the Emperor does not want to see what nature so forcefully reveals."


A
breathless and dense silence fell on the room, the principal theme of the news
made their knees tremble. But it was what was hidden between the lines that
worried their souls and crushed hearts.


"But
why does the Emperor not want to see? It's a phrase that could be punished by
beheading! Morten must be out of his mind! 


"This
identical message has been sent to all the Lords of the South. Therefore, I
assume also to the East and to the North. Morten never gave any sign that he
was losing his mind," Josef pointed out.


"We
have arrived at this situation without realizing anything," Gotthard
asked, puzzled, shaking his head, drowning his thoughts in cider. "I know
King Morten like every other warrior in the north, and I'm sure his heart
weighed heavy as he wrote that letter. He lives to serve and protect the
Emperor, if it were not true, if he had no proof of what he said, he would
never have sent such a message!"


"I
agree with you, Gotthard, and I myself saw the Emperor, being manoeuvred by
treacherous minds. Counsellor Dicius whispers and belittles all the alarms
brought forward, throwing mud at anyone who tries to reveal the truth,"
Godwin said resigned, swirling his mug half full of wine.


"At
least in all this darkness some light has been shed. The enemy is hiding behind
the thick walls of the fortress of the Thousand Gates. We'll have to turn our armies
there," began Fulk with schematic simplicity.


"Don't
move too fast, brave Fulk, other forces are being moved where we cannot see
them, beyond the mountains of the east and beyond the Nordic Sea. Lucius is not
without resources, He has already changed his alliance on the chessboard of
war. We were blind and deaf, too indulgent with the seed of evil. Now it is
well established in our gardens," Godwin exclaimed, agitated as never
before.


"My
King, seven are the days needed to gather supplies and weapons. My protectors
of the Way will be at your side and I with them. I have watched too many
winters from the warmth of my rooms. The time has come to dust off my armour
and take it into battle," were the words of the old lion, ready to follow
the young King in the task that divine providence asked of them.


Gotthard,
satisfied, beat his fists on the table, making the glasses and the white
ceramic vibrate. He exclaimed as he got up:


"Sire
Godwin, I'll follow you! If it is to be war, then make sure at least it’s a
glorious one!"


To this
manifestation of solidarity, the Lord of the South spoke his sacred motto:


"God
wants it, my Commanders, so let us give Him what He asks!"


Only
Fulk did not participate in the exaltation of war in that moment, but in any
case made a wise decision:


"My
King, it would be better to send hawks to all your friends, asking them to
prepare their armies. I don't know where, but Lucius will hit us hard, pouring
ancient horrors and unstoppable fears on us."


"We
have allowed the devil to survive and grow, thriving in the shadows. The evil
one is deluded if he thinks that he can have an easy time. But the victory will
be ours, the Warrior Gods will be filled with pride watching us die in battle.
If you will allow me, I ask for a hawk to send the glad news to my father at
Stahldorf," rejoiced the hungry warrior Prince of the North under the
puzzled eyes of King Josef, who knew little of the Nordic religion.


"Dear
boy, what good news have you heard in all this chaos, that you wish to report
it cheerfully to your unhappy father?" asked Josef not knowing, whether to
be surprised, intrigued or angered by such expressions of jubilation.


"My
King, I kindly ask you to limit your judgments about my family, especially my
great father," Gotthard answered, frightened, staring at the old King and
adding: "The men of the South are moving to war. The North will certainly
unite, providing irreplaceable contribution. The East has never been simply an
onlooker and will not need to be begged to join us. So, with such prospects,
who could fear defeat? And if death should come, I hope it will take me
battling with ten blades and leaving behind piles of enemy corpses so as to
guarantee me Valhalla!"


The good
King Josef burst into laughter and commented:


"It
is a question of points of view, then: you yearn for death in battle, while we
fear it!" He took a deep breath and continued: "Mighty Prince, I ask
forgiveness, my judgments are affectionate. You are not aware of it, but your
father and I have known each other for a long time and in all these years he
never offered to give me a discount for swords and armour, that old goat!"


The four
burst into laughter, partly out of sincere humour and partly to mitigate the
fear of the future. King Godwin interrupted the moment of relaxation. The time
had come to eliminate a doubt, haunting his mind since the stories heard at the
Abbey of Terra.


"My
good Josef, have you received my order to seal the catacombs?" asked the
Lord of South with anguish, his heart gripped with fear.


"Yes,
my King, a hawk coming from the Sepulchre of the Gods, carried a message, in
which the blockade of the underground ways was imposed, while not revealing the
reasons for it," Josef answered with senile calm.


"You
have obeyed, I hope, my friend?" urged the Righteous alarmed.


"You
should know, my beloved King, Hal Barat always obeys without questioning! For
good reason, the explanations came shortly after in the form of wailing,
screaming and moaning. Strange tongues were heard whispering in the underworld.
Even today, where there was access to the catacombs, all these disturbing signs
are heard, mixed with persistent sounds of scratching. I was so worried that I
had the entire antechamber to the dark ways filled in. In that place, day and
night ten soldiers change the guard every hour. It seems that such noises are
able to corrupt men, if they go on for too long.


King
Josef recounted details with skill. The Righteous was pleased heartened to
discover the effectiveness of his message.


The road
was now indicated, the dice thrown, and the gigantic cogs of war set in motion.
Nothing could be seen in the same way. The future was uncertain and human
survival difficult, but the outcome could not be taken for granted.










Chapter 20


Changing
plans


 


 


The moon
had recently fallen asleep, and dawn bloomed in a pale rosy haze. The sky a
soft blue tint mixed with pink, gave rise to soft pastel shades and a feeling
of spring in the air. All creation was gently reawakening, drifting in blissful
ignorance of the future. A pair of blackbirds, shiny and black, trilled
cheerfully as they looked for breakfast in quiet bushes.


The men
wearing the green armour of Vyborg were not too cheerful. Their mood was
suffering a hard defeat after a bloody battle against the terrible creatures.
Once the intoxicating taste of the victory won against such superior enemies
had vanished and the jubilation of hearing their own hearts still pulsing
diminished, they were left with only death.


The
funeral pyres set up in the village square burnt for a long time, pushing souls
with their smoke towards the sky and the Gods, whatever their beliefs. It was a
diminished group that set out on their journey, while tormented tongues of fire
still licked the remains on the eleven pyres. The men filed through the entrance
through which they had passed on their arrival, passing by the charred
carcasses of the defeated beasts they that they had set on fire for safety.
Holaf tried to send the young Boris and his wounded to Vyborg to tell King
Demitry about the horrendous developments of the situation. But both the blond
prince and the guardian Commander of the guards refused to obey the order,
which had been given more as an invitation. Neither High nor Holaf insisted.
Having already suffered heavy losses, two more swords were certainly more than
welcome. Only the three wounded green soldiers separated from the group,
turning eastwards to their homeland.


Princess
Tyra did not speak for several hours. Silent and tearful she followed the group
crying in the arms of her helpless duenna. Strange to say, it took a Bear to
utter the first words in the midst of all that oppression. Along the way that
went between the edge of the hills and the Victoria plain, following a delicate
rustle that was coming from a bush, the knight of the fourth rune rapidly threw
himself into the tangle of branches without saying anything. Strongly shaking
the bush, the Bear Head re-emerged with a tiny meowing kitten in his hand with
thick long ruffled smoke-coloured fur.


"I
thought it was a rabbit, when I saw the shape among the leaves," the
knight puffed, holding the small creature by the neck at the height of his
eyes.


"If
you skin him, taking off his head and paws, you won't notice any difference
between the two, you and him!" exclaimed the cynical and cold Dragon.


"I
don't know about you, my brother in arms, but I would prefer a real rabbit and
not a pretty replacement. I have other plans for this ball of fur! Hurrying, he
approached the sad Tyra and with grace that only he was capable of, among the War
Masters, he exclaimed: "My beautiful Princess, I bring you this foundling
in the belief that I am offering you something you’d enjoy!"


The
small ball with long grey fur and blue eyes performed a miracle. A meltingly
beautiful smile appeared on the face of the Princess of South Winter. She swept
her sleeve where the tiny rivers of tears flowed, removing the droplets.


"What
a magnificent little animal you are giving me, my knight, I thank you from the
bottom of my heart," the princess wept a little more holding her new
companion to her chest.


"After
seeing your beautiful smile I can go back to galloping serenely at the head of
the procession," the knight of the Bear's Head answered respectfully,
mounting on his steed and leaving.


"At
the first stop, come and look for me, my knight," the noble Lady invited
him.


"I
will be sure to, my Lady," the young warrior of the fourth rune replied
smilingly.


The
kitten was welcomed, being petted and pampered by all the ladies. Even Sersy
approached and whispered while caressing the pet:


"My
dear, how lucky you are! The knight who is interested in you has a heart and
proper ways, as well as strength and good looks!"


"Who
is courting me?" Tyra asked, almost completely surprised, "I don't
think he is courting, it was only the gesture of a kind soul."


"Open
your eyes, young Lady! Men do not treat women so tenderly without
infatuation," she answered the dark haired beauty of humble origins, with
a knowing air.


"Now,
now, girls, it's neither the place nor the time for such speculation! The
meaning of this gesture, if it has any meaning, we will see in due course. Now
it is useless to dream, let the fruit mature and it will repay you with
sweetness," Elisabet closed the discussion. She was more experienced and
paid more attention than the others who were listening.


For
hours they had been travelling over Victoria Plain, leaving behind the hills
and the city of Vyborg. They were moving along a secondary road. Narrow and
forgotten by the traders, it had almost vanished. It was covered with
vegetation for long stretches. Where the brambles were thinner, the Quiet River
and its waters were visible. Usually the river was calm and green, now it
appeared rough and silvery. An unnatural number of fish crowded into the large
riverbed, swimming nervously, jumping above the surface of the water now and
then, breaking up its surface. It was a very strange but attractive spectacle,
never seen by human eyes, at least not in recent times.


This
noisy display of possible food persuaded Holaf and High to make a short stop to
gather food for their soldiers. Fishing had never been like that before, nor as
profitable: all that was needed was to walk in to the water up to your knees
holding open a cloak, and it filled with trout, carp, tench and many other species
swimming crazily through the river.


"My
King, this behaviour is very strange!" exclaimed a green warrior who was
looking doubtful.


"Explain
to us, knight, why you are so perplexed?" asked High interested.


"My
King, I have been fishing in this river for years and I have never seen such a
spectacle as long as I can remember. Moreover, I can swear to you that I have
never fished trout along the Quiet River. They are good fish, present in the
coldest waters like those of the sacred Vhola River," said the knight who
was a fishing expert.


Convinced
by his story, the Lord of the North and the God-Slayer whispered together,
puzzled.


"Knight,
what could create such ferment?" asked High in a serious tone.


"My
King, I'm sorry but I'm just a knight accustomed to indulge in his modest
hobby, I don't think I have the exact answer to your question," answered
the humble green warrior.


"If
I were to ask you for an answer without claiming what you say is the truth,
what would you think," insisted Holaf, who didn't like to leave anything
out, no matter how crazy it might appear.


"Then,
my King, I would tell you to look for something similar that can happen when a
pack of animals escape, fleeing bigger predators. I was witness to such a
turmoil created by a great pike among his obviously smaller prey," the
expert fisherman offered his ideas to the crowned heads.


"What
does this desperate escape of the fish show?" asked High, who was always
keen to learn new things.


"My
Sovereign, if you observe with care, you will notice the movement of the fish
is in a single direction, none of them goes north, but all are rushing in the
direction of the river’s source. Another factor which leads to this conclusion
is the mixture of species never seen before, but mine is only a modest opinion
without a firm basis in fact," concluded the knight.


"Modest
or not, your opinion is very well structured and convincing, thank you,
soldier!" King Holaf congratulated the green knight before he ordered
loudly: "Men, out of the river, we already have enough fish!"


As the
noisy soldiers tidied themselves and finished cleaning the fish, it became
necessary to cook it to keep it longer. The Lord of the North knew well that he
could not deprive his men, nor the weakest of Vyborg, of a hot and steaming
fish just roasted, especially after too many horrendous and tasteless soups,
during this long journey.


The
friendly Bear kept his word, given to the blonde northern beauty, carrying
roasted fish for her and her Lady, as well as a few bites for the little new traveling
companion. The kitten between cuddles, food and a warm bed in a bag, hooked to
the saddle of a horse, had settled in very well.


"It
hardly seems true!" sighed Tyra, now relaxed and smiling.


"What
can't you believe, my Princess?" asked the Bear Head.


"To
be alive after such an adventure!" exclaimed the young princess.


"King
High and King Holaf would never have allowed anything to happen to you,"
began number four of the War Masters.


The girl
looked at him smiling and asked with malice:


"Moreover,
you yourself would have done your best to defend me, true?"


"Certainly,
my Princess, I would fight in your defence if it is necessary, but in my heart
I hope the Gods do not want to expose you to such a risk," the young Bear
answered promptly.


Not far
away Boris, after being glorified for merits that were not his, had taken the
wise decision of keeping away from the ladies and ate sheltered from the
decidedly unfriendly wind.


"Can
I sit down?" asked Holaf. He didn't really care about what answer he
received, as he lay down before he even finished the sentence. Detaching a
large piece of fish he complimented Boris with a full mouth: "You were
extraordinarily valiant at the village!"


"Thank
you, my King, but you exaggerate with your flattery," the blond prince answered
strangely humble.


"What
is happening to you, my boy? You killed a monster and you survived! I will send
a falcon from the South Winter, entrusting him with a message to give your
praise to the King your father. You could allow yourself more airs, triumphant
and lively as you were at our departure," provoked the great Nordic King.


The
young man did not answer and continued to eat staring at the ground with his
mouth twisted.


"Boris!
I congratulated you on the courage you showed behind the wall of shields of the
phalanx, because you remained firm even when it was shattered by the beasts. I
congratulate you on the sword, aimed at random into the eye of the second
beast. You probably acted while hiding from sight, but in any case you acted
despite your fear! Finally, I am pleased that you spurred the men on to charge,
which may have been a risky move, but the soldiers followed and recognised you
as their leader.


The
beast that was struck down between the houses was not your prize and you
understood that well: you are brave and skilful in your strategy, but not a
warrior able to prevail over such enemies. I don't know why the Dragon gave you
a gift of that glory, but I will certainly respect such a gift." Holaf
gave credit to the young man for his indisputable acts of valour and then put
into almost a whole fish his own mouth with a satisfied look, so that he could
not say a word without spitting out small pieces of chewed pulp.


Long
sword put a hand on Boris's shoulder and heavily shook him with friendly strength.
The prince settled his hair looking at the Sovereign and exclaimed smiling:


"My
King, your sincere compliments give me more joy than the vain glory given me by
the Dragon, I thank you!"


"Enough
of this chat! Eat up and make the warrior Gods proud, perhaps it will be the
last hot meal for days!"


As most
of the group ate and drank, sentries galloped over miles to the east and west.
The sky became dark, gnarled clouds moved gloomy, like ships without a living
captain, pushed by the icy wind of the East. Angry gusts shook the trees and
beat violently on the poor horses. Prophetically the first few enormous
droplets fell, prelude to great and imminent rushes of water, soaking the
ground and the group. The Kings saw the vanguard return with care. They quickly
became clearer and closer.


"My
King, non-human tracks over the rise to the north," the newly arrived
Vyborg warrior reported.


"Calm
yourself, soldier, don’t behave like a novice!" his wounded Commander
reproached him in a strong temper.


"What
traces are you telling us about, knight, what lies ahead on our journey,"
Holaf always questioned very exactly and concisely.


"Sire,
big feet with claws, the signs can be easily distinguished in the damp soil.
The tracks come from the east, and then turn to the north," the scout
explained in detail.


"Orcs
from the Barbarian Lands, maybe?" commented doubtful High.


"That
can’t be so. It is too far from your territories to the east. They are probably
other terrible beasts," the Commander of Vyborg hypothesized.


"No,
my Commander, there are clear traces of something walking upright. They are few
and far between. There are six distinct tracks," the explorer answered
without a doubt.


"Therefore,
Orcs explorers cross the lands of the East with impunity. We will have to discover
how these abominations travel without being seen," bitterly commented the
God-Slayer, who was repelled by the Orcs more than all other beasts of
creation.


The Lord
of Trondheim gave the order:


"The
first Nordic rune, go out with these soldiers. It would be better if there are
more than two of you, and do not forget a horn for the signalling. Sound the
alarm in case of emergency and help will be sent."


The
three left quickly and lightly, soon disappearing from view behind a rise
covered in vegetation.


"What
do you think, my brother? You are an expert in these disgusting beings, you
have killed more than anyone else," Holaf asked the God-Slayer.


"I
do not understand how they can have penetrated so deeply into our lands without
raising any alarm. What are my nobles are doing? Where have they been
looking?" High questioned, his face dark, shaking his head.


The news
they received upset the morale of everyone, transforming the journey into a
sort of leap back in time, taking them back to the era before the struggle to
prevail over the beasts was won. Every thicket became a possible ambush, every
hollow a possible trap. With their morale in tatters, the men continued past
tree after tree, brooding over fears and frustration.


The only
possible track broke away from the lively waters of the Quiet River to enter
the endless flat and brown desolation of the Victoria Valley. The sun made its
complete cycle finally hiding where, unseen, it rested. The high moon, covered
by a black cloudy mantle, tried vainly to show its splendour, but with little
success. Only the nocturnal birds of prey flew frenetically emitting their
strange sounds, diving into bushes, looking for a meal. Disquieting cracklings
and rustlings evocative of ancient fears sounded louder, permeating the hearts
of adults.


Only the
Dragon, still furious about the continuous silence of Sersy, did not suffer
from any of the self-suggested spells. The warrior stubbornly went into every
bush that made a sound, hunting shadows and ghosts tirelessly.


"My
warrior, I know what fills your soul with anger and disheartenment," the
beautiful Tyra whispered to him, sitting next to the black hearted Dragon.


"What
did you say, princess?" asked the man his gaze distracted by multiple
imaginary enemies.


"You
are suffering because of Sersy. You are angry with her. Her incomprehensible
silence makes you furious. Your anger is showing. It is getting away from you
and devouring you," Tyra interrupted herself, amazed at how the eyes of
the warrior of the war hammer vanished into the dark of the night. She
continued only when she was certain she had his attention: "Every hour,
behind your back your anger swells frighteningly, disturbing Sersy and taking
her away from you. Perhaps a flower, a gesture or poetic pearls of wisdom would
dissolve the reserve of your beloved, allowing her to speak."


"My
young Princess, I thank you for your advice, but where can I find a winter
flower?" pointed out the Dragon roughly with little elasticity.


"Don't
let me down! I just want to see you happy!" replied the blonde princess,
bowing her head and hiding under the big hood of the now slightly worn ermine.


"Milady,
if it were daylight, you would see my hands. I know how to work with them. I am
a warrior of the north, and stopping hearts or splitting skulls is my job and
in it I excel in every way. Picking flowers or writing verses is delightful for
ladies or fat inhabitants of the west!"


The
reply given by the crude warrior put an end to the discourse. This stubbornness
reminded the young Nordic princess of the speech of her father and four
brothers. Sighing, the blonde beauty took her leave, disappointed, and lying
next to the older Lady, she hugged her kitten to herself.


The wind
swept them at the first hint of dawn, a moment when it was difficult to distinguish
between early morning and late night. With a sprinkling of icy rain, subtle and
pungent on their faces, the awakening was quite abrupt. Laments and curses came
from the still sleepy lips of the tired soldiers. Flashes illuminated the flat
desolate landscape, where only the plants jutted up slightly from the ground.


"Men,
sleeping under such showers is far from easy. We might as well continue on our
way," High shouted, agreeing with King Holaf that they should avoiding
wasting time.


"We
will proceed on foot and not burden our horses with further. Only women should
to mount their horses," was the peremptory order of the Nordic Lord. It
was not a welcome move, arousing complaints and rude ugliness. But that was
only wasted breath because the King of the North had never taken notice of
grievances allowing them to slip over him like sea foam.


The
great dark Dragon approached Sersy without saying a word and knelt down
offering one knee as a step, making it easier for black beauty to mount her
horse with less effort.


"Thank
you, my knight," said the dark miserable beauty her trembling voice
betraying her fear.


"You
are welcome," the third northern rune answered, before leaving, to lead
the expedition.


The
thunder echoed resounding throughout the valley, preceded by such bright
lightning flashes that they disturbed the traveller’s eyes. It looked like
sparks coming from a divine duel. The wind howled furiously, deafening the
soldiers, hissing through the slits of their helmets. The dialogue between
elements of nature lasted for many hours, until, tamed, the sky stopped cursing
all men. The satisfied wind retreated, leaving a trail of broken trees and
plants torn apart as if it had been merely a playful demonstration.


It was
late afternoon and for endless hours the landscape had appeared so similar to
the tired eyes of the Kings that it gave the illusion of staying still, inert
in the same place. Then something unexpected occurred: immediately after a
slight rise they could see a large dense sinuous tower of black smoke.


"High,
look up in the sky," Holaf said, almost astounded.


"I
noticed, my brother. I hope it is the result of lightning," hypothesized
the hopeful and optimistic God-Slayer.


"I
don't think so, my Sovereigns, a few moments ago nothing was rising in the sky.
Perhaps the chimneys of a village are producing such a lot of smoke,"
suggested the Dragon in a subtle voice not wishing to raise false alarms.


"We
will soon discover, my good friends. From here our path passes that way without
any other possibility. We must go over that he hill," Holaf replied
resigned to the possibility of inconvenience.


"My
King, what if we used the same tactics as we did in the woods, where we found
the survivors of Cernyj Les?" suggested Boris, always lurking like a bird
of prey, unable to stay silent.


"My
boy, we're all too tired for such manoeuvres, so we're going to try another
tactic," replied High smiling, "we're going to send just one man, one
volunteer and you, Prince, can't go!"


"If
there must be a volunteer, I would like to go!" the daring Dragon's Head
instinctively offered. He did not mind the prospect of giving battle at all.


"So
be it, my Champion!" replied Long Sword proud of his indomitable warrior.
"But for safety take the horn, a long call in case of threat, three short
blasts, if all is clear."


The
warrior vanished quickly between the rocks, like a black shadow, and soon
disappeared completely from the sight of his companions. He bent forward
watchfully to avoid surprises, like a silent snake, slithering over the grass.
The third Master of the War crouched down on the top of the hill, among the
brush. His head was without a helmet, as it would be too easily seen. However,
the distance was too great and all he could see through the heathland was the
smoke and a pile of unidentified things burning at the edge of the road, by now
completely disintegrated.


The
third rune of Trondheim checked the rise by carefully inspecting every crack,
bush or cave in a maniacal search for a target to annihilate with his wrathful
war hammer. The warrior slipped into the vegetation again taking advantage of a
large crack that split the side of the rise. He descended the hill, approaching
to observe just what the joyful flames were wrapping themselves around. Finding
nothing dangerous for his companions, he pulled out his horn and blew three
vigorous blasts then sat down and waited for his Sovereigns to come.


The fire
burned proudly, greedily devouring carcasses of lurid Orcs, six to be exact,
and more precisely, they were all explorers. This information could be
understood because of the small size of the charred bodies, which emitted an
acrid, dense and viscous odour. The smoke was towering high in the sky,
returning to the ground in large grey ash petals, floating and ephemeral to the
touch. On one side of the road there were three small humps, similar to the
piles of earth, made into garden beds ready for sowing. Each of the humps had a
piece of bark on top, stripped from a nearby tree, each tree proud of its
wounds shown by the whiteness of the freshly uncovered wood. On each bark, the
same inscription was found: "Here lies one who in his youth was taken by
the horrendous invaders."


"Tombs
of children," the Dragon exclaimed icily, watching bewitched as the flames
consumed the Orcs.


"At
least we have indisputable proof of a human reaction. Someone is hunting them
with fruitful results!" exclaimed the Lord of the North with a surge of
optimism.


"They
were overwhelmed by a cavalry charge. Note the signs of the hooves still clearly
visible in the wet soil," noted the God-Slayer.


The
smell was so penetrating and the vision so raw that the refined ladies
following the soldiers looked away.


"Come,
my Princess, hurry and do not turn back. It is not a sight for delicate
flowers," the Bear Head invited them to pass the bonfire.


The Lord
of the East also went past, as it was impossible to search through bodies
looking for clues.


"What
do you think, my brother?" asked Holaf directly, seeing High more
thoughtful than usual.


"My
dear Holaf, I'm worried, these beasts have found death far from the borders. I
wonder, what has happened to my Lords and my family, if so far within my lands
there are traces of enemies," the God-Slayer confided with the cold fear
of good father and righteous Sovereign.


"We
must continue, brother. But if you feel the need to separate and return home by
the shortest route, please take half of the men at least until the you reach
the first city loyal to you," Holaf replied, fully understanding what it
meant to fear for loved ones and being in a state of uncertainty.


"Dear
brother, I can't, I've given you my word and I'll accompany you as far as you
need!" High replied rapidly swallowing his bitter fears.


"As
you wish, but feel free of such promises. We are brothers of the sword, and for
you I would do anything," answered stoic Holaf.


The
God-Slayer took a good deep breath and shook his head strongly, as if to drive
out unpleasant thoughts, then walked on, leading the way.


Time
flowed like water under a bridge. The mountains of the East seemed to come
closer and closer. Now the Back of the Dragon mountain range sank lower into
the ground gradually becoming only a fine line on the horizon. Victory Plain
was flat and wide before them, wrapped around the sacred river Vhola in a long
and warm embrace, as it flowed on its quiet descent to the southern seas. This
area of land was crossed and divided by a mountain chain with the evocative
name of Heap of Bones. It was the second chain of mountains in the east, a
range of lesser height and extension, but no less treacherous than the colossal
outer chain. This last impassable barricade on the eastern border consisted of
two mountainous formations, called the great chain Vertebrae of the Titans and
the chain of the Tombstones of the Giants.


The
group soon noticed the flowering of new plumes of dense black smoke, not unlike
the first one encountered a short time before.


"The
situation would seem to be serious, judging by the number of fires colouring
the sky," commented the Dragon, looking at the horizon.


"I
want to believe they are all pyres of Orcs, indicating that the beasts have
been eliminated, freeing these lands," answered High pretending to be
optimistic.


The sun
emerged from the grey clouds, changing the climate and giving mild warmth to
the chilled travellers. The sad spectacle was bitter company: there were still
many burning piles of monsters and unnamed tombs with modest and pitiable
gravestones. Small piles of unburned corpses were also seen. These had
sometimes just been searched by unknown hands, which had not even had time to
bury any victims found the nets the Orcs used as baskets carry food.


"Such
haste does not indicate anything pleasant. We have gone from happy victorious
fires and worthy burials to the discovery of only carcasses, covered in black
blood, abandoned as a mere banquet for the crows," High expressed his
ideas with such anger that made him tighten his fists, not understanding what
was happening to the whole Kingdom.


"You
are right, my brother, everything seems to have deteriorated quickly. The
meaning of these gloomy omens escapes us, despite our commitment to follow
them. Let's be heartened by thinking like Godwin: he would see in every burnt
or rotten Orc only the irrefutable manifestation of the clear will of the One
God," Holaf strengthened himself with these words, although discouraging
sights persisted.


The
Victoria Plain, once flourishing, vital and rich in game, had now turned into a
bowl full of death. By now hundreds of strands of dense smoke drew strange
drawings in the sky and even more corpses were encountered in a few hours. The
earth was often covered by precious red human blood, indicating the price that
each miserable victory cost.


They
finally arrived, tired and disgusted by the penetrating smell of decomposition
mixed with the acrid bouquet of the fires, cloaked by time, near the sacred
river Vhola. The warriors and their captains had imagined an ideal scenario.
Going by meteorological observations, the river should have been calm and
emerald green, but it was not so. Holaf and High were amazed to see the river
was a disturbing red colour: it looked like a stream that had had a pig had
been butchered on its banks. At that point the bed of the mighty river seemed
wide as far as the horizon, wide enough to fit a series of islands and islets
in its bed. The red river seemed like a painting, not only because of its
unusual colour, but also because of the unnatural calm of its flow. It looked
like stagnant water, not a ripple, a fish or an insect apparently disturbed the
quiet of the big watercourse.


The
plants on the riverbanks, usually green and luxuriant, lay dry and dying,
whilst the water weeds, usually numerous, had almost vanished, and the few
remaining were a strange purple colour. Even the trees were no longer reflected
in the sick red mirror. They were covered in unusual lesions, due perhaps to
contact with the strange water. Long greenish, mucous and foul-smelling threads
were flowing from the bare branches; similar liquids were boiling horridly in
open wounds on the trunks and branches. The wonderful smell of grass and
essential plant oils, once dominant, had vanished giving way to the violence of
the new terrifying smells.


"What
kind of demonic sorcery could have created such horrors," demanded a
shocked Vyborg soldier.


The
knight, who was an amateur fisherman, went down to the shore that sloped gently
and low to the tortured water. The man shook his head, took a stick and without
thinking threw it into the river. The branch, instead of floating, as nature
would prefer, sank like a stone.


"But
what the hell has happened to the river?" Boris burst out.


"It's
impossible!" exclaimed a knight frightened by events.


"It's
a curse," commented another soldier in a low voice.


"But
let's not speak of heresies! The stick was certainly rotten and full of earth,
so it filled with water and sank," said the Commander of the knights of
Vyborg firmly in an attempt to restore order.


Other
sticks were thrown into the water, but none floated for more than a couple of
seconds. They were all completely swallowed up by the swollen waters.


"What
is our plan of action, my Kings?" asked the Dragon, also baffled by the
sight of this phenomenon.


The two
Sovereigns didn't even have the time to understand what was happening, when a
silly knight, driven by foolishness, threw a heavy trunk into the river,
causing large splashes of water. The fluid tongues lengthened, thinning in the
air, like the whip of a lion tamer, ending up all over the warrior's legs. He
began swearing, because he had gotten wet, turned around touching his clothes
while being mocked by his companions.


"Soldiers,
do not act without thinking. We are still in the presence of a new and hidden
phenomenon," the Lord of the East reproached them, very unhappy.


The
laughter quickly died down, as did the imprecations of the foolish soldier. The
wet knight took some uncertain steps and his face became serious, giving slight
grimace. The man continued to eye his hands silently as if he were amazed.
Pieces of armour fell from his hands giving a metallic tinkling as they landed
on the ground. On top lay the shin guards, showing unusual signs of corrosion.
The silence was filled with cries of pain. The man jumped about waving his
hands, attacked by invisible flames, attracting the attention of his
companions. The natural reaction was to look for water to soothe the burning,
but a companion intervened putting the wounded man on the ground. A flow of
blood was now released from his agitated hands like a fountain in macabre bad
taste. His voice became weaker and weaker, and more and more shrill and sharp,
driven by pain beyond human endurance.


"Help
me! Help me, please," the mad man shouted, wriggling on the ground, while
his hands turned into a bleeding mush, followed by his legs now with their
bones exposed in a single fatal destiny.


"Men,
it's acid!" the Commander shouted, "stay away, that’s an order!


Long
sword, ignoring the danger came closer trying to understand better, but nothing
useful could be done anymore, since neither steel nor bone had resisted,
everything turning into a lake of blood. The poor soldier had stopped shouting
perhaps because he died or simply fainted from the pain. Very little of him
remained hidden chilling, the minds of his fellow soldiers.


"Soldier,
take off your armour," King Holaf ordered in a strong voice to the knight
who had come to the rescue, touching his dying companion.


Rapidly
warrior obeyed, throwing everything to the ground. Carefully observing, he saw
both on the glove and on the part of the shin guard that had come into contact
with the wet man, there were clearly visible marks on the steel.


"How
is it possible to turn the whole river into acid," the knight asked,
frightened, no longer green because he had no armour.


"I
have no idea, son, but it is certainly not the work simply of men,"
replied the Lord of the North, worried and thoughtful.


"My
King, look! It's not acid, but deadly tiny red beasts!" the Dragon
shouted, the only one so unconcerned or brave to get close enough to notice some
very small creatures the size of grains of sand at work, moving frantically on
the steel plates of the glove.


Holaf
and High examined the object in dismay. Boris also exposed himself to the risk,
but once he had seen it, ran away far away, like a cat caught off guard, and
protested:


"I
will not cross the river."


"None
of us will cross the river, Prince! To die that way, when another way exists,
would be a waste and a sacrilege," answered High looking at the puzzled
Lord of Trondheim reasoning to himself.


"Mouth
of the Dead?" asked the puzzled Dragon.


"I'd
rather swim than cross the Mouth of the Dead," Long Sword replied quickly.


"What
is unusual about this place, that is so bad, apart from its name," said
Boris, who had never left Vyborg.


"Prince,
it is a narrow passage, dug over a deep crevasse, where the river Vhola
disappears so as to cross the mountains and then emerges east of the mountain
chain called Heap of Bones. No one, neither armies nor merchants, has ever
travelled this path without losing the dearest things they possessed,"
King High eloquently explained.


Boris,
however, stared at the God-Slayer with eyes wide and mouth ajar, a typical
totally absent expression, immediately appeared on the face of blonde Boris.


"Sorry,
I don't understand! If they lose their treasures and their goods, it doesn't
seem to me the end of the world!" the young man mumbled, leaving the two
Sovereigns speechless and earning himself acid comments from the escort
knights.


"Boris,
we're not playing! When you wake up, how many dead will you still have to
see!" the Lord of the North cried furiously, interrupted by the more
measured King High, capable of greater patience and armed with a good heart:


"I
am pleased to find you as you used to be, prince. With all the tactical diligence
shown at the village, the killing of the beast and the rest, your father might
have accused us of having replaced you!" the Lord of the East took a
breath and explained again in a simple and concise manner: "It is called
Mouth of the Dead because of the tragic end that looms over all those passing
through these places. No one is saved, they all die."


The
prince objected:


"But
if everyone dies, how do we know about the danger of the place?"


High
looked at Holaf punching the air and realized that he was alone in the task of
making the blond prince see reason. No help would come from the King of
Trondheim.


Unexpectedly
it was Sersy who intervened to help the God-Slayer:


"My
Prince, we know of the death of all those who decided to take the horrendous step,
because none of the unfortunates ever returned from such places, nor did they
ever reach their destination, if the path chosen has meant a transit through
the Mouth of the Dead."


"Aaah,
now I understand! I thank you kind Sersy for your detailed explanation,"
replied Boris with regal grace while others mocked and disagreed.


The Lord
of the North his anger soothed looked at King High and to ease the tension he suggested:


"From
now on Sersy will be the communications officer with Boris, because she seems to
speak a clearer language to the prince!"


The
God-Slayer gave a smile, and then approached the King of the North asking:


"What
are we going to do, brother, are we going to try our luck?"


Holaf
shook his head and offered his ideas in a low, serious voice:


"I
would prefer to march east, passing over the bridges of Tulsky: ancient, solid
and well protected, and then head north stopping at the Black Portal, where we
shall say goodbye only temporally. Then destiny leads me towards the Karn pass,
beyond which I will turn the march towards Midgard."


"If
we had time, I would fully support your plan but, my brother, the path you have
indicated is a too long for the time we have. So I'm afraid fate has decided
for us," replied the God-Slayer.


"Dear
High, let's not challenge the Gods! There is no proof that we are late,"
replied Holaf, trying to dissuade his brother in arms from embarking on a
journey to death.


"Lord
of the North, Orcs are wandering in the heart of the Kingdom, rivers become
murderers, and infernal beasts descend the slopes to snatch and kill. What
other demonic monsters would you like to see, before accepting the idea that
the hour is late," he asked with calm resolution and a veiled of reprimand
for the Lord of the East.


"You
are right, but the path you want to follow hides many dangers and will take us
horribly close to the mountains. There are many forms of evil against which we
will have to fight to survive," Holaf stopped for a thoughtful moment, and
then pointed out, "Four beasts in not unfavourable terrain cost us eleven
men and four wounded. With the same number of enemies what could you do on such
a small bridge? Or among the barren rocks?


"Your
fears are the same as those I have, brother, but the situation imposes risks or
no one will survive," High reluctantly commented as he walked alongside
the Lord of the North.


"My
Lords, don't be afraid, we'll protect you!" shouted the Dragon full of
ardour, beating his chest with his dark fist, a gesture immediately repeated by
all the War Masters.


The archers
of the East also offered themselves, though aware that they did not have the
same capacity to instil security as the Masters of War of Trondheim. Boris
urged his men to keep the pact made by the King of Vyborg with High and Holaf.
He emphasizing that the two Sovereigns had respected their part of the bargain.
Only the ladies did not speak a word. Tyra collapsed into disconsolate weeping,
supported by her sweet Lady. Sersy, shaking her head in disbelief, sighed
disconsolately, looking from one Lord to the other, in the hope of a different
answer.


"My
Lady, don't be afraid, I will protect you, even if I have to dig out the eyes
of a thousand enemies with these hands of mine," reassured the third
Nordic rune with words that were not well thought out and completely unsuitable
to the ears of a fearful woman. Sersy seemed turned to stone not even able to
think. She answered neither with thanks nor a cold involuntary comment, ruining
the effort of the Dragon to behave kindly, which was far from his usual manner.










Chapter 21


The
obligatory way


 


 


After
choosing the route and starting the march, nothing changed in the grey and flat
landscape despite the sun. Not even the people they met along the way were very
cheerful: always dead bodies, often burning and never revealing anything new.
Only the morale of the travellers changed, with each step becoming gloomier and
more uncertain, aware of the arduous task ahead. They reached a skeleton of a
village, which had been devoured by flames a long time before, because neither
smoke nor embers could be seen among the black and isolated ruins. The palisade
of the enclosure had been broken and mostly burnt. Behind this ineffective
protection there were a dozen ruined huts, dead and black. As well, dark and
lifeless, there was the usual heap of horrendous creatures piled triumphantly
in the middle of an open space. Their charcoal-like corpses lay on top of each
other, contracted and rigid, with their fingers in an eternal grip of hatred
and longing for a weapon. The long, narrow muzzles, like those of horrendous
rats, showed menacing jaws bristling with teeth. The black burnt flesh had
shrunk creating large cracks showing yellow bone. Where a skull was missing,
you could see a candid brain.


The
soldiers inspected the village stone by stone, but found nothing out of place.
The inhabitants had been buried in good order by a charitable hand as usual,
away from their executioners. Everything seemed silent and surreal. Not even
the sparrow’s noisy careless singing could be heard.


"Yet
another battle, and we are helpless, far from our armies!"


"That's
right, brother, every new piece in this mosaic seems to indicate a plan to
invade us. And we are distant from the centre of power and the Emperor who is
blind and fearful regarding these beasts, leaving the enemy plotters a free
hand," Holaf replied thoughtfully before sharing his own worries:
"The usual question: who guides these Orcs? But there's a new question:
I'd like to know who is responsible for killing our dead enemies."


"In
my opinion, the right question is not so much in who commands them or stops
their hearts; rather, how do such unclean beasts pass through our borders?
There are so many of them, they are so big, rather noisy and more ignorant than
anything else in creation so it should be impossible for them to evade our
controls," High commented, staring at the ground with a dark face.


"My
King! An alert!" the green knight acting as sentinel shouted with all the
breath had in his body.


"What
can you see?" Holaf asked, shouted shortly and unceremoniously.


"Knights
galloping around, I don't see standards or banners," replied the lookout.


"Gather
the men at the gate! We can expect a visit soon," ordered the God-Slayer
running through the damp grass of yet another dawn.


Initially
small and indistinct they quickly became clear and detailed. There were about
twenty knights, very well equipped. Long spears shone in the shy rising sun.
They had no banners and wore heavy chain mail. Some wore bronze, others steel,
all tightly stretched because of garments worn beneath the armour to limit
damage during battles. The knights had ample blue cloaks wrapped around their
shoulders and arms. Not all wore cloaks but all carried shields, and the device
on the shields showed undeniably two ochre towers divided by a blue line.


"Tulsky!
They are knights of Tulsky!" exclaimed the Lord of the East with
satisfaction and amazement.


The
knights made no effort to slow their pace, on the contrary, they increased
their speed. The ground began to tremble under the feet of the Kings and their
escorts. The heavy horses, banded in steel from nose to hooves, beat their iron
shoes the ground exhaling clearly visible puffs of breath in the cold morning,
appearing like dragons. The shimmering pikes dropped down, ready to attack,
shuddering and vibrating at every step over the rough ground. A powerful cry
resonated in the midst of the hammering hooves of the horsemen, then the
enthusiasm died, its flames went cold. The spears returned upright with the
sun's rays catching them. The cavalry line slowed down, stopping at about ten
meters from the open gate, where the company appeared.


"We
ask your forgiveness, but in the distance your large forms, covered with black
shaggy cloaks deceived us, for this reason we were about to attack,"
explained a knight who went a few steps further, apologizing.


His face
could not be seen. The helmet had a protective mask and nothing could be
guessed from his metallic voice. It was the Commander who got down from his
barded horse and approached in a friendly manner.


"I
am Arian, Commander of these talented warriors." The man introduced
himself by raising his helmet decorated with ram horns and revealed a face
marked by battles.


A large
burn disfigured his features giving him a creepy appearance. His left eye was
missing, as was his ear. His voice told a different story: warm and deep, it
offered phrases with beautiful manners, despite a slight speech defect due to
damage to his lips caused by burns.


The Lord
of the East came forward. The knight of Tulsky had long, smooth wood-coloured
hair and his scars, but it did not take more than the blink of an eye for him
to fall to his knees.


"My
Lord, what a joy to see you healthy and on your way home!" exclaimed the
prostrate knight.


"Get
up, brave Arian, and tell me what is happening in my lands," the friendly
God-Slayer invited, approaching and offering his hand.


"My
King, your rulers do not speak to each other or cooperate. In your absence,
ancient rivalries have reappeared, giving life to foolish counterproductive
manoeuvres," the knight took a breath for a moment thinking about what to
say. "At the same time as your journey to the Citadel, the raids of the Orcs
intensified. These horrendous beasts, knowing the roads were unprotected,
reached as far as the lands of Tulsky."


King
High curiously angry interrupted him:


"But
didn't any of my nobles lift a finger? Obviously excluding those present!"


"The
Nobles preferred to take refuge in the cities, accumulating supplies and
weapons to withstand sieges, but there has not yet been a siege. The small
farming villages were the only ones to suffer attack, deaths and
mourning," replied the soldier of Tulsky.


"They
are creating a distraction, a smokescreen," Prince Boris exclaimed in one
of his rare explosive flashes of genius, surprising everyone. All those present
watched the young scion rearrange his hair, ruffled by the wind, trying to
understand if this was the same Boris, who needed explanations from Sersy.


"A
diversion," commented thoughtfully King Holaf.


"Certainly,
that could be it! With all the power locked up behind high walls hiding from
small groups of raiders, who is left to watch and guard the passes?" asked
the God-Slayer looking up at the sky.


"Without
explorers in the barbaric lands of the East, no one will ever know what is
hiding there, or what forces are about to attempt an invasion," King Holaf
deduced.


"Faithful
Vladimir, Lord of Istraa is still there!" exclaimed the Lord of the East
with confidence, as if the King of the outer territories were the last hope.


"My
King, my heart overflows with suffering but I have to tell you of a distressing
fact which was recently reported," Tulsky's warrior stopped speaking with
a gloomy look and began muttering to himself for a moment.


"What
has happened that is so serious, don't beat about the bush, soldier,"
spurred the visibly alarmed Lord of the East.


"Forgive
me, my King, I am not the most suitable person to tell such stories, but you
will have to be satisfied with my report," said the disfigured man said,
bowing his head. "My Lord, not all of your Nobles remained inactive, like
cork floats clinging to the line. My King Kiril sent many messenger hawks over
the mountains as soon as the systematic nature of the enemy's attacks was
clear, but none of them returned. The enemy manoeuvres proved to be too well
planned from the very beginning to be the idea of a simple Orcs chieftain.
Driven by his legendary anger, King Kiril ordered his men to kill every evil
creature as cruelly as possible and then give their souls to the fire.


Kiril
sent a group of expert hunters to Istraa, to speak to King Vladimir in the
halls of the fortress of East Lancia. To date, no raptor has returned with any
news, nor has any information or sign come from the men that were sent. The
other rulers, questioned about the situation in Istraa, reported that they had
had no news from King Vladimir for some time now. Probably his last
communication dates back to the annual meeting of the Vassals, held in your
presence before the trip to the Titan."


There
was a moment of bitter silence, which passed relatively quickly, but it gave
the illusion that it had lasted a lifetime. The Dragon approached King High,
who was silent and visibly shaken by the likely passing of his trusty Vassal
and brother-in-law Vladimir. The Dragon put a hand on his shoulder, as the
God-Slayer often had done for him, and tried to console him:


"My
King, the fame of Vladimir the Conqueror echoes deep into the mountains and
gulfs of the north, nothing can be said until the evidence is certain," he
stopped for a moment and addressed the man from Tulsky and with arrogant
distrust he insinuated: "You are of far too low a rank, judging by the
small number of men you command, to be party to such information. Either you
are concealing your real name, or you are boasting about news coming from
overindulgence in alcohol and brothels!"


"How
can you, a dog from the north, spread such insults about! I am Arian, son of
Artax, first spear of Tulsky and now I will wash this outrage with your red
blood," shouted the offended knight of Tulsky unsheathing his sword with
its crenellated tower-shaped pommel. His long blade was engraved with the motto
of Tulsky's lancers "Deep into the bowels!"


The
thirsty hammer also made its appearance, craving for new blood, howling cutting
through the air, quickly swirled by the enormous Dragon, ready to reclaim yet
another smashed cranium.


"Stop,
both of you!" King High ordered, shouting. He had never been seen so tense
before.


"Third
rune, we appreciate your gesture, but separate now and put your weapons
aside," the Lord of the North exclaimed. Allowing no appeal to his
judgement, he approached and with the palm of his hand, lowered the hammer,
which was firmly in the grasp of his Champion.


"I
am King Holaf, Lord of the North," presenting himself courteously and
obtaining in exchange a deep bow from the calmer Arian.


The
Commander of Tulsky felt compelled to ask pardon:


"My
King, I ask for your forgiveness and I apologise to you for having offended all
the brave people of the North with my foolish, disrespectful and inappropriate
words."


"You
don't worry about offending, you're not the only one who must apologize. Now
the misunderstanding has been clarified, I hope we can continue," Holaf
replied, to whom offenses mattered little, given the times. "So, Istraa
fell?"


"We
must suppose that the worst has happened: black plumes of smoke were soaring
over the mountains from the direction of Istraa a few days ago. Even the most
optimistic can have little hope with such designs flying in the sky,"
Arian replied, disconsolately shaking his head.


"But
Istraa is several days away from Tulsky. How is it possible to see traces of
fires beyond the Tombs of the Giants?" asked the Prince of Vyborg still in
the role of Boris the Unknown.


"If
you had seen the Citadel after the fall of the titan of fire, you would
understand," replied the Dragon's Head frostily, injecting a poisonous
thought, evoking the complete destruction of the magnificent city of Istraa.


The
silence became embarrassing, bringing with it imaginings: no one really wanted
to think of such a disaster happening in total silence. Everyone hoped for a
scientific explanation leading to a lack of evidence for such a catastrophe.
The most insidious fact for their tired minds was the total lack of opposing
information, which gave strength to their fear and despair. The soldiers
whispered defeatist phrases among themselves, full of stupid superstitions and
foolish beliefs. The cavalry of Tulsky also murmured darkly, while the horses,
as if to reflect the black mood of their masters, neighed nervously beating
their hooves violently on the grassy ground, producing deep thuds.


"My
knights, let's just keep to what to our knowledge is real and tangible. Orcs
wandered freely in the land until the lancers of Tulsky destroyed them,
overwhelming them with their heavy charges. As for me, if I had some cider, I
would toast the talented men of the East, the first force to shed blood for the
common good," shouted Holaf raising his closed fist.


"Hurrah
for Tulsky and Vyborg," echoed King High as well, raising his fist to the
sky.


A flood
of optimism invaded the men and women present like the tide on the beaches.
Boris also raised his fist and shouted:


"Glory
to Trondheim and Black Portal! Both Lords of these capitals turned with a
satisfied gaze, slightly lowering their heads as a sign of gratitude.


When the
moment of invigorating shouting died down, Arian asked cordially:


"Where
are you heading, what are your orders, my Kings?"


"Our
march leads us to the Mouth of the Dead to cross the Vhola River and continue
northward." King High was interrupted by a question from the brave knight
of Tulsky:


"Why
do you go north, my King. What strange form of madness takes you to the Mouth
of the Dead? Tulsky's bridges are well defended and without hidden dangers!"


"We
are aware and sure of this, brave Arian, but to the north there are questions
awaiting answers, that can only be understood through runic omniscience,"
High stopped for a moment looking at Holaf, in whom the Mouth of the Dead
created repulsion. "Nothing repels us more than the idea of facing this
horrid situation. Even more so now we have discovered the blood-thirsty waters
yearning to take lives, and knowing well that the Orcs are on the move. They
are not the only awful creatures to threaten our Kingdom. Time is running out
for us. Unless we plan to arrive when all is over, there is only one possible
way.


"Excuse
me, my King, what do you mean by ‘bleeding waters’? And what other enemies
trouble our lands besides the Orcs?" asked the flabbergasted warrior of
Tulsky.


"Sire
Arian, we no longer have time to indulge in pleasant and useful speeches. If
you join us, we will explain everything on the way, in every detail. The price
you pay in following us will be to have freedom of opinion and decision,"
King High answered with a sincere heart.


"Men!
Prepare to follow the Lord of the East beyond the Mouth of the Dead,"
Arian shouted as he looked at his knights.


"With
the God-Slayer to the end of the world," replied a strange looking
warrior. Because of his helmet, adorned with tall twisting horns and an unusual
visor.


His
helmet left his eyes nose and mouth exposed, but covered his chin and was fixed
there solidly. The strange helmet gave the man a menacing expression,
characterizing his noticeable figure. The whole rust-coloured steel armour had
gold inlays depicting flowering cherry trees and small birds, as well as
disturbing illustrations of dismembered men, burned and boiled under the
depiction of nature in flower. Large plate shoulder straps curved down from the
gorget until they were riveted to the couters covering the elbows. Even his
thighs were totally protected by tassets made of overlapping plates, falling as
far as the poleyns at his knees and fixed there.


He held
a long, very sharp, heavy cavalry lance in his hand and, as well as his sturdy,
black steed, a large, two-handed sword was almost as imposing as the one
belonging to the Nordic King. A red belt, made of thick used leather, held a
pair of daggers at the knight's waist. Another detail was impossible to conceal
from for Holaf's careful gaze.


"You,
Sire, have been awarded the honour of Hero of the High Tower! What would your
name be?"


The
knight in strange armour with a white moustache promptly dismounted from his
horse and knelt, answering:


"My
Lord, I am Evghenij Rackov, also known as the Devil of Vilniar."


Among
the knights of Vyborg a murmur of amazement passed from man to man, all of them
looked almost incredulous.


"Vilniar
you said," the Lord of the East asked for confirmation.


"Yes,
my King!" Evghenij answered, briefly, without raising his gaze.


"So
you are the Devil of Vilniar; I ask you to forgive the amazement of the men,
but insistent voices held that you fell in a duel," King High explained
with satisfied face for the unexpected good news.


The
Devil of Vilniar was a famous fighter, capable of remarkable feats, even
allowing for fable-like heroic nature of some poems that describing his
exploits. A man of solid morals, whose word was always to be trusted as were
his deeds. Neither had ever been doubted or contradicted.


"You're
very far from home, Devil," Holaf exclaimed.


Evghenij
got up and retorted:


"My
King, you aren’t wandering around in your garden either."


"What
drives you to gallop and fight under the banners of Tulsky?" asked Long
Sword, curious to know why a man, master from such distant lands, was there to
risk his life.


"My
little duchy near the mountains was attacked by Orcs. My garrison had few
swords and even less battle experience, the result was a mere carnage," he
said, his eyes full of hatred.


"Vilniar
has fallen! How awful the fate that has overwhelmed you! Duke, I offer you my
condolences. Know of the affliction of my heart, full of tears of suffering for
your losses," the King of the North expressed heartfelt sorrow at such
news.


"What
remains of Vilniar are destroyed houses and fifty-eight people, all women and
children, rescued by me and my brave soldiers, dragged from the clutches of
those despicable beings," the Devil replied, taking a moment to pause and
hold back the tears, his shining eyes ready to fill. "My bride has been
snatched from my hands, despite the fact that I have killed countless monsters
to defend her. I got nothing more than tears and regrets. For this reason I now
fight alongside those who oppose them and do not hide, inactive and blind
behind walls of useless stone."


"My
brave Duke, your revenge will be as savage as your mourning has been. I don't
want to close my eyes or hide myself. Many will be the carcasses of our
enemies, so many that you can rebuild Vilniar with their bones," the
usually calm and moderate God-Slayer replied furiously.


"So
if you want to follow us, knights of Tulsky, understand the tragic end of many
heroic and valiant Vyborg soldiers who have fallen in battle. Their bodies were
blessed by the loving flames of respect and protected from destruction by crows
and nocturnal animals. We will not be able to guarantee the same fate to those
who, in the days to come, will die for the good of all," the Lord of
Trondheim explained succinctly and brutally in a sad voice. He did not like the
idea of wasting lives, nor did he adopt shortcuts to cleanse his soul because
of difficult choices.


The
great Nordic King felt responsible for the victims of his plans, but he knew
that he had done everything possible to save precious blood, counting on
repaying his losses with the vital fluids of the defeated enemies. Revenge for
men, especially for those who lived among the snow glaciers of the north, was
an excellent stimulus, as well as glory and no less the chance of reaching
Valhalla.


All of
Tulsky's men filled the thinned ranks of the two Kings marching toward Midgard,
perhaps tired of defeating groups of Orcs explorers and then burning their
corpses.


"Brave
Arian, what kind of Orcs did you met in the Victory Valley," the Lord of
the East enquired, eager to know more about the enemy.


"My
Sire, they are almost always green or mud-coloured with small pointy heads. We
usually classify them as Green Skins. But, my King, take into account our lack
of attention when observing those disgusting beasts. The tactic we used was
limited to a heavy charge to overwhelm them and, if necessary, in a nice second
pass to be certain of their departure. After such a treatment not much remains
and often only black blood can be seen. If we have time, we burn them, but they
smell so terrible, and nobody likes to have too much to do with their
carcasses," Arian answered sincerely.


"So
you've never tried to gather information," High asked slightly
disappointed that they missed such an opportunity.


"My
King, Prince Oleg, son of Kiril, tried to collect information, but the Orcs
bite, if they can't find a better way to kill you. The Prince of Tulsky had
such a number of deaths that he chose to stop trying to capture them. In
fifteen days of patrols I lost only one knight fighting the enemy. The good
Oleg had two hundred and fifty dead and over one hundred wounded, including Oleg
himself during the same period," Arian explained his reasons, adding
numbers and truly traumatic tales.


"The
Prince of Tulsky is therefore wounded. What is his condition now?" the
God-Slayer immediately asked.


"Blind
in one eye and missing three fingers from his left hand. Fortunately, the Orc
has bitten him on his weak hand, so the injury will not mean a heavy
handicap," said Arian, reassuring the Lord of the East, worried about the
adverse fate, suffered by the son of one of his nobles.


"My
King, three days ago near the mountains where we are now heading, we
overwhelmed twelve Orcs. Rummaging through their wooden armour we realized that
we had perhaps killed some Brown wrinkled ones," Evghenij reported in a
disgusted voice.


Holaf
approached the three knights, wanting to report on everything regarding the
unexpected turn of events in the Kingdom, also wanting to hear every minute
detail. Both Sovereigns were aware that the Black Orcs often imposed submission
on the Brown wrinkled Orcs who were more backward and smaller, but above all,
not as strong or as intelligent. For centuries members of this breed were
little more than slaves, subjected by the larger but similar creatures, and
were used as meat for slaughter, sacrificed as pawns, sent to the front line to
test the defences of enemy forces.


"The
Brown wrinkled Orcs have never been seen over our borders. They are too weak to
cross the mountains," commented doubtfully Long Sword.


"You're
right, my brother, as usual. If they're found and killed near the villages
along the border they have crossed the defences. They are too stupid to make
plans and sneak right into the Kingdom," High replied, showing the
Northern demon that he had understood what he was trying to say.


"My
Sovereigns, if I understand correctly, you are suggesting the intervention of
more powerful and hidden forces, capable of concealing these beings from our
sight and bringing them to the heart of the Empire. So you rule out the
possibility, however remote, of deep infiltration only by this disgusting
enemy?" asked the Commander of Tulsky.


"Sire
Arian, have you ever seen one face to face?" King Holaf answered a
question with a question.


"No,
my King, as a target I've always made myself as mobile as possible. I can't
count on having the strength of a Nordic man," Arian almost apologized in
response.


"Better
for you," High exclaimed, having duelled with many colourful muzzles
without ever feeling at ease.


"If
you had had the experience, you would have noticed immediately the horrific and
nauseating smell of rottenness, coming from the ulcers, proliferating in the
folds of their skin. Then you would have noticed the rough clubs, with which
they would have tried to kill you by smashing your bones. You couldn't help
noticing the vacuous look in their little green sunken dull eyes, manifestation
of an intellect so small that they do not understand which direction you are
going until you are slipping beside them," Holaf described with care his
feelings, experienced years ago during his first duel with Brown wrinkled Orcs.


Luckily,
these enemies were simple to knock down, but their strength lay in their
numbers, just as nature has shown in many examples.


"So,
King Holaf, these creatures seem as stupid as trolls!" exclaimed the Devil
of Vilniar smiling.


"Perhaps
even a little more so, but just like their cousins they should never be
underestimated," warned the God-Slayer.


The
clouds in the sky passed by, first white and vaporous and then dark and
neurotic, giving off flashes, the thundering voice resounding. The rain
returned to delight the group of heroic soldiers soaking them to their souls.


"If
it continues to rain like this, I'll grow gills on my neck like sharks," joked
Boris riding next to Sersy.


"I
will become a mermaid then!" exclaimed the dark beauty continuing the
innocent game.


"No,
Milady, if you turn yourself into a mermaid, you certainly won’t be able to
ride a horse and you would fall and end up trampled underfoot!"


"But
you, if you turned into a shark, how would you ride?" asked Tyra, who was
following them, holding the kitten tightly to her chest with its soaked nose
poking out of the ermine hood.


"I
hadn't thought about it, I presume I would fall too and end up with the horses
trampling me too," Boris replied, reddening for having made the ladies
laugh.


The
Dragon at the head of the column often turned and fleetingly looked at his
beloved. Everything about her showed uneasiness and embarrassment; she never
allowed their glances to meet, appearing so distant that he could no longer
approach her, yet she was magnetic. The black beauty attracted the glances and
thoughts of the impetuous man of the north, but not only him: one of Tulsky's
knights had been fluttering around her for some time, like a vulture to
carrion. The stranger was looking for somewhere to place a ladder and penetrate
the wall of restlessness oppressing the smiles of the young woman.


Restlessness
and anger violently shook the thoughts of the knight of the shaggy mantle, so
that his right hand had a visible tremor, a movement long present in the limb
of the third Nordic rune. The hand jumped and twitched making a continuous
metallic beating noise, shaking the plates of his gauntlet.


"My
brother in arms, stop delaying and go there and talk for a moment with
Sersy," the Bear's Head gave his advice, to which he obtained a dry ‘No!’"


"I
will replace you at the head of the group. Even just an exchange of words would
help you. Your soul gushes out as black as smoke. It would cover an orphanage
in flames," again the fourth Nordic rune made a suggestion without the
slightest effect.










Chapter 22


Tightrope
over the abyss


 


 


They
revealed their presence as tiny white spots, as graceful as dancers; icy and
slow they floated down, blown by the wind. They piled up on the ground, on the
mud and on the rocks. The snow was not really unexpected, given the flat, grey
uniform clouds covering the sky and also considering the unfriendly chill in
the air. Their breath was visible from a distance, their noses as red as their
cheeks heated by warm their breath, channelled by stiff cupped hands. The flat,
curved road began to rise sharply, changing its direction in sharp sudden
spirals. The path, increasingly vertical within the inhospitable mountains,
upset the morale of men changing each stone that moved into an alarm for the
troop. The strong wind, a characteristic of the peaks of the Heap of Bones,
certainly did not help to soothe their souls by making every minor noise sound
like the din of a battle.


The
fresh snow covered everything with soft candour, deceiving them, hiding
hollows, or worse, crevasses; in return, it filled the eyes of the girls and
the young and carefree Boris with magical light. Maybe that candid mantle gave
pleasure to those who found themselves at war by accident, taking away their
dark thoughts for a while. But for the professional soldiers it created a
difficult problem. The ground became insecure, slowing down the march and
forcing the riders go on foot so as not to risk the precious legs of their
quadruped companions. The dry snowflakes whirling in the air made the task of
the advance patrol complex, brutally shortening both the range of action and
the view. The biting cold transferred itself mercilessly to the mighty steel
plates, transforming the armour into iceboxes, causing only deep shivers.


The five
warriors of the north, wrapped in their large coats, forced the slow caravan
on, urging their companions not to give up, not give pleasure to the giants of
Jotun: mythological beings always ready to freeze those who abandoned themselves
to the ice. The howling wind lashed the snow into the faces of the intrepid
travellers, while the perfidious ice made the journey treacherous. Its silent
appearance started to make each stone shiny and deceptive as the dark hours
came upon them.


High saw
a strange and ill-concealed movement on the eastern salient, uncertainly, he
called, with difficulty:


"Holaf!"


"Tell
me, brother," Long Sword moved up beside him.


"On
our right, about a third of the way up, something or someone is watching
us," whispered High to the ear of the mighty Nordic King so that no one
could hear of this discovery.


The Long
Sword brought his hand to his mouth, faking a yawn, and turned quickly toward
the indicated point, but the snow and wind hampered his vision.


"High,
I can’t see anything. I won't ask you, if you're sure. Knowing you, what you
say is true. It only remains to decide how to deal with the situation,"
Holaf replied, whispering furtively to avoid spreading fear.


"Going
down there with this snow is not something men can do. We will continue a few
more meters, keeping close and watchful. We do not have any other choice and I
cannot imagine an alternative plan," replied the Lord of the East.


The
march continued at an exhausting pace. The ladies could not keep up the pace.
They had such difficulty, that they had to be carried on more than one
occasion. The Bear's Head offered himself with joy, well reciprocated, to bear
the slender weight of the beautiful Nordic princess. She was in extraordinarily
high spirits, given the arduous conditions. Boris took on the task of helping
the Lady Elisabet with great kindness. She was grumbling like beans bubbling in
a pot. Sersy asked for help from the knights of the Black Portal, already
weighed down by many arrows, who politely refused, not wishing to incur the
wrath of their violent ally. The black beauty complained of her misfortune,
hoping to receive the joyful support of some knight. The one closest to her,
hearing her subdued dissatisfaction replied smiling:


"My
Lady, I would be delighted, but it is an honour to which I am not equal. You
should ask for the much more robust support!"


The
Dragon slowed down his pace to help the Lady with long dark hair, but his
intention was hindered by the arrival of the knight of Tulsky, as slimy as a
garden snail, who offered his arm to the Lady without respect for the warrior.
Sersy, without a moment of hesitation, clung like a bird of prey to the back of
a newly captured wild rabbit. The Dragon’s big smile gave way to a plume of
white breath from the lips of the third northern rune. He was so nervous that
he spun round rapidly shaking the air around him with a sudden threatening
movement of his arm. Then he left again to take lead of the troops.


Holaf as
a spectator could only take part morally. He could not intervene and remove a
man from a Lady of the age of consent, just because he wished to do so. Nor
could he have meddled without risking belittling the powerful War Master of the
third rune.


"New
problems?" asked High also wishing to favour the warrior, to whom he owed
his life.


"For
the moment it doesn't seem so!" The Lord of the North answered, relieved
and observing the Lady at the back of the column he added: "But, my
brother, if other woes were to arrive because of that Lady, I certainly don’t
want to be involved. Those who defy the fury of Trondheim pay the consequences."


"And
if it were your warrior who fell?" warned the God-Slayer, annoyed.


"The
Dragon knows what it means to fight, just like the two of us. And if he loses,
sooner or later we'll meet him at the table of the Warrior Gods," was the
cynical response of King Holaf.


"Excuse
me, my Kings, what troubles are you speaking of? It might be good and useful to
hear of them and so avoid them together?" asked Arian, curious to add to the
few words, he had heard between a gust of wind and the neighing of a horse.


The two
Sovereigns exchanged a conspiratorial look. Holaf came closer and explained the
situation to the valiant Arian, who didn't understand and snorted, saying:


"So
as I take it, the woman is free to decide without having to fear anything and
anybody. It is certainly not worth fighting over a woman, however beautiful she
may be. Moreover, do not be afraid for my men, they are all trained and
dangerous."


"You,
good knight, you are minimising one who appears great not only in his
appearance," warned The Lord of the East, full of admiration for number
three of the north.


Arian
did not answer as he did not understand these speeches and was convinced of the
superiority of the soldiers of Tulsky. A prolonged rumble echoing among the
high peaks interrupted all discourse, thought and affectation.


"What
is that?" asked High alarmed.


"Not
of thunder, my friend!" Holaf answered looking around.


Few
things in the world were able to surprise the Long Sword, but he too, at the
vision front of his eyes, was silenced. There appeared a narrow ravine carved
into the rock; a gigantic slit was torn into the side of the mountain. It was
wide and deep, penetrating the flesh of Mother Earth, like the gash left by a
huge spear, stuck there during a duel between heavenly bodies. The sacred Vhola
River threw itself into this unspeakable chasm without doubt or fear straight
into the heart of the underworld, creating the most unimaginable waterfall ever
seen. Everything was swallowed up by the black shadows reigning in the abyss.
The red waves of blood fell for hundreds of meters bouncing on natural
terraces, like depths of hell described in sacred texts. It was these falls
that created the echoing thunder, above which no sound survived. The path that
the company had travelled until now ended abruptly at the edge of the opening.
Only a thin line of dark rock opposed the black whirlpool, creating a passage
as wide as the shoulders of a slender man.


"Here
we are at the Mouth of the Dead," the Lord of the North exclaimed with
little enthusiasm.


Huge
spurs of rock covered the walls and edges of the abyss, looking like the teeth
of a monster. Adding together the rocky teeth and the cavity piercing the
earth, the sensation was of being about to walk on the corpse of a giant
creature, with its dead jaws spread, which was the explanation of the evocative
name of Mouth of the Dead.


"We'll
never cross that tiny bridge," Boris exclaimed, demoralized and shaking
with fear. Holaf looked at him sideways, but said nothing. The frank comment,
coming from the lips of the young prince, was offered to the wind, while all
his companions kept their fears hidden.


It was
necessary to venture twenty metres further down the valley along inaccessible
paths that were never used. They descended, helping each other and almost
holding their horses in their arms, terrified of the insidious stones. The bold
wind blew hard between the dark rocks, screaming and blowing the feeble
snowflakes about violently.


"We’ll
start by lightening the horses of saddles and victuals," suggested High to
a distracted Northern Lord with an apparently lost gaze.


It was
the Wolf who first ventured into the black abyss, with as much as he could
carry on his shoulders. He stepping cautiously and finely balancing his weight
with each move. As he moved he seemed to have left his role as a warrior and
taken on the identity of a tightrope walker. The enemy wind, treacherous and
unpredictable, several times tried to get the better of him, always being
defeated. The first Master of War, having crossed the black abyss, unloaded his
burden and unbelievably crossed the abyss again, returning to his friends.


"My
King, the enterprise is far from easy, the wind gusts vigorously and where
there is ice the way narrows dangerously. All this is worsened by the snow
blowing into your eyes with making you look harder at the hellish black
abyss," said the mighty Wolf's Head short of breath and with an
accelerated heartbeat.


"What
do you suggest, my warrior," Holaf asked, trusting blindly in the judgment
of the First Master of the War.


"It
would be better to wait for the weather to clear, but time is limited for us in
this enterprise. Horses should pass last and alone, the risk of falling to the
underworld dragged by the animals is too high. We will convince them by
whipping them hard not leaving them any choice. I offer myself for this task
right away" number one of the Masters of War cynically expressed his
ideas.


"But
the horses are too precious for us knights of Tulsky, without considering how
slowly we would travel if they were lost," Arian objected, echoed by a
murmur of support from his men.


"What
alternative do you, suggest knight," High objected.


Stung by
his answer the man thought for a moment and spoke:


"Every
soldier will cross the abyss with his horse, as he did just now along the
descent, certainly, only after having lightened them completely!


Even the
knights of Vyborg seemed to like the proposal of the warrior of the east more
than the Nordic one, convincing even the two Sovereigns.


"So
we have a plan! Every man is responsibility for his own life and that of his
horse! Nothing could be simpler than that," commented Holaf, causing a
nervous laugh in almost everyone present.


The Wolf
took charge of the goods of the Lady Elisabet and transferred them with risk
and effort to the other side.


"Dragon,
help Sersy, and you, Bear, Princess Tyra!" thundered King Holaf doing
everything in his power to keep his angry Champion calm.


Strangely
enough, Sersy was smiling and very happy to have her own dream knight as a
support, although he was for her a man of extreme ways, and the cause of great
fear.


When the
women were safe, one after the other the knights had to test themselves over
the difficult crossing, challenging wind and weather, but not giving in to the
fear deep in their hearts. King Holaf ferried his steed without even noticing
that he had at most three or four spans of solid rock under his feet. High was
on the pass between his archers and their animals, when loudly and lightning
fast, an arrow whistled past his royal head. Others followed, burying
themselves in the snow or tinkling against the rocky bridge.


"Arrows!"
the God-Slayer cried out with all his breath, and at this point his soldiers
echoed his call.


The wind
was roaring so hard that the words did not reach the Lord of the North, intent
on trying to understand the cries. The explanation of such animosity was shown
to his eyes, quick and insidious, in the form of black rusty arrows, sticking
in the snow at his feet.


"Arrows
from the cursed Orcs," Holaf immediately shouted, giving the alarm, as he
ran to protect himself with his round shield.


The
Dragon approached the King, behind them the Bear and other soldiers of
Trondheim took position. They formed a small tortoise of shields in order to
protect themselves. Many other arrows fluttered in the wind. Fortunately they
were inaccurate due to the inability of enemies and the will of elements. None
of them hit the target. High pulled out his sword and with incredible rapidity
he first deflected an arrow aimed at his horse, hesitating behind the shoulders
of the Sovereign. He repeated this feat every time it was necessary to protect
himself and his steed.


While
the enemy archers showed a preference for shooting at those who were risking
their lives across the long bridge, King Holaf carefully scrutinized the
snow-covered mountains. The snowflakes, carried by the wind, created a sort of
annoying mist, behind which an entire castle could be hidden.


It was
the Dragon who sensed where the arrows were coming from and shouted loudly
peering from the shields:


"Behold,
my King, they are shooting from the road we have just travelled to reach the
abyss.


"This
is good news! It will give us an advantage, as they will also have to cross the
Mouth of the Dead, if they want to continue chasing us. We'll lose them as we
go down the rapidly descending road, while they are still hovering over the
abyss," said the God-Slayer just as he arrived at the shelter behind the
shields.


Some ten
men were still missing from the group, undecided, standing sheltered among the
rocks on the opposite side, more worried about the arrows flying than about the
risk of falling. Thundering, the roar of the waves offered an auditory cover to
a group of Brown wrinkled Orcs; these carriers of ruthless ferocity raced along
the side of the road, up to the rocky outcrop where their prey were hidden like
mice.


It did
not help to waste energy shouting to warn the latecomers of the threat, nor was
a risky race to the pass by the God-Slayer helpful. The beasts came
unexpectedly, cutting off their escape. They were anticipating the sweet taste
of human flesh. Heavy wooden clubs, covered with large nails and splinters, hit
the ground and the rocks several times, but with very little result, because
the small men were without armour, as it had been carried across to the other
side, so they were able to sneak into the smaller gaps and spaces. In this way
the warriors caused great difficulties to the weak brains of the Brown Orcs. A
plan of attack was a question that was too intricate for them.


"What
can we do?" asked Boris, looking at Holaf who, in turn, was intent on
observing High, still under the enemy fire on the strip of rock.


For four
of the knights nothing could be done. They were struck repeatedly by the
monsters and partly devoured by a group of attackers. But the tragedy was also
a greatly needed diversion, prayed for by the good King High as a sign of the
presence of the One God. Rapidly the Lord of the East, sword in hand and with
nothing to defend himself, attacked the Orcs intent on tearing horses to
pieces. The cold steel of his sword ripped the greedy bodies, mixing their
evil-smelling black offal with the red offal of horses and poor soldiers. The
God-Slayer very quickly dodged the incapable attack of one of the not yet
defeated horde. A quick step to the right to stun the stupid beast was enough
for King High to deal the blow. The blade came down, hissing straight against
its neck, partially cutting off the small head, causing a large stream of
black, dense blood to flow.


God-Slayer’s
breath was now short, but his eyes were alert and his movements controlled.
Nothing seemed to frighten him, not even the whistling arrows aimed at him. He
dodged them with great dexterity. To the eyes of those who watched it looked
like a dance between mortal enemies, splendid to admire in safely behind their
shields. Not all the knights were inactively watching the display.
Reinforcements came at the hands of King Holaf in rash race across the bridge
giving a notable demonstration of balance. High struck yet another ignorant
being on the chest, wrecking his birch wood protection tied on with ropes. The Orc
did not like the blow, reacting with anger and instinct, returned the courtesy,
hitting the Lord of the East with a glancing blow and throwing him unarmed to
the ground. The Orc took the usual leap to landing ruinously on the helpless
God-Slayer. High rolled on his right side to dodge the first deadly blow, and
then to the left to avoid the second and save his skin.


The
sword of the King of the East lay on the ground not far away, but too far away
to be wielded by the God-Slayer in his defence. The Orc in a gleam of ingenuity
set his foot on the King's hips, nailing him to the ground. While the monster’s
flabby great silhouette hung above and it was arching its back, arms to the sky
to give the deadly blow. The huge sword of Holaf whistled in the wind, slitting
snow and the abdomen of the Orc. Screaming with a force only equalled by that
of the blow inflicted, the demon of Trondheim pushed the blade so deep, that it
came to a stop on the spine of the monster. The beast’s club fell behind the
shoulders of the Orc. The Long Sword pushed the beast aside with strength and
anger. The dead attacker fell alongside the God-Slayer lying on the ground, his
horrendous smoking entrails and black blood pouring onto the snow.


"Move
your ass, brother," Holaf ordered, shouting running towards a Brown
wrinkled Orc intent on dragging one of Vyborg's soldiers out of his shelter.


There
was no appeal for the stupid Orc: split in half from neck to groin by the
Nordic steel sword. A monster, fearful of the sight of the Demon of Trondheim,
began to retreat, until he had nothing but the emptiness at his back to support
him; his escape continued until he had only the tips of his paws on the solid
rock. It only took a stone, thrown by the God-slayer, well aimed at its head,
which was not protected by anything except for simple leather, to make him
jump. The arrows continued to rain down stubbornly, but the wind destabilized
their course, so they only fell onto the extraordinary thick armour of King
Holaf. Two more Orcs fell under the unstoppable blows of the Nordic King, but
not even the God-slayer stopped to look, not sparing a glance for the departure
of his enemies. The action of the two reapers ended only when the opposing
Commander remained, stunned by events.


It was a
young apparently inexperienced Orc leader. This notion could be deduced from
his small size: in fact, it was only a little larger than the Lord of the
North. The Orc was well dressed with large wooden planks reinforced with steel,
covering his chest and face. He waited carefully for the next move of his
opponents. Less reckless than his warriors he had waited for the outcome of the
battle and for the two royal soldiers to tire, before preparing proudly for the
duel now. A poor knight of Vyborg was crushed like an insect, kept alive and
screaming to be used as a bogeyman, hoping to bring down the morale of the two
Kings. As soon as he dropped the smashed body with its head crushed by a club,
the monstrous adversary his weapon still dripping with blood, swung himself
round in the storm and tried to strike the King of the North. Despite the Orc’s
effort, it wasn't a difficult task for Holaf to parry the enemy action, proving
insatiable in the face of victory. Dodging one assault after another, he kept
his distance and with his long blade drew a fast and precise semicircle, while
lowering his head so that the enemy cudgel whistled over his head.


A loud
sound of shattered wood came before the typical sound of a club falling to the
ground. The blade ended up missing Long Sword’s intended target, cutting off
the fingers of one hand of the big beast, but not putting an end to its life.
Resounding screams of pain and anger filled the air, as the Orc rushed,
wounded, in a last attempt to bite the mighty Nordic King. Holaf took two jumps
in retreat, then three and finally another, emphasized by the crashing of his
armour. He looked up at the monster then took a great breath. He exhaled. In
the cloud white and vaporous escaping from his lips, Holaf raised his long
blade with absolute precision, putting it into the beast's mouth. The sword
destroyed the bones and brain, emerging next to its shoulder blades, crushing
and removing, thanks to the strength of the thrust, some of the ribs. The
biggest of the Browns fell to the ground trembling, shaken by spasms and
spraying the white snow with black liquids.


"Fortunately,
the head is sunk into the chest in the anatomy of these beasts," the Demon
of Trondheim spoke disdainfully.


High had
let the soldiers and the five surviving horses pass across, for four of them
had been devoured by the Orcs, and one had fallen victim to lucky arrows.


"Let's
move," King High shouted anxiously as he struggled to walk.


"My
brother, are you in pain because of the attack of the Orc?" offered Holaf,
who was also tired and unsure on his legs.


"No,
my brother, don't be afraid, it's my pride that is injured! Saved again by the
man from the north! If this continues they will take away my command of the
east!"


"You
will certainly be ridiculed and expelled from the east. But don't worry, we'll
find a little castle with four huts in the north for you," the Lord of the
North responded despite his breathlessness.


Boris
exclaimed, with his eyes full of admiration, standing beside him and smiling
like a child, finding himself in the presence of his mythical heroes:


"You
are the biggest concentration of warrior virtues breathing the air of the
Kingdom!"


"Thank
you, young prince! I’d say that’s a great compliment!" thanked the smiling
God-Slayer.


"King
High, you should teach me to repel the arrows with a sword and how to be swift
and lethal," the Prince of Vyborg spoke dreamily. Boris, after asking High
for a lesson, also demanded the same from the Long Sword: "King Holaf, how
can you wield weapons the size of your sword; it is far taller than me, yet you
hold it with one hand as if it were a spindle?"


"Young
Boris, some were born to divide mountains with a blows of their sword, others
are skilful at jumping over them in a single leap, while still others are able
climb dangerous slopes with no risk at all," the Lord of the North
answered with kindness.


"Excuse
me, my King, but I do not follow!" the blonde prince revealed his
bewilderment with his vacant gaze.


King
Holaf smiled paternally and patted Boris’s blond hair messing it up:


"You
see, Prince, the three warriors arrive at the same conclusion: they all cross
the mountain, overcoming obstacles, each in the way that is faithful to their
individual characteristics."


The
young Boris intent on settling his hair, probably understood nothing again, but
the two Kings did not care much at the time. Orcs archers had been shooting
arrows up to a few minutes earlier, when they had stopped because the distance
between the two sides was too great.


"Brown
Archers? Never heard of Browns being much good at archery!" exclaimed High
almost annoyed by what the day had revealed.


"Don't
worry, King of the East, today we found no Brown wrinkled archers, but only Orcs
with bows in their hands," commented bold Arian, with disrespect for the
fallen.


"Those
Orcs cost us two riders and five horses, weakening our ranks and slowing down
the march, forcing three soldiers to travel on a single horse," High
warned. A reminder that was not well received, given the unkind reaction of the
injured of Tulsky, pretending to hear nothing.


With the
Mouth of the Dead satiated by the tribute of bloodshed, the group was about to
begin the descent to lands that were once calm and friendly. Little by little,
the snow diminished until it was only a silent presence on the edges of the
road and between the folds of their coats.










Chapter 23


Hunted


 


 


The wind
gave no hint of dropping but to the joy of everyone it diminished and now only
whistled gently through the slits of the helmets. But the cold showed no sign
of abating, or becoming less vicious but continued to burden the travellers.
The frost was still rigid and persistent forcing the ladies to control their
chattering teeth, in spite of their cloaks that had been new and fragrant once.
A snow fox joined the group for a few miles walking shyly alongside, hoping to
receive food. The branches of the bushes formed in an icy and shimmering crypt.
Drops of moisture frozen along the branches trapped every plant, shrub or
climber in ice like a snowy omen after a blizzard. Even the road sometimes
played hide and seek, occasionally reappearing out of the white blanket, like a
dolphin from the sea. The mountains, still very close, all covered in white,
dominated the view to the right of the Kings, silently accompanying them on
their long journey.


"Take
this, Princess, it will warm you up," a young soldier from Vyborg offered
a blanket, which had belonged to his companion, who had fallen horribly under
the arrogant strength of Commander Orc.


"I
thank you, knight, I will not hide my joy at receiving such a gift. I can
hardly feel my legs anymore, and my hands are warm only thanks to my
kitten," Tyra answered warmly and smilingly.


The Princess
of South Winter interested Holaf greatly, leading him to hope she could become
the wife of one of his children. The only limit the King of the North could see
was the remarkable infatuation, demonstrated by the fourth northern rune for
the beautiful blonde. King Holaf had no wish to see one of his own offspring
duel for the girl against a War Master so he did not cultivate the idea.


Deep
thuds were unwilling carriers of evil news. The pale and exhausted rear guard
knight arrived with remarkable haste. He galloped towards the Kings to report
on what his eyes had been able to see.


"My
King, Orcs are gathering chaotically at the foot of the mountains on the road
we are taking!" the knight of Vyborg reported in panic.


"How
many and what horrendous creatures have you seen hunting us?" asked the
Lord of the North, lightly shaking the weary man dressed in green.


"My
King, I don't know exactly how many, one hundred or perhaps two hundred of
them, but I saw the enormous silhouette of an Orc with a complete armour of
heavy iron plates.


The
story was interrupted by the God-Slayer alarmed and unable to repress a
question:


"How
coarse is the skin and what is its colour?"


"My
Lord, about twice King Holaf in size, and I didn't get to see its skin well,
but the Orc was much darker than his companions, and was looking at the horizon
with round fiery eyes," replied the rear guard trembling.


"What
else, soldier, we don't have time," incited the Lord of Trondheim,
excited.


"I
saw several Brown Orcs and about ten bigger and more erect ones, finally two
white muzzles with no hair were among that demonic horde. It’s a type we know
of already to our sorrow," the terrified man ended his exposition in front
of the astonished great heroes.


"Those
bastards, what devil are they doing among the Orcs? And above all, during the
day," the Dragon's Head burst out.


"Sire,
they lead them on chains like bloodhounds following a scent," revealed the
soldier carrier of unpleasant news.


"I’ve
never seen such organized Orcs, firstly bows and arrows in the hands of the
Puckered Browns, now hunting dogs. After that, what else can we expect,"
King High exclaimed almost stunned by the unusual turn of events.


"My
brother, however daring our soldiers may be, we are too few and too tired.
Escape is the only option," Holaf began, impressing everyone. High simply
nodded and spurred his horse.


"Tulsky
can overwhelm them, and you can kill off the wounded!" Arian vigorously
rebelled against the idea of running away.


"Good
friend, I agree with the Lords of the North and East, we have only nineteen
tired and afraid horses. The same can be said of their riders. At the moment,
we are not even capable of overwhelming a flock of sheep," Evghenij
replied, shaking his head.


"Not
this from you! I wasn't expecting words of such defeatism, my friend,"
replied Arian, annoyed and convinced of his improbable ideas.


"Look
at the eyes of our soldiers, do they look like fearsome instruments of death?
To me they seem terrified men, their hearts infirm, and I cannot deny, even my
hesitant hand trembles, well knowing the strength of those warriors,"
replied the Devil of Vilniar ending the discussion.


They
spurred the horses, as they would have liked to do for love of a faithful
companion. They launched themselves all into a crazy and very dangerous race
along the steep road, which luckily, was no longer stony and treacherous. Often
the Lord of the North turned his gaze to the fearful set shoulders of the
God-Slayer, and was pervaded by the same feelings. Their hearts were full of
worry, thinking they saw the silhouettes of beasts chasing them on the horizon.
King Holaf cried out urging men and horses not to spare themselves, knowing
perfectly well the speed Orcs were capable of.


"How
do you tell an old Orcs Commander from a young one," the Devil of Vilniar
asked jolting on the back of his horse to spur the steed.


"The
bigger they are, the older they are and the stronger they are," Long Sword
answered, not giving many details and not happy about the choice of the moment
for the lesson.


"Forgive
me, my King, but I don't understand!" insisted the man of sinister fame
and white moustache.


"Orcs
are not like us. They cannot die of old age, they die only of violent death.
Usually their life expectancy is not at all high, because if they do not get
killed by us, they kill each other or die in an attempt to climb the
mountains!" King High interrupted the narrative to give yet another look
back, where the Bear Head was caring for Princess Tyra and dark Sersy, both upright
a single horse, to giving up their own to carry a heavier soldier.


"So,
I was saying," the God-Slayer spoke.


"You
were telling me how and when Orcs die," Evghenij suggested, very
interested in the lesson.


"Exactly!
I gave you the facts, including the hard skin and resistance to death of those
beasts. Accumulating a life-long battle experience, when one of these beings
survives for several years, he becomes a fearsome opponent because of his
cunning and not because of his strength. Nature loves these animals so much
that it gives them an enviable metabolism. Such gift allows an infinite growth,
allowing the elders to reach to a size almost worthy of giants."


The
listener interrupted the King of the East, surprised:


"You
say that Orcs as big as a mountain could possibly exist?"


"How
big a mountain I don't know. I know for sure I've seen and faced gigantic Orcs,"
King High answered almost annoyed by Evghenij's disbelief.


"My
King, how much bigger than you in height was the largest on you have knocked
down?" asked Vilniar's enthusiastic Devil, continuing with his thorough
interrogation.


"One
defeated by the edge of my sword was about twice my size. He was a tremendous
adversary, but the biggest was killed by a trebuchet siege machine. The beast
stood outside the buildings of Black Portal: he swallowed all the knights he
could reach together with their horses. The beast did not breach the walls only
thanks to the strong stones of the east, like those used to build the Titan.
His skull still adorns the black room of the Fate Fortress today," the
Lord of the East ended the memory with a strange pleased smile on his face.


The
knight, who survived the Vilniar massacre, would have liked to ask a great many
other questions in order to be ready to avenge his subjects, but he stopped his
flow of words, seeing the King of the East was busy controlling the horizon.


Tyra and
Sersy began to have problems: their horse, having made a great effort, began to
slow down, although the princess spurred him on enthusiastically.


"Get
a move on, stupid nag! You can't leave us on foot right now," the
blue-blood blonde shouted in a worried voice.


Evaluating
and weighing everything, the poor horse had not had a good rest or been able to
graze on good green grass for some time: but the menu provided was only dry
stale oats, given to the poor steed in filthy sacks. For men the situation was
not much better, their painful limbs were spared for only short bits of the
road and the food filled neither stomachs nor minds. Little of the path had passed
under the hooves of the horse the two girls were entrusted to when the
inevitable happened. The steed’s mouth was wide open, its chest struggling for
breath and its head almost touching the ground. The poor horse breathed fast,
emitting huge clouds of vapour and did not react to anything. Not to Sersy's
pleas, even less to Tyra's more loquacious whipping. The horse staggered
towards the edge of the road, where the snow still covered everything, and
continued to sway uncertainly, causing the ladies to dismount rapidly for fear
of falling to the ground with the horse.


"What
are we going to do now?" asked the blonde beauty of her brave Bear-headed
warrior.


The
knight did not hesitate for a moment. Reaching out to the young Lady he hoisted
her onto the back of his steed.


"Thank
you, my hero! What an honour and what a romantic situation," Tyra
whispered to the young knight, recalling the stories she had read as a young
girl, full of similar deeds.


"Like
hell its romantic! What can I do? Here I am, left as a snack for the Orcs,"
Sersy complained. She had been left to walk and was overwhelmed by fear.


"Don't
be afraid, Elisabet's horse is showing no signs of giving up for now, and when
it does, the knights will certainly offer to save you," commented the
fourth rune reassuring the black beauty.


"New
friends," shouted King Holaf, who waiting with the three ladies and the
kind warrior pointed his finger at the horizon behind them.


In a
wild hurry they resumed the march, pushed from behind by a friendly wind
pleasantly helping them ride. But this same friendly wind also brought the
screams and grunts of the pursuers as distant whispers. The evening arrived
with long shadows and a bright red romantic sunset, reflected on the snow and
on the shining spears of Tulsky to divert their thoughts from the difficult
situation. Immersed in such a calm and harmonious evening, it did not seem true
that they could not slacken their pace through challenging sister night, damned
and treacherous with those many beings who showed no respect for her black
mantle.


"Soldiers,
I am asking a lot of you, I'm aware of it, but this night will be a night of
travel," shouted the Demon of Trondheim behind his terrifying helmet, son
of the worst shadows and nightmares.


The
soldiers did not dare to contest or complain, the penalty for indulging in a
few hours of rest would have been too harsh. No matter how much hard effort the
company asked of its horses, some of the most experienced and knowledgeable
warriors could not hide the bitter truth. The crazy race was just delaying the
inevitable battle and probable death.


King
Holaf knew that he had to lead his men as close as possible to the woodland of
Zubrovka: a small copse of dense vegetation that the river divided from the
forest of the same name. Not for a moment did the idea of facing the ford on
the river occur to the two Kings. They remembered all too well the voracity of
the waters. This river flowed from the west, where it rose, and then meandered
throughout the Kingdom to the east, then turned its course south to join the
sacred river Vhola in marriage, just before the mouth of the Dead.


On the
horizon, the black silhouettes of the plants so longed for by the Sovereign of
Trondheim seemed tiny. In the thick bush, slender and agile men could have
defended themselves better, manoeuvring their bodies between rocks and trees,
as they had done between the sharp spurs of rock next to the abyss of the Mouth
of the Dead. Of course, the outcome of the battle did not seem obvious. First
of all luck, hope in good fortune were needed to reach the thickest part of the
forest. Then it would be war without quarter. Thoughts as heavy as boulders
filled the head of the Nordic Sovereign, so immersed in thoughts of the
imminent skirmish that he murmured out loud.


"What
did you say, my brother? I didn't understand you." asked High, believing
himself invited to discuss the situation together.


"No,
sorry, I was talking to myself," answered Long Sword, brought back to
reality.


"Will
we reach the woodland of Zubrovka, in your opinion, my brother?" asked the
God-Slayer in a low voice, little more than a demoralized breath but with the
power to dishearten.


Holaf
looked at him harshly and not being able to offer any good news he replied:


"My
brother, if we were to come to arms, I promise to show you my sword black with
blood and my arms weak from fighting before succumbing," was the worthy
response of the King of Trondheim, Lord of the North, sincere and powerful
exactly reflecting Holaf’s personality.


The
God-Slayer gave a burst of hearty loud laughter, attracting the attention of
those who rode near.


"My
brave brother, do you intend to give posterity story telling of mountains of Orcs,
defeated by a single man?" asked High satisfied, his eyes shining.
"So, I promise to double the length of the poem by bringing back two
mountains of horrendous beasts and a couple of heroes, exhausted sitting on
top!"


King
Holaf with the gesture of a leader confirmed the intention to fight and later
shouted:


"Soldiers,
fast, like lightning in the sky, ride to the dark depths of the woodland of
Zubrovka! There we will defend ourselves from those clumsy great creatures!
Cheering flowed in unison from the mouths of the cavalry, echoing proudly in
the total silence of the complete darkness of the night. Forced to reduce their
pace because of the austere lack of light, the knights dismounted from their
exhausted horses, but there was no rest. They walked at a rapid pace without
any point of reference, without stars or moon, hidden by the black clouds hoping
not to be seen by the horrendous nightmare of their pursuers.


It was
the hardest night in the memory of the girl. The forced march caused Sersy to
collapse several times forcing the Dragon to carry her, almost unconscious, in
his arms. The great Nordic warrior did not mind this difficulty at all, as he
had an abundance of strength at his command, especially if he could use it in
favour of his beloved. After all, she was a very light woman, and in this way
she could feel the warmth and smell of him even if the latter wasn't exactly
attractive, given the number of days that had passed since it had been possible
to take a bath, a desire within in the minds of all travellers. Tyra, who was
more robust, had less trouble, swaying and whispering to keep up her strength.
Finally, tiredness also took over and she collapse exhausted into the strong
arms of her Elisabet, who, also exhausted, asked for help from the fourth rune
who was very willing to carry the young Lady.


"My
brother, have you taken the river into account?" asked the God-Slayer of
the King of the North.


"In
what way, good High?" Holaf answered with a question.


"The
waves could look bloody again, therefore, the trees will have the same problems
as the vegetation on the banks of the sacred river Vhola," said the Lord
of the East barely distinguishing his interlocutor in the dark.


"Yes,
I have thought of such an eventuality, and the idea pleases me as much as that
of being torn apart by Orcs, coming upon us. But we're short of options, either
we hide among those disgusting branches, or we turn to the east, where there is
a small fortified village, dragging all the inhabitants to hell with us,"
the Lord of the North answered eloquently.


"It
wasn't my intention to criticise you, but just to analyse our
possibilities," High defended himself from a non-existent reproof.


"My
brother, every objection you make is welcome, always and in any case. Don't
excuse yourself," Holaf said, overwhelmed, yawning with tiredness.


The
black night slipped away on tiptoe, driven away by a pale rosy aurora. Only the
usual collection of clouds remained on the northwest horizon, while the rest of
the celestial vault was a beautiful intense blue. No bird, however, was in the
air in playful flight, nor was any singing or chirping to be heard. The feeble
but icy wind brought incomprehensible grunts, roars and other noises to the
ears of the Kings. Silent and indifferent on the horizon, austere mountains
watched the hard struggle for salvation undertaken by daring men. They could see
black and noisy rows of Orcs. The infamous mass was relentless, screaming and
thirsting for blood, not bound by any brotherhood to those of them who were
late. The wicked creatures had made up ground under the cover of darkness.


The
dismay snaked together with fear among the men of Vyborg and the knights of
Tulsky. The dreadful feelings had an effect on even the most stoical War
Masters. Defeatist chatter, giving a bitter aftertaste, flew among the
soldiers, reaching as far as the ears of the two Sovereigns, who were forced to
pretend to be deaf, even if they wanted to encourage their men with words of
fire, to fill them with valour. Only these words were absent, leaving their
tongues dry and vanished to hide deep in the stomachs of the Kings.


Sersy
opened her splendid eyes and found herself in the lap of the Dragon's Head intent
on his galloping horse. The Lady said nothing and was amazed to feel safe in
those strong loving arms. Next to them was the Leopard's Head and just ahead
stood out clearly the size of the Sovereign of Trondheim beside the God-Slayer
his hair blowing in the wind concentrating on spurring their horses. The new
unfriendly background noise of screams and growls attracted the hearing and
attention of the black beauty as soon as she awoke. They were now becoming
stronger and more malevolent.


"Good
morning, my knight," Sersy exclaimed with a breathtaking smile.


"I
wish you good morning, my Lady, I hope I haven't shaken you too much,"
replied a metallic voice from the helmet of the daring Dragon.


"No,
do not be afraid, knight, you have been impeccable in your care of me. I was
torn away from dreams by humming, hovering in the air. What has happened? I can
just remember collapsing," Sersy asked, rubbing her eyes with her hands.


"You
fell victim to the long march, not being able to keep you on horseback I
carried you in my arms almost all night," replied the warrior of the third
rune.


"What
did you do? Almost all night!" the amazed young woman turned red.


"Certainly,
my Lady, until dawn caught us. There is no way I could leave you alone at the
mercy of those disgusting creatures; moreover, you know what feelings I have
towards you," whispered the warrior in love.


"I
thank you, my saviour, how can I ever repay you?" asked Sersy very
embarrassed because of the situation and because of his shy behaviour in the
past.


"I
ask no repayment. I carried you with joy last night and I am ready to repeat it
for as long as it is necessary, my Lady," said the third Master of the War
answered with unexpected grace.


"Are
our executioners close?" asked the dark Lady with deer-like eyes.


"The
enemy is about to stretch its claws for our heads. A battle, I fear is
inevitable. When this happens, you will ride my steed to the South Winter, I do
not intend have you or my beloved horse killed," the third northern rune
explained the situation without the slightest attempt to sweeten the truth.
Though the great Dragon did not want to cause sad feelings in Sersy's heart, a
pure clear tear made an unexpected appearance.


"But
what do you intend to do? Won't you ride to safety with me?" naively asked
the young dark girl.


"Sersy,
to arrive safely behind the walls of South Winter will take time. A barrier
against the enemy must be made. In that I am a master," the man with the
shaggy mantle replied in no uncertain terms.


"You
don't want to get yourself killed!" the young woman hiccupped, clutching
tightly at his armour.


"I
certainly won't kill myself, but they will all try, and my task will be to kill
as many of those beasts as possible, leaving their bodies cold for the
worms," answered the Dragon's Head.


As Sersy
discovered new feelings, strange and unknown to a woman who had been forced to
work with her body, the first arrows began to whisper towards the back of the
column.


"Arrows!
So many and so many bad," Boris shouted arriving late because of his tired
horse.


Leopard's
Head reached him and took the reins of the Prince’s horse, pulling it along.


"Stupid
mixed-race horse, it has no more resistance to fatigue than a sheep," the
second rune of the north expressed his displeasure.


Boris
did not know what to say, but he was heartened to see the arrows stick into the
mud partially covered with snow several meters behind him.


"These
are just shots to measure the distance, but soon it will rain metal," the
Nordic saviour brutally explained to the blonde prince.


"We'll
be able to make it through this time too! King Holaf can take down a thousand
enemies with one arm, all the other Masters of War, are no less valiant,"
the Prince of Vyborg boasted optimistically.


"Yes,
we heard similar stories from them too, my Prince, only we have never seen them,"
the worried warrior repeated.


"Leopard,
my brother, do not weigh down the young prince with your tormented thoughts.
Today will not be the last dawn to fill our eyes of glittering amazement,"
stated the Bear Head galloping with the blonde princess in his arms.


Tyra had
lost her usual reassuring smile, only a fool could truly believe in a happy
ending, and the blonde of South Winter, despite her dreams as a young princess,
was certainly not stupid. Tyra noticed the roars strengthening with the passage
of time, understood that the arrival of the enemy arrows was imminent. She saw
the hopes of saving everybody fade like the fire of a falling star.


"Beautiful
and sweet Tyra, don't be afraid, the Lord of the North has certainly thought of
a plan to complicate the situation," the good Bear's Head announced with a
certainty and a smile that skilfully concealed his real thoughts.


The
princess did not answer but simply rested her head on the man’s shoulder, on
whose knee she was resting. But she was in a thoughtful and very restless mood.
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Chapter 24


Zubrovka


 


 


The
woodland was just a few hundred metres away, still and silent, waiting for its
next visitors. The forest of Zubrovka did not offer refreshment or rest under
its foliage, nor would it have moved a branch to rescue the knights with their
tired backs, tested by their burdensome task. The green leaves had fallen, as
had the needles of the pine and fir trees, seen more and more often on the
border with the northern territories. The turbid waters, scarlet in colour, had
ruined most of the plants in what had once been a green wilderness. No animal
moved in or among the bare surviving branches that were dripping with
nauseating mucus, which hung horrendously from every plant, tree or shrub. The
situation of the bush land was like the vegetation found on the banks of the
Vhola River.


The
steeds, spurred to the limit, fled into the skeletal arms of the dying wood. By
now they were under heavy fire from the pursuers. Sinister hisses were heard as
the arrows arrived in huge numbers, but fortunately the arrows showed little
precision. Archery is a strenuous and difficult art, not at all easy for an
impetuous and agitated species of beast, such as Orcs, which are incapable of
reason and complicated thoughts. The enemy pursuers were not able to allow for
the trajectory, the wind and the movement caused by the chase, so they only
made holes in the mud with their numerous arrows. Soon, the arrows lost all
effectiveness, sticking only in the trees and rarely in the shields, placed for
protection on the warrior’s backs. Lucky shots managing to reach a target were
more likely to be guided by the hand of an adverse God than by the skill of the
archer.


"Men,
the plan is simple, the ladies and the prince must continue with as many horses
as possible towards South Winter. This will be their task, while ours will be
even more congenial to you: we must massacre all the revolting beasts or at
least kill as many as possible," thundered the Lord of the North
dismounting from his horse.


"For
Trondheim," shouted the Dragon jumping from his steed and stroking Sersy's
tear drenched face.


"For
King Holaf and King High," shouted the Wolf with determination, which was
echoed by the Bear Head and the last Master of the War.


"For
all the men who now must safeguard the destiny of many who are unaware of the
danger, or the ill-prepared peoples afraid of the tusks looming over their
destiny," shouted the Lord of the East, removing his sword and shaking it
towards the heavens.


But no
other soldier was willing to shout anything, neither a prayer nor a battle
slogan.


"Go,
Boris! Ride as if you had the hounds of hell at your back, which is not an
entirely false statement to be honest! Save the three ladies and send the hawks
to all the Lords. Make sure to awaken them. It is vital that the preparations
for the war begin, because sooner or later those beasts will be clamouring in
front of every wall!


The
blond prince, knowing that he could do nothing else, did not reply, and
gathered as many reins as he could hold in his hands. He left, followed by the
ladies, as fast as the tired horses could manage, between branches and
brushwood. Tyra and Sersy often turned to look at the men strategically
positioned among the trees in a random order, anguished by the fate of their
knights. Even the Dragon and the Bear turned their eyes to their beloveds,
while the silhouettes of the horses faded away, hiding among the brown shades
of the bush.


"Today
I don't intend to die, I still have to kiss the princess," complained the
Bear Head causing the Dragon to smile. He answered cynically:


"I
don't believe it is in anyone's plans to die on this day, but the Gods are
watching us and almost never fulfil the plans we hoped for!"


The
avant-garde of Orcs pushed fearlessly into the vegetation, dragged along
relentlessly by drooling mastiff-like beasts. Their shaggy bodies trembled
continuously and they moved their heads almost as if they were on a pendulum.
These beasts kept frantically breathing the stagnant and rotten air, permeating
everything found in the shadow of the bare branches with their heavy breath.


Incredibly,
the beasts lost the trail and began to growl and whine, and finally they began
howling turning around in circles. The Orcs immediately got tired of waiting
and called for help with loud vigorous roars. In a few moments every corner of
the forest swarmed with Brown and Green skin Orcs, intent on watching and
searching everywhere.


"If
I had known before of the unexpected help offered by the forest, I would
certainly never have ordered a halt. But I would never have expected to come
across a stench capable of hiding our trail, covering our flight,"
commented disappointed Holaf, while he was scrutinizing the approaching
enemies.


"My
brother, don't upset yourself. You're certainly not a visionary, you are not to
blame," comforted High in a whisper also intent on thinking of how to
carry out the attack.


"My
King, I can't see the biggest beast," the Dragon pointed out.


The
Commander of the Enemies had not joined the possible ambush. He was clever and
hardened by who knows how many duels, so he lead the march to the edge of the
forest, with the probable intent of attacking from behind. The situation
stagnated like the air of the forest, until an archer of the Black Portal saw
the opening for a shot and his finger ready. The bow-string gave its characteristic
sound and the hissing of the string, through the air, accompanied the
lightning-fast arrow speeding to the target, finished in the eye of an enemy Orc,
leading one of the two beasts on a leash. The arrow penetrated inside the skull
of the monster right to the feathered end. The Orc lowered its long jaw
bristling with tusks, staggered to the right and bowed its head. Its healthy
eye turned to the middle of its muzzle and it fell to the ground to the
indifference of his companions.


It was
the leashed beast that jumped towards the archer. The metallic sound of the
crossbow trigger and the hissing had betrayed him, revealing his position.
Breaking branches in its rush, the chained beast gave a massive leap, directed
precisely to where the knight was reloading his weapon. Holaf stood in the way
with his shield taking the weight of the monster and blocking its infernal
claws, which were already longing for weak human flesh. High, as fast as only
he could, slipped his sword into the side of the beast wriggling against the
shield. The red blade came out the other side. The Devil of Vilniar, moved by
desperate plight, came on the run and took the tip of King High's blade pushing
it through the flesh with such enthusiasm as to break the ribs of the beast.
Bleeding entrails escaped from the large wound, opened in the wiry belly of the
assailant, the, pouring out onto the poor panicking archer beneath.


The
clash of weapons and howls attracted the other Orcs into the attack on the
Sovereigns. The horrendous, rapid, heedless creatures threw themselves into the
fray with their weapons unsheathed, screaming incomprehensible phrases in their
chaotic language. The powerful sword of the north stuck proudly and thirstily
into the skull of a Brown, which had been too bold, getting stuck between the
bones. With his sword trapped, King Holaf kicked at the enemy in an attempt to
smash the bones trapping his sword, but was attacked by a large Green Skin,
rushing to the Lord of the North, hitting him violently with his big battered
rusty axe. Holaf bounced to the ground, slightly stunned by such a strong blow.
The Nordic King realized that he still held his sword in his hand, freed from
the carcass of Brown. But he did not have time to use it before suffering a
further blow. The black steel of the north countered with such vigour that the
enemy weapon was shattered. The Green Skin having no weapon turned again on the
Lord of the North, opening its fetid mouth it gave a powerful scream, covering
the King of Trondheim with drooling saliva.


The cry
was drastically interrupted by the Dragon’s hammer, which destroyed the facial
bones of the green monster, scattering the fragments all around. With its jaw
and cheekbones in pieces, and eyes mashed, the green beast retreated
uncertainly. His scream was choked in his throat gurgling with black blood,
invading its throat and lungs, but the Orc still did not fall, continuing to
wave its arms around, hitting only trees and rocks with its claws. King Holaf
ended that enemy by slicing it just under the steel plate, protecting its
muscular chest. With its guts on the ground the enemy Green fell, still waving
its arms and trying to collect its intestines together. The voice of the steel
was heard loud and clear all around. However many adversaries the men could
knock down, still more arrived so that all the immense effort of the warriors
was in vain.


High
rapidly danced between two dazed Browns and confused by his dexterity and
speed. For the God-Slayer, they were easy prey. He persuaded one Brown to give
a mighty blow with his cudgel smashing the head of the other Brown, making it
explode in a black cloud of blood. Confused by this event, the monster tried to
lift up the companion, shaking it and screaming. The God-Slayer took advantage
of the opportunity while the enemy was distracted and in an outburst of anger
he decapitated the beast.


Not all Orcs
were so clumsy and nor were all men as skilled as King High. Any hesitation was
enough to be dismembered or chewed, as long as there was still life in a body
to suffer and breath to scream. The Bear's Head tried in vain to save a
companion of Vyborg, attacked and dismembered by the fury of the Browns,
fighting like dogs to share a bone. The poor body lay lifeless in the fingers
of a beast, which concentrated on satiating itself with the red entrails, while
the legs served as an appetizer for his companion. A feeling of disgust arose
in the heart of the fourth Nordic rune. But all he could do was give a huge
scream of anger. Fast and whistling through the air, his blade tore at the
throat of the wicked and greedy creature, giving the north yet another victory.
The second diner reacted angrily at the sight of a new and more appetizing
meal, spat the stripped leg bones and, brandishing a large piece of wood, beat
the ground, creating a thunderous sound and large splashes of reddish mud.
There was no time to sink a blade into its flabby, horrendous body, as a fist
hit the warrior of the fourth symbol, making him fall to his knees. The Bear,
fallen down before the cudgel raised straight in the air, seemed to be ready
for the grave.


The
mortal epilogue was avoided only thanks to the intervention of the three
knights escorting King High, who scored two perfect shots in the eyes of the
brown assailant putting an end to his anger. The big body staggered like a tree
about to crash to the ground, the Bear's Head was dragged, still confused, by
an archer from the east, just before the ruinous fall of the Orc. Daring and
effective, the knights of Tulsky, as was usual when they fought together, were
able to get the better of numerous enemies, stacking their lifeless bodies
around their position.


Climbing
the wall of sacks of dark bleeding flesh, a soldier saw how many enemies were
still gathering before them. The man, turning to King High, engaged in a duel,
cried out:


"Sire,
there are too many of them, we won't be able to hold the position for much
longer!


The
soldier did not have time to turn around before a large Green skin came over
the wall of the corpses with his arms apart, brandishing two huge stone
hammers. The enemy swung the two weapons together violently, squashing the
Green man's head. The helmet did not withstand the tremendous pressure. There
was a loud sound of stone meeting stone. From the holes of the devastated
helmet boiled blood red juice and brain matter mixed with meat. The soldier
rolled to the foot of the wall toward his companions, covered by splashes of
death. His body still jolted a couple of times and then died in a macabre,
dark-coloured quagmire.


Tulsky's
lancers did not wait for a moment, before attacking the big Green beast,
burying the tip of their long and resistant spears several times in the green
flesh. The beast gave heavy hammer blows at each spear, but they did not break,
but the vibration increased the damage and pain. Arian climbed, as fast as a
cat, over the corpses of the Orcs, to a position right under the beast nailed
by the spears, and stuck his sword in deeply. The Commander of Tulsky took care
to move the massive iron body armour, painted with decorations similar to the
rock paintings of early men. The Green beast settled on the Orcs Mountain
increasing its height, while its companions were in some difficulty among the
branches of the forest, which was revealed as an excellent choice of
battlefield. All around the increasingly small number of soldiers the bush land
was shaking and growling, swarming with Brown and Green skins.


The
strength of the men was slowly abandoning their bodies. They could not even
rejoice with every defeated Orc because of the rapidly growing numbers of their
opponents. The third Master of War, honouring his title and his hammer, had
built around him a barricade of dead enemies, but in his plans he yearned for
the life of the last beast. Without the dog-like monsters, they would not be
able to sniff out the warriors anymore, so they would have had some feeble
hopes of a quick escape. They retreated, tree by tree, Green skins coming after
Brown, until the warriors had tightened their circle and found themselves almost
shoulder to shoulder.


"The
sniffing beast, where is he?" the Dragon asked, shouting anxiously, while
he was smashing the skull of a stupid Brown Orc. All were too keen on survival,
to find a way or the words to answer the question of the third rune of
Trondheim.


A scream
of exceptional intensity silenced everyone, including Orcs. The trees trembled,
flexed, and some collapsed to the ground. The trembling of the ground increased
at each and every deep thud. When a pile of corpses was splattered by a kick,
the big Captain burst in, screaming evil words in his own language. Holaf and
High were close to each other and exchanged an uncertain look, not very
convinced of a possible victory.


The
enormous Orc, like a troll, unleashed the worst of his bestial nature, starting
his battle by wielding a squat weapon, with a profile like a butcher's tool
rather than a chivalrous sword. The blows it gave were imprecise but of
unprecedented violence hitting everything within its field of vision. It was
clear to all that armour was useless given the force of the Orc. An unfortunate
of Vyborg fell under the first blows despite the protection of his green
shield, which finished up chopped in pieces. The warrior’s armour and its
occupant came to the same end. In the fury of the assault, the green colossus
also overwhelmed his companions without any problems. He crushed a soldier of
Tulsky with his free hand, throwing his body far away, towards the north of the
forest. King Holaf came forward facing the green captain with a fearless heart.
The Lord of the North, having dodged a thrust with a rapid twist of his
shoulders, struck his opponent on the arm and causing his steel to ring. The Orc
tried to hit the King with the flat of his weapon, which stuck deep into the
mud after the stroke failed. The enemy pulled up a large lump of mud a, but
only moved the Long Sword a few steps to the side, without causing damage.
Other empty blows followed, highlighting the speed of the Demon of Trondheim,
which the beast underestimated. Holaf was not only master of heavy, telling
blows, but also of lightning movements, able to disappear from the trajectory
of the giant, who was at least twice as high and perhaps even more, than the
Nordic King.


The
turning point in the duel came when fate, with sharp irony, caused the beast’s
foot to get stuck in a hole in the ground, which he had just created, putting
him at a disadvantage. As the Orc lost his balance the Lord of the North helped
him to lie down with a powerful stroke of his sword, which fell on the Orc’s
heavy bucket-shaped helmet. The sound of metal, followed by a heavy thud, made
by the enormous green enemy, caught everyone's attention. At that very moment
Holaf took a great leap landing heavily on top of his enemy. He stuck his long
blade into the beast’s neck where it was not protected by the chinstrap. With a
cry of anger and pain of the colossal animal became deaf and then aspirated,
making a slight hissing sound. The Nordic Demon forcefully pushed his weapon
until the head was divided from the neck, releasing a luxuriant flow of black
blood on the ground. Holaf shouted in victory and raising his sword to the sky,
painted a semicircle of blood in the air. It was a liberating gesture as well
as an act of intimidation, in the hope of ruining the morale of enemy troops.
The degenerate Orcs retreated, shocked by the vision of their defeated and
beheaded leader, crowding into each other, wounding companions and moaning
incomprehensible words.


He was
suddenly struck, as quick as lightning and as silent as death, King Holaf was
grabbed and hurled to the ground by a mastiff-like monster. The animal's tusks
made a breach in the royal armour, under the armpits where there was less steel
to protect Holaf’s body. The King cried out in pain. The beast shook the
Sovereign’s neck violently, holding it tight in his jaws. Then it tried to tear
his arm off. But Holaf’s remarkable strength and his robust armour prevented
further injury to the Lord of the North despite the previous damage. The
retreat of the Orcs stopped. The creatures, full of renewed courage, returned
to the charge again, blocking the nearest warriors from bringing relief to the
Long Sword.


King
Holaf defended himself by punching the sides of the beast with his fists so
hard that he smashed its ribs. But the monster did not look like at diminishing
the violence of the blows he was inflicting. The Nordic Sovereign took his
Demon’s helmet off and stuck what was left of a horn into the eye of the beast
with all his remaining strength, hoping to have some sort of effect. The
stultifying beast, with its exploded eyeball and blood dripping, gave vent to
its anger, lifting and slamming the Long Sword to the ground with such violent
enthusiasm that he lost his senses.


The
faithful hammer of the third rune, avoiding battle with many enemies, went to
the aid of his King in trouble, throwing himself into an almost desperate race.
The Dragon's Head threw his shield and freed his axe from his belt to hit a
Brown that was trying to block his path, on the snout. He did not rescue a
Vyborg knight, assaulted by too many enemies. Nothing mattered to the Dragon,
except for saving the one who had helped him many times. He stuck the blade of
the axe in the neck of the beast and then hammered it thoroughly cutting the
spine of the mastiff-like monster. Having freed the Long Sword, the third
northern rune immediately understood the seriousness of the wound inflicted on
his King. Blood gushed abundantly from the wound he had suffered; in addition,
the time to treat it was limited, given the renewed warlike spirit of the Orcs.


When the
situation appeared at its height and tragedy inevitable, a feeling of
bewilderment spread among all living creatures. A penetrating song with ancient
words rang through the minds of Kings, soldiers and even the small retrograde
Orcs. A warm wind ran through the trees, followed by a shock wave so strong
that men and Orcs as well as some plants collapsed on the ground. The voice in
their heads rang with sounds similar to the chants, heard in the monasteries,
preventing any movement and depriving everyone of their will.


The Orcs
moved like lifeless, silent and orderly puppets and returned from where they
had come. The knights got up and immediately realized that they were once again
the masters of their bodies, but shocked they looked around without saying a
word. The only one moving was the third Master of War. He was busy removing the
heavy plates of armour from the body of the unconscious King.


"Don't
even think about it, Majesty, we haven't done all this just to deliver you to
the Gods right now, at the most difficult moment, when your advice is
vital," he grumbled nervously and absorbed, so involved in removing armour
that he didn't realize he was in front of the Inquisitor Cyfer.


Cyfer
was one of five followers of Belial, Lord of Denethor. Many attributed
superhuman powers to these six beings, and judging by the entrance of the
Inquisitor, these affirmations could well have been true. The powerful
Inquisitor approached floating two meters above the ground, surrounded by an
intense and warm turquoise aura, just like the wind that came before the shock
wave. This being, radiating light, landed near the Dragon and gently placed itself
next to him. The radiant light faded away as the being landed. Cyfer put a hand
on the third Nordic rune’s shoulder, without meaning anything by his gesture,
but involuntarily he had an air of superiority, common to all the followers of
King Belial.


The
Inquisitor was covered by translucent ruby red armour, totally covered in
screaming faces and skulls, barely visible, on the surface of the steel. These
decorations looked as though they had been imprisoned between the layers of
polished lacquer and metal. As he imposed his hands on the poor King Holaf, who
had almost bled dry, Cyfer began to recite a song with sounds similar to the
litany that rang in the heads of all just earlier. Words flowed
incomprehensibly one after the other, first whispering and then being spoken
out loud. All the faces and skulls covering his armour began to shiver showing
signs of unthinkable and improbable sensations of pain. From each mouth and
decorated eye sprang a beam of white light, more intense than a thousand suns,
irradiating everything with a white light, forcing men to turn around.


"Damn
you! What have you done to my Lord, you monster?" shouted the Dragon Head
covering the sight with his arm and staggering towards his King not able to see
anything, reduced to a black shadow, in contrast with the clear light of the
Inquisitor.


When the
light fell in intensity, the blood from the wounds suffered by the Lord of the
North began to boil and incredibly stopped flowing. However, despite the
inhuman intervention, King Holaf remained immobile on the ground. Cyfer
collapsed on his knees next to the wounded man. His incandescent armour sizzled
on contact with the damp and muddy soil boiling and evaporating the puddle
where he knelt.


The
faces on the armour returned solid steel and no light escaped. The pot-shaped
helmet had two large black horns, long and sharp, decorating its sides. A heavy
reinforcing plate blocked the eye slit making it solid and impenetrable. The
protection for the eye slits gave it the look of a devil, escaped from the
Sacred Book. From Cyfer's gorget considerable amount of blood overflowed,
dripping down his body, attracted by gravity.


"Are
you all right, whoever you are?" asked the Dragon, who calmed down after
seeing the bleeding that had afflicted the Lord of the North cease.


But the
mystical warrior made no answer, perhaps because of the considerable amount of
energy required by his action. His weight was on his unstable knees, and he
pushed himself up with difficulty. A long line of blood continued to flow from
underneath the strange and disturbing helmet.


"Can
we help you, repay you for what you have done for our Sovereign?" asked
the knight of the third rune again.


The
panting Cyfer shook his head and indicated that the warrior should follow him.
He simply grabbed two long, sturdy branches separating them with two other
shorter branches. Then he tied them with stalks he found there, creating a
rudimentary stretcher for King Holaf. As they loaded the wounded man, the
Inquisitor made his way through the bush, damaged by the red waters. The
presence of that silent and inhuman warrior seemed to freeze the blood in the
veins of the watching men in his wake.


Among
the vegetation there arose a request for help, dim and whispered, near a rock
behind a ruined bush lay a companion, thrown there by the Commander Orc. The
deformations on the body plates of the armour, due to the strong grip, were
evident and a sentence of future death for the man. The soldier had serious and
incurable wounds, his abdomen torn apart, perhaps by a claw or the will of the
branches. A large section of intestine was hanging, a macabre ornament tied
like festoons to the branches of the bush. The blood bubbled with every word
and breath. His head appeared to be in an unnatural position. Cyfer unsheathed
his sword and placed its tip right between eyes of the man begging for help. He
did it coldly and without any feeling. Even as he planted the steel he did not
slow his pace. The Dragon looked at King High, upset and lowering his head to
cover his face with his long hair.


"My
Lord, do not fall now. With King Holaf wounded, we badly need your judgement
and wisdom," incited the always faithful and courageous third Master of
War.


"We
don't even know if Holaf will recover," God-Slayer cried in a sad whisper.


Cyfer
turned his head one hundred and eighty degrees opening his eyes wide to those
who could see. With a distant voice, as if it came from the underworld, he
replied:


"The
mighty Holaf will regain command with renewed vigour. Millions of souls are awaiting
his wrath and his sword."


"So,
he'll be back at the helm with us again!" exclaimed the third rune of
Trondheim with satisfaction, exulting.


"You
are Cyfer, Denethor's Inquisitor. Am I right, knight?" asked King High.


"So
you humans, continue to call me," replied the very taciturn disturbing
being.


"Who
sends you, powerful warrior?" asked the Dragon intrigued by so much
strength.


"Belial
Cerno sent me to protect you, but the timing was not of the best." was the
limited answer of the red warrior. He turned his head round in a complete
circle to face the direction they were going and putting an end to the
questions.


"Of
course, it's easy to understand why they don't come out of Denethor, unless it
is a case of absolute necessity," High spoke in a low voice referring to
the disturbing and shy nature of their guide.


They
continued fast for a long time, tired and tested by the tough battle against
the Orcs. The northern runes carried their Lord on their shoulders, still
unconscious, in silence, being careful not to shake the precious load too much.
Behind them followed the three unhappy archers of the Black Portal. They had no
more arrows or darts, as they had all been used in the fight and not recovered
because of their haste to depart. Second last in the column marched the
soldiers of Vyborg, reduced in number to only twenty, among whom there were the
wounded and bruised. The last ones closing the group were the talented knights
of Tulsky, now reduced to sixteen spears with two wounded. Arian and Evghenij marched
next to the sleeping King, both without words having seen the strength of the
much-vaunted Demon of Trondheim, master of such an immense vigour as to make
the stories of the court minstrels seem limited.










Chapter 25


Transfer
of responsibility


 


 


The air
became light and fresh, slipping pleasantly into the lungs of warriors. The
rotting forest began to thin out, opening up on a wide expanse of moorland in
front of them. In the midst of dry and putrescent grass, typical of the late
winter, Boris and the three ladies with all their horses were waited seated on
a large boulder, sticking out of the bare earth. Boris seemed remorseful, as
were the two young beauties and the Lady Elisabet. They all stared at the
ground as if they did not want to raise their heads. The four courtiers had
been cared for and protected by another knight, a master of demonic appearance.
As they saw the improvised bier, on which the Lord of the North apparently lay
dead, they ran towards their fellow travellers.


"What
happened," Boris shouted with his heart in his throat.


Tyra
burst into tears reaching conclusions too quickly and believing her King had
fallen in battle. In the midst of such feelings of grief and mourning, Sersy
could barely conceal her joy at seeing her Dragon alive. Boris fell to his
knees next to the God-Slayer, who prostrating himself encouraged him, saying:


"My
dear Prince, do not fear for our Holaf, he is a long way from a place at the
divine table."


"Will
he come back the same man as before?" asked the young man worried, with
red eyes.


"Yes,
don't worry, young Prince, we'll get the King of the North back!" the Lord
of the East reassured him.


"King
Holaf is alive and he will recover in a short time. But when he opens his eyes,
we are not given to know with certainty, which Holaf will answer our voices,"
said the deep Cyfer in a voice from hell, contradicting the God-Slayer.


The
statement from the Inquisitor in red armour did not seem clear even to the
cultured High, who asked for an explanation, but only got a shrug of his
shoulders from that being.


The
second knight approached the God-Slayer. The second knight’s shiny armour
reflected the faces of all those who passed by, but giving rotten horrendous
distorted reflections, which became more corrupt and putrefied if their souls
were hidden. He held a halberd with a long black pole, as dark as night, which
was illuminated by flames, covering his whole head. The typical shield of the
city of Denethor was a red cross with forked arms and the background all
covered in white skulls on a black field. The helmet with its narrow slit was
simple without a crest, but the visor was noticeable, smooth and mirrored,
creating the impression that the person speaking to him was talking to his own
worn-out image.


"Are
you the Lord of the East?" he questioned in a vibrant voice, at times
echoed giving the misleading idea that there were two entities inside the
armour.


"Yes,
I am," replied the God-Slayer distracted by the armour of his questioner.


The
reflection showed a dignified soul, not many wrinkles and a few age spots
altered the handsome face of the Lord of the East.


"What
sort of evil lies behind this metal," slowly asked King High,
instinctively stretching out to touch his reflection.


"My
congratulations, God-Slayer, yours is the best reflection given by an adult
man!" exclaimed the halberd warrior his voice doubled, wrapped in flames.


"I
don’t understand, is it really me?" asked High incredulously looking at
the face reflected in the knight's helmet with big unbelieving eyes.


"Do
not be afraid, powerful Lord of the East! Everything revealed to your eyes is
nothing more than a reflection of your soul. If I were you, I would be proud,"
was the knight's echoing response as he approached King Holaf.


The
strange armour of the Inquisitor offered Holaf the usual depraved and corrupt
reflection, common more or less to all men, who had spent their lives on the
battlefields. But it was not the one that attracted his attention. What really
caught the interest of the Inquisitor was the reflection of the third Nordic
rune. The knight dismounted gracefully from his horse revealing his imposing
height and massive breadth making the Dragon look like a pretty boy. The
Inquisitor came close walking rapidly. He bent his back and neck, like a strange
animal and coming closer to understand better.


"Are
you Kaarn?" asked Bear's Head, just behind the Northern warrior attracting
his interest.


"Yes,"
he answered with multiple voices sealed in his helmet.


"What
do you want from me, have you never seen burnished armour?" asked the
Dragon irritated and feeling uncomfortable.


"I
do not understand your soul, knight. No one ever, in centuries of life, has
eluded the reflection in my steel," Kaarn replied dismayed bringing his
face closer to the Dragon’s Head, covered by the black helmet, without getting
any image.


"If
I approach any of you, covered by your armour or not, I get a portrait of what
makes you human, but he escapes me," Kaarn exclaimed, calling the
attention of Cyfer, who asked his companion:


"Are
you afraid of failure, are you drowning in the occult power of this warrior?"


"Maybe
a failure, or of an arcane dark and dangerous force, a will that can seal his
soul," Kaarn answered with his distressing multitude of voices.


"Do
not touch that warrior! He is too precious a part of our mission, he has saved
us all," the Lord of the East warned raising his voice.


The two
Inquisitors were not accustomed to taking orders and arrived rapidly and
threateningly next to the God-Slayer.


"Now
he has saved you and tomorrow he will condemn you," whispered Cyfer.


"Nothing
good can come of a fugitive soul, do not trust him, and be on your guard,
Majesty," Kaarn whispered in his ear with at least seven simultaneous
voices.


The two
turned away remounting their steeds, which were so powerful that they didn't
even look like horses, but mythological beasts.


Cyfer
turned to High and spoke categorically:


"Now
you should hasten your steps. The horses have rested and, given the number of
dead, you have plenty of horses. The road to reach South Winter awaiting for
your steps is still long. I must warn King Grigor Radzyvil of your imminent arrival.
The Whites of South Winter will ride southwards to bring you the necessary
help, because the Kingdom is full of Greens and Browns."


He stopped
for a moment, staring at the Nordic Dragon for a while, then turned his gaze to
the God-Slayer and spoke again: "Our presence is required elsewhere. There
are not only Orcs invading this world, now it is nightfall. Hidden in the
darkness ungodly creatures carry out plans and pull the strings to bring about
human defeat. What Belial can see in your miserable souls is beyond me, but my
heart is not so proud as to expect to understand and see how Belial
disentangles in the mists of the future."


Having
said these words, the two agitated and disturbing and beings set out on their
way south, leaving behind minds, especially High's, totally crowded with doubts
and unanswered questions.


"My
King, but who were those monstrous creatures?" Tyra asked, slightly shaken
by their presence.


"Sweet
Princess, dry your tears, for now you have no need of them!" gently
encouraged the God-Slayer, wiping a tear from her cheek and unwittingly leaving
a mark of black blood on her regal face. "I am sorry, Princess. I wanted
to make a kind gesture and I have caused an unpleasant inconvenience!"
exclaimed the embarrassed King of the East.


The
blond maiden wasn’t upset in the least. She cleaned her cheek rubbing it with
the sleeve of her dress, but not before she spat on it.


"I'm
a woman from the north, almost nothing disgusts me. I adapt my ways to the
needs of the moment better than all those geese gathered at the court of Kitan!"
She commented with pride, but with red eyes and a beautiful smile.


The Princess
of South Winter wanted to know the identity of the two mysterious strangers so
she asked the God-Slayer again as he climbed into his saddle ready for the
ride. High looked at the blonde and ordered:


"On
horseback! We have to go, I'll share the little knowledge I have, as we set off
for your home!"


All men
took to the saddle. There had never been so many extra horses before, but they
were not allowed to go free, given the weaknesses of their services in adverse
times. Holaf was lying down well secured to a stretcher, which had been placed
crosswise between two horses. The roads in that part of the Kingdom were wider
and smoother, but always not paved and maintained only occasionally.


The
powerful Nordic steed without his King did not allow any knight to ride him,
puffing and blowing unequivocally at anyone who approached him. After trying
several times to take the reins, an annoyed knight of Tulsky shouted at him:


"Idiot
of a horse, I didn't want to ride you, but just take your reins to lead you!"


"Don't
worry, don't be worried, the Dawn Reflection doesn't need you or anyone else.
He will follow only King Holaf!"


The
horse walked behind the stretcher and did not move away from his master even
for a moment.


After
many hours of walking, at a cold and windy nightfall, they passed through a
thick growth of bare hedges and sparse trees. The majority of the trees were
pines or firs, growing here and there in copses of five or six, giving small
hints of the Nordic landscape like dry brushstrokes on an artist's canvas.


Boris
broke the silence exclaiming:


"Dawn
Reflection, but then it's not a stallion but a mare!"


The
God-Slayer looked at him with a half a smile and asked him:


"Prince,
what upsets you so much?"


"Heroes
always ride stallions! It is more appropriate, the right thing! A warrior is
male and his horse cannot be female!"


The
young Boris continued his foolish but very lively expressive speech, but no one
was involved apart from himself.


Everyone
burst into happy laughter, and for once the laughter stemming from the Prince‘s
words was sincere, not malicious or derisive. It was a welcome outburst after
so much anxiety and effort. Boris at first thought he was a victim of ridicule,
but realized he had misunderstood at first, so he let himself go and joined in
the laughter.


The
God-Slayer whispered as he approached the prince:


"The
Dawn Reflection is very cantankerous. If I were you, I would wait before I went
too close, especially behind her. The Nordic Free race, to which she belongs,
cannot be broken in. The horse is the one to choose the knight, and no sane
warrior would ever refuse such an honour just because the horse is female!"


"What's
so special about this breed?" Boris asked behaving less and less like
Boris, the brothel manager, and growing more and more clearly Boris, Prince of
Vyborg.


"They
are horses of unparalleled endurance, strong, intrepid and very powerful you
can see for yourself! They become one with their master, and even more jealous
than if they were his wife. If their knights fall from the saddle, instead of
fleeing they remain at his side, kicking and defending their fallen master with
every means they can. This is the reason why every lucky knight with such a
horse, places armour on the chest and legs of his faithful friend to avoid
injury while he fights to save his knight," King High explained in detail.


"But
aren’t the most resistant horses of the same race as the one belonging to King
Godwin?" the very well informed blond prince asked again.


"If
you ask the question of the Lord of the South, certainly he will say so!
"The Durkana is a very valid breed and in hot climates it is unbeatable,
but considering everything, the Nordic Free breed in my humble opinion is
superior, except for the fact that it is impossible to break them, as I
explained before; if they accept you as their knight, it is one thing, otherwise..."


"A
Durkana will wait for you," concluded the blond prince keeping in mind an
imaginary and epic struggle to earn the affections of a Nordic Free horse.


"Dear
Boris, if in your imagination, a mare isn't strong enough to be a hero's horse,
I'm sure, you'll find it to your taste to be led into battle by the Queen of
Trondheim!"


"Which
race of horse does the Nordic Queen have?" Boris asked curiously.


"You'll
see, my Prince, you'll see," replied the cryptic God-Slayer.


The
blond prince kept insisting, trying to satisfy his curiosity, but the Lord of
the East did not offer any further details.


"If
you won’t tell much, taking into account the difference in size between wife
and husband, the Queen will ride a pony, but one of the Nordic Free race!"


It was
getting late now and the road did not permit them to continue, given the dark
and sad sky. The men, caressed by the icy wind, clung to each other in a small
circle under the black vault of the sky. It was another night of patrol for the
knights, but Dragon's Head was exempted from this burden. Exhausted by the
battle, he fell effortlessly into the arms of Morpheus as he lay down next to
the Bear.


Among
the rotting trees and the humid ground partially covered by snow, small rodents
were running, looking for food. In the air, the usually active nocturnal birds
of prey, had almost completely disappeared, and had not been heard for a long
time. Rarely was their call heard and even then only from the thick of the
trees, where not even a small bird would have been able to pass. The fourth
Master of the War woke up suddenly waving a long dagger he had quickly pulled
out of his shin guard.


"What
the...!" the Bear stopped, cleared his throat and continued in a whisper:
"My Lady Sersy, never wake up that way again, please!"


"Yes,
excuse me, fourth Master," the beautiful black-haired girl stopped, as if
she wasn't able to say what she meant.


The Bear
got up and relieved her of embarrassment:


"Please,
Milady, I will not hide my joy at seeing you coming to be near my brother!"


In fact
the Bear's Head would have liked to lie next to Tyra, but the Lady Elisabet was
holding her, as a child does her teddy bear. Only her hand moved in a greeting,
when the warrior came near. Very happy the Bear offered a beautiful bow and
ended up lying not far away.


The
night passed quietly. The men took their turn as lookouts, without ever
awakening their companions not even because of a lengthy shadow or for a boar
passing by. In the morning soldiers were blessed with yet another rainstorm
totally out of season. Thunder rang through the air, starting far away then
flying through the sky and finally bursting over the company. Between one cloud
and another, the lightning flashes moved long and slender, rapidly like snakes.
They were an unusual orange colour, highlighting clearly the dark body of
clouds. The wind threw iridescent gusts in their faces. The rain struck the
bare parts of the unfortunates, frozen by the icy cold, making the poor
wayfarers feel stabbed where the rain fell. The pain was so great that High was
decided to cover the head of his dear wounded friend with his demon helmet. The
Dragon woke up rested and happy to find Sersy next to him. He offered his
helmet to her with loving care. However, the dark beauty with as much loving
care refused saying:


"If
I wore it, you would be at the mercy of the ice. You keep it, my knight, I'll
cover myself with my padded hood!"


The two
lovers rode together at the head of the group creating the illusion of a
company of friends visiting for pleasure and not a column of warriors,
survivors of hard battles, now fleeing for salvation. The only thing that
betrayed them was the haste of their passage, sometimes even moving at a
gallop.


Discontent
was spreading among the tired and hungry men, shown by small gestures like
their eyes turning continuously to the horizon, seen in all of the group. This
movement seemed mechanical, violent and involuntary, almost a soldier’s tic, a
nervous sign of fear, hidden in the hearts of all. The small group travelled on
the main road. It was not an advisable choice, but it was considerably shorter,
and chosen because of the troubling need for haste. However this decision was rewarded
by a lonely ride. It was as if they were travelling in a desert of ice. No one
else had been seen for many days. The last living human beings they met with
were the knights of Tulsky, and after the Mouth of the Dead not a single plume
of smoke could be admired proudly standing out against the sky.


The
villages, which they had been avoiding for a long time so as not to expose the
inhabitants to the hordes of their enemies, now seemed a slim memory. In the
northern territories scattered solitary huts with only one family did not
exist. Families gathered together help each other to survive the rigours of
winter, which was particularly harsh in those lands. The population as a whole
moved to the large and well-protected cities during the cold season, leaving
the small towns at the mercy of the weather and as a place for animals in
search of shelter for the winter.


They
came across some dwellings and a couple of inns all temporarily abandoned. They
looked well-kept, with very low entrance doors and tiny windows. They looked
inviting to the weary travellers' eyes. The high stone fireplaces brought the
idea of fires to mind, and with fires, warmth and perhaps, Kings permitting,
hot well cooked food. The dreams of the men faded brutally, when they saw the
Lord of the East look at the building, then scrutinize the sky in search of
some sign of the hour indicating the time, without success and finally ride on
past, like the water under a bridge, saying goodbye to temptation.


The
Dragon at the head of the queue turned around to understand why so much chatter
was going on behind him. The third rune of the north could do nothing but give
a slight gesture of approval towards the God-Slayer for his correct and wise
decision not to indulge in such time wasting pauses


"We
could have had a break, a hot breakfast and maybe a bath," Sersy moaned in
a low voice looking at his filthy hands and broken dirty fingernails.


"I
don't think there were bathtubs, spas or anything like that in such a
structure. At best there would be a big dented tub, my adored one," the
great Nordic warrior of the third symbol pointed out to her.


"You
are always so certain, maybe for once you are wrong. I could have washed myself
and even I could lain with you without smelling of dead goat," replied the
black beauty making a disgusted face then giving a smile to one ready note it.


"But
you do not give off such a stink, Milady!" responded the Dragon,
displaying a rare level of delicacy for him.


"Please,
do not try and say that I smell of peach blossom and snowdrops! I appreciate
flattery as much as any woman. But I could come to the conclusion that you
suffered a violent blow to your head during the last battle," replied
Sersy unaware that she continued offering smiles and serenity.


"When
I behave like a Nordic man, that's not right, I have to be delicate! But if I
am delicate, then you say I’m silly and besides, what the hell are
snowdrops?" commented the slightly annoyed Dragon's Head. He turned around
and shaking his fist, shouted to the fourth warrior of Trondheim: "Bear,
as a fighter you are a fury, my brother, but your advice regarding love hasn’t
worked for me!"


King
High couldn’t help smiling, and nor could Sersy, who, wrapping herself around
her Dragon, whispered sweet soothing words into his ear, making the powerful
third Nordic rune forget all his worries.


The King
of the North lay motionless without any visible sign of life. Only the light
breathing filling his lungs showed in small movements of the breastplate of his
decorated armour. This movement, though imperceptible, reassured the gaze of
his friend, the King of the East, who was very worried despite the guarantees
given by Cyfer on the speedy recovery of the Sovereign. The rain, beating
frozen onto the armour of the supine King, made a macabre pattering sound, like
the grains of sand in the vital hourglass that was Holaf’s life, intent on
making the last inexorable passage through the narrow glass tube.


"My
King, perhaps we should stop for a moment, just enough time to check the wounds
of the Northern King," suggested Elisabet, who was the only one able to
medicate such wounds having had long experience in such matters.


High was
tempted to say no, but the fear that the wound may suppurate was too strong in
him. He had experienced first hand the terrible evolution of ill-fated
injuries.


"Fine,
as soon as we find a place that is sheltered from the elements, we'll take a
short break, but only to provide medical care to those of us who need it!"
exclaimed the Lord of the East.


King
High was restless and uncertain because Cyfer's warning about the enemies
scattered throughout the Kingdom still echoed loudly in his mind. It did not
take long to come across an abandoned house. Its silhouette was noted on the
horizon next to a small group of firs, covered by a light covering of snow
about to melt. The house was on the road taken by the company, so it was ideal
as it meant not wasting a single minute in detours. It was only necessary to
verify the suitability of the structure and if it was in fact abandoned. The
brave Dragon's Head offered himself for this task, brave and almost indifferent
to any danger. As always he cared little for self-preservation, preferring a
battle to being at the mercy of doubts and inactivity.


"Knight,
are you sure? There are so few of us. Using your skills for the most difficult
tasks does not have to be the rule," commented High.


"I
certainly would not have offered myself, my King, if I had not wanted to. In
addition, the situation seems quiet. There is no smoke from the chimney and as
it is covered in snow the fire has not been lit recently. Even the windows are
covered in ice, which would be unlikely if it was heated inside," the
brave Nordic man explained his reasons for feeling so sure before slipping quickly
over a hibernating hedge.


The old
house was made of pine logs seemed lifeless, but well kept. The fence was just
under a metre high and had a fine entrance gate that had been closed with a
deadbolt, as if the owners were away from home just to go fishing in the ice of
the river. In the small front courtyard among piles of snow and icy puddles
emerged tiles that had been carefully placed in a narrow path, connecting the
gate to the small wooden door, also locked. The door was engraved with a motto
‘Good fortune is found within’, a very strange inscription, especially judging
recent events.


The
Dragon, with a strong hammer blow, broke the lock on the gate and, without any
evidence of an existential crisis or of guilt. He then also broke through the
door and into the main room of the house. In the middle, a large imposing table
filled almost all the space, forcing the third War Master to shuffle around it
and to bend down to search among the chairs for anything that might be hidden
in the darkness. The dim light came from four small windows, under the eaves of
the roof, which were wide, projecting and maternal, protecting the windows from
cold winds.


It was
clear to the Dragon that he had chosen the right dwelling, because nothing was
out of place or dirty. The dishes were well stacked on a wooden cabinet next to
the large fireplace and peeped out from underneath a cloth designed to protect
it from dust. Hanging from the ceiling were long plaits of tobacco leaves
adorning the roof beams to repel insects on summer days.


Next to
the fireplace, a second small door led the third symbol of Trondheim into a
large storeroom well stocked with miraculously dry straw, and the perfume of
some large salami spread their superb scent through the room. As well there
were various other delicacies stored in the room and an addition small door.
Quickly the Dragon's Head also broke through that, finding himself in the rear
courtyard with a muddy scruffy appearance, strongly in contrast with the rest
of the house. In a remote corner of the property, stood the bathroom and next
to it, there was a large shed with a worn roof and an open door. Rotting
carcasses, almost totally stripped of flesh, lay sadly on the piles of snow
near the shelter. As the Dragon approached, there were clearly visible traces
of an enormous biped.


Lying
among old rags and a lot of straw was the barely visible black undulating
silhouette of a big animal at rest. Its chest swelled powerfully and then fell
to the sound of strong snoring. The Dragon decided not to bother over the
surely shy occupant of the hut. When the third rune emerged from the side of
the house behind the hedge in front of it, Boris' blonde head appeared with a
lost gaze and a half-open mouth.


"Are
there any enemies?" the blond prince asked stupidly without thinking.


The War
Master did not respond immediately, but waited to come closer to him to mess up
his hair with one hand and ask him:


"What
do you think Killer of Beasts?"


The
blond Boris immediately tried to fix his untidy hair, responding:


"Going
by your calm face I would say no!"


"Exactly,
Prince, excellent intuition," mocked the friendly warrior.


King
High waited for news just beyond the hedge, but at the sight of the returning
warrior’s, his quiet steps, he relaxed.


"So
the house is accessible!" exclaimed the smiling God-Slayer.


"The
house, my King, is free of souls and if you want it could even refresh
us," the Dragon calmly reported.


"Everything
that is contained in the house is not our property, it would be an act of
scoundrels depriving poor farmers of their goods," replied the Lord of the
East shaking his head.


"My
Lord, forgive me, if I correct you, but peasants may be many things, but never
poor. Also they are now spending the winter elsewhere leaving abandoned food.
In times of war the people are called to support the war machine. Regardless of
whether they believe in it or not, now the war has arrived," the third
Master of the War strongly argued his convictions as a raider.


The Lord
of the East considered the idea of forbidding the stealing the food at the
expense of the innocent, but hearing the mumbling of discontent, coming from
his exhausted company, he resigned himself:


"You're
right, my valiant Dragon, let's go, let's look after your Sovereign and
requisition all the food, but I will not tolerate unnecessary damage,"
ordered King High seriously with a gloomy glance scrutinizing the face of every
man and woman present.


"One
last thing, my King, the house and the warehouse are clear and welcoming, but
the hut in the back yard, next to the black pit, houses a nice big bear. We
will have to try to be careful in our use of the house and not give away our
presence," the third Master of the War reported, giving little weight to
the danger of the bear.


The news
slowed down the impetuous and tired soldiers, eager to make merry. They changed
their attitude and were no longer so keen to move for any reason. The
disappointed immobility of the warriors ended, when the God-Slayer, pulling the
horses carrying King Holaf on the stretcher, began to walk towards the
fortuitous shelter.


While
all the knights of Tulsky pawed through every corner of the house, the rest of
the troop sat down and stretched out where there was room. Only two unlucky men
were ordered to stay out to look after the horses, and three others had to
perform the ungrateful task of lookouts in the pouring rain. No danger could be
underestimated and nothing was certain as the enemy were more numerous, more
powerful and had already spread their fighters well throughout the Kingdom. All
the while, the human race still covered their eyes or thought selfishly of
hiding behind mighty stone walls.


Removing
Cyfer's bandages from the poor tortured body of King Holaf, Elisabet was
overwhelmed with dismay, as the bandages had been transformed into something
like spider's webs.


"What
a strange enchantment this is!" exclaimed the Lady continuing her work.


The
bandages were thin and worn. They appeared almost corroded, soaked in a sticky
yellowish liquid, giving a vile impression. Also the colour of the King’s body
was very different from his usual Nordic pallor. Red patches spread their
alarming colour as far as his chest, becoming darker closer to the wounded arm.
There it reached a deep red, dotted with green swellings surrounded by black
circles. The veins were close to the skin, so much so that they seemed to be
fleeing, violet and swollen pulsing visibly, drawing a spider's web of death.


The skin
of the arm once uncovered, proved to be covered with lesions, like the dry soil
of the south. A multitude of cuts, so close together that they looked like the
cracked paint on a millennial altarpiece. Observed very closely, they bubbled
and fermented like mead in the barrels of the north. The yellow liquid, born of
corruption, ran down copiously from the red flesh, showing the bare and
vulnerable cuts. The skin between the web of charcoal coloured infected grazes
mocked the astonished eyes of War Masters and his friend High.


"My
King, I never saw such a wound," the old Lady whispered sorrowfully.


"A
drastic intervention is urgently needed," the Leopard exclaimed, observing
his companions, who were shocked into silence looking at the wounds.


"Should
we amputate?" asked the unconvinced Bear brutally.


"Certainly,
before it is too late," the second Master answered coldly.


"No
one here has studied as a healer so no one is chopping the arm of my King off!"
exclaimed the Dragon not at all inclined towards such a proposal.


"Then
tell me what you intend to do," demanded the Wolf excitedly.


"Why
are you all so eager to remove a limb from the Nordic Sovereign," the
third Master of War snarled.


"Let's
try to reason: either his arm, or his life. I would like the King of Trondheim
to remain on the throne for a thousand years," the Leopard shouted,
pulling out a big knife from under his mantle.


"Put
your weapon away, do you want to chop him piece by piece?" the Bear
ordered seriously.


"You
are the fourth number, in order so you can't tell me to anything, because I am
the second in order!"


"Given
that you understand less than an Orc when approached with good manners, I
guarantee that I will smash the skull of any person trying to get closer to
King Holaf with the intention of harming him!" exclaimed the third Nordic
rune, lowering his head between his shoulders and holding his sadistic hammer
in one hand and his axe in the other.


"Just
try it you loser!" was the angry response of the Leopard's Head moving
towards the Dragon with his big knife.


The
action of the second rune died before it began, as the two Masters not involved
in the fight put themselves between the other two, immobilizing the second
Nordic symbol. The stoic and granite-like Dragon, stationed in defence of his
King, watched his target with icy coldness, trying to choose the moment to vent
the fury of his war hammer. At the same time King High approached the third
rune and with concern asked:


"Are
you sure of what you believe? To amputate would seem logical, given the
progress of necrosis in those wounds."


"My
King, I am a warrior, not a damned healer! If a being with clear unearthly
powers able to defeat a horde of Orcs only with the power of his mind, ordered
us to wait for the healing of the King of the North, I will carry out his
orders and all of you will do the same! Who are we think we know better than a
Denethor Inquisitor!" the Dragon answered without caring about protocols
or measuring his words, giving witness to his boundless loyalty to King Holaf.


"Dear
Elisabet, do you have bandages to bind the wounds?" asked the God-Slayer
overwhelmed by doubts.


"Certainly
yes, my Lord, but..." the Lady was interrupted by the determination of the
Lord of the East, who spoke in a peremptory manner:


"Bandage
him as God commands!" King High turned nervously to the three still
quarrelsome Masters and shaking his head, reprimanding them harshly: "What
are you, dogs or warriors? Get yourselves back in order, soon we must be moving
again!"


No one
had ever dared to address the Order of War Masters in Trondheim with such bold
words. The Lord of the East, did not stop to think as he was in an angry state
of mind, having reproved the overly undisciplined knights, the noisy men of
Tulsky and finally lost his temper because of a piece of furniture, torn away
and smashed by Vyborg's soldiers in the store-room. King High with strength and
vigour, holding back his anger with difficulty, without imposing his own rank
on anyone, showed with class how he directed his crude Lords in battle leading
them to triumph. The Dragon's Head admired the King of the East's ability to impose
himself and understood how it was possible for his Vassals to become attached
to and support a King coming from the hated West.


The
slender hopes of Tyra and Sersy were dashed. They were exhausted and hoped
silently but from the bottom of their hearts that they would be able to stop
and rest and in dry comfort. This dream vanished with the noisy quarrel of the
War Masters. The tussle took place in the complete indifference of their
companions. Each man was in a precarious physical condition; pains and bruises
tormented their bodies, so no one wanted to meddle and risk being crushed or
worse.










Chapter 26


Revealing
flames


 


 


The mood
of the group, not helped by the dark climate, remained subdued. The riders knew
perfectly well that they had suffered a defeat and were still alive only thanks
to the prompt intervention of Cyfer the Inquisitor.


Boris
rode alongside Dawn Reflection with the same thoughts and the same sad gaze.
The boy had become fond of the Kings, because only High and Holaf had been able
to listen to him, correct him and give him confidence. For the blond prince
seeing King Holaf lying on a stretcher, totally defenceless, seemed like a
heresy. The young man’s emotions, brought on by who knows what suffocating
anxieties, caused innocent tears appear on his cheeks. They were immediately
hidden by the icy rain, which still fell insistently, as thick and unfeeling as
a mantle.


No one
saw the gesture of sincere affection shown by Boris towards the Nordic King,
except for the wild horse of the north, which approached the soaking wet blond
lad and touched him with her muzzle, just pushing him slightly. Boris stretched
out his hand and caressed the thick hair on the head of the proud horse. It was
so resistant to water that it was dry underneath. Dawn Reflection was not
displeased by the pampering and, with a whinny she nodded her head slightly,
asking him to repeat the gesture.


The rain
gave travellers respite, soaked in body and soul, after endless hours of
violent storms: a hurricane, rather than a simple downpour. The streets had
turned into soft, winding lines of an unpleasant brown colour, part of a
disgusting landscape that was also exhausted by the bizarre climate. The poor
horses, at the last stop fed only with poor dry straw, struggled to move ahead
because of the unstable road surface. It became a trap, grasping the hooves of
the tired animals in a sticky vice. The snow had completely vanished, melted by
the brutality of the rainfall that dominated the Empire of the United Men.
There was no trace of the white calm mantle. Almost all of the natural
grassland that made up the moorland was bent, crushed or flattened, offering a
desolate picture for travellers' eyes.


"We
are almost at home, dear Elisabet! I can't wait to show you the Castle Warm of
Ice and the city of South Winter," the blonde princess forced herself to
be cheerful, drowning the fears of the long journey in the sweet domestic
memories.


The old
Lady smiled and, as always, listened to the fairy tales and dreams of her
protected pet. Even the fourth rune following in the wake of the princess
watched with amused eyes full of love as an accomplice of the contagious joy
shown by Tyra.


"You
know, Bear, I also have a big sword, my father gave it to me some time ago,"
revealed the young blond Lady to the warrior, arousing curiosity and questions.


"Tell
me, Princess, how can anyone ever give such a gift to a Lady of the court?"


Tyra
took a big breath and, smiling, replied:


"I
remember well when some time ago my father came into the room, as always,
without knocking and looking me straight in the eyes told me he was hiding a
secret behind his back. The beautiful princess stopped for an instant and with
a hoarse voice imitating the voice of her father she continued: "My little
girl, you're too big now to play with dolls. The time has come to start fencing
with a Nordic sword, as befits a son of the north," Tyra burst to happy
laughter attracting the dark looks of tired soldiers, disinclined to hear any
noise or hilarious sound.


"Really,
Milady, he said "as befits a son of the North to you?" the warrior of
the fourth rune asked.


"Certainly,
my knight, and my objections were of no use. I tried to point out to my father
that this caused confusion, since, if anything, I am a daughter of the North.
In any case, my father, the King, gave me a great sword that was very heavy for
me," said the young woman with noble blood.


"Tell
me, have you ever tried your blade, Princess, or have you just put it away in a
cupboard among your dresses and tiaras?" The Bear's Head did not mean to
provoke his favourite. He expected a proud response, but was disillusioned by
what Tyra said, embarrassed, hunching her shoulders and lowering her head.


"To
tell the truth, I don't think I have ever unsheathed it, but I keep it on the
fireplace. The black leather sheath is beautiful. It has embossed floral
decorations and the inscription "He who loves me, owns me" as well as
the arms of South Winter and another small mark unknown to me. Perhaps it is
the sign of the maker."


"Princess,
do you remember what this symbol looks like?" the Devil of Vilniar asked,
curiously interfering clumsily between the two lovers without realizing it.


"Yes,
a set of three flowers," Tyra answered without much precision.


"Three
flowers or three lilies?" the Bear asked for clarification.


"My
Lords, may be a woman but I don't know the difference between plants, I can’t
tell which is a camellia and which an elder," replied the Princess of
South Winter, slightly annoyed, for whom feminine stereotypes did not fit.


The
number four rune pulled the huge sword of Holaf out of its scabbard slightly,
with both hands, just far enough to show three flowers.


"My
Lady, does your sword bear this mark?" asked the curious Master of War of
the beautiful princess. She looked at it distractedly, immediately recognizing
its shape.


"Yes,
it's identical to mine!"


The
Devil of Vilniar exclaimed quite annoyed:


"So
that is where almost all the best weapons end up, decorating fireplaces!"


Tyra was
slightly bewildered and looking at the emblem, asked her warrior:


"I
don't understand, what is this strange mark?"


The
Bear's Head returned the royal weapon to its scabbard and came back to the
young girl with a smile, to tell her what he knew:


"The
three lilies are the mark on all weapons from the island of Volcano, dominion
of the city of Rostorov, under the command of the greatest Commander ever born,
Wolfmar Volsun called the Immense. Many legends surround his lineage, and for
each of these myths more than hundreds of versions survive. How much truth
there is in them, I do not know, but in any case I will not speak about it now,
because soldiers fear such stories. Returning to the weapons, no more excellent
weapon was ever produced by any living being, except for the military relics
that have arcane powers."


Tyra
interrupted him, all excited by such a compelling story:


"My
knight, are you trying to say that supernatural powers are hidden in the steel
of my sword?"


The
patient warrior shook his smiling head and resumed the story:


"No,
my Princess, if by special powers you mean flames that lick the steel without
blackening its appearance, like Kaarn's halberd, or the power to defraud the
souls of the defeated, like the broken axe of the evil Lord of Old Mound. But
believe it, your sword has the quality of never needing to be sharpened, thanks
to the unimaginable inherent strength of Rostorov's steel!"


"Fantastic!
How is their steel be better than that of the Hell Hole mine?" asked the
princess greedy for information.


"What
a strange feeling, discussing weapons, sharp blades and steel with you, my Lady!"
exclaimed the Bear's Head, pleased to discover an attentive listener in young
Tyra, moved by curiosity and not limited to the empty chatter that was typical
of courts.


"Please
don't make me beg for information," she insisted with supplicating eyes.
The fourth Nordic rune could do nothing but obey.


"You
see, my dear Princess, there are rumours about the inhabitants of Volcano.
Their origins are said to be mythical. They are thought to be the offspring of
Titans and a human King. They seem to be able to do things that are beyond the
reach of any man who does not come from their island. That said, do not ask me
how they do the things am going to tell you about now."


"Their
steel is created with iron and carbon, mined from the bottom of the Sea without
End. These beings have gone into the black abyss so far that they can hear the
beating of our earth. The result of such a union is steel that is so hard and
resistant to working and casting that it takes the magma of the volcano to
forge it. From this the island takes its name. Those are singular weapons, the
dream of every knight or boy. Only they are no longer produced, except for use
by their own invincible army of mercenaries."


"Now
I understand why Sire Evghenij was annoyed when he discovered my sword is above
the fireplace," commented the beautiful Tyra.


The
hours passed uncomfortably, marked by the unpleasant noise of the muddied
hooves of the horses. The men were soaked, mocked by the wind and did not speak,
closed in their troubled thoughts, angry with their companions and with the
whole world, their souls slowly rotting. The black ship of discontent with its
holds overflowing with complaints soared in the air, despite the fact that King
High had been a strong and judicious guide. The continuous accumulation of evil
events was the genesis of a thought that spread among the less educated
knights. They blamed everything, the decisions - wrong, in their opinion - of
the Nordic King, paid for at a high price, and not far behind the choices of
the Lord of the East, as the cause of present and future misfortunes.


The
malevolent lament moved from mouth to mouth. But it did not come to the ears of
the King and his faithful escorts. Horrific words were thought of and whispered
behind those who worked to bring all the men to safety. But this base chatter
did not entirely escape the ears of the Sovereign, despite the many precautions
of the conspirators. He was very quiet, but never stupid. When this ribaldry
had boiled from the dirty lips of the soldiers for long enough, the God-Slayer
turned, interrupted the march and dismounted from his horse, facing them with
his considerable force as a speaker.


"Ignorant,
wretched creatures, incapable of seeing daylight even at noon. I was never so
disgusted by hellish shameful beings in my all life as I am now by your foolish
attempts to conspire behind me and my companions!"


No one
dared to open his mouth, while the High King beside himself, walked beside the
horses. The furious Lord of the East morally slapped the soldiers with his
raging soul: "Reveal your rotten thoughts and free us from your presence.
The south is free of enemies. Those who want to go will not be branded as
traitors. But we already have many conspirators, traitors and slimy creatures
in front of us to blocking our way and do not need to carry any serpents in our
bosom!"


"King
of the East, what is the purpose of this trip? What are you seeking in the
South Winter and beyond, among the runes of an old madman, that has not yet
clearly been revealed by life?" asked a young knight of Vyborg.


"How
do you dare, a simple soldier, raise your voice in such a way against one of
the King of Kings," Boris vigorously warned.


"Just
because you defeated a terrible beast, that doesn’t make you superior to
anyone. You are and you will remain a whore-mongering brothel accountant,"
the knight with the green armour and a poisoned heart answered with total
disrespect.


The
Dragon approached King Demitry's second son and, standing behind his shoulders,
whispered to him:


"Prince,
very good reaction, but you have offended him, be on your guard!"


The
blond Boris moved out of the way. The knight of Vyborg, with an arrogant air,
moved towards the High King and placed himself next to the horses that were
carrying the wounded Sovereign. He took the reins and spoke:


"Now
we're heading for Vyborg. We will take the maidens and the corpse of the King
with us as proof of the failed attempt to save you all. We'll tell of the
overwhelming number of enemies and of our brave and extreme attempt to oppose
them. The story is credible and no one will check on it!"


"An
excellent plan, but you forgot one detail: to get to Vyborg alive you'll have
to kill all of us!" shouted the God-Slayer pulling out his sword, followed
by the screaming Masters of War.


The fate
was playing with the instigator of the betrayal, deceived by his own hurried
judgement. The end of the madness came straight from beyond the tomb with the
long sword of Holaf, brandished by the King himself. He had returned to the
living in time to give a death sentence. The blade pierced the body of the
traitor from the side of the neck to the belly. As the cold weapon descended
rapidly and violently, sparks burst like small stars caused by friction between
the steels. Blood flowed in large quantities, escaping from the corrupt body
along the back of the horse, which became frightened and unsaddled his now dead
master.


King
Holaf, weakened and out of breath, showed evident signs of discomfort on his
waxy face. He remained kneeling on his own stretcher, leaning on the tip of his
long weapon stuck in the ground; he could not let it go, he clung to it as if
it were the staff need to sustain his life. After seeing the vital light go out
in the eyes of the disgusting betrayer, he turned to a Vyborg soldier and,
gathering his last strength, hit him with the flat of his sword in a circular
movement, drawing a semicircle of thin drops of mud in the air, and ended up
knocking the man down.


"Idiot
of a man, I will not kill you but only because you are in the same Viking
drakkar as us and we all need your sword. But I also struck you, because for
some time you have been listening to the delusions of that hateful object
without rebelling." Short of breath and lacking in words, the Lord of the
North stopped to the general amazement of the company. But before lying down
again, he decided to offer the fruit of his meditations to his soldiers:
"Knights, you must be aware of deep gravity of conspiring against a King. It
leads to immediate death for high treason. But to conspire against brothers in
arms, as I thought we had become, as we have refused to feast with the Gods so
many times, is a heresy of the lowest and most horrible kind imaginable by the
human mind, like a brother harming his brother in blood for envy, hatred or
anger!"


Immediately
High, overwhelmed by the need to offer help, rushed to the exhausted Sovereign,
to give him a hand:


"What
can I do, my brother, to alleviate your suffering?"


Holaf
gave a half-smile and responded with difficulty:


"Put
my sword back in its scabbard and make sure you bring us all to safety. The
leadership yours by right and you deserve my full confidence!"


The
Dragon and the War Masters approached the King. They had all had kept a small and
feeble spark of hope alive, but now their expectations were fed by this
unambiguous sign of recovery, given by the Sovereign.


King
Holaf closed his eyes and fell asleep, exhausted by the unexpected effort,
while the third rune of Trondheim tied him to the stretcher him with a rope,
muttering:


"You
are not at all predictable, for a long time you have been battling secretly
with the ropes that I tied with all my skill, waiting for the exact moment to
resurrect!"


The Lord
of the North opened his eyes, surrounded by a heavy purple halo tinged with
red, and rapidly blinked his eyes, showing totally different irises: one colour
of ice and the second, dark as night, with flaming stripes. The bulb looked at
is if it was a turbine of the fire, like that above the magma of the volcano,
causing the mighty Dragon to shudder, so he commanded:


"You
look disgusting, Sovereign of Trondheim, now you need rest, while I work to
save your ass!"


The
failed attempt at mutiny had damaged the feeling of brotherhood, that had been
created but at the high price in blood, sweat and respect among men. It was
just like a strange wave striking against the hull of a ship in port can damage
the order, creating small cracks. Insatiable and hardworking, the deleterious
suspicion of being untrustworthy struck to the heart of the arrogant lancers of
Tulsky. The mistrust spread through the heads of Vyborg's green soldiers and
finally had an effect on the almost inviolable and brave minds of the Trondheim
War Masters. Not even King High could ignore or tolerate such a tragedy, which
ended with the loss of a soldier and his sword. The price was too high in the
eyes of the God-Slayer, at the moment evaluating the decrease troop at his
disposal.


After
the unpleasant event, the men marched silent and thoughtful, arranged in
compact blocks according to their origins. The three ladies travelled with the
archers of the east, who were now entrusted with the organisation of the
column, despite their doubts. They were followed by the crowned heads and the four
Nordic warriors, who moved dark and meditative, paying attention to every
whisper. More numerous and contrite the Vyborgs followed the north, while
closing the column were the cavalry of Tulsky, who was also entrusted with the
task of the rear guard.


The days
were passed by, tiring and but similar, the dismal routine crushed the
travellers almost as much as the fear of new horrendous encounters. For days
now, the land over which they rode, belonged to the Kingdom of Trondheim and
more precisely to the South Winter Kingdom. The cold desolation and sadness
that is part of winter did not change. The road offered the same kind of
vegetation and the ruthless absence of life, a travel companion since the Mouth
of the Dead.


"Much
will not return," commented Evghenij, a hunter, remaining the only one who
was not disturbed by the divisions, created by the attempted betrayal and was
willing to talk to all of them.


"What
disturbs you, Duke of Vilniar," the God-Slayer asked in a slightly
distracted manner.


"I
have been hunting for a long time, as you probably have, and I have never seen
such a shortage of game," the Duke noted with concern.


"Probably
these strange disturbances have led the animals to unusual migration
patterns," High said, striving to be as rational as ever.


"My
King, we haven’t even seen any birds, neither by day nor by night," the
Devil of Vilniar emphasized.


"Perhaps
birds have taken wing to more stable climes?" the Lord of the East
answered with a question, now interested by the insistence of Evghenij and the
observations that had increasingly plausible explanations.


Prince
Boris introduced himself into the conversation uninvited, but always welcome,
with his now dirty and quite knotty blond hair.


"My
Sovereign, one of the things I was looking forward to in this journey, was to
have the chance to admire the Emperor Owl of the Ice. This bird of prey has
been observed in the Kingdom where we find ourselves now. However, to date I
have not seen any, and it is certainly not a bird that is afraid of icy or
rainy climates," Boris amazed them again, by offering evidence of a new
and unexpected passion.


"So
you are a tactician, a talented killer of terrifying beasts and a knowledgeable
ornithologist. How many qualities are hidden under your blonde curls,"
commented High smiling with satisfaction. "So tell me, knights expert in
hunting and animals to what can this lack of fauna be attributed?" Boris
shook his thoughtful head as his tired horse began to get nervous and have
difficulty in keeping up with the rapid pace.


"In
my opinion, it could be because of the bloody river," the Duke exclaimed
in a strong and proud voice.


"Plausible,
without water the plants die and the herbivores move away in search of food.
The birds of prey and carnivores then follow in succession," God-Slayer
hypothesized, drawing logical conclusions.


"My
King, and if the problem for animals wasn’t so much finding abundant food and
water, even now, but to avoid becoming food themselves?" suggested Boris


"What
are you saying, Prince, explain yourself better," Evghenij encouraged him
to dispel the tortuous veils inherent in his reasoning.


The
blond young man looked around and noticed that he had caught the attention not
only of King High and the Devil of Vilniar, but also of the War Masters and
archers, placed at the head. Given their interest, the young Boris felt
compelled to clarify:


"It
could just be my imagination, full of old readings. But I remember the story of
the Green Tide of long ago. That story told of nature dying, of a dead sky and
of the inhabitants who fled elsewhere to get food, more or less as we see today."


Leopard
interrupted the prince, pointing out sceptically:


"The
chronicles of the ancient Green Tide are known to everyone, but there is no
mention of red waters."


Ready
and effective, Boris was like a student who had prepared for days for an exam
with his tutor replied:


"I
don't think it's the same situation, I'm afraid it's worse," he
interrupted looking at the Eastern Sovereign who was very interested. The King
indicated with his hand that Boris should continue. "You see, my Lords,
the red waters are not part of the same saga, but appear in Denethor's Book
before the annihilation of the God of Blood. The Green Tide with its lack of
wild animals, the trolls escaping from their usual areas to avoid being
enslaved are all signs, described in detail in the book of the Green Tide.


The
insight of the prince broke the scepticism and chilled the blood in the veins
of every open-minded man, able to understand these words. In total human
silence, accompanied by the noise of the gallop, there fell a mantle of worry
and fear. Boris spoke again:


"My
Lords, the Orcs we fought in the Zubrovka wood were many, but certainly not the
only ones: Cyfer himself mentioned them. All that mass of muscle and tusks will
have to eat, and since during the winter very few men remain in these lands.
The obvious conclusion suggests that food is provided by anything that moves.


After
such explanations, no one dared to have the illusion of not understanding
Boris’s explanation. It was so well documented as to sweep away any easy
assumption that did not give due importance to the dreamy reasoning of the
young prince. King High shook his head considering what he had heard, like all
the listeners. The Dragon was looking at the horizon pensively and the Devil of
Vilniar, still struck by young Boris, gazed at his green armour.


The
thoughtful moment was interrupted by the least expected comments, from the
least expected listener. King Holaf, lying on his stretcher, without opening an
eye had been following every word of his companions, and intervened by
commenting:


"The
Prince, I am afraid you are right."


"My
brother, you shouldn't be worrying about such matters, but resting to get back
your strength," High rebuked him, slowing down his horse to get closer.


"Yes,
mummy, just one more thing before I sleep!" the suffering King replied in
a weak voice, before addressing Boris directly: "Prince, you are a
constant surprise. If you abandon the management and frequentation of brothels,
I will introduce you to my daughter Sigrid. She is more or less your age and is
splendid. But I must warn you, she is worthy daughter of his father, and uses
her sword with great skill. She will only want a man who is to be able to fight
her, so you will have to train a lot!" After that revelation, Holaf
stopped talking knowing that he had left his warriors and his brother High
speechless.


"I
would be an honoured and proud to meet your daughter," the young prince
exclaimed in a manner worthy of a high-ranking man. Boris, smiling for having
received praise and approval from his model of strength and courage, marched
with a different step, and seemed more of an adult and less a child.


"Boris,
you're lucky, King Holaf's daughters are like their mother; she's said to be
like a shining star arrived on earth. If the girls had inherited the beauty of
their father, I would have offered you my condolences!" King High joked,
making everyone smile.


"I'm
not dead yet, my brother, I hear your wicked words and I'll avenge myself!"


It had
been many moons since there was such an exchange of jokes. For so long joking
had been unthinkable. But the jovial character of the two Kings always lifted
morale to heaven. They were also thankful for the clear symptoms of the
miraculous recovery of the Lord of the North, a guide and example for them all.


In the
rose red brushstrokes, instinctively painted here and there by the sun, as if
it were an artist about to finish his masterpiece, a knight of Tulsky, one of
the scouts, stood out in the distance. The man stood there still on horseback,
erect and dark, much smaller than his extended shadow. The warrior waited
because on the muddy road, a small, slow figure calmly approached the unmoving
knight. The archers of the east, with good long vision, stopped the column
invoking the Sovereign of Black Portal. They were too far away to hear the
exchange of jokes, but they recognized the courteous doffing of a hat, shaken
in welcome to the column of warriors. A few moments passed before the knight of
Tulsky turned towards his companions and waved to show that the road was free.


The man
he met was middle-aged, wearing simple but very well padded clothing and
protecting himself from the rigours of winter with a bearskin. He carried a club
reinforced with nails by his side and a large rucksack on his back. The jute
bag overflowed with objects and fabric. The traveller had so much to carry that
he had tied some bags to a wooden stick. He had a beautiful helmet with ram
horns and the beaten decorations typical of the north. Also his round riveted
shield tied to the stick was typical of the Kingdom of Holaf, but it had a
painting of a smaller city. Because of this, the origins of man were not clear.


"Good
morning, foreigner. It's a pleasure and a relief to meet a human being again
from time to time!" King High cheerfully exclaimed, very pleased with the
encounter, hoping it would mean the land was free of monstrosities.


"The
pleasure is mine, Lord of the East," replied the man bowing slightly to
that crowned King.


"Where
are you heading, warrior?" asked the God-Slayer courteously.


"To
the south, my King, and if you want to live a few months longer, that is the
only direction to take," the young man answered brazenly.


"I
am the third War Master of Trondheim. I could ask your name, foreigner?"
the Dragon spoke.


"Certainly,
my Lord, my parents called me Jan and of Vibar, Regent of the Damwall, I am the
son," replied the lone traveller.


"The
Damwall is the defensive line built to block Rockroad. How come you fled
leaving your position?" asked the Dragon Head harshly.


"I
do not mean to insult you, knight, but you do not have any rights, nor can you
accuse me of cowardice!"


"We,
the Masters, are the greatest military force of the North. It is our right to
investigate any child of the Arctic lands. There is a law that states
this," Trondheim's third rune thundered angrily, energetically dismounting
from his horse.


"I
answer only to the King of the Finger of Fate or to the Lord of the North, and
at this moment I can see neither of them," the heavily burdened warrior
replied boldly and madly.


While
the Dragon was walking slowly and watchfully towards the soldier of Rockroad
with all of his imposing and threatening manner on show, the no longer
tremulous voice of King Holaf was heard as he rose from his stretcher.


"If
the Lord of the North is called upon by his subjects, not even death will
prevent him from responding!"


Long
sword raised a hand and beckoned the solitary man to approach. Jan immediately
obeyed and approached, but was shocked to see his King lying down and wounded.
With difficulty and in a broken voice, he whispered as if he were at the
bedside of a dying man:


"My
Lord, what happened to you, who reduced you to that state?"


"My
problems seem more severe from the outside than they actually are. Do not be
afraid, my subject, it would take greater enemies to put an end to me. Nothing
will keep me away from this war!" replied King Holaf.


"My
King, what war do you speak of?" Jan asked, confusedly.


"Of
the same war from which you are fleeing," answered the supine Sovereign
sharply and in no uncertain terms.


"I'm
not running away, Your Majesty, the situation is much more complex than you
know!" Jan replied miserably.


"Get
on with it, do not delay, enlighten us on what evils afflict my people,"
encouraged Long Sword.


The
warrior looked at the Dragon, King High and all the others coming around to
hear what he alone had seen. He brought his hands to his sides, began to
report:


"My
King, the scree to the north of Rockroad, has long been the scene of nefarious
apparitions. We found large and ignorant animals that had not been seen for
many long years. Many trolls came down the salient then ran screaming against
the fortification, trying to break down the door. We were able to defeat at
least five of them a day and at least twice as many at night for a long time.
These assaults continued for several moons thanks to our minimal losses, and
these mostly due to lack of due attention. With such a strange winter and an
unusual shortage of game, the list of applications for a place with the guards
had never been so long. The fact pleased my father and allowed me to fulfil my
request to raise men and replace the fallen quickly.


Everything
changed with the death of the Superintendent of the Damwall He was old and with
a weak heart. The position is not inherited through the bloodline and despite
the requests for orders, sent by me to the Lord of Windy Fortress, who is
responsible for Rockroad, no answer came to satisfy our needs. Supplies of food
and money ended forcing those few soldiers still stationed among those
battlements to abandon the Damwall. I stayed to fight, but the trolls, however
stupid, were able to break through the wooden door, while I defeated those who
were not near the breach.


"So
the way is open and unattended," asked King Holaf shortly.


"Not
exactly, my Sovereign. Before leaving the fortification I lowered the portcullis
behind both gates and made sure that I barred the doors to the east and closed
the door to the west. This is usually kept open, because the enemy never
arrives from that side," was the proud response of the keeper.


"Why
didn't you ask Midgard for help?" the Dragon asked in an austere tone.


"My
knight, I sent a request for help to many places, but neither crows nor men
come back - I don't know if they deserted or suffered misfortune. Midgard was
the only city to answer saying that they were not able to send help, as he had
sent the entire army to Trondheim to defend the Queen. I can report nothing
more than that, but I would like to express my sorrow and shame at having had
to abandon the Damwall, leaving it unattended. In my defence I can only say
that there remains the enormous size of the fortification along an entire
valley: to cross it from north to south takes four hours, and alone it was
impossible to defend," was the heartfelt response of the proud man.


"Why
is it that instead of making your way to the northern city, you headed
south," the Long Sword insisted continuing his interrogation.


"My
King, the trolls will soon fill every forest, cave and hole in the lands of the
Reign of the North. In the south the climate is unfriendly for them, so they
won't move so far," Jan replied contrite, staring nervously at his feet,
hopping from one leg to the other. However he had not given all of the bad news
and began speaking again. "My Sovereign, more ugly news concerns the water
of the rivers," Jan was interrupted by the Lord of the East. To him did
not seem appropriate to linger on news they already knew, and informed the
fleeing man about what they had seen:


"The
rivers are sick, full of tiny red beings with an insatiable appetite. There is
no stream, ditch or body of water from here to the Dragon's Back that is not
infested."


"But
then it's a widespread scourge, where can I go?" wondered aloud the
unfortunate warrior clearly terrified.


"Please,
pull yourself together, you are a child of the North don’t whine like those
effeminate people of the West! Come with us to Midgard and continue alongside
us wherever King Holaf or King High decide to go!" Dragon's Head, harshly
rebuked him. He was unable to comprehend the fears of others, and had no
patience with useless whiners and deserters. Death in battle with atrocious
suffering seemed more gratifying to the third rune than a life on the run,
hunted like an animal.


Guardian
Jan remained silent observing the group of men intent on exchanging icy
glances. He noticed the tired expressions and the thin faces of those who had
eaten little and badly for a long time. He saw wounds more or less serious, an
unwanted addition for all knights. Jan was overwhelmed by panic when he saw
King Holaf, now sitting on his sedan chair, with his left eye full of dark evil
contrasting with the other colour of Trondheim's ice.


"Jan,
I will not impose my will on you, even though I am your King. I do not wish to
pull the strings of your life, treating you like a puppet. But know if you go
south, you have the chance to live one, perhaps two more winters. Then the bony
fingers of death will certainly grasp you as you shiver. This is the time to
fight, because soon we will all be overwhelmed, if we do not now unite now but
prefer to go our separate ways. Our destiny will be in the hands of others and
we will never see our children grow and prosper! If you follow us, you will
have to confront your innermost fears by fighting a violent and subtle evil
force such as you have never seen before,. You will have the honour of standing
alongside the greatest and most talented warriors of humanity. With a little
luck we will see a new era of peace," the Lord of the North spoke to the
hearts of them all. But his sincere words had a bittersweet taste.


Faced
with the toughest and most troubling decision with the horrific truth facing
him clearly, the choice was relatively simple for Jan, in whose veins the proud
blood of the north pulsed strong.


"Lord
of the North, my father was always standing at your side, marching with you
everywhere, even for the conquest of the Overland. I will follow you faithfully
in any direction you choose to take," the newcomer shouted proudly to the
King.


"Very
well, Jan, son of Vibar, welcome among the ranks of the future heroes, of the
despisers of death, welcome among those who will be remembered and glorified!
When Kings and Emperors, are kneeling terrified and give in to despondency
hiding like dogs, these warriors will not flee from the struggle. Such men face
the enemy sacrificing themselves for the sake of many others while shouting
"Our hour has not yet come!" Holaf breathed life into the feeling of
respect he held in his heart for all his men. His words had an epic flavour,
which proudly cloaked their acts with heroic values as they breathlessly
embarked on a ship that was too small to withstand the sea, fighting with a
storm of such magnitude.


Men
looked at each other. Everyone felt the sacred fire of righteousness and
heroism fill his breast. It only needed a poetic harangue from brave Holaf to
reinvigorate their step and bring back the sensation of springtime. Smiles
bloomed on the faces of the soldiers and the juvenile jokes bubbled among them
teasing words blossomed, reminding them of the mood that reigned when they left
Vyborg many moons ago. King Holaf again lay down and closed his eyes, tying the
ropes holding him onto the stretcher himself.


"How
do you feel, my brother?" asked High, approaching the stretcher.


"In
truth, weak and hungry, as well as feeling strong painful cramps and a burning
sensation deep in my flesh," Holaf answered in a low voice so as not to
allow the others to hear news that could break down the renewed vigour of the
troops.


"Soon
we will be safe near South Winter and we will be able to refresh you and
medicate your wounds in an appropriate manner," reassured God-Slayer.


"My
brother, don’t doubt you. Your choices are always perfect, and the men are
aware of this. What happened can be laid at the door of the weak mind of a man
corrupted by treason, not any mistakes in your command." With these words
Holaf tried to cleanse the conscience of the Lord of the East from dirty
fleeting doubts.


High
felt Holaf’s strange and disturbing eye penetrate his soul, perhaps to tear it
apart and devour its secrets, fears and desires.


"My
brother, how did you comprehend my doubts," bewildered God-Slayer asked,
his eyes widening as if he had seen a miracle.


Long
sword gave a friendly smile and answered in a whisper:


"You
are an open book for all who meet you. Your sincere and open manner, with your
extraordinary lack of a dark side has earned you my deepest esteem." The
mighty Nordic King stopped for a moment, clenching his teeth because of a
sudden strong pain, that lasted for several seconds in blocking his breathing
and then finally relenting, "I hope my beloved wife Anastasia is not
disgusted at the sight of me and will still want to stay at my side after these
horrific events."


"What
are you saying, my brother! Your wife certainly loves you, and a wound will not
make her run from your arms," High reassured the wounded King again, not
mentioning the evident change in him caused by the being who was his saviour.


"I
know my face has suffered some ugly damage. Everyone but you avoids looking
into my eyes, and not even your eyes can stand to look me in the eye for long.
I'm not new to wounds, but I don't have any headaches and my sight isn’t shaky
or blurred, so I don't understand causes the disgust," Holaf answered
frankly and disappointed looking at his embarrassed peer.


It was
lightning that dissipated the darkness that clouded the mind of the wounded
King. He saw flames lapping everything. Among those fiery tongues flowed words,
doubts, and secrets. The Nordic King could sense the fears of his men even if
they were buried in a mountain of pride. He saw the faces of loved ones waiting
in their dwellings in Vyborg and Tulsky, and felt the affection that came from
God-Slayer and the young Boris. His mind absorbed each sentiment felt by the
person upon whom the Sovereign's flaming gaze fell. He could even hear the
thoughts of the kitten, carried in Tyra’s: the miaowing of the kitten was
perfectly understandable through his flaming eye. But all the information he
received also gave him a feeling of severe pain in his Nordic King’s mind,
which was unprepared for such knowledge. He fought against allowing a loud scream
to escape from his lips but it left a disturbing expression on his face.


King
Holaf, agitated and for the first time in his life in panic, fell into a sudden
faint frightening all present, making them think that he had died suddenly.
Tyra burst into tears as the elderly Lady ran to the bedside of the Nordic Lord
listening for a heartbeat as best she could.


"What
do you say, Elisabet? Is King Holaf still with us?" asked the visibly
frightened and worried God-Slayer.


The old
Lady moved away from the chest of the Sovereign of Trondheim and gave her
verdict:


"He
has such a powerful heartbeat that it shatters through the wall of all your
chatter. He has only fainted. His breathing is regular, and there is no trace
of weakness. Any attempt to understand the cause of his disease is beyond my
abilities!


After
the news there was a general sigh of relief, joyfully given by the warriors,
full of rare and recently found good humour.










Chapter 27


Horror
from the Black Boughs


 


 


Once the
column had moved off again for South Winter, the Bear's Head approached his
princess, whose face was still marked by ephemeral tears. He smiled at her,
giving her a miraculously clean and perfumed handkerchief, a rare commodity
after such a long and tormented journey.


"Where
did you find it, my knight," she asked the young man, sniffing it deeply,
as if it were a freshly baked cake.


"My
Lady, I have kept it for a long time to be used in a moment like this,"
answered the Bear's Head.


"Have
you known about my tears for a long time?" asked the princess playfully as
she recomposed herself.


"Certainly,
my Lady, since perfection requires tears to blossom, just as a flower needs
water to make it open," the fourth Master of War answered romantically.


The
princess, astonished by this poetry, gazed enchanted at the young soldier,
concentrating on riding beside her. A gaze like hers could rarely be seen all
in history, offered by a noblewoman to a rough and violent warrior.


"When
we reach South Winter, my knight, I will show you the beautiful fortress of Hot
Ice," the blonde beauty exclaimed happily.


"I
will be honoured. It is always instructive and fun to visit fortifications and
castles," replied the happy Bear’s Head.


"I'll
also show you the collection of armour and weapons belonging to my father, he
has some very valuable ones," Tyra added, smiling.


"I
will be proud to be able to say that I have visited this collection," the
Nordic warrior exclaimed with satisfaction.


"I
will introduce you to my father and my mother, if you wish," the young
princess whispered quickly, embarrassed.


The
Bear's Head was dazed, as he had not expected to hear such words. He had
imagined a different path, perhaps in a more peaceful period, and certainly
thought he should make the first step as Nordic tradition theoretically
dictated. But Tyra was, after all, a woman from the north, and with these proud
daughters from the ice, certain stereotypes could never be maintained. The
fourth Master of the War was silent with his head bowed, while sweet Tyra’s
eyes began to redden fearing a refusal.


"Could
someone, please, hit the Bear's Head, gently though," ordered the revived
Northern Lord.


The
Dragon readily gave a noisy slap to the back of the neck of Trondheim's fourth
rune. The Bear's Head received the signal, and said a word that was highly
inappropriate for a knight. Then he returned among the living. Bringing his
hand to his head and massaging the affected part he exclaimed:


"What
do you have instead of hands, brother Dragon, steel? I only needed a moment!"


"And
what do you have instead of the brain," replied the third Nordic rune
lifting the hand guilty of the slap as a warning.


"Yes,
yes, I understand! But I would have got there by myself," replied the
Bear's Head before addressing the princess with a wide smile. "Princess Tyra,
my Lady, nothing in the world could make me happier than to meet your parents!"


The
Nordic beauty passed the handkerchief over her eyes and gave a deep bow,
offering to the troubled world one of the most brilliant and pure smiles that
had ever been seen by a living soul. The fourth Master of the War slowed his
pace to approach his King. Looking at him he said:


"Lord
of the North, I owe you a favour!"


Then he
moved back next to his restless and excited blonde. The elderly Lady who
remained beside King Holaf to watch over his health also commented smilingly:


"My
Sovereign, I don't know how you make fun of death by passing from one bank to
the other of the River Stige at your pleasure, but I thank you for your divine
intervention in favour of Tyra. It is years Tyra since was so radiant with joy!"


"Thank
the Dragon, he's the one who made the material gesture, I just asked to wake
him up!"


King
Holaf showed more and more signs of recovery in the coming moons.


The
desire to speak returned, as did hunger, which like a dear old friend tormented
his stomach, perhaps even more than the insatiable War Masters.


The
climate went to great lengths to oppress the morale of travellers by hurling
rain, hail and sleet against them. But after so many difficulties and unforgettable
horrors, the morale did not falter for a moment. The wind came to give a strong
hand to the treacherous sky, sweeping the ground with such energy as to lift
the fallen snowflakes again. But even the wind was not able to bend the iron
will of the weakened men. Between the fleeting flash and the infernal roar of
thunder, covered by leaden clouds of ancient hatred, the Lord of the North
observed the fury of the elements with intensity, covering his right eye with
his hand, in an extreme attempt to come to terms with the most difficult of
riddles.


The
flames, that only the Sovereign could see, continued to reveal the most
intimate of secrets that lived in the soul of those whom he was watching. Long
Sword, looking at Tyra learned to appreciate her strength and loyalty, but the
flames of his eye dug more deeply, greedily until he unearthed the pain she
felt for the rape suffered, the beatings and other unpleasant facts. The flames
were not interested in joys but in sorrows, as if they were vital to them. They
consumed sorrow avidly, accustomed to horrendous memories.


He could
read everything about everyone, but flames took no notice of the Dragon, almost
repudiating him, fearful of how much his black heart could conceal. The
magnitude of the emotions and pain weighed on the King making him collapse
after only a few minutes of observation. The new gift seemed more like a curse.
It was so painful that Long Sword considered the crazy option of having his eye
removed so that he would not have to bear the burden. Holaf called High to him
as he needed a trusted confident.


"My
brother, please come next to me!"


"Here
I am, King of the North! What can I do for you?" asked the God-Slayer who
quickly joined his friend.


"My
brother, who took care of me?" asked the Lord of the North whispering.


"We
were about to be overwhelmed by the Orcs, you were on the ground at the mercy
of the a terrible beast and no one, apart from the Dragon, was able to help
you, because we were all assaulted by overpowering enemy warriors. We were
saved only through the unexpected but very welcome intervention of the Cyfer
Inquisitor," High stopped for a moment shaking his head, overwhelmed by
memory. "Cyfer, revealing a mysterious power worthy of a God, made the Orcs
run away. Then just how he did it I don’t know, but he was able to stop the
haemorrhage as your life flowed far away, killing you. The Inquisitor hinted
that your life would be saved, but at a price. He also emphasised that the cost
could be onerous. I asked him for clarification, but you too, my brother, know
how skilful the Lords of Denethor are at avoiding answers!


Holaf,
using only the grey eye, looked thoughtfully at his peers. The King of the
North made a grimace or two and confessed to the good High what was happening
to his body:


"Brother,
my left eye must be added to the pile of your burdensome crosses. I am afraid
that it may be the victim of a curse or of an arcane spell! When I open it and
look at a person, I see their body enveloped in flames. When these symptoms
first appeared, I thought it was the result of the collision between me and the
great beast, but now, in my head, I do not see any man or woman, unless they
are covered with whirls of strong flames."


The Lord
of the North took breath and feeling himself getting stronger as time passed.
Even his good humour was no longer missing, leaving only the thought of his eye
as a problem to be solved. The God-Slayer was amazed and equally stunned by the
revelation:


"My
brother, don't be afraid, we will soon reach South Winter, there the healers
will be able to help you."


Holaf
smiled bitterly and frowning he confided in the God-Slayer revealing completely
the extent of his new gift:


"Dear
High, that's not all. The flames that I see licking at the people, burn their
flesh tearing away their feelings and joys, secrets and pains. In very few
moments everything about them is revealed but within me it provokes continuous
fainting fits."


"So,
this is your secret! That is how you discovered my sense of guilt for the
decisions taken?" asked the Lord of the East, appalled.


"Yes,
my brother, in the flames I saw not only your sense of guilt, but also
feelings, for which I was filled with joy, and you must know I return
completely those feelings of affection and fidelity that you placed in me,"
the King of Trondheim replied sincerely.


High
smiled, not knowing well what to say or think, stammered some words
uncertainly, to which Holaf was not able to attribute a proper meaning, and
finally exclaimed excitedly:


"But
all this is incredible. The Gods must love you, brother! Imagine, how many
lives you could save by using this gift! Now going to Midgard to read the runes
seems almost unnecessary, just look at a suspicious person and you would know
the truth immediately.


"Calm
your joy, King of the East, it is not as simple as that! First of all, I don't
know how to control it. For the moment the eye dominates me and not the other
way around. Secondly to make use of the eye, if I faint every two grains of
sand of the hourglass, how would that ever help," the Sovereign of the
North firmly objected.


Holaf
feared the truth and never desired arcane powers. He only wanted to be a good
King and to try to accomplish feats worthy of poems or sagas only with the
strength of his heart and his sword.


"The
old Norber Biorson has more winters behind him than all of us, he'll certainly
explain what's happening to me!" exclaimed the confident Long Sword.


The
intimate whispered conversation between the two Sovereigns was not completely
private. Other ears had been listening unbeknownst to them, like a sea snake
about to wrap a Viking drakkar in its coils. The Dragon had heard everything
and felt a previously unknown tremor down his back, followed by a rapid tremor
throughout his body. The unusual sensation dizzyingly descended from his neck
along his arms to his hands, unaware he was grasping the bridle of the horse,
like the vice of a blacksmith bending steel before immersing it in flames.


Sersy, a
beautiful and far from stupid woman, took a few moments to notice the strange
tension of her favoured swain. She approached him now with great sweetness
asked:


"My
knight, I see you are gloomy as you have not been for days. What disturbs your
thoughts?"


"Oh,
my beloved, I'm sorry to have disturbed you with my thoughts. Don't be afraid,
it is probably nothing more than tiredness," the third Master reassured
her by smiling.


"As
you wish, my Dragon, you know you can tell me anything. You will find in me an
attentive and non judgemental listener," replied the dark beauty showing
great class.


The
Dragon's Head answered nothing and tried to change the subject. But he had no
interests beyond weapons and battles, so he became entangled in dangerous
territory for him:


"My
sweet Sersy, have you heard? There are plans for a happy event in the future!"


"Which
marriage are you referring to?" the black-haired Lady asked coquettishly.


"The
one between Princess Tyra and the fourth brother, of course!"


"Yes,
I guessed their intentions, but I hope it's not the only marriage that awaits
us, my warrior," answered the provocative Sersy.


"But,
certainly not, more will come! If we win the war, they’ll be clamouring at the
gates of the Kingdom," replied the Dragon not very gallantly.


Sersy
raised her eyes to the sky and sighed. As she slowed her horse's pace until she
joined the blonde Tyra, who was playing with her kitten.


"Princess,
would you'd let me pamper him a bit," Sersy asked gloomily.


"Of
course, dear, here you are and don't put a sulky look on your beautiful face.
Everything is going to be all right," her blonde friend encouraged Sersy
trying to instil a little optimism.


Sersy
took a deep breath and playing with the furry kitten she exclaimed:


"What
if it wasn’t my place to be here?"


"How
complicated you are, young Lady, the knight asked for your hand and you ignored
his proposal until now! I think he is too proud to ask the same thing a second
time and risk being rejected again. Now it's up to you to make the next move
and not to weep, feeling sorry for yourself," Tyra gave her opinion even though
she was the one with the least number of winters behind her.


"You,
Princess, amaze me every the time! You are younger than me, but much wiser, and
always give good advice. How do you do it?" Sersy exclaimed.


"I
think I was born old, or reading every kind of romantic story really helps to
understand love. Moreover, I am only a few years younger than you,"
replied the smiling Northern Princess.


Other
moons rose in the sky and then were left behind by the companions, just like
the difficulties of the knights. The days were varied by the intensity of rain
or snow, but never in the level of desolation. After the meeting with Jan, they
met no other man, just as no animal of any kind was seen for a long time.


For days
now, the lookouts had been seeing horrifying shapes in the distance, always
busy in sniffing and smelling like wolves in search of a prey. The dreadful
beasts studied the column without testing the real strength of the humans. It
wasn't the climate or their hunger that ended the luck of the march, but a
lookout found sinister omens by chance, while satisfying physiological needs.
From the dark shadows of a deep hole hidden by dry shrubs a decaying corpse was
found. The man found him because of his nauseating acid smell that penetrated
his nose so strongly that it showed him the way to the body, allowing him to
tell the Sovereigns.


"My
Lord," shouted a small dot, delaying himself in such a way as to make
recognition difficult.


"Sire,
one of our men who stopped out of necessity, must have come across something
unusual!" exclaimed one of the three archers of the Black Portal.


"My
Lord, a corpse dead ten days at most, fallen into a pit there at the bottom,
beyond the hillock," reported the man exhausted by running, because his
green companions had taken his horse with them as joke or wickedness, leaving
the knight without a horse and with no other means of transport.


"Tell
us, soldier, does the body give any clues?" asked King High, always
looking for information to deduce the movements of the enemy.


"My
King, he was certainly a man of arms. His sword and shield lie with him, but
the corpse is in terrible condition, swollen and putrefied, his face feast of
worms," replied the green knight.


"Bad!"
High exclaimed, looking around and not seeing any danger. "Perhaps it
would be better to move on. Maybe it is an accident or a tragedy that has ended
the life of the stranger, but you can never show too much caution. Men, we'll
ride as long as the sun gives us light to see!"


At the
order of the God-Slayer, everyone spurred their horses in unison, as generous
as they were tired. The sky was darkening with the sun low on their left, while
the long, silent shadows were swaying sinuously on the ground. In the darkness
of the celestial vault the moon began to show its timid face, its pale light
shooting between the sparse clouds lulled by the wind. The shadows began to
merge, giving life to imaginary monsters and ghosts and at the same time
concealing rebellious eyes from the humans. The hairless beasts could be seen briefly
emerging from a bush or from the shadow between two boulders, in order to
intimidate the hearts of the tired travellers, disappearing again quickly into
the congenial darkness.


"Unwelcome
news," High commented briefly, drawing the attention of Holaf. The
Northern King, bored by having to remain silent, was waiting for nothing better
than a good excuse to speak:


"What
news is it unpleasant to you, my brother?"


"Beasts,
driven by renewed cravings, they are testing the way to devour our flesh,"
answered High icily looking around in the ever more pressing darkness.


"Those
cursed beings again! The men have been complaining because during the changing
moons those disgusting beasts have been pestering and sniffing at us," the
Lord of the North exclaimed, holding back words, not suitable for a Sovereign.


"I
confirm that they have been following us for days, but never so close and with
such brazenness. I fear an attack during the night," explained the King of
the Kings of the East.


"If
there is to be an attack, then we will have to find a congenial battlefield for
us," the King lying on his stretcher pronounced in a serious tone.


"Brother,
you should think only of rest. Leave the remaining burdens on my shoulders,"
the God-Slayer delicately reproached.


Holaf
smiled silently, watching the sky, but using only his silvery eye to avoid
fainting. High, clever and cunning, he noted a small group of healthy firs,
accompanied by boulders and mosses. Remembering the excellent decision to fight
among the trees, supported by his brother in arms, it seemed a good idea to him
to stay overnight on the edge of the small fir forest.


The King
of the East gave orders to every man so that everything could be ready before
the darkest shadows fell. The small group had a great deal to do, those who cut
long poles, while others collected wood for a fire, and finally piled up stones
with the intention of slowing down the beasts who move too fast for the average
man, but above all there was an urgent need to understand which side the assault
would come from.


"My
King, doesn't the fire seem a bit risky to you?" Arian asked worriedly.


"Yes,
of course, but it would be even more reckless to think of facing these enemies
blindly," replied the Lord of the East, revealing an irrefutable truth.


The Commander
of the lancers did not say anything, because between two evils one always opted
for the minor one.


The
girls were placed in the centre of the defensive ring, protected by the large
bodies of the horses, almost all of them exhausted and swaying sleepily. As
well as the quadrupeds, there were the men on guard who whispered prayers,
tense and worried. Some of them rediscovered their ancient faith, buried deep
in the rubble of their hearts. In front of the knights there were only
sharpened poles, brushwood and piles of stone, insignificant defences when
compared to the armament of the enemies, but it is always better to do
something useless than having to repent for not having done anything.


The
Kingdom of wonderful stars caught every being in its soft wings causing
bewilderment and abandonment to those with weak souls. The Dragon's Head
thoughtfully approached the ladies and asked:


"Ladies,
do you still have the swords, given to you during our first misadventure?


Lady Elisabet
after moving aside the saddle blanket, showed the two swords to the warrior.


"So,
unsheathe them and use them well! May the Warrior Gods guide your hands,"
wished the Dragon his voice full of his usual exaltation and madness.


The
women did not understand the Nordic wish, except for Tyra, who replied:


"I
wish for you that the Gods will be filled with admiration for your deeds."


The
Dragon bowed down opening his arms, the arms hammer and the short axe held
tight in fists and with the bright light of fire playing on them. The menacing
and gloomy helmet painted with strong shadows and shining light made him look
like a real dragon. Then the warrior of the third symbol disappeared into the
shadows, his place for the night.


King
Holaf momentary disarmed also took his sword from its scabbard and, keeping the
strange eye closed, first looked at the black-haired beauty, fearful and
trembling, then the wise and skilled Elisabet, busy making an inventory of
bandages and medicinal herbs praying in a whisper. Finally, the Nordic
Sovereign turned his benevolent gaze to the blond haired daughter of the North.
In her he saw the strength of his wife, perceived the desire to live and not to
succumb to the terror that raged around them. He smelled the sweet scent of
pride, able to incite the princess to become a warrior, taking out one of the
two swords and testing the weight and control.


"You
make me feel proud, Princess Tyra. Let's show these souls the sort of steel
used to forge the men of the north!" The wounded King of the North shouted
with strength and anger as he rose to his feet and brandished his sword
straight to the skies.


The Lord
of the North stood out like a statue in front of the big fire of hot flames,
offering the knights a vision of epic value.


"Men,
I am with you! Let's fight with courage and, if you are called to the Gods,
make sure to present yourselves adorned with enemy blood!" he harangued
the soldiers with a forceful surge of energy, not unlike an anomalous wave,
able to sweep every glimmer of terror away from the hearts of his companions of
misfortune, like ships swept away from the docks.


A strong
shout arose "Now I see my father!" coming from the mouths of the
Masters of War, galvanized and boisterous, noisily beating their weapons
together, calling to the enemy. The rapid whistle of the long spears of the
surviving knights of Tulsky, shaken to the sky with the characteristic cry of
their army: ‘Better you than us!’ The Devil of Vilniar's white moustache also
shook vindictively, as he shouted the names of his children, killed by Orcs.
Vyborg remained strangely quieter, but the soldiers were clearly fired up and
on guard.


The
terrible beasts were in no hurry, walking under cover of darkness not too far
away. Occasionally a white snout appeared illuminated by the yellow light of a
torch, but they pulled back immediately soon as they were seen.


"Not
very courageous, these enemies! Going by the previous meeting I would have
expected more dash," commented the Dragon almost disappointed.


"Do
not call them, brother, when they are ready, they will not fail to come!"
exclaimed the Bear's Head covered by his round shield.


The
situation seemed to conceal mysteries even to King Holaf, sitting on his
bedding:


"It
doesn't really add up. They approach silently, stealing to within a few metres
and then run away, as if they were in danger. I remember them as they were
without fear or restraint, eager to kill and nothing else."


The
crowned heads exchanged numerous quick glances of full of doubt and
misunderstanding. It was clear what the mystery was, but nothing could have
prepared their defences for what destiny would soon offer them. Attracted by
the festive sparks bursting from the fire and the busy human shadows, a huge
evil force was awoken from the dark shadows. A guttural roar from the underworld
powerfully shook the air. It came from among the thick dark branches of the
trees. The ground shook really hard once, and immediately after that a second
vibration preceded a third. The terrifying beasts that had been circling
hurried to escape without trying to hide their large bodies in the darkest
shadows. The tremor felt stronger and closer, just beyond the edge of the
woods, which were now shaken and bent by a force like a hurricane. The Lord of
the East concisely ordered: "Put out the fire!"


But Long
Sword immediately gave a counter order:


"Stop!
It is too late now, my beloved brother!"


The two
narrowest firs, close to the heat of the fire, were grasped by two enormous
hands with three strong and knotty fingers, to which two other limbs were added
which bent the creaking trees, until they their trunks gave way, opening the
space the size of a large door. While the destroyed trees were felled to the
ground, from the darkness of the forest emerged a large round head, adorned by
an infernal mouth with harsh rippled lips. Seven translucent ivory tusks,
stubby, massive and hooked, arranged irregularly, emerged from the mouth of
this horrifying ruminant, as if its creator, tired of such ugliness, had taken
a handful of tusks and had thrown them distractedly into that black abyss.
Rivers of saliva flowed from the edges of the abyss, falling in sticky globs
down the pendulous cheeks. These two growths were furrowed by deep scars, so
thick that the skin seemed wavy. They looked like two steel plates of a helmet,
protecting the face. They looked nothing like the bold flabby cheeks of a dog.
The mighty trunk of the beast, covered in powerful muscles, appeared of a very
light blue grey colour with a reddish belly. It was scarred all over giving a
clear idea of the monster’s warrior temperament. On the back of the gigantic
monster, taller than three men, sprouted numerous prominent bony protuberances,
like large stone flakes. The same bony growths could also be seen on the
outside of the arms, but not as big.


"A
Mountainshatterer," Jan shouted.


"What
the hell would a Mountainshatterer be?" King High asked agitatedly.


"A
stone troll! We know there is no standing against them in open battle,"
replied the warrior of the Damwall in panic.


The
snarling beast moved forward slowly, attracted by the succulent agitated
horses, intent on neighing and kicking, tied to an empty old trunk.


"Men,
be firm, dodge, and strike quickly," ordered the God-Slayer approaching
the stony beast with his sword in his hand.


The
three ladies were taken away by King Holaf who hustled them quickly past the
last row of men. The troll, unaware of the little humans, stretched out a hand
towards the horses choosing to take Dawn Reflection. The Lord of Trondheim,
seeing his four-legged friend grasped by the beast, ran towards him screaming
with fury and anger, but the first weapon to strike the monumental enemy was
Boris's very trembling and ineffective one. The prince stubbornly struck the
palm of the beast’s hand, with great effort forcing the steel through the hard
skin of the troll. The animal took his hand away grasping it with the other three
hands. The monstrous troll stood still to assess the damage, giving the young
Boris time to untie some of the horses, including the Dawn Reflection, rescuing
them.


The
prince's daring and perhaps his crazy example was a stimulus for the men, who
had turned into statues at the sight of such a monstrosity. King High struck
the leg of the astonished beast with all the strength in his possession,
drawing a good stream of blood from it. It took all the speed of the God-Slayer
to escape the violent reaction. Twice the furious troll tried to strike the
Lord of the East with every fist granted to him by nature, but four times the
dull thump of the blows hit the bare ground digging knee-deep grooves. The men
attacked the Mountainshatterer, striking it like the bees sting a bear that is
intent on raiding their precious nectar.


In that
instant, the fateful anger overwhelmed the enemy, changing his colour from a
calm blue grey to a dark red worthy of the underworld. With its little black
eyes protected by a whitish sheath, the troll began its heavy dance. Turning on
the spot it used its big hands as gigantic sledgehammers. The impact was so
great that he sent a Vyborg knight over the trees. All that was left was a
cloud of red droplets. The rapid, thunderous spinning did not last long,
luckily, as it made the attack impossible.


It was
the Dragon who struck the monster’s knee with infinite violence. The blow was
so forceful that the troll lost its balance. Other blades had an easier time of
it wounding the giant troll in various parts but not fatally. This action
produced only anger. The Mountainshatterer grabbed one of Tulsky's lancers,
arrogantly intent on pushing his long hooked spear an attempt to blind the
troll. It crushed the man’s body, squeezing it as if it were half a lemon. The
worst thing happened to a knight who was needlessly trying helping his dead
companion. The scream of man resonated chillingly, while the monster, grasping
the man’s arms and legs, effortlessly dismembered the unfortunate warrior,
beating the bleeding remains violently on the ground and causing red blood to
splash on the faces of his companions.


Men's
weapons had some limited effect, especially where bone plates were less dense.
The God-Slayer, moved by anger and despair, went as far as his enemy's belly,
as the troll was intent on slamming two soldiers of Tulsky together. King High
soaked by blood and mush as a result of the macabre applause offered by the
horrible troll, sank his blade next to the large genitals of the being, hoping
to cut some artery. The cry of pain the beast gave was heard far beyond the
mountains, and the Lord of the East was forced to abandon this sword to save
his life between the legs of the Mountainshatterer who crumpled curling up on
himself screaming.


The
troll took out the sword, dropping it at its feet. Then holding its hands low
on its groin it chose the God-Slayer as its only enemy. Shaking its head, it
took a slight run and, showing unimaginable agility, took a twisting jump
hoping to land on the unarmed King's back. The thud made the earth tremble,
like a volcano ready to erupt. The moving air generated by the jump almost
extinguished the fire, leaving the men amazed. The beast rose quickly to check
that it had fulfilled its cravings, but its hope remained disappointed. It
began to throw heavy punches in a desperate attempt to hit the God-Slayer, but
the Sovereign was far too agile and too skilful at dodging opponent’s the slow
motion blows.


The
beast was extremely ignorant, but to a lesser extent than was thought, so it
grabbed one of the two torn up trees, and with a great bite shortened it to the
length of a club. All the troops attacked to help the King of the East, now
exhausted by the continuous attempts to escape. The Devil of Vilniar with his
sword was able to inflict a deep wound the troll’s foot. It responded by
roughly striking the man with the broken tree, throwing him back several
meters. Evghenij’s life was saved only thanks to the branches still attached to
the club, which blocked the violence of the impact, but left him stunned and
momentarily unable to continue the battle. With all the warriors upon the
troll, the powerful enemy gave a couple of blows with his club without any
effect, and chose the tactic of the spinning top again. The men were too close
to escape, so many were hit, some reduced to bags of flesh crushed by the
swinging hands, others were crushed under its feet as the beast danced around.
The troll didn't spare a Tulsky knight and without a thought chewed off his
head while still spinning, leaving a body without head or chest but still with
shoulders. The corpse, stuck into the mixture of blood and mud, remained erect
for a few seconds showing an incredible semicircular mutilation in the typical
shape of a bite, before being falling again, crushed by the fury of the enemy.


The
Wolf’s Head skilfully dodged the monster's hands and managed to inflict a
mighty blow on the enormous enemy, who felt the effect of the injury and
interrupted the gruesome dance. It was the moment the Masters of War were
waiting for. They mercilessly attacked the creature, not yet aware of what had
struck it. The archers of the Black Portal, feeling useless because their
crossbows did not even scratch the sheath of eye protection, grasped their
swords and threw themselves into the fray. Even Tyra went into the attack
despite the categorical prohibition of King Holaf, the only one left out with
no energy to spend.


Wounded,
but not tamed, the monstrous being of the mountains, full of anger began to
unleash punches and kicks again. A blow fell deeply into the mud, not far from
the first Master of the War, who was pushed to the ground by the debris thrown
to one side. Boris went to help the warrior nearby, but the weight of the
unconscious man was too much for the blond boy sucked under by the bloody
quagmire, his feet sliding and sinking. His face illuminated by the fire, the
prince felt sure he would die when the shadow of the enormous roaring animal
covered him. The beastly being stretched out his hand towards the young man who
had been turned to stone by fear and saw the big grasping fingers chopped off
by the Royal sword of the north, wielded by an exhausted King, who collapsed to
his knees immediately after landing the blow.


"Run
away, boy," ordered the Lord of the North, with no strength left, next to
one of his unconscious warriors. Boris did not obey him and started pulling the
warrior lying on the ground.


Out of
control, the beast attacked again using all its hands, ignoring the copious
blood flowing from the groin wound. High took the first abandoned sword and
helped weak Holaf and Boris with the Wolf’s Head to move away. The God-Slayer,
looking at the young prince, ordered him:


"Stay
here and don't move, now I‘ll go and get Tyra!"


But the
Princess of South Winter had not even come close to the mighty enemy. The
Bear’s Head had immediately removed her. She was lying next to the fire
shedding tears near a couple of restless horses. The beast saw King High again,
and immediately turned against him like a lion attacking an antelope. The Lord
of the East could do nothing, the troll collapsed in front of him after
stumbling over a knight of Vyborg. The troll found the time and the way however
to grab the God-Slayer making him shout from the beast’s strong grip.


Cruel
tusks craved the taste of royal meat, strings of slime gathered between one
tooth and another waiting for their revenge. The spiky black outline of the
Dragon appeared behind the troll, still lying on the ground. With his arms high
up above his head, the Dragon brandished his devilish war hammer, ready to
carry out the macabre task fate had assigned him. The third War Master arched
his back in the midst of the noise of the battle and struck the blow aiming the
steel between the beast’s eyes, just where the triangular nasal hole made the
skeleton weaker. The thunderous sound was dry and decisive. The bones
collapsed, releasing blood in abundance. High was released to allow the beast
to throw the Dragon heavily to the ground. The enormous mass of muscles arose
exhausted but calling the last weak strength it began to blindly give powerful
blows.


The
being, with its sight veiled by its own blood and its second eye torn out and
smashed by the Nordic hammer, had totally lost its ability to strike. Its fists
thundered and descended vertically like lightning and struck the ground just
where the Dragon lay, forcing him to dodge first one and then a second, rolling
on the ground. Unable to get up, the third Master of War remained at the mercy
of the beast, and it was only a matter of time before he reached Valhalla.
Boris rescued him by distracting the troll, allowing the third Nordic rune to
rise from the mud, hidden from view by the size of the troll, the Dragon's Head
changed his skin turning himself into a monster.


"You
know my secret. You have seen what I did to Andor, the Lord of the North may be
able to discover it by reading inside you with his eye," whispered the
third Master of the War into the ear of the young man, who came to his
assistance. The blond prince did not even have time to reply before he was shut
into a coffin by a slight shove on his knee. Silent and resigned, Boris was
crushed horribly by the troll, while the Dragon moved far enough away to avoid
being involved. Given the end of the only witness, custodian of his unspeakable
secret, with his heart now black and rotten, the warrior did his best in a
final assault on the enemy, who had been speared from behind by Tulsky's
lancers. The Dragon took Boris' sword and, having dodged the very slow blows of
the enemy, stuck the blade into the fracture that had just been inflicted, and
hit the sword like a carpenter would do with a nail. The sound of the metal
against the steel was heard above the grunting several times, until the roar of
the struggle vanished, leaving the roar of the Dragon's Head as the only sound.
The Nordic warrior with his soul consumed, extinguished the monstrous creature
and brought it to the ground. The quivering of the conquered enemy was shown no
mercy by the sadistic rage of the third rune of Trondheim, who was governed by
an insatiable wrath.


The
Leopard's Head ran anxiously to discover the state of health of the High King,
still on the ground after the beast’s mighty grip, and saw with relief he was
alive so he shouted:


"The
God-Slayer is alive! The northern steel of his bodice has preserved his chest,
denying his soul to his God."


The
third Master of War stopped giving wicked blows to the corpse of the troll at
such a revelation. He approached to see if the King was awake and alert, as
King High was the only one able to catch sight the horrific tragedy staged by
the Nordic Dragon. Amid the cries of joy at the unexpected news and the screams
of pain of the wounded, the third rune noticed the vital spark still burning in
the chest of the Lord of the East, who lay only bruised and unconscious.


The
rotten warrior worked to recover the body of poor Boris in shreds, a hero who
had been lost to the cravings of a lunatic. He gathered what could be
recognized in a modest bag of jute, which was immediately dyed blood red. He
also slipped in the crumpled helmet, because it served as a grave for the face
of the prince. Pretending sorrow in an acceptable manner, the Dragon brought
the poor body before the Nordic King anxiously in search of his young friend.


"Boris!
Boris! Where are you hiding yourself, idiot," shouted Holaf, walking
clinging to his long sword as if it were a crutch.


"Well,
you're safe and sound, my warrior!" exclaimed raised the Lord of the North
observing the Dragon’s Head with only his ice-coloured eye.


"I
am pleased to see you are physically in one piece my King! But I bring you such
news that it can only be accepted through the support of many friends. With a
heavy heart and fire in my bowels for having seen a hero die," the lying
warrior collapsed on his knees holding the improvised coffin in two hands.


Holaf
saw the little bag of jute with its small load dripping blood and shook his
head. He didn't have the courage in those strong hands to take the sack and
look at its contents. The King of the North took one step back, looking in the
yellow half-light of the fire for the blond hair and the dull gaze that had
entertained him throughout the journey.


"My
Lord, the one you seek is not where you desire to see him, but rather in the
place your hand and gaze are avoiding," the rotten warrior falsely
exclaimed.


Long
Sword felt faint and sat on the ground in the mud and blood. It was more like a
mountain crashing down than a wish to repose. The Lord of the North filled by a
wave of anger shaking his head and his right hand began to show tremors.


"How
did this happen, my Master? Speak, so that I know what news to send to his
father, Sovereign of Vyborg," Holaf asked, stopping the trembling of his
hand with the other.


The
Dragon, placing the body on the ground with delicacy, began to tell the story:


"Boris
was supporting me, the beast would have soon achieved an easy victory over me,
since I could not get up. The blond fearless prince came to my aid holding my
shoulder to lift me up, but he did not stop there. The heroic Boris diverted
the attention distracting the furious beast, giving me the time to get away. In
an attempt to win the arduous struggle he stuck his sword in the wound on the
enemy's snout. With that gesture he found a glorious, rapid and painless death.
Only one crushing blow and nothing more, but it allowed my war hammer to force
his weapon down into the brain of the troll, putting an end to the massacre."


The
survivors of Vyborg had all gathered to hear how their prince had died. The
spears of Tulsky also listened to the moving story full of lies disguised as
pure truth, narrated by the third symbol of Trondheim.


Holaf
took his head in his hands, but only a few moments, since he was the King of
the North and much would depend on his deeds. He lifted himself up with all
strength he still had in his body, using his sword to raise himself to his full
height in front of the men, and extended his open hand to the sky as if holding
a jug of cider between his fingers, shouting:


"We
drink the heroic Boris, who fell in a duel fighting for us, despite the fact
that the enemy was far above his strength. From now on Boris, son of Demitry,
Prince of Vyborg, will be remembered as the Brave! We will meet him again in
the banquet hall with the Warrior Gods where he will ask stupid questions and
amaze everyone with brilliant answers!" After giving a Nordic funeral
speech, he pretended to drink then to dry his long beard, but in reality he was
hiding the flowing tears of sorrow, which ploughed his tired cheeks.


The body
was placed onto the stretcher with its shield and sword, which had been
hammered so far into cranium of the Mountainshatterer that it was necessary to
attack the body once more smashing the skull of the troll to extract the blade.
King High was checked by the elderly Lady who was only able to diagnose a
slight crack in his ribs: luck blessed him with no broken bones, so the
God-slayer was not in critical waters. The body armour of the Lord of the East
had been badly bent, in spite of the robust workmanship in Nordic steel, which
is more resistant than any other, with the exception of steel forged in the
flames of Volcano Island.


Of the
few knights who survived, only eight of Tulsky's companions remained, one of
whom had a leg injured so badly that there was the risk of amputation. Thirteen
of the green men of the hills remained. They were, tired and disorientated
having lost their Commander and having been helpless witnesses of the fall of
their prince. The survivors looked at each other not knowing what to say or
what to do, like young recruits at their first battle.


The Wolf
came to his senses painfully, but the Gods only inflicted the large swellings
on the first northern rune, but no serious damage. He was told of events by the
Bear's Head, who was tired of not being able to end a sentence without running
out of oxygen. The first warrior of the north expressed his condolences to the
knights of Vyborg and let a shy tear escape. It was not the right moment to
indulge in memories and funeral honours, since the sky would not have shown the
only the first signs of dawn for much longer, and the terrible beasts, who ran
away the sight of the Mountainshatterer, would soon return to attack.


"Take
courage, my soldiers, time is our enemy, as are the terrible beasts eager to
feast on our flesh! We'll get back on the road, even though it's night, so that
we don't have to face a new battle," ordered the proud King Holaf, wounded
both in bodily and spiritually.


They
placed the wounded and the unconscious warriors onto the extra horses, of which
they had so many that they could think of using a couple of them as living
supplies. A torch was given to every man able to carry one. This was the only
way to avoid being swallowed by the insidious, black night. The darkness was
full of greedy and subtle beings. Growls and gurgling soon returned to break
through the silence of the company as it moved quietly, more like a funeral
procession. Tears and sobs were the only sounds coming from travellers, tired and
afraid at the thought of having face new battles with old enemies.










Chapter 28


Kingdom
of the North


 


 


The Lord
of the Dark and Silent North reflected, distancing himself from the rest; many
doubts were aroused, and even more so were his fears and questions. For the
Nordic King, in addition to thoughts, after the slightest effort his wounded
arm constantly pained him. The bandages carefully arranged by Elisabet showed
slight traces of blood coming to the surface.


The
Dragon's Head next to his weeping brunette did not feel any echo of remorse. He
had been subjected to battlefields from an early age and trained by his rough
father, also a War Master. The third Master never thought about what was
already done, but only about what was waiting to be fulfilled. The Dragon had a
simple yet terrible code: obey and defend the Lord of Trondheim in every way,
not leave anything alive that could cause any offence. To do so the War Master
did not mind paying any necessary price. Holaf, blameless and unaware had acquired
a gift which seemed more like an ancient curse, which decreed the death of
Boris, since the young man, simple and sincere, could never have hidden the
heavy burden from the inquisitive power of Holaf’s burning eye.


The sky
turned pink and the dark became luminous. A sweet delicate dew covered the long
hair of the manes of the galloping steeds. The terrible dog-like beasts
retreated with their shadows to the foot of the heights, which, gloomy and
imposing, served as a theatrical backdrop. Looking northwest over the Goat-Horn
Mountains, looming over the icy Morgul banks the black storm clouds gathered
with blood-red flashes of lightning. Hour by hour they spread themselves more
widely, and growing taller like evil black towers.


The wish
to stop to have the usual breakfast did not manifest itself, because none of
the knights felt at all hungry. The ladies had fallen asleep on their horses,
watched over by their respective knights, attentive and careful to avoid any
possible fall. However, the day did not start badly. High, aroused from his
faint, sat down holding his ribs in his arms and blinking his eyelids quickly
as if he didn't see well.


"My
brother, how are you? Is the pain bearable?" attentive King Holaf asked
immediately.


The
God-Slayer passed a hand over his head and then inspected his body. Satisfied
that he could count all his limbs and that he was not covered in his own blood,
he asked:


"My
brother, what has happened to the devil? I just remember taking Boris away from
that troll and then trying to help the men, but I can’t remember anything else!"


"My
friend, as you can deduce for yourself, the beast is dead and we are not, but
the price we have paid is unimaginable," the King of the North replied
with in simple words.


The Lord
of the East, looking around in amazement, allowed a bitter comment to escape
from his mouth:


"So
few?"


Long
Sword nodded his head, contrite and furious with himself, accusing himself of
not having done enough. The Lord of the North held back bitter words of blame
for not having saved Boris, but the self-inflicted reproaches crowded the
King's mind, not forgiving him for showing himself to be weak, bowed by wounds.
High pulled Holaf away from the introspection he had been lost in, asking him a
question:


"My
brother, how do you feel? You don't seem fit either!"


Hinting
at a smile, the Lord of the North answered:


"My
body is in pain but my spirit is at the end of its life! If only I had had more
strength, I could have saved Boris, or at least tried to save his life!"


"King
of the Nordic Kings, do not be foolish! You have motivated people with your
speech and supported them with your actions. Don't forget that you saved the
life of the mighty Wolf’s Head, and even poor Boris, if he were still among us,
would have flooded you with gratitude for having snatched him from the deadly
grip of the troll."


The
God-Slayer did not minimise the influence of his friend by showing him how much
he depended on his actions. Not death and condolences, but life and smiles. The
Lord of the East had immediately realized when he awakened that at the side of
his bed was the body of the blond prince. He had seen the destroyed blade and
shield, placed on a small and inadequate coffin. The Dragon, as cunning as a
fox, approached the Lord of the East, making sure of his condition:


"How
do you feel, my King? We feared the worst!"


"Nice
to see you, warrior, stoic as usual! I'm too old to take on monsters and
demons, arthritis has started to slow me down," The God-Slayer joked in an
attempt to lighten the unpleasant situation.


It
wasn’t that High cared little about Boris, the exact opposite was true in fact.
But looking for fun with a smile was the way for an experienced King to mourn.
Not only did the Prince of Vyborg fall last night, but many others followed or
preceded him, and still others would come weeping, as the war loomed hungry and
never satiated by each death.


The Lord
of the East wanted to know how young Boris lost his life, being overwhelmed and
admiring by the contempt and dedication shown. He was happy to learn of the
funeral praise and congratulated Holaf on the fitting nickname he had bestowed.
At the end of the speech, with his eyes, the Lord of the East offered a toast,
exclaiming:


"To
Boris, the Brave, may you live for a long time in the heavens of the One God!"


All the
survivors joined again in this small manifestation of affection. Tyra, hinting
at a smile, commented:


"Indeed,
I believe that the paradise of the One God is more suitable for Boris than the
Valhalla of the Warrior Gods. Can you see Boris throwing himself into battle
killing more and more enemies and then dying with glory every night to rise
again at the table with the Gods warriors?"


"You're
right, maybe he’d be better off in a calm place studying military history,
surprising everyone with brilliant insights," answered Long Sword, his
face softened by a candid memory.


The
journey continued under the respectful cloak of condolences for a few hours
until that hood was torn from their backs by the incomprehensible snarls of
enemy troops rapidly moving on the eastern horizon. The lookout threw himself
in a wild gallop to reach the Kings, both of whom were once again vigilant, to
tell them what was happening among chaos and agitation:


"Orcs!
There, they converge on us!"


The two
Sovereigns looked at each other with three eyes, for Holaf kept the eyelid of
the gift inflicted on him as tight as the gates of Trondheim.


"Calm
yourself, knight, nothing can be understood from your chatter!" exclaimed
King High sadly.


The
soldier took a breath and more calmly repeated:


"My
Lords, there are Orcs on the horizon to the east, converging on our position.
We can’t tell how many, but I can say with certainty that there are more of
them and they are bolder."


"Well,
now we know the reason for such a hurry," commented proud Holaf,
dissatisfied, while rising as high as possible in the saddle of Dawn
Reflection, he shouted in a thunderous voice: "Knights! Let us show these
ignorant beasts the true meaning of the word haste!" He sat down and
spurred his beloved horse whispering in her ear: "Beauty, let's see that
we don't end up in the nets of those disgusting beings, set the road on fire!"


All the
knights incited their steeds abandoning the more tired horses to their fate.
The raging sky decided to make its contribution to the difficulties of the
Sovereigns and their retinue, unleashing an abundant snowfall on the tormented
Kingdom. So many candid white flakes were falling that they couldn’t see
clearly enough to make out their way. It was concealed from their eyes by a
white and infinite floating curtain.


"Take
heart, my men! By now little separates us from the walls of South Winter, do
not give in!" the Lord of the North did not stop for a moment while
encouraging his men shouting at the top of his voice.


After a
long gallop the worn horses began to slow down, tired and malnourished from
time immemorial like their riders.


"Knights,
do not give in to despair, salvation is at hand!" the great Nordic King
persevered in his work of encouragement, but the first whistles and thumps of
enemy arrows flew around the last in the column for a short time.


With
every metre that passed under the hooves of the horses, the archery shot by the
enemy became closer and more threatening. Arrows mixed with the snow fell like
lightning over their heads, protected by the many shields, so many extra
shields after the battles. Deep thumping sounds onto the wood were a macabre
reminder of the good aim of the enemies, so precise as to induce the God-Slayer
to comment:


"These
are black Orcs. They are too precise and quick with their shots to be fired by
other scum of the earth!"


King
Holaf rode gripping with his legs only, feeling a lot of pain in one arm and
having to hold the round shield with the bicephalous dragon with the other to
cover his head. The Lord of the North did not wear the helmet on his head or
body the armour, as it was too heavy and damaged for a suffering man.


The
noisy chatter of Orcs was heard clearly but incomprehensible coming from behind
the company. Turning around, the Devil of Vilniar saw in the screaming horde
two big beasts soar much higher than the curved backs of the front rows.


"Two
Orcs Commanders, big and worrying," Evghenij told King High, who turned
around and squinting recognized the shiny black skin of the beasts, commanded
by the tyrant Krator of Durgundrut. These beings came from the most remote and
eastern land, never seen before by human eye.


"My
brother, they are the Black Orcs, cursed be all their offspring!"
exclaimed the God-Slayer, adding a dose of words not suitable for such a
cultured King.


The
outburst hit Holaf snatching a smile and a joke from him, "But then you
too are human, Lord of the East!"


"Yes,
but I would like to be a God to sweep those horrors away from my Kingdom,"
answered High, turning back to his enemies.


"I've
never faced the Blacks, but in the north they're said to be fearsome like the Orcs
of Winter!" commented Long Sword annoyed at the thought of seeing
salvation vanish should they be forced into a duel.


The
God-Slayer shook his head as a sign of approval, but he specified:


"Winter
Orcs are strongest if tackled individually, but in a pack they don't know how
to fight. They're just a mass of single fighters side by side, while those
black beasts help each other applying tactics and deceit. Usually they don't
mix happily with the Green Skins and take advantage of the Wrinkled Browns
using them as meat for slaughter," High stopped for a moment to check on
the enemy. "Behind us I can see Browns in the front line, greenish in the
second led by a Commander, and finally I noticed a Black Captain in full
armour, but I can't see everything. The arrows are too precise, I'm afraid it’s
the Black Archers!"


The
analysis of the Lord of the East convinced Long Sword worried him quite a bit.
Moreover the enemy arrows were hitting their targets on the shields with
insistence. The perfidious metallic darts tormented not only the shields but
unfortunately also the horses, slowing down their desperate gallop. The knights
were helped by changing quickly to two on a horse, abandoning the wounded
animal. The horse was unable to continue leading to a certain death. This
tactic only prolonged the moment before the battle that was now clearly
inevitable. With the last remaining energy left in the legs of the quadrupeds,
they went over a small rise that led into an awkward depression, before rising
again to the horizon.


"Better
to stop and face them on a higher position than to place ourselves into such a
deadly corner!" exclaimed the powerful Nordic Dragon, not willing to
approach death while fleeing.


"My
Champion, do not give in to the easy call of glory, South Winter is not far
away! Night falls quickly, and the strong towers of the north will be in sight
at dusk," optimistic King Holaf encouraged him to continue.


"My
Lord, we will never reach dusk, fangs and arrows breathe fetid gusts at the
nape of my neck," Arian intervened, agreeing with the request of the
Dragon.


But
Holaf knew more than all of them put together regarding strategy and avoided answering,
intent as he was on riding without hands.


The
Bear's Head added his voice to the chorus of supplications. He was usually less
enthusiastic than his brothers in arms about launching themselves into battle:


"Sire,
we might not reach the next hill, the high ground would give more strength to
our fists!"


It was
the Lord of the East who responded in a precise and unshakable way:


"All
of you fear an end unworthy of your Valhalla, but if we accept battle now, we
will have neither songs nor poems written about us. The Kings of the East must
be awoken and led in unison against the enemy. But I will be dead with all of
you, and the beasts will overwhelm every city one after the other. If we remain
separate we will have no hope of continuing the human race!" High drew a
long breath and checked the distance of the enemy who were coming closer and
closer, then began again: "You, great warriors, forget the words of Cyfer,
who told us that he had informed the Kings of South Winter about our imminent
visit, alerting them to prepare a safe road. So, King Grigor of South Winter
will not retreat from his duties!


"Let's
hope he was not frightened like many others, and end up shutting himself up
within the walls of his city," bitterly commented Arian, left alone to
fight for a long time with his few men in the lands of the Victory Valley.


"You
don't know my father! He will certainly help us, if he puts himself at the head
of his army," Tyra was annoyed by the undeserving insinuations of the
burnt Tulsky knight.


While at
the head of the column the escape was being discussed, the tail was barely able
to survive with the arrows now almost within range. They quickly rode towards
the gorge, a critical and insidious point. The soil at the bottom of the
valley, narrow and confined, more like a crevasse, had turned marshy, yielding
and viscous, similar to black pitch, having absorbed every drop of water
flowing down the slopes. The horses slowed down abruptly and forced men to
dismount moving into that trap now covered with white flakes.


"You
don't give up, my knights, still little further!" urged King Holaf, but
his men had by now allowed themselves to fall into the icy arms of
discouragement.


"Archers
of the East, climb to the top and fire everything in your possession towards
whatever disgusting tusked snout comes into the valley," ordered Long
Sword, hoping to gain time.


The Orcs
had stopped shooting, hampered by the increasingly thick snow, which obscured
the targets at the bottom of the slope. Their roars were heard coming from the
high ground behind the Kings, who were intent on lightening the horses' steps.
All the superfluous goods were thrown away. Even the litter was torn from the
backs of the horses, but the living were not abandoned, nor even the dead.
Whistling arrows from the east flew against the first Orcs, descending to the
bottom of the depression. Precise and incredibly skilled at shooting, the
archers shot down with perfectly aimed shots some Brown and a Green Skins who
were too bold. The devastating cries coming from the jaws of the wounded Orcs
caused a halt in the rush of their brethren leaving the despicable creatures to
linger on the high ground. Their battle line poorly formed with grunts was
raised and visible. These stupid enemies had enormous force but were limited by
their fearful hearts. However the human arrows could not reach them over the
great distance and a difficult target from below. The monstrous archers, still
well covered by their brown comrades in the front line, shot one arrow after
another, dropping countless arrows at random into the snowy curtain. Many lost
themselves in the snow; a few lucky ones stuck their teeth into the shields and
into the poor horses.


Under
the sharp deluge, well hidden and protected by the shield of Trondheim, the
Bear's Head helped anyone who was delayed by enemy arrows to climb up the
slope.


"Move,
knight," he shouted with all the voice he had in his body at a green man
from Vyborg, standing next to a bogged down horse, whose frightened neighs
magnetically called to the Orcs.


As the
green knight came towards the fourth Nordic rune, he was under constant fire
from the enemy. The fourth rune shook him violently insulting him, but the
green warrior fell to the ground in the mud. From his helmet sprouted, like
flowers from the ground, three arrows with big red plumage. His body armour
bore signs of large blood flow without a doubt. The Bear's Head recovered the
shield and moved away with difficulty in that quagmire, the last of the men.


A strong
roar shook the fugitives. King Holaf turning halfway up the slope saw in the
snow a large black irascible silhouette lifting one of the beings under his
command above his head to the sky and then launch it with little effort and
even less concern on the slope of the hill. A second Orc suffered the same fate
between the barely articulated screams and grunts, of those animals. The fury of
the roaring Captain forcefully pushed the troops into action and in a few
moments all the units moved ruinously into the valley like an avalanche of
stones.


When all
the arrows of their crossbows had been used, the three archers of Black Portal
finally passed to the war hunting bows which were less effective but well
managed.


"Enough,
archers! Climb as soon as possible, now we are on the high ground!"
commanded the Lord of the North satisfied with his tactical decision.


As Tyra
managed to reach the summit, followed as usual by Elisabet and Sersy. Her heart
melted at the sight of the entire South Winter army marching towards them. The
blonde turned and with as much voice as possible and shouted joyfully:


"South
Winter is here! My father is at the head of the army!"


The
news, which reached men with the sweet voice of the princess, rekindled the
ardour in their tired hearts.


"Courage,
soldiers, victory will be ours," King Holaf shouted receiving the
long-awaited news enthusiastically.


The
smiling Dragon, shaking his head, exclaimed:


"Now
I understand the reluctance to go into battle! You knew you only had to gain
time, Majesty, you can teach us a lot even about tactics!"


"You
see, my mighty warrior, death in battle is what I aspire to more than anything
like every man in the north worthy of the name. But there are still many
enemies that I want to send to hell before I go! Before our fate overtakes us many
sagas will be written, my Champion!" replied the Lord of the North
hastening to climb the muddy slope.


"Does
your eye show you the future, my King?" the black Nordic Dragon asked
amazed and worried.


"I
wish it could show the future. We could win every battle without even fighting
it! The truth about the eye at the moment is very disappointing. It shows more
flaws than any benefit it brings," answered Long Sword not wasting time as
the enemy arrows still flew around their bodies.


At the
top, tired and covered in mud, they hurried to reach the ranks of South Winter.
The allies nearby were ready to withstand the impact of the Orcs, being well
protected by a wall of long almond-shaped shields.


"Notch
your arrows," ordered King Grigor, Sovereign of the southernmost city of
the Kingdoms of the North.


The King
sat on a magnificent white horse and was protected in his armour of white
lacquered plates, each one bearing the typical circular glyph in gold of the
Radzyvil family. The sturdy ribbed body armour was in the shape of a shell, and
engraved on top of each rib were runic alphabet phrases citing human virtues.
From the bearded helmet, decorated with a pair of ram horns on the sides,
emerged a long and proud blonde beard, collected in two ribbed braids of blue
and white. The same decoration adorned the long flowing moustaches under his
nose, which was marked by a big scar, just close to the blue eyes. These eyes
were of such a vivid blue that they stood out in spite of the shadow of the
helmet. His long blond hair flowed down covering his shoulders and gorget,
which was gilded and engraved with wisdom and ability. There were twisted and
complex geometric motifs framing the motto of the Sovereign and his men
"Never tamed." Lifting his arm to the horizon with his sword in his
hand, King Grigor gave the second order:


"Pull!"


The
command was repeated by the Commanders until it reached the last archer. The
company exhausted, found refuge among the friendly hosts, who thundered a cry
as the Lord of Trondheim arrived:


"For
the King of the North!"


Such a
shout arose from every man, of whatever rank, in that present moment, showing
their pride in belonging to the talented Nordic armies.


As the
first enemy units came into view, the shields tightened and a multitude of long
pikes were pushed over the barrier making it difficult to break through.


"Crossbowmen,
prepare to fire on the first of the lurid beasts," ordered Geir, eldest
son of South Winter.


Upon
hearing the order, a large group of men jumped into position, placing
themselves among the knights in heavy armour who were holding the shields. The
soldiers were wearing light chain mail with only a thick steel mask to protect
their faces and large cuisse protecting their thighs linked to solid looking
shin guards. The crossbowmen knelt where the almond shields left a space,
opening loopholes perfect for a tight shot.


As the
first warrior shot his arrow, he stood up to leaving his place for the
companion behind him, who could shoot through the legs of those who preceded
him. The first crossbowman, his bow ready again, repositioned himself on his
knees, protecting those who followed him with his shin guards and so he could
fire another arrow.


The Orcs
tired by the climb, at first threw themselves against the army of the north
dying pierced by the arrows of the crossbowmen. Later, more fearful, the enemy
waited for reinforcements at the edge of the descent, hoping to reach a good
number and break through the wall of shields.


"Fire!"
was the last order was given by the Lord of South Winter, lowering his sword.


Each
archer released his arrows to fly through the sky, drawing a perfect parabola,
ending up covering the area of the attacking Orcs causing havoc. A new volley
of sharp wooden pikes was thrown deeper in the hope of surprising the enemy
troops still hidden by the depression. Only one Orc from the first wave reached
the opposing army, but was impaled by long pike. The screaming being, still
filled with furious intentions, approached the shields sliding on the pole of
the weapon dyed black with his blood. The creature randomly brandished a rough
sword shaking the knight intent on holding a shield. A companion at the
knight’s side immediately finished the Orc. The sword of South Winter pierced
the monstrous side unprotected by any armour causing copious blood to flow out.
The sword and the pike were withdrawn from the corpse, hanging against the line
of shields. Immediately the soldiers repositioned their defence trampling on
the enemy to be ready again for another wave.


The
green skinned Orcs Commander cursed angrily and took the lead of the assault,
imposing its shadow on to the white knights. The archers, however well managed,
did not have any effect against its great size, inflicting only annoying insect
bites. In attack and already anticipating the sweet taste of the raw meat of
the King of Trondheim, the huge enemy gave impetus and courage to its warriors,
waving its arms awkwardly and sprinkling drops of drool on those grunting next
to it.


The Lord
of the North at the side of his trusted Vassal observed the calm of the army
with satisfaction. The warriors were composed and regulated without any
quivering or murmurs. At the appropriate time, King Grigor cried out furiously,
"Cavalry!"


Each
cavalry unit moved into one of two compact wings, however, not to crash against
the enemies, but moving parallel to the battlefield. Each horse had a rope tied
to it with a steel chain covered with large spikes and sharp blades attached,
stretched out in a line in front of the wall of shields in secrecy so the
stupid Orcs didn’t notice it. The chain, carried by the cavalry at a gallop,
jumped about and lashed encircling and inexorably tearing apart, amputating and
gutting every beast found inside its coils. Even the strong legs of the great
Green Commander succumbed to the violence of tension of the chains causing him
to fall to the ground among the amputated bits and the black blood of his
soldiers. The two cavalry lines, once the chain stretched out, turned left and
right on a collision course with the enemy. Trampling on corpses and dying they
lay into the enemy with blades and maces, while setting the deadly noose again
in a precise high-speed crossover.


Seeing
the Nordic superiority, the gigantic black despot aimed his big axe at the Kings
and then threw it to the ground with roars and growls. It was certainly a brief
speech, incomprehensible to the human ear, but certainly comprehensible as an
insulting threat wishing death upon them. King Grigor looked at the Long Sword
asking for orders, but the Lord of the North replied to his Vassal with a bow
of his head and the simple words:


"It
is your decision, my Sovereign, I have nothing to complain about so far."


The
regent of South Winter shouted forcefully, spitting as he yelled:


"Let's
break those ugly barbarian asses totally."


The wall
of shields moved quickly stabbing every beast lying on the ground. The men paid
attention not to miss any remains: better a corpse violated a second time,
rather than finding an enemy ready to attack from behind. The archers followed
the heavy infantry by positioning themselves close to the steep slope, and it
was left to the discretion of each man to choose his target. The archers pulled
their bows quickly and efficiently, offering many bull’s eyes to the greedy
metal. At the end of the rain of sharp steel only the Commander Orc, all black
skin, armour and anger, arrived with about twenty of its followers on the high
ground opposite the depression, transformed into a horrific game bag. The men
gave a shout of victory with the motto of South Winter and a second shout of
exaltation to the King of the Nordic Kings.


The
black beast stuck its blade into the skull of the only surviving Green skin Orc,
dividing its body in two. It took the entrails and threw them with all the
force it had against human battle lines, managing to hit the white and blue
shields with fetid bowels and dripping black Orc blood.


King
Grigor, seeing what had happened and fearing large stones could be thrown, was
preparing to order the retreat with the sole aim of preserving the lives of his
soldiers. The mighty enemy, left alone by its few warriors, did not thrown
anything else. Then it too embarked on the road of defeat.


"What
do you suggest, my Sovereign? Should we inspect corpses for news or treasures?"


"No,
my dear Grigor, only death lies at the foot of these slopes," the Lord of
Trondheim replied painfully.


"My
Sovereign, a few miles away from us and the comfortable rooms of the fortress
of Warm Ice. I insist that you treat it like your home, sitting where you
belong!" proposed the blond Grigor, but the Lord of the North immediately
shook his head and specified:


"I
will be your guest and I will ask you for many services, including healers for
me and my soldiers, food, baths and warm blankets, but I will never take
advantage of your loyalty usurping the throne, granted to you and your family,"
Holaf stopped to fight against a sharp sudden pain in his arm, which arrived
surprising him, and turning his face into a mask of pain.


"My
King of Kings, I see you are in trouble, would you like us to slow down?"
the friendly Sovereign asked.


"No,
thank you, don't be afraid for me, I've seen worse days. It is a miracle that I
am alive. I do not dare to complain, because many have died so that we may
reach you alive," the Lord of the North answered modestly, straightening
up as much as a man in his condition could do. "I owe you my life and that
of my entourage. You've been providential and incredibly skilful. The chain was
a real touch of class! Those Orcs would never have expected such a trick,"
commented Long Sword with satisfaction, without hiding his great pride. The
company had been saved by the Whites of South Winter, not the forces of the
Citadel nor of the Ring of Steel, but men of the North.


High now
joined him relaxed, quiet and smiling as he was, attracting Holaf's curiosity
and making him exclaim:


"I
have been greatly amiss, my mind is distracted. My good Grigor, I do not know
if you have had the honour of meeting the Lord of the East, High Marshal. His
presence has been a gift from on high!"


King
Grigor came forward and touching his helmet with two fingers, exclaimed:


"It's
a real honour! Up to now I've only heard stories of your deeds. They are the
subject of many epics that have reached my ears!"


The
God-Slayer bowed deeply and, as usual, kindly replied:


"We
owe a great deal to you, King Grigor, and I hope that one day I will be able to
share my experiences with you."


"I'm
afraid we won't have a long time to wait. With so many monsters on the doorstep
the opportunity will come soon. See you don't miss it!" the Sovereign of
South Winter answered solid and rough, as was his not so neat appearance.










Chapter 29


Return
home


 


 


Not far
from the high-ranking Kings who were busy catching up on news, the Princess of
South Winter galloped shyly, embarrassed or frightened, consoling herself in
the attentive care of her Lady.


"My
dear, what is worrying you? What is stopping you from embracing your
father?" asked Elisabet with her usual delicacy.


The
princess hung her head down, hidden by her hood, almost hissed in fear of being
recognized:


"My
father doesn’t know the meaning of the word embrace. I fear his judgment and
his reaction, as soon as King Holaf reveals the story of the rape."


"Don't
talk nonsense, princess! You are not to blame for that disaster," the elderly
Lady burst out.


The
young blond princess did not move, her head bent, her shoulders shaking
followed by crystal clear drops of innocence, falling on her knees gave weak
sobbing breaths. The fear of her father's inflexible judgment filled Tyra’s
being, making her regret she had not died. The young woman was convinced that
she had not fought worthily, bringing shame on all warriors of northern origin.


The
Bear's Head following after them, came close to the beautiful girl in tears and
taking her hand tried to lift her from despair:


"If
you allow me, I'll ask to speak to your father and intercede for you. I‘m not
afraid of blame or trouble. I would willingly support any pain or fatigue, but
what I don't want to see and can't bear is sadness in your eyes, my sweet Princess."


Hearing
these words Tyra wiped her tears shyly and, still weeping, exclaimed:


"You
look like a bear but you are an angel at heart. I’m lucky you revealed yourself
to my blind eyes!"


The
Dragon, always on guard, as if war never abandoned his soul, hearing the
problems of the princess and his brother Bear decided that if someone was
obliged to intercede, that duty should fall to the powers of the Lords of the
North. He approached the three crowned personages and explained himself:


"My
King, may I introduce myself. I am the third Master of the Trondheim War. I
thank you for your help and your splendid tactical moves. I would like to
speak, if it is not inappropriate, with the Lord of the North only for a
moment."


King Holaf
immediately slowed down without too much ceremony, which King Grigor seemed not
to mind.


"Tell
me, my Champion, what is bothering you?" the Nordic King asked, thinking
already of who knows what strange mystery.


"My
Lord, the princess does not show herself for fear of being criticised over the
painful events in her past. My brother would like to intercede, but in what
capacity, is something of a difficulty. Only you can clear the way and remove
the difficulties that do not in fact exist," the Dragon's Head stated
clearly.


"My
dear warrior, I was expecting to hear of serious trouble from your lips. I'm
glad to hear that it is that simple. Now we'll fix it all immediately," he
answered visibly relaxing. The Lord of the North was tired but serene, as he hadn't
been for weeks.


On the
horizon, the low and mighty circular towers of South Winter could be seen. At
first little more than a dark spot in the sunset covered by clouds, but in the
eyes of those who had been dreaming of them since time immemorial, they seemed
beautiful beyond all words, a vision of with certainty and salvation.


"My
King of the Nordic Kings, here are the towers of my home! A hot bath will soon
bring you back to life," proudly exclaimed Grigor of the North.


"My
faithful King, during this journey I learned of a tragedy," King Holaf
stopped in his vain attempt to find appropriate words.


"Tragedy?
Tell me what it is! What could there ever be that is worse than these
disgusting Orcs!" asked the King of South Winter.


Long
Sword resigned himself to telling the simple truth. Given the Nordic blood of
Grigor, any other method would not be taken well, so he began:


"I
found your daughter Tyra at Kitan..." but King Holaf was interrupted by
Grigor, worried and agitated just at the mention of his daughter:


"Tyra!
What happened to my sweet little girl?"


Holaf
looked at him with his only cold eye and icily stated:


"Your
daughter was raped by Prince Horos, to whom she was betrothed."


The King
of South Winter, overwhelmed by Nordic wrath, raised his arms to the sky and
screamed:


"The
head of that cursed Horos will rot in my rooms, so that every morning I can see
the putrefaction consume his face!"


"Calm
yourself, Sovereign of South Winter! Your daughter no longer lives within those
walls, nor is Horos in good health," the Lord of the North told him,
quietening his fury.


"And
where? Please tell me where is Tyra to be found? The world outside the walls of
a castle is too dark and dangerous for a delicate young girl," stated
Grigor wisely.


The
answer was not given by Long Sword, but blossomed from his daughter's slender
lips. Tyra, moved by her father's love, never so clear or evident, revealed her
presence by shouting:


"Here
I am, father!"


King
Grigor slowed down his horse to join his long absent child, while her brother
Geir cried:


"Princess
Tyra is home again! My sister is back!"


All the
men of the East gave a loud cry of joy, making a barbarous clamour and hitting
their shields with their blades to celebrate.


After an
embrace, balancing on his horse, the happy King Grigor turned to his Lord:


"My
King, and what has become of that damned prince?"


"Horos
dared to offend the north, but even worse, he had the audacity to repeat his
rudeness during his visit to the Sepulchre of the Gods. Godwin, Lord of the
South, did not forgive such misdeeds and reduced the life expectancy of the
young man after permission from the greatly disturbed King Armillus, Lord of
Kitan. The latest news that has come to our ears about Horos was that his
condition was so bad that they doubted he would get through the night,"
said King Holaf, in a satisfied manner.


"I
should send a hawk to the south to thank Sire Godwin," King Grigor
exclaimed with pleasure at the news of his revenge.


The Lord
of the North corrected him smiling:


"My
good Vassal, when King High and I have finished sending our necessary hawks,
you will no longer have any left in your cages!"


The
blond King of South Winter stared at his Lord for a moment and thundered a
question:


"So,
we go to war?"


"We
will gather the Vassals of the North, East and South and create the most
imposing army in human history," commented King Holaf, moved and slightly
excited.


"Who
will lead the force," Grigor asked, afraid that his fellow countrymen
wouldn’t be named.


A
question was resolved by the Lord of the East himself:


"My
King, the West doesn't count! I would give the overall command to the Lord of
the North, who is more skilled and experienced than me. Godwin, too, will have
no objection to this appointment. Only King Holaf can save us from such
enemies!"


As they
discussing this, the sky turned black and no star could be seen. The only
lights came from the torches on the walls of South Winter, visible beyond the
bridges, which controlled the city. The river, thunderous and tumultuous,
flowed through the darkness of the late evening; from the watchtower came the
sound of a short, light blast on a horn. The long procession of men stopped on
the opposite bank, while a soldier shouted to the guards:


"It's
us, lower the bridge!


"Who?
Do you think I am crazy enough to let all those announced by an anonymous ‘us’
through?" a voice answered from the tower.


"We
are the Whites in the following of King Grigor of South Winter, we are
returning from war!"


"Give
some light, and show my Lord King Grigor, only then will I lower the
bridge," said the observer from the walls.


"That’s
a good soldier of yours!" commented King High satisfied with his
capability.


"Truly
a good guardian!" the Lord of the city was pleased.


"Are
the bridges standing up to the red water?" asked the Lord of Trondheim,
well recalling the unpleasant event.


Grigor
waited a moment collecting his thoughts and then responded:


"Yes,
my Lord, our stone bridges are not corroded, but I have news of wooden bridges
which have been swallowed up by the water!"


"It
will be necessary to have information about the situation of the various
bridges. A vast army has to have solid bridges as its priority," commented
the God-Slayer.


Having
verified the royal presence, no further doubt barred the steps of the Kings.
Now they could see the cheerful fires crackling along the walls of South
Winter, built in large blocks of grey stone. The defences were not too high,
but very thick and sloping. They went around the city in a sturdy embrace
watched over by countless circular towers with typical straw roofs. They gave
rise to particular memories, perched as they were on the heights characterizing
the hilly landscape. The bands at the top of the walls were filled in with
wooden panels that had archer’s slits. Holes where boiling water and pitch
could be poured were mercilessly visible at the foot of each battlement. The
mighty drawbridge awaited the return of their Lord, and the large, low, purely
military passage welcomed the column with pride. Nothing decorative spoiled the
impression of an austere fortress, appreciated by the Lord of the city.


On the
return of the Kings cries of jubilation broke out within the city. The people
rushed to welcome their dear friends and family who had left with the idea of
dying. But to the great relief of all, no White lost his life in the action.
The military rigour of the soldiers of South Winter was lost as soon as their
wives, promised brides and anxious mothers claimed loved ones. The crowd mixed
with the soldiers draped in blue and white creating a kaleidoscope of colours
because of the vivid hues of the clothes used by the noisy and festive
civilians. Screams of joy and loud kisses did not hide the spontaneous
acclamation for the crowned heads. First of all in gratitude for having
safeguarded all lives, the shouts praised King Grigor, Lord of the city, then
the King of the Nordic Sovereigns, always welcome, and finally the pleasing
ally of the East.


The
handful of survivors was taken by the local Sovereign through the festive streets
of the city. Despite the rigid temperature, it seemed that there was no man,
woman or child in the shelter of the houses. They moved along a wide street the
route chosen by the Sovereign for his guests. The well-cared for and beaten
earth pavement was pleasantly solid under their feet, after sinking through a
light layer of snow. The way was lined with a long series of small burning
wooden pyres, positioned on both sides of the road in to give a scenic effect
to the streets of the fortress.


The
buildings in the background were mostly simple one-storey houses, except for
rare constructions soaring to a second level. All the architecture used large,
solid white stones and featured wooden jambs and architraves, used as frames
for small doors and tiny windows with multi-coloured leaded glass. The low,
disproportionately wide doors, almost more like squares than traditional
rectangles, were made like this for practical reasons. In fact, the unusual
form limited the entry of the cold, and also concealed a pagan religious dogma.
The Nordic creed believed that within the domestic walls, spirits linked to
their ancestors were always present. The low entrance was built to force those
who crossed the threshold to bow so there was never any lack respect or
forgetfulness in greetings for the dead.


There
was no particular craftsmanship or decorative paintings to add beauty to the
minimal essence of the residences. The main outlet for flair was shown in the
handling of the materials. The positioning of the stones lead to evident
vertical working scratches, alternated with scratches for the horizontal
position. The stratagem created a curious pattern of lines, similar to the
texture of some floors in precious woods, used by the wealthiest classes of the
west.


The
usual material for the roof was swamp rushes and straw, pitched very steeply to
make the snow slide off. These covered the top of every building and had solid
smoking chimneys emerging from the inclines, giving off not only the typical
acrid smell of wood combustion. From these openings spread sophisticated
fragrances that reached the worn-out but ravenous nostrils of the knights. The
smell of spices, meats and other delicacies saturated the air along the way,
leading to watering mouths among the knights.


The
festive population, unaware of the events, which would also shortly be
descending on their heads, came close to the King and his guests, offering
welcome delicacies. After passing the main road full of jubilation and playful
uproar, a large square opened up in front of their path. At the centre of the
square on top of a monolithic stone pedestal stood a tall and simple statue,
depicting the father of King Grigor. The mighty stone warrior with a long thick
beard and shaved hair was called Geir the First. The statue in his memory had
been designed in a magnificently dynamic pose. The warrior, arched backwards
with one foot off the ground, was about to end the life of a barbarian chief,
who was lying in front of him, with one stroke of his sword. The magnificent stone
sculpture with its bronze details was illuminated by a flaming brazier, which
was cleverly positioned giving an extraordinary sensation of life. No detail
was overlooked. There was even mother of pearl set in the eyes of bronze in
order to give the statue a penetrating look.


The Lord
of the North felt distant among all these festive activities. The first thought
in his mind was the desire to give an appropriate burial to young Boris.


"My
kind host, I must ask you for an additional favour. I carry with me the remains
of Boris Morozov, the second prince born of Vyborg, who fell valiantly in
battle." Long Sword was interrupted by King Grigor who gave him a
disconcerted look:


"My
Lord, are you talking about the same Boris? His father tells very different
stories about him, a long way from honour and battles."


"That's
right, my host. His father Demitry never made such a great mistake in his life
as he did on his young son's account. Valiant and honest to the point of
convincing me to offer him the chance to meet my beloved Sigrid," the
judgment was as frank and sincere as King Holaf himself, to which the Sovereign
of South Winter commented:


"My
King, if you wanted to make him a member of your family, then certainly those
who boasted of knowing salacious details about the young prince were simply
malicious evil gossip mongers. I suppose you want to bury him in a place
suitable for a warrior?"


"If
it is possible I have heard about your Heroes Garden, kept within the walls of
the fortress!" exclaimed Long Sword directly, catching King Grigor
unawares. He was so surprised by the daring request that he shook his head
before reflecting.


"Please,
father, Boris was a good friend to me too, during the long and tiring journey,"
interceded Tyra with affection, offering a nice smile in the hope of bribing
her father.


"But
only the great heroes of South Winter can rest in that garden," the
Sovereign of the city objected.


Geir
also expressed his thoughts:


"My
Father, I don't think a really brave young man would annoy our uncle, your
father, nor the fathers of your fathers, let alone all the other heroic
spirits. Grant this honour to King Holaf!"


The Lord
of the North did not insist further, aware that he had asked for a great deal.
If it had been possible, he would have taken the poor coffin to Trondheim to
rest in the catacombs of the Nordic capital, among the greatest and most
powerful heroes of humanity, but time was neither favourable nor friendly and
did not permit long detours.


"My
King of the Arctic Lands, I can't help but support your request! I live to
serve you, and please forgive me for taking so long to decide," replied
King Grigor with his eyes gleaming at the sight of his sweet daughter.


Brave
Holaf, bowing his head, exclaimed with a joyful heart:


"You
are offering me a great gift, my King, I will be forever grateful!"


They
finally arrived in front of the keep of the fortress of Warm Ice, majestic like
a mountain covered with white ice. The construction made of pure white stone
dropped its drawbridge. As the procession passed across, armigers on its towers
gave a cry "The King is back! Lower the drawbridge!" A solid thud
like the roar of thunder echoed into the night darkness, warning of the opening
of the gates. King Grigor ordered his eldest son:


"Geir,
find the runic priest and give orders to prepare the ceremony! I think the King
wants to take this weight from his mind, even more than removing the blood and
the mud."


Rapidly
the Prince moved away from the small procession, vanishing into the tiny parade
square beyond the second boundary wall. The fortress had many pictorial
decorations inside the walls showing epic struggles against dragons and giants,
sea voyages on waves lapping Viking drakkars. Curious rural scenes were mixed
eccentrically and out of place with the heroes. They had obviously been painted
rapidly and carelessly. Noting the interest aroused in the God-Slayer by such
strange subjects, Tyra competently explained them to him:


"My
King, those poorly crafted paintings were ordered by my father's ancestor to
cancel the deeds of his predecessor from history. There was neither affection
nor esteem between them. Certainly these works could have been better
integrated into the pictorial cycle, if only the artist responsible for work
had been worthy of such a task."


The Lord
of the East was still attracted to the paintings and then commented:


"I
couldn't have had a better guide to understand such a pictorial oddity, thank
you, my Princess!"


The
master of the house led the group across the parade square, crossing a second
drawbridge over a large moat, full of stagnant water. Leaves of unknown plants
covered the surface, looking like solid earth to a less experienced eye.
Abandoning the horses to the skilful hands of the grooms and the knight of
Vyborg with his badly injured leg to the court healers, they crossed the
threshold of the central area of the castle.


The
group found itself immersed in a splendid garden with winding and undulating
paved paths, surrounded by lush vegetation. An enormous centuries-old fir tree rose
to the sky right in the middle of the green space; its long, dense branches
cast a relaxing shadow, under which a most refined white marble temple with a
very pronounced rooftop was placed. The white spiral columns, three for each
corner, twelve in all, created a whirling movement repeated at the top, where
magnificent marble sculptures with gilded details illustrated the most
important warrior deities. Two rows of three stone thrones, seats reserved for
the royal family, worked with intricate fretwork, were placed safely under the
white vault. A little further on, a low, barely noticeable building was half
buried in the ground. It was covered with shrubs and lichens; a long, wide
staircase led deeply into the earth until it reached a metal grille in front of
a wooden door, decorated with bronze bas-reliefs.


King
Grigor of the north went into the dark shadows first, followed by his two
Lords, and only after seeing the three Kings go through the heavy door,
decorated with glorious scenes of struggle, the rest of the survivors also
dared to do so. The narrow tunnel where the body of Boris was carried and the
procession followed was narrow and not at all welcoming. Large cobwebs covered
the passage and there was a persistent dank smell of closed rooms, mixed with
wet and mould, which brutally struck the nostrils of the living. Along the dark
stone wall there was a strip of white rock about a hand’s span in height, along
the whole gallery. On this white stone, written in gold letters, decorated with
silver creepers, were carved the following words: "Here dwells a race of
heroes, here lies those who brought glory to the banner, here will arise those
who are remembered warmly."


After
passing through the tunnel and mounting each step, the Garden of Heroes of
South Winter was hidden by an identical door with a twin grille. The light of
the torches warmly enveloped them. In the large quadrangular space there were
nine columns, engraved and carved with typical Nordic braids. At the top of the
columns dominated semi-circular lintel, descending from which was the winter
skeleton of the largest vine ever seen. Between the columns there were eight
statues, all ancient but from diverse eras, when men were not well versed in
the sculptural arts, so the statues had rough and squared forms giving anthropomorphic
representations of the first heroes of South Winter. On the walls, a large
number of niches dug into the stone acted as resting places for the venerated
remains. Many of the burial recesses were black and empty, others showed the
bones or rusted helmets of the dead buried there.


An
elderly sleepy looking runic priest appeared. He was rude, wearing long black
pointed hood with only his lips and eyes visible. His tunic, also of the colour
of the underworld, fell to the ground. He was wearing a wide semi-rigid
vestment on his shoulders, which fell to his knees. This stole made of gold
thread showed the entire runic alphabet, clearly visible, embroidered in a
precious orange silk. One thin hand wearing fine gloves carried a torch, while
the second, held the golden band at his waist, as he waited for the Prince's
arrival.


"Priest,
what are you waiting for, a Royal invitation?" said Grigor irritated. He
wanted to get the burial over with, an unwelcome ritual to the Nordic warriors.


"My
King, I am waiting for your son Geir as he ordered me!" the religious
authority replied, annoyed.


The wait
did not last long, as the Crown prince reached the breathless funeral group.
Their tears had long been exhausted, not because of anger but out of
exhaustion.


"Here
I am, my Sovereign!" exclaimed Geir, kneeling down in front of the Lord of
the North, offering him a precious box of dark wood, inlaid with fantastic
technical ability.


King
Holaf immediately noticed that the size was right for the horrid sack
containing the remains of the young Boris, and was moved:


"I
thank you, young heir, for your kind gesture. I am sure I can speak on behalf
of Prince Boris. He was an able student of tactics and he would have certainly
liked the decorations of his coffin!"


The
third Master of the War came forward and took the body from the hands of King
Holaf and the worthy coffin from those of the prince. In this way Long Sword
was not forced to look at the destruction hidden within the sack. Piously
placing each part in the coffin, the Dragon gave it back to the Sovereigns and
the runic priest. The third Nordic rune looked neither his King nor anyone else
in the face. With his head low to conceal himself from everyone, he embraced
the beautiful Sersy pretending emotion.


The
Queen of South Winter arrived. She had been brutally snatched from her prayers,
which were no longer needed, seeing her husband had returned. All of Tyra’s
brothers and sisters escorted her, full of joy, an emotion that was not very
appropriate to the dark function with which they had no connection. The priest
lit a brazier in the middle of the circle of columns, beginning the ancient
ritual. Northern funeral ceremonies were rare, as the continuing search for the
glorious death left corpses on the battlefield in a crude and military manner,
but the young Boris had entered so much into the heart of the Nordic Lord that
he received treatment worthy of a hero. The ceremony was short but intense,
illuminated by the warm light of long tongues of silent fire, raising the soul
of the hero to heaven. At the end of the ritual the coffin was placed in a
niche right next to Geir first. Not having the helmet to identify the blond
prince as it had been wrecked, the Bear's Head pulled out a dagger and carefully
engraved on the unadorned base of the box "Here lies Boris Morozov, Prince
of Vyborg, called the Brave." All those present walked away without a
sound leaving doors and gates closed behind them. The contrast between the
festive atmosphere of the city and the weeping hearts of the companions of the
deceased prince seemed so marked that even rough King Grigor noticed:


"My
Ladies and Gentlemen, in view of the late hour, I suggest that any discussions
be postponed until tomorrow. A warm bath and good rest will restore your tried
and tested bodies. I will have food brought to the rooms assigned to you in
case hunger bites you during the night."


"Thank
you, my King, your care and attention move us and strengthen us," answered
the Lord of the East emerging from has reverie.


The way
to the guest rooms in the fortress of Warm Ice did not pass through the throne
room, but through a multitude of other small rooms with varied and singular
decorative styles. King High was very impressed by a room with white and blue
ceramics, a small chamber, with walls covered with dark wood panelling and
magnificent silks in refined shades of blue, depicting exotic countries far
away. Hundreds of small white vases with cobalt decorations were placed on tiny
shelves jutting out from the walls. At his feet a floor of dark and light wood
created an optical illusion repeated on the coffered ceiling. It was so well
made that it looked like a large mirror. Next to the right wall was a splendid
gigantic stove, also covered with white ceramics with decorations in the same
colour, representing the emblem of South Winter. It was all too imposing,
reducing the space of the room and becoming the main attraction.


Other
similar aristocratic rooms were visited as the royal family and their entourage
passed through. Splendid tapestries of bright red or vigorous green welcomed
guests, surprising them with the refined choice of furniture. Huge cherry wood
sideboards in which sets of ceramic plates, hundreds of pieces, were safely
stored. A whole wall of precious goblets with shimmering gold stems winked
cheerfully at the amazed warriors in the tableware room. Carpets and sofas with
a soft and comfortable look called to the passers in front of an immense
fireplace of fine white marble, in a room called the Colloquium.


Of all
these extraordinary treasures, it was the private armoury of King Grigor that
aroused wonder in the Lord of Trondheim and in the King of the Kings of the
East. As soon as they came through the double doors, visitors were welcomed
into the large room by two huge sets of armour of large Orcs Commanders, curved
and ready to attack. One of the two had an enormous sword, while the second had
a colossal prismatic hammer full of spikes, typical of the Black Orcs. The
rough helmets with their threatening shapes adorned with childish paintings and
long manes were made of cold worked iron of unthinkable thickness. The two
menacing statues almost touched each other creating an arch under which
visitors were forced to linger in dismay.


"Monstrously
heavy these plates of armour!" exclaimed the Wolf's Head in admiration.


"Yes,
but made of weak and soft scrap metal!" the Leopard said contemptuously


"My
brothers, you need an entire army or a God to take down these enemies,"
added the fourth warrior of the north to the chorus of commentary.


The
young page, hearing the words of the knights, explained:


"My
Lords, these two pieces of armour belonged to a Black Orc and a Nordic Rock
Head. My King bought them from the mercenaries of the Volcano Island. Their
Commander was the force that brought about the defeat of these enemies!"


The
Dragon looked at the immense size of the armour and commented incredulously:


"A
man alone cannot shoot down such beasts. They will have been many or had the
help of catapults!"


But the
young page, turning with his eyes full of admiration, replied:


"My
valiant warrior, it was actually Rjurik Volsun, pretender to the throne of
Rostorov, the killer of such beasts!"


Not even
the proud third Master of War dared reply to this revelation, having heard
stories and tales praising the deeds of Prince Volsungo. There were many
armours of every era and workmanship in good order along the sides of the large
space: among these stood the valuable armour that had belonged to the
penultimate Emperor. It was distorted by opulence and aesthetic variations and
flaunted its function of representation rather than strength for defence,
covered as it was with precious stones and floral display making it almost
unusable.


King
Holaf was greatly impressed by the striking armour owned by the late Prince of
Red Ice, Olghered Swenson, who died under the fury of a titan who descended to
ravage the Citadel, the brave brother of today's King Skoll Swenson. This
martial work of art was bright red in colour, typical of the Red Devils, the
army of the city of Red Ice, and was incomplete and damaged following the
brutal battle that led to the death of the great leader. The mighty plates of
the shoulder straps were covered with four hundred small golden studs, one for
each enemy killed. The body armour, ruined and marked by evident signs of
struggle, showed gold inscriptions, depicting winged demons armed with swords
and spears, with which they ran through poor naked humans, equipped only with
clubs. On the vanbrace before the gauntlets, the motto "Not a step
back" was evidence of the stubbornness of such violent and skilled Nordic
warriors. The helmet covered the head totally and had two long golden horns and
an eye right in the middle of the forehead with the colours of fire, similar to
Holaf’s new gift, which gave rise to a mountain of questions.


The
splendid collection ended with the armour of a giant from the Overland at the
back wall. It was so tall that it had to be put together as if the knight was
on his knees waiting to be dubbed as a knight, with a sword and an immense
shield at his side. Despite its size, the armour had many large holes. Long
Sword gave a slight nudge to High and pointing to the enormous armour he
boasted:


"My
brother, the holes on the shield and in the breast plate of that giant were
made during last winter by the defences of the Arkantorre. This is more
important than the criticism levelled by the stingy King of the West at my
enormous military expenses. These are the results of that spending.


The
God-Slayer admired, was amazed and favourably surprised. He commented:


"You
have to tell me where to get weapons that can cause such damage!"


"Simple,
from the mercenaries of Rostorov, only they possess such technologies,"
Holaf answered, diminishing the exceptionality of the affirmation.


"It's
a shame, they don't sell anything to anyone anymore! How did you convince
them?" asked the Lord of the East, intrigued.


"By
making a covenant with the devil," Long Sword answered, whispering,.


"My
brother, you can't make such statements without explaining what they mean or I
won't sleep tonight," he pushed High clarify without getting any results.










Chapter 30


The
least suitable not to cause harm


 


 


They
finally arrived in the wing of the fortress dedicated to guests and the Kings
were shown into bright rooms, full of every luxury and delicacy. The same thing
happened to young Sersy, whose private rooms were of equal splendour to those
of the Kings, while the unfortunate knights were crammed into the much more
modest dormitories, usually used by the guards of the guests. The Masters of
War and Duke Evghenij, with great politeness, chose to stay in the dormitories
so as not to offend the men, who had been their equals for a long time
according to the law of the battlefield.


Although
they were unadorned dormitories with bare stone on the walls, a large fireplace
guaranteed pleasant warmth. Food and drink arranged on long tables with simple
benches positioned in the centre of the room, awaited the hungry. The bunk beds
made of sturdy wood did not disappoint the tired knights. Many of them with no
energy left were unable to resist their weariness, calling for lengthy repose.
They collapsed helpless still dirty and dressed in high uniforms. Others took
mugs of excellent well made Nordic cider, but lost the fight against their
closing eyes. The men sitting on the benches gave in one after the other, with
the glasses still full, to the sweetness of Morpheus.


The War
Masters freed themselves, for the first time in weeks, from the heavy armour
encrusted with mud and blood. On their bodies purple bruises caused by the
battles pulsed insistently, clearly showing the violence of the blows suffered.


"I
feel naked without steel," commented the bitter Dragon's Head.


The Wolf
did not miss the opportunity to tease his companion immediately commented:


"Brother,
if you like, I'll help you into your armour again, and you can go and have your
bath well dressed."


The
third smiling Master answered:


"With
my armour I wouldn't fit in the bath, and besides I don't like rust!"


But the
Dragon was wrong: in the bathrooms of the dormitory large stone bathtubs
awaited them. They were so large that they look like spas or fountains,
steaming with pleasant hot water. The warriors of Trondheim plunged into the
water with joy, followed by a few knights of Vyborg and a soldier of Tulsky,
all so weary that they had lost their usual noisiness. The Bear's Head stayed
near the restorative baths, waiting on the threshold to greet the princess. She
lingered a long time before leaving her companions and lingered even more with
her knight.


At the
end of the assignment of the rooms, Tyra, smiling, not without a touch of bitterness,
said gracefully:


"My
Bear, I wish you a good rest!"


"My
beloved Princess, you sleep well too, I will soon find you in my dreams,"
replied the romantic fourth Master of the War with a docile smile.


Tyra
looked down and whispered reddening:


"I
would like to have you by my side like last night, when the only certainty was
you. I longed for a bed, walls, a roof and now that desire has been fulfilled I
will no longer have you next to me and that scares me."


The
Bear's Head moved closer to whisper in the ear of the royal blond Lady and in a
gentle tone promised:


"Princess,
it's only a few hours. Tomorrow I'll be next to you not only in my thoughts.
Therefore, sleep well, for there are many things to show me in your city!"


Tyra
after a deep bow reciprocated by the Bear retreated to the bottom of the
corridor, followed by a muttering Elisabet:


"What
a waste of time! Surely your rude warrior, my beloved Princess, is not dying!"


The
crowned heads greeted each other with a hug and then quickly disappeared behind
the solid wood doors. The twin rooms were spacious, furnished in excellent
taste. Richly decorated furniture and sculptural frills adorned the already
remarkable golden fabric covering the walls. The glossy black stone floor
reflected the deep, dark wood coffered ceiling with floral motifs with many
details picked out in gold. A lovely fireplace made of the same stone as the
flooring radiated heat and a vibrant yellow light into the room.


A large
bed visually dominated the space surmounted by the most decorated canopy ever
seen by the spartan Nordic Lord. Each of the four columns of the canopy
depicted a mythological reptilian creature, whirling up to heaven, where the
jaws spread out trying to grasp a multitude of small chaotically animated
cherubs. Arches of swollen clouds emerged, which were so well made that they
seemed soft, behind the gathering of angels.


Where
these vaporous structures met, exactly at the centre of the bed, slightly lower
down there was an angel armed with a shield and a spear, ready to defend his
fellow men. Drapes of purple fabric embroidered with gold thread radiated from
the back of the warrior putto to the columns, and from there, they fell to the
floor, enlivening the curtains used to shield the light of the fireplace.


Both Kings,
wishing to cleanse themselves, discovered the incredible bathroom complex for
the use of the nobles. Going through the door of the room there were two other
doors, one for the latrine, the other for the bathing area. The white marble
floor of the second space sloped gently next to a private well, which lead to a
bathtub as wide as the whole floor. A pair of elegant three-paned windows would
have flooded the room with light if it had only been daylight, but given the
hour, the Kings were satisfied with a modest candelabrum hanging from the
ceiling with only three candles. To the right and left in the bathtub, immersed
in the warm waves, there were two large stone benches, which politely invited
the bathers to seat themselves. As a support for their backs there was a large
slab of perforated and polished white marble that went from the surface of the
water to the round arch of the brick vault.


It was
while Long Sword sat down immersing himself in the hot bath that he heard the
God-Slayer ask:


"Holaf,
is that you?


"Yes,
my brother!


"I
hear your voice, but where are you?" asked Long Sword trying to peer
through the narrow gaps of the marble slab in the half-light, enveloping the
room next door.


"I'm
in the bathroom, theoretically on your right," High explained, looking
through the holes. "Here, I see you, you are looking into the wrong room!"


King
Holaf did not have time to move away from the gaps before a loud and sharp
female cry rose from the adjacent bathroom.


"Who
is that pervert who is trying to spy through the wall," Sersy shouted,
covering her prosperous breasts with her arms.


Very
embarrassed Long Sword could do nothing but apologize:


"Milady,
what an unpleasant misunderstanding! I am ashamed and I apologize to you, I was
looking for the Lord of the East in the wrong direction. Can you ever forgive
me?"


The
beautiful brunette, who was not new to the experience of appearing naked,
answered jokingly:


"Only
a few moons ago, my King, I would have asked you for five dinars for such a
peek, but for you the first glimpse is free."


Long
sword, moving away from the wall, replied amused:


"It's
a shame that I wasted my free peek struggling through the shadows in search of
High's ugly scar." There was a delicate giggle coming from the girl,
intent on playing noisily in the water.


"What
a pleasant feeling it is to be able to immerse yourself and be lulled by the
warm waters!" exclaimed the Lord of the East, breathing relaxed.


Holaf
made a sound of agreement with his mouth shut and immersed himself totally in
an attempt to clean his long, extremely dirty hair. The Lord of the North, once
he had re-emerged, was faced by an unexpected question, posed by the usually
discreet High:


"My
brother, could you reveal your pact with the devil?"


The King
of Trondheim, caught unawares, took a moment, but finally gave in to the
curiosity of his brother in arms:


"Bad
thing that, especially for a father so jealous of his daughters,"
God-Slayer interrupted him the repenting of his curiosity:


"Brother,
forgive me, it was not my intention to make you uncomfortable, I should have
kept quiet!"


But
Holaf quietly answered, heartening the sorry High:


"It
is nothing very serious! When I went to Rostorov to plead with King Wolfmar to
have the weapons built for the north to bring down the Titans, the Lord of the
Variaghi demanded a very unusual payment, or he would not have given me the
weapons to defend us," the Lord of the North stopped for a moment and the
silence fell into the room, broken only by the gentle waves of the water moved
by Sersy. Even the interested girl came close to the wall of the Long Sword and
asked, without shame:


"My
King, what payment did he ask?"


The Lord
of the North, smiling, answered:


"That
devil of a half titan asked me the most precious thing in the world, the hand
of one of my beloved little girls for one of his children!"


"That
is all!" was the disappointed comment of Sersy. She had already invented
her own fantasy and in her heart craved stories of black magic.


High
burst out laughing at the frankness shown by the young Lady, while Holaf almost
angry replied:


"I
would like to see you forced to offer your daughter in marriage to such beings!
They are three meters high on average, and their descendants never have
nicknames like the Good, the Brave or the Kind."


"And
how did you answer to such a demands?" urged Sersy again.


"As
I could do nothing else, I agreed to give my daughter Witte's hand to any of
his heirs who was able to impress me with his courage, strength and balance.
The King of Rostorov, standing up from the throne, approached me and put his
gigantic hand on me, saying, "So be it, you will have your weapons and I
will have my grandchildren!" At that moment, while Wolfmar was tightening
his hand on my forearm, I realized that his nickname was correct," King Holaf
said, still feeling a slight tremor along his spine.


High
gave a glance at Long Sword and summed up:


"So
you have the weapons, you were struck by the size of the King of Rostorov,
called the Immense, but Wolfmar has not received anything in return so far and
has not yet invaded your lands. I don't understand!"


"Wolfmar
waits patiently," Holaf replied with a dark timbre in his voice. Neither
Sersy nor High understood precisely what Wolfmar was waiting for and in unison
they asked for explanations.


Holaf's
brief response chilled both of them:


"The
Lord of Rostorov awaits the war, where his children will reveal themselves to
me, demanding that I pay my debt." Holaf immersed himself in water to his
nose, full of his own thoughts and putting an end to the pleasant chat.


After
their bath, the lights in each room went out, and the curtains of all the
canopies were closed. Only the Lord of the North delayed his meeting with
Morpheus, as he was followed to his rooms by two healers. The wounds that had
been open and unsightly had improved considerably. They no longer exuded blood
and stinking fluids, however, they still had an insane reddish colour with
shades of violet, and the part of the body affected by these wounds was boiling
to touch. King Holaf’s colouring was less waxy and he was amazed at how such
devastating wounds could cause him only sporadic stabbing pains. The healers
were even more surprised and doubtful than the Long Sword, groping in the dark
for an explanation.


"Maybe
with a good bloodletting they would heal quicker," the first wondered.


"Or
with medicine by mouth," supposed the other.


The
first proposed uncertain:


"What
if we sew up the wounds?"


The Lord
of the North put an end to the disturbing doubts of the erudite doctors by
ordering:


"My
good men, it is very late and I am tired, I would be grateful if you could only
bind my wounds with a simple linen and let me rest!"


"My
Sovereign, but there is the risk that gangrene could take over," warned
the older man, while the other one was shaking his head mechanically.


"I
didn’t rot out there in blood and mud, so I won't rot now in clean blankets and
soft pillows," the King of the North answered sarcastically, sceptical of
the perhaps overvalued healing abilities of the two men.


The two
perplexed healers, seeing that they were not heeded, resigned themselves and
made a beautiful and perfumed bandage with the sweet freshly laundered smell.
Then they withdrew with deep bows.


Sleep
overwhelmed all survivors. In the arc of the night no monster or murderer attacked
the tired guests neither in reality nor in dreams. The calm crackling of the
wood fires served as a lullaby and the soft mattresses like maternal arms that
gently cradled everyone until late morning.


From the
very first light, the fervent life of the noisy and careless city overwhelmed
them, awakening them without any courtesy. The pages knocked at the doors of
the sleepy Kings, They called on all the will in their possession and rose up
politely, thanking those who awakened them offering them the courteous
concession of a change of clothes, while their own were being washed. Quite
another thing happened when the knights in the dormitory were awakened: this
generated rude swearing and blasphemous comments, flowing from the rough mouths
of the half-asleep soldiers. Only the fourth Master of the War had the strength
to thank the pages in an appropriate way. Such a vulgarity forced the Lords of
the Kingdoms of the North and the South to appear at the threshold of the hall.
A slight cough was enough to change the curses into low mumbling. Once the
complaints had been reduced to a minimum, and they were all dressed in clothes,
certainly not of an adequate size for the mighty Holaf, the Sovereigns went to
the great banquet hall.


The room
was like the rest of the castle; large, beautiful and extremely sumptuous. A
wide ceiling, not broken by any ribbing or architecture, attracted the first
glances because of the magnificence of the decoration. Warrior Gods and heroes
feasted in the great ballroom of Valhalla after a hard battle, exchanging
stories of glory. On the walls near the ceilings, a decorative strip of gilded
and sculpted wood portrayed wild boar, deer and other game among shrubs and
treetops. This fine decoration was connected to the ground by a large number of
classical-style pillars unusual for a northern building. At the top of every
wall reinforcement was a candelabrum now not lighted. These candles were
entrusted with illuminating the dark, but at that moment it was given by a
large series of three-paned windows, placed between one pillar and another.
Each window was adorned with a blue brocade curtain on the right and white
fabric curtain on the left. On the opposite wall, corresponding to the lights,
large painted altarpieces were proudly displayed showing hunting and fishing
scenes. A very long table, made from a single tree, occupied the centre of the
room surrounded by exquisitely crafted thrones.


As the
Kings of the Kings entered the hall, the Regent of the Fortress, the Queen of
South Winter and their now complete brood of offspring stood, respectful of
each other's majestic rank. A young man next to the entrance, clearing his
throat, announced:


"King
Holaf, Lord of the North, and King High, Lord of the South, honour us with
their presence."


All the
servants present gave deep and heartfelt bows. King Grigor of the north
pointed, smiling, to the thrones placed in front of him. The two Kings,
satisfied by the good sleep they had had and the delicacies seen in the room,
sat down and tasted their flavours, but above all they were pleased not to have
been announced with every title and possession they had.


"Good
morning, King Grigor, good morning Queen Olga and good morning princes and
princesses," the Lord of the East greeted cordially.


King
Holaf was instead captivated by the usual beautiful smile of Tyra, who, sitting
among her brothers, waited anxiously for the brave Bear’s Head.


"Well
found, Princess Tyra! Admiring your radiant smile is always a pleasure,"
said the powerful King of Trondheim.


"Good
morning, my King! Thank you for your sweet words, but now tell us how you are.
Your colour is getting better every day," the young woman replied
gracefully.


Long
Sword brought his hand to his painful shoulder and told her:


"I
have to be satisfied, I feel much better. Yesterday the healers have bandaged
me well and the wounds no longer feel as though they come from hell. All in
all, things are going very well for me!"


Young
Sivert got up, and with his childlike eyes, he asked:


"Is
what Tyra says true?"


Delicately
Holaf replied:


"It
depends on what your sister told you, young prince!"


The lad,
little more than a child answered:


"You've
killed an Orc as big as a castle tower. She tells us of many effortlessly
defeated enemies and horrendous wolves driven back into darkness!"


The Lord
of the North smiled, but it was the God-Slayer who confirmed the admiring hopes
of the little heir:


"Tyra
has told the truth! King Holaf is a protector of humanity with a fearless
heart, and an example for all of us!"


The
master of South Winter, smiling because of the amazed expression on the face of
his child, spread himself as big as a peacock busy showing off his feathers, as
he began to speak:


"My
King, not only you have killed monsters! During the night a pack of disgusting monsters
looking like enormous dogs besieged the city's outer walls. We killed three
with the catapults on the tower, but at least twice as many fled with their
tails between their legs."


"The
hellish monsters go so far as to attack the walls. Monstrous!" was the
disconcerted comment of the Lord of the East.


Holaf
nodding warned:


"My
kind host, do not underestimate these creatures, they are cunning, strong and
fearless. They have escaped once, but they'll come back however many times are
necessary, according to them, to create huge damage or to die!"


"Do
not be afraid, my men are second to none, well trained in combat. Also, the
catapults on the walls would conquer and humble and more powerful enemies than
these beasts," replied the blonde laughing King Grigor, satisfied as
usual.


The
speeches were interrupted by the voice of the Chamberlain coming to announce:


"The
Fourth Master of War and Lady Sersy."


Tyra
immediately looked anxiously at her warrior advancing into the room and greeted
him with an involuntary gesture from her impatient hand. The gesture did not
escape the eyes of her mother Olga, who made critical comment:


"Tyra,
my treasure, don't be too bold, such behaviour does not suit your rank!"


The Bear
bowed, offering his homage to all those present and sat next to the Lord of the
North smiling blissfully at his blonde princess.


Sersy,
after reverently bowing to the royal family, was helped to her seat by Grigor's
second-born child, who shot like an arch arrow at the sight of such beauty.
Grigor, proud and arrogant, exclaimed:


"You
seem to have enchanted my Eskil, I never saw him paying attention to any woman.
Where are you from, my beauty?"


The
beautiful embarrassed brunette responded in a tiny voice:


"You
flatter me, Your Majesty, with compliments and pleasant words. I am a daughter
of the south, I come from a small village on the coast."


Amazed,
Grigor and the Queen complimented each other on the refined ways the young
woman had shown despite her humble origins.


"You've
never considered coming to the court, girl?" asked the Queen probing the
situation on behalf of her son.


Sersy
didn't know how to behave and was afraid of offending the Royal family. She
waited for help from Holaf or High. The longed-for help was not given by the
Sovereigns, but by Tyra:


"Mother,
father, my friend is afraid to tell you of the love in her heart that has
already been promised to another man. Do not insist with such questions,
please!"


"Another
man perhaps, but he certainly isn't like my son," King Grigor burst out,
defending the better lineage of his family.


"You're
right, father, he's certainly not a prince, but an incomparable warrior and a
delicate lover. So, the discussion should be considered concluded," Tyra
replied, armed with courage in defence of her dark-haired friend.


"Young
missy, how dare you speak to us in such a way? Now I remember the reason why
you were sent away," baldly intervened the second-born, who had not been
called on to comment, upsetting his blonde sister, bringing tears to her eyes.


Tyra
bowed to the two Lords present and quickly ran away followed by the Bear’s
Head, who thanked the royal family for the courteous hospitality he had
received.


At that
moment they heard the Chamberlain admonish:


"You
cannot enter! You are not dressed properly, and weapons are not allowed!"


The
observations were useless, just as the attempt to stop the Dragon from crossing
the threshold was useless. Forcibly he made his way to the table, bowing first
to King Holaf, then to the Lord of the East, for whom he had a profound esteem,
and finally addressing the inhabitants of South Winter.


The Lord
of the North presented the newcomer:


"My
host and family, this warrior is the third Master of the Trondheim War. To him
we owe our lives. I owe everything to him, since it was his hammer that stopped
the jaws that were about to take my life."


The
God-Slayer also gave his contribution to the presentation:


"This
warrior does not yet have a nickname, but it would belittle him to use a single
name for so many qualities. The Dragon's Head is the one Tyra spoke of earlier."


The
Dragon, sitting heavily next to Sersy, his not too clean armour ringing with a
metallic sound and asked:


"Was
there talk of me? I hope I was described as a hero!"


But the
royal hosts did not answer disgusted by the obvious traces of blood and more,
adorning the black breastplate. It was the Lord of the East who skilfully
changed the subject:


"King
Grigor, we need to send messages as soon as possible to all the Vassals. Time
is of the essence. We are in desperate straits!"


"Certainly,
my hawks are at your disposal. As soon as we finish our breakfast, I will have
parchment and goose feathers brought to you," replied the King of the
fortress willingly.


Young
Eskil, disappointed, got up and took a last long look at Sersy from the door, a
look that did not escape the third Nordic warrior, nor Queen Olga. As the door
closed behind the prince, his mother turned to the defiant Dragon's Head:


"I
apologise for the impudence of my son. He is young and does not pose a threat
to you. Believe in the sincere words of a mother."


"My
Queen, the prince has not offered any discourtesy," was the quick response
of the black Dragon, lying with a smile.


As the
Kings spoke among themselves, all the remaining guests and courtiers joined the
banquet. The latter whispered smarmily to each other, visibly annoyed by being
at the table with men with inappropriate manners. In spite of this, none of
them had the courage to face the warriors, given their recent past.


"My
dear Vassal, we should discuss another much more enjoyable question," King
Holaf began while massaging his bandaged shoulder.


"I
am intrigued, my King, do not delay in enlightening me!"


"I
am under no illusion that joy in the eyes of Princess Tyra at the entrance of
the fourth Master of the War has escaped you. Since our departure the two young
people have formed a strong bond. The Bear's Head often worked to defend and
support the young Lady and she willingly did the same for the warrior. Tyra has
said that she wanted to present the fourth Master to you but she fears a
rejection," Long Sword was abruptly interrupted by King Grigor, who
impulsively stated:


"My
King, Tyra will never be given in marriage to a knight without land, even if he
does belong to the order of the Masters of War!"


The Lord
of the North was amazed by such energy and rapidity in making his objection
known and enquired:


"My
good Vassal, what is it that disturbs you over such a proposal?"


"The
War Masters are great fighters, but they go to the battlefields leaving their
women at home. Moreover, what future could he offer the princess or my
family," her father replied with clear signs of nervousness.


"If
it is the dowry that worries you, the Queen of the North and I will be proud to
represent the groom's deceased family. But if your concern is caused by
something else, I can't change your beliefs," Holaf answered, bitter
because of the man's stubbornness.


"My
King of Kings, your interest in the fate of our daughter brings us joy, but it
would perhaps be better if Tyra and Erik, your eldest son were to be married.
If my sources don't deceive me, your heir still has no wife," suggested
Queen Olga cleverly. She was a skilled and expert in palace games.


The
thoughtful North Lord remained silent for a few moments before asserting himself:


"Dear
Queen, you don't know how much pleasure it would make me have Tyra in my
family. She's a wonderful and sweet girl. My son would be enthusiastic and very
lucky. Fidelity to a Vassal, however, is also paid for with the regret of a
father, who is forced to deny such a gift for his son. It is not within my
authority to decide who should love whom. Tyra is in love with the fourth
Master of the War, and I would never dare to get in the way!"


An
embarrassing total silence fell among the nobles present. The Dragon without
fear of anything or of being inappropriate suggested:


"King
of South Winter, a duel between the two suitors could decide the question; a
non-lethal battle! As in the best chivalrous fairy tales, the hand of the sweet
princess will be granted to the winner."


"I
don't think this is an option that can be considered," replied the blonde
Lord dryly.


"I
accept the challenge, black knight, a duel for the hand of the beautiful Lady!"
thundered the young voice of Eskil resounding in the great hall, as he
presented himself in shimmering armour.


The Lord
of the North jumped out of his seat, as did the good Grigor, but the Dragon was
faster. He was rapid and better armed as he moved towards the clumsy and
unprepared prince.


"Stop,
Master of War," King Grigor ordered loudly, but the march of the touchy
warrior did not hint at slowing.


"Knight
of the Dragon, I ask you to contain your fury! You are the least suitable of
all for non-lethal duels!" exclaimed Long Sword in a friendly manner,
approaching the duellists.


The
black mantle stopped shaking, as did the bones attached to it as drums of
death. The hammer and the axe slept at his belt, disappointed by the lack of
conflict, while the man in him got the better of the Dragon.


"As
you wish, my Lord," the warrior exclaimed, retreating to the table to the
satisfaction of the apprehensive and frightened parents.


The not
so bright prince shouted exultantly:


"You
concede defeat by retreating, knight!


"Shame,
on you, you idiot! Instead of being grateful you behave like an oaf," his
father rebuked him, often arrogant, but skilful enough to recognise a warrior
not to insult him when he met one.


"My
King, with your permission, that of King Holaf, and the nomination by the third
Master of War I offer myself as champion for the non-lethal duel,"
proposed the Lord of the East astonishing everyone.


"If
you give me your word you will not to harm the body of my stupid son in any
way, he deserves a good lesson!"


King
Holaf did not deny his permission, and the Dragon reluctantly accepted his
replacement, although underneath it all he appreciated the gesture of the
God-Slayer. The only one to make a complaint was Eskil:


"But
the Lord of the East is a nobleman of too high a rank for my military arts!


"Not
because of modesty, young Prince, but out of wisdom I myself would never have
dared to face a warrior, half as capable as the one you so lightly offended!"


With
great chivalry, the prince laid his shield on the ground, because the King did
not have on. He took his position on guard and was the first to launch an
attack. The young prince’s blows, even though skilful, seemed slow in the eyes
of the spectators, so fast were the movements of the God-Slayer in avoiding the
blade. Only after the sixth failed attack of the prince, a resounding metallic
noise gave the first point to the Lord of the East, a lightning fast blow to
the large target offered by his opponent, striking him with the flat of his
sword. The prince became a fury, not a very precise one to tell the truth, but
certainly faster than before. The blows whistled fluidly forcing the God-Slayer
to a more active defence. Often the two blades struck each other and crossing
stridently and loudly each denying the other an effective blow, but the second
point rang on the young man's helmet, like the clapper inside a bell.


"One
more point! You haven’t won yet Majesty, don't give yourself airs of a
winner," Eskil proudly warned, throwing himself forcefully against the
King of the Kings of the East.


The
God-Slayer dodged the blade and the knight, in a rapid and unexpected turn,
which ended with the guard of the sword, used as a club. This manoeuvre hit the
weight-bearing knee of the prince unbalancing him and making him fall noisily
to the ground. While the prince was slithering like a worm in an effort to get
up, the Lord of the East aimed the point of his sword at the prince’s face and
commented:


"Prince,
you've been beaten three to zero, do you accept the verdict?"


The heir
of South Winter, raising the visor of his helmet, answered boldly:


"I
didn’t hear sound of a third blow!"


As the
prince made a quick attempt to return to the game and the duel, King High rang
another loud chime with this blade on the top of the prince’s helmet, closing
the visor and causing his opponent to fall to the ground again. Loud applause
filled the air spontaneously from the spectators standing up from their
comfortable chairs. High held out his hand to the struggling prince, who
accepted it with shame, knowing that he had lost badly not only his duel and
pretensions, but also his pride.


"Lord
of the East, it really seems that my children should spend less time with
ladies and in libraries, and more with fencing teachers!" exclaimed King
Grigor as he applauded satisfied with the display.


The
Queen, mother of the lad, made sure her son had suffered no physical damage,
but since no damage was found, apart from his dignity, she was heartened and
warned the boy:


"I
hope that this dispute can be considered settled, my dear. Now go!"


None of
those present disagreed in the slightest with the conclusion of a futile but
amusing entertainment.










Chapter 31


The
Bear, the Dragon and a Nordic goat


 


 


While
King Grigor and his son Geir prepared their army to follow the Lord of the
North toward Midgard, Holaf and High went to the study to write the messages.
They devoted a great deal of time to the boring task of writing identical
letters, in the hope that they would serve for the necessary gathering of the
armies. Holaf gave priority to the parchment for Demitry, King of Vyborg,
father of a son who fell with valour. The heartfelt letter of condolence told
Boris' father that the Empire of the United Men was now a less pleasant place.
The Lord of the North, much moved, recounted in detail the incredible ideas
which the blond prince had been able to invent, and finally asked for help from
the armada of the Free Kingdom of the Green Hills of Vyborg for the common
good.


The
second letter entrusted to the claws of the hawks was addressed to the south to
the attention of the Lord of the Sepulchre of the Gods. Holaf had not forgotten
the agreement made in Kitan with the brave Godwin, regarding the transfer of
his two young daughters to the home of the Lord of the South. Long Sword, after
having to suffer the trip, was no longer convinced it was a good idea. There
were too many enemies and problems related to the rivers to be faced by two
ladies and a handful of knights. The only way now possible seemed to be to keep
his offspring safe in the shadow of the imposing walls of Trondheim, saving his
little girls danger and time for the men of his Royal friend.


High
uncertain about what to do asked advice of Long Sword:


"My
brother, please help me with a dilemma, I have some doubts as to whether to
send a hawk to my Vassal of Gorod. Sveslav is a difficult King to manage both
in peace and in war! There is an agreement between us and on those points it
will be difficult to move him."


"Difficult
or not, faithful or separatist, I would not wait before warning him. Whether
King Sveslav and his cursed offspring join us or not, the war will also
overwhelm him," Holaf answered with great wisdom.


"You
are also coming to Tombtower with the third Master of the War, aren’t you? You
won't leave me alone with Sveslav and his rabid children," High wanted to
be reassured of the physical support offered by his brother in arms.


"If
I didn't know you well, I would think you were frightened of the gloomy Vassal
of Gorod," teased Long Sword grinning.


"My
brother, that place really freezes my blood and even more its inhabitants, but
in war they will certainly be useful," the God-Slayer answered sincerely.


Once all
the letters had been prepared, they were handed over to the hawks. They sent so
many that the entire falconer tower was almost empty leaving only a couple.


Sersy
and the Dragon were gently relaxing in the beautiful central courtyard,
attracted by the clear reflection of the falconry tower in the surface of the
fountain. They saw an infinite number of black spots detached themselves from
the battlements of the tower soaring in every direction. The icy Dragon,
looking at the number of birds in the sky, commented with a quietly:


"I
never saw so many, fate holds in store the greatest war in human history!"


The
comment was not appreciated by the dark beauty. She said bitterly:


"You
seem to like the prospect of such a disaster, my warrior!"


The
third Master of Trondheim did not answer so as not to tell a lie, at least to
her and he held her tightly in his arms.


Tyra and
Bear’s Head, were also walking along the pleasant, well-controlled and clean
streets of South Winter. They saw the dark birds of prey flying high up in the
sky, reminding the young woman of the many omens of misfortune, cited in her
adored fairy tales.


"My
beloved Tyra, the war looms over us, and soon I'll have to say goodbye to you
for a long time," whispered the warrior in the ear of the princess gently
hugging her.


"Don’t
say that! Nothing will stop me from following you. The fate has been benevolent
in letting our destinies cross, so I found in you everything I could want. I
won't allow any creature to take you away from me," the Nordic beauty
replied smiling and carefree.


"Where
do you want to lead me, my Lady?" asked the Bear’s Head, beaten by the
princess and intrigued by the provocative gaze of Tyra.


The
young woman with a beautiful smile, slightly biting her lower lip, with her
eyes shimmering, said:


"I'll
show you the sword I'll be using to dispel the hordes of Orcs, our enemies!"


With a
quick step the two lovers passed through the cheerful streets of the city
stopping only in front of a weapons and armour shop. On display was a splendid
black steel breastplate with meticulous gold decorations, showing the story of
a young warrior about to kill an anthropomorphic God. The Bear looked at Tyra and
exclaimed:


"That
breastplate is magnificent, and if it were made of good steel, it would be
perfect to replace the one belonging to King High!"


The two
entered the armourer’s shop, after a bow and a greeting, offered to the
beautiful newly-returned princess by the master. The lovers inspected the
breastplate. What they saw left them amazed. There were three lilies on the
reverse side, which immediately made them judge it as excellent in the eyes of
the northern warriors. The fourth rune to tried it on, as he was more or less
the same size as the God-Slayer. He found it absolutely perfect; light and
comfortable, but the asking price was quite mad. The merchant, seeing the
disappointment on the face of the young man, was sorry and kindly enquired:


"My
Princess, to who would this object be destined?"


"To
the Lord of the East, who is without a breastplate because his was ruined in
battle," the sweet Tyra answered cordially.


The
merchant looked at the princess and the breastplate undecided and hesitant, but
in the end he suggested:


"My
Lady, I will give you this breastplate, if you give it, in your turn, in my
name to the Lord of the East. The magnificent decorations tell the story of the
origin of his nickname: the rightful owner of this piece is the High King!"


Tyra, in
the beginning tried to refuse the overly generous offer, but at the insistence
of the old merchant she gave in and accepted with the promise of praising such
a gesture to the ears of the King, her father, and the other Kings at court.


The lovers
ran to the fortress of Warm Ice and, once they crossed the threshold, they ran
through each narrow and dark service corridor with the hope of avoiding the
long glances of the courtiers and the protective advice of the Queen Mother.
They passed through the chaotic and laborious kitchens. Through the rooms and
warehouses they moved quietly like small rodents until they reached the
falconry tower, from which a narrow, rarely -used passage, given the cobwebs,
led them to the gallery of the royal family. A huge frescoed hall, covered with
magnificent decorations, pillars and architraves in gilded wood opened up and
was proudly shown to the eyes of the fourth rune. Architectural elements broke
up the space on the walls creating niches for an infinite number of hard-faced
portraits.


"They
are the effigies of my ancestors, of my loved ones and, look, there is mine
there, but as you can see many niches are waiting for the future inhabitants of
these rooms," explained Tyra, jumping joyfully around her warrior while he
was walking around the room.


The
Bear's Head, looking around slightly dazed, did not even realize he had crossed
the threshold of Tyra's private rooms. Immediately the blond smiling beauty
climbed on a bench adjacent to the large fireplace with a brightly burning
fire. She took down the sword she had spoken of to the fourth Master of War.
The Bear's Head, at the invitation of the princess, lifted down the rare sword
forged by the Volcano.


"Magnificent!"
exclaimed the enthusiastic warrior, not enchanted by the rich decorations and
engravings with which the blade was adorned, but by the astonishing lightness
and balance of the weapon.


"Do
you like it, my knight?" Tyra asked, smiling and shivering with joy at the
idea of having the fourth Master of the War in her rooms.


"Certainly,
my Lady! You are lucky to be able to boast such a weapon at your side. It will
certainly be an ideal companion, given the times about to overwhelm us,"
replied the great warrior of the fourth rune visibly delighted.


"The
Father of the Gods does not want this sword to be wielded," King Grigor
vigorously exclaimed, who arrived in his daughter's rooms without knocking.


"Father,
what are you doing here," Tyra asked with her head bent.


"Do
I need a reason to want to see my little girl?" the Lord of the fortress
answered with a question, very unhappy to have found a man with his daughter.
"You must be the fourth Master of War! I know of the great esteem with
which you are customarily treated at Trondheim, where everybody bows down reverently
to those belonging to your order."


The
Bear's Head hinted at a bow and offered his greeting gracefully despite the
latent hostility:


"I
offer you my compliments, King Grigor, your hospitality has no equal in my
memory!"


The
King, wandering around the room, pretending to be calm, scrutinized everything
in looking for signs of that an indecent relationship had taken place. Finding
no trace of it, he took the sword from the hands of the fourth Master of the
War, and brandished it in the air with all the skill worthy of a brave warrior.


"You're
a long way from home, knight, keep it in mind!" exclaimed King Grigor with
a harsh, rough and threatening gaze, removing the ill-fitting mask of a
friendly father.


"Have
I somehow offended you, my King?" the Bear's Head he asked with the all
the gentility he could muster.


"I
owe you no explanation, knight! Stay away from my daughter," the Lord of
the fortress replied annoyed.


Tyra,
almost enslaved by her man, burst into tears and collapsed on her bed. The
visibly angered Bear's Head clenched his fists hard, perhaps to gain time and
consider his options, but a solution could not be seen from any point of view.


"What
should I do according to you, Lord of South Winter, in the face of such
treatment?" asked the Bear on guard and careful to avoid any demonstration
of foolish aggression by his host.


The King
eyes and nostrils widened in anger over the offence taken over his words and,
consequently, to his authority.


"Heinous
attitude! I will not allow you such liberties! Who do you think I am, the fool
of the North?" King Grigor shouted so much that noise attracted Sersy and
the Dragon so they came into the room. The Queen had been showing them some of
the wonders of her home.


At the
first blow, the Bear stepped away quickly to the cries of Tyra who implored her
father to leave. Two other attacks led King Grigor to the disarmed fourth rune
of Trondheim, who was much more skilled in duelling than the blond Sovereign.
The tip of the sword moved swiftly toward the beloved warrior in a space with
little opportunity to escape. The point of the blade stopped a few centimetres
from the stomach of the Bear and was then removed, even though the King still
held it, by the providential Dragon. Launched with unprecedented violence, the
unfriendly host ended up at the mercy of the human beast with a black heart.
Without his helmet with the face of a dragon, he lowered his warrior’s head and
moved towards the King who was surprised and dumbfounded by the impact. Grigor
brandishing his sword hit his opponent with great force, but the solid steel of
Trondheim rang out with a negative sound. Once the arm holding the sword was
immobilized, the Dragon brought his cold and angular knee, like a mountain into
the chest of the now defeated King. The third Master of the War found himself
with a war hammer that demanded destruction and tears in his hand. When the
weapon was raised above the head of the terrified King, the warrior's arm was
held by the sweet Sersy. The girl threw herself around the neck of the warrior,
whispering to him frightened in his ear:


"Do
not do it, please! Everyone can make mistakes, my love!"


Among
the cries of the terrified King, the demands of the Queen and Tyra not to kill
her father, and the busy Bear trying to drive his brother away from the
Sovereign without any result, the Dragon only heard "My Love" which
soothed his anger. The third rune of Trondheim, replaced the war hammer at his
side, before extending his hand to the King whispered to his ear, so lightly as
not to allow anyone else to hear:


"My
hammer has been denied you and your son today my King. You have a large debt
with me. I expect to see Tyra happy with my brother or I will come to claim
that to which I am entitled!"


The Lord
of South Winter was helped to rise by the Bear and the Dragon. Visibly pale and
exhausted, he did not speak a word and, escorted by his wife, moved away with
uncertain steps. Even Queen Olga, before bidding farewell with her husband, had
whispered something to the ear of the Dragon, but the third rune seemed, as
usual, made of stone and did not reveal emotions of any kind.


The Bear
embraced Tyra who was frightened, while the third War Master approached a
silent, almost absent Sersy. The fourth Nordic rune, addressing his brother
Dragon, confessed in a low voice:


"I
saw myself dead. If it had not been for you, King Grigor would have sent me
into the limbo of the unworthy!"


"Do
not think about it, little brother, you are alive and in good health. Of
course, there will be consequences for my irreverence," answered the cold
and still adrenaline-filled Dragon's Head.


That
afternoon, the Lord of Trondheim could be heard yelling to such an extent that
he was heard as far as Midgard and perhaps beyond; no one was saved from the
Royal Nordic wrath, neither bears nor dragons, nor the crowned head of the
northern goat. The meeting between the three brawlers and the Sovereign of the
North continued beyond all expectations. From the sturdy doors of the great
throne room, at alternating moments you could hear the shouts of Holaf or
Grigor. On a couple of occasions the Bear also made his roaring heard, but the
Dragon never raised his voice, listened and then apologized as insensitive as
an iceberg. The third Trondheim warrior remained calm and composed even when
King Grigor shouted in the face of the Bear's Head:


"I'd
rather die than see my daughter at your side!"


King
Holaf noticed the very flat and unusual behaviour of his Champion, usually
impetuous and with a cutting tongue. Suspicious, the Lord of the North beat his
fists on the armrests of his chair and, like a snake ready to attack, stood up
and said:


"Now,
my dear subjects, I will submit you to the verdict of my fiery eye!"


"I
don't understand, what are you talking about, my King?" asked blond Grigor
unaware.


Such a
statement did not seem sensible even to Bear's Head, who was also unaware of
the gift imposed by Cyfer on his Sovereign. The Dragon remembered what his King
alluded to, but remained silent and impassive. Long Sword explained how much he
had learned about his volcanic eye and finally asked:


"Do
you have any reservations about submitting yourself to such a test? But no one
had any objections.


For days
the Lord of the North had been trying to oppose the power of the eye in an
attempt to dominate the longing for pain and secrets inherent in this relic.
Despite the effort lavished by the Lord of Trondheim, the practice had given
very little result and made the Stoic Sovereign waver.


His
observation of the Bear's Head took little time and was quite edifying for King
Holaf, unearthing among the flames that enveloped the warrior, how much
dedication he had towards King Holaf, and how much love he felt for young Tyra.
King Grigor, as a good Sovereign and skilled politician, required more energy,
but the longing of the eye could not be stopped by false thoughts and versatile
personalities. Long Sword was pleased with what he saw in the heart of his Vassal.
Then he focused on the one who had repeatedly extinguished the flames.


The
third warrior was able to change the nature of the eye by breaking its will, as
if a more occult and arcane power did not wish to reveal itself. Every time the
Lord of the North focused his gaze on the Dragon, the flames, at first began
whirling and were almost white like the colour of the stars. They surrounded
him and then withdrew turning blue and ephemeral, like docile frivolous fires.
Exhausted by the effort Long Sword fainted falling back on the throne. He was
immediately helped by the three who had been observed. They declared a tacit
truce at the sight of Holaf’s cadaveric face. The Lord of the North lay back
with his eyes unfocused and his face covered by cold sweat.


The King
of South Winter asked, disconcerted:


"What
can reduce a man like our King in this state?"


The Bear
Head answered him, increasing his doubts:


"The
right question is not what, but who! It was Denethor's Cyfer who rescued King
Holaf by snatching him from the skeletal hands of death, but the price for what
was almost a miracle was a miracle in itself!"


The Lord
of the North remained unconscious for a few minutes. Then Holaf regained color,
vigour and speech:


"I
rejoice, for now I know I can trust you, King Grigor! You are a man of good
heart, but at the same time a stupid goat, because you don't want to give your
daughter in marriage to the fourth Master of the War. I never saw a more
faithful man, either with a grey eye or in the midst of mystical flames!"
The Lord of Trondheim looked seriously at his Champion and added with
ostentatious confidence: "And you, Dragon, I trust you blindly, even if
you are still a beautiful mystery! I am sure of your loyalty, you would never
betray me, because our bond is both blood and rank. But is it ever possible
that you must fight against all those who dare to pass near you?"


The icy
Dragon smiled slightly and turned to Grigor:


"Regent
of the castle of Warm Ice, I ask your pardon for having hit you. My temper
often prevents me from moderating my reactions."


"Sire,
you are not the only one to have to apologize, I myself am ashamed of myself
for having attacked the fourth Master of War. I hope you can forgive me."


The
Bear, with a good heart despite being a ruthless warrior, accepted with some
reservation, the apologies of the reigning monarch, having gained the coveted
promise from the King, father of his beloved, to have her hand after the war
ended.


"By
the grace of the warriors Gods, everything has been solved as is worthy of true
men of the north," the Lord of the North exclaimed happily, sitting bent
over the throne holding his painful head with his right hand.


"My
King, let me express my astonishment and dismay at the gift of which you have
been given. I saw a similar power in the devil Olghered Swenson's force, whose
armour I jealously preserve. Olghered, too, was able to anticipate any enemies
he managed to lay his eyes on, which is why his armour is adorned with an
infinity of studs one from each of the vanquished," enthused King Grigor.


"My
dear Vassal, for now this eye gives me only troubles, but if while we are in Midgard
old Norber could enlighten me with his wisdom, I would be delighted. I would
like to know how this gift can be controlled and how I could make good use of
it in the imminent war," the powerful Holaf answered with hope.


The
God-Slayer had been accompanied to the armoury of the castle by the Crown prince
to the throne, in the hope of finding a new breastplate to replace the old
unusable one. In the room full of swords, axes, clubs and shields, High was
amazed at the beautiful order of the collection: all the weapons made a fine
show, placed on large lines of racks, distracting the two Royal persons, who
began to try every type of blade and hammer.


It was
Tyra who surprised them, while they were intent on a fake slow-motion duel,
like two children. The reality was quite different: the Lord of the East was
giving some of his enviable experience to Prince Geir. The young princess,
holding the gift in her hands, caught them sparring as an odd game and, with a
smile, interrupted their lesson exclaiming:


"Now
the dark secret of your skill with the sword is revealed, my brother! You
receive private lessons from the Lord of the East!"


Geir and
God-Slater were surprised and amazed to see Tyra in such a place, and stopped.
It was her brother who responded:


"Sister,
if I didn't take advantage of such an opportunity to learn some secrets, I
would be a fool! Rather, what is it that brings you to the armoury of the
Whites?"


"In
a quest for the High King, of course," replied Tyra, who was clumsily
trying not to show the gift.


"But,
dear sister, the Lord of the East is happily married to a gorgeous woman,"
Geir answered, teasing his blond sister.


"Stupid
Prince, don't embarrass our guest! I am here to donate this object in my name,
in the name of the fourth Master of War, of my family and of the armourer who
gave it as a gift to you, King High, for guiding us towards the light, when
everything seemed dark and there were no lights, even in any of our dreams,"
Tyra exclaimed quite moved, offering a big package to the God-Slayer.


"But,
the young Princess, it was King Holaf who actually led us on most of the
journey," the hesitant Lord of the East pointed out.


"I
certainly haven't forgotten it, but regarding the Sovereign of Trondheim I'm
having a lot of problems trying to identify an appropriate gift, while you have
a real need of such an object, otherwise you wouldn't be here. I'm sure you'll
make good use of it, my King!"


"What
are you waiting for, Lord of the East? Take that strange cloth off and find out
what lies beneath it," encouraged Geir with curiosity.


King
High picked up the fabric and immediately understood what was inside, but he
could never have expected a breastplate of such workmanship and skilled
goldsmith's art. The God-Slayer tried it on immediately, helped by the prince,
happy to be his squire. Once the fastenings were tightened, Geir took the King
with both hands and shook him vigorously then exclaimed with satisfaction:


"My
Lord, just a little wide, it moves very little, I believe it is the right size.
How do you feel about it?"


The
God-Slayer moved aside to try some wide passes with his sword. The King's fluid
and rapid movement amazed Geir by their dexterity and Tyra by their grace.


"Fantastic!
Lightweight and magnificent! Who is the skilled craftsman by whose hands such
pieces are made?" asked the Lord of the East, without having paid
attention to the maker’s mark before trying it.


The
young blond girl gave a joyful smile and shouted jumping up and down:


"It
has the three lilies inside!"


The two
men looked at each other in astonishment for a moment. King High shaking the
head asked:


"You
mean the three lilies of Rostorov?"


To the
princess' positive response the Lord of the East gave her a strong embrace and
whispered to her sweetly:


"It's
the best gift I've ever received! You are a continuous succession of wonderful
surprises!"


"My
King, do not exaggerate, otherwise she will boast for years of such
words," jokingly commented Prince Geir.


But the
Lord of the East responded with conviction:


"I'm
not exaggerating. After the journey we have faced to get home, I can assure you
that I have seen rough knights with experience on battlefields complaining and
in tears, while your sister has shed some tears, but never made any complaints."


Tyra
blushed for the great compliment, leading to satisfied comments from her
brother Geir:


"It
would seem that you have brought honour to our house, my sister!"


While
the two continued to bicker and tease, as always happens between siblings, High
took a black basin-helmet with a sparrow beak visor and its edging covered in
bronze from a large shelf full of helmets. He tried many shields, but did not
find any to his taste, so he satisfied himself by taking one at random, and
then asked:


"Can
we go and find to King Holaf or you want to see something else?" The two
young people showed the Lord of the East the way, quickly leaving the armoury.


In such
times not everything could slip by smoothly and limpidly, not even the water of
the streams. Even the efforts to organise the troops for departure was
suffering lengthy delays. The three reached the throne room, where until
recently Holaf was reprimanding his quarrelsome men. At first the noisy room,
full of anger, fell silent and filled with contrite silence. The four knights
were still there, joined by King High and the two princes who followed him. An
elderly and chubby healer was giving grim news about the wounded:


"Your
knight's injuries were so neglected that his badly wounded leg has been
devoured by putrefaction. The amputation of the limb, done immediately on your
arrival, was also performed too late, the warrior died a few minutes ago."


Holaf
and High looked at each other, as often was the case, joined in common sorrows
without words.


"Dragon's
Head, call the survivors of Vyborg and Tulsky to the parade ground, please! The
Dragon noisily beat his breastplate with his fist, this gesture echoed in the
high wide vaults, and then quickly spread beyond the room.


"King
Grigor, so you'll ride alongside us on the road to Midgard?" Long Sword
asked to avoid misunderstandings.


Tyra's
father standing to attention, replied:


"My
King, anything to serve you."


"How
long will the preparation of the army take?" asked the Lord of the East,
wearing his new sparkling breastplate.


"My
King, despite some minor difficulties, the White army is ready to move. As I
explained to the King of the North earlier, I will leave a small garrison to
defend the city and the royal guard to protect the Queen, but the rest of the
men will follow us!" replied King Grigor.


"Very
good, my Lord, we couldn't have hoped for more," commented the satisfied
God-Slayer. "I also have to thank you again for the magnificent gift given
to me by Princess Tyra on behalf of the whole royal family, it's amazing! I
don't know where you've managed to find Rostorov steel, but I'm delighted!"


His host
remained silent for a moment, looking at the rare piece of craftsmanship,
pervaded by the fear that it was one of his relics, but this fear soon left
King Grigor, as his eyes had never seen such decorations, and he said:


"It
is nothing, Lord of the East. You needed a breastplate and here, then, is a
piece worthy of a King!"


The Lord
of the fortress of South Winter was not a consummate actor in hiding his
surprise for such thanks, nor was he able to easily wear a mask to conceal the
envy he felt. The blond King would certainly have wanted such a breastplate in
his collection, but he was content to have created a good bond with the
powerful Lord of the East.


High,
enjoying the merit and compliments for his new breastplate, much appreciated by
King Holaf, went with others to the parade ground. Differently, Tyra gently bid
farewell, leaving the Bear's Head in the dark regarding her intentions. When
they reached the wide square, they found the green knights and those of Tulsky,
all rested, cleaned and well refreshed, carefully lined up and standing to
attention. The King of the Nordic Kings approached them and proclaimed:


"My
knights, my companions in arms, you have followed me with great valour, and I
could ask for nothing more than you have given! Many of you left the green
Vyborg Hills and few of you have arrived here fulfilling your vows. I now
release you from your oath on the grounds that you have completed all you
promised, and I thank you for having served the United Men's Empire in these
dark hours without hesitation. Those of you who think you have the strength
will be able to return to your home adequately supplied. King Grigor offers any
man who wishes to remain in the fortress food and shelter in exchange for
services for the defence of the walls. I can only offer you my most heartfelt
thanks!"


The
silence fell in the square, interrupted only by the weak and distant steps of
the sentries on the walls. From absolute silence a buzz arose: it was the
knights, who were whispering among themselves consulting each other. A green
middle-aged soldier came forward and asked:


"My
King, war now surrounds us, right?"


"Yes,
knight," King Holaf asserted without delay.


The
green warrior silenced the murmuring, which had become louder after the fears
hidden in everyone's hearts were confirmed, and then responded:


"I
have two children in Vyborg. If I don't fight for them now, then when?"
the warrior of the same colour as the hills stopped after calling for silence
again. "If I didn't follow you now, I would be forced to run away with my
children until breath fails me. I prefer to die fighting, certain of offering a
hope for tomorrow to my two treasures, instead of running away to snatch a few
months as a fugitive. I will follow you as a free knight, without constraints,
as we are fighting for the same cause."


Immediately
other knights took a step forward, lining up to the satisfaction of the three
Kings.


"They
are valiant men, after all that has been inflicted on them, they still offer
themselves as volunteers," was the admired comment of the Lord of the
East.


King
Holaf, felt by a shiver down his back and shouted:


"You
are the pride of your Kings and of all humanity! Together with the South Winter
White Army, we'll march north to Midgard, and then head where the runes tell us
to go!"


The
square shook to the shouts of the soldiers with their morale reinvigorated. A
tiny warrior in splendid armour decorated with flowers and cheerful birds
joined them on the thunderous and excited parade ground. When the helmet was
removed from her head, the long blond hair of Princess Tyra sprang out, this
time without a smile and but also without any pleading:


"Father,
you cannot order me not to take part in the decisive battle of the destiny of
our race!"


It was
the Bear's Head who was the first to reply:


"My
beloved, you're not skilled in the art of war you'd only be a risk!"


The
young girl's father, with a thought strangely similar to the warrior’s, was
shocked:


"Little
girl, don't think you can fight just because you have a sword!"


"No
of course, father, but if the Lord of the North and the King of the East give
me lessons, I can learn just like Boris, who left Vyborg never having
unsheathed a sword and died as a hero, after vanquishing many enemies,"
the beautiful Tyra, almost unrecognizably dressed in steel, resolutely
answered, sure of her convictions.


"Exactly!
You see, my daughter, young Boris is dead. And I don't want the same thing to
happen to you," Grigor objected.


"My
life is no more precious than yours, father, nor of any of these men. I also
feel I have a role in the pages of the history of the human era, and with or
without your permission I will go with the army!"


In the
meantime, a large number of warriors in shiny armour had lined up in the
square, which was covered with splendid blue and white tunics, from which gave
the name to the army. At Tyra's words there arose a sound, at first distant and
murmured, then loud and shouted:


"Glory
to Princess Tyra, the Warrior!"


Holaf
began laughing and the God-Slayer gave a wide smile. Both found the exaggerated
nickname of the young blonde to be funny. Her father Grigor, moved both by a
preponderant feeling of pride equalled by his concern for her, began
complaining:


"It
seems that I find myself with a Valkyrie as a daughter! In any case, you will
have to submit to orders, given by those who have more experience than you, and
promise to apply yourself whenever possible to practice and exercise with the
sword and shield."


A roar
broke out on the square:


"Long
live King Grigor and his warrior children."


"Hurrah
for fearless Tyra!" sang a minstrel to the side of the square.


A
soldier, who had stepped forward, knelt and said:


"My
beloved Kings, I inform you of that the preparations are complete. The troops
are ready and the supplies prepared. Only you can decide when to move."


From the
window Queen Olga and Tyra’s sisters shed tears with a strange bitter taste
because of the risk of losing loved ones in the war, and sweet because of their
pride in seeing her daughter resolute and now a warrior, intent on pursuing the
oldest Nordic tradition.


It took
only a few hours to move the imposing army of Whites, led by King Grigor in
person and by the princes Geir and Eivind, the third son, who was much more
skilled and indomitable than the second, who had avoided marching with them in
a cowardly fashion. Tyra was not abandoned by her duenna. Elisabet was now so
attached to the blonde that she considered herself to be her grandmother. Even
Sersy, despite the offer to stay in Tyra's rooms, declined the cordial and kind
invitation to throw the dice of her life again next to the third Master of War.


Arian
and his decimated men were merged with a heavy cavalry unit of the Whites, with
the promise of the Northern Lord that they would enjoy a certain amount of
autonomy. Evghenij preferred to join the Masters of War, as he fought with
ferocity, in a similar manner to them. Jan was momentarily left free from
battle orders. The priority for Holaf and High was to get meticulous
information regarding the Damwall, and only he had recently been to this
fortress. The two Kings wanted to learn of weaknesses and virtues of the
structure, so as to study the best plan of action to cross it, if it had
already fallen into enemy hands.


Loving
tears flowed from the eyes of the women, mothers and wives of departing knights
who passed through the streets of the city. All of South Winter had poured into
the main street, squeezing into every single space. All the people wished to
cheer and farewell the Sovereigns and all of the brave men in a worthy fashion.
White paper petals in the shape of flowers were thrown from the houses and from
the crowd along the long procession; others offered cured meats and flasks of
liqueur to the soldiers, who theoretically were not allowed to accept gifts,
but in reality welcomed them.


They
crossed the passage over the moat surrounding the circle of defensive walls,
and King Grigor, without turning around, commented:


"Here
the great war of the era of men begins!"


A heroic
silence fell, interspersed with the drumming of the horse’s hooves on the wood
of the massive drawbridge.










Chapter 32


In
the Nordic lands


 


 


The
marching army was moving under a clear winter sky so nothing could have
foreseen the stormy winds blowing in those lands. Only when they turned their
attention to the north west could they see distant gloomy black banks of cloud,
like smoke from burning corpses. These dense clusters boiled nervously and
turbulently giving off rapid red flashes like the swirling fingers of hungry
flames. Under this horrific vision rain fell heavily to the ground looking like
dark volcanic ash, obscuring everything.


Eivind,
marching next to his brother Geir, asked amazed:


"Have
you seen, brother, those cloud formations full of hatred on the horizon? I
would like to know what power hatches his plots in the under such a sky?"


The
older brother nodded adding:


"For
weeks that unusual phenomenon has been disturbing the horizon, getting larger
day after day. It is not clear what's waiting for us. For the moment the
problem would seem to be in the east and not under those clouds."


The
first northern rune at the back of the two princes commented contemptuously:


"That
idiot in the west is blind and stupid. Ruin is festering for us all there!"


"Powerful
warrior, tell me what you know, please!" Eivind asked very curious.


But the Wolf’s
Head, shaking his head, answered courteously:


"Prince,
I'm sorry but I can tell you nothing for certain. I just have bad feelings
about those clouds. To tell you more would be to fill your head with rumours
and I would prefer not to do so!"


The march
continued rapidly on the frozen ground in the cold and inhospitable climate,
but in its own way quite it was mild, limited to cold caresses of the wind.


"Lord
of the North, I am excited to be able to fight by your side! At the battle for
the Citadel, my father did not want me under his command, as your command would
impose, so I was deprived of that battle and the honour of knowing you earlier!"
exclaimed blond Grigor, a victim of a strange exultation.


The Lord
of Trondheim had not indeed known the father of the Sovereign of South Winter,
but he also did his best to give a series of compliments, heard from his own
forefathers:


"My
father held your father in great esteem. He always spoke to me of him in
splendid terms and trusted him blindly. As far as the battle of the Citadel is
concerned, there was not much glory. To tell the truth, there was only useless
and horrendous death. Fame came later, above all for the survivors, turning
them into heroes. Fighting a titan makes you feel all small and insignificant
and the final result is that you earn eternal sleep. When we won, we heard
nothing but the roar of a thunderous fall, followed by heart-rending cries and
tears."


Tyra,
next to her warrior and her elderly duenna, was filled with doubt, and
restlessly found it hard to conceal her turbulent state of mind.


"My
adored one, now you have made your choice. You are stubborn and determined, and
you deserve credit for it, but sometimes it would be wise to listen to those
who love you and wish to advise you," gently reprimanded the Bear's Head,
also worried future risks.


The
young woman sighed and breathed deeply before responding in a trembling voice:


"I'm
very afraid of the idea of living in a war, but I'd be more afraid if I stayed
at home waiting for you, not knowing what fate awaits us both!"


The
Bear's Head smiled with joy and whispered so that he couldn’t be heard by her
father the King:


"My
sweet Princess, if little time remains to be lived, is not for us to know. But
I couldn't be happier to find out with you by my side!" A glorious blush
covered the face of the young woman, who came closer and gently reached out her
hand to her Bear.


The road
to Midgard wound through a wide valley, which had never been given its own
name. Most people simply called it Rune Valley. Gentle rises and hollows
alternated with steep hills and dark crevasses in the ground; the vegetation
was abundant but mostly low, made up of shrubs of all kinds, surrounded by
mosses and lichens. Rare firs and pines leaned against each other, creating
patches of vegetation which were not even mentioned by cartographers.


Against
the line of the trees of one of those minute woods, Sersy noticed a curious
collection of stones stuck in the ground. The large boulders were rough-hewn
columns, tall and imposing, positioned in a semicircle around a squared off
stone. Each menhir was engraved with runes and rough sketches of men, or more
likely Gods, emphasising the religious significance of those strange places.


"My
beloved Dragon, what does this archaic construction represent?" asked the
curious black-haired Lady.


The
third Master, after looking for a moment at what Sersy was asking about, gave
her a smile and, at the same time, the answer:


"My
Lady, what you see is a circle of magic stele. There are none to the east or
south, nor are there any in the treacherous west. Within this perimeter of rock
are performed marriages, propitiatory rites and sacrifices when the Gods are
angry. Among Gott Hammer's sacred stele, considered the oldest and most
powerful, the best knights of the north are elevated to the rank of War Master."


Sersy
was fascinated by the idea of a place so full of mythical powers and asked a
further question:


"My
warrior, what did you feel when you crossed that intangible threshold? Did you
feel the power of ascetic stones?"


This
question was not answered by the third Nordic warrior, but by the Lord of the
North:


"Beautiful
Sersy, on the day of my Champion was named as a War Master, an incredible storm
broke out on the Nordic Islands. The site of the Sacred Stele was so harshly
beaten by the power of the winds, that I myself had problems, holding myself
upright with difficulty. Heaven seemed to oppose his elevation. As black as the
abysses, it opened only to hurl thunderbolts to the ground. Just as the third
Master came up on the altar between the stone columns, the voice of the Father
of the Gods arrived and manifested itself in the form of an immense roar that
filled the air. My Champion, instead of kneeling down, as he should have done,
before the Gods, he stood on the altar raising his war hammer to the sky,
shouting ‘I do not fear anyone!’ At that moment an immense lightning bolt came
out of the clouds and flew quickly toward the stele as if it were an immense
dragon. Its power fell right in the middle of the menhir circle, scratching
one. Think, Sersy, your knight was covered in flames like a phoenix, burnt and
smoking, but alive!


The dark
Lady was shocked not knowing whether to believe this story or if it was just a
joke:


"Are
you, my King, making fun of my naivety?"


But the
eyes of the two men were serious, and King Holaf boasted of being sincere at
the cost of seeming rude. Overwhelmed by the story and by doubts, the beautiful
brunette asked:


"My
knight, how did you do that?"


"My
beloved Sersy, I can't answer your question, I have asked myself the same
questions countless times, but I never come to any conclusion. Perhaps the Gods
were offended by my act of rebellion, or blessed me by giving me a gift of new
life," the third Master of War answered vaguely without being able to do
more.


"My
dear ones, I think it is the most evident proof of divine benevolence towards
the Master of War. My dear Champion, every time you give yourself in battle,
your deeds repay the Gods for having honoured you in such a way," the Lord
of the North offered his thoughts his eyes shining with pride just at memory of
such an event.


Curious
Sersy asked yet another question:


"But
then your nickname and your armour were given by the lightning?


"Of
course, my Lady, names of animals or monsters are generally adopted, chosen
according to the taste of the warrior, but the Gods suggested their preferred
name, and King Holaf satisfied them.


The
journey continued happily and calmly for as long as the light made it possible.
As the sun vanished over the horizon next to the terrifying clouds of the west,
a thick impenetrable darkness fell over the earth, offering little choice to
the marching army. The Lord of the North resigned himself to the superiority of
nature and ordered:


"Organise
yourselves into concentric circles keeping stores with the horses and the
ladies in the centre. At the outer edge of the circle I want one fire every
five steps and another circle of fire, twenty steps from the first one!


"My
Lord, the fires are a mistake, they will attract the enemy!"


"My
Vassal, the Orcs will not attack us tonight. Your men are too many and too well
equipped to fear such creatures. However, the black shadows conceal beings who
are much less afraid of large numbers," answered Long Sword, looking at
where the hills and heights sloped down to join the plain.


The
blond and rough Grigor, following his King’s gaze, retorted:


"Lord
of the North, are you talking about the beasts, who were defeated on the walls
of South Winter, as they threw themselves into the assault?"


King
Holaf nodded his assent without taking his eyes away from the darkness.


Working
as rapidly and as strongly as ants, the men set up the camp and lit the fires
as commanded. For most of them it was the first night in a military camp at the
mercy of the beasts. Despite this the morale of the men remained high, although
a touch of fear drove them to cast a vigilant gaze past the crackling lights of
the fires. It was only late at night - so many of the grains of the hourglass
had passed that it could be considered early in the morning - when a cry of
alarm abruptly awakened every soldier.


"Alarm!
Monsters in the darkness! Alarm!" the night watch shouted.


Without
showing panic, the men quickly got up, unsheathing and wielding all kinds of
weapons, those that happened to be close to them. The warriors did not get
carried away with useless shouting to drive off the fearsome beasts. Holaf and
High observed the animals' behaviour. As usual they slowly emerged snarling
from the darkness, their eyes shimmering in the bright colours of the fire and
then fading away and disappearing.


"Archers,
prepare to fire," ordered King Holaf, visibly tense, raising his arm.


But the
beasts showed an unusual reluctance to carry out the attack, bringing to the
memory of the God-Slayer the reluctance of the quadrupeds to take action
against the Mountainshatterer. High immediately picked up a stick to make a
torch and then moved around the perimeter between the two circles of fire. He
stopped suddenly, staring angrily at the invisible blackness and shouted:


"Yet
again! No! Cursed trolls!"


The Lord
of the East threw the burning stick hard towards the unknown. The flames drew
magnificent circles of light in the black sky before hitting a fat troll of the
forest on the head. It had come closer to peer curiously. The being, feeling
beaten, began an awkward and not worrying reaction, but seeing the archers at
the ready, he turned and ran away quickly.


Jan
approached the God-Slayer, who was disconcerted, but happy with the meekness of
the troll, and explained:


"My
King, there are many trolls in the northern lands. Most of them are stupid and
shy. This forest troll belongs to a harmless strain. If he met a child, the
scream of fear of the child would make him run away as quickly as possible."


High
looked at the warrior of the Damwall and asked a question:


"Can
your trained eyes see dangerous trolls on this black night?"


"No,
my King, I don't see or hear them, but trolls stink and often grunt or spit,"
Jan told him, trying to see through the mantle of the night not so much with
his eyes, but using smell and hearing.


"I'm
happy about this, but I'm disturbed by the fact that I can't explain the flight
of the cursed monsters!" exclaimed the worried God-Slayer walking fast
towards Long Sword.


Despite
unresolved questions, the night gave way to a cold and clear morning. The
sounds of thunder remained on the horizon, as a mere memory for the knights of
the dark hours spent between anguish and turbid omens. After the night the
first complaints of aches and pains began to be heard, due to the humid and
uncomfortable beds, all minor problems that vanished after a pleasant but quick
breakfast of milk, cheese and smoked meat.


The
soldiers resumed their march to Midgard at the first light, when the shadows
were still dark in their eyes. The men were not alone feeling disturbed in
their souls by the strange and clumsy creatures, who moved curiously at the
edge of the bush spying on the column as they moved. The surprising absence of
birds and game continued. None had been seen by human eyes for a long time.
This was even more remarkable in the night hours, which were usually alive and
noisy, but now were full of fragile silences. The dreadful monsters offered
their goodbyes with gloomy howls, hiding among the trees and rises in an attempt
to instil a seed of fear in the fertile soil of the soldiers' hearts.


The trip
could certainly not be described as pleasant but, used to much worse, the
soldiers of Vyborg and Tulsky shouted cheerfully dragging the other newly
acquired comrades into jokes and beneficial laughter. The King of South Winter
who was dissatisfied several times, turned and considered whether to intervene
to stop this din. Undecided, shaking his head, he commented with bitterness:


"We're
on the way to war, and they are behaving like children!"


"They
behave like the children they are, my faithful friend! The vast majority of
them have less than half of our years," Holaf quietly answered.


"Very
true! Let's also remember the importance of their morale: if it collapses, the
men will also cave in, giving rise to disagreements and very dangerous
thoughts," High added, recalling the recent attempt at insubordination.


"My
King, look at the horizon," the breathless scout shouted, pointing to
Midgard's square silhouette rising dark on the horizon.


The Lord
of the North brought his hand to his forehead and half closed his eye to see
better, then stood in his saddle twisting himself towards the marching army,
with all his breath he shouted:


"Men,
Midgard is on the horizon!"


The
soldiers responded by hitting their shields with the hilt of their swords and
making a noise like the rattle of a huge blue and white rattlesnake, snaking
through the countryside.


With the
Goat-Horn Mountain chain acting as a background, the army approached the
defensive walls of Midgard. An archer of the Black Portal had been watching the
walls for some time but they were still too far away to enjoy the details.


"My
knight, what disturbs you?" asked the ever-wise Lord of the East of his
soldier in the front line.


"My
King, at first those plumes of smoke seemed harmless to me, but now I'm afraid
it's something else.


The
smoke is too dark and dense to be wood smoke," replied the warrior of the
escort.


"Your
fears seem to be well-founded even in my eyes," answered the God-Slayer
caressing his horse.


King
Holaf joined in after listening to what the Lord of the East and his warrior
had said:


"I
think you are right! I have been observing this for a long time, and taking
into account the long-standing problem of the almost total lack of soldiers
within the walls of Midgard, the tragic possibility of an attack by the Orcs is
sadly not to be excluded. We had better send a couple of explorers to avoid
falling into an ambush!"


There
was no need to ask for volunteers either. The Dragon and the Wolf promptly
offered to open the way for the army. The Lord of Trondheim was not at all
enthusiastic about their exuberance in the face of war, and he would have liked
to hear less valuable warriors voices offering to risk their lives, but the War
Masters yearned for action and sought glory beyond all else.


The two
knights with a gloomy appearance moved away detaching themselves from the rest
of the army, which stopped at a distance so as not to be observed by any
lookouts. The explorers moved away from the main road, and then found a
suitable place to leave their steeds to graze on the hard grass of the north,
hidden by a large boulder. Moving quickly through the fields and taking
advantage of the limited cover offered by dry undergrowth and stones, they
moved quietly, arriving under the city walls.


The
outer perimeter walls of Midgard appeared intact, with beautifully decorated
with bas-reliefs and geometrical and runic motifs. These decorations had an
astounding effect, as they were made of a splendid stone of a very deep orange
hue, which was in strong contrast with the grey walls. The decorations followed
the shape of every loophole, arch and pillar breaking the flat monotony of the
defensive wall. A remarkable emotional effect was the forced on minds of any
invaders, as the orange decorations seemed to catch fire, shining in the light
of the sun's rays on a clear day. The walls showed slight damage, due to
ancient battles: the city of Midgard went back to the first era of men and over
the centuries had known very few rivals. One unpleasant detail noted by the two
warriors of the north was that they couldn’t see helmets appearing and
disappearing between one battlement and the other on the walkways.


"What
do you say, my brother?" asked the Wolf.


"I say
the miasma of dung hangs too clearly over this place. We should go and see if
the portal is closed or lowered," replied the Dragon carefully looking at
the surrounding area to understand how to move safely.


Crawling,
the two warriors moved towards the front of the city, where a massive imposing
crenellated tower showed the signs of a struggle. Blackening caused by fiery
arrows could be seen along the banks of the wide moat, where they lay among
many brown and greenish Orcs. Some of them burned, others pierced, darkening
the remaining snow around the moat with their disgusting black blood. There was
no lack of smashed heads, fallen onto the grass, broken by mighty boulders,
thrown from the top of the walls, and there was also a complete lack of
armigers on the walkways. Deep and vivid scratches were noticed at various
points, similar to those of gigantic felines, left on the trees. The lowered
drawbridge did not bode well.


"Damnation!
The gates are wide open, the city lies unguarded," whispered the Dragon crouched
down among the grass.


"Yes,
and I see corpses past the keep," added the Wolf.


"It
is vital that we go and explore the tower at least, and only when the escape
route is firmly in our hands can we allow the army to advance. If we were to
enter like the waves of the sea into a channel without controlling the bridge,
they could close it behind us and massacre us," the third Master made his
intentions clear, looking at the first master with firm conviction.


"I
am with you, my brother, let's go!" exclaimed the Wolf's Head, leaping
quickly towards the wide-open gates of the city, followed by his companion at
arms.


The
drawbridge seemed to be in excellent condition, as if they had not had time to
lift it. There were no signs of hooks, usually used by Orcs to open the way, in
a deadly tug-of-war. The grate had suffered a completely different fate.
Deformed and largely torn away, it showed signs of the violence of a brutal
force at three metres from the pavement. The two knights looked other in the
eye, dissatisfied with these omens to say the least: they remembered well the
strength of the brutal Green Commander killed by King Holaf or, even worse, of
the recent enemy, the Mountainshatterer.


"If
we come across enemies capable of this, we could do little with just two of us,"
snorted the first Nordic warrior following the Dragon, who slipped through a
small door to climb the tower.


The
spiral staircase grasped the walls like a snake around his prey in the narrow
stairwell. The steps themselves were steep and unstable. At the top, a small,
sturdy door blocked the way. The Dragon tried to open it, but obviously it was
barred from the inside. The solution came through brute force, applied by the
two warriors, who were able to remove the tiny obstacle, but with much effort
and after several attempts.


There
was a stench of death in the room. Coagulated blood could be seen sprayed on
walls, floor and even on the ceiling. Parts of bodies that had been thrown
everywhere made the air unbreathable.


"Death
surprised the guards through this window. There are traces of claws, and the
door is smashed," the Wolf's Head hypothesised, carefully inspecting the
window.


"That
explains why the bridge lies open without any sign of struggle! They surprised
and killed the guards by lowering the bridge with the winches. I suppose the
reinforcements arrived, otherwise the grate would also have been opened and not
broken," the Dragon used his logic to understand the meaning of all these
strange events.


The two
warriors checked every room in the tower, but there was nothing presented but
horrific massacres and unspeakable ugliness.


"You
go and call King Holaf with the army, I will hold the position until your
arrival," proposed the Dragon's Head.


The Wolf
thumped his fist on his chest and without saying a single word he descended
like an avalanche down the narrow spiral staircase. The Dragon saw him running
on the bridge from the window and heading back along the way they had come to
retrieve the horses. When the first warrior disappeared into the bushes, the
third Master moved to the other side to observe and evaluate the situation in
the city and look for information about the enemy's location.
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Chapter 33


Runic
consultation


 


 


The
beautiful Midgard had been badly violated. Many of the half-buried wooden
houses on the hillsides had been burned down. Of the splendid wooden carvings
placed as an ornament on each architrave, jamb or column, sad embers of smoking
charcoal remained. There were few buildings that could be called untouched;
disfigured statues lay dying on the ground staring at those who were really
dying.


The
great sacred fountain of the runes, which had always been at the centre of the
parade ground, had been raped by the ignorant and iconoclastic fury of the
unknown enemies. Its splendid, ancient statues lay shattered inside the pool.
The God of lightning, the only figure still standing, seemed to cry out at the
top of his voice, full of anger and desire for revenge. Under the heavy stone
bust of the Goddess dedicated to fertility, the pipe that provided the playful
water that flowed among the Gods had been distorted and partially obstructed:
now, dying, it regurgitated red liquid in bursts.


In the
far north of the city, the Runic Fortress stood timid, veiled by the plumes of
smoke of now dead fires. At first glance it didn't seem damaged or defeated to
the eyes of the Dragon. The soldier even allowed himself the luxury of hoping
for an extreme defence by the inhabitants.


The
hooves of the horses knocked on the drawbridge thousands of times. King Holaf
put himself in the front row, his helmet with its demon effigy covering his
face he shouted:


"What
chaos this is!"


"My
King, the Runic Fortress, at first glance, would seem to be in very good
condition. You can't see smoke rising from beyond the walls and the drawbridge
is also sealed," the Dragon told the listeners, leaving out the
destruction seen from the top of the tower.


"Well,
my Champion, so we have to do no more than reach it through this sea of
ruins," Holaf answered ironically making the venture seem simple.


"House
by house?" asked High.


"It
would take too long and we cannot allow ourselves that luxury." Holaf
answered undecided about what to do.


"Invading
a city is always a costly undertaking in terms of human lives. This is also a
price we can't allow ourselves," Grigor exclaimed, trying to protect his
men.


As the
Kings were talking and the men lost their good humour among corpses and rubble,
a dark silhouette was coming along the ruined main street. The shadow came
along on foot unnaturally calm, leading a horse by the bridle.


Tyra
shook her father to attract the attention of the Kings:


"Who
is that man, my Lords?"


The Lord
of the North, not being able to recognize him, called the warriors to attention
and ordered:


"Knights!
Wall of shields! Be strong, for the Gods are watching us!"


The
figure did not vary its speed, nor did it say anything as it came close to the
line of defence. It wore armour of a strange rough and opaque material, similar
to solidified lava. There were no openings or gaps in that defence, but there were
slight red flashes pulsating along the cracks on the surface of the plates.


Geir
asked King Holaf quietly and with concentration:


"My
Lord, should I order the crossbowmen to line up?"


"No,
my lad, it wouldn't help, because that warrior is Denethor's Sire Stern,"
the great King of the North answered without any emotion, having recognized the
being who had appeared in front of him.


The man
with the extravagant armour did not need to talk or make any other gesture. The
soldiers of the wall opened like gates at the presentation of a monarch. Stern
approached the Sovereigns in all his horror. From the small horned helmet that
did not cover much protruded a long ice coloured face. All his yellow teeth
were on display, pointed like the tusks of wolf. His cheeks had been cut away
by an incompetent hand wielding an unsharpened blade. A series of thin and
bloodless pieces of flesh hung long and horribly from his cheekbones like the
curtains of hell covering a black abyss of terror. The face was framed by
greasy hair, coloured as black as the blackest night. From the helmet through
the large round holes of the half mask protecting the eyes, nothing could be
seen, only a deep void like his other brother Inquisitors.


Denethor's
warrior swallowed up all the joy and gave an absolute sense of discomfort to
every living person. He stretched out his hand, armed with a chain mace. Its
evocative head looked like a skull with four faces, bristling with long spikes
pointed towards King Holaf. He issued a judgement:


"You
are late. Many innocent people could have been saved if you hadn't gone south
only to see the dead!"


The
warrior noticed the mighty Dragon who had come forward to defend the Lord of
the North.


"How
much loyalty, warrior, at least for now! I would say equal only to your anger
and second only to your strength. You would have been useful to me last night
against the Orcs!" exclaimed the gruesome Inquisitor, addressing the third
rune of Trondheim.


"What
happened? How could such an evil thing have occurred? Why didn’t the defences
hold up?" Grigor asked impetuously, not knowing anything about Denethor's
Inquisitors.


The
perverse being turned slowly towards Tyra's father and spoke to him:


"Don't
you see? Can't you recognize a battlefield anymore? You have been far from any
action for too long. You are the same as the fat monarchs of the west allowing
much of your proud Nordic origins to shine through. What defences are you
talking about? The city was in the hands of the elderly, too old to wield a
weapon and young people too inexperienced to face an enemy. Only those who
managed to reach the fortress survived. I myself died thousands of times to
drive the beasts out of the city."


Stern
looked at High and Holaf and informed them:


"The
city is now empty, not a living man moves among these pious places. Go to the
Runic Fortress and talk to the survivors about the tragedy in the imminent
future. Ask the runes what you already know in your heart and march towards
death!"


No one
breathed. All of them were turned to stone in the presence of that entity
endowed with extraordinary power, able to make the air vibrate around them and
annihilate joy. Mounting on horseback, he came close enough to Long Sword to
show him his forked blue tongue hidden between his teeth as he spoke:


"Show
me your eye, Lord of the North!" Stern ordered.


Holaf
took off his helmet and stared at the creature with the eye of magma. The
flames immediately enveloped him, seeking pain and suffering, but they were
unable to find any trace of it.


"My
Cyfer brother must have believed greatly in you to make you such a gift,"
the anguished being commented in his hissing voice.


"I,
to tell you the truth, am not able to control this eye. Every time I try to use
it I faint," replied the King of the North.


Stern,
shaking his head and moving away, exclaimed:


"The
Trondheim Demon can't handle an eye of the ancient demons? Not good! Once you
learn, you will have a power your disposal, able to extinguish Gods in these
enigmatic times and if you allow yourself to be dominated you will die consumed
by its will!"


King
Holaf tried to follow him, but Dawn Reflection refused to move. Long Sword
dismounted from his horse in an attempt to ask more questions and get answers
about his own uncertainties, but the Inquisitor did not stop, ignoring the
pleas of the Nordic Sovereign. Holaf returned unhappily to his horse and
caressing her, remounted.


"My
King, don’t let it upset you. That rude warrior seemed delirious to me. Certainly
no truths were hidden in his words," Grigor commented in an attempt to
cheer his Sovereign.


High did
not speak a word, keeping his thoughts to himself. Pensive and with a frown on
his face, he reflected on the unpleasant words of the Inquisitor, without
however, unravelling his secrets.


Along
the main street, amidst piles of dead ravaged and defeated Orcs, the men found
a corpse with its armour identical to that of the warrior of Denethor. The
curiosity moved the soldiers to approach to check who he was, but they all
remained petrified, when they turned the corpse to reveal the same disfigured
face covered in blood. Everywhere among the burned houses, on the sidewalks on
the sides of the road, they could not look without finding the corpse of a
soldier, identical to the terrifying Stern, stabbed, torn apart or dismembered.


Holaf,
shaken by the surprising revelation, repeated in a low of voice:


"I
myself died thousands of times."


Grigor
could not believe his eyes and muttered confused:


"I
thought he was crazy, but he was just the opposite! Maybe he was a monster, but
certainly sincere."


Moving
with difficulty among the lifeless bodies, which were covering the ground ever
more thickly as the shadow of the Runic Fortress came closer. The army entered
the once shining Midgard, now little more than a necropolis. The hooves of the
horses sank into the corpses, grinding the poor human carcasses and stumbling
over the larger, tougher Orcs. To avoid trampling on the dead and damage to
horses, which were very valuable for the war, the Lord of the North, after
conferring with King High, gave the order:


"My
soldiers, let us move the dead to the side of the road, show mercy for these
poor men!"


A White
Commander asked:


"My
Lord, what do we do with Orcs?"


"Drag
that carrion away from the street as best you can, saving your strength. Those
who kill women and children do not deserve mercy," the Lord of the East
replied dry and icy.


"My
King, and the many corpses of that knight?" asked another soldier
uncertainly.


The
Sovereign of Trondheim ordered him peremptorily:


"My
knight, the bodies of Stern must be treated with respect. Although the Denethor
Inquisitor is rude and picturesque, without his intervention we would all be
dead!"


After
the charitable work respecting the bodies, the army arrived quickly before the
walls, leaving behind few piles of Green Orcs, compared to the poor citizens
and an incredible number of corpses with pointed teeth and waxy skin.


A
friendly human voice resonated asking from the fortress:


"Which
Lord does your army follow?"


King
Holaf came forward on his horse and looking for the warrior hidden among the
battlements, his voice echoed like the tide among the rocks:


"This
army responds to my will! I am Holaf Erlingson, Lord of the North!"


The
small well protected soldier dared to lean out of his shelter as if to see
better and, pleased with what he saw, immediately ordered:


"Lower
the bridge and raise the grille, friends are knocking at our doors!"


The man
wearing a wide helmet turned again towards his King:


"My
Lord, what an unexpected but pleasant surprise! Welcome into the walls of the
fortress."


The
Runic Fortress, an ancient fortified sanctuary, was considered a sacred place
by the peoples of the proud north. Mystical powers were attributed to it, capable
of influencing every facet of daily life. The walls and the inner sancta
sanctorum were made of huge boulders of stone never found since in human
quarries. They were engraved and embellished with runic symbols that adorned
almost the entire surface. The dark stone had little grain but reflections of
gold, which were even more visible where the chisels broke through the natural
lines veining the stone, tracing indelible geometric lines.


Crossing
the bridge there was not enough space for the army inside the parade ground.
Thousands of citizens had hidden among its stones, cramming in like frightened
chicks, filling every cranny. It was difficult for High, Holaf and Grigor even
to pass through without their horses, trying not to trample on the objects belonging
to the dumb refugees. Only one of the citizens had the courage to reach out to
King Holaf and whisper with a voice ruined by old age:


"My
Lord, I served with your father first, and then under your own command, as long
as my legs could carry the weight of arms."


Holaf
smiled at the old man who was holding a child and answered:


"In
saving that little boy, you served me last night too, I thank you from the
bottom of my heart, dear soldier!"


Trym,
Norber's son, was waiting on the threshold of the inner building. He was, by
now no younger, perhaps even older than High. The prince, in his grey lacquered
armour, offered a deep bow and welcomed the three Sovereigns:


"My
Lords, welcome to the Runic Fortress! My father, for several moons, has been
waiting for you so that he can resolve your doubts or present you with new
ones! Please follow me!"


After
paying homage to the son of the Druid, the Sovereigns were escorted to the
great hall of the throne, one of the least sumptuous rooms ever encountered.
The bare stone had golden reflections as the only decoration of the great hall,
which was soaring, cheerless and dark. Six large columns dominated the space,
dividing it into three equal naves. On the ground, no marbles or gems paved the
floor, but humble slabs of ruined grey rock. Even the throne reflected the
humble style of the room, made of narrow planks of wood with only runes
adorning the surface. The backrest was padded and covered in black fur, while a
large lambskin covered the seat; it was not an adornment or a frill, but a
blanket to protect the elderly King, unfamiliar with delicate details, from the
rigours of a winter.


They
continued to walk through room after room, each one more spartan than the last
until they reached a strangely descending staircase. The four, with no fear or
uncertainty, stepped down into the shimmering half-light, which harboured in
those narrow walls, the most menacing thoughts. The long staircase led them to
a second solid wooden portal, held in place by anonymous solid and sturdy
hinges strongly fixed to the walls.


After
crossing the threshold, the three guests were stunned and overwhelmed with
amazement. A huge natural cave opened up in front of them, filled with proud
stalactites and stalagmites, hanging from the vaults and rising from the
ground, like gigantic white teeth in the darkness of the shadows. A very long
staircase sculpted by human hands fell harshly and steeply to an underground
lake. The mirror of water with its clear and calm crystal-coloured waves showed
no signs of corruption. High was amazed to find healthy water and asked:


"How
has this lake not fallen prey to the bloodthirsty beings?"


Trym
continued to descend the steps and answered:


"My
Lord, these waters are springs which never flow to the surface. They fall
directly into the void surrounding the earth."


Candid
white calcareous formations emerged from the stone walls simulating waterfalls
but of solid waters, which flowed smoothly to the edge of the lake. An elegant
wooden walkway at the level of the water allowed the illusion of being able to
walk on the surface to reach a ring of majestic limestone columns, which
emerged from the water and rose high up to the vault.


In that
sacred circle Norber sat on a pile of furs. Despite his age his body was
massive covered by an imposing steel mesh suit of mail. The rings grasping each
other, giving protection, alternated in a pattern of three burnished rows
followed by three polished ones creating a unique decoration. A rigid
breastplate with refined ribbing, designed to make the surface more solid,
reinforced the protection of his chest. All the edges were covered with a wide
bronze band, with verses in runic alphabet, which by now could be clearly
understood only by a few chosen sages.


The old
King did not cover his head with steel or leather, but left his long hair
flowing. It was now the pure colour of wisdom. The wavy hair mixed with his
thick and imposing beard, left to look after itself, mixing and curling round
his long moustache. On his face were many scars from battles of long ago the
most notable scar being the loss of his left eye.


"Welcome,
my Lords, luckily you are safe and sound despite many adversities!" Norber
received them without getting up or bowing, considering the ceremonies common
in palaces only a waste of time.


The Kings
were invited to sit on skins inside the tall and slender columns, soaring so
high that they were lost in the darkness of the vault. The Druid threw a
handful of human finger bones, on which runic symbols had been engraved, and bent
over them to observe the result. The old Sovereign could no longer see much,
but despite this he was able to understand the will of the Gods. It was such an
evocative place that it captured the admiring glances of those who like High
had never had the honour of attending a runic consultation.


The old
man returned to his seat, closed his eye on people and incredibly spoke without
opening his mouth. A deep voice came directly into the minds of the Kings:


"You
demand enlightenment on the grazing herds of death among those who close their
eyes to dispel their fears. You crave the name of the people predestined for
the tragic shock of war. You long for the knowledge of the path taken by the
hand of fate!"


The
voice stopped causing almost incredulous astonishment at such an event in
High's mind, and the solid and unshakable faith in the minds of the two Nordic
interlocutors. There followed a second throw of the runes and then a second
observation. The voice resumed, ringing the heads of the Sovereigns:


"You
want an answer regarding incontrovertible truths which are already known to
you!"


The Lord
of the North dared to speak, asking:


"Druid,
tell us where to move. The salvation of all will depend on the disposition of
the armies. The Kingdom is vast and the rivers are now our enemies so it takes
weeks to move the armies."


The
voice delayed in replying, as Norber picked up a bone from the skins and threw
it back among the smoke of the numerous lighted candles around them. The
ethereal voice began speaking again:


"Through
the blurred veils of time I see mountains of naked black stone, bleeding green
rivers, I see a great sea of pain coming relentlessly to spread its poison
among men. I glimpse the harpies, dedicated to deciding on heroes," the
voice stopped again, but only while waiting for another throw of all the bones.
"You march along painful paths, your attempt to avoid war has turned into
a hastening of the already miserable times. Your step, Lord of Trondheim, stirs
up clamour beyond the Empire of United Men and does not only cause dissension."


King
Holaf, surprised by an omen revealing unexpected agreement, dared to ask for
further enlightenment:


"Please
tell me, what forces beyond our borders support the path we have taken? What
barbarous tribe follows the same ideals as ours?"


"Your
intentions would be the same as everyone fighting this war, men, Orcs, trolls,
giants and titans. If they weren't foolish, each one more than the next, they
would unite, because an enemy is spreading among peoples corroding and fomenting
without being seen. When this power is revealed, there will be very few arrows
in the bows of brave human heroes," replied the voice shaking with wrath.


High
dared to make his voice heard by asking the question:


"Could
you tell us about these hidden forces?"


The
voice gave a strong dissonant painfully high cry and then replied:


"Unbelieving
son of one God, you ask the right question, but shadows crowd in wherever our
gaze is turned in search of the true enemy. Occult forces of mysterious power
and demonic presence are so strong that they make this body that is supporting
us faint, the consultation must be interrupted."


The
three Sovereigns looked at each other, uncertain and unhappy about the
sibylline answers given by the runes. The words of the runes were given in
ringing vibrant tones, but this time just for Holaf's mind:


"Lord
of the North, you carry an eye that is not your own. Great powers are concealed
in you, but the beast from which it was removed, by his own nature is full of
wicked fury. Such an eye could give rise to infinite justice just as it could
bring total destruction. Do not trust every revelation the flames whisper to
you, for the will of the eye could take over and lead you to a mistaken
destiny."


King
High dared to ask a further question of the visionary Druid:


"Tell
me, among the bones and runes, what future do you see for men?"


"Infidel,
you ask too big a question to be answered," the chilling voice denied the
request, ringing again in everyone's heads.


The
Druid threw the mystical symbols for a last time for a new reading and
disclosed the verdict:


"We
will explain to you as much as we can untangle of the black shadows of the near
future. We are terrified by a destructive dragon next to a victorious
two-headed snake on a mountainous pile of skeletons. We see a candid blade
among festive people in procession on lifeless bodies, but we see life, where
death thrives, we see many tears but we cannot tell if they are tears of joy or
sorrow."


That
said, Norber opened his eye and breathed deeply several times, lacking oxygen
as if he were emerging from the depths of knowledge. The three rather perplexed
guests remained silent and meditated, trying to untie the knots offered by his
answers. Grigor, lost among the fragments of these complex revelations, felt
the unpleasant sensation of not having obtained any answers. The King of South
Winter was not accustomed to such intellectual exercises and commented:


"We
it would have been better to make a human sacrifice to delight the warrior
Gods. They prefer blood to chatter and would have given us clear answers."


Holaf
and High did not answer, intent and absorbed in their thoughts. Norber asked:


"What
did the voice reveal to you? I act only as a mediator and I never hear the
answers if they do not concern me."


High
replied politely and briefly as usual:


"The
place where Orcs will attack, I suppose."


King
Holaf, quite agitated, asked how he came to such a conclusion:


"Where
did you get this idea, my brother?"


The
God-Slayer thought for a moment and then explained:


"Mountains
of naked black stone are definitely the rock peaks towards the east. They are
as black as oblivion as shiny as crystals and have no vegetation. The voice
also added a phrase like "bleeding green rivers": those greedy green
creatures live only in the east, and there are so many of them that they look
like the course of a river."


An
extremely tense silence fell, broken only by a protest from Grigor:


"It’s
possible, but the Orcs can also be brown or black, and there are some races even
in the north."


Long
sword intervened saying:


"The
runes reveal signs, flashes of truth, but they will never tell us the colour of
the skin of every enemy, but they will certainly offer a direction, often open
to interpretation."


The Lord
of the North looked straight into the eyes of his sword brother, shook his head
and gave a hint of a smile before exclaiming:


"As
always, you are the best at reading between the lines! We'll move the armies
towards Black Portal, where the mountains become darker and harsher. It is the
most plausible direction for a mass invasion. We have nothing left to decide
except which road to travel in the shortest possible time so we are not forced
to travel in haste as usual."


In
unison Grigor, High and Norber exclaimed: "Rockroad!"


The
three looked at each other for a moment then High spoke:


"The
only passable road is through the Damwall. Crossing the mountains at the Karn
Pass in the middle of winter with, in addition, the angry monsters covering
every mountain range is unthinkable. Imagine a large contingent of Orcs, well
nestled between the steep rocks of a narrow mountain pass. Their arrows would
target us, annihilating us all, it would be the end for everyone!"


"I
can see no objection to this reasoning," commented Grigor.


"Alas!
You are right, but the Damwall lies abandoned and could be a huge problem. If
it has fallen into enemy hands, it might even be insurmountable," he told
King Holaf.


"If
the Damwall proves to be an enemy, I would take the risk of trying to go over
the Goat-Horn Mountains, which are lower and less difficult than the others in
the area. But rather than taking the path to certain death I mentioned earlier,
I would cast the dice of fate and cross the Great Fangs," High exclaimed,
presenting his unshakeable conviction to the listeners.


"My
dear brother, so be it, you are convinced and I have no more valid objections.
So we’ll head for that cursed field of stones in the hope of finding our way
clear," the King of the Nordic Kings said as he stood up.


"My
King, I must apologize to you, but I no longer have men to join your cause. As
you know, my army is fighting in the north, to repel the barbarian
landings," the Druid excused himself in his old, laboured voice.


Long
Sword, unaware of battles in the north, became interested to hear news of his
home:


"King
Norber, what do you know of my city?"


The old
man looked at him with his only remaining eye into the King's only open eye and
answered:


"Calm
yourself, Lord of the North! Your son Erik will be a great King and your second
son Roar will not be outdone, but you should be proud of Oyvind. The young
prince looks very much like you in battle. The troops have nicknamed him the
Furious after doing his best to save the Queen, your wife, from a mortal fate."


King
Holaf’s eyes widened and he said:


"My
third son is a hero! That is wonderful! But how is my wife? Do you have news?"


The old
monarch smiling replied:


"My
Sovereign, Queen Anastasia, is more than able to look after herself, as you
well know. When the enemy forces are overwhelming, the War Masters come to her
side to do battle. As well, your son follows her like a shadow. What can you be
afraid of?"


High,
pleased to hear good news about the family of his dear brother, gave him a
slight nudge and joking asserted:


"You
don't have to fear for them, but for our lives. We're about to get into
trouble!"


Grigor,
appealing to every drop of arrogance in his body, commented:


"It's
our enemies who are in trouble, they're going to taste the steel of my sword! I
challenge you, God-Slayer, we shall see who among us will take down more
enemies from now until the end of the war!"


High
found the proposal strange, but jokingly accepted the unprecedented challenge.


"You
are crazy," commented smiling Holaf. "You know well that I will put
more of them on the ground than you!"


"To
tell the truth, brother, I would suggest we not extend the invitation to the
Masters of War, or the victory will be theirs if they contend for it," the
Lord of the East interjected in a delighted tone of voice.


Holaf
approved of the idea and asked:


"But
in your opinion, if the Dragon learns of such a challenge, would he not solve
everything alone?" A thunderous roar rang through the cave giving a small
moment of joy in such gloomy times.


Late in
the afternoon, the two Sovereigns did not feel like forcing the men into a
risky night out at the mercy of monsters and fears. The Lord of the North
preferred not to move the army then, but to aim to reach the Damwall the next
evening in the hope of not having to ride around it. The God-Slayer organized
the camp so the warriors spent a quiet night. A fundamental necessity was to
set up lookouts and to close the drawbridge tight. The few men of the city
militia who survived offered to halve the number of lookouts needed by
replacing some of the unfortunate ones chosen, who the next day would have to
face the arduous march to Rockroad. Such a welcome proposal was so well
received by the army that a cry of thanks arose spontaneously, vigorously
shaking the icy evening air:


"Long
live Midgard! Long live King Norber! Three cheers for the North!"


With the
arrival of the hours of darkness came the inevitable wails and howls. Not even
restless growls and roars were missing from the black shadows.


The
stars did not give their light or companionship fully to those who were slow to
fall asleep, lingering with doubts and discomfort. Thin fast moving clouds
ploughed through the sky, propelled southwards by strong gusts of glacial
Nordic breath. King High collapsed immediately into the slumber of the warrior,
while Holaf, beside him, struggled to fall asleep, annoyed by doubts and by
slight but sudden pains in his eye. The King of Trondheim brooded over the
words heard from the runes through the Druid, without being aware of their real
meaning. It took some time, but finally even the powerful man from the north
collapsed into dreams.


The
Dragon was secluded with his Sersy where they gave themselves over to a warm
whirlwind of affection. For the first time he was a man in love and she a free
woman, carving out a moment of well-deserved intimacy which neither had enjoyed
from time immemorial.


Tyra
fell asleep in the arms of the Bear's Head, who watched and looked over her,
gently caressing her head. Her royal father passed through that corridor in
search of his rebellious blonde daughter and was greeted by a slight nod from
the fourth Master of the War. King Grigor strangely did not feel anger seeing
Tyra sleeping and serene in the arms of the man he was so greatly opposed to.
In order not to spoil her delicate sleep, the King responded as quietly as
possible to the warrior's gesture and then went to bed.


The
Nordic morning arrived early. The unpleasant cold had brought a white blanket
of snowflakes into the night. Everything was covered with a thin layer of icy
cotton flakes, covering the traces of the monstrous beasts that ventured back
onto the walls, this time warded off by expert knights.


When the
Lord of the North left the rooms of the Runic Fortress to take the lead of the
army, he noticed that army was in good heart and was pleased. At the front on
the way out the younger son of King Norber awaited the three Sovereigns armed
to the teeth. He was such a young boy but already so able in battle. The prince
was next to a beautiful steed, and all wrapped up in his white fox mantle to
repel the assaults of the cold. The fur gave him an unusual ostentatious
appearance. King Holaf, approaching on the back of his splendid mare asked:


"What
intention are you concealing under that mantle, young Prince?"


The boy
arrogantly answered:


"I‘m
not hiding anything, life is too short to play politics, bargaining or
subterfuges. I will come with you, and if you do not want me, my Lord, I will
follow you all the same!"


"How
much determination in such a small body," teased Grigor, the Blond.


The
prince showed he had tongue as sharp as a the sword and replied without delay:


"I'm
small, it's true, but you'll never see me fighting using strength. I don't have
a sword as large as the men of the north, but one that allows me to strike
quickly and run away!"


High
looked at Long Sword with a satisfied smiling expression. Holaf complacently
commented:


"I
presume it is no accident that your nickname is Hard Head. Surely you don't use
your head as a sledgehammer to knock down enemies, but you'll have been given
this name because of the stubbornness of your character. Beware that you do not
break the rules of my army. In this army everyone does their duty without
complaining, and no one disobeys the orders of superiors!"


The
young man with his blond hair, so pale that it looked white, opened his blue
eyes wide and nodded, repeating:


"I
have no objection to your command!"


"If
your sword proves to be half as fast and sharp as your tongue, you will be an
excellent knight," he was welcomed by the Lord of the East who allowed him
a place in the ranks. But Prince Gunnar Hard Head also had to answer to this:


"You
will surely see how my sword cuts and you will be happy to have accepted me
among you!"


The two
Kings looked each other questioningly, having seen many knights boast
exceptional gifts and courage in the past. But they often vanished like snow in
the spring after the first arrow.


"Begin
the march, warriors, toward glory, before others sit in our place among the
Gods," the warm and full voice of Lord of Trondheim echoed vigorously.
Prince Geir repeated the order, far behind the head of the column. A loud roar
replied from the ranks, praising the glory of the Empire of the United Men,
while the long glinting metallic snake resumed its march.


Leaving
the devastated city, there was no festive confetti thrown into the air this time,
but on the ground the whitened corpses of the poor inhabitants and of those who
heroically fell fighting the horrible beasts. An endless pathway of horror
surrounded the riders through the desolate streets to the drawbridge, which was
lowered just before they crossed and raised again a moment later for fear of a
rapid invasion.


Old King
Norber with his two daughters and Trym stayed to watch the army move away among
the pines and firs, travelling over the undulating moors of Midgard, like a
sinuous dragon marching towards its destiny.


"Do
you think they will succeed in their task, whatever it may be, Father?"
Prince Trym asked without taking his eyes away from the brave warriors.


"They
must succeed for the good of all," asserted the Druid with his frowning
white eyebrows, "the survival of all that breathes depends on them."










Chapter 34


Riding
ahead once again


 


 


A
lookout from the back of the group galloped up, rushing in haste to the Kings,
shouting as loudly as he could:


"Orcs,
my King, Green skins in a line!


The Lord
of the North slowed down followed by the God-Slayer and gave an order:


"King
Grigor, go ahead, we'll see what is to be done."


The
Dragon, on his own initiative, detached himself from the column and joined the
two Kings and the lookout riding to the back of the group. The four arrived at
the rear of the army and saw a large group of rapidly moving watchful Orcs
behind them. The way these beings moved, their continuous observation, trying
to seek out every narrow opening, suggested to men that it was not an assault
horde, but a pack of explorers. Awkward and clumsy, their horrendous muzzles
emerged from the undergrowth and then immediately retreated. They moved from
rock to tree, in irregular spurts, almost always choosing hiding places that were
not able to hide their bulky bodies.


"How
the hell did such creatures cross our borders and evade our lookouts? Where
were the Allied armies looking?" the Lord of the East asked bitterly,
feeling almost as if he were responsible for such unfortunate events.


"My
King, I have no answers to solve your dilemmas, but I believe totally that
there is a manipulator behind these beings. Those very stupid enemy beasts
could never have travelled this far alone. As we all know by now, the real
enemy is more subtle and perfidious, and these disgusting Orcs seem more and
more like a diversion, like puppets, moved by invisible threads from far
away," commented the Dragon relieving the Lord of the East of his
self-inflicted faults.


"I
think we can do nothing but to continue to observe their movements so that we
are not caught unprepared. Dealing with them would only be a loss in terms of
time and human lives, and both of which could prove too costly," proposed
the powerful King Holaf, who already turned towards the head of the army again.
No one contradicted the Lord of Trondheim. They followed him quickly,
entrusting the lookout with the task of watching from the rear of the moving
column.


Snow
floated on gusts of wind, until the hour of the smallest shadows of the sun arrived.
The landscape changed considerably. The trees shrank first and then became rare
visions. The pleasant grass, greatly appreciated for its property of offering
the possibility of a damp but welcome gallop died out, leaving first frozen
ground and finally unstable stone under the horse’s hooves. The smooth boulders
alternating with Midgard's gentle hills grew larger, widening and growing
taller. The rock formations often rose up to twenty meters above the ground,
giving life to an inhospitable sort of petrified forest, making it difficult to
trot. Beside the army, the Goat-Horn Mountains rose to the north, covered in
snow, while to the south, the Great Fangs mountain range ran alongside, the
Goat Horn forming an uncomfortable funnel shape of barren stones and sharp
boulders.


Holaf
looked at High and Grigor, who exclaimed, not very happy to pass through that
place:


"Rockroad,
home of trolls and the tomb of many!"


The
steep spurs of rock emerging from the stones extending their skeletal forms to
impressive heights, as they became larger and closer making the men and horses
feel more and more claustrophobic and anxious. The monotonous grey of the
landscape had spread to the sky, which lead to lively and incessant snowfalls.
The view was limited to no more than ten steps by the swirl of the snowflakes.
In that harsh environment it was equivalent to complete blindness. The men were
alarmed by the loud noise of moving stones, coming from the eastern slope
nearest to them. Long Sword did not want to call a halt to the march, knowing
full well that he could not face a battle in such a terrible position. It would
lead to a far too onerous tribute in lives and perhaps even to outright defeat.
For this reason, the King of the North preferred to encourage the men to take
more risks, accelerating the pace, between the insidious rocks.


Jan
skilfully led his companions through the intricate maze of stony fangs, always
following the path less constricted and cramped so as not to risk losing any
man. As if by magic, the menhirs noticeably thinned out, giving way to vast
expanses of stones, fine enough to allow an awkward walking pace or a difficult
duel. Jan, turning around, pointed with his arm to a dark shadow on the
horizon, difficult to distinguish from Rockroad:


"My
Lords, here is the Damwall!"


The
Damwall was not a real fortress, but rather a valley, an imposing barrier,
built to block Rockroad from north to south, making the transit theoretically
impassable, apart from passing through its doors. The eyes of the Kings could
see a defensive slope of about fifteen degrees surmounted by a vertical wall,
high enough to make the low clouds seem at arm’s reach. Both sides of the
Damwall were made of sturdy local boulders, which were easily found in that
area. The solidity of the construction was guaranteed by the presence of metal
reinforcements sunk into foundation holes dug into the stone blocks. This
construction method prevented the bricks from slipping away with the tremendous
shocks inflicted by the stone trolls and, even worse, by the gigantic
Mountainshatterer.


The
closer the army approached to the fortress, the more tension attacked Holaf's
nerves. He was afraid of soon facing the thousands of traps abounding in the
inhospitable lands of Rockroad. Long Sword continued to scrutinize the summit
of the endless stonework, hoping not to see inhuman muzzles among the
battlements, perched like ravens on the summit. The Lord of Trondheim wisely
ordered a halt to the march so as not to venture blindly under the walls,
running into the arrows of any enemies. The Dragon offered himself as usual
promptly:


"My
Lord, with your approval I will go on a patrol of discovery as I did at
Midgard."


But
Holaf preferred not to allow such an action:


"My
dear Champion, this time, no! An army is made up of many men from whom you
cannot ask for a tribute of blood, but until now no one except you has ever
volunteered. So this time I would like a volunteer who is not one of the
Masters of War!"


The word
of the search for two willing explorers to inspect the Damwall moved rapidly
from mouth to mouth, but no one was so bold as to raise his arm and come
forward. The Nordic Sovereign, without hiding a strong sense of disappointment
looked at High and Grigor and, shaking his head bitterly, commented:


"It
seems that the Gods want to give you yet more glory, my Dragon! Where will you
find the space on your shoulder straps to engrave the names of places where you
have been victorious?"


The
Dragon, wearing a haughty smile, replied:


"For
a long time now I have no longer bothered to score battles and enemies. The
space was full after my second war!"


The Lord
of the North smiled proudly and ordered:


"Jan,
First Master, accompany the Dragon Head with an archer from the East but do not
engage in anything risky!"


One of
the men escorting the God-Slayer, armed with a crossbow joined the three chosen
men without saying anything to the satisfaction of the Kings.


King
Holaf, pleased with the ardour he had shown, asked:


"Valorous
knight, what are you called?"


The man,
lowering his gaze reverentially, answered:


"Fyodor,
son of Iliodor, first knight of the Black Portal, my King!"


At that
revelation Long Sword felt compelled to ask permission from the Lord of the
East, who was also amazed by the news:


"You
are the son of my first knight? I would never have recognised you! Are you sure
you want to embark on such a venture?"


The boy
did not waste time but gave a determined answer:


"My
father would be proud! Also, I am a good archer and I have good vision. I think
I can be useful to my companions!"


The
God-Slayer, addressing the Kings of the Nordic Kings, exclaimed:


"My
brother, the boy has no doubts, so I don't see what I can do about it!"


With the
approval of the Kings the four moved on foot, quickly following Jan, who knew very
well the most hidden ways of reaching the bottom of the wall. Moving from one
spur to another, they were forced to crawl for long stretches among big frozen
gravel stones. In front of them they found the enormous and austere wall,
continuing until it was out of sight on the slopes of the north as well as on
those to the south. The section of the fortress that they could see did not
show obvious damage.


There
were no major gaps that could be a prelude to possible bad encounters.


"The
wall is intact, how did the disgusting Mountainshatterer that you defeated near
the South Winter run away?" asked Fyodor of the Dragon at his side.


"I
don't really know. Everything seems in order. I would have expected a big
breach, but I can’t see it," replied the Dragon's Head cautiously peering
from their temporary hiding place.


Jan
moved quickly, surprising his companions, racing across an open field among the
stones, which slipped noisily under his weight. First right, then left with
agility of hare, the knight reached the bottom of the wall disappearing into a
low water drainage moat. Jan waved only one arm, sending an eloquent signal to
the three waiting knights. Not seeing any strange movements on the top of the
Damwall, although it was too high to see clearly, the three warriors imitated
him in his movements and direction leaving a distance between each of them.
Once they had gathered in the channel, Jan set out his plan of action:


"This
drain runs along the wall to the door. It is solid rock, and as you will notice
it has no unstable stones. We can be more silent and quicker here more than we
could ever have been above. You, with good eyes, look up to see if there are
any enemies. To see us, they will have to lean out over the parapet revealing
themselves to us and to our companions!"


Satisfied
by Jan's plan, the three followed him watchfully, until he arrived in sight of
the door. The grey of the atmosphere mixed with the pallor of the snow, still
stubbornly veiled their eyes, but it could not conceal the things they would
have preferred not to see.


The door
was not closed as tightly as it seemed from afar. In fact, it was no longer in
place. Strongly reinforced wooden beams covered in solid bronze lay sadly,
scattered far away from the door. All that was left of the west grate were
massive bands of steel protruding from the jambs, twisted and bent as if they
had been blown up by an immense force.


The
Dragon looked without saying anything, while Fyodor, raising his eyes to the
sky, pointed out the bars, knowing that he had the answer to his question. Jan
went closer to the threshold, sadly adorned with debris, taking great care not
to make too much noise. He climbed up the side of the stone drain and peered
round the doorway of the passage. Lying by the door, he took a quick look with
his head facing down, where enemies would never have expected to see anyone,
usually looking higher up. Jan saw no one in wait for him, but he didn't see
only the lack of enemies. Unfortunately the east gate had also been turned into
firewood. The grate lay in front of it, torn and crumpled in the large atrium
between the two portals. The grate was now used as an obstacle to the stairs.
Jan went into the open and apparently unattended passage, trying to open the
narrow door hiding the way to the dormitories, but found it securely barred.
All he got from the adjacent door was a squeaking denial, preventing their
passage. The screeching of the door was the only reply to the vigorous blows
from the warrior.


The
Dragon reached him silently and in a whisper asked:


"What
do you think, do we have company?"


"There
are many facts that do not give us a proper answer. I had closed both the
grilles and the west gate. Each was barred, while the east gate was just closed
with a latch. As you can now see, it is no longer in its proper place, so
something has happened. Another question concerns the doors to the dormitories
and the armouries. They are only able to be closed from the inside, so I was
forced to leave them open, but now they appear to be barred."


Jan
explained his perplexity to the third northern rune, who did not waste much
time thinking, but asked:


"Are
there other entrances to the south or north of the wall? But the negative
answer annoyed him, causing ugly words of unspeakable meanness to emerge from
his lips. Then the Wolf’s Head and Fyodor arrived and the situation was
explained to them. It was full of dangerous possible developments for the
safety of all of them. The Dragon, looking at the door beyond the ruin of the
grate asked:


"Doors
open inwards?" Jan nodded. "Well, then let's move the grille as far
as it takes to get through, maybe that door is still open."


The
first Master of War stated his perplexity, noting:


"Brother,
the grate is immense. There are only four of us and we will never be able to
move it. We need some horses!"


But
logical considerations were lost when faced with the pride of the Dragon. The
third Master of Trondheim put his back against the wall, pushed the twisted
pile of steel with all his strength. His cry as he fused his force resounded
like a roar in the vast atrium of the Damwall. As his companions watched
disbelievingly a squeaking and scratching and there was a minimal movement of
the immense mass. The Dragon bent over in the effort; his growling seemed to
grow in power and depth. It saturated the room and deceiving their ears,
sounding like a true dragon. Powerful arms pumped blood into his veins and
another squeal heralded another miserable movement. At that moment he seemed
like something other than a man. Arching his back he stamped on the ground
forcefully, giving such a powerful push to the heap of scrap metal that he
moved it by about two steps. Exhausted, the third War Master fell to the ground
among the debris, leaning against the wall with breathing heavily and shaken by
unusual tremors. A slight reddish mist flowed like the tide on the shore with
each breath of the warrior. Jan had no words to say, but the Wolf and Fyodor,
although amazed by what was seen, tried to help their companion.


"Are
you hurt my brother?" asked the first War Master in a worried tone.


But the
third northern rune did not have the strength to respond at all, sitting on the
ground and breathing laboriously. Fyodor did his best to help him up by taking
one arm, but he could not move even one limb of the Dragon. The stunned archer
of Black Portal searched the eyes of the Wolf's Head, who was busy trying to
raise his brother without any effect.


"Did
you see? He is possessed! The breath of the ancient demons gushed from his
helmet!" exclaimed the superstitious Jan.


"Stop
using your mouth just because you have one! You cannot be idiot enough to
believe such rumours," was the harsh admonition of the first Master of
War, who did not even turn around to look at Jan's indecorous behaviour, intent
on tracing the sign of the One God on the Dragon’s body, as quickly as he could
as if he had lost his mind.


The
Dragon began to breath normally and tried to get up. He was helped immediately
by the two who had not gone mad. The extraordinary third rune of Trondheim
turned to them:


"Thank
you for coming to my rescue. Certainly you haven’t offered to break your asses
to help me move that scrap iron!"


The Wolf
smiling replied:


"I
would have liked to stop you from your visionary idea of moving such an obstacle
with your bare hands. But when the grill moved more than a hair, I was so
amazed that I could not think of anything but impossible explanations."


"Then
I should now be the one to ridicule you, for my strength has been seen to be
greater than your reason," the Dragon tried to joke, hampered by fatigue.


"My
brother, I never thought I could compete with you regarding physical strength,
but now I'm sure I'm inferior to you in stubbornness as well!"


Fyodor
slipped between the wall and the twisted scrap to push the door, which squeaked
and to show the passage, revealing a very large bare stone spiral staircase.
The archer of the East turned to his companions and invited them to go first:


"I
gladly give way to those who know what to do better than I when they come
across an Orc face to face."


The two
War Masters looked at each other and the Wolf head commented:


"Now
you understand how clever the fearless knights of the Black Portal are."


"Next
time he looks at me, I'll pretend I can't even lift a spoonful of soup, so as
to leave the onerous task of trailblazer to him," answered the still tired
Dragon's Head.


The two
Masters of Trondheim slipped into the dark stairwell with slightly uncertain
steps. The knight of Black Portal delayed an instant looking at Jan sitting
down, leaning his back on the door near the twisted iron bars. The man held his
head in his hands and swung like a fir tree above the cliffs of a whispering
fjord.


"You,
guard of Damwall, stay there, but don't let yourself be killed, we don't want
to be weeping any deaths at least for the moment," Fyodor suggested before
vanishing through the wooden door.


The
three carefully inspected each room within a hundred meters of the entrance, as
they couldn’t expect to be able to check everywhere in such a large fortification
quickly. The Dragon looked under every bunk, behind every door, and even in the
flues of the numerous chimneys placed at the centre of the large dormitories.
The fireplaces were special, made of terracotta. A tapered flue fell from the
orange ceiling and widened like a glass vase. The brazier was open on all four
sides and showed clear signs of domestic use by soldiers once stationed there.
Pots and pans were hanging on the walls as if they were shields or swords. The
third symbol of Trondheim, tired of bending down to check under the wooden
beds, commented irritatedly:


"But
how many soldiers lived in this shitty fortification?"


The
Wolf's Head, as he explored every wardrobe to make sure that no enemy could
attack from behind, answered:


"I
have no idea, but to be honest I'm tired of searching, my brother. Let's stop
with this dormitory and change our plan!"


The
Damwall, although as tall as only few other buildings, had just five floors.
Each of them fitted within the very thick walls forcing the guards to enter
special niches, carved into the wall to reach the loopholes. Although the three
explorers were engaged in a tedious search, in no room they visited did they
find souls either alive or dead. The fortress seemed to have been simply
abandoned, with only the wind inhabiting it. Fyodor opened the way to the
terraces and the rooftops; a creaking wooden staircase protested under the
weight of the knight of the East, and squealed under the feet of the burnished
Wolf and finally wept as the mighty Dragon passed, under whose weight some
steps gave way.


"What
a disgusting staircase for a fortress! If the armigers ran up in armour and at
full speed, no one would reach the walls," the Dragon's Head complained.


The two
comrades looked at each other knowing well the enormous weight of their
comrade-in-arms. The Wolf was the bravest and had a good relationship with the
Dragon, so he dared to ask:


"My
brother, what you have done is incredible, both for what you achieved and for
what our eyes have seen. There was a mystic red smoke flowing from you like the
tide. Are you sure you feel well?"


The
warrior of the third rune stopped for a moment to sit on a wooden box and
asked:


"Tell
me, number one, what you think you've seen?"


"I
didn’t imagine it, I saw it! I saw a man move as much steel with his bare hands
as could not even be moved by fifty horses. A dark mist came out from each
crack in your armour, at every breath. It was thicker and more noticeable from
your helmet. And I've not only seen, I've also touched consistency your body.
It is so solid that it appears to be made of rock sticking out of the ground!"


This
description surprised and quite pleased the Dragon. Fyodor noticed the
astonishment in his eyes and asked:


"It
is clear at glance that you are unaware of this happening. Is that true or
false?"


The
third Master of the War put his black helmet back on and stood up. He
approached the two unintentionally looking menacing:


"I
did not notice any of this. Enormous tiredness and breathlessness are the only
sensations that I clearly recall!"


The
Wolf, noticing the hostile attitude of his brother in arms, minimized, cutting
short the discussion:


"Luckily
you've recovered. Nothing else matters!"


Fyodor
did not raise any further questions and began to observe the battlement
walkways, changing the subject:


"My
knights, I can see nothing: neither enemies nor dangers. So I propose to send a
clear message to the army to move forward."


"How
do you intend to send this letter? Certainly not through that delirious madman
lying at the entrance, I hope!" exclaimed the Wolf's Head grinning.


The
provident Fyodor had kept one of the horns of Vyborg, belonging to a deceased
soldier. It was in the large bag of leather tied to his waist. The archer of
the East pulled it out quickly and then passed it from hand to hand, proud and
satisfied with himself.


"Excellent!
Now I see the knights of the East are not only cunning, but also remarkably
far-sighted," commented the third Master of the War, pleased.


"What
are you waiting for, an imperial seal? Blow into that damned horn,"
ordered the Wolf’s Head.


The
sound of the horn resonated sharply and penetratingly in the rocky valley. The
echo bounced off the cold rocks and the volume doubled several times. The
knight stopped blowing only when there was no air left in his lungs, and his
face turned purple.


Holaf
and High heard the sound, but they didn't recognize it and were alarmed at the
thought of oncoming enemies. Grigor became agitated and asked loudly:


"What
could be the origin of such a roaring?"


"A
man, my Lord, blowing a horn of Vyborg. You do not recognise its timbre,
because in the north it is customary to use horns with a lower and darker tone.
To make our horns stand out, at Vyborg chose horns with this strange
sound," eloquently replied the last officer of the Green knights.


The two
Kings had heard Vyborg's call in the recent past, but were fooled by the
resonance of the mountains. Doubtful Grigor expressed his concerns in a low
voice:


"Having
established the origin of the sound, all that remains to be done is to
understand if it means all is clear or if it is a call for help."


It was
King Holaf who dispelled the doubts of his own Vassal by stating:


"If
there had been trouble, they wouldn't have made a sound that revealed their
position. Their orders were not to go into battle! Having said that, I
interpret it as a positive signal, a call to join them!"


The King
of the North gently spurred his beautiful mare and then shouted powerfully:


"Men,
let's move, the road is ours!"


The
long, colourful snake of steel moved, taking the shortest way to the violated
gates of the impressive building. The clear stones became tinged with yellow as
the sad sun quietly fell behind the heavy clouds that tormented the west.


Tyra did
not hide her astonishment. Ecstatic, she arrived at the foot of the walls, and
she said:


"How
did little men like ourselves dare so greatly by building and pushing
themselves to such heights?"


The
Bear's Head, looking at the sky as it became more and more nocturnal, answered:


"My
beloved sweet Lady, it's not that high, the Titan and the Arkantorre are taller
by far! You've been used to turtle-like fortresses."


The
princess, in her tight-fitting beautiful armour, smiled and admitted:


"I
haven’t seen much of this Kingdom. Before meeting you I visited only South
Winter and Kitan, so for me everything is new, my beloved. That is a fact!"


The
Bear's Head would have liked to promise her magnificent trips and unforgettable
adventures, but in the light of the latest events he did not feel like lying.
For a long time the evil of Orcs would rage over the lands of men, driven by
other much darker and more sinister forces, concealing their cravings in the
shadows.










Chapter 35


Enemies
at the gate


 


 


While
the Wolf and Fyodor admired the remarkable army crossing through the western
gate, the third northern rune went down to welcome the Kings, where Jan was
still praying out loud. When he saw the Dragon going out of the door, the man
from the Damwall leapt up and, with wide eyes, screamed:


"Stay
away from me, demon of the north!"


The
third Master of War did not even look at the man, but replied:


"You
may be out of your mind but you had better remember that King Holaf is the only
demon of the North, I am the Dragon's Head!"


Jan in a
fit of madness quickly ran up the spiral stairs, screaming. His prayers
resounded in the air, then gave way to a new sound that was much more sinister
and problematic. From the top the two warriors immediately turned their eyes to
the east, the direction from which the sound of rhythmic thumps were coming.
The Dragon climbed up the bars of the broken grate, still fixed in the jambs of
the east gate, but he saw nothing. The third northern rune ran over the
threshold, and looking to the sky cried out as loud as he could:


"What
cursed army is causing this marching sound?"


Fyodor
leaning out of the battlements answered, concise and icy:


"Thousands
of disgusting Orcs!"


The
Dragon’s Head ran quickly to inform King Holaf, who had just at that very
moment crossed the threshold of the west gate in obvious haste.


"My
Champion, what is making such an unholy war march?" bluntly asked Long
Sword.


"My
King, the companions at the top of the wall shouted there are thousands of Orcs!
And we have nothing to block the way," the Dragon cried in a loud voice,
giving his own King a powerful hammer blow instead of an answer.


The Lord
of the East, a great strategist, called out taking the initiative:


"Archers,
on the towers! Prince Geir, go with them and guide them in their marksmanship!"


King
Holaf could do no other than agree with the God-Slayer. He focused his
attention on the large atrium between the two doors, commenting:


"Here
is the suitable space. They shall throng to the door, blocking each other, and
we’ll be able to destroy them within these walls."


The
Dragon moving his head affirmatively proposed:


"My
King, let's push the wrecked grille between the jambs and create a barrier to
prevent the usual jump their warriors take. We will position ourselves in
phalanxes just behind this obstacle, with pikes and spears. We will be able to
pile the corpses of those horrendous beasts up to the roof."


The Lord
of the North and King Grigor looked upon each other with satisfaction at the
idea of the warrior. Holaf, turning to High, asked:


"My
brother, I ask you to please take care of the ladies. Too little is known about
the fortress to use the rooms. I would like to be sure that the no woman is put
to this kind of risk."


"My
sword might be useful to you, don't relegate me to the role of escort,
brother," replied the God-Slayer, almost offended.


"It
is not a punishment, I could never fight serenely knowing them in to be in
danger! Protected by your blade they need fear no evil, and I will be able to
concentrate on the enemy," explained the great King of Trondheim, still
wounded by the loss of Boris, of whom he had become fond.


"Lord
of the East, do not be afraid. I will defend your brother of the sword! Even my
hammer will be more effective, knowing Sersy is safely at your side,"
reassured the powerful Dragonhead.


Having
no choice after so many heartfelt appeals, the God-Slayer and the three ladies
moved into rooms on the first floor, while the drums resonated ever closer and
more threatening.


The
grate, previously moved by the Dragon alone, was now moved not without effort,
by sixty well muscled and motivated men. The metal was used as a net, blocked
by steel pins, embedded in the hard earth as if they were wedges in a quarry.
The knights acted quickly, working like a pack of wolves intent on stripping a
prey. The well-stocked armouries were plundered of all the arrows, which were
stacked up at the top of the walkways, where the archers were. Observers were
placed north of the passage and south to detect any threats or break-through along
the fortress walls, which lay placid and silent in the valley.


Geir,
from the top of the Damwall, had seen enough of the opposing force, magnified
by his inexperienced eye to make him believe he had before him the largest army
of Orcs on earth. The disconsolate prince sighed commenting:


"How
can we ever survive this river of filthy creatures?"


As the
Wolf's Head approached him, he whispered a piece of advice:


"Prince,
your anxieties are yours and no one else's! Men look to you as torch in the
darkness of a black night. It is your duty to show yourself as firm and
indomitable, if not for yourself, for your men!"


The
first symbol of Trondheim jumped onto the parapet amidst the battlements and
shouted:


"My
brothers at arms, look at how those Orcs look small and black, just like
cockroaches! So I expect to see half of them killed by your third round of
arrows!"


Fyodor,
realizing his intention, jumped to the Wolf’s side and shouted:


"For
the united peoples of the North and the East, we will win this battle."


Their
shouts were heard clearly even at the foot of the wall, and they made such a
loud a roar that it wiped out the sound of the enemy drums.


The Lord
of the East with the three ladies went to the roof among the battlements,
finding the frightened archers and the stacks of large stones ready to smash
the skulls of the attackers. King High asked for a Vyborg and a South Winter
tunic to be given to him. He then hoisted them on a pole. The wind took hold of
them, trying to tear them, shaking them like banners, while the God-Slayer gave
the men his thoughts:


"Men,
now we go into battle for our land and our loved ones! We will fight for the
race of men! Do not be afraid. As long as our banners are like wings in the
wind, the fortress will be ours and with it the victory!"


Thanks
to High's harangue, the archers also recovered from their fearful state of mind
and positioned themselves on the walls and put arrows to their bows. The Wolf
greeted the God-slayer and the three ladies:


"I
offer you my compliments, King of the East! Greetings to you too, gracious Ladies.
I’m going to my brother’s side, where the stench of the Orcs will unavoidably
reveal itself!" He passed Tyra and smiling, added, "Elegant armour,
my princess!" Before he flew down the stairs.


The
presence of the torches was necessary, because night, the friend of the beasts,
fell thick and dark in all its power. It was so dark that it did not allow the
archers to aim accurately, so they could only listen to the drums and the
growling in the barbarous language of Orcs.


Geir,
observing the sky, swore in a manner that was inappropriate for a prince, using
such vulgar words that they would be out of place even on the lips of a
peasant. And then once he had given vent to his feelings he turned to the
God-Slayer:


"My
Lord, what does your experience suggest regarding such a dark sky?"


King
High had no answer or advice for the prince but merely commented:


"Perhaps
the only tactic would be to shoot all the arrows in our possession at short
range, when the enemies are in sight, and then turn the archers into
infantrymen."


In the
tormented darkness of the night the snow had stopped falling, perhaps
frightened by the monstrous enemies. The icy wind helped the Arctic temperature
in its work of freezing everything, making every step and stone treacherous, a
very impractical situation for duelling. The Lord of the North, among the
serried ranks of his men, waited silently for the fury to break out. The Long
Sword seemed at ease even in a situation such as this. He was relaxed and
loosened the muscles in his shoulders and arms, with all his senses on alert
and watching. The knights felt the tension, but displayed unexpected good
humour. Some prayed, others pleaded, while few like the Dragon could not wait
to bring their weapons into action.


A
formidable roar broke through the darkness, and an entire army of Orcs
responded loudly. The thunderous roar given by the enemies covered the sounds
of the noisy archers on the walls and made Tyra shudder. It shook the
God-Slayer and even King Holaf. The tumult even shook the earth itself. The
Lord of the North whispered:


"And
so began the battle of the Damwall for the pass of Rockroad!"


From the
black darkness that dominated beyond the arch and the gateways of the fortress,
where the lights of the torches could not reach, came the violent screaming
enemy. Thousands of green, brown and black beasts crowded at the foot of the
wall from which heavy stones fell: every enormous rock, dropped by the soldiers
on the summit, gained enough inertia to penetrate deeply into the massive
bodies of the Orcs. Falling directly down by the shortest route, the boulders
claimed victims, smashing the small skulls of the enemy, making them explode,
sprinkling the wall and their companions with black blood. The old grate, now
used as a simple subterfuge, proved extremely useful, forcing the most daring Orcs
to jump from further away, forcing them to leap onto the solid pikes of South
Winter, ready and alert.


The
Dragon moved to the front line to quench his thirst for battle and found some
who did not fear him. A mighty black Orc with armour that was too heavy to be
penetrated by the pikes crashed down among the Whites, crushing the defence,
opening the way for numerous Green skins. The war hammer angrily struck the
black Orc without stopping, stunning it and giving time to the ranks to
reposition and spear the green screaming monsters. Once again, the armour of the
black-skinned monster treated the sharp points of pikes and spears of South
Winter as a joke.


King
Holaf emerged, like a rock hit by the waves, between the wall of shields. The
demon of Trondheim, with no respect for the size of the enemy, shouted with determination
giving a blow to the mighty beast, causing it to lose balance. The big black Orc
between the repeated blows of the Dragon and those of the Demon still had the
strength to stay upright. It stretched out an arm, grabbed a White who was
intent on striking him. The Orc, showing no sign of horror, threw the man back
behind it, among his fellow Orcs. The cries of the man were lost beneath the
roar of stones and steel. The Dragon's Head was victorious striking the enemy’s
knee, sinking the sharp peen of his war hammer into the heavy muscles and then
pulling it down with such force that it furrowed the flesh like a farmer’s
ploughshare tears through the earth. The black Orc screaming in pain, during
the tumultuous wake of events, dealt powerful blows to the shields and
warriors, who were distracted by other enemies.


A
soldier's head was torn from his body. It rolled to the ground with the eyes
and mouth wide open, drawing a macabre line of blood on the paving. The tragic
course of that poor man’s head ended between the legs of King Holaf, who almost
tripped over it. The Dragon's Head was unable to escape from the green Orcs
that came in attack, forcing the fourth Master of the War and the Wolf to face
the limping Black Orc. The great swords of the north were driven deeply into
the sides of the enemy’s armour, just there where the armour opened on the
enemy's evil-smelling armpits. The great beast fell to his knees with a
harrowing scream, trying to hit the first northern rune with its blade. The
Wolf skilfully escaped, extracting the steel from its side gleaming with filthy
black blood.


From the
walls the Lord of the East tried to guide the archers, who were blindly
shooting the their whistling arrows into the dark, relying only on the hope of
hitting enemies.


"Archers,
set fire to your arrows," ordered the God-Slayer in an intuition that
could have been useful earlier.


"Notch
your arrows!" Prince Geir shouted with all the breath he had in his body.
Then he took a moment to watch, attracted by the fiery light illuminating the
walls.


"Fire!"
ordered High King not very prone to time wasting, calculating the situation.


An
incalculable number of luminous arrows flew into the sky, tracing trajectories
that confused because of their splendid resemblance to ancient magic lost for
centuries. The fiery arrows on fire fell onto the enemies, chasing the darkness
away. Many sank into the ground, but others wet their points in black blood.


The
God-Slayer cried out from the battlements sure he was safe, because the arrows
of the Orcs didn't reach that height:


"Archers,
the target is visible, fire at will!"


A second
rain of arrows, this time not burning bright, swooped to the ground. Among the
metallic banging and rustling, the Orcs no longer shouted in bellicose delight,
but the sound, coming from beyond the barrier of the eastern gate, seemed more
like the deep groans of the dying. Holaf, holding his great sword with two
hands, gave blows to an Orc just arrived to the assault that were so vigorous
that the Orc was thrown a good way beyond the arch of the entrance. The body
was cut right at the abdomen, overcoming the resistance of the weak chain mail
of the body armour. Intestines fell out as the Orc flew, moving in the air like
whips but too weak to do damage, the only result of being that the soldiers
were covered with the black brand of enemy blood.


The
shiny rain of deadly falling stars caused many wounded among the ranks of the Orcs.
Perhaps even more corpses were scattered between the doors, illuminated by the
burning arrows, and the total blackness that extended beyond without apparent
boundaries. The morale of the enemy was broken. The rapidity of their
successive assaults failed, and the ranks of the knights of South Winter had
the necessary time to reorganise and reposition the wall of shields.


However,
line of defence was forced to retreat by a mighty Black Orc. Taking advantage
of his numerous soldiers, the Northern Lord decided for a change on the front
line, moving the first three exhausted rows of warriors to the rear and placing
fresh troops in the front line. King Holaf was offered an easy target, killing
several wrinkled Brown Orcs who were intent on climbing between the broken
pieces of the grating.


The
Dragon quenched the thirst of his hammer by stopping the hearts of two
aggressive Green skins, who jumping in attack, landed on the pikes. The two
beasts still tried to push themselves forward, trying to get within striking
distance to smash and kill some human beings.


An
unexpected and appreciated breath of calm arrived tricking most of the knights.
The silence beyond the walls seemed all too deafening. Nothing seemed to move
or shine in the light of the now customary arrows. Only an expanse of Orcs,
dead or about to die, could be seen beyond the twisted, barricade of steel.


A
whistling hiss followed by a strong thud as it hit the shields of South Winter,
scattering the soldiers. Stones were thrown by the arms of the muscular
enemies. First a few, then many and finally they became a torrent, which was
almost unbearable for the little men. Orcs Commanders offered a very unwelcome
test of strength by hurling huge boulders able to break down defences,
spreading death.


A
boulder, falling over the shields, fell right in the middle of the formation
and brought down the men as if they were leaves in autumn. A strong splash of
blood was thrown on the surrounding knights, who could do nothing but watch a
comrade being crushed under the big stone. They tried to help him, but his whole
abdomen had turned into a paste; the sacred liquids and the contents were red
and smelly on the edge of the rock. Further barrages came bouncing off the
walls of the large atrium, with equally harmful effects. The men filled with
panic, began to retreat disorganized and chaotic, pushing and screaming at the
lines of companions still incapable of reason. The Lord of the North skilfully
dodged a stone destined for him and cried out in his full and invigorating
voice:


"Men,
the direction in which you have to move is not to the west, but to the east! If
I really have to meet my death, I'd like it to happen with my face stained with
enemy blood, like a real man from the north!"


Behind
Holaf, intent on encouraging their army, three big enemy Commanders emerged from
the darkness, one for each breed of Orcs that infested the external lands of
the East. Protected from stones by the bleeding corpses of their dead, carried
on their shoulders and heads, in total violation of the idea of respectful
consideration for the dead, those beasts pushed themselves right up to the
doors. They grabbed the grate snarling with rage while suffering under a
constant rain of boulders and arrows. The enemy Commanders gave force to their
muscles. Pulling like bulls on a chain, they made the metal jump and shake but
it did not give way only because it had been cleverly staked. The South Winter
spears pierced the Orcs flesh repeatedly, but the beasts did not stop and
wildly shook grate again weakening the bars, now trembling in their settings.


A
boulder pushed over the parapet by Fyodor, who had seen the three enemies, made
a gap among the corpses protecting the head of wrinkled Brown. The rock reached
its target with such force that went right through the skin and bones right to
chest of the enemy, exploding it into a macabre flower of black flesh and skin
and terrible stench.


The
indomitable Demon of Trondheim launched himself against the enemy in an attempt
stop them from opening the way. The two remaining Commanders, soiled by the
black blood flowing down their shoulders along their bodies, growled loudly,
inflicting powerful blows on the grate that had caused them so many problems.
They broke it down it with a great shove, even pulling some stones from the
wall. Long Sword fell to the ground, while the beasts, trying to cross the
threshold, bumped into each other, driven by frenzy for battle and the hope of
being able to savour the King’s flesh. The misunderstanding between the two
quarrelsome beasts lasted the time it took for the second War Master to arrive
at Holaf's side and pull him away from their shadows.


The two
inhuman Commanders attacked furiously their backs wounded by many arrows,
laying about them among the ranks of the soldiers like an avalanche among
mountain chalets. The knights bravely fought back, dodging the enemy blows and
stabbing with their sharp pikes, where the metal of the Orcs did not cover
their skin.


Evghenij,
with his sword, ran into attack, twisting his body, giving as much force as
possible to his blade. The blow he inflicted was so strong that he cut off an
arm of the giant green Commander. With its limb amputated and stuck in the
midst of the chaotic movement of the warriors, the beast sought to retreat. The
Orc broke as many pikes as he could, managing to bite the head of a man
including his helmet, creating a large spurt of blood that should have ensured
his escape, but Leopard denied him this opportunity. The second War Master,
blocking the way, dodged a blow from the enemy’s sword that was so strong that
it drove the blade into the ground, jamming it and making the Green Skin weapon
unusable. Leopard's Head dodged the whipping claws of the only surviving arm,
and swirling his weapon, he lightly placed the tip on the throat of the green Orc
just under its helmet. The icy steel cut through the flesh, spurting copious
jets of disgusting effluent on the War Master, who had already turned around to
face other Orcs assailants.


While
the green Commander collapsed to the ground suffocating in its own blood, the
gurgling was a background to human cries. The knights returned to fight
vigorously against the dying creature though very little glory remained for
them. The Commander of the Black Orcs proved to be a fearsome enemy laying
about with a series of precise unstoppable blows that smashed the all of the
shields that came near causing the loss of vital fluids in many knights.


The
Dragon's Head, his pride challenged, attacked the black Orc alone. Quick and
powerful, he dodged the long enemy blade, then struck his opponent with inhuman
force. The Orc shield did its job, without sending any message to the owner.
The Black Commander responded quickly to the attack of the third symbol of
Trondheim, hitting out with extreme violence. The Dragon was thrown heavily to
the opposite side of the room against a solid wall. The man with his
disquieting helmet collapsed like a rag and there he remained apparently
lifeless. From his ruined shoulder strap, a rapid red flow of blood rapid
escaped along his arm, creating a vermilion puddle next to it.


The Lord
of the North managed to disengage from his enemy, sticking his sword straight
into the centre of the rough and brutal iron helmet. A cascade of blood began
to flow from the eye slits, and the Green fell to the ground shaking. Other
enemies came forward and chose King Holaf as their rival, preventing him from
helping his friend in trouble.


The
Black Orc stood unstoppable above all the heads, at least twice as tall as the
tallest of the men. Aware of its own power, the beastly creature was claiming
victims in the most horrific ways. Once the adversaries were stunned by sword
strokes, if not divided in two, the preys were trampled underfoot with great
force, just to see how far the splash of blood would fly. Other poor soldiers
were thrown across the front line to the Orcs rear guard to feed the soldiers.


The Orcs
were impatient to kill men, seen as useless and weak creatures. The beasts
rejoiced disrespectfully over every new death. The Bear's Head, with great
courage, moved ahead by striking one enemy after another, without ever checking
that he had killed them. This haste was because of a menacing beast in heavy
armour that was about to finish the helpless Dragon.


Having
lifted its sword to the sky, the beast lowered it rapidly like a guillotine
towards the Dragon’s neck, screaming meaninglessly in the certainty of dividing
the Dragon's Head into two parts. Like a providential angel the fourth Master
arrived just in time to move his heavy friend the few hand spans that were
necessary to save his life. The Wolf, also launched himself into battle to help
his brother, but was disconcerted to see the Bear’s Head move the Dragon with
relative ease. The first northern rune had not managed to move even one arm
with the help of Fyodor.


The
black beast bent his back and spread his arms, roaring powerfully in a metallic
tone. His helmet revealed nothing. It had only a small eyehole, which reduced
the hope of breaking through such a barrier. The Bear's Head instinctively
struck the helmet of the screaming beast, using the flat of his sword, since in
no way could it have even scratched such protection.


The
intention of the fourth Master was only to provoke an attack, a desire that was
promptly satisfied by the angry response of the huge adversary. With all his
strength the Black Orc brandished his sword, which was far too beautiful to
belong to any Orc Commander. The uncontrolled anger of the beast caused the
blow to miss its target , first hitting the ground and then a courageous
knight, who came to the Bear's aid.


The
fourth Master's blade managed to penetrate the perfidious eyehole of the
helmet, exploiting the low position of the enemy, bent over to give more power
to the impact of his weapon. The warrior of Trondheim was able to strike at the
beastly eye causing ruin and terror to the wretched creature. The Commander,
shaken by the pain and grinding its teeth, returned the attack by striking the
valiant Bear with his sword. Fortunately for him the corpse of the last knight
killed was still stuck on the sword, covering the edge of the blade and giving
only a strong blow that hurled him to the ground.


As the
battle continued, the rush of Orcs never seemed to end: when one was knocked
down, others showed their filthy muzzles furrowed by scars over the edge of the
walls. King Grigor, exhausted and bruised, was still fighting magnificently,
despite having killed many Orcs warriors. However, now tiredness made his
movements slower and his blows less incisive. The Lord of the North, in an
instant of pause given to him by Prince Gunnar, noticed the exhaustion of the
allied Sovereign and ordered him:


"King
Grigor, withdraw from the first line, I will not accept discussion!"


Eivind
offered his shoulder to his father and escorted him past the soldiers of the
white and blue shields, who opened to allow him to pass, and then closed behind
them immediately. The battle was as furious as the souls of both armies. A new
rain of red-hot lava was thrown from the top of the walls together with
numerous stones. The large stones were immediately replaced by others using
pulleys. The soldiers to hoisted them from the west side using long ropes and
metal baskets.


The
first Master of the War, trampling on the corpses of friends and enemies that
by now covered the pavement near the door, came in defence of his brothers. He
faced the angry Orc, blinded in its left eye, intent on releasing its sword
from the corpse, shaking it violently. The body finally detached itself from
the steel, flying away like a tunic blown by northern winds, releasing a
macabre rain on the knights below.


The
Wolf’s Head immediately understood the arduous task of defending both his sword
brothers. They lay fainted but distant from each other. The first northern rune
called for battle, shouting dreadful words blackening the honour of the enemy
in all sorts of ways, but the insults did not have the desired effect. The Wolf
ran quickly behind the enemy, who yearned to put an end to the Bear's Head’s
efforts. The skilful warrior from Trondheim struck a blow to the beast’s leg of
taking advantage of a crack in the shin guard but the sturdy chain mail did not
allow the hoped for damage. The Black Commander, well-protected by its shield,
turned suddenly keeping its sword open and low, landing blows on some Whites
intent on duelling nearby. The trick cost two men, condemning them to suffer
the penetration of cold steel in their warm guts. The first War Master turned
to the left of the enemy to exploit its blind side, but the corpses on the
ground prevented rapid movement, making steps uncertain for light men.


The
black beast could count on its greater weight sinking into the corpses every
step of its way, flattening out bones, metal and meat into a single repugnant
broth. The heroic steel of the first Master was not lucky and wasted its energy
against the enemy shield, which did not hesitate to push the little man firmly
to the ground. The Wolf’s Head found himself among the bodies of the fallen
knights was not able to rise immediately.


Arian
with his horse, blindfolded for the occasion, burst onto the scene, jumping
incredibly over the front line of fighters. He crashed down on the great enemy,
sticking his sturdy cavalry lance into the monster’s shoulder, slamming it
against the wall. Arian fell heavily with half a spear still in his hand,
broken in the body of the beast, obtaining however a precious chance: the
Wolf’s life was saved.


"Thank
you, knight of Tulsky, that was worthy of a God," shouted the first Master
of War, receiving as an answer a simple salute of his hand to his forehead by
the brave Arian, not yet satiated with glory, throwing himself into battle with
his sword at the ready to assault the fierce Commander.


The
Black Orc certainly did not wait and quickly repositioned himself with the
horse held tight between his enormous hands. The beast looked at Arian lowering
his head and turning to use its undamaged eye. The Commander's wrath led him to
twist the poor animal, which neighed, terrified. The monster twisted its body
until its hind legs had turned a complete circle. Only when the horse stopped
wiggling and neighing did it tear the poor animal into two parts as if it were
parchment. At the sight of such destruction Arian felt his heart shattered and,
driven by blind anger, he faced the murderer of his four-footed friend, despite
the cries of the Wolf's Head ordering him to retreat.


The
mountain of muscles covered in steel opened its arms with the two halves of the
animal held tightly in its fists, throwing a half circle of blood around it. As
Arian came too close, unable to assess the situation because of his anger, the
Commander Orc closed his arms as if he was crushing a mosquito. Tulsky's knight
was grasped in an equine grip, covered in a cloud of blood. As the beast hit
the target, it dropped its improvised hammers. Finding himself leaning too far
forward and unbalanced, he continued his offensive action by placing his hands
among the mush and then giving a leap with his legs. The huge creature, given
its overwhelming mass and muscle strength beyond imagination, hovered in the
air making a complete circle before collapsing with a horrendous noise on top
of poor dying Arian and his massacred steed.


Driven
by anger and inertia, the Black Orc did not lie for a moment on the bed of
others who had died but jumping up, grabbed the unbelieving Wolf by one leg.
The first rune of Trondheim saw his end coming again fast and inexorable. The
man was lifted to the unadorned vault by the Orc, about to crush his bones and
whatever else by throwing him to the ground.


A wild
roar sounded over the screaming hordes, the crash of the metals and the supplication
of the dying. A scream from other times, as black as the depths of creation,
resounded among the warriors of both sides. A strong sound of steel against
steel followed by a strong sizzle and a smell of burnt meat spread into the
hall of the gates. The Orcs stopped fighting incredulous and frightened, then
retreated chaotically trampling on everything and climbing on each other,
screaming desperately.


The
Wolf's Head fell to the ground, but his fall was broken a moment before impact
with the ground by three knights of South Winter, who came to his rescue. The
Dragon, surrounded by red smoke, had been able to penetrate the enemy armour
and tear its flesh as easily as a hot knife to sinks into butter. The war
hammer pulled out of the immense wound caused by the third Master of the War,
gave a sentence without appeal of the end of the reign of terror of the great
Black Commander. The enemy had been opened from the chest to the belly. There
was a huge incandescent hole, like the circles of hell with embers and stink,
full of muck and cauterized blood. The sadistic war hammer was light red
turning to incandescent white at the ends, so bright that it hurt the eyes. The
hammer drew a scythe of orange-red light in the half-light, hitting the
opponent’s side again and again.


Stronger
than the tremendous gurgling made by the inhuman warrior grasped by death, he
aimed a further blow, smashing his target in an immense, flameless explosion.
Tiny shreds of burnt meat and entrails were scattered everywhere, covering everything
that stood around the Dragon. The empty pieces of armour bounced off each other
with the sound of large pans discarded by a cook. On the body armour there were
evident signs of fusion that were disturbing, revealing again a macabre
testimony of the divine anger unleashed by the war hammer. Sharp bone fragments
were fused to metal and now imprisoned halfway between freedom and the steel.
The third Master of the War threw himself into the black of the night, growling
like being of ancient times.


From the
walls they saw the luminous hammer drawing magnificent designs in the darkness.
They heard the roars and gurgling, clearly noting the bitter smell of burnt
flesh. King Holaf set out to chase his Champion to calm his anger and lead him
back to more friendly ranks, but he was unable to follow him. With his sword
the Trondheim demon knocked down some Brown Orcs hiding in the shadows behind
the stone menhirs, shouting:


"My
friend, I beg you not to continue your vengeful hunt, but come back here!"


The
Dragon's Head, recognizable only by his incandescent hammer, returned to his
Nordic Lord. Holaf was so tired that he collapsed to his knees leaning against
his sword, barely able to see his own warrior. A dark shadow presented itself
in the heavy and neurotic atmosphere of the night. It looked like the Dragon
and had the ability, typical of arcane creatures, to arouse fear.


"My
Champion, my brother of the sword! Help me return to where my friends can
protect us," Holaf exclaimed visibly fatigued.


The
third rune of the north rescued him, carrying him as if he were a child of a
few months, making his way among the brown Orcs, who were so stupid that they
were the only race not to have sought salvation.










Chapter 36


Still
among the living


 


 


The Lord
of the East, from the walls, had called a halt to the firing of arrows, even if
he did not understand what the source was of the light they could see, intent
on tracing mortal and splendid trajectories in the shadows. The God-Slayer had
been able to clearly distinguish the words of his friend Holaf, but had not
been able to understand to whom they were addressed. The Lord of the East,
shaking his head, ordered Prince Geir:


"I
must go, don't hit that luminous being under any circumstances! It could be
unexpected help from Denethor."


The
Prince of South Winter had some arrows fired aimed as far as they could go to
dispel the nocturnal shades and reveal horrific muzzles, but all they saw were
several dozen brown Orcs standing still and uncertain in the dark. King High
quickly descended the spiral staircase, his footsteps ringing back and forth
through the rooms, driven by a desire to know how the battle was going.


The Lord
of the East opened the door and was shocked by the vision. The floor was
transformed into a dark lake of black blood, dense and fragrant with faeces and
putrefaction, from which martyred corpses of men and Orcs emerged. Even the
South Winter Realm could boast of fallen heroes, certainly chosen by the
Valkyries for their indomitable courage. As always, the Orcs left few people
injured. They preferred to be certain and massacre every one of their victims.


"Holaf,
my brother, where are you?" High shouted very worriedly as he could not
see the bulk of his dear friend in the hustle and bustle of the end of the battle.


Long
Sword was sitting at the back, tired and aching. His shoulder was still not in
perfect condition and after all the effort of the battle it demanded attention
and rest.


It was
Eivind, intent on piercing every Orc lying on the ground with the tip of his
sword, who heard the calls of the Lord of the East:


"My
King, I will lead you to the demon of Trondheim! He retired beyond the front
line to catch his breath after adding new meaning to the words ‘fight a
battle’!"


"Thank
you, little son! You and your father, how are you?" the God-Slayer asked
courteously.


"My
old man proved once again to be an excellent warrior, but his pride in being
the best knight of the north fell in battle I fear," was Eivind's
response, nothing like the usual the boring protocol.


King
High, however, did not want any clarification: now he cared only to see Holaf,
preferably healthy and in a good mood. The God-Slayer was partly satisfied.
Long sword, as he did last time, lifted his right fist shouting:


"I'm
still here, dear brother."


High
shook his head and smiling commented:


"I
would have expected nothing more from you than this!"


Next to
King Holaf were sitting the Wolf and the Leopard’s Head, while the fourth
Nordic rune lay still confused by the blows received. Standing and returned to
normal, but breathing heavily, with his war hammer now black, but still
steaming, the Dragon’s Head was behind the Lord of Trondheim, gloomy and silent
as usual.


The
third runic symbol was totally covered with the blood and remains of Orcs. He
exclaimed:


"I
promised you this, my King! I looked after my Lord. Have you protected my
beloved?"


The
God-Slayer smiling replied:


"Knight,
I've always boasted of being a reliable man. Also this time I kept my word! I'm
really happy to see you all alive!"


Holaf
told him of Arian's heroic end. His cadaver was so badly crushed that he could
not be recovered. The enormous weight of the Black Orc had smashed even the
most solid bones, mixing the remains in the lake of blood. The Lord of the
North got to his feet uncertainly and began haranguing the men:


"My
knights, we can mourn the fallen or rejoice in being victorious, but the battle
of the Damwall has not put an end of the fighting, and this is a fact!"


The
Dragon's Head gave himself a quick rub down, removing the worst of the horrible
decorations affixed to his armour and asked:


"My
Sovereigns, with your permission I would like to go to my Sersy!"


The two
King of Kings offered no opposition and the Dragon turned to the Bear’s Head:


"Can
you come with me, fourth brother? Your Tyra will claim at least one kiss! If
you like, I will carry you!"


The
fourth Nordic rune staggering like a drunk, got up commenting:


"Thank
you, brother, but what I lack in strength I will make up with dignity and I
will drag myself under my own power to my beloved!"


The two
warriors took a well-deserved break from the horrors of the battle to console
their respective damsels who had been in great apprehension.


King
Grigor stared quietly at the Dragon's Head for a long time, until he disappeared
behind the door to reach the upper floors. The Sovereign of South Winter looked
seriously at King High and exclaimed:


"That
one is not part of the challenge!"


The
God-Slayer, caught by surprise, answered:


"King
Grigor, will you not seriously want to count every fallen enemy? It seems to me
a very disrespectful bet and in any case King Holaf would win!"


Grigor
brought his hands to the nape of the neck and turning a full circle exclaimed
discontentedly:


"Fine,
there's no match with men like these! They would seem immune to the most basic
limitations and instincts of self-preservation, and the one with the Dragon
helmet is certainly not completely human. I get goose bumps if I just happen to
catch his eye!"


High
alone among his bad-humoured and gloomy companions broke out laughing but it
cheered nobody. High commented:


"In
the early days I too found the third Master of War disconcerting. I always had
a strange feeling, almost a tremor. But only today he saved my life at least
twice, and always addressed me with respect, so I think you're exaggerating,
King Grigor!" the God-Slayer interrupted himself, trying to gather support
among those present and, not finding it, resumed talking: "I don't say
he’s the least violent of men, but his excesses can be attributed to the title
of Master of War. What more can be asked of a warrior?"


An icy
silence fell, and High realized that he was not up to date with the facts. He
looked at Holaf with an uncertain smile and asked, "My brother, it wasn’t
the Dragon by any chance, that was the source of that glowing in the darkness?"


Long
Sword hinted a nod with his head and doubtfully told of what he had seen.


"Dear
High, I don't know exactly what happened, but many of us owe our lives to the
third rune of Trondheim, although it was disturbing to see him in action,"
explained the Northern Lord to a pale-faced God-Slayer.


"And
that's not all, my King!" the Wolf exclaimed, stopping because of a
strange sense d in his mouth, almost a taste of betrayal.


The
Sovereign of Trondheim encouraged him by exclaiming:


"My
first rune, nothing could surprise me more than what I've seen today, so tell
us!"


The
Wolf's Head came to life and recounted the episode of the grate that had
happened earlier. The whole circle of warriors looked uncertain, but it was
Grigor who broke the silence:


"So
I am no longer the best of the Nordic soldiers! To tell the truth, I really do
not think that I am worth anything anymore. Just as well! At the next attack
I'll be behind you, the knights of the runes. If I can't be the strongest, let
me at least be the most long-lived!"


King
Holaf burst into laughter, hiccoughing and exclaimed between breaths:


"If
it is some consolation, dear Grigor, you are the Nordic warrior with the most
powerful self-esteem! In this virtue you are without compare!"


The
blond Sovereign and his daughter laughed heartily together and he answered:


"Fortunately,
at least I have achieved dominance in something. For years I have been swearing
to myself and my wife that I must excel at some skill, so from now on call me
the Triumph of Winter!"


The
strange joviality of the King of South Winter was providential. It gave an
outlet to the men and revived their souls, which had been severely tried by so
much bestiality. In the hearts of all there was the certainty that many other
horrors existed, hiding their shapes among the scattered rocks. Enemies eager
to carry out horrific destruction of their bodies were only waiting for the
right occasion.


Metal
baskets were lowered empty from the top of the walls and hoisted frenetically,
overflowing with stones. A group of quick and silent warriors searched through
the corpses of Orcs, like blackbirds in a courtyard, collecting the arrows,
which were still intact.


"My
Dragon, how are you? You are losing blood from your arm!" exclaimed Sersy
as soon as she saw her knight, running to help him.


"Calm
down now, it's nothing serious, just a big scratch!" reassured the third
rune of Trondheim, but the dark beauty did not give a sign of calming her
fears, making Elisabet come grumbling to his aid:


"Courage,
colossus, sit down and make it easier for me to clean up your wound! That will
at least appease the anxiety of your young maiden by which she is so badly
affected!"


The
Dragon obeyed amused by the mumbling of the old Lady, busy in making comments:
"At her age I had already healed so many horrendous wounds that I had lost
count, but I did not cry or wail, no way sir, on the contrary, sewing, mending
and bandaging was my lot!"


Tyra
also carefully inspected the Bear's Head for injuries, but the knight, apart
from a few minor scratches, had received a strong blow causing pain in his
whole body but not showing any outward sign for now.


"You're
unharmed, my love!" the princess in armour exclaimed smiling.


"Yes,
my beloved, but I'm alive only thanks to my first brother and the Dragon. Again
he was the pillar of the war," the Bear turned to his rudely cared for
brother and promised him, "Dragon, I will do everything in my power to
award you your well deserved honour. The Knight's Cross of the Pillars of War
can be for no other than you."


At such
an affirmation the third rune of Trondheim, usually without expression, smiled
and commented:


"That
would be a very welcome reward."


Tyra,
seeing the unusual reaction of man, asked intrigued:


"What
is this honour for?"


"We
are talking about an almost legendary honour. Think of it, my love, only two
have been awarded in all history. One of them was earned by Trondheim Thorson,
who was given a statue on the wall of heroes in the great hall of the Titan.
This mythical warrior was the founder of the Order of Masters of War and the
Nordic capital. The second was offered centuries later to Erling I, father of
King Holaf's father," the fourth War Master exhaustively satisfied the
curiosity of his blond Lady.


"You
have heard, my knight, so now you no longer have to risk so much to show
yourself worthy. Your value will be justly rewarded!" exclaimed smiling
Sersy kneeling next to her warrior, who did not make the slightest cry, despite
the fact that Elisabet was busy sewing the big wound on his shoulder.


The
Dragon's Head gently lifted his hand to place his fingers in the dark hair of
his beloved and, after a couple of strokes, the third rune commented:


"My
sweet Sersy, we are not made to live in the shadows. Our nature hunts enemies
incessantly, and my hammer yearns for battle all the more strongly, when it
promises to be arduous and bloody!"


That
this strange discourse of the Dragon was spoken in the plural did not go
unnoticed. The ears of the Bear Head and those of the elderly Lady both caught
the hint, but neither was willing to investigate or create tension.


One of Fyodor's
companions watching on the wall noticed the there was no light coming from one
of the three lookouts to the north positioned along the terraces to control any
enemy manoeuvres. The knight called this to the attention of the heir of South
Winter:


"Prince
Geir, the light from the north has been gone for a long time!"


The prince
looked south and counted three lights, then northward seeing only two was not
alarmed:


"Maybe
it burnt out. They will re-light it shortly!"


Only a
few minutes passed and to the south the second light broke out on the wall,
starting as a weak trembling point in the dark, then becoming a living flaming
strip. Geir, not alarmed over the first event, saw the flames spreading across
the stone ordered:


"Men,
on guard! A new deception of the enemy is about to overwhelm us!"


The
archers, armed with arrows, divided into two groups, half lined up northward,
while the rest turned their points south. The third northern light began to
dance nervously, first to the right and then to the left of the barrier. In the
distance you could hear faint, thin screams, icy as needles in the flesh.


"Did
any of you understand the meaning of the cries?" Geir asked aloud, but no
ear had been fine enough to understand at such a distance.


Every
doubt and uncertainty fled away, showing the position in all its drama. When
the light stopped moving frenetically, the light seemed almost to fly out and
then descend rapidly several times and then draw a line of light beyond the
parapet toward the darkness until it dissolved. A roar thundered in the air
chilling every heart.


King
Holaf shot to his feet putting on his helmet as he looked north. The Lord of
the North was surprised by a second loud threatening scream, coming this time
from the west side of the wall. An arrow flew through the air, which ended its
flight in the head of the Captain of South Winter, in private conference with
his Sovereign. The arrow overcame the resistance of the skull, emerging from
the right eye of the poor wretch, pouring splashes of blood onto the King, and
finally scratching the cheekbone of Grigor. The man struck by the arrow turned
his healthy eye to the middle of his face, as if to see what had happened, his
mouth fell open allowing blood and saliva to escape. Then he collapsed to the
ground with a loud metallic crash, lifeless. King Grigor touched his face and,
seeing the blood on his hand, still astonished he turned towards the demon of
Trondheim, already intent on shouting orders with warrior-like energy,
protected by his shield.


It was
Prince Eivind who helped his Lord, who was standing there stunned. He pulled
him to safety beyond the wall of shields, and then shouted vigorously at him:


"Father,
have you fallen asleep? It will not be a little scratch like this, that can
send you to the company of the Warriors Gods!"


"What's
happening, my King?" asked Grigor as soon as he recovered from his fright.


"Orcs
are attacking us from east and west, we'll have to enter the building and
barricade ourselves," explained the Lord of the North to the blond Grigor.


However,
the defensive plans of the King of the Nordic Kings suffered a severe blow,
when from the top of the Damwall, Geir leaning out between the battlements
shouted:


"My
Sovereigns, enemies on the battlements are moving rapidly towards us from north
and south, the Damwall is lost!"


"Take
heart, son, you're not a beginner," thundered his father, stung by the
defeatism evident in his son's words.


But
Prince Geir was not wrong. A burning arrow shot through the darkness aimed at
revealing the enemy. It gave an unpleasant response. The awful growling
hairless muzzles were well highlighted by the amber light of the flares. Geir
again leaned out to tell the Sovereigns:


"Here
in the battlements there are white snouted monster dogs!" The prince
withdrew and cried with all the breath he had in his body: "For the North!
Fire at will!"


The
God-Slayer turned to his brother in arms worried about the looming events:


"Those
beasts are almost immune to arrows. Their shaggy fur protects them, and their
skulls have very thick bones. My men in the woods cut one down piercing its
brain through the eye. But it is needless to say that is a very lucky shot even
for a skilled and experienced archer."


"Geir!
Geir! Withdraw within the walls," the Lord of the North ordered, shouting
with as loud as he could, but unfortunately without luck.


High
exchanged glances with Grigor and Long Sword. Without needing to say anything
else he quickly ran through the door disappearing on the stairs.


The
filthy arrows of the Orcs began to reach the troops, placed at the foot of the
Damwall, falling onto the wooden shields of South Winter. The eastern side of
the fortress was once again targeted by stones and large rocks. Fortunately
huge boulders were not thrown, avoiding endless problems for those who held the
passage. Panic reigned supreme on the rooftops of the fortification. As High
well remembered, the beasts did not take much notice of the sharp wood, which
only tickled them.


Geir
unsheathed his sword and put on his helmet ready to resist to the last man so
as not to suffer the shame of retreat. The prince bold, but desperate at heart,
commanded:


"Archers,
take up your swords, we will entrust our lives to hard steel!"


The
dreadful beasts jumped over the first rows to the north and south, dismembering
soldiers with tusks and claws. The men of South Winter had already faced these
enemies in the battlements of their city, but at home they had enjoyed the
support of heavy infantry, now blocked by the gates of the fortress, and of the
catapults placed to defend them from the walls. They all found themselves face to
face with the bestiality of such creatures capable of cutting off large pieces
of flesh, despite steel plates and chain mail.


The
noise of the archers called the Dragon and the Bear’s Head to the battlements.
They ordered their ladies to wait for them in the dormitories with Elisabet,
before launching into the fray. The two Masters barely made their way to the
enemy with its blood-soaked snout. While the beast was sinking its teeth into
the chest of a poor archer, grasping his shoulder, the Dragon wasted no time in
giving a powerful hammer blow to the repugnant being. The welcome sound of
broken bones was heard for the first time from the enemy ranks. A second blow
to the yelping dog like monster opened its skull, but the beast still bit at
the archers who were filled with panic and chaotically crowded into each other
in search of salvation.


The
third rune, moving skilfully among the corpses of his companions, shouted
vigorously:


"Come
here you disgusting piece of shit."


As the
wounded animal turned its nose, the deadly hammer fell on it. Shards of bones
and teeth were thrown at a great distance by the sadistic hammer. With his free
hand that held no weapon or Dragonhead shield, he stretched out to his stunned
opponent and sank his metal pointed fingers into its brain. Having violated the
bleeding organ and killed the enemy, even the mighty warrior realized he could
do no more. Showing a predisposition for command, that was not exactly his
role, he shouted:


"My
companions, retreat! Get into the trapdoors, the battlements are lost!"


The
Bear's Head, not far away, stuck the sword into the chest of a monster, causing
an enormous wound; other archers imitated him, violating flesh to quench the
thirst of their weapons for the blood of the beast. The animals died, but not
without reaping victims. The knight of the fourth rune reprimanded a group of
archers reluctant to retreat:


"Move
your asses, idiots! Didn’t you hear your orders? In the absence of the
Sovereigns the command belongs to the highest degree, therefore the Dragon is
the legitimate leader!"


The two
warriors of Trondheim, joining forces, were able to knock down one beast and
wound three others, allowing time for the retreat. Finally, tired and once more
covered in blood, they also retreated into the lower rooms. Tyra threw her arms
around the neck of her Bear, while the Dragon did not hide his joy at seeing
King High race into the dormitory. The third northern rune thanked him:


"I
owe you a lot, my King, you have come to defend my dearest possession!"


The sincere
Lord of the East, as usual, answered:


"To
tell you the truth, my dear friend, I ran here to order the retreat, but seeing
the men come down through the trapdoors in great haste, I suppose it was you
who gave this order and I stayed with the ladies."


The door
between the safe dormitory and the rest of the building was swept open in
anger. From the darkness of the adjacent room emerged Jan holding a little girl
by the hand.


"Beasts,
demons in the rooms of my father's house," Jan shouted with his eyes wide
in the white pallor of his face.


High
went towards them quickly and with a cold gaze took the weeping girl by the
hand and entrusted her breathlessly to Tyra, who did not refuse. The King of
the Kings of the East turned to Jan and questioned him harshly:


"Calm
yourself, soldier, what drives you to madness? We're all frightened, our
enemies attack us from all directions, but apart from your cries no one else is
going crazy!"


Jan
pointed his finger towards the Dragon's Head embraced by dark Sersy and whispered
crazily:


"He
has the seed of evil! He commands them and guides them to our flesh. They are
everywhere in every room, from the north to here. We'll all die!"


Sersy
turned to stone. Her old sensations and fears, which had never completely
abated, immediately regained strength following the silly affirmations of that
unknown knight. The Dragon looking into the eyes of his beloved saw the terror,
shaking her gently and not understanding her state of mind, exclaimed:


"My
beautiful Lady, as long as I live nothing will ever harm you!"


The
black beauty embraced him without replying, thoughtful and frightened.


"You
say there are beasts in the rooms," asked the God-Slayer, addressing Jan
who was lost again in prayer, no longer answering any voice or question.


"My
Lord, you must go and warn King Holaf and with him decide what to do,"
advised the Bear’s Head in apprehension for his beloved.


Not much
had changed outside the Damwall. On the east side stones were still being
thrown at the shields able to withstand such blows, while on the west side,
after there were no more arrows, some Green Skin Orcs attacked but were killed
without victims by the lines of South Winter. High arrived beside his brother
in arms lit by the glow of the dawn. The long sections of rock began to project
their endless shadows westwards. The sky, ridding itself of the night without
attracting any interest, presented itself clear and well disposed to show
heroic human deeds to the Warrior Gods, who yearned for new heroes awaiting the
clamour of battle.


"My
brother, what is happening above our heads?" Holaf asked, intent on
observing the enemy forces, finally about to reveal exactly who they were.


"Brother,
I bring bad news, the Damwall is lost. The monsters have had their way. They
have taken the battlements the majority of the rooms. There's nothing left for
us except a battle in the open field!"


The Lord
of the East spoke without weighing words down or making wise choices of
expression. He didn't have time to play semantic games; moreover, he believed
in the frank communication of bad news.


King
Holaf looked at him winking his icy eye and, his face rigid, asked:


"You're
sure you can't repel the enemy on the walls?"


The
God-Slayer entrusted the answer to a simple fact:


"Your
Champion was the first to order abandonment!"


Grigor
put his hand to his forehead and sighed:


"If
even your Dragon considers the Damwall to be indefensible, I really don't think
there are any alternatives."


Long
sword nodded sadly wondering:


"Do
we have time to allow the sun to rise and identify which enemy is best tackled
first?"


High
shook his head and explained:


"The
third and fourth Masters are still in the dormitories, until they leave, no one
will move! Those two heroes are defending archers heavily attacked by the beasts.
Geir told me about the carnage that took place on the battlements."


Holaf
bowed his head, gritted his teeth and snarled:


"So
now we're in debt to archers, it’s going from bad to worse!"


While
the Kings organized the move, Eivind arrived exhausted and interrupted the
consultation:


"My
Sovereigns, father, to the east the sun reveals brown Orcs without Commanders.
From the beginning of the second attack only pebbles and stones have hit our
shields."


"Thank
you, son, the first good news of the day!" exclaimed his proud smiling
father before proposing: "My King, let's attack to the east: without a
Commander, the Orcs, especially the Browns, are within reach of every good
soldier!"


A
meditative silence fell, interrupted by God-Slayer, to whom the overly reckless
plans did not sound right to his ears. It seemed only like arrogant boasting,
but once he evaluated the situation King High commented:


"If
nothing else, we would be going in the right direction."


Holaf
went among the soldiers to scrutinize enemy lines beyond the shields and be
able to make less risky decisions. Towards the east, the Long Sword recognized
the enormous size of the Black Commander, who fled after the attack of the
Whites of South Winter. The colossus moved among the soldiers heavily in a
threatening manner. The Lord of the North drew conclusions with the bitter
taste of a heroic death:


"To
the east there may be no Commanders, but to the west I see the largest I have
ever seen. It would take trebuchets and catapults to overcome such a being!
Therefore, the only path to travel pushes us eastwards, into ignorance of the
actual enemy force."


The King
of Trondheim certainly wasn't without resources and the same could be said for
High and Grigor, but it seemed strange to all to see solitary Browns, not
guided against the lines of men. The doubt that snaked through their heart was
great, because the possibility of falling into a trap among the very high rocks
seemed all too real. A tremor running down his back induced Holaf to look
towards the sky, just in time to escape himself and also push the King of the
East from the trajectory of an entire piece of the battlements pushed from the
top of the fortress.


Broken
off and pushed onto their heads by the beasts, the enormous block collapsed to
the ground. The solid thud was terrible, raising a large cloud of pale dust,
which was followed by other similar thuds. Not everyone was as quick or as
lucky as the Long Sword, and they were overwhelmed and crushed onto the
cobblestones on the ground. Shouts of pain came from the lips of those who had
not skilfully moved away, some being hit in the leg or arm. Blood was flooding
and spurting from the squashed bodies, covering the flesh and dyeing their
white tunics.


The
smell of the vermilion nectar mixed with the stench of fear was picked up by
the wind and carried to the nostrils of the enemies. A growling roar exploded
from the adversaries, who noisily leaped into sight and at the edge of the pile
of stones.


Other
stones were thrown down onto the warriors. The laboriously prepared stones
became enemy weapons, whistling loudly as they fell, bouncing to the ground.
One of them struck the man next to Gunnar, exploding his head and neck,
sticking onto his body, from which began to sparkle with red and cheerful blood.
Pieces of bone and brain adhered to the face of the young Prince of Midgard,
who had left his visor open in a burst of youthful recklessness. Gunnar
immediately moved under cover, not completely aware of what had happened, but
certainly shocked into kneeling and vomiting. The Lord of the North made the
only possible decision and ordered:


"Men,
with me to the east, we send some of these abominations to rot."


Long
sword ran towards the east valley covering his head with his shield. The men
imitated him following him and screaming: "For South Winter! Let us kill
them all!"


Others
were eagerly shouting: "For the North!"


And
again: "Never defeated!"


Eivind
pulled out his sword and seeing King Holaf in the attack, moved to his side
screaming:


"For
the Nordic Kings, for the United Men!"


Only a
small handful of soldiers remained under cover between the two doors to shield
against the threat coming from the west. The command of these brave warriors
was taken by the Lord of the East, who had to withstand the impact of the Green
Skins until the two Masters of War were emerged from the door, as they were
still inside the Damwall.


The
dog–like monsters had control of the roof in addition to the hall on the upper
floor. Their furious attacks lost momentum in tight spaces, but having killed
the first, ten others were ready to take its place and to fight. The two
Masters of War despite their great courage, were now exhausted and tired. They
could barely defend each other. The men lost the battle for the intermediate floor,
but a positive aspect was numerically few were lost. No archer was chewed up,
only a couple fell, being trampled to death by their frightened companions. For
four others the fate was more benevolent, allowing them to come out with only a
few bruises and scratches.


Tyra and
Sersy escaped through the door with the elderly Elisabet, all breathless and
nervously muttering. Jan was also taken outside quite roughly. The shocked man
stumbled upon a corpse and sank into the pool of blood and crushed flesh that had
collected under the vault between the two gates.


The
Bear's Head came out. He took Tyra by the hand, shocked by the bloody and
brutal sights his eyes had seen. In a hurry, the knight tugged at her, saying:


"Come,
follow me away from here, I don't want to see you lose your mind!"


A few
moments later, the Dragon also appeared with the clear intention of informing
King High, who was still busy holding up the barrier of the west gate:


"Lord
of the East, there is no longer anyone behind me who is worth saving."


The
third Master took the opportunity to give a heavy blow to a Green Skin, which
had succeeded in its intent of ripping a blue and white shield on the northern
wall. The beast tried to stab the exhausted knight with its rusty spear, but
the sadistic hammer hit the neck of the Orc, breaking the cervical vertebrae
and the enemy collapsed immediately. However, the Dragon did not seem too
satisfied with such a clean death.


King
High ordered the handful of brave warriors:


"Let’s
move, soldiers, there is nothing among these stones that is worth fighting for
anymore."


The
Dragon gave Sersy his hand, with Elisabet clawing her arm, as she had been left
behind by the upset Tyra. The group of laggards made their way through the
increasingly shorter shadows of the natural stone columns. They ran without
turning around, reaching where the Demon of Trondheim was easily guiding the
manoeuvres against the slow, barely awake Browns. The Lord of the East called
the archers to him, but the White archers were not all there after the heavy
trail of death, left in the battlements. He answered Fyodor in the voice of his
Lord:


"Tell
me, my King, what do you need?"


The
God-Slayer stopped for a moment next to his man and smiled, exclaiming:


"Well,
you're still alive! I didn't see you go through the Damwall and I feared the
worst!" King High sorely tried by the battle sought relief in a deep
breath, and then ordered: "Knight, encourage the archers and ask them to
retrieved the arrows, I want you to fire at anything that tries to cross the
Damwall!"


Not many
of the archers capable of effectively practicing the fine art of archery
remained. The majority appeared shocked and shaky, incapable of precise shots.
Many random arrows are always better than few unable to stop the enemy.


Geir
arrived and volunteered himself and his men to carry out the order to the best
of human ability. High, running towards Holaf, shouted to King Grigor who was
intent on finishing off an Orc:


"King
of South Winter, be very proud of your children, they are excellent warriors!"


Hearing
these compliments, Swollen Winter stuck his sword into the throat of his
struggling enemy on the ground and full of pride answered:


"Did
you have any doubts? They are my children, apples never fall far from the tree!"


Sersy
pulled along by the Dragon turning towards the fortress, gave a sharp cry:


"We
left Jan at the Damwall alone!"


The
third Master of the War did not hear or pretended not to hear, but the dark
beauty shouted the phrase again with all the force she had in her body. The
warrior of the third rune looked at his beloved and pronounced icy words:


"We
have no need of such a coward! If he can't get by on his own strength, I won't
waste a single drop of sweat of any soldier here to get him back!"


The
third Master left the dark beauty with the Lady Elisabet and Tyra together with
the wounded in the middle of the ranked warriors.


Not even
half of the horses had been rescued, having left them at the foot of the
fortress as a diversion to slow down the enemy. The black knight of the third
symbol ran to the wall line to bring all the help he can. In reality, by now,
the Browns were few and defeated, their morale destroyed, and the survivors
escaping. The Leopard cut the upper part of the skull of an Orc and then it
collapsed to the ground with a strong kick. The body fell like an old rotten
tree, spilling blood and what remained of the brain among tremors and
contractions. The second warrior raised the great sword of blood to heaven and
shouted ferociously:


"Dead
meat!"


He was
echoed by the Wolf's Head, extracting his blade from a powerless enemy:


"Again!
I'm not satisfied yet, are these the only offerings for lunch?"


Very few
of the Orcs were able to move or breathe. The price paid by Midgard's army was
certainly not lower than that paid by the enemy, but joy began to flow into the
hearts of men, blossoming in smiles and loud cries. High was inspecting,
watching attentively, while Grigor was celebrating with his son Eivind, proud
to have protected his father as best he could.










Chapter 37


Strenuous defense


 


 


Amidst
joy and singing Holaf still waited to relax his nerves, staring at the austere
mountains in the distance. The Dragon silently approached his King to look at
the same thing at which the Lord of the North was gazing, enchanted. The third
Master shook his head, roaring furiously:


"Brothers,
stop the noise! Use your brain as well as your ears! Last night, there were so
many that they looked like a river and now I do not see enough corpses to
balance the accounts."


The
tremendous echo of a drum came from afar, quieting the joy and extinguishing
ardour. A second and a third drum roll were added to the first. In a short time
the air was filled with their macabre percussion. From the shadows of the
mountain noisy Orcs moved confused and screaming in large numbers. There were
still so many enemies coming down the slope that they discouraged even Grigor,
who, embracing his son, said:


"Eivind,
my son, I'm sorry to have involved you and your two brothers in such hell, but
now there's nothing left to do but face a good death with courage!"


King
Holaf, next to him, would have liked to encourage his own talented Vassal with
good news, but at the time he saw nothing but an Orcs landslide on the salient.


"Make
a wall of shields, use the spears and pikes to keep them on the ground, and if
they jump, dodge them. If the will of the Gods demands our death, we will make
sure to stack up so many enemies that we can climb on foot to Valhalla!"


The Lord
of the North held his sword in two hands and brought it to his face whispering
incomprehensible words. The Dragon's Head approached his Sovereign, brandishing
in his tight fists his mighty war hammer and his short axe. The third northern
rune smiled as he watched the inconclusive herd about to attack screaming on
the right.


King
Holaf asked his Champion, "I never asked you if or what name you gave your
hammer?"


The
Dragon did not turn around, keeping his gaze fixed on the enemy horde, but he
replied:


"My
father's father called him Slammer of the Gods. My father didn't even want to
wield it and I, to be honest, have never called it in any way. What name have
you given your blade, my King?"


"My
sword has a long name, it's called Fate of the North," Holaf answered
seriously and heavily thinking of the battle to come.


The
ground began to shudder, the stones knocked together and the number of enemies
seemed too great to hope to survive. Among the ugly scarred and damaged muzzles
there were two big Orcs Commanders with dark brown skin and a huge Green Skin
veteran of many battles. Despite the tension that snaked along with fear among
the men, the Dragon gave himself the luxury of a comment:


"My
King, your sword has the longest blade of any man, so it could not have a short
name!"


Holaf
gave a laugh and clapped a hand on the shoulder of the warrior. Immediately
after that the Lord of the North gave a powerful battle cry and ran to be part
of the wall of shields.


The
impact of the horde was very hard, the roar of the metal also deafened the
spectator Gods. The line of men did not give way, but retreated by several
steps, while the stupid creatures, pushed by the lust for blood, gave
themselves self-inflicted injuries on the long spears or were overwhelmed by
their companions, who were moved by a sort of food frenzy.


One of
the great Brown Commanders came to the wall with his arms raised to the sky,
wielding an enormous wooden mace. The weapon was almost a whole tree just
shortened and tapered at one end so it could be grasped. The pikes stuck into
the bold body covered with nauseating sores. From the horrendous enemy snout
flowed a slow, sticky dribble that waved with each footstep of the creature.
The club ruthlessly and mercilessly cut down many souls through the satisfied
gurgling and anxious breaths of the monstrous Orc.


Evghenij
did his best to defend the wall of shields burdened by too many enemies,
managing to hit his opponent's knee, giving him a deep wound. The Devil of
Vilniar leaning under the falling enemy creature slipped under its arm, which
the beast extended to avoid a ruinous fall. He found himself under the enormous
shaking abdomen. The brave man was covered in slimy drool drooping from the
mouth of the adversary. But despite the repulsion and fit of vomiting caused by
the tremendous stench, he turned around and raised his sword in two hands in a
rapid and nervous turn.


The
blade fell precisely on the neck of the stupid beast already on its knees,
cursing in strange tongues. The steel broke through the horrendous vertebrae,
cutting off the large snout, protected by a red wooden helmet like a broken
bucket. From the chopped neck repugnant liquids were released and they sprayed
for quite a distance.


There
was no time to celebrate, for the chaotic enemy line was unwittingly wrapping
around the less numerous human defence embracing the men in a deadly manoeuvre.
Geir ordered his men:


"Fire,
shoot every damn arrow, if necessary throw stones!"


The
archers began to make their arrows fly over the heads of their heroically
dedicated companions. The Orcs launched themselves into all sorts of offensive
actions, even snatching limbs or biting, despite the fact that the South Winter
armour was able to resist the weakest tusks, breaking them.


From the
west, coming through the abandoned Damwall, the monumental Black Orc arrived,
an old acquaintance of God-Slayer and King Holaf. There were no openings
between the plates of its armour, making it almost unassailable. It wielded two
large and stubby swords of incredible thickness, similar to butcher’s cleavers.
The black beast did not slow its assault even under the arrows of the archers,
led by Fyodor. Commander Orc did not stop in front of a desperate charge of two
Tulsky knights, who naively sacrificed themselves in the vain hope of putting
an end to the intentions of the angry creature. So much was its furious desire
to fight the despised humans that not even its companions were respected, but
left slaughtered behind it as a gap need to be opened.


Seeing
the creature throw corpses of Orcs behind him, exalting, while the blood of his
race washed over it, the Lord of the North called out as loudly as he was able:


"Retreat,
men! As fast as possible!"


Long
sword well knew that there was no escape. All around them fierce creatures
killed and were killed in the senseless dynamics of war. Among cries of anger,
lamenting pleas and various grunts, the black figure rushed quickly in search
of enemies. The prickly body was noisy and in a hurry, beating skulls and the
bones attached. The Slammer of the Gods begged to be put to the test, pulling
his owner with contemptuous hatred for the onslaught of the mountainous black
enemy.


Commander
Orc was also surprised by the unexpected charge of the warrior and made a
couple of jumps backwards, causing a tremor in the stony ground. The black
Commander quickly opened his arms and closed them, brandishing the two blades
as if they were immense scissors. Neither Orcs nor humans escaped, suffering
the same fate.


The
silhouette of Trondheim's brave Dragon vanished into the blood in the shadow of
the huge Orc amidst broken bodies and debris. But like the phoenix the third
rune rose again from the ashes, standing, moving the bodies of killed enemies,
under which he had been hiding. The angry tusked muzzle tried a second time,
but nothing changed except for the number of victims, now minimal. Dodging a
series of blows that were so heavy that they crushed the rocks on the stony
ground, the Dragon's Head moved to arm’s length and made his hammer ring
furiously right on the opposing creature's hand. The forces in the field proved
to be very unequal, even though the Dragon had courage beyond measure.


The
outcome of the clash could not turn in favour of the men, who were tired, less
strong and fewer in number. The wall of shields did not resist the enemy
pressure, allowing Orcs longing for flesh to move through the front line. The
Lord of the East got the better of many, never one to skimp blows and thrusts,
Grigor killed dozens, backed by young Eivind, able to defend his father by
cutting throats.


The baptism
of blood also came to those not born to wield weapons or dodge Orcs. The young
Tyra was very fortuitously guided to a victorious defensive blow straight
between the eyes of a big and stupid Brown. The beast, moved by the lust for
flesh, had grabbed Sersy by one leg and was dragging her painfully through the
stones to a secluded place.


The Orc
that suffered the blow violently shook its muzzle, causing the princess to drop
her weapon. Black blood began to blur the sight of the enemy who let anger pervade
him. He lifted the screaming brunette to the sky with the intention of throwing
her onto Tyra like a club. Inexperienced and unarmed, the blond did not move,
chilled by fright and calling for help. The Demon of Trondheim did his best to
help and arrived just in time to chop off a limb of the beast, pulling the poor
young black beauty into his Nordic arms.


"Collect
the sword, Tyra! You must never let it fall. If it hadn't been for me, now you
would have both died," King Holaf reprimanded Tyra abruptly swirling Fate
of the North with his right hand.


A
nervous rustling and a sudden strong wind, like a bird of prey flying into
attack, gave the blow enough vigour to offer death to the sound of creaking
wood and bones, giving birth to gurgling black slurry. The Lord of the North
deposited his unconscious friend in the arms of Tyra, bruised by being dragged
over stones. Red blood dripped through her torn clothes on her legs and arms.
High stood in front of the girls, knocking down every Orc that crossed the wall
of shields, increasingly pressed and in trouble.


The
Demon of Trondheim, reaping Orcs as a gardener mows blades of grass, unravelled
enemy lines, opening the way to the Dragon who was battling hard with an
enormous opponent. The anger and strength of the Northern King were so great
that they instilled fear into the hearts of the Orcs. They did their best to
avoid the Royal warrior in a cowardly fashion. Covered by disgusting black
blood, King Holaf advanced steadily, bringing death and trampling dead. The
Fate of the North no longer shone, covered as it was with dark trophies,
generating mass escapes each time a blow whistled through the air.


The Lord
of the North threw himself between the legs of the black-coloured fighter and
wielding his two-handed blade drew an almost complete circle, whistling in the
air. The effort made him cry words out loud but the sound was covered by the
deafening crash of the Nordic steel against the iron, placed in defence of the
limb. The son of the North trespassed through the enemy flesh, cutting veins
and muscles without any fear. A desperate metallic scream arose from the
traumatized wounded giant. It dropped a sword and jumping on one leg, saw a
river of blood gushing gurgling and lively from the injury.


The
Dragon took advantage of the moment and gathering his last remaining forces
gave a titanic blow on the body armour, generating a chime worthy of the bells
of Earth. The head of the hammer stuck into the thick iron, however, without
hurting the enemy, but making him lose his balance, falling to the ground. The
impact caused a new tumult in the earth, attracting the gaze of many. The snow
had not yet settled, thrown back into the sky by the displacement of air caused
by the Commander Orc, when the Demon of Trondheim already jumped on its vast
chest.


The Lord
of the North showed himself to his men with his sword stretched up to heaven,
his back curved and his cloak shaken by the wind. The monarch's contemptuous
face, so hard as to appear sculpted in granite, was the last thing seen by the
one who had secretly crossed the mountains to bring misfortune to men, but died
in the cold Northern Kingdom.


The Fate
of the North struck a great blow in anger and hope aimed by a screaming King.
The first impact deformed the covering helmet so that blood and split eyeballs
boiled from the eyeholes. The second blow overcame all resistance, making mush
of bones and brain. The beastly creature did not have time to react. The Demon
of Trondheim and the Dragon were too rapid and saved their own lives
sacrificing that enemy.


However,
other Commanders were still fighting. Wounded and screaming leaders with their
the barbaric ways pushed their nauseating hordes into the assault. Hopes were
dwindling like slender grass, becoming ever more sparse for the future of men.
Filthy tusks and clumsy cleavers continued to attack slender pikes and shiny
swords in a chaotic tangle ever further south, leaving a macabre trail of blood
and corpses on the ground.


The
Devil of Vilniar was hit hard by the sharp club of a Greenskin. The rusty
spikes penetrated the good steel of his noble armour, stuck deeply in his
abdomen. The beast shook the knight violently. He could do nothing more but
strike out, sinking his sword into the enemy neck. The energy used by the Duke
for this action was enough to put the survival of his bent body and an
exhausted mind at risk. The wounded Green called for his last resources, biting
the Devil of Vilniar on the shoulder, shaking him like a wolf with carrion in
an attempt to take a large bite.


Then the
hammer of the third Master burst the skull of the opponent Orc, putting an end
to the angry shaking. The situation of the warrior immediately seemed
desperate. The Dragon took the weight of the Devil of Vilniar, carrying him to
King High, who with other soldiers was intent on defending the refuge of the
wounded. Between blood and coughs Evghenij whispered with his last breath:


"Thank
you, knight, but for me help has come too late. Now I think of it, it is too
late for all of us!"


The
Dragon answered nothing, while shaking his head he gently deposited him next to
another soldier. The wounded were strangely many by the standards of Orcs,
never happier than the moment when winners could pitilessly savage the losers.


"Awaken
your rage, find the same warrior, who last night was able to claim victims to
the point that death itself was angered," were the last words of the Devil
of Vilniar before he fainted.


In
truth, the Dragon did not understand the plea of Evghenij. In fact the Dragon
overflowed with rage at that time, but he gained no mystical advantages from
it, except within his own vast abilities as War Master.


Human
resistance was at the end of all hope for freedom of action, with the fetid
adversary breathing heavily a few meters from the helpless men. Among the
volume of incomprehensible words shouted by two great Commanders able to kill
any warrior, pushed the men with their shoulders to a crack, which was furrowed
in Rockroad, until they lost themselves in the darkness of the earth. High and
Holaf no longer had the chance to hope for a long life. Everything seemed to be
going against them.


"My
men, it was a great honour to fight by your side! Now I just ask you to kill
despicable Orcs, for as long as your arms are able to wield a weapon,"
thundered King Grigor, throwing himself into the thickest fray and hitting
every beast that came in front of him.


The
Dragon in the confusion of blood, tusks and blades had not been absent for even
a moment, still striking with unspeakable vigour, taming the daring enemies. A
blow from a long lance hit him with violence, making the Dragon sink into the
colourful enemy waves. Weapons were raised and lowered several times with force
against the armour of the warrior, who was intent on the struggle to stay
alive. The third Master hammered at the greedy assailants salivating in
anticipation.


The
Nordic steel screeched severely, denying the attack of the fetid creatures
insistent on seeking damage, managing to hurt the third rune of the north in an
arm and a shoulder, where the armour succumbed to the violence of the great
Commander. On the ground among the mud, snow and gravel, the third War Master
defended himself, wielding his weapons and deflecting the blows of numerous
enemies. The warrior felt helpless and offended by fate for such a common
death: he would have preferred to exhale his last breath standing, massacring
every disgusting being.


King
Holaf, no matter many blows he gave, was blocked in his attempt to help his
friend, unable to reach him as the Dragon was pushed closer and closer towards
the abyss. Long Sword could only clearly distinguish the angry screams of his Champion,
but he could imagine the movements glimpsing him in the midst of the stream of
enemies. Orcs were bent to hit a target on the ground that was far too easy.


The
desperate Lord of the North, spread death with his sword, but he could get no
closer nor even the Dragon hinted at rising, perhaps luminescent and enveloped
by the disturbing red mist. The huge dark shadow of the Commander Greenskin became
a funeral mantle for the Champion of Trondheim, who kicked on the ground and
never giving in, smashing legs until the bones exploded. The enemy, full of
arrows stuck in the breastplate and in the powerful muscles, lifted the great
axe ready for the final blow. And the roar of the Dragon was heard, carried by
the wind:


"You
will not have me without paying an appropriate debt of blood, damn you!"


The
spike on the back of the hammer stuck in the belly of a Brown, intent on
hitting the knight in trouble. It cut off the wooden breastplate and the fetid
flesh protected by it. The third Master used all his strength by helping
himself up by the macabre hold, as the guts of the brown beast slipped bloodily
to the ground.


The
indomitable anger of the warrior won over numerous assailants with blows of his
hammer and still had the energy to dodge the attacks of the Green colossus. The
first blow landed on the ground, throwing shards of stone over those who were
close. The second- attack came diagonally, missing the enemy and creating
gleaming sparks on a big stone.


The
Dragon was exhausted, but the adversary continued to push him, until a drooling
Black accomplice got the upper hand. The vile Orc Nero stabbed the third Master
of the War in the shoulder, right between one plate and another, going for the
target its Commander had chosen. The abominable monster, striking the great
warrior on his chest, threw him once more to the ground, giving him back to the
embrace of death. The monumental creature raised his weapon to finish his
opponent, but the Warrior Gods still disagreed that it was time to enjoy the
company of such a man.










Chapter 38


Nordic
tide


 


 


Even the
proud King Grigor was perfectly aware of having extinguished perhaps half the
number of Orcs that had adorned the sword of the fourth Nordic rune with blood.
But he was joyful to have found a good husband for Tyra and glad to have made
himself ridiculous. And he gave a moment of rest from the horrors of the war to
his companions.


A large
contingent of black beings were throwing themselves along the salient in an
unbridled race to battle. Their shapes were confusing. They seemed too large to
be human. However the voices no doubt belonged to the smallest and most useless
race, according to the stupid Orcs. The Commandants roared and shouted, but the
warriors with sharp muzzles were totally impervious to panic and did not move
into orderly or hurried manner.


Snakes,
lions, vampires and many other monstrous beings that lived in that land
descended from the valley, all black and in Nordic steel. The round shields and
long banners left no room for doubt; the white of the ice and the black of the
abyss were furrowed by the red two-headed snake of Trondheim. The entire order
of the War Masters poured out on enemy lines, overwhelming the Orcs as the wind
moves the leaves. An armoured infantry division followed the charge. Men with
thick, opaque steel armour mingled with the Masters' hairy cloaks in a macabre
choreography of split heads, blood splashes, and many dull, meagre expletives.


At the
head of that prodigious surprise was a dark-haired Valkyrie with a slender
figure, brandishing a shiny axe thanks to its gold decoration. The woman, with
a monumental fighting bear to serve her as a steed, instilled terror into the
largest and most foolish enemy. The large mammal covered in burnished armour,
almost as thick as that of the bulky Orcs Commander, opened a gap between the
chaotic beasts tearing and biting at the colourful creatures.


Without
caring about the awful taste, the battle bear gave powerful bites to each enemy
trying to escape from his great claws. The opaque helmet had a steel cutter at
the mouth which allowed the hairy brown animal to strike at the wounded not
only with its long natural tusks, but thanks to its artificial teeth, which cut
out huge pieces of iron, wood, bone and flesh. These very unwelcome mouthfuls
were spat in the face of the next enemy to distract the bear. The strong legs,
moved by muscles that were so powerful that they could be seen through the
thick fur, were covered by armoured plates, bound to each other right down to
the vigorous claws, armed with incredible metallic coverings. This was designed
to increase the damage that could be done, but not reduce the mobility of the
bear.


The
bestial fury of the Valkyrie and of her mammal broke through the enemy mass
like a war hammer smashes skulls, reaching the three Sovereigns, who were
exhausted but happy to be able to admire such vision.


"Anastasia,
you're like spray from the sea in the morning," Holaf exclaimed, so tired
that he couldn't stand up.


"My
love, I couldn't have stayed at home. As Belial sent a hawk telling me where
you were, I armed the War Masters and we came to look for you!" The
warrior dismounted her bear, gave it a pat on the back of the leg and
exclaimed, "Go and play, but be careful!"


"The
Dragon is located near the Green Commander, and he needs help!" warned the
King of the Nordic Kings before falling exhausted to sit on the ground.


The bear
growled loudly and nodded its head before throwing itself into the fray.
Anastasia helped her exhausted husband, not even answering the greeting of the
Lord of the East and King Grigor. She did not do so because of rudeness or lack
of trust, but it was love alone that guided her in the choice of priorities.
His caring wife knelt down and took his demon's head from the King, not even a
grimace could be seen on her face, when her husband's waxed colour became
apparent to her. A caress cleansed his face of cold sweat and, with a sweet
sounding voice, whispered to him:


"How
much I have missed you, my love! How much have you had to endure, so that even
you, strong as no one else ever was, find yourself lying on the ground
completely spent!"


Holaf
said nothing, but joyfully accepted the water bottle brought by Anastasia.


Within
the ferment of battle there were more numerous swords than worn-out maces and
cleavers. The men were able to force the ungodly creatures upstream, imposing a
very harsh tribute in blood. Behind the shoulders of the human line as it
advanced lay many Orcs corpses and wounded on the ground, a number that was
immediately and mercilessly finished off by the men of South Winter. The heroic
survivors were now too tired to withstand the pressure of Trondheim's thrust,
relegating themselves to tasks of the rearguard.


The big
bear standing upright, attacked the Green Commander who was now at a distinct
disadvantage. Olrund's head rose well above that of the Orc. Terrified, the
Commander tried to escape among his soldiers, but the icy claws of steel
reached him penetrating the cracked iron and bones just at shoulder height. The
bear slammed the enemy to the right and left. The Orc was trying to hit Olrund
with the point riveted to its helmet, as its arms could no longer move. The
kicks and efforts of the Green skin Commander ended up hitting Olrund's
breastplate which rang proud and impenetrable, irritating the bear.


The
superb animal of Anastasia spread his arms still stuck in the enemy, ripping
him into three parts. The body fell to the ground with the head still able to
scream and jump in pain. The arms were hurled bleeding among the opposing
soldiers to lower their morale. But the bear wasn't satisfied with the massacre
yet and he leaned heavily on the chest of the conquered, making it explode in a
cloud of blood.


"Olrund!
You are the same terrible beast as ever," joked the Master of the War,
shaking his great sword as he found himself covered in the black mush.


The bear
looked at him and shaking his head roaring, rose majestically among the enemies
again, then collapsed and began chewing new Orcs. The armoured beast stopped
only when it reached its goal, and began to shred every Orc that dared to
approach the third warrior. The dedication was so obstinate that the Lord of
the North was able to guess what Olrund was defending.


"The
Ball of Fur has found the Dragon still alive, I have to go and catch him,"
Holaf exclaimed, trying to get up.


But the
dark haired Valkyrie opposed with decision:


"No,
certainly not, my love, you stay here! Roar will bring your Champion back to
us."


Carrying
her fingers to her lips, Anastasia produced a high-toned penetrating whistle, a
broken sound, apparently without logic. A whistle in reply bounced back with a
less penetrating timbre and differently divided tones. A few moments later the
last line of the Trondheim infantry opened, allowing the great warrior bear to
pass. The third northern rune was hobbling and clinging to its neck. The Dragon
was badly wounded and was losing a lot of blood, but still had the strength to
drag himself along.


Roar
supported him, second son of the Lord of the North, a member of the War Masters
even if only for the last few snowfalls. His armour showed the rune number four
hundred, placing him as the last of the order. The young man's face looked like
his father though it was partially concealed by a helmet decorated to look like
a ghost. Under the protection of the steel escaped long dark hair like that of
his mother, but his eyes were as icy as Holaf’s. His burnished gorget was
adorned in golden filigree with motto "Death loves the daring," the
personal motto of the impetuous boy. The mighty shoulder straps descended from
the tall neck stop at the top encircling him almost to the couter at the elbow
and screeched under the weight of the wounded War Master. Holaf stood up
levering himself with his sword and came to the aid of his Champion who was
only little less tall than him.


"It's
a pleasure to see you alive, father!" exclaimed the young warrior in a
metallic voice.


"You
don't know what a joy it is for me to have seen you in action. My heart as a
father beats with pride, dear Roar," replied the Lord of the North, intent
on walking employing the last of his strength.


From the
mouth of the Dragon sprang a strong sigh accompanied by nebulized blood,
followed by deep and disturbing coughs.


The
third rune of Trondheim whispered:


"My
King, my Prince, you have no idea how happy I am to see you both! I will also
have to thank the armoured Fur Ball for its strenuous defence."


Father
and son burst to loud laughter, which served also to relax their nerves. The
ghost helmet advised:


"My
brother, never tell my mother or Olrund that you consider the bear to be a fur
ball!"


The
Dragon fell to ground his steel armour ringing deafeningly. He found himself
next to the Devil of Vilniar, as pale as one who was about to arrive in the
great hall of the Gods. The third War Master answered Roar:


"I
thank you for your advice, Prince, I will follow it!" The third northern
rune gave several more bloody coughs, his face a mask of pain. "Seeing the
victorious epilogue of the battle, if Your Majesty could forgive me, I would
gladly faint," the Dragon spoke in only one breath. The third War Master
lost his senses just as the healers accompanying the troops of Trondheim became
interested in his badly wounded body.


It was
difficult for Tyra to hold Sersy who was screaming and in tears. She spoke
sweet words, which the Champion of Trondheim would have greatly appreciated.
But now the man was more in the presence of the Gods than among mortals, not
moving at all, which threw his sweet Lady into the deepest despair.


The
enemy was almost annihilated by the surprising strength of the north, and fled
hastily. Commander Bruno, wounded and tired, also escaped. It moved through the
screams of men, happy to have won at least one remarkable victory,.


The
piles of corpses dominated the landscape, among the dying were almost
two-fifths of the men of South Winter. Many of the wounds that were inflicted
were torn and ragged, which made suturing almost impossible and encouraged
bleeding. Deep bites had damaged many knights, infecting the blood with the
rottenness of the tusks. Amputations in the field because of crushed limbs were
necessary in order to give a few more days of hope to the wounded.


The
price was also paid among Vyborg's men, the brave and courageous volunteers who
had not retreated from battles even though they could have done so. From their
already small ranks six were missing, thinning the number so that they could be
counted on the fingers of their hands.


Tulsky
suffered serious losses too. The first being brave Arian and then others,
leaving alive, but breathless only five. Moreover, the cavaliers of Tulsky were
deprived of their steeds, devoured by the ravenous Orcs, and of their spears
shattered with honour in defence of the shields.


Trondheim
finally managed to drain the dreary waters of enemies. They were the warriors
on whom the slender human hopes were almost sinking, but now the balance was
worthy of a royal banquet. Protected by massive armour and applying life-long
training or refined combat strategies, they were able to limit losses by
meeting the intransigent demands of their Sovereigns. The Trondheim tactics had
been forged among the screeching of steel in battles over the centuries. This
allowed each infantryman not to fight more than five minutes consecutively,
guaranteeing fresh troops and merely two dead. A true miracle, made possible in
part by the Masters of War, skilled and stubborn as very few others could have
been.


King
Grigor approached the Nordic Queen and prostrated himself before her. Lord of
the East copied his gesture and spoke thankfully:


"My
Queen, may the honour of that victory go to you and to your troops! May you be
given the merit of our lives and the gratitude of the men and their families!"


Anastasia
knelt while looking at the tired face of the King of the East and answered:


"My
King, if you bow before me, I bow down in your presence, for it is not you who
must thank me and my army, but it is we who must be grateful to you, from the
youngest armiger to the most noble Sovereign. You have all shed light on our
darkness! You have crossed swords and shed blood in the hope of awakening and
protecting every man, woman and child living in this Kingdom!"


At these
words King High got up extending his hand to the Valkyrie of Trondheim, who was
very happy to accept the gallant help. The God-Slayer, observing the beautiful
face of the woman, was enchanted, losing himself in her blue eyes, the colour
of the Nordic sea on a sunny day. The Lord of the East appreciated her
beautiful and fine features, as well as her impeccable ways. High turned to
Holaf and complimented him:


"My
brother, poems and muses have always come to the east, narrating the shining
beauty of Queen of Ice, so gleaming as to dim the light of diamonds. For the
first time in my life I understand the meaning of this verse and I appreciate
its realism!"


Anastasia
gave a caress to the shoulder of the polite High and commented:


"Those
who wrote these songs were blind or drunk, though I feel very flattered by such
compliments!"


"Now
you see, my friend, why don't I gladly leave the North? Not to avoid enemies,
but because I don’t want to leave my Queen," Holaf joked, making all those
present smile.


A cry of
victory came unexpectedly from the lips of the surviving soldiers, as the last
enemy exhaled his last fateful breath, his throat throttled by the cold steel
of the Trondheim soldiers.


"Victory!"
resonated several times among the growing light of a fantastic morning.


"For
the North!" King Grigor cried out for the South Winter, while grateful to
the gods and runes of the warriors he embraced his three children who had only
a few scratches.


"For
King Holaf and Queen Anastasia!" shouted a War Master, intent on hoisting
his sadistic and desecrating monument to death.


King
High had not yet become accustomed to this practice and turned his gaze
elsewhere, noticing Sersy's tears, corrupted by the fear of losing her love.
Tyra's weeping, which were in sympathy with her dark-haired friend, were mostly
due to her nervousness; slender rivulets were drawn on her frosty cheeks. The
Bear's Head approached them almost dragging his feet between the rocks. He was
exhausted and speechlessly removed his helmet to reveal a crazy face to his
beloved. As the warrior of the fourth rune sat down, he embraced both and
exclaimed:


"Sersy,
my brother is a superb warrior and it would take much more take him away from
this life and your loving care," he then took a breath and kissed Tyra on
the lips for a long time with love and passion.


The
princess did not oppose this and, despite the severe gaze of her father, she
reciprocated the long-awaited gesture. As the kiss came to an end, the Bear
exclaimed:


"Sorry,
my beloved, I couldn't resist!"


Tyra
kissed him again and answered:


"Luckily,
you haven't resisted! No excuses, my knight, the mere thought of losing you
makes me breathless!"


"Truly,
I did not ask forgiveness for the kiss, but for having embraced you without
first cleaning my armour," said the embarrassed Bear's Head.


The
princess looked at herself and a disgusted expression carved itself
involuntarily on her face, but the young blond woman immediately recovered and
encouraged:


"How
disgusting! But at least if I tell you I've fought, I'll have the evidence to
prove it!"


The
candid speech of princess made the Kings smile, infecting everyone, even Sersy.
Comforted by the friendly words of the Bear's Head, she wiped her tears on his
filthy sleeve.


While
the soldiers finished raiding the bodies and recovering the arrows for the
archers, now very reduced in number, King Holaf coughed loudly taking the
floor:


"I
would like to celebrate the great victory with splendour and delicacies. We
have paid such a high price for the victory reached in these lands today. Never
before were the Warrior Gods so doubtful over whom to call to them in Valhalla!
One thing is certain, their banquet hall has not been so full of heroic humans
since ancient times!"


To this
statement the soldiers replied with a shout of agreement, resounding in the
valley like an avalanche. Long sword, as the acclamation waned, continued:


"I
have in mind, an idea for a nice way to celebrate. I would propose a beautiful
wedding!" he halted and looked at the Bear's Head, who shot to his feet
without realising the strength of his leap. "My faithful King Grigor,
would you grant the hand of your beautiful daughter Tyra to my trusted fourth
Master of the War?" asked the King of the Nordic Kings in his kindly way,
of the Lord of South Winter. The Lord of the South waited, consulting with an
exchange of glances with his two warrior sons, and then spoke:


"My
King of the North, it would be an honour for my family to have close ties with
the powerful lineage of Trondheim!"


The roar
of joy interrupted him. Tyra embraced Sersy and then passionately kissed her
future groom. Anastasia did not hold back and, after making an eloquent gesture
with her fist, she embraced her strong husband and kissed him. Tyra’s two
brothers congratulated their father the King, but the most unexpected wish
echoed from the world of the dead.


"It
is about time! Look, what a knight must do to earn the hand of his beloved,"
were the words whispered with difficulty by the lips of the Dragon as he
suffered under the scalpels of the healers.


The
return of the warrior had the effect of new wood on a fire of joy, increasing
the high flames. Sersy ran to her soldier's bedside, but the copious blood
flowing from the wounds, while the healers were operating, made her faint.
Holaf had a stronger stomach and came up to him and ordered:


"Fight,
brother! Don't dare leave me alone in this war. The Gods still demand your
gifts and we will not go far without your fury!"


The
warrior lifted his forearm, while the Sovereign of Trondheim knelt at his side
and shook his hand with vigour, looking at him proudly. The third Master of War
consoled his Lord by commenting triumphantly:


"They're
just scratches. The ones who gave me these wounds are very much worse off!"


The Lord
of the North smiled with his eyes full of tears releasing his grip to confer
with the Lord of the East, King Grigor and his wonderful Queen.


"My
Sovereign, what are we going to do now?" asked Grigor, a curious man.


"My
dear Vassal, our nearest destination is Red Ice," King Holaf replied,
astonishing everyone.


"My
brother, I wouldn't like to sound rude, but Red Ice is in the north, while the
enemy will overwhelm us from the southeast," noted a puzzled High.


"Certainly,
brother, I have not forgotten our goal, but the men of South Winter are
exhausted, while my warriors amount to little more than six hundred. In
addition, the city of Trondheim cannot be deprived of all the Masters of War.
And as well, for the war we are all facing we absolutely need the Red Devils of
King Skoll!"


The
slightly upset God-Slayer objected:


"We
could head towards the Finger of Fate. It is a choice that would not lengthen
our path, and King Robert has a powerful army!"


"I
fear King Robert has been overwhelmed. To him and to no one else I had
entrusted the control of Rockroad, and the management of the Damwall. As you
have all seen, my dear ones, not a single red man of Finger of Fate appeared on
the horizon to help us. There are too many unknowns to allow us to move towards
such a goal. The situation could prove very serious," explained the Lord
of the North, far-sighted as always.


Not even
the Lord of the East had any more arguments to bring forward, King Holaf having
unveiled a much more disturbing panorama than was thought. The Nordic Queen
intervened:


"My
King, therefore, let us turn the few remaining horses towards the castle of
Frozen Blood! As soon as the healers have helped every seriously wounded
person, we will all load them on the goods wagons and we will march as you have
said, if none of those present can find valid reasons to do otherwise."


High was
more bothered than anyone in the hurry to get to the south his mouth twisted,
but he gave his approval anyway:


"It
would seem a meaningless delay, caused only by slender doubts and ancient
fears. But since you, my brother, have until now only made fine and considered
moves, I am inclined to follow your plan!"


"My
soldiers and I will follow you anywhere, my Sovereign, as long as there is
glory, honour and fame!"


Anastasia
added hers to the general approval offered to her husband. She was a warrior, a
northern Valkyrie and would follow Holaf through the jaws of a titan, mocking
death itself. Olrund, after the wrecking of enemy flesh and covered in the flow
of the blood, sat down next to its mistress, calling attention with light
sounds of woe. Anastasia approached her trusty companion, putting her arms
around its neck without being able to reach even half way round, and
congratulated the bear:


"Well
done, you are a very good girl. Luckily you didn't hurt yourself!"


The
scene impressed everyone except those from Trondheim or the Eternal Frost, the
birthplace of Anastasia. Seeing a giant Balmung bear waiting for caresses and
hugs so tenderly and brazenly, brought good humour to many.


The
God-Slayer could not help but recall the image of the blond Boris, imagining
how much he would appreciate such an absurd steed, and a whisper escaped from
him:


"Boris
would have liked the power of Olrund."


The Lord
of Trondheim approached the King of the East, seeing him upset, as no one had
ever seen him. Holaf embraced him vigorously shaking him reassuringly:


"You
are my brother of the sword and we are bound by powerful threads. We'll reach
your home in time, this is a promise! We will become so strong that we will
defend the entire Kingdom and your family from every cursed creature. But to do
this we need the help of the Red Devils and their war machines!"


To this
new detail, confided in with the knowing smile of those who have seen the
unimaginable, High became curious asking:


"What
machines do the Red Ice masters have?"


The
smile of the King of the North was luminous and convincing, Holaf leaned down
to the God-Slayer’s ear, slapping his brother's shoulder, replied in a whisper:


"You
will see, my brother, and I guarantee you that you will be enthusiastic!"


Long
Sword moved away in the direction of his son, intent on stabbing Orcs and
looking for survivors. The wind hit the powerful King Holaf, shaking his long
hair and blowing his mantle of the arctic wolf around, making him look like a
giant not only because of his weight.


The
wounded were loaded on the wagons and the rest lying on improvised litters, like
the one on which the powerful Sovereign of Trondheim was carried on for a long
time. King Grigor cried happy and proud:


"Knights,
march! A marriage must be celebrated, as long as life still flows in my veins!"


The
Bear's Head alongside his surviving horse, now prepared to transport Sersy and
Tyra, exclaimed:


"My
King Grigor, I will be worthy of marrying and protecting your sweet daughter!
You have honoured me with your approval and for this I will be grateful to you
as far as Ragnarok!"


"Come
on, Master of War, do not stand on ceremony! You are, surely, able to protect
my sweet Arctic flower! You've knocked down many enemies today, almost as many
as I did," the blond King replied, boasting, but the words he uttered were
followed by a strong ugly amused laugh.


The
hilarity spread on the lips of many, the Bear's Head excluded. He was almost
offended by such an insinuation. Eivind intervened and brought justice with a
comment:


"Father,
limit your warrior’s conceit, people will believe you have lost your mind after
the enemy’s blows to your head!"


Shaking,
low and full-bodied thunder echoed for a long time among the spurs of Rockroad.
This was followed by a whispering distant noise and a second baritone sound.
The drums of the Orcs stopped their beating. The Commander did not drop his
weapon, turning around to investigate what caused such a metallic noise,
echoing throughout the stony field.
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