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About the Book


 


 


The Empire of
the United Men finds itself still shaken by a whirlwind of events. Despite the
efforts of the Lords of the Reigns of the Four Cardinal Points, everything still
appears more gloomy than ever before. The verdict of the predictions offered by
the Sacred Runes gives an outline, without actually revealing anything. Evil
continues to move its pawns, remaining hidden from human eyes and declaring
neither its true strength nor its real goal in all its unholy plots. The Kings
find themselves admitting that there is a tiny, fleeting hope that they can
reach the position they must to oppose the coming war, whose bony fingers are
stretching dark shadows of pain where they are able to grasp the greatest
numbers of men. The flames of bodies touch the sky while the cities tremble
under the blows of the enemy as the greatest battle in the memory of men
continues.
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Chapter
1


The Stone Crumbles and
Destiny Changes


 


 


The north wind
cheerfully rustled and roared among the high rock spurs, which were less dense
to the east of the Damwall. It made the pace of the marching army much less
burdensome with fears and self-inflicted terrors. The morale of the troops seemed
high, as was the sun on a clear day, a rare thing in the grey sky of
north-west. The most enthusiastic, sang songs with rambling enigmatic verses
narrating glorious battles that were readapted for today's heroes. In this way
the embarrassing quatrains of the warriors echoed through the rocky valley,
their singing and composition giving less than glorious results.


The road, which
ran along the abyss, was beside narrow and inhospitable stony ground, which did
not provide any relief to the many wounded in the army. They were lying on the
rigid carts and were jerked and shaken, like dried laundry, by every
treacherous stone of the road.


The Dragon,
amidst songs and stories of self-referential glory, lay helpless. He was on a
wagon, more dead than alive, watched over by his Sersy, who was also riding on
the same vehicle. The third Master of War, with his unkempt beard and his
glacial unseeing eyes, seemed to be watching the faces of the Warrior Gods, in
the blue sky. He could see the celestial vault between the victorious waving of
two long banners of Trondheim fixed to as many lances tied to the sides of the
wagon.


When Sersy, not
seeing him breathing, closed the Dragon's Head’s eyes and burst into silent and
dignified tears, the supine Dragon reopened them immediately, as if he wanted
to tell his beloved not to fear. His fire burnt low, but he was still burning
with all kinds of fuel, including hatred. Of hatred, in that world, much could
be found, almost always unjustified. However, since it seemed the only raft
that kept the third rune floating between death and life, he clung to it
stubbornly gritting his teeth. He was hiding himself, even without his helmet,
with a war-like mask.


Tyra, still
stunned by recent events, did not realize yet that she was about to be joined
to her love in righteous matrimony. Her heart was throbbing with joy at the
idea of soon becoming the wife of her beloved knight, at the same time her
heart twisted with fear at the thought that she would be able to enjoy this
union for very little time.


"What shadows
your smile, my future bride?" the fourth Master inquired thoughtfully, but
Tyra gave no answer, limiting herself to giving him a sweet but strained look.


"You know
you can confide any of your thoughts to me without ever fearing my blame or
reproach?" insisted the Head of Bear, even if again the young blond lady
avoided the question.


Tyra was rescued
from trouble by the Head of the Wolf, who exclaimed playfully:


"Brother,
she is about to marry you! It's normal for her to feel frightened. Perhaps only
now the light of reason has come and the wind has changed its direction!"


"No! Never!
No remorse for that decision! I will marry you in this life and in the next
thousand!" Tyra hastened to dispel any doubts of this nature from the
heart and mind of her future spouse.


The Bear's Head
looked at the Wolf and, provoking him jokingly, asked:


"Envious,
brother?"


The first Master
of War smiled. As he passed a hand through his blood-encrusted hair, he
replied:


"To be
clear, like the waters of the Jotun Fjord, yes! I am forced to pay out piles of
dinars for the attention of a beautiful woman, and all the gold in the world
could not provide me with such a love." He stopped; he looked at his sword
brother smiling again, then asked Tyra a question:


"Princess,
don't you have a lovely sister? In fact, I'd be happy with just one of your
friends: one with fewer titles, fewer problems with her father and her dowry!"


The Wolf's Head
burst out laughing, dragging the other two into this cathartic moment.


A little further
on Holaf was riding Olrund and embracing Anastasia, who was relaxed and
smiling, unlike her husband. Alongside them, with his beautiful unknown
companions, High had been given the honour of riding Dawn Reflection, having
lost his steed, which had fallen victim to the filthy orcs. The problem was
that High was honoured to ride Holaf's magnificent mare, but the same could not
be said of the nervous and kicking quadruped.


"My
brother, what am I doing wrong with your beautiful beast? She seems to want to
throw me with every step," said the God-Slayer, tossed around like a sack
to the right and left.


Long Sword
clicked his tongue, which the mare answered, neighing and calming down.


"Did you
see that brother? You aren’t doing anything wrong, you're just the wrong rider,
but don't be discouraged, he'll soon get used to your weight!"


The Lord of the
East looked up at the King of Trondheim who was riding on the back of the
fighting bear and answered:


"I weigh
much less than you! Not to mention my armour. Its weight is at least a third of
yours on the back of your horse!"


Anastasia held
back a courteous laugh, hiding her lips behind her hand, until her husband and
the Lord of Black Portal gave in to joyful laughter, bringing relief.


As the mood of
the troops remained steadily high because of the glorious battle, the scenery
of stony ground changed again. The army abandoned the dark Damwall with great
haste, for it was now violated and filled with impious creatures. These beings
chose to live there, waiting for the hated daylight to fade a more appropriate
and complicit night to come as a messenger of death.


Having just
passed the dolmens of rough stone with difficulty, those silent sentries of
dark centuries obscured by hatred and harassment, the long army now set off for
naked deserts of large rocks and boulders, made even colder by the snow. The
winding road, twisting round ancient formations, drew a line like a black
snake, twisting and restless, capable of inflicting damage and cruelty just
waiting for the inevitable transit.


"Now we are
entering the land called the Belly of Echoes!" exclaimed Anastasia
cautiously.


King Holaf
immediately passed the word to the column of troops:


"Men, be
careful! These lands are risky and treacherous. Dismount from the horses. Don’t
risk harming their legs!"


The order was
swiftly carried out by anyone who could walk. For the wounded there were no
problems: the march slowed down considerably, so they were less shaken in the
clumsy carts.


"My
brother, why does this place have a name of its own? I thought we were still on
the Rock Road," asked doubtful High, watching the horizon to the east and
south.


"You are
right to ask such a question. The Rock Road is long and insidious, so for
rescue purposes it has been divided into three parts. The Mouth of Stone is the
westernmost part, where we came from among spurs of teeth-like rocks. The part
beyond the Damwall, much less narrow, is characterized by enormous piles of
stone and answers to the name of Carcass of the Titan. An ancient legend, in
fact, speaks of rocks stretched out to heaven like the bones of a dead titan
and tells that these formations, even today, support the vault of heaven while
the inhospitable plain we are now passing through was called the Belly of
Echoes. As you can see for yourself, it amplifies every sound, sending every
whisper miles away."


Holaf was very
happy to host High in his homelands. The Lord of the East did not often take
himself too far from his home, and the two Kings, while friends, were forced to
meet sporadically, mostly during endlessly boring imperial ceremonies.


High,
dismounting from the difficult horse, picked up a stone the size of a fist and
threw it as far as possible. Among the flat and wide rocky formations,
characterizing the appearance of the desolate place, the stone fell and bounced
on a large slab of stone polished by the wind. The resulting noise sounded like
a boulder rolling down the slope of a mountain, until it crashed onto a school.


Even worse was
the accidental effect it had: the large slab tilted to one side and then
returned to its original position, crushing the stone supporting stone beneath
it. This, in turn caused fragments of stone to fall on the rocks the below.
Also these were delicately balanced on each other by thin fingers of stone.
They fell with a thundering roar. This lead to an avalanche of rumbling stones,
which generated vivid friction sparks. This landslide did not cause any
material damage, only thanks to the great distance covered by the stone thrown
by the Lord of the East. The God-Slayer, listening helplessly to the disaster
he had caused, brought a hand to his face and, shaking maliciously, exclaimed:


"I did not
know! I could not have foreseen such a risk! I have never passed this way ever
before!"


Holaf looked at
him, stunned, barely refraining from cursing all known Gods and commented
bitterly:


"My
brother, now every lousy beast for miles around will know where to find us!"
Long Sword stopped talking, punched the air and swallowed the bitter pill, continuing:
"When I warned the men to be careful because of the hostile lands around
us, I was not speaking from pride or on a whim!"


Anastasia
interrupted her husband with a phrase more adapted to the south:


"That's
enough, Holaf! What has been done can no longer be changed. What we urgently
need now is a new direction. The Gods must have wanted us to change our path!"


High and Holaf
looked at each other in unison and, turning to the Queen, commented:


"You would
make the Lord of the South very proud with such words!"


The Valkyrie
replied:


"I have
never met this Lord, but he must certainly be less of a goat than the two of
you!"


The answer will
diluted the anger of Long Sword and the God-Slayer’s shame giving them a
pleasant break.


Tyra and her
warrior observed the incredibly clear sky with its typical blue icy shades of
the north, and were enchanted by the vastness of that vision.


"Have you
noticed, my dear?" suddenly asked the young woman, looking at the clear
unusual sage green eyes of the Bear's Head.


"What, my better
half?" the man asked, leaning his lips on the forehead of his companion.


"For hours
I've been watching the majestic sky, clear of clouds and any other form of
life, yet we are walking through very high and rugged mountains. I don't see
any finches, but neither do I see the swift falcons or the superb eagles",
commented the sweet blonde lightly.


The Bear's Head
first turned his gaze to the south-east, where Mount Hella teased the majestic
height of the chain of the Great Fangs from which it emerged nervously. Its
rough high peaks had always hosted birds of prey, which never endingly crowned
its highest peaks with their circular flight. However, no black dots floated
solemnly supported by the icy north wind. Assailed by doubt, the fourth warrior
searched the lower slopes of the Goat Horn Mountains a long chain that had been
looming over them since they came to Midgard, but the outcome of that search
was equally negative.


"Since you
have pointed this out mystery to me, I can’t remember seeing any birds for a
long time: the last my eyes have seen were your father's hawks," the
Bear's Head commented pensively.


The sweet Tyra
became serious. A doubt entered her mind and took root greedily until she asked
her question:


"What if no
message bird has reached its destination from South Winter?"


The fourth
warrior looked at her as if she had revealed a secret nightmare and answered
her:


"Cutting
off enemy communications is the basis of any good plan. That the orcs have
succeeded in such an undertaking is unthinkable, but lately many improbable
things have occurred".


Tyra felt a cold
shock flow rapidly down her back from the nape of her neck. The blonde girl
shook her head to ward off such thoughts and mumbled:


"I can’t
imagine that such rough and poorly educated beings could plan and put into practice
such an ingenious plot".


Even the fourth
rune minimized in part to give courage to his princess and in part to calm the
crazy beating of his heart.


This strange
phenomenon had long been noticed by the two Kings of Kings, who had always feared
such a move by the enemy. If the armies of the east had not prepared themselves
and united in a single front, the enemy hordes would have had far too easy a
game, no matter how many Nordic troops moved to their rescue.


Many unstable
stones rolled under the horses' hooves and the feet of the silent guarding
warriors after the carelessness of the God-Slayer. The sun began its slow
descent to the west, where the black clouds waited eagerly to swallow its
joyful rays, covering everything with the gloomy shadows of vespers. The last
remnants of golden light were caught on the horizon, to the east by the tips of
the long spears of Trondheim, offering a last play of light.


The avant-garde
knight returned, galloping in haste, between the flat boulders dark with
shadows, in which the grey silhouette of the soldier on horseback disappeared
and then re-emerged like a ship among the stormy Nordic waves. The man was
waving, sending a confused signal interpreted by King Holaf as a suggestion to
stop the march. The voice of the lookout could be heard on the wind, but the
words were not clear until the breathless knight, almost as unharmed as the
miraculously unharmed horse among the treacherous stones, returned to the
ranks. As the two bodies arrived, the one able to speak exclaimed between
gasps:


"My King,
beyond the great spurs on the horizon a vast clearing opens. There the stones
are less damaging and widely spaced, giving way to a landscape of bushes and
snowy marshes. That is the end of the Rockroad! But it gives no relief to our
march, because enemy troops of green and brown orcs have settled there awaiting
our arrival."


A slight rumble
arose among the men, those who were able to hear the voice of the lookout:
those who were exhausted by the long journey and the numerous battles welcomed
the news with horrible swearing guided more by fear than by their wishes. Among
the warriors who finally came to the rescue in the battle of the Damwall, the tone
was very different: perhaps because of the brutal nature of the Masters of War
or, more likely, because they were not tired and tried by long and
uncomfortable journeys.


"How many
enemies are against us, blocking the way?" asked King Holaf not surprised by
the news.


The knight
waited a moment, thoughtful:


"My Lord,
optimistically double our number, but many green skins were hiding in the
brush. Therefore, the probability of a number of enemies being over my estimate
is real".


"They are,
therefore, less than those who attacked us at the Damwall!" King Grigor
exclaimed triumphantly.


"You are
right, Sovereign, but in the last battle we took full advantage of the
fortification, and despite this we were pushed out into the open! If it hadn't
been for the Royal Anastasia, we'd all be dead now," King High summed up
briefly, visibly sorry for what he had done.


Anastasia,
shaking her head, added:


"We must
also remember that my assault had a devastating effect, because it was
inflicted on their weak flank in great silence. Without the benefit of a
surprise attack, the death toll would not be so greatly in our favour."


Prince Roar from
his ghost’s head spoke metallically, asking:


"My Kings,
my beloved mother! What alternative do we have? You all could see it: the Rockroad
is dangerous. It is only seems like solid stone! We can only go on and cross
our swords again with the scum of the orcs!"


"My son,
don't be so eager to fight. The age of men seems to be breathing its last, and
we will be forced to fight many more times than you would want and more than
your body can bear!" rebuked the mother to whom war definitely did not
seem a great luxury. Even Anastasia, despite her Nordic faith, was not
attracted by the prospect of dying in battle covered with honor and glory, abandoned
in the mud.


"My King,
forgive the intrusion! I know I am not admitted to the consultation, but if you
will allow me a few words, I could offer an alternative."


Holaf, not
recognizing his voice, turned round in the saddle of the mighty Olrund and saw
one of his War Masters with his head bowed. On his breastplate he bore the rune
number ten as well as a large quantity of dents that looked old and worn. The
man held a helmet that looked like a threehorn under his arm: his large
quadruped was covered in a thick leather armour with a skull capped by three
long points used to pierce prey and enemies. However, attention was drawn to
the two imposing horns that were mounted on the shoulder straps of this beast:
they gave him an even more demonic air than his brothers.


"Do not
delay any longer, tenth rune! You have the titles enough to address yourself to
us without having to beg pardon!" replied King Holaf, to whom every detail
could be useful in order to avoid a battle.


The Threehorn
approached and put forward his idea:


"My Kings,
there is a way in the shade of the peaks that make up the Goat’s Horn mountain
range. It seems a much less insidious choice than to continue along the road
travelled so far."


The many-pointed
soldier was interrupted by King Grigor, who sceptically commented:


"Goat’s
Horn is dangerous: trolls of every race graze on their slopes and they are
generally not good hosts!"


The tenth rune
nodded and began talking again amidst palpably growing tension:


"You tell
the truth, my King, but perhaps you are not aware of the shepherds way, the
pass that has always been crossed by those who are dedicated to the care of flocks
and herds in these areas."


Now it was
Anastasia who asked a question with extreme kindness:


"My
warrior, you speak not by hearsay, I can see it in your eyes. You have crossed
this path before, haven't you?"


The Head of Threehorn
slightly twisted his mouth, not too happy to have revealed his humble origins,
and nodded his head then clarified:


"I was born
of modest Red Ice shepherds and in my childhood I crossed the pass, of which I
speak, at least twice a year. Surely, if I had not arrived in Trondheim and
been elected as a knight of the Order of War Masters for merit in battle, I would
still be among those peaks".


"Very well,
tenth rune! So the way is certain! I ask you only one question: will the pass
be open in winter, or will the ice imprison us all?" the far-sighted and
always shrewd King High asked.


"My Lord of
the East, our mountains are never easily accessible: ice reigns supreme over
every height. In addition, the Crossing of Transhumance cuts through the
mountains in that gorge where the road appears to be the most difficult. First
you climb between two high mountains and, when you start to think you've gone
the wrong way, at the sight of the black peak that stands austere behind them,
you begin to descend into a narrow and silent valley. This route runs along the
foot of the mountain instead of facing the steep slopes", was the thorough
answer of Threehorn, who definitely showed he knew exactly what was waiting for
them.


Holaf brought
his hand to his chin and reflected for a few moments, after which he exclaimed:


"You, tenth
rune, take yourself to the head of the army and lead us through lands unknown
to me! I think I fear the trolls of the Goat Horn, but even more so I fear to
see you all dead. We are completely exhausted and the Trondheim warriors have
also fought hard in this morning's battle. The only doubt that remains in my
heart is the night march and the many mastiffs hidden in the Damwall at first
light of day."


King Holaf was
the only one to remember the evil beasts waiting for dark and with his words he
froze the blood of every man able to survive such beings. The tenth warrior,
preparing himself, commented:


"My King, I
have not had the pleasure of putting an end to the life of such abominations,
but I can assure you that no one, without the gift of silence, can leave the
house of the Mountain Shatterers alive."


"Stop for a
moment, Threehorn, did you say "Mountain-Shatterers"? We have faced
and knocked one down, paying dearly for the victory, and I certainly do not
intend to face others!" thundered King High, mindful of the violence of
such a beast.


"My King,
trust me! Without big fires, we will not attract them: cows go unnoticed with
their mooing and the bleating of the sheep does not call their attention. But
the voices of men attract these great hunters and, even more, make their
tongues long for the taste of our flesh."


High looked at
Holaf and shaking his head and commented:


"My
brother, do you remember what burden was necessary to win the battle?"


Holaf got gloomy
and replied dryly:


"How could
I forget about Boris!"


The silence fell
heavily and lasted for a long time, as the army retraced its footsteps to return
to a junction that was almost imperceptible to inexperienced eyes. The tenth
warrior of Trondheim led the way, making sure to point out every turn to all
the Kings, begging them not to cause landslides in that narrow and barely
visible path, immersed in the flat unstable rocks. Often the path sank deeply
into the stone that it turned into a squeaking tunnel, so narrow that Grigor
asked:


"How can it
be possible to lead cattle through such narrow openings?"


"In these
stretches, my Lord, one at a time! Being a herder is often considered badly,
less than a farmer: same misery but less risk," replied the tenth rune of
the north.


Eivind, next to
his father as if he were the best of the carers, mumbled:


"Surely,
the land does not put farmers at risk making them go through uncertain rocks!"


"Prince,
you have grasped the heart of the problem. Moreover, the trolls are not all
disinterested in livestock. Often out of three or four shepherds leading a
flock, a couple do not return to their families."


The story of the
Threehorn instilled an unexpected seed of fear in the trembling hearts of those
who marched right behind the head of the procession. Whether they were Kings,
knights or simple soldiers, no one was spared a dark, lightning-fast and
indigestible thought.


The army
continued slowly along the narrow and disturbing mule track. Only the sound of
hooves and chariots, jolting at every hole or rock, reigned supreme. Immersed,
as they were, among the grey stones, the rumbling made their shrewd search for
eventual dangers rather useless. When even the last playful ray reflected on
the long spears of Tulsky's survivors died out, the landscape began to change,
turning from a rocky trap of unstable boulders into an expanse of small and
rather slippery stones. In the light of miserable flaming torches, one carried
for every forty soldiers, the long caravan of men painted a strange dark dotted
creature struggling in the shadows at the foot of the mountain.


In the midst of
the snow, no longer spread like an immaculate blanket, and the large boulders,
skeletons of trees sprang up, with their dormant buds and green lichens,
stoically clinging to the stones. The dim yellow lights made everything slower,
while the shadows, big and threatening, created imagined fears in the tried warriors.


"My King,
could we camp for a few hours' rest?" invoked a supplicant captain from
South Winter. After this a chorus of similar claims was heard all too clearly
for it to be an army in silent march.


King Holaf
dismounted from Olrund to face the improvised supplicants, without necessarily
screaming like a beast to be heard up to the other end of the army.


"My
soldiers, as the tenth Master of War explained a moment ago, these slopes
cannot really be considered the dominion of men. Many races of inhospitable
creatures live in their caves and perhaps just now they are spying on us,
studying our weaknesses with greedy eyes. Do you also remember the tremendous
horrors left behind among the stones of the Damwall? Such creatures habitually
act with the help of the shadows, I could be wrong, but above the din of the
stones moved by the chariots even now you can already hear their infernal
growling. To conclude and be very clear: we cannot allow ourselves restful
stops! Walk silently and keep watch!"


The words of the
King of the Nordic Kings, though whispered like the summer breeze, were able to
freeze the blood in the veins of the incautious knights, who became dumb and
terrified, trying to peer through the black night, squinting their eyes in the
glow of the miserable flares. Holaf returned to the head of the army and did
not want to re-mount the silent but restless bear of Balmung, preferring to
walk next to his sword brother. Olrund, guided by his own instinct, continued
turning his head first to the right then to the left, sometimes giving powerful
shakings to Anastasia.


"My love,
Olrund fears enemies beyond the reach of our eyes!" exclaimed the
beautiful Valkyrie of Trondheim.


Holaf, in the
shadow cast on him by the imposing size of the animal, replied:


"My sweet
Lady, there's no doubt: the mastiffs are observing us. Fortunately, you, until
now, have not seen any, but never underestimate such beasts, they come from the
flourishing womb of evil!"


Anastasia did
not fail to notice her husband's hand touching his face and then his shoulder,
and, burning with curiosity over the fate of her own love, she asked:


"My dear
Holaf, was it one of these beasts that tore away your stupendous eye? Is it to
these mastiffs that I must attribute the loss of your long and loving gaze, now
become fleeting with flashes of joy but only with one of your eyes?"


The Lord of the
East, next to them, felt as though he was intruding and slowed down his pace to
allow the two halves of the same heart to pour sufferings and love into each other’s
ear, thereby appeasing doubts and uncertainties.


Holaf stretched
out his arm to his wife, who did not wait to come down from the saddle. The
great rock-like man from the north hugged his wife, as is more common among
newly formed young couples, and gave her a passionate kiss and then whispered:


"My Lady,
nothing could hurt me more than a tear of yours caused by my negligence, just
as nothing would make me prouder and more alive than to see a smile blossom
because of my glance." He continued by telling her about the harshness of the
encounter with the beasts: "During the journey many were the quite
desperate moments, we marched for days persecuted by these indomitable beasts.
Their longing for flesh led them to guide the orcs on our tracks, not caring
about the bright light of day that is always hostile to them. To escape we
travelled at a gallop so long that we exhausted the horses that, at the end of
their strength, they collapsed one after another, forcing us to the final
extreme of crossing our arms with theirs. I decided to employ the help of the
trees of a forest to limit the movements of the large stupid orcs. We
slaughtered them for as long as our force and energy held out, after which we
were slaughtered in turn. In an attempt to break the enemy's morale, I faced
and defeated their big commander. But tired and distracted, I was surprised by
a mastiff. I remember being shaken so vigorously that I was thrown to the
ground, with furious growling and an infinity of pain. That my arm is still in
its place is to the credit of the armour. The glory of the elimination of my
assailant goes to the third Master of War. The fact that I am still alive and
still in your arms is because of the goodness of Cyfer, Inquisitor of Denethor."


At the end of
the story Holaf took a moment before revealing to his wife his unwanted gift.
In his mind he tried various different speeches with the intention of making
the bitter truth sweeter, but, finally, opted for the simplicity of frankness:


"Cyfer
thought it wise to give me the eye of an ancient demon!"


At these words
Anastasia opened her eyes wide and stretched her hands over her husband's face
in an attempt to see the eye that had been closed for a long time. Holaf moved
his head away, stopped the slender and tapered fingers of his love and,
blocking her said:


"Anastasia,
don't do it! The eye has powers unknown to me and has a will of its own. King
Norber of Midgard, having been consulted on the subject, has not been able to
enlighten me much, but he warn me of the visions favoured by such a gift".


The Queen
continued to walk silently for a short time that seemed never ending to the
great Holaf, almost a lifetime. Suddenly Anastasia looked at her husband with
her deep blue eyes and asked, astonished:


"My
darling, what visions does this relic offer you? What does it show you?".


"The
visions reveal greedy flames in an everlasting search for the pain of others,
revealing everything about any being I look at, just as thieves in a room pour
the contents of every piece of furniture to the ground to steal the precious
items. My gift behaves in this way with the thoughts, life and emotions of the
unfortunates who are submitted its judgment. The eye devours my strength and
each time it is used I collapse to the ground unconscious", answered Long
Sword, very unhappy.


His beloved held
him tightly and commented bitterly:


"What
adverse fate brought such a curse to you, my Lord?"


The King of
Kings returned her embrace, being careful not to harm his beloved with his
plates of the armour, and replied:


"My love,
unfortunately that's not all! After the treatment given to me by Cyfer a
collection of large scars proudly go up my left arm to my chest. I can hardly
find the strength to speak about it. The fear of revealing such disfigurements
is because I am afraid you will be disgusted, my only love."


The Valkyrie
shook her dark braid and clung to the Nordic King with greater vigour,
whispering:


"I find it
hard to believe what is coming from your tired lips! I did not marry you for
your beauty, yes, even for that, but there were other suitors who were much
more handsome than you but they my suffered rejection before the duel. I didn't
just take you because you were the winner against so many, but because in your
eyes there was a light in every stolen glance, every time you met me. I
accepted your hand then as a young prince only moved and convinced by the love
that you showed me at every gesture, the same feeling visible even now, after
twenty warm winters and six wonderful children."


Holaf had always
considered himself an extremely lucky man. He had the honour of leading his
father's troops at a young age, when they were fatally deprived of their
legitimate General. He made it an opportunity to prove himself brave and well
versed in the arts of war. The glory in which he covered himself, allowed him
to enter the tournament to aspire to the hand of the most coveted woman in the
North. In fact, Anastasia was descended from the powerful Magnusen family, rich
in gold and mines, which made her perhaps the most desired maiden of the entire
United Men's Empire. And now, in the most inhospitable place in the Arctic
Lands, chased like hares during a hunt, nothing could have more refreshed the
heavy heart of the King of the Nordic Kings than such a sweet and loving
statement.


The Lord of
Trondheim took his Queen in his arms, lifting her as if she were a mere rag,
and kissing her sweetly, he sighed:


"My beloved
Lady, I would marry you in every life granted me by the Warrior Gods, for you
alone know the right way to sooth my fighting heart."


Anastasia kissed
him and, tenderly leaning her head against his wide shoulders, smiled with her
eyes closed, keeping to herself the certainty that she still had her own man.


Leopard's Head
walking just behind the reigning couple, shook his head, worried and annoyed,
and asked their royal son Roar:


"My
brother, do the Lords before us offer love and tenderness in this way even
within the halls of the Arkantorre or is it their way of greeting each other
after a long separation?"


Roar smiled and
asserted:


"They are
as you now see them every moment of every day of every year! Never can you meet
souls more complete and linked than theirs in this troubled world."


The second
Master of War gave a disgusted look followed by a shocking chill down his
spine. Seeing this reaction, King High rebuked the warrior and said to him:


"Your
tremors, I assume, are for fear of the unknown fate that awaits us or, more
appropriately, your value as a warrior, or perhaps because of the freezing
cold! I want to believe they are not out of disgust or repugnance at the sight
of the purest form of beauty of the human soul. Each of us should feel lucky to
enjoy even a fleeting fragment of such wonderful fellowship."


But the Leopard
did not like the comments of the Sovereign of the East at all, replying in an
acid, threatening tone:


"You, Lord
of the East, presume too much! Who has been whispering lies into your ears about
the lack of love in my life?"


High looked at
him seriously, not at all frightened by the sinister air of the second warrior
of Trondheim. He hoped to bring him back to a more moderate manner returning
him to his rightful position, but the Wolf intervened:


"My
brother, your moments of close loving fellowship have been very expensive and
very fleeting! Speak to the Lord of the East as you should, not only because of
his rightful title, but also because of the way he has fought alongside us in
the darkest moments with indomitable ardour!"


After the
reprimand from the first rune of Trondheim, the second rune apologized to High:


"My King, I
ask the pardon of the warrior and of the man: it was certainly not my intention
to threaten you or be disrespectful. If I can add a mitigating factor to my
poor behaviour, I confess that the idea of passing through the lands of the
Mountain Shatterers disturbs my soul".


The God-Slayer
smiled and commented good-naturedly:


"If you
didn't admit to at least a bit of fear, it would be difficult to call yourself
human! Don't worry about small things: fear and fatigue also cloud my
reasoning."










Chapter
2


Death in the Flesh


 


 


Far from the
lead, in the middle of the slow army dotted with dim lights, the wagons with
the wounded slowed down the march. The heavy wagons pulled by large oxen sank
quite a way into the gravel of the road surface. Earth and solid rock could
only be found a good hand-span beneath the surface, transforming the wagons
into plows, the wheels into plow-shares, squeezing every drop of strength from
the poor animals bound to the yokes. Not infrequently, the armoured infantry of
Trondheim did its best to help the slow wagons, pushing them for long
stretches, so that the pack animals did not fall dying to the ground.


"We are
making such noise that finding us should not be an arduous task," commented
young Tyra referring to the thunderous movement of the stones under the wheels.


Sersy, holding
the hand of her Dragon, looked over the edge of their means of transport at the
soldiers pushing the wheels and, perplexed, overwhelmed by superstition, preferred
not to give an answer.


The third Nordic
rune nodded assent harming himself: his multiple wounds lead to an enormous
loss of vital liquid. His chest had suffered a deep cut, now roughly medicated,
for which more careful attention was needed. The warrior, while naked under a
once immaculate white linen sheet, and his fur cloak, still held the hammer
weapon in his right hand. Despite countless attempts to remove the weapon and
handle, made by the healers first, then by the Bear and finally by Sersy, the bloodthirsty
hammer did not want to abandon its bearer to general bewilderment. The Bear's
Head, worried about the health of his brother in arms, followed them, observing
him, hoping for clemency from the Warrior Gods.


Not far away, on
the first cart, was Devil of Vilniar, his life hanging by a thread, which grew
weaker at every step. The Duke, as pale as the moon, was embarking on a long
journey towards what the healers called the last night. The wounds revealed
were in a desperate condition: the spikes of a rusty mace corrupted by
putrefying bacteria had penetrated his flesh, and altered the nature of the
wound, turning this laceration into a nightmare for ineffective battlefield
medicine.


The journey
continued in the light of a firmament so covered in points of light that even
many rude soldiers were astounded. It had been many moons since the sky had
shown its splendid decorations, always hidden by austere enemies. The gravel
became more stable and shallower, offering respite to the wagons and men. They
now almost fell victims to their heavy eyelids. The road climbed between the
two silent peaks with slopes far different from the gentle and accommodating
hills, exposing the travellers to a furious wind screaming with acid gusts. The
northern breath of the God of the wind crashed right in their faces, hard and
stubborn in an attempt to repel the slow snake-like column from where it came,
pushing against the armour and enlivening the cloaks.


"Not bad, my
Lord, this howling voice of the wind! It will hide the noise we are making and
disperse the smell of our bodies. The Warrior Gods are with us," exclaimed
the proud and satisfied Threehorn, turning to the Lord of the North in his
wake, who no longer carried the weight of his consort in his arms.


Holaf replied
nothing more than a slight nod of his head, concerned and worried more about
the mastiffs than about the horrendous trolls.


There was a roar
of stone falling in the shade on the western slope. Everyone heard this sound
clearly, drawing swords, clubs and bows and protecting themselves with their
shields. The Demon and the Threehorn showed themselves again as did the Wolf
and the Bear, a moment later, while the other terrifying metallic effigies had
not slept since the morning. A second landslide on the eastern slope, of much
greater intensity, made stones roll up to touch the feet of the soldiers bent
down behind their shields. High moved to his archers and asked:


"Men, what
lurks in the shadows? Can your trained young eyes see the enemy?"


Neither of them
gave an answer, intent as they were on scrutinizing to no avail.


"My King, I
can see no further than five or six steps from the shields! The torches are too
weak to threaten the shadows," Fyodor answered almost excitedly, holding
his crossbow loaded and ready.


A large and low
figure could be seen in the darkest darkness, quickly climbing up the stony
ground, making a lot of noise as well as creating small landslides at every
step. The being tried to move away in order to hide his form, which looked like
an orc, among the deep shadows of that world suspended between uncertainty and
reality.


The crossbowmen
of the Black Portal certainly did not wait for a further invitation, aiming and
firing towards where the sounds came from. The arrows were carried by the wind
to the side of the target, falling on the ground, bouncing metallically among
the stones, uselessly. However, the missed shot caused the shadow to stumble,
landing with a solid thump on the ground.


The being,
sliding with the stones, struggled in a desperate attempt to swim among them.
But despite his efforts, he slid down the valley until he stopped at the feet
of King High, who was ready to strike the fatal blow. The God-Slayer, tense and
motivated, with his sword drawn at the ready, held back from the kill, risking
displeasure.


Not a fetid
Brown-skin, awkward and clumsy as was thought, but only a small stone troll,
less harmful alive than dead. The creature rolled itself up, covering his snout
with one hand and raising his other scaly arm with his palm open, as if to
block the sword stroke. The creature was covered with a grey scaly skin studded
with bony lumps scattered randomly on the surface of his skin. Both its hands
and feet were bloated, with pinkish-brown calloused skin and three powerful
digits. The head could not be seen well, as it was covered by its arms, but
between its fingers could be seen two yellow eyes, like a cat, with very small
pupils blinded by the light of the torch.


The Head of the
Wolf came to the rescue of the Lord of the East. With delicacy and soft
movements the first rune lowered the sword. The Master of War also smiled,
seeing the helpless troll on the ground, almost petrified by fear. The two
waited for the whole caravan to pass, from the first to the last man, before
returning to the ranks.


"Luckily
your archers were wrong," commented the Wolf Head, relaxing slightly.


"You're
right, warrior of the first symbol! Many stupid deaths have already occurred,
better to avoid taking lives if possible."


The creature
waited until the men moved far away before moving again, to continue its search
for edible mosses.


"Tenth
Master of War, are such beings often found in this place?" asked Holaf
curious and eager for knowledge, especially if it concerned his own territory.


"My King,
the modest stone trolls are at home in these mountains. However, not a welcome
encounter," replied the visibly agitated warrior.


King Holaf,
noting the man’s nervous looks into the darkness, asked intrigued:


"I don't
understand, he didn't seem to me to be a dangerous enemy, but more than that,
he was a clumsy and harmless being. What detail has escaped my eyes?".


The Threehorn
quickly asserted:


"My King,
those things never wander alone along these valleys, but they are always in
large groups. If the Lord of the East had struck him, certainly a rain of large
boulders would have fallen down on us, overwhelming us all. These trolls may be
foolish and certainly not enormous, but they are able to throw stones of
considerable size, like orcs commanders.


"Then I
must congratulate the God-Slayer on his excellent intuition," exclaimed
the Lord of the North.


But the Head of Threehorn
had kept back yet another a piece of news and, at the request of his King, made
it known:


"My Lord,
what I fear are not the many stone trolls, but the creature who habitually
hunts such beings!"


Holaf, twisting
his mouth in a grimace of disappointment, whispered:


"They are
the Mountain Shatterers, aren't they?"


The soldier of
the tenth rune nodded, continuing to watch each shadow and landslide that occurred
around them.


King Holaf
himself noticed hundreds of dark silhouettes intent on moving boulders to graze
at a very short distance from the poor light of the torches. The grass and moss
hidden in the shadow of the stones seemed to be the sweetest discovery for such
beasts, who cared little or nothing for the slow army of men in transit.


A howl rose
powerfully in the night, echoing among the rock walls of the mountains, to
which a second stronger and perhaps closer howl replied. The peaceful and dark
shadows stopped in unison in silence, stretching their ears to catch the new
and gruesome sound. A third howl came, but this appeared impossible to place in
space, because of the enemy wind and the mocking echo of the valley. Many stone
trolls began to move above the safer path usually travelled by shepherds and
now by soldiers.


"Not good
at all, my Kings! Too many prey graze around us. These calls are not from the
Mountain Shatterers, though surely the outcome will be the arrival of this
devastating enemy!"


The Lord of the
North passed the word from ear to ear, like the old children's game, ordering:


"Men, let
us hasten our steps! With so much noise, ours will go unnoticed. Take good care
not to increase it!"


The stone trolls
began to fret, as the hungry mastiffs moved among the native beasts, upsetting
their state of calm. Growls and guttural gurgles began to ring threateningly in
the ears of those who, in the past, already had to repel such creatures, but
also to those who heard them for the first time.


White muzzles
began to emerge touched by the strong moonlight in the shadows of the stone,
leading to panic among the peaceful trolls. A snarling mastiff blocked the way
for the escaping army, and then retreated until it disappeared. Alongside the
men appeared two, five, then ten and finally too many waxy muzzles to be
counted, all with the same sadistic grin caused by their exposed tusks.


The enemy began
to converge on the men. Long sword gave the order to for them to gather
together for a better defence, being surrounded. Shields and pikes played their
part, locking together in a wide thorny circle. Behind the shields, the War
Masters in large numbers were preparing to spread death over those lands. At
the centre of the formation, the horses with wagons and civilians were
reassured and protected by the Sovereigns alongside the restless-hearted
Olrund, supported by the surviving archers.


The new blood on
the stone was given by the young prince Gunnar who sliced a deep cut in the
white forehead of a reckless mastiff, which dared to advance to attack the
silent humans. Instead of a cry of war, the first sound to drown in the wind of
the pass was the grunt of pain of the wounded beast as it preferred the idea of
retreat. The trolls began to flee, some huge boulders were thrown, but not onto
the weak humans guilty of such confusion.


In absolute
darkness only the noises of the struggle between infernal mastiffs and trolls
were heard, as well as the tremors of the land caused by the stones. The
peaceful trolls made noises like those of cows, and in their imagination they
were ideal prey for the quadruped fanged mastiffs. The clash raised the level
of noise to until it overcame the whistle of the wind. The stony terrain shook
more and more under the rolling of boulders leading to further landslides.
Among roars, howls and moaning echoed a powerful and chilling animal growl.
Winning the war of voices, a roar of undoubted origin came to their ears and
their hopes became slim and impalpable. The Threehorn hastened to dispel any
residual hope, warning:


"Silence,
comrades, or these rocks will be joined by our bones!"


Each stone in
the whole area of stony ground came to life, jumping like men trying to escape
death. The trolls ceased hostilities and, without any scruples, fled in herds
towards the heights. For others, perhaps younger or just more stupid, the way
to salvation led them to try to hide among the stones and the snow, often in a
careless way, remaining easy prey. A troll ran resolutely but clumsily towards
the shields, scaring the soldiers, intent on grasping the protective barrier.
The warriors held the pikes against the deadly blow only thanks to the
intervention of the Threehorn who, whispering like one who repeats the verses
of a poem to himself:


"Men, do
not fear! He does not intend to attack us, but you will have to aim for
something else shortly!"


The warrior with
the pointed helmet was right: the troll rolled himself onto the ground, and
then, crawling, pushed against the black and white shields of Trondheim. The strange
being snuggled up to the men, not because of its affectionate nature, but to
enjoy the meagre protection of the long pikes. The troll came so close to the
leg of one soldier that he was able to feel its tremors.


Death made flesh
came out quickly, jumping from a spur jutting out of the western slope. A
gigantic Mountain Shatterer troll, with its enormous mass, fell a great
distance until it landed the ground, among the stones and throwing crazy
splinters to the four winds. The black body, with its monumental muscles, did
not stay calm for a moment, as if it had not been affected by the sudden fall.
The beastly shadow jumped up in a wild rush. As soon as it regained its balance
it grabbed anything its eyes could see in the far too vivid lunar glow.


From the north,
just like a stone emerging from the abyssal depths at the behest of sea
volcanoes, and pointing to the circle of petrified men, a second irascible and
roaring figure presented itself. Its four limbs agitated randomly in the air,
as rivers of slime flowed from its lips like the mouth of a stream between the
peaks, inducing every man to gaze at imminent death. As long as the beast,
whose every step cause the earth to shake, imposed a harsh truth, many knights
with rough hearts were brought to the abyss of despair, close to a less than
honourable total faint.


King Holaf, an
example as always, prepared to strike, tightening both hands on his sword,
hoping to penetrate deep into the hard rind of the beast. The big troll emitted
a petrifying battle cry. This scream, rising directly from hell, spread with
such vehemence that even the fearless Nordic King gave a shudder. Then, without
thinking, Holaf opened his eye with its iris of flaming magma, overcome by the
strength of the power of the relic.


The beast, now
close, seemed more terrible in the eyes of Long Sword than it seemed to anyone
else, as he was enveloped and consumed by the flames. However, the greedy and
incorporeal tongues, lapping the beast, revealed the simplicity of its hunt;
its tiny brain was not interested in men, but in the fleeing trolls. The
mystical flames proved useful for the first time. They gave not only advantage
to the Lord of the North, but were also supportable, not making their bearer
lose consciousness.


Next to the
Demon of Trondheim, the God-Slayer waited solid, like the Eastern Wall, with
his arm raised looking for the exact moment to make each arrow he had fly
against the enemy now at the gates. King Holaf placed a hand on his shoulder
and, shaking his head, gently lowered his brother's arm. King High, very
doubtful, quickly observed the troll that was making everything shake and, with
an eloquent gesture, accepted the order.


The Mountain
Shatterer opened its arms and bent its back, grasping around to the circle of
warriors with the sole purpose of grasping a poor troll badly hidden among the
stones by both legs. Once the prey was caught, the monstrous creature pulled
its prize with such force that it broke into two parts. The corpse was waved in
a troglodytic exultation, in the glow of the stars with growls and roars,
spraying large circles of blood into the air. The intestines unrolled, whipping
a pair of rocks, then tearing and flying away, losing themselves in the
shadows. The Mountain Shatterer drank the liquids or what was left of them and
then fed on the flesh. The ringing crack of bones crushed under the monumental
canines of the big predator sounded horrific to the ears of all those present,
while silent, holding their breath, they watched the scene censored by the
night.


The satanic
mastiffs tried to escape, sliding quickly between the rocks, but their escape
was blocked by a third shadow coming from the south in great silence. The fangs
of the canines sought to fight and breakthrough in the thick scales of the
local beasts, but judging from the whining of the mastiffs, without any
victory. The severed head of a quadruped enemy was blindly thrown and fell
inside the shield wall. The eyeballs exploded under immense pressure and swung
like two bags of fishing bait, while the shreds of flesh and skin, attached to
the nape of the neck and to what remained of the crumbled vertebrae, testified
incontrovertibly to the superiority of the Mountain Shatterers.


Once the meal
had been greedily eaten, the closest threat to the Kings turned towards the
silent army. Its muzzle approached, like the bad dream of a child during a
stormy night. Its growling made the lungs of the soldiers vibrate, and its
breath shook their fur cloaks. It seemed that the beast had smelled the
much-needed human blood, of which there was plenty on the wagons of the
wounded. Its triangular nostrils widened and shrank, continuing to take in air,
and then return it into the warriors' faces.


The beast came
closer, bringing its huge round snout a step away from the pikes. The knights
were able to see its rough features in the shadows, smell the stench of
putrefaction coming from the monstrous abyss, armed with threatening tusks in
front of them, and suffer to the utmost, the powerful psychological effect.


But the Warrior
Gods were favourable to them and the beast was attracted by a powerful howl not
far away. He took off quickly and unexpectedly, turning around to begin a
furious race, throwing stones and smashing a hidden stone troll under his feet.
The Mountain Shatterer stopped far enough away that its great mass faded away
in the dark. But it continued to twist its shoulders to and fro in the hope of
seeing some movement to grasp at.


Prince Eivind
grabbed the arm of the Demon of Trondheim and without speaking, pointed to a
mastiff creeping low along the line of the largest rocks, illuminated by a soft
glow. Holaf approached the shield wall and sensing the mastiff's intention, he
took a large stone and threw it between the rocks a moment before the canine
jumped into the air, using the rocks to jump over the pikes.


The mountain
served as a ramp for the large demon-like, quadruped. The snarling assailant
hovered in the air, momentarily hiding one star after another with its black,
shaggy body. But the impious fangs were disappointed: they were not able to
gnash on steel or flesh, nor did the outsized claws, although stretched out,
manage to tear any of the warriors apart. The black hole that was the troll won
the day, biting the mastiff as it leapt and splashing a large jet of red blood
on the black armour of Holaf.


The predatory
troll, attracted by the clattering of the stone Holaf had thrown, earned itself
an unusual meal, becoming at the same time accidental ally of the Kings. The
colossal being, had a very short attention span and with its mouth still full
of barely chewed flesh and hair, began to disagree with his fellow beast for
reasons that were incomprehensible to human eyes. The Mountain Shatterer yelled
at the creature with anger, spitting shreds of food like a drunken Nordic
warrior, bending its mighty knees, and curving its back to show off his
muscles.


At the first
scream the Threehorn became agitated, trying to see which opponent had been
chosen by the beast next to them, but his effort was in vain. With the second
much more powerful scream, shreds of flesh and bone were expelled together with
blood and drool until they flew against the terrified humans. An epic duel
threatened to erupt between the Mountain Shatterers, which certainly did not
look attractive to anyone.


Fate took the
battle of the beasts away from the ranks of the knights, causing the ground to
shake continually until the imminent threat was far away. The noise
accompanying the action seemed familiar only to those who on other occasions
had seen mountain ibexes do battle for a female. Beastly growls and strange
whistles mixed with the crash of huge boulders thrown into the nocturnal
southwest sky.


The two big
Mountain Shatterers, intent on their duel, showed clearly just who dominated
those arid and barren lands. A slight shock was felt in the ground immediately
followed by an immense roar: next to the weak defences of men fell a rock as to
large as a hut. The monolith stuck itself into the shaking ground, throwing a
painful rain of stones and splinters of crushed rock. King Holaf took the
initiative and, walking quickly among the soldiers, repeated himself several
times ordering:


"March
northwards! Move and, I beg of you, be silent!"


The warriors
moved swiftly, in any order, silently. Even the wagons of the wounded moved
forward, creaking, raising quite a few fears in the two Kings of Kings,
standing still with the Wolf’s Head until all were on the move.


The forced march
continued for a long time, in a panorama that was so monotonous that it
appeared identical even in the sunlight, giving them the illusion of going
round in circles. Snow-covered gravel dominated everywhere. Sporadically
boulders pushed their way out of the earth, leaning melancholy against other
rocks. No sound, only the wind, and rare but disturbing small landslides on the
slopes accompanied the column of exhausted warriors for a long time. They often
stumbled, causing unwelcome noises. Other creatures in search of food were seen
on the mountain and another Mountain Shatterer was seen devouring a mountain
sheep, an animal once common among these peaks.


The whole army
was tired and discouraged by the seeming lack of progress or any tangible
evidence of it. As they marched, they began to grumble and moan. Complaints
were whispered and arrived on the wind to the royal ears, putting the crowned
heads in doubt.


"Tenth
Master of War, the troops are complaining! Would it be possible to find a place
to rest?" Anastasia asked. But the Threehorn answered:


"My Lady,
men are right to complain: weariness is starting to play games with my eyes!
However, on my honour, I assure you at the moment it is impossible to stop. You
will never find a more dangerous place to linger in these lands, however
well-deserved the rest!"


Holaf would also
have liked to have stopped and asked insistently:


"So there
is no possibility of overnight repose for any knight in these lands?"


"No, my
King! I'm sorry, but the valley between the mountains is little further away.
There, a small fortification is usually used by those who, for work, undertake
this journey. It will give us what we need!"


The news of the
existence of such a building was received with joy, happiness held close, but
still a good sign for exhausted men. The breath of hope was as fleeting as
straw in a fire and was extinguished by the frost and the length of the
journey. Few of the knights had relaxed faces and hearts full of courage,
despite the continuous encouragement from the many officers.


The sky began to
lighten on the horizon, beyond the sharp peak that rose before them,
disappointing those who hoped for a long stop in the welcome fortress. The
Wolf’s Head next to King Grigor commented with a tired voice:


"We will be
like vampires: sleeping hanging upside down during the day, hanging from the
roof beams!"


The King of
South Winter, looking at him, replied amusedly:


"You are a
wolf, King Holaf a demon, we also have dragons, bears and threehorns as well as
countless other beasts, but no one who can show us how to sleep like this!"


Holaf turned to
his Vassal to comment:


"My dear
friend, you are tired and your jokes make us sleepy even if you are alert, so
keep them to yourself!"


The King of
White remained in annoyed silence, not understanding what he might have said
that was so annoying. The dark face of King Grigor lasted until Holaf showed
his white teeth, in a nice smile for the blond Sovereign, who commented by
holding back a triumphant smirk:


"Also this
time you are right, my Lord!"


The road,
instead of climbing mercilessly through the dark mountains, as appeared to the
eye, went suddenly downhill, to the surprise of many travellers. A steep
inclined road wound its way tortuously, along a gap between steep cliffs,
towards a black gully so dark that its to depth could not be seen. King High
wondered, whispering:


"How much
difference in height is there between here the bottom of the valley. I cannot
see it in the darkness?"


"Your
Majesty, I would not know how deep, but with certainty I can say it is
notable," replied the tenth Master of War.


The path
immersed in stones was winding nervously towards the depths, very different
from the slippery mule track. It gave false hope to hearts and minds, making
them imagine the sight of a perhaps unknown corner of the world. Once over the
crest, the stones slowly disappeared, giving way to solid, well-pressed soil.
The road tripled its width, though it presented hard rock on one side the other
showed threatening, the black abyss. Unexpected conifers showed their peaks
emerging from the shadows shyly, while a scent of mosses, resin mixed with
mushrooms and the fetid odour of firs saturated the air.


The austere
peaks cast their dark shadow on the narrow and winding valley like a torturer
bringing his hands to the victim's neck. The longed-for valley stretched out
placidly and lengthily, cleverly circumventing the peaks of the mountains,
which looked like a theatrical backdrop. Along the slope of the road the men
rejoiced, holding back so as not to add further noise to that of the horses and
the wagons, but on their faces you could see joy because of the pleasant
descent, tiring and malevolent, always with misfortune lurking, but nonetheless
a descent.


The air changed
from dry and dusty, provoking thirst and coughing fits, into a fresh and humid
breeze, reinvigorating their exhausted throats. Many men were sucking in large
and greedy mouthfuls of air, as if they were in a tavern sipping water, cider
or mead. The voice of the wind, whizzing through the cliffs, sounded like tidal
waves on the rocks and shook the tops of the firs. A slight drizzle of dew was
fell gently from the needles of the trees towards the soldiers, who were not
even sorry, despite the northern temperature and the wind, which skilfully and
spitefully increased the chill.


King High
admiring nature, which for a long time had not seemed so alive and unspoiled,
commented:


"Finally a
corner of the Empire not corrupted by arcane powers or burned by the flames of
war. Thank you, Threehorn, your guide has been steadfast and your wisdom irreplaceable!"


The warrior from
the tenth rune, feeling flattered, replied:


"I would do
anything for my King or my Queen! Taking this path if there was no hurry and in
peace would be inadvisable, the rigours of winter should never be belittled or
mocked! If we had dared to climb over the ridge towards the High Pass, the snow
and frost would have imprisoned us. The men would have risked freezing their
limbs and only a few would have reached beyond the Horns of the Goat".


"So there
is a second way to cross the mountains?" asked the God-Slayer, surprised
by the highly detailed knowledge, shown by the Threehorn of these lands.


"Yes, my
King, the only advantage of the high road is speed: you go all the way to the
top and enter a tunnel built by the dwarves at the dawn of time, before their
unexpected twilight came and extinguished them. The tunnels are narrow and fast
moving within the bowels of the mountain, leading men to delirium with
consequent death or, if they know the road, to the foot of the mountains. But
after the message that came from the palace of lands of the south, I preferred
not to venture into the dark," eloquently replied the Threehorn, ignoring
the confused expression of High.


The King of the
East turned to Queen Anastasia and, waiting for her, crossed his arms on his
chest. When he came to the royal couple of Trondheim, he interrupted their
happy conversation with a cough:


"My dear
brother, forgive me for cutting into your quiet discussion with your
sweetheart, but I have a question to ask you! My Queen, the Threehorn just
mentioned a message that had come to Trondheim from the South. What news did
this writing reveal, if I may ask?"


The Queen
quickly shook her head and, hinting at a bewitching smile, replied:


"Yours is
an excellent question, King High. I wanted to talk to you all about it, but the
adrenaline of the battle first and the relief of not having to cry for too many
friends and family afterwards, turned my mind in a different direction!"


At that point
Holaf, impatient as was his nature, asked:


"Who wrote
that message and for what reason?"


His wife looked
at him and then stroked his face and commented:


"You are
rough and impatient, as usual my handsome husband!"


High, slightly
uncomfortable, seeing the effusions continue, he gave two coughs and insisted:


"Excuse me,
my Lords, but perhaps the silent news could have some connection to the war? Do
you remember the orcs: ugly, big tusks and death?".


Holaf snickered
amusedly, and waved his hand as if to indicate that his wife should appease the
curiosity of his brother in arms.


"When we
get to Black Portal, I'll be there behind you, and every time your beautiful
wife approaches to give you a caress, I'll cough and tell you about our
adventures!"


Anastasia gave a
sweet and soft slap to Holaf's chest and exclaimed:


"You are
treacherous, my husband! Perhaps this journey has changed you not only in your
appearance?"


The Queen smiled
sweetly, beautifully and enchantingly, and with her manners, so disconcerting
unlike those of her kingdom of origin, turned to High: "My dear King, I
ask forgiveness for my husband. He often behaves like Olrund, while he rarely
makes her seem like a gentle lady!"


High was not
able to hold back a jovial smile as a result of such a statement, though not
altogether true. Anastasia tidied the braid on her breast and began to speak:


"I can’t
quite remember when that hawk arrived, but certainly not recently. It was a
beautiful bird and it carried a rosette with the colours of Hal Barat. In the
container attached to its claw there was an order. I did not waste a moment
before giving orders to carry it out, since it was signed by the King of the Kings
of the South".


Holaf and High,
in unison, asked:


"What did
Godwin recommend?"


Anastasia smiled
at the harmony of the two men and continued:


"The
message clearly stated that access to the crypts and catacombs should be
blocked. It was about unspeakable horrors regurgitated from the bowels of the
earth!"


Holaf looked
down on his brother and commented:


"Godwin
must have discovered something at Fortress Abbey! The catacombs of the former
Deus Terra Fortress are among the largest in the United Men's Empire, while I
don't know if there is much underground in Castrum Leonis at Hal Barat, apart
from the foundations.


Anastasia
intervened, reporting:


"The
message also stated that Earth is friendly and well-disposed to do its part for
the good of men! But, my dears, what has emerged from the restricted council?"


Neither of them
gave an answer to quickly provide relief to the Sovereign's question, causing
the expression of the beautiful Anastasia to alter. She spoke words that showed
her comprehension, without appeal:


"My Lords!
That everything is drifting in a sea of horrors and war. That I have understood
for myself, otherwise I would not have come with my men to deliver you from
your enemies! Don't you think I deserve to be informed about what's
happening?".


"Yes, of
course! My Lady, you're indisputably right. We were waiting for King Holaf to
speak to you. No disrespect was intended by our silence," defended High,
sorry that he had unwittingly played a part in angering the beautiful Valkyrie
of the North.


Holaf, laughing
a little, hugged his wife amused at the opportunity to sweetly reproach her:


"My Lady,
calm your warrior-like ardour! The King of the Kings of the East is not used to
your sudden personality changes! Look what you've done: my brother in arms is remorseful!"


Anastasia shook
her head at her husband for his lack of tact and turned to God-Slayer with her
usual innate grace:


"Once again
clouds move over our heads and I find myself having to offer you another
apology! I am a woman of arms, despite my manners, which are well suited to
grand palaces. Sometimes my temperament is as changeable as the tide and my
inhibitions disappear, making me as rough as my husband!"


"But is it
possible, woman, that I am the only negative example which you continually
present?" mumbled the powerful Lord of the North, pretending to be
enraged, but his odd expression betraying humour.


The light
laughter of the three Sovereigns attracted the attention of those who were
silent and shaken by the recent events. They were afraid of attracting the
black shadow of death with a show of joy and mockery. The Wolf graciously
approached the cheerful Lords to bring a report of was heard among the troops:


"My Kings,
I do not wish to be misunderstood, but your happy chatter creates discontent in
the tired minds of the soldiers. They fear that your voices will be the bait to
attract the beasts to us. You are the object of many looks of reproach, which
are followed by an exchange of complicit glances from dark faces."


The three
composed themselves immediately. Even though they had not been loud in their
talk, they preferred not to ignore the careful report of the first faithful
rune.


"Thank you,
my warrior, we will be careful not to offend the feelings of the men. If you
like, stay with us. We were talking about a message sent by King Godwin!"
replied the brave Holaf with royal courtesy.


"I am your
blade for battle, whenever and wherever you decide to engage in war! I don't
think I'm your equal in strategy, my Lords, so I prefer to carry out orders without
question!" after these words the Wolf slowed down to return to the Bear's
Head.


Holaf spoke
recounting what was said and emerged in the meeting held at the Titan.
Anastasia was indignant once she became aware of the problems that had been
revealed in the Western Kingdom and remembered with contempt:


"I only
once had the displeasure of speaking to Sir Grigor of the West and his
condescending wife, who is as empty as a troll's head! I did not like the Lord
of the West at all, I remember he was full of himself but without substance as
were his self-praising speeches. But I never expected to hear of such
shortcomings! I wonder with what honour he bears the crown on his head."


Holaf did not
hold back and exclaimed:


"Please, my
beloved, it is not possible to speak of honour and Grigor in the same sentence."


But Anastasia's
anger did not allow her to give even a small smile at her husband's joke:


"If I think
of the risks that our subjects in Morgul are running, my skin crawls! There our
borders touch those of the insurgent King. The army of our city has never showed
superiority on the battlefield, and this time it might be called upon to face a
powerful enemy!"


"My dear,
the Black Drapes of Morgul have never proven their worth, for I have never
called them to war. But the King is certainly no fool! However, do not bother
your heart for now with such concerns, for there is more that awaits us: not
hunting nor skirmishes over the borders but full-scale war, I fear. The visions
of King Norber were not all that precise and the Warrior Gods almost never
indicate the way clearly. Despite this, among the many details given to us in
disorder and confusion, he identified the heights of Black Portal, which are
well-known to him. In this vast valley our fate awaits us!"


King High,
thoughtful, let his mind wander to the words written in the letter, and to the
many cities of his lands that had crypts and streets among the rocks. Even his
Black Portal stood above an extensive system of tunnels, some of which went
deep into the heart of the earth, where the air became fetid and deadly with
sulfurous vapour.


"My Queen,
the letter mentioned sending the same message to the allies?" asked the
thoughtful God-Slayer.


"No, my
good King, but in good conscience I have sent hawks to every city of my
possessions as well as a message to your capital," replied Anastasia
smiling reassuringly.


High breathed
the cold air of the woods in deeply and, bringing his hand to his chest, he
declared:


"Queen
Anastasia, your far-sightedness is legendary. As well, among the other infinite
qualities you possess, you have shown immeasurable care. I owe you much, my
Lady!".


The Queen smiled
and responded:


"When my
husband leaves for the capital, there are only two things to which I cling in
order to comfort myself: the Masters of War at his side and knowing he is in
your company. You strengthen him in such a way that for weeks he remarks on
your conversations. So, to reveal all that is hidden in my heart, it is I and
not you who have to thank you for making my Holaf so happy!"


"My Queen,"
the Lord of the North called her, "I have a good name to defend. You can't
go around telling everyone about my sentimental chatter!"


After the
vigorous summary given to the Nordic Sovereign regarding the evils afflicting
the Empire, the situation appeared much more desperate than had been thought,
highlighting a declining Kingdom. Orcs from the east, horrible beasts in the
mountains and in the crypts, rebels to the west and a weak or absent central
power, more interested in the lusts of the flesh or the pleasures of good food,
rather than an effective counter offensive against all of the threats. All
these evils were gathering around a united North still unaware of the actual
extent of the adversity that waited beyond the narrow and agitated North Sea.
Severe and bloody Inquisitors, such as had never been seen before, were
launched in search of greater perfidious and hissing evil that is inherent in
human nature.


Even the usually
optimistic Anastasia admitted that she had been desolated by the news and
commented:


"Better not
to ask questions you're not ready to answer!"


King Holaf held
himself tight on the back of the mighty but tame Olrund to refresh his spirit,
while High, lost in his thoughts, mumbled:


"Of course,
you can't really see the situation as a glass half-empty, but finally there
must be redemption for those who have suffered so much horror!"


Silence fell,
interrupted only by the hooves of the horses and the rustling of the wind.










Chapter
3


Safe Beds and Wayfarers


 


 


The path became
easier and much lower, and the temperature became milder rising quite
considerably. The snow melted away remaining as a dusting among rocks and
earth. The tall pines, stood slender on the slopes of the mountain, balanced
and delicately swaying, shaken by the wind. The trees seemed to delight in
locking their branches creating loud echoing cracks and a quieter rustling,
once the branches were released. Stories of having heard fairy voices offered
by the ancient tree-trunks passed among the knights of Tulsky.


"You too,
comrades, can you hear them?" asked one of the survivors among the
lancers.


"Of course
I hear them, it's the spirits of the trees that are agreeing among
themselves," replied another.


Sersy, next to
her Dragon lying on the wagon, asked one of the two horsemen riding next to her:


"Forgive
me, my Lord, what are these warriors muttering about?"


The White of
South Winter, however, apologizing, did not know how to satisfy the curiosity
of the beautiful woman.


"Excuse me,
my Lady, if I intrude, they tell of ancient tales, perhaps even more archaic
than the birth of the first men!" the soldier driving the wagon replied,
surprisingly.


"Stories,
then! Nothing to be afraid of?" Sersy asked, moving her black hair from
her face.


The driver
hesitated for a moment and then answered:


"My Lady,
stories for those who believe in them. Many voices are raised to discount such
stories but there is no way of knowing how much is true!"


The dark beauty,
tired of meditating in silence on the grim future, found it curious and
pleasant to talk of these things and asked:


"Knight,
what do you think of such stories? Be truthful!"


The man answered
briefly:


"My Lady,
I'm not a knight but a simple soldier. As for the ancient stories, I assume
they carry a grain of truth or some message. I certainly do not delude myself
that I can understand it but, I am convinced, it is always worthwhile to listen
to such stories!"


The girl of
humble origins looked around and, skeptically whispered to herself:


"Now I’ll
ask those men what they know!" Then she stood up on the cart and beckoned
to the two knights of Tulsky to approach her. The two soldiers, noticing the
young woman in the pale light of the dim torches, burning again after the
escaping danger, approached boldly.


"Speak to
us, magnificent vision," exclaimed one of the two lifting his helmet to
show his handsome face.


"I heard
you talking of ancient legends and, finding the subject interesting, I asked
myself if you were in the mood to tell me as much as you know," replied
the dark beauty.


A strong
disappointed sigh came from the daring knight, who, turning his back on the
young lady, moved away complaining:


"What a
disappointment! I hoped to awaken your interest because of other gifts, not to
be a mere storyteller!"


Sersy was
irritated, and as young people often do, she answered back:


"You are
not well-mannered, knight! It is not your title or money that makes you
attractive in my eyes, too much is missing! Moreover, I have given my heart to
the Master of War of the third rune and I yearn for nothing else!"


The fine little
soldier, unable to stay silent and having only the impression of being foolish
to offer, replied:


"Your
darling is lying down, almost departed. If he is not dead now, he will be dead
soon. When this happens, and you can believe it will happen soon, you will
behave like any other noblewoman of the Empire: you will realize that magically
you have been in love since forever with another knight among those present,
chosen almost at random!" The man spat on the ground, as a final rude
gesture, and turned his head.


Sersy lowered
her gaze, not only out of sadness or to try to hide her eyes shiny with anger,
but also to see what was shaking the wagon again. The hammer of arms, tightened
in a symbiotic grip by the Dragon, jumped nervously to the right and then the
left. Lightning flashes of red fire flowed through the engravings along the
reinforcements fixing the head to the handle.


The beautiful
brunette was stunned to see this manifestation and, confusing arcane magic with
tiredness and suffering, tried to soothe the cramps of her beloved. Her sweet
caresses on his face had the desired effect, relaxing the wounded Dragon,
calming the devilish tremors. Sersy, seeing the other fighter of Tulsky still
next to the cart, said rudely:


"Why are
you hanging about here? There is nothing for anyone but the third rune! So, do
not stay any longer. Go!"


The knight,
without taking off his copper-coloured helmet with its brass border and an
evocative inscription "Better you than us" engraved on the lowered
visor, decided to put a stop the embarrassing exchange of words and replied:


"I don't
think that the rudeness offered to you by my fellow countryman was at all
appropriate. It is even less so for your knight to leave us in the middle of a
war! I wait upon you to satisfy your curiosity about old stories of wizards and
spells, if you are still interested."


The dark beauty
would have liked to vent her anger, but the remaining man was not to blame, so
she answered with cordial detachment:


"If it is
not too much trouble, I would like to hear these stories."


The knight
lifted his visor so as not to give his voice a metallic tone. He was neither
young nor handsome, but his tone intrigued and inspired confidence:


"My Lady,
you must know of the existence, in past centuries, of beings who were learned
and worked to understand the art of magic. Such creatures appeared like us but
could do anything, even give life to inanimate objects. These individuals had
long debated whether to give trees the precious vital flame and the ability to
reason, so that they could care for and protect their fellow beings.


But such daring
divided them, causing them to argue amongst themselves, splitting their lineage
into three factions. Many were opposed to having the power of life and death,
for it was not their business but that of the Gods. They believed it was best
to live humbly, continuing to mingle with men.


The second
faction wanted to make use full of their powers and create sentient trees to
care for the forests, stone golems to guard and help men at the mountain
passes. They were driven by the flame of generosity and thought it was a waste
and a form of cowardice if they were able to make life better and refused to do
so.


The third group
of that great assembly remained silent, considering and evaluating the possible
implications that would follow from each course of action.


These magical
beings, more like men than I would care to admit, discussed for entire winters,
while several times the solar cycle continued on its way, giving rise to no
agreement. Finally, weary and resentful, they dissolved their alliances and
resolved to act, each one as they thought fit, without having to give any
account to others.


Magic then lived
through a golden age, when powerful wizards gathered followers together, and
gave life to fantastic creatures such as the Gardeners of the Fronds. These
small animals are difficult to see, not because they are not there, but because
they are very clever at camouflaging themselves. They are more common in the
south of the plateau, before the burnt plains and the scorching deserts. Even
the majestic unicorns, which vanished centuries ago, were generated at that
time, or even the striped felines of the ice, the Váli, of which only one
specimen is still alive.


When the silent
group came to the fore, they began to create majestic dragons and obedient
giants. Not all of them, however, agreed. In fact, disputes and quarrels broke
out. Bolts of lightning were cast and many fell under the fury of a single
being. He was driven by a visceral aversion to his fellows who were, in his
opinion, weak and subjected to miserable men. He allowed evil itself to grow in
his heart and then he poured it onto the world, opening the doors of the
underworld. From this reserve of hatreds and arcane powers re-emerged creatures
that had been banned by the Gods since the dawn of time. Blood dragons and
demons all returned roaring full of energy, though not yet so full of impiety.
The Red Sorcerer also gave rise to orcs and trolls.


Disconcerted by
so much rancour and by the assembled army, the survivors of the magical race
united into a new order. They created a fighting force: trees, rocks and water
were the raw material that gave life to the army. As was inevitable, a huge
battle broke out right on the Throne of the Gods, where evil lost its leader.
The Red Sorcerer was buried inside his own fortress located in the North-East,
known today as the Mausoleum of the Fallen and there he still lies.


The race of
powerful magical beings was drastically reduced by the enemy forces, because
the ancient demons responded only to one will, that of the Malevolent God. They
continued to fulfil their role. The wizards, exhausted and half in number, fled
or went into exile in the hope of surviving the prevailing evil; the orcs fled
east beyond the mountains and north across the Nordic Strait to escape the
fiery fist of the demons; the giants, enslaved and blinded by anger, fled north
into the Overland.


Blood dragons
settled on the Titan Throne, where other mythical races had long ruled. The
wicked blood dragons made slaves of their more docile relatives who unable to
compete in strength and propensity for war. The males were slaughtered, while
the females were exploited only to procreate other monsters.


The wizards
could not live with their remorse and moved by the visions of such massacres
and aberration they revived plants and stones, leading them into a new war for
the good of all. This time the clash was to have taken place in the thick of
the forests, where the wizards had full superiority of the field. But fate was
against the sorcerers. They were caught unprepared by the demons who had never
stopped looking for their enemies.


The strength of
the fiery creatures, which emerged from the bare ground, left no escape for the
sorcerers. The troops of the army, who had been chosen as beneficial saviours,
did not see their paladins and commanders arriving. They believed that the
wizards had fled again in cowardly fashion. So they, in turn, dispersed. Only
the trees remained in the field, silent and patient, waiting for orders from
their creators."


"So that is
the reason why just now you were arguing in favour of waiting for the
plants", asked the beautiful Sersy, who had enjoyed the fairy tale
greatly.


"Yes, my
Lady! I am a humble knight of the East. In my mother's house she used to tell
this story. Maybe it's just fantasy, but in my heart I prefer to keep the
slightly childish illusion, of the existence of a silent army waiting to save
us all!" replied the old man of Tulsky.


The beautiful
brunette, well wrapped in her worn-out mantle, reflected for a moment, and then
broke into splendid smile and exclaimed:


"Thank you,
knight, your company and respectful kindness were very welcome!"


The gentle brave
man realized the woman intended to dedicate herself to the care of her wounded
companion and gave a slight bow with the wish:


"It was my
pleasure to tell you this story. When your knight has recovered, I will ask
permission to tell you other legends of the East."


Having offered
this salute, the old man of Tulsky closed the visor of his helmet and went back
to ride next to his rude companion, who still complained unnecessarily. The
elderly warrior-bard felt satisfied with the exchange of few words with the
young girl, without having to hear ugliness or indecency for a short time.


It took a long
time to reach the end of the valley in the shadow of the black mountains. The
coming sunrise gave them a divine glow, making the proud profile stand out
against a sky once again covered with clouds. The humid air, after many hours,
began to make its painful blows felt, thanks to the low temperature, with a
promise of snowfall, and fatigue. Leopard's head approached his brother Threehorn
and asked him:


"Tenth
brother, is the fortification of which you were speaking very far away?"


The warrior with
the three-pointed armour replied:


"Second War
Master, you can decide for yourself: the smoke that rises between the trees is
produced by the beautiful fireplace placed in the center of the fortified hut.
Only, it shouldn't be smoking!"


"Some
shepherd will be resting there as your guest", Leopard's Head
optimistically replied.


The positive
vision of the second rune did not convince the heart of the Threehorn, who
noted:


"During the
winter, no shepherds pass through this way. We must hope it’s a wayfarer or a
merchant who has lost his way. Coming from the opposite direction from the one
we travelled, it is easy to confuse the road through the thick forest that
precedes the Wood of Bloody Needles!"


Even King High
had noticed the feeble and fluffy whisps of whitish smoke drifting above the
dark trees. He pointed this out to King Holaf, who waited to be closer to the
building and then called a halt.


"King
Grigor, come closer to your superiors," ordered the Lord of the North
trying to see him among the many soldiers.


"Here I am,
my King of Kings," replied the blond Sovereign always followed by his son
Eivind, as attentive to his father as an alchemist is to his doses of powder.


"Signs of
human presence! The smoke means they are not unlike us, for those beasts of orcs
burn great fires in the open air. However, the correct use of a hearth does not
exclude all threats. They could be robbers or thieves," said Holaf.


"My Lord,
we have almost six hundred men from the North! What could the threat be?"
King Grigor replied, teasing, giggling and caressing his beard.


High explained
to him smoothly:


"It could
be a trap. Don't make the mistake of considering all enemies to just be as
stupid as goats. Some black orcs could rival many generals when it comes to
strategy!"


"If you
then use the Lord of the West as a yardstick, then these orcs would seem to be
wise men of Bios!" Holaf exclaimed, offering refreshing laughter.


Anastasia
interrupted the hilarity. Not only was she an excellent warrior but also a
skilled strategist, so she suggested:


"My Kings,
I think it would be prudent to send a reconnoitring group: three soldiers could
pretend to be drifters in search of a warm bed, but clever enough to see who is
living there and judge the level of risk."


Holaf, with a
satisfied grimace on his face, agreed to the idea asserting:


"You know
well that for me, the survival of our men is sacred. I think it's the right
strategy to follow!"


"Of course,
my King, so far this method has served our needs well. But it has always been
the Dragon who has undertaken this role, but now this warrior is not
available," said the blond Grigor.


"This time
we will take volunteers among the fresh troops. The risk is minimal, to be
honest, so I hope there will be no difficulties in finding three daring
men!" commented High.


Holaf had no
time to agree with his brother before the tenth Master of War came forward
announcing:


"My Kings,
I would like to be the first warrior!" and he beat his fist strongly on
the breast plate of his armour.


"I will be
the second," Prince Gunnar cried, raising his thin sword to heaven, having
emerged sure footedly from among the soldiers.


"I am your
third man, my Kings!" offered the Head of Wolf.


But King Holaf
strongly opposed this:


"No, my
Master, you are not! You have already risked a lot and too often, to take part
in an advance patrol. Now it is the turn of others to do so!"


"My Lord,
you know how I would be the last to dare to contradict you, but on this
occasion I have a good reason to do so: whoever lives in those walls will never
open up on seeing a single Master of War. Everyone in the North knows that we
always travel in pairs", he replied aware of what the first Master of War
was asking.


 King Holaf
looked around with a dark face, displeased over the lack of volunteers. Then a
hoarse voice surprised them:


"My King,
the Head of the Wolf speaks the truth! For this reason I shall replace him."


The fighter who
volunteered without any pressure was the eighteenth Master of War: a tall and
well-built man, almost as tall as the suffering Dragon. His fame as a talented
warrior was tainted by criminal acts against the barbarians of the North.
However, in such a chaotic situation, a knight who was accustomed to crossing
normal moral limits could only please King Holaf.


The man's black
helmet had long curved horns and wide nostrils on the visor. Golden eyes and
angry grimace gave his face a strong bull-like expression. The large and thick
plates, linked to the two shoulder straps, were finely crafted, much more
elegant than the simple and functional protection used by his brothers. The
breast plate clearly showed the eighteenth rune framed by golden decorations
depicting the two-headed dragon of Trondheim. The narrow and not very heavy
gorget seemed to be just a decoration in shiny gold, certainly more suitable
for elegant palaces than as an ornament for his massive neck. The usual
terrifying cloak of animal hair hung from the top of his shoulders, decorated
with bones including a human skull: a macabre trophy torn from a warrior,
considered by the barbarians as a God, but beaten in combat. A large battle axe
with a sharp blade and skull profile was firmly fixed in his hands, promising
fierce battle.


The Head of
Taurus proudly advanced to the shadow of the war bear, who growled nervously
and turned to face him as if the bear did not feel safe with that individual at
his side.


"Quiet my
beauty! What's the matter with you, Olrund?" asked Anastasia, who was
shaken about on the back of the powerful animal.


Holaf quickly
dismounted so as not to be a burden for his wife, intent on calming the bear.


"Good,
eighteenth rune! You will follow the Threehorn and Prince Gunnar! Do not accept
battle and at the first hint of a trap, retreat. If we have to fight, we will
do as an army and not singly!" ordered the Lord of the North to the three
brave men in an inflexible voice.


No one lingered
in chatter, leaving, as quickly as sparrows at the sight of a crow, and
vanishing in the thick shadows of the undergrowth, full of shrubs and thorny
brambles. The sound of their steps soon faded in the rustle of the trees,
leaving their companions behind, silent and tense, thinking of the risk of new
battles.


The walls of the
small fort appeared suddenly showed to the patrol, who were looking for the
shape among the leaves. A low wall in strong mountain rock stood in front of
them. The top of this structure was covered with climbing plants that had used
the solid stones as a stable dwelling for many years, judging by the large
roots that emerged between one block and another.


"This wall
would fall with nothing more than a burp!" exclaimed the rough Bull's
Head.


"Knight,
stop that kind of talk," King Gunnar said without fear or delay.


"And who are
you?" asked the eighteenth rune aggressively.


"I am
Gunnar Biorson, prince of Midgard, and you keep your manners! If not those
worthy of a palace, at least those honoured by military men," replied the
stubborn prince dryly.


But the big Bull
didn't like this attitude at all: at the first opportunity tripped the young
man with his foot, leading to a damaging fall. The noise caused by the
inopportune trick made the tenth Master of War nervous. Not knowing what had
happened, being in the lead, he turned around and drew an inaccurate
conclusion:


"Prince, if
you are incapable something as basic as a silent approach, you could have spared
us your clumsy presence!"


Gunnar got up
immediately and, angry at the unjust stain on his reputation, drew his sword,
but he didn't have time to start anything, because from the peephole of the
door, not far from the embarrassing little scene, a strong light emerged. A
quavering man's voice giving evidence of many long winters was heard:


"Who goes
there? Who makes fun of my eyes by hiding in the shadows? Show yourself, I have
heard you quite clearly, there are at least three of you!"


"Old man,
open the door for us! I command you, open for the eighteenth Master of War, or
you will suffer my fury!", the harsh and haughty the Head of Taurus tried
to impose his will.


But the
not-so-young patron of the fortification answered him in tone:


"My knight,
it would take much more than a grand title uttered with threatening intent to force
me to allow you to enter!"


The Taurus tried
to answer, but the more moderate Threehorn cut his speech in the bud, speaking
first:


"My Lord,
you have sharp ears: three of us travel to Trondheim. We are tired and cold. We
only need rest if you would let us in!"


"I like
you, knight, even if your terrifying helmet hides your face, but I appreciate
the way you spoke to me, much more predisposed to dialogue," replied the
unknown man courteously.


"Are you
going to open these doors, you stupid old man, or do you want to force me to
break through them?" shouted the foolish Head of Taurus, but he was
immediately called to order by the irritated tenth Master.


"Knight,
keep your place! The lowest number commands and, if I'm not mistaken, you wear
eighteenth, while my breast-plate carries the tenth, so you must obey me!"


The Taurus did
not like to be put in his place like this, especially in front of a stranger.
He breathed nervously and, with a string of vile curses, moved away from his
companions in the direction of the army. This suggested to the old man, who was
far from stupid, that there were in fact more than three of them.


"You,
knight with many horns, are lying: your impetuous companion has given you away
with his behaviour! How can I trust you now? How can I ever share this shelter
with your lies?"


The Threehorn bowed
his head to conceal his anger and think about what to say next, but it was
Gunnar who untied the intricate knot by speaking:


"I am
Gunnar, the third-born son of Norber King of Midgard and Lord of the Runes. My
valiant companion and I, escorted by the unspeakable knight you have seen are
the leading party of a large army. We wanted to verify the presence of enemies
or traps and, to be honest, I do not see any, so I present myself to you with
the name chosen by my father for me. We have some women as well as a young and
terrified little girl. We would like to allow them to get warm by the fireplace
with your permission!"


"Now we can
almost agree! I ask you one last thing: who is the King in charge of your
army?", the old man wanted to know staying good and safe behind the door.


Gunnar was
silent, undecided, and looked to the tenth Master in a plea for help, a request
promptly accepted by his companion:


"You ask a
lot! Perhaps it would be right to allow me or the young prince come in to
verify the true absence of enemies, before revealing such an answer!"


"My
warrior, I am old and alone. Even if I had to face young Gunnar, he would have
far too easy a game of killing me! From my point of view, you're the one who
dares a lot!", the old man replied, showing a fine cunning.


A black shadow
of considerable size made its way through the trees, crushing the branches and
shrubs with its large snarling mass. The lower branches of the firs bent and
then whistled as they were released.


Prince Gunnar
instinctively drew his sword and turned around. Also, the rapid Threehorn took
up a battle position, grasping an iron club with heavy studs and his bastard
sword in the other hand.


"Stand
behind me, young prince," ordered the mighty Threehorn.


But all was in
vain: the giant creature, coming out of the thick undergrowth, was nothing more
than Olrund with the King and Queen of Trondheim on her back. Immediately the
two warriors gave their arms well-deserved rest and approached their rulers.


"My King,
you are exposing yourselves too much to risk!" the tenth rune of the
Masters seemed almost to reprimand them.


"Nonsense,
my knight, I had Olrund escort me on purpose! Moreover, because of the
stupidity of the eighteenth Master of War, I understood that the delay was not
caused by enemies or traps but by other elements", King Holaf minimized,
dismounting from the back of the bear.


"The Head
of Taurus told me of a tough and mistrustful man hidden beyond those doors. I
am Holaf Erlingson Lord of the North and the beautiful Valkyrie on the Ball of
Fur is my wife Anastasia! What name do you answer to?"


The prudent old
man put an end to the game by showing his cards, opened wide the entrance to
the fort, and a man with uncared for greying hair and a long beard came out. He
wore funny, wide trousers the colour of the night with gold embroidery
depicting dragons and harpies, seeming almost like a skirt but held tight at
the knee by shin guards of solid reflecting steel. A breastplate with flexible
scales protected the chest somewhat, with bare areas at the neck and armpits.
Each plate was lacquered and embellished with decorations in a very unusual
style. Never have such works been seen in the Empire of the United Men or among
the retinue of the barbarians of the South.


On his arms he
had segmented protection that covered him well, while his groin was covered by
a five strange small and jaunty layered bands, fixed to the breastplate by
laces of dyed leather. The helmet had a visor in front showing the face of a
moustached man with his teeth exposed in an aggressive grimace. The neck was
protected by lacquered steel bands, and held in a position in the same way as
the lower protection. A one-and-a-half-handed sword hung bare and unadorned on
his belt, like that of a real warrior. The old man, prostrating himself before
the Kings, exclaimed:


"My name is
Jorgen, but I am also known as the Wayfarer, my Lords. Now that it has been
granted to my old eyes to see you, doubts no longer devour the pulsing heart in
my breast and I open the doors to you and your Queen!"


Anastasia,
moving closer and closer on her incredible bear, answered him:


"Brave
Jorgen, we thank you for your kindness! But do not open the gates for us but
for indomitable and altruistic men, who put the salvation of all others before
their own as a seemingly simple choice."


The old man bent
his head obsequiously, emphasizing:


"My Queen,
the one to whom you address with honour and fine words, is one who admires for
your greatness! It will be an honour to have you all as guests, albeit only for
a few hours!"


The Threehorn
slipped past the old man to cross the threshold of the building, which was very
small and bare but very solid, despite the blows of carelessness and merciless
time. Thick, walls though they were low, were covered with silent wooden
sentinels on their stands, their flesh carved in wood. Plants and creepers of
various species occupied with trunks and roots, the place once belonging to
men. The fortification encircled a rough muddy square in a sturdy embrace. The
grass stubbornly pushed through the snow, still plentifully present in the
shady corners of the open space.


At the centre of
the square, a curious stone construction stood low and windowless. The steep
sloping walls went deep into the ground, where the size of the structure took
longer to walk around. The inclination of the roof was so marked that rain and
snow slipped into the already soggy square, making it muddier. The two short
sides of the building were vertical and had a small entranceway, designed to
prevent rapid access to the building and to give a way to escape from the rear
door or to defend against sudden aggression. From this unusual structure, right
in the middle of the roof where the angle was most acute, a high and massive
chimney emerged. Floating vaporous white clouds rose from its mouth, standing
out against the dark clouds that crowded the sky.


Jorgen made his
way to Queen Anastasia and King Holaf, while Gunnar had the task of briefing
High on the welcome events and bringing the army within the verdant walls.


"I pray, my
Lords, make yourselves at home. After all to tell the pure truth, this structure
is within your realm!"


The two Kings
moved towards the heat of the hearth. Anastasia, slender and agile, found no
obstacle in the low door and it was enough for her to bend down to pass through
it. King Holaf had a serious problem of height and certainly not less
difficulty regarding width, twisting his body clumsily and making crude
comments.


The noise of the
steel against the solid thick walls announced the entrance of the royal couple
into a poor room, which was certainly not suitable for nobles of any kind. This
did not concern either of the Royal beings as they were country warriors,
accustomed to tents and straw beds. The long room in grey stone had neither
decorations nor paintings, but only the rough spartan welcome of a shelter
designed to fulfil a single aim: to offer emergency shelter to wayfarers and
shepherds.


The room with
its sloping roof was able to accommodate many men. Two rows of rough wooden beds
with poorly made mattresses were placed along the sides, where the roof sloped
down to meet the floor. In the center stood a third series of bunk beds, also
made of solid but untreated wood. Each structure was four beds high, forcing
the occupant of the top bed to undertake a considerable climb of great skill to
reach the mattress.


Under the
chimney, however, there was a large brazier, next to which a worktop showed
signs of skill at the stove, shown by the unknown gentleman. A deliciously
flavoured meat stew filled the air with perfume of aromatic plants. The
atmosphere of the room led to sweet memories for the Sovereigns of periods when
there was less violence and folly, reminding them of joyful banquets within the
military walls of the Arkantorre.


The quiet
yellowish light flickering from the joyful flames of the fireplace, which was
burning quartered stumps, created the welcoming atmosphere so longed for in the
hearts of all. High crossed the threshold of the dormitory as agile as a cat
and looking around, commented:


"Not bad at
all, my brother! If you agree, I would place the wounded on the beds at the
sides of the dormitory, allowing the healers to treat them in case of
need".


"How could
I ever disagree with such an act of mercy to men who have been so faithful as
to give their blood," replied Holaf, as he reviewed the number of places
available.


"There are
not enough beds to welcome all our men. It is a refuge for shepherds and
wayfarers, not for a marching army! Who's going to spend the night out in the
ice with the horses?" asked High perplexed.


"My
brother, the knights of Trondheim are relatively fresh. They have travelled
less than the volunteers of Vyborg and Tulsky, so the floor is for them. As far
as I'm concerned, I'm going to share the same fate, I'm not going to leave my
men!" replied the mighty Northern Lord earning admiring looks from Grigor
and Eivind.


"My King,
just as you would never abandon your men I would never abandon you! So is there
is one more place for a person who has fought and suffered," began Queen
Anastasia, proudly looking at her husband.


"Queen of
Trondheim, we will all feel calmer knowing you are safe and warm, sheltered by
the stone, rather than subjected to the merciless weather!" replied King
Grigor with kindness.


But Anastasia
was not a woman for comfortable divans and drawing rooms after all. She replied
with her usual grace:


"You, King
of South Winter, flatter me and with your courtesies strengthen my spirit.
However, I will be protected wherever I decide to go: Olrund will certainly
help me, and after all my husband would also intervene to defend me!
Right?".


Holaf replied
slowly smiling to emphasize the reflection needed to decide:


"My
beloved, for a moment in my heart I feared that you wouldn’t count on me in your
reasoning. I really think I must be jealous of that big Ball of Fur! Long Sword
smiled, taking a moment to add: "I would defend you from all things! Orcs
and titans would perish under the blows of my anger if they can dared to
threaten you!"


The Queen enthusiastically
took her husband in her arms and exclaimed:


"My hero,
let's go and build straw nest in the yard and leave the orcs where they are!"


Once the injured
and exhausted were placed in the beds, most of the troops crammed into every
hard and narrow hole they could find, provided it was hot and under cover. In
the middle of a bale of hay placed in a hollow carved out of the snow, in the
shade of the walls, Holaf and Anastasia lay down with the mighty and faithful
Olrund.


No War Master
dared to seek shelter elsewhere except next to his Sovereigns. Masks with the
face the most terrible beasts came out into the snow wrapped in thick animal
furs that served as their cloaks. There was not a scrap of earth along the
perimeter of the fortified square that did not hold the daring bed of a
monstrous metal creature.


King High came
out of the building that looked like a stone hut, wrapping himself in an
improvised blanket. He approached Anastasia, asking concernedly:


"My Queen,
at the risk of repeating myself, I renew my invitation to you to lie in a warm
bed, even if it is not very comfortable. Holaf has the hard skin of a titan and
the strength of a wolf from the Overland! My thoughts go to you, without fur or
a hard head!"


Anastasia burst
out laughing at yet another joke on her good husband and, between one breath
and another, she answered:


"I am very
obliged to you for such care, but my Olrund will warm me up and my husband will
take care of me, also protecting me from the cold. So don't be afraid. Go and
take advantage of the few hours of darkness left. The tomorrow is drawing near
and it won't be friendly."


High did not
insist any further and left, wishing the pair a good rest.


Inside the
building, in the warmth of fire, an accomplice of tiredness, it did not take
long for everyone to run into the arms of Morpheus. The loud gurgles and cries
of those who, in their sleep, relived the hard battle did not hurt any soldier
at night, because none had the strength to complain. The air became heavy and
moist then quickly filled with the stench of forced lack of personal hygiene
mixed with the smell of blood filling the linen bandages of the wounded and the
acrid smell of burnt wood.


King Grigor,
turning sleepless, saw his beautiful daughter sitting on the side of her bed so
he went to her. Sitting next to her, he held her and whispered softly:


"My child,
you have made me proud! Not all men would have worn armour and thrown
themselves into this war. Many hands would have hesitated to wield the sword
and hearts would have gone berserk, fleeing like wild horses, but you, no! You,
slender and inexperienced, have not escaped the fate of our species. You have
now become a wonderful woman, and it is incredible how much strength your heart
conceals behind such a beautiful face!"


"My father,
much courage you say? Perhaps, I believe, more a foolish gesture of youthful
rebellion! I am happy to have you and my brothers by my side, otherwise I would
be lost," replied the blonde princess, who grew up in an instant in the
eyes of her father.


Grigor, quite
moved by the words of his daughter, added:


"You have
me and your brothers, but you also have King Holaf and King High, not to
mention the Bear's Head! What an exceptional warrior that man is!"


Tyra was stunned
at such a proof of esteem and, with an astonished expression on her face,
observed her father knowing his ancient manners and beliefs.


"Do you
really admire him, my father, or do you just say this to please me?" Tyra
asked.


"I
certainly admire him, he has killed many more orcs than I have! It pains me to
admit that I am not as fit as I was in the past. When I was your age, I used to
wrestle for days and nights, resting between a blow and a defence! Now I have
Eivind who protects me and performs his task impeccably. If I am still whole,
the merit is his," said the King of South Winter, opening his heart in
this quiet moment of intimacy.


"Who are
you? What have you done with my father? He would claim to be the most powerful
warrior in the Empire. He would claim to be limited by his son Eivind, too
close and too good, in need of saving! My father would also have said that the
third Master of War would have fared better if he tried to emulate him!"
whispered the blonde princess in armour delighted.


Grigor smiled
and gave her daughter a tender caress, suggesting:


"Now sleep,
my child! You will always be my favourite daughter, but soon I will have to
give you to another man, and I'm happy that he is a talented warrior, but
especially a caring lover!"


The two
exchanged sweet smiles without any embarrassment. Her blond father got dressed
and walked out into the open. In the night frost his breath painted white
vaporous clouds with every breath. King Grigor moved to the helmet of the
snarling bear and shook him gently whispering:


"Wake up, knight,
inside there is one who waits anxiously for your kiss!"


The fourth
Master emerged, almost like a corpse, from his coffin of snow and straw. He saw
the glittering Royal eyes in the increasingly fading darkness and embraced him
instinctively without saying anything. The Head of the Bear quickly imprinted
footsteps in the snow and mud, and then disappeared within the fortification.


Sleepless Holaf
had seen and heard everything and it made him happy, making him smile
blissfully, covered by the wolf's cloak and the bear's fur. King Grigor noticed
that he had been observed and opened his arms and then put them heavily on his
hips whispering;


"What a
struggle to be a father!"


The Lord of the
North could barely stop himself laughing not wanting to wake his sweet wife. He
watched Grigor bend down and immediately disappear with difficulty through the
door of the stone hut.


Sersy did not
move a step from her beloved's bedside. For many hours now, the third Nordic
rune breathed only faintly. His face was increasingly cadaveric and the
bandages on his chest were more and more scarlet. The dark beauty had a moment
of discouragement and collapsed on the edge of the bed in tears. She could not
unburden her heart, continuing to blame herself for having hesitated so long to
utter a simple word, mere verbal expression of ardent desire which remained
unspoken in the grip of fear. The young woman gave vent to her despair but with
composed dignity, because she would have liked and should have repeated that
word of love with every glance and reflected such a meaning with every gesture,
not letting it get lost in the turmoil of events or in everyday life.


A friendly hand
touched the shoulders of the desperate young brunette. The old knight of Tulsky
had come closer to better enjoy the warmth of the fire and had noticed the
tears as well as the sighs and whispered in a fatherly way:


"Young
woman, do not be afraid, the spirit of your beloved will not pass into
oblivion. He has more than one reason to cling to this life! I can assure you
that not even I, if I had such a special woman next to me would leave, but
would revive again and again!"


Sersy wiped her
tears with the sleeve of her not very clean dress, drawing a line of dirt on
her cheek. The old man took a clean and fragrant cotton handkerchief out of a
pocket on his belt. He dipped it in clean water that had been placed in a
bucket next to the bed to quench the thirst of the wounded and cleaned the
young woman's face, then put the scrap of fabric in his pocket and moved away.


Since the
arrival of the healer surgeons, Lady Elisabet limited herself to medicating
wounds and in between times she took care of the little girl found hiding in
the rooms of the Damwall. Not a word or a cry had yet come from the dry,
cracked lips of the red-haired child. The creature was about seven or eight
years old and was very malnourished, but the food rations of a northern army
were not suited to needs or tastes of children.


After wandering
like a ghost unnoticed by any eye, the little girl came to the attention of
Lady Elisabeth, who moved by pity took the child into her care without asking
the Kings anything for no crowned head had any regard for such a small being.
The elderly woman, perhaps as a reaction to such horror, believed she could
make a contribution not only by removing arrows and sewing wounds dripping
blood, but also by taking care of a traumatized little girl. Jorgen approached
the sleepless little girl and asked the lady who was caring for her:


"What's the
name of this beautiful girl?"


Elisabet, tired
and almost absently, replied:


"She
doesn't speak, and we know nothing, except that she was found in hell!"


"A poor
little victim of war. We are subjected to the will of war without appeal but
with horrors and disturbing omens!" exclaimed the Wayfarer in a low voice.


The woman
observed the man standing in front of her in his bizarre armour and asked:


"How did
you find yourself lost in such a remote place?"


"I am a
wayfarer! I travel the land in search of treasure," Jorgen replied in a
faint voice with his eyes barely open and shining with tiredness.


The lady, also
exhausted, did not insist further and lying down next to the girl, caressing
her head unceasingly, gave good night to the strange old man, who, with
courtesy, returned the greeting.










Chapter
4


Red Reflections in the
Ice


 


 


The sky became
clear, but the clouds had an unwelcome surprise. Frosty fluttering snowflakes
began to fall thickly, riding the strong gusts of wind. The Masters of War and
the royal family of Trondheim did not even notice the silent, icy white
blanket. The rude men of the North, tired as never before and well warmed by
their mighty fur coats, continued to sleep, getting covered by the ice. The few
hours before dawn passed with such a haste that it seemed nothing more than a
fleeting afternoon nap.


The first to
wake was the wonderful Queen Anastasia, but her awakening was neither courteous
nor loving. When her eyes opened, the Sovereign was struck by the fact that she
was totally trapped and covered in snow. So much white and soft sleet fallen in
the night that the open space surrounded by the walls had changed its aspect,
burying everything. She stretched out her hands and began to dig, but
immediately was overwhelmed by panic, not finding the straw on which she had
laid down. Anastasia, unable to move freely and seeing white wherever she
looked, felt her heart accelerate. A strange feeling of strong pressure at her
temples became more and more unbearable with the passing of time, until
frightened she cried:


"Holaf,
help me!"


The mighty King
woke up in the same situation. His first instinct was to spit and, seeing his
saliva falling from his lips, deduced that he had turned over to sleep on his
stomach. He pushed against the snow. With very little effort the muscles of the
brave Long Sword shifted the two hand spans of snow that had descended in the
night, allowing the King of the Kings of the North to emerge. He slipped his
arm into the icy blanket blindly searching for his wife. Not finding her he
broke through the treacherous immaculate mantle several times, moving carefully
so as not to step on her legs or arms, to reach where his wife's call seemed
clearer. He plunged his arms into the snow and pulled her clear and wished her
well:


"Good
morning, my Queen! Slept well?".


But the
stupendous Anastasia, angry and confused, replied using words, which were quite
unsuitable for a lady of her rank, clearly showing her own Magnusen lineage.


"Love, calm
down! The sleeping Ball of Fur must have pushed us apart and the snow covered
us, nothing dishonourable has happened!" noted the Lord of the North
disarmed by such anger, but the flow of words showed that wrath of the Valkyrie
was not yet appeased. Holaf tried with little hope to calm her resentment
asserting:


"My
beloved, if you do not calm down and compose yourself, I will not be able to
kiss you, for it would seem more like touching the lips of your brother Piotar
without his moustache, and the idea is quite disgusting to me!"


But Anastasia,
at that moment, certainly, did not see the need for kisses. She pushed herself
into the high snow where Olrund was resting blissfully, took her axe from the
saddle and with the side of the weapon, forcefully aimed a blow at the butt of
the big animal where it was covered in armour. This created a sound like the
most merciless alarm clock imaginable: the steel against steel resounded
violently in the ears of the poor Masters of War, all covered by the cold
embrace of the snow. The Sovereign of Trondheim, without saying a word, turned
his steps to the building. At the same time the War Masters were digging
themselves out, tearing the air with tremors and curses, in their lugubrious
robes like dead people returned to life.


Olrund lifted
his armoured head gurgling sleepy, making the snow fall, to look with his round
black eyes at Holaf sitting in the white mantle of snow. The battle bear issued
a slight growl as if to ask what had happened. The Lord of the North, looking
back, commented:


"Thank you,
Ball of Fur! I could have done without you pushing us apart as we slept. Now
Anastasia will be difficult for a long time!"


The Wolf with
the mask of sleep clinging to his face turned back to his Lord:


"My King,
what is troubling the Queen?"


"Nothing
important, my warrior! A battle between women, of different races, but still
females!" said the Lord of the North making light of the problem.


The sun once
again would not show itself, for everything lay under an immense umbrella of
grey clouds low in the sky. These clouds, struggling and clashing victoriously
with the high peaks, arranged around the narrow pass and deep valley, masked
the imposing heights. The temperature seemed milder than the previous days, but
the snow, which had fallen abundantly, would certainly caused delays and
annoyances.


Anastasia lost
her fiery anger as she entered the building where everyone was still sleeping.
She did not feel like waking them up after the harsh vicissitudes they had
endured. She greeted the healers with a broad smile, as they were exhausted
after a night of wakefulness to fulfil their vow to care for the wounded. From
their leader she learned of the death of two Whites from South Winter. Sorry,
she arranged for their cremation, waking up three soldiers of Trondheim to
undertake this task. The randomly chosen ones did not dare to point out the
time, so early in the morning that the dawn was still rubbing its eyes in
redness. They stood up and collected their things, and with care and respect
they took the bodies of the deceased and disappeared outside.


The Queen, as a
true hostess, decided it was time to awaken the cook as well, so as not to
waste too much time in the preparation of the food for the army. The man,
despite the newfound good manners of the beautiful Anastasia, was reluctant to
awaken, leaving the Valkyrie with no choice but to push him out of bed. He made
a nice rumbling deep thud, even though the man fell from one of the lowest beds
in the dormitory. Swearing, the cook stood up, cursing the creator of such
suffering, without understanding exactly what had happened. Then he rubbing his
eyes and focussing, he saw that his Queen was very annoyed by the vulgar speech
he offered her.


Generally,
Anastasia was a warrior woman, but with the unusual gift of being sweet and
permissive. Though now it was dawning on her that he certainly was not most her
most devoted servant, and receiving a similar treatment further discontented
her. With a look as hard as the stone of the Arkantorre and lips curved to the
floor to hide her usual beautiful smile, the Queen whispered:


"You are
the very emblem of the slander about the knights of the North! If I were to
insult you by calling you a goat, I would at once offend any beautiful animal
bleating or grazing on this earth. Now do me the favour of putting a hearty
breakfast on the table for the soldiers!"


The man,
contrite for having offended the easiest of the Sovereigns, answered:


"My Queen,
I ask your forgiveness, for I am foolish and crude. I would certainly not have
uttered any bad words or hesitated at your polite order, but to be honest, the
tiredness was such that my weak mind was unable to discern between dream and
reality!"


Anastasia made a
quick affirmative nod with her head and went to where Tyra rested, comforted by
the embrace of her beloved Bear's Head. The Lady of Trondheim leaned close to
the princess's ear and, with all the care not to wake up the fourth rune of the
North, whispered:


"Young
princess, awake! It is time to give you some lessons in sword play and
duelling!"


The blonde Tyra
had difficulty opening her eyes and finding the Queen next to her she became
frightened. She sat up roughly and awkwardly with the result that she dropped
the poor Bear's Head to the ground. The warrior’s fall resounded thunderously
in the silence of the room, annoying his sleeping companions. Tyra did her best
to check on the condition of her beloved. He had one leg on the bed, one hand
at the back of his neck where he had hit the floor and the other hand drawing
his sword. He asked, still half asleep:


"Are giants
or trolls attacking us?"


The blonde girl
showed him a smile and with pleasure answered:


"Much
worse, my beloved, you have been assaulted by your future bride!"


It was a
surprise for the Queen of Trondheim to hear such an answer. She gave her
beautiful smile and shook her head, relaxed, as if a tidal wave had swept the
cruelties from her mind.


The Bear stood
up and returned his sword to its scabbard and commented:


"Good
morning, my Queen! What do you advise me to do? Is it a good idea or not to
take such a threatening bride in marriage?"


But jovial
Anastasia answered:


"Master of
War, the decision is only yours and no-one else’s! You have to consider whether
you prefer to spend your life next to a beautiful but clumsy young wife or
follow the filthy battlefields, cutting off limbs and breaking skulls all on
your own!"


The Bear's Head,
still dazed by the sharp awakening and the blow on nape of his neck, muttered:


"If you put
it that way, I do not have much choice, even if being a Master of War is my
vocation!"


Anastasia
approached the fourth Master and revealed to him in a whisper:


"Aiming for
this title was also the aspiration of Holaf, your King! But I came into his
life too early and Holaf chose, to my surprise, to participate in the
tournament to have me as his bride."


"My Lady,
are there any laws that forbid a Master of War to marry?" asked the Bear's
Head worried.


"No, my
brave one! No one asks such a sacrifice. It would be a nonsensical and
meaningless limit, but in truth, I can't remember any of your brothers
marrying. You are a rather singular warrior, for you do not only crave blood
and battles, but you also have the ability to calm the irrepressible warlike
instincts of the other members of your order."


The Valkyrie of
Trondheim also went to Sersy, who had been woken by the fall of the Bear, and,
offering her hand, invited her:


"I do not
know your name, splendid maiden, but, by the distressed look on your face, I
can tell that you are not a warrior or even a woman from the North. At first
glance, I assume you come from the Kingdoms of the South and no woman in those
places wields a sword. Stand up and follow me, for now I will teach you, ladies
of the palace, to defend yourselves, and others which is a very useful skill in
such times!"


Sersy accepted
her hand and gave a courteous curtsey introducing herself:


"My Queen,
my name is Sersy and I come from the Free Realm of Vyborg. My memories before
arriving in this land are only fragmentary. The oblivion in mind removed the
image of those who gave me life. My story is complicated but, if you like, I'll
tell you my story willingly. The Dragon would be proud!"


Anastasia
stroked her, wiping away the signs of her tears, and commented:


"I would be
honoured! I'd like to find out how you managed to tame the heart of a Dragon. I
do not think it is only because of your indisputable beauty." The
Trondheim Valkyrie stopped, looked at Tyra and then at Sersy and stated:
"However, this delightful chat must be postponed. Now it is time to invoke
the strident sound of steel against steel. Come!".


The trio of
shining maidens went into the courtyard where the snow was still fluttering
joyfully. The Bear's Head followed the women and was welcomed by the cheerful
roar of his brothers, presuming a night of unbridled sex between the betrothed.
The fourth warrior gently put his hand to his face, shaking his head without
saying anything, for he knew perfectly well that he could not say or do
anything to stop such behaviour even though it was making the blonde princess
of South Winter blush.


The cheerful
noisy disturbance was well accepted by King Holaf. He was always very careful
to preserve the high morale of the men. Anastasia gave in to educated laughter
until Tyra broke the mood and without delay and drew her sword to the shout of:


"Please, my
Queen teach me the art of fencing, at least I will not have to listen to such
rude comments on my account!"


The Bear's Head
handed his sword to dark Sersy and kissed his beloved Tyra's lips and then
stood aside. The Wolf approached the Bear and whispered to him:


"Fourth
brother, you are the youngest Master of War. You have climbed the hierarchical
ladder like a spider climbs a wall: no one before you, and not even now has
been able to achieve this! Now we can both observe the stubbornness of your
future wife, which gives you the winning place also in love: you are the first
Master of War to take a wife! How many more surprises will you be able to offer
us?"


The Bear's Head
did not respond immediately, thinking over what his brother Wolf had said, but
finally commented:


"When this
disgusting war ends, if I am still alive, I would gladly give you all the title
of Uncles of War!"


The Wolf burst
out laughing and thumping his hand on the Bear’s shoulder said:


"I never
would have thought of such a title, but I like the idea!"


Holaf joined the
two enchanted watchers, commenting:


"They're
beautiful, aren't they?"


The two nodded.
The Wolf looked first at the Bear and then at the Lord of the North and
exclaimed, embarrassed:


"I feel out
of place between your loving hearts." And he went one step further,
joking, "I can't indulge in such distractions, and besides they're all
already taken! I'm still waiting to discover if one of the ladies has any good,
beautiful friends."


Long Sword burst
into an amused giggle and asked:


"How many
years afflict your body, warrior?".


"Thirty
two, my King, the battlefields age bodies early!" the first Master of War
defended himself.


"Anastasia's
brother has a beautiful daughter, a Valkyrie twenty-eight years old. When these
inauspicious times come to an end, I will make it my business intercede for you
with the King of Eternal Frost. Piotar is an absolutely superb warrior and will
be thrilled to have a son-in-law who is his equal. But never show that you are
superior to him."


The Head of the
Wolf smiled satisfied at the proposal and replied:


"My King,
it would be a wonderful gesture! We, the Masters of War, are very well regarded
in Trondheim, but girls fear our war-like nature and avoid us as if we were
snakes among the wolves!"


"The women
of Trondheim have slowly been attracted by Imperial fashions, gradually
abandoning the ancient Nordic values. Anastasia and I often discuss these
trends. The Valkyries of Trondheim now number only a few dozen fighters, mostly
elderly ladies who are not very fit!" commented Long Sword bitterly.


While the three
were considering the growing impoverishment of the traditions of the lands of
the North replaced by empty and ephemeral false Gods, merchants of nothingness,
prophesied by the Citadel, the ladies reawakened the warriors with the sound of
steel. Anastasia was usually calm and moderate in public and political life and
did not allow any hasty observer to see her with her axe in her hand. Powerful
parries and vigorous thrusts repeatedly threw both Sersy and the more capable
Tyra into the soft, thick snow. The Queen gave no ugly comment or mockery, but
not even the slightest complaint from the two students came to the ears of the
Masters of War. The rough warriors, covered in bone-covered fur cloaks, came
one after the other to admiringly surround the improvised arena.


The clash of
blades and the cries of battle, ordered by the Valkyrie, because they were
useful to distract the adversary, ended up giving the illusion of danger to the
men inside the stone hut. The first to agilely emerge from the small door was
the King of the Kings of the East followed by a trusty escort of knights.
Immediately after came Eivind, ready to act as a shield for his father Grigor
and shouting curses against the horrendous orcs. However, the battle fury of
the new arrivals died out when it met the perplexed glances of the titanic
Masters of War, who turned around suddenly. High, feeling observed, ordered:


"Go on, we
didn't want to disturb you!" and he too stood with the spectators.


So many came to
watch the event that at first there was a small group and then a complete
circle around the three duelling ladies. It all ended when the cook called the
men to breakfast and Anastasia, hardly tired at all, exclaimed:


"Not bad at
all, my young apprentices! A few more lessons and you'll be ready to defend
yourselves!"


The tired,
panting girls laid down their arms and thanked the Queen to the applause of the
men. Tyra embraced her Bear's Head, while Sersy, after reverently paying homage
to the Royal group, returned to her beloved. King Holaf said good morning to
all and in a loud voice ordered:


"Let the
healers eat first, so they can prepare the wounded for the road while the rest
of the army eats. The road is still long and insidious: today we will be among
the red needles of the Blood Wood!"


Jorgen
approached the Lord of the North, commenting in a snaky hissing tone so as not
to be heard:


"A
treacherous path you intend to take, my King. Perhaps we should choose other
paths".


"You are
right, but time is not in our favour and no orc or troll would ever enter among
those trees ", Holaf replied seriously and thoughtfully.


The Wayfarer
looked at him and corrected him:


"No living
person, no matter how foolish, would go among that foliage!"


The King of the
Nordic Kings gave no answer, having heard horrendous stories about the area
they were about to enter. High, approached his meditating peer and asked him:


"My
brother, what awaits us that is so dangerous?"


"Lost souls
wander among those lugubrious glades, damned by powerful spells, un-dead,
circling in search of death and satisfaction," replied the Lord of the
North twisting his mouth.


"But,
brother, is there no other less insidious and uncertain road?" asked the
God-Slayer who was not inclined to disturb the dead.


"No, my
kind friend! A lack of time imposes drastic solutions on us. In addition, the
only alternative would involve two days of walking through the hills at the
foot of the Horns of Goat at the mercy of trolls and mastiffs, and then we
would have to head east again. We will find death in whatever direction we
decide to take. At least this way we will take the shortest route!" Holaf
explained in no uncertain terms but in a low voice, so as not to allow the girl
from South Winter to hear anything.


After loading
the wounded and the food, preparing the horses and the men, the slow snake of
an army set off again. The morale of the soldiers seemed high: they had been
well fed and able to rest decently, so there were no laments or complaints of
any kind. King Holaf stopped for a moment to speak with Jorgen:


"You can
hide your true nature from my fellow countrymen, but nothing is concealed from
my eye. I thank you for not trying to hinder us in any way, Jorgen the
so-called Wayfarer, but in truth Herlend the Omniscient!"


"You, King
of Kings, call my name in a very familiar way," replied the old man,
touching his beard, "for many long winters I have not been called by that
name. Lord of Trondheim, your eye is powerful, if you have already understood
it, you will have realized its immense capabilities, not only limited to
showing you what a person conceals in his gloomy human soul. You must learn to
dominate your eye of magma or it will command you, using you as a puppet."


There are many
magical objects and arcane relics scattered throughout this era, yet none of
them should be underestimated or entrusted to men lightly. Your race is for the
most part weak, prone to brutality, and easily corrupted, which is what the arcane
demonic artifacts prefer!"


"What can
you tell me of my burden, O wise one?" asked Long Sword, who glimpsed a
light that could dissipate shadows through the wisdom of others. Herlend
brought a hand to his chin and, caressing his grizzled beard, mumbled:


"So, I can
tell you that you carry one of the twelve eyes of the ancient demon Guldurk,
the first in a long line of uncontrolled horrors. Pure evil concentrated in an
amorphous form, capable of taking on any appearance needed to defeat each
enemy. It is said that he was so evil and nefarious that he was able to
exterminate entire areas just by covering them with his shadow. Which of these
twelve eyes is yours, I can't tell you, you'd need the skills of a Bios
demonologist, but each eye had immeasurable powers. The Omniscient asked Holaf
to show him the flames. He had to insist strongly before Holaf agreed to
satisfy his wish.


"For the
sake of these relics, those who possessed them were harried to destruction and
all traces of them were lost. It freezes my blood to see one so close up! The
flames that spread from its iris of magma and its shining pupil are penetrating
my mind, even though I am fighting against it with all my force!"
exclaimed Herlend, putting one hand in front of the King's relic, pleading in a
loud voice: "Please don't use it on me anymore! You probably have the
twelfth eye: I have clearly felt its longing for pain spreading into my being!"


Holaf squeezed
his eyelid closed suffering the virulence of his gift. He lost consciousness
for a moment and fell to his knees, almost exhausted.


"This is an
evil gift! Every time I use it, it turns me into a rag. Do you know why?"
asked Long Sword.


Also Herlend
knelt down next to Holaf and told him:


"I believe
that the eye does not want to do you any harm, because you serve him, but to
wrap the world in flames it needs strength and you have very little when
compared with its previous body!"


The Lord of the
North rising up again asked:


"Wise
Wayfarer, what would it mean should I master the twelfth eye?"


The old man
watched him anxiously as Holaf touched his chest as if to check on the damage
after suffering a severe wound, and took a long breath to respond:


"Assuming
that this is the twelfth eye and, as I said before, I am not sure, you have
received an incommensurable gift. The relic you are asking about is known as
the Devourer but also known as the Procreator. Through this eye Guldurk
generated his own line of death and destruction, dominating all lands for great
ages. How it functions or what it requires in return I cannot say, but I do
know that I must warn you never to use its power over those you love: it would
mercilessly consume them to corrupt you with the pain that is so precious for
it!"


King Holaf did
not know what else to say, being crushed by a burden that was perhaps too heavy
and burdensome even for his strength. Herlend stood up and paid homage to the
Lord of the North with a deep bow, Holaf hardly gave a reply as he was still
shaken by the revelation. Before the he locked himself up in the fortification
again, the Omniscient urged Holaf to move:


"My King,
your army awaits you with great trepidation. Do not linger any longer in the
depths of these valleys!"


As the Sovereign
of Trondheim moved away, Herlend called out to him:


"Remember,
destruction can cause the end of all, but greatness and hope also may result!
Do not be afraid to use this relic against your enemies: the more they seem
great and powerful, the more joy the iris of magma will feel in spreading their
remains on the ground, devouring and destroying their souls, if you have the
strength to endure such a power!"


Holaf galloped
off his trusty Dawn Reflection with his heart twisted by fear and doubt. The
men followed cautiously on the path along valley beside a blood-red stream. It
seemed clear by now that there were no streams, on the surface or connected to
it, that did not suffer from the same corruption.


The tall pines
and firs swaying in the Nordic wind, from time to time released their icy load
of snow on the heads of the soldiers, giving the opportunity for short bursts
of hilarity among those not affected. The Royal leaders were at the head of the
army, immediately followed by about ten Masters of War. All were in a cheerful
mood, except for King Holaf. For him the march had become even more
troublesome, as his mind was filled with doubts and enigmas.


The majestic and
thick firs thinned out, becoming more and more sparse and weedy, allowing the
dim light of day to reach the black snake of men marching among the
centuries-old rocks. A large block of pinkish coloured ice went unnoticed in
that forest, then others were seen, more and more numerous and of a deeper red,
attracting the attention of the God-Slayer:


"My
brother, I notice pink shadows and red reflections in this ice. What makes it
so splendid and unusual?"


Holaf emerged
from his concerns and looking around and replied:


"Death! My
brother, you confuse wonder and beauty with pain and ancient blood."


"I do not
follow you, Lord of the North, what evil afflicts these places?" the Lord
of the East wanted to know, struck by the answer.


Holaf looked at
him for a moment, then came up beside him and dismounted to better explain the
situation:


"In very
remote times, when the magical creatures, who were too powerful for us little
men, became extinct, our race emerged from the caves and shadows to which we
had been relegated. Without sorcerers, wizards and demons, mankind began to
proliferate near fresh water and fish. Beyond the Blood Forest, through whose
shadows we are about to pass, the Red River once flowed, wide and rich in life.
It was the perfect place to create settlements and attract the greed of those
who, far from the florid waves, struggled to cultivate the hard icy land.


A fratricidal
war broke out, one fighting against another, offering a large tribute of lives
to Death. The wise King, Sovereign of one of these realms in turmoil, heard
reports of infanticide perpetrated by the rapidly advancing alliance against
him. The adversaries were moving up the course of the Red River, so the wise
King decided that he and his people should not just wait their arrival
helplessly. The Sovereign convinced his peers to unite and seek refuge in these
woods to escape massacre. But human greed, as always, wins over reason, and
after conquering the river the invaders wanted the woods, bringing the flames
of war and ignorance to consume their quiet existence.


The Sovereigns
who had fled at first opposed the greed that came to these lands, resisting
those who threatened them. The battle that arose from their stance was so
depraved and devastating as to dye the ice of that winter red," Holaf
stopped for a moment, uncertain whether to finish telling the legend or not.


High, seeing the
hesitancy of his friend, encouraged him to continue, wanting to have any
information, whether it was tangible or the stuff of legends:


"My
brother, do not stop! What happened to the men in such a battle?"


At the
encouragement of the Lord of the East, valiant Holaf resumed his narration:


"The
invaders killed every child in the allied villages, taking great care to rape
all the women several times before granting them longed-for death. But corroded
by ancient evil, they did not limit themselves these horrors: in a display of
contempt they burnt all the bodies in an immense fire, so they could not have a
decent burial as was the custom at the time. The males of military age, not
defeated in battle, first had to watch this affront helplessly. Then they were
all slaughtered and left there to rot as carrion to feed the wild animals.
Hatred and envy drove men to the lowest sort of ugliness, reaching levels never
seen in these lands before or after. It is said that the desperation of the
victims could be heard to the other end of the world.


Infinite days of
absurd agony were inflicted on the five Sovereigns, guilty of having tried to
escape defeat. The five, their strength and virility dissipated, pleaded for a
pitiful death, but their torturers did not satisfy them in this. The defeated
Sovereigns were skinned and their limbs boned. Then they were impaled among the
firs, where death came to them after a long agony.


Holaf took a
deep breath, as if to chase away the horrendous visions of such a tale, and
then spoke again:


"After
being responsible for such a whirlwind of hatred, the historically certain
facts are ended and we move into a story that is closer to a legend. A warrior,
with a black heart and a red aura of hate, came wielding a shiny club. This
being avenged the martyred Kings and their innocent people, spraying the earth
with the blood of the invaders. But as revenge they were condemned to a long
waking oblivion in their place of death. Every wicked warrior cut down by the
deadly creature was scattered among the stormy waves of the river, dyeing its
waters red.


High commented:


"This is
how the name of the river and the place originated! And now I understand why
superstition makes us fear these lands, covered as it is with such hate-ridden
stories and massacres. Of course, such a forest would make the less educated
and least courageous run away at the first creaking of its branches."


"My
brother, few dare to venture into these lands, not because of silly
superstitions or ignorance, but because of the history I have related. Right at
this moment their souls can be found there, clearly and undeniably, locked in a
surreal magic bubble that stops the passing of time," Holaf instructed in
a gloomy tone.


"So in that
forest, still today, the bodies of these men whose horrible story you told me
can be found?" asked the God-Slayer incredulously.


Holaf nodded
silently, looking at the first firs with their reddish needles standing
motionless behind them. He pointed to a body lying in the snow, clearly visible
with its green tabard torn and dyed with the man’s own blood. Then he added:


"In this
place the snow never melts, even when all around spring and summer are lush in
their grandeur. Nothing can change what was and, however much time devours,
there are later consequences of the events I have narrated!"


Long Sword
pointed out a skeleton with its clothing disturbed by the furious winds. The
armour lay corroded and rusty by the pitiless climate. There was a visible
large wound from a blade on the skull indicating the presumable cause of death.


The Threehorn
thought it wise to inform everyone about the nature of the place they would
soon be travelling through, so he called out loudly:


"My Kings,
I think it is a good idea to inform you what awaits us within the thickets of
the Blood Forest. Irritable and vindictive spectres await us. They are unable
to tell the difference between those who have reduced them to this state and
those who only wish to travel through these lands. Do not think they are
stories or infantile fears, because you will see their lifeless corpses where
death caught them with your own eyes. The path is wide but tortuous. It winds
between tree and corpses, thousands of them scattered in the snow. Their
weapons and armour of the highest quality may attract you and they may call you
to them, tricking you. It is vital to be steadfast and never to touch or
approach corpses, however they may appear to be in need!"


When the tenth
Master of War had finished informing men of what they should not do, a funereal
silence fell and the morale of the men, high until just before, suffered a hard
blow. In any case, it was better to have troops alive, saddened but aware,
rather than arrogant dead men to serve as a meal for animals and birds.


The road among
the red foliage did not appear complicated. It was well marked by clear signs
nailed to posts, which stood above the eternal snow. The indications were
written in a strange language made up of several triangles, which were very
similar and not immediately comprehensible to those who were not children of
shepherds. One of Queen Anastasia’s virtues was an insatiable desire to learn
ancient languages, so she asked curiously:


"Tenth
warrior, these symbols are similar to the glyphs of the cult of the Ancient
Shadows of Blood! Who is showing the way in a place, believed by most to be
impassable?"


"My Lady,
these signs come from the written form of the ancient dialect spoken by the
shepherds of Red Ice. As you pointed out, it is like other archaic forms of
communication from which it derives. You have an excellent eye in discerning
its origin!" complimented the Head of Threehorn.


"So the
origins of the inhabitants of Red Ice are close to Denethor and the obscure
practices that are carried out there," asked the Queen, increasingly
attracted to the subject.


"In ancient
times the Inquisitors of Denethor were elected from among the Head Demons of
the Red Devils, a unit made up of the most capable members of the Red
Ice," replied the tenth Master of War.


"I
understand! So the kinship between the two cities is much more deeply rooted in
the past than can be inferred by today's relationships," Anastasia said reflecting.


The debate with
its interesting revelations would have lasted a long time, if her astonishment
at the macabre sanctuary had not stopped the words in the Queen's mouth. There
was an expanse of bodies lying in the snow, still red from the bloodshed. As
far as the eye could to see, scarlet tunics covered blue and gold armour lying
next to green knights with unknown banners. Perfectly preserved arrows and
weapons scattered in the snow attracted the eyes of soldiers. Not only the
armour and weapons, but also the expressions of pain on the faces of the fallen
ones remained in the same shape and form, just as they fell centuries ago.
Their petrified expressions still communicated their anger perfectly, as well
as their hatred and disappointment.










Chapter
5


Ghosts and Steel


 


 


The cemetery
extended quiet and totally motionless, but certainly not inert. In the heads of
men, but not only, an infinite number of echoing voices could be heard, many of
them imploring for mercy or crying out for vengeance. Other whispers carried by
the wind wished for a worthy burial, but the most devious and wicked among them
pleaded for help, attracting the eyes of those who, used to pious works, were
accustomed to give their help without asking questions regarding allegiance.


A healer noticed
a young man with brown hair who was sitting next to a decapitated horse, and
bleeding as he leant against the trunk of a fir. His waxy face showed no signs
of death, at most a pallor like that of the faces of many of the wounded lying
on the wagons. The unknown warrior held his sword in one hand, while with the
other he pressed against his wound. Apart from the absence of movement or
tremors, nothing in that soldier could ever have made them believe he was a
corpse. Somehow, for centuries, he remained wounded and in danger, but not
dead.


"Do you
also hear it, young lady?" a healer surgeon asked Sersy, while they were
treating the third Master of War.


"What
should I hear, in particular, among all the voices thrown in our faces on the
wind?" replied the dark beauty, intent on removing the bandages soaked in
blood and signs of threatening rot.


"The voice
of that knight, in the shadow of the Red Needles. He is calling and asking for
help", replied the healer.


Sersy was unable
to discern the origin of the sad lamentations and commented:


"The Threehorn
warned us about the treacherous nature of this place just a short time ago!
Please pay more attention to what you are doing, rather giving your attention
to what you hear. This knight needs your care more than a dead person!"


But despite the
gentle call of the lady, the healer jumped from the wagon slowly but with
remarkable agility, taking the armed infantrymen of Trondheim marching next to
the cart by surprise.


Sersy shouted
shrill and agitated:


"Stop that
madman!"


Her call came to
the ears of the Kings, who turned around alarmed to see a single man run,
decreeing the death of all. The armed infantryman of Trondheim, next to the
amazing brunette, did his best to stop him, but the kind hand of the healer
gave its warm touch to the icy hand of the traitorous soul.


The corpse did
not move but cast a shadow, a spectre of hatred and resentment in human form.
The infernal sword pierced the healer's belly with sadistic slowness, and the
further it penetrated, the more furiously the spectre shook nervously. The only
wish of the spirit-like entity was to inflict senseless pain on one who had
tried to help.


The armed
infantryman rushed to the scene, unsheathed his sword and struck the skull of
the dead soldier without hesitation. The weapon stuck deeply into the soldier’s
head, causing a copious flow of blood to cover his young face. But instead of
falling to the ground, the aggressor vanished like smoke, and then rose again
from where the physical body lay. The brave soldier in his heavy black armour
turned to the column of his incredulous companions and saw thousands of ghosts
marching behind their backs. Many could be seen clearly, while others were
still just black blurred shadows against the red of the snow on the ground. The
infantryman from the north cried out with all his might:


"Comrades,
watch your backs! To arms!".


The man stood on
guard covered by his round shield and took refuge in the support of his
comrades. The man defended himself, offering a few sword strokes and inflicting
a mortal wound to the body of the deceased, who seemed reluctant to go to the
afterlife. The same scene was repeated: a lot of blood and the opponent
disappeared then reappeared once more at the point of death.


The men unleashed
their weapons, creating a wall of shields around the wagons and those who were
defenceless. King High went to the opposite side from the first ghost to handle
the very serious situation and tried at least to give courage to the beating
hearts, shouting:


"Men, not a
tremor or an uncertainty! Be as firm as your Gods, and you will not yet go to
join them!"


It seemed easy
for the Lord of the East to galvanize the rough and combative men of the North
for whom every war offered an opportunity to show valour in the eyes of their
Gods. A roaring cry arose, followed by the regular beat of sword pommels on the
shields. The noise was so loud that the adversaries slowed their pace. The lost
souls took up the challenge, and in unison replied to the thunder of steel,
with their penetrating cries from hell, and then threw themselves one after the
other in no particular order onto the serried ranks of those who were still
able to breathe. Holaf pushed past the infantryman of Trondheim and cried out:


"My
soldier, I can see how the ghosts could be killed. What I would now like to
find out is how to stop them!"


The knight,
counting the number of ghosts slowly marching towards the battle formation he
suggested:


"My Lord,
give me five Masters of War and I will try to strike the corpse at the foot of
the tree. Perhaps, by destroying the body, those ungodly beings will stop!"


Holaf agreed
with a nod of his head and ordered:


"Four of
you, to my side."


The War Masters
indicated punched their breast plates and, saying nothing, followed their King
and the Nordic infantryman.


It took only a
moment for Long Sword to cross swords with the shadow and overcome its
resistance. The mighty North Fate broke the enemy’s weapon, the splinters
flying onto the Sovereign's leathery armour. Holaf's long blade did not have,
however, the worst: he cut into the flesh, chopped bones and everything else
with thundering crashes. Splashed fluids flew from the battered form, as if it
were living matter. But the waxen figure, instead of spreading in pieces on the
ground, vanished like smoke once again, then reappeared as before.


The Masters of
War threw themselves into battle with the usual peculiar heat and violence,
easily overcoming the first arrivals. The ghosts with their cursed bodies
fought exactly as if they were living men, including grimaces and curses. There
was no difference even in the way they reacted to thrusts, parries or wounds.
The only difficulty was to put them to rest for good.


The six warriors
made their way, to the sound of swords, until they reached the motionless body
under the fir. The four Masters of War fought all the enemies advancing upon
them, to give the Demon of Trondheim the chance to attack the spectre of that
corpse, leaving the young and brave warrior in black armour free to do battle
with the body itself.


The armoured
infantryman raised his sword to the sky, well hidden behind his shield, and
lowered the blade with a cry of anger. As the steel threateningly approached
the skull of the dead warrior, a roar was unleashed. A blinding blue light
shone like the glitter of a burning city, generating a shock wave so powerful
as to throw the soldier away. The young man's sword rose to the sky, spinning
so hard that it opened a gap in the trees, mowing down leaves in the vault and
then falling to the ground, landing a few steps from King Holaf, who was intent
on not falling victim to the malevolent beings.


Two companions
ran to help the soldier in black armour, immobile in the snow. The shield which
had sheltered him had been cut sharply in two, just a sharp blade cuts a bared
neck. The arm which had held his defending shield had been sliced by steel and
mangled by splinters from his armour sleeve which had exploded like a device
created by the most devious of alchemists. The breastplate appeared intact, but
through the slits of the helmet the shock wave had rapidly found a way in to
damage the young face. Blood dripped from the wounds along his esophagus,
suffocating the wounded man who suffered in the grip of strong coughing fits
and spasms. The poor man was taken to the healers and laid in a wagon, while
King Holaf gave orders, shouting with all his breath:


"High, on
the march, there is no other solution! Olrund will clear the way of
enemies!"


Anastasia
dismounted from the angry bear, eager for a fight. It was almost a game for
Olrund to throw herself into the fray against the unnatural beings. The
powerful weapons of the colossal animal annihilated the gathered enemy,
allowing the Threehorn to lead the army to the road. Long Sword and the four
Masters came in behind their friends’ shields, where they were praised with
cries and compliments. So much joy of victory rang as premature to the ears of
the Kings, causing King Holaf to ask them to reconsider:


"Men, the
victory is distant and dubious! They are not just knights: of course, they move
like us, but they do not tire, while we do. Sooner or later Olrund will run out
of energy for war and these beings will still be there to attack us. Don't waste
strength and concentration on useless gestures or noise. Cover each other’s
backs and don’t lose your heads. At the moment we have no idea of how to get
out of the situation alive!"


Meter by meter
the long snake advanced compactly, protected by shields and archers. Waves of
enemies crashed against the shield wall, like the waves on the Trondheim
breakwater. The enemy attacks caused a few casualties and a little more, but
High thought it right and proper to use a system of rotation, to keep fresh
soldiers around the perimeter.


The march
continued slowly but steadily accompanied by the noise of battle and the
pitiless snow, shaken by the wind, thrown between the bodies of the living and
the dead. The onslaught of souls, to whom the word ’surrender’ was superfluous,
intensified until it even threatened the powerful Olrund, forcing the Wolf and
the Bear's Head to stand next to the war bear with other Masters of War, to
share the heavy burden. This gesture was greatly appreciated by the Corsican
behemoth, who, in order to communicate her agreement, gave a strong growl and
nervously shook her head until she almost touched the snow with her chin.


The further the
belligerent army penetrated the thick trees of the forest of the Red Needles
the more their hopes of survival were reduced until they were as thin as a
razor blade. Thousands of cursed souls would wake up to give battle called by
souls with the same fate, thirsting for revenge from time immemorial.


"My Lord,
the enemy is overwhelming and the waves gather together, becoming increasingly
dangerous. But this means that we are close to the heart of the forest, where
the most brutal carnage took place," cried the Threehorn, busy breaking
heads, crushing them like walnuts between his two iron clubs.


Tiredness
intervened mercilessly at the expense of those who could breathe, putting them
in the way of further discomfort and danger. Hordes of dead people rose and
fell, throwing themselves into battle, some quite slowly because of broken
legs. Even human-like beings, but cut in half, dragged themselves across the
snow and the ice, longing for the blood of the living.


One of the
Whites of South Winter fell under the blows of the surreal creatures, exhausted
by fatigue. In the heat of the battle, a long pike violated their defences
while they were distracted by other enemies. The icy simulacrum of cold steel
penetrated deeply, with a dull thud, into the side between the breastplate and
shoulder strap, extinguishing the breath of the soldier as if it was the light
of a weak candle.


But the wrath
inherent in such creatures was not appeased by the massacre. An example was
made of the dying man: he was lifted up on the pike, over the line of his
companions between gushes of blood and uncontrollable shakes he was raised
hissing over their heads. The macabre warning, aimed at breaking the will of
the living, was seen far too clearly by everyone, as the call of Lord of the
East was heard by all. The God-Slayer, dancer of a deadly dance among the risen
dead, did not turn away from his self-elected office, but thundered:


"Comrades,
do not give a single step! The end of the forest will reveal itself before
long, and these perplexing visions will not follow us beyond that border".


The sword of the
East did not allow itself any respite nor did it hesitate in front of any
target, cutting throats or any uncovered parts of those visions, once human,
protected by primitive and inadequate armour. The snow ceased falling suddenly,
as if upset by the typical metallic crashes and cries of battle.


An upsetting
shiver was felt only by the bodies capable of emotion. Within the angry horde,
crowded outside the shield wall, five massacred ghosts were visible, and behind
them as many figures lay slaughtered by all kinds of barbarism. Impaled after
unspeakable torture, the corpses of the Kings admired the battle with icy eyes.
The spectres of the unfortunate Kings from arcane times threw themselves into
the fray, moved by a senseless visceral hatred for all forms of life.


Such malevolent
force had never been seen by Lord of the East and his sword brother in this or
any other form. The hatred and anger for the tragic end suffered had poisoned
the souls of the Kings for so long that the five were almost as powerful as a
demon, making them capable of breaking through human defences without
hesitation. The hands of the newly arrived beings wielded swords with a strong
blue light, capable of unleashing an unstoppable power. Shields were torn apart
and crushed and swords broken, as they were subjected to an overwhelming
hatred.


The gloomy enemy
stuck his long blade several times in the warm bowels of his victim, not only
mortally wounding him but giving the impression of enjoying the action. The
weapon was removed and fingers went into the wound to extract the bleeding guts.
The demonic beings continued to savage the chosen victim, until they saw the
vital light fade from his eyes amidst extreme suffering. Then they moved on to
assault another and repeat the sequence.


The column was
forced to stop their march, while the crushed defence collapsed like a castle
of cards, leaving the way open to madness. King Grigor was attacked by numerous
enemies, but he fought like an old lion his fangs still good and claws sharp.
The ruler of South Winter showed his skills as a great warrior, managing for
once to return the favour of protecting his son Eivind. The young prince had
been thrown to the ground and, not having time to get up, he hid behind his
shield beaten and kicked by an opponent. His father's sword gave the necessary
break to allow the Prince to get up again, in pain but grateful:


"Thank you,
my father, you have saved my life!"


"Quiet, my
son, and keep your breath for killing these vermin, the spawn of death and
darkness!" the blond King roughly reminded him, spitting and breathless.


Even the quick
King High was pushed back towards the fallen battle lines by powerful blows,
all dodged, from the five most nefarious and gloomy spirits. Their eyes were
not as white and glassy as those of their subjects, but black with celestial
flashes of light. Even the appearance of the Royal deceased was different. They
moved rapidly floating, their boneless legs stretched out like sheets on a
line, not crawling like the others.


The Lord of the
East retreated to the cart of the wounded, where Sersy was weeping desperately.
Blades of arcane light pointed at the God-Slayer, making him feel trapped,
because he had seen the destructive effect given by their contact with other
weapons or shields. As the first sword quickly whistling descended upon the
Lord of the East, a black shadow slowly opposed the sound of stubborn steel.
The Demon of Trondheim parried the blow with his powerful North Fate, jumping
from the wagon of the wounded. The blade forged by the Volsungs on Volcano
Island did not break and, solid, showed no crack, but even rang with anger,
returning the energy to the sender, driving two of the five ghosts quite
distance away, and making his master flee.


Sersy, having no
alternative, grasped the sword of one of the wounded and instinctively threw it
at the chest of an aggressor of the two Sovereigns. The blade stuck itself,
guided by a benevolent God, into the chest of the spectre, injuring it, but not
destroying it. The fount of hate turned his skinless face towards the young
lady and screaming, jumped agilely onto the cart, then pointed his long blade
at the girl's breast hoping to push the blade right through. The God-Slayer
screamed in a desperate attempt to call battle to him, in order to save Sersy's
life, but his cries had no effect:


"Turn your
anger to me against, push your sword to my heart, damned being!"


The blade of
hatred did not advance and nor could it retract, for the Dragon Head was
holding the edge with his hand without protection as the blade was only spirit.
The imposing warrior, who stood in front of the spectre, with flaming eyes
wrapped in an inhuman purple mist coming from his lips.


There was no
exchange of words, but a single blow of a mighty hammer of arms, which once
again glowed with light. The dead King was thrown beyond the ranks of the
living men, falling on a group of other ghostly beings busy sadistically
murdering men of the North. The expression of the crowned spectre showed clear
signs that a weapon was stuck deeply into its skull and a plentiful cascade of
blood and smashed brains escaped. The presence did not get up or give any sound
or vanish like all the others, but remained lying in the eternal ice. As the
spectral blood dyed the snow a more vivid red, his soldiers watched him
fearfully.


The Dragon came
down from the cart, falling like a rock, and landed on the ground awkwardly. He
pointed his hammer at the four remaining Kings, inculcating visible terror in
them and they began to retreat. The presences, once furies, dropped their
weapons into the snow and tried protect their faces and eyes from the vision of
that relic, which had been immobile for a long time and was now so disturbing
for everyone in its longing for blood.


King Holaf rose
above the mass of colourful ghosts, now swaying and silent, checked his sword
and touched his neck as it had been severely battered within his helmet during
his long fall, then he ran to High miraculously unharmed.


"You
brandish the God-Crusher! How dare you tread on the sacred ground of these dead
and desperate lands, proudly waving the weapon of the one who, in infinite
mourning, granted our people the chance of vengeance!" one of the Kingly
spectres shouted hysterically, as he retreated sorrowfully before the advance
of the Dragon.


The third rune
of Trondheim with a voice that did not sound like his spoke:


"Remember
well how much I can do with one blow! The lightning of my blow must stay vivid
in your rotten eyes, while my voice saturates your eardrums. Greedy and bitter
creatures, you have longed for revenge and obtained it. Now you do not want to
pay the price? It was no subterfuge that turned you into damned souls watching
the deaths of those who in turn had killed you, and now blame me for your
suffering! Let us pass!"


"Never! No
one passes without us grasping at all their souls!" replied one of the
four. Having regained pride and vigour, he began advancing among weakened words
of those intimidated by the third Master of War.


The God-Crusher,
not at all permissive, hurled himself at the insurgent, who certainly did not wait,
aimed at the base of the neck of the third Nordic rune. The blade stuck into
the waxy flesh of the man several inches, blocked by his clavicle. But this did
not stop the warrior: driven by the screams of the soldiers or by an arcane
will, he advanced covered in red smoke. The Dragon seemed driven by an
unnatural force, hardly noted by the men, but clear and malevolent to Olrund,
and even more terrifying to the eyes of the dead.


A rear pike of
the army moved forward, covered in the rotten bowels of an adversary, not
hindered by the old armour. The free hand of the warrior followed the path of
the hammer of arms, quickly entering the wide open wound, taking as much of the
intestines as he could and throwing them contemptuously behind his back. The
rotting evil-smelling guts spread out to the exultation of the living and the
shock of the dead. The ghosts were stunned at the sight of the desperate
shivers and cries of their ghostly King, no longer immune to pain. The
remaining dead Lords, seeing what fate was awaiting them once more, withdrew
screaming, shrill and frightened:


"Go, dark
mortals, slaves of the cursed relic! Leave our tombs and let us hang in the
infinite limbo imposed on us and go on, but never look back."


The whole group
of Spectral Soldiers began to retreat in confusion, in the manner they arrived:
frightened and chaotic they vanished one by one returning to their corpses. The
Dragon struck his enemy again, aiming at its face, breaking its ethereal body
as if it were real flesh. The pieces fell into the snow, destroyed by hatred,
while the third Master of War extracted the blade that had been pushed deeply
into the base of his neck, giving rise to a vermilion flow of blood.


King Holaf
energetically urged:


"Healers,
move yourselves, do not let him die: that Master is of vital importance!"


But the healers
dared not take more than one step, because the Dragon made it abundantly clear
with a glance, that he did not wish to be rescued and tore off the bandages,
without ever releasing the glowing hammer. The Trondheim Champion remained
upright, without complaining or speaking, with his open wounds and still
wrapped in the scarlet sinuous mist. Long Sword gave the order again, tugging
at the healers:


"What are
you waiting for? Do you not see how much blood is flowing? Do the job you gave
an oath you would do!"


The healer, even
if ill-treated, did not listen to the desperate words of the King of the Nordic
Kings, for, incredulous, he couldn’t believe what his eyes were seeing.


"Look, my
love! Watch your Champion resurrecting from the ruins of his body like a
Warrior God," exclaimed Anastasia totally absorbed by amazement at the
magic event.


Before the
astonished eyes of the soldiers and Kings, the gaping wounds of the third rune,
some already necrotic and hopeless, began to heal. The tall figure of the
soldier, erect and stiff, did not tremble with cold, but remained motionless
with his head bent and an angry expression, like one who was going to war. Not
a single shiver ran through the powerful muscles of his arms, bulging and hard
to with his veins pulsing just under his skin, while his flesh re-grew,
reconnecting the wide gap between the two sides of the lacerations.


After the
prodigious healing, the hammer of war turned into steel again and dragging its
bearer to the ground senseless. The infinitely powerful weapon dissolved the
perennial snow beneath it with a sizzling cloud of steam. This time it was High
who ran to the rescue of the third Nordic rune, helped by King Grigor and the
trusty Eivind.


The three of
them lifted the heavy unconscious man and laid him down on the wagon. His pale
skin and the icy temperature made him look like one of the dead, but his body
showed only large swollen red scars as they had just been welded. A healer
examined him with attention and fear, but shaking his head he said, turning to
Sersy in tears:


"Your man
has returned to life from a desperate state. If those are tears of joy, good!
Otherwise, they are wasted. He is so well cared for that he can return to the
saddle as soon as he has recovers his strength!"


Holaf began to
breathe again and his sweet wife bent down to him and whispered lovingly:


"Our third
rune seems to be safe, but how much of him there is still in that mighty body
is a complete mystery!"


"My love, I
am still by your side thanks to the fact that the third Master of War has
always been beside me! I do not care: cursed relics, arcane powers or any sort
of omen, to win this war I need that man!" the Lord of Trondheim answered
relieved.


Anastasia, happy
to see the bliss in her husband's eyes, exclaimed:


"You hide
from your own heart the close bond you have with that Dragon. You do not care
about him just because of the war, but also for friendship. I can see well in
you a similar bond to that you have with King High!"


The disturbingly
happy moment was interrupted by the cries of Princess Tyra who, bent over among
between them and the dying, held the head of her wounded brother Geir in her
lap:


"My Father!
Your son, the heir to the throne of South Winter, does not move or breathe!"


Eivind ran to
pick up his sister desperate and unaware he was hindering the rescue. He barely
drew her away to where the exhausted Bear's Head, bleeding in a limb, embraced
her. King Grigor stood as if struck by an avalanche, leaving him helpless,
unable to act: seeing his son, his eldest son, pulled like a dead weight from
between the slaughtered corpses of two white archers, took away all his
strength.


The King of
South Winter heard the worried words of the healers as though from a distance
without grasping their meaning. The blond warrior King was completely lost to
the world until a roar of cheerful voices brought him back to life. From the
wagon where his firstborn son had been placed, an arm rose to the sky, rising
above the sides of the cart. The Wolf's head, tired and bruised in many places,
came to the boy’s father and told him:


"Your son
is alive, as well as very clever! This is good news for all of us."


The King looked
incredulously at the bearded first warrior of Trondheim and whispered with a
feeble voice:


"That's my
heir, he has good genes, like his father!"


The Wolf smiled
and twisted his neck without continuing his speech.


Olrund continued
to seem shaken and frightened. She kept approaching the soldiers and then
retreating, as nervous as a cat. The Threehorn, noticing her behaviour, went to
the bear and gently showed her his bare unarmed hands asking:


"Great
warrior, come to me, so that I can check your wounds and treat you if
necessary.


But the bear
reacted as if she were forced to defend herself, raising her immense mass on
both hind legs and growling powerfully. All were startled by her behaviour, as
they had never seen it before. Anastasia, too, was astonished by such a serious
reaction and, having never seen Olrund rise threateningly towards a friendly
soldier. She ran to them calling:


"Threehorn,
walk backwards calmly. Don’t turn around!"


The tenth rune
of the North, very happy to receive this order, obeyed diligently and told the
Valkyrie of Trondheim, who had moved between him and the beast, threatening to
do battle:


"My Queen,
I did not offend your bear, but I only tried to check her state of health
seeing she was agitated! In the past I have done this several times and Olrund
never made any objection!"


The Queen did not
answer and concentrating on moves around the hairy behemoth, soaring above
Anastasia’s head by more than the height of two men.


"What is
wrong, my beloved friend?" cried the Northern Valkyrie as she approached
slowly, but the beast tried to hit her, forcing her to retreat.


"Who has
scared you like this? If you don't calm down, it will be impossible for me to
hug your neck and rub behind your ears," exclaimed the Queen, trying to
get close again.


Olrund hit his
mistress this time, making her fall to the ground. The bear, growling loudly,
fell with her enormous legs next to the woman lying on the ground in the bloody
snow, and showed her mighty fangs. Holaf, hurrying, intervened, shouting:


"Get back,
Ball of Fur, don't make me change my cloak!"


The bear did not
retreat until the Lord of the North placed his hand on the helmet of the huge
animal and pushed her back a few steps, allowing his wife to stand up. The bear
leaned her big behind in the snow and gurgling, moved her head closer to her
mistress with a sorry air. Though angry, Anastasia hugged her hairy friend's
neck without hesitation and whispered:


"What an
idiot you are! You never have anything to fear from me, all you ever get is
pampering and attention!"


King Holaf,
having solved the situation of the strange behaviour of the bear, exchanged a
look of relief with the brave High, who had the task of informing Holaf of
their losses:


"Brother,
we have sacrificed seven victims to the cause today: a knight from Vyborg,
three from Trondheim and three from South Winter. Only a few serious injuries,
only two, the others can still fight. The souls of these woods do not take
prisoners!".


"And in the
end, whoever does?" replied bitter Long Sword, reflecting on what to do.
"If we had faced the orcs, now few would still be breathing. So, even if
fate was kind and gave us the intervention of the third rune of the North, the
decision to take this path seems to me sensible!"


"For now,
yes!" God-Slayer answered hermetically, quite ruined by worry.


"What
clouds your smile? What detail has escaped me among all the screams and
blood?" asked Holaf, now accustomed to the wise advice of the Lord of the
East.


"My good
friend, one thing does not make sense, besides the magical healing of the third
rune of Trondheim. Those ungodly ghosts, before disappearing, damned us as
servants of the cursed relic. I assumed they were talking about the hammer of
the Dragon, but what if they were talking about your eye?" replied High,
absorbed in his thoughts.


"Do not be
anxious yet, my brother, my burden is revealing itself little by little. I have
almost come to understand of some of its powers, but I still can't use them
properly. And in any case, I did not call on the flames to overcome the enemy.
I was not needed at all. I was unable to move because of the exhaustion brought
on by the relic!" answered the optimistic Demon of Trondheim: as a good
King it was his task to appear so.


However, the
sadistic hammer of war of the Dragon was very powerful and clearly endowed with
its own will. Holaf had knowledgeably observed the duel and immediately
realized that it was not the Dragon who decided on the moves: the warrior had
too much experience to be struck in the neck like that. The third Master of War
had been nothing but a mere involuntary bearer of the fury locked up in the
God-Crusher awoken only to protect the body it depended on symbiotically, so
that he could serve him in the future.


Having recovered
the wounded and nothing more, since the arrows had flown far from the path, and
no one dared expose themselves to the risk of reawakening souls for a new
battle. The army of knights set off again among those disturbing lands with
heavy hearts and deeply troubled souls, aware of their fortune.


Tyra was quick
to recover from her fright and now, like a tulip in the snow, she smiled among
all the glum faces. She was neither foolish nor faced life lightly, but the
sight of her brother alert, and more than reluctant to remain still, as advised
by the healers, refreshed her. Even King Grigor, embraced by the limping prince
Eivind, seemed to have once again become his usual cheerful teasing self:


"I will
have killed dozens of them! If only corpses had remained on the ground, I would
have had a nice pile of enemies to count.


The Wolf, who
had moved next to the Threehorn to lead the way, could not help bursting into
loud laughter over the arrogance of the blond King. Even the Queen of Trondheim
on Olrund’s back hiccupped to hold back a brazen laugh. Only Roar, still hidden
by his terrifying helmet, in the shadow of his hood, kept any complaints and
blame he had for his father's leadership to himself. High, noticing the
prince's continuous muttering, teased him asking:


"Mighty son
of Holaf, what is stopping you from relaxing and showing your face?"


"Nothing,
my King, is my nature to be serious and wary!" was the frosty reply from
the four hundredth rune, like the lashing wind in those lands.


"If you
permit me, prince, I would suggest that you to open your heart to your father
or mother. They are wise and experienced and will certainly relieve you of your
worries," advised the Lord of the East, full of friendly intentions.


But young Roar
who was rude and arrogant deserved none of this:


"You are
not permitted! I am the second son of King Holaf, Lord of the North, and Master
of the Trondheim War! When I want your opinion, maybe I'll ask you!"


King High, not
expecting such a reaction, remained silent, torn between punishing such an
affront and faking courtesy as if nothing had happened. The justice of the
North came severely from the mouth of the Bear's Head:


"Silence,
arrogant brother! Being the son of the Nordic King is not a merit. If anything
it is a piece of good fortune, so I don’t give a damn! You are the four
hundredth Master of War, the last to be awarded such an honour. I am still
perplexed about your investiture. If you want honours and respect, you should
also earn respect by not leaving your place when the battle approaches! Did you
think your subterfuges were concealed among the roar of the battle cries? I saw
the reluctance you showed to be part of the guard at the edge of the shield
wall!"


The Bear's Head
seemed as furious as he had been under the cursed red branches. He caught his
breath, and tried to temper his anger to and moderate its threatening tone. Then
he concluded:


"You took
the liberty of raising your voice against the King of the Kings of the East,
who deserves the respect of all! Not only because of his title, but for having
continuing the battle over the shield wall, where only the bravest dare to go!"


The prince had
the decency not to respond to the speech of his fourth brother, but arrogantly
refused to apologise to God-Slayer. Holaf pretended that he had not heard
anything: not to hide the pride of a wounded father, as he had seen his son order
an infantryman in armour to replace him in the line of shields, but because
nothing more could be added to the righteous intransigence of the Bear's Head.
King High, next to the Lord of the North, commented:


"Forget it,
he's only a boy and has a lot more to learn! Moreover, my friend, it takes more
than that to offend or bother me!"


Holaf shook his
head smiling and replied:


"It’s as if
I'd apologized anyway! No one can be disrespectful you, you have the most
incorruptible and indomitable of hearts!"










Chapter
6


Red Ice


 


 


The wind gave
slight respite to the knights who wandered among pines and firs, while the wide
snowy path twisted and meandered less and less among the now silent corpses.
The military column found its way out of the disastrous woods as the shadows
fell. Austere and inexorable, the peaks of the Goat Horn pointed their black
silhouette above everything else.


"It would
be better to go a bit faster, tenth Master! The night is not our friend and it
conceals much in its flesh that yearns for our death!" called Holaf to the
improvised guide.


The Threehorn
beat a fist on his breast plate with a great thud and accelerated the pace,
stating:


"Certainly,
my Lord! From this point a short march separates us from the walls of Red Ice.
We will arrive safe before dinner!"


The good news
seemed almost to grate on the ears of High and Holaf, now used to a long list
of bad news, but cheered Queen Anastasia, who did not hold back and harangued
the troops from the Olrund’s back:


"Men,
tonight we will sleep warm! Red Ice looms on the horizon kissed by the last
rays of light!"


Those who
rejoiced most over such news were, surprisingly, the Masters of War, tired and
not rested after the last night spent in the snow. One of them cried out:


"My King, I
claim a bed under cover tonight."


Holaf, without
wasting time turning around, replied:


"I too
demand a comfortable bed by the fireplace and as much mead as I can drink!"


An unidentified
soldier had the audacity to say:


"A woman's
warmth would also be appreciated."


But to that
statement the Lord of the North replied:


"Certainly,
I do not censure such a feeling nor find it in poor taste. I am satisfied, but
none of you should bother courtiers or ladies! For such needs there are
suitable places!"


Men burst out
laughing and telling stories, which were most unsuitable in the presence of
ladies, but none of the royalty, including Anastasia, were at all shocked after
such a day. Grigor, who climbed onto the wagon with Geir and was followed on
foot by Eivind, warned them:


"My children,
you must stay well away from brothels and petticoats. King Skoll Swenson,
master of Red Ice, has a very handsome daughter named Tora. She is one of the
few remaining Valkyries. Use your brains and court her! Red Ice would be a
great ally with whom to forge ties!".


"Father! I
thought: wouldn't it be better to take an interest in King Holaf's daughters?
Witte is of marriageable age, but still lives freely in the house of her
father," whispered Eivind, as if he speaking poison not words.


"My dear
son, you will never be at the level of such women," cried his blond
father, offending the pride of both children.


"Thank you
for your esteem, my King! If I were not your son, I might be offended!",
commented Eivind.


"The law of
Trondheim calls for duels to win the hand of a princess, sometimes deadly
clashes. None of you could compete against a champion selected by Holaf's
daughter or by the King himself! Can you imagine what it would be like to ask
for Witte's hand and end up in an arena with a Dragon's Head?" commented
the Ice Age King of South Winter.


A shiver ran
down the backs of the three blood relatives, who in unison looked at the next
cart, where the Dragon still lay unconscious.


"Just
think, that idiot of a brother of yours, Eskil, challenged him for the hand of
the dark beauty," commented the father, absently.


Darkness fell,
as dark as the heart of an orcs, bringing with it howls and Mephistophelean
sounds, regurgitation of an infernal God. The mastiffs made their arrival well
known in the shadows. But in the rush to attack their prey, driven by nothing
but a yearning for blood, they rushed through the Wood of the Red Needles. The
disrespectful illiterate creatures swarmed by the dozen through the purple
pines, determined to put an end to the march of men, which had become
increasingly dangerous for the hidden controllers of the mastiffs.


Blindness,
caused by the darkness of their minds, certainly did not make them cunning
strategists nor let them give a thought to corpses or ghosts. The terrifying
howls reached miles away. Their warlike growls were transformed, changing form
like the skin of a snake, into troubled moans, echoing all through the woods
and to the ears of their prey.


High began
laughing, seeming out of his mind. The rest of the army trembled, like autumn
leaves on the trees. Leopard's head, close to him, asked:


"My King,
what do you see that is so funny in all of this? What sound makes you laugh
instead of making your heart shake with fear?"


The God-Slayer
calmed himself for a moment and responded:


"Second
Master, the echo is bringing us the cries of abject creatures, not mastiffs
hunting us but running away!"


"So, those
ghosts have become our great allies?" asked the Leopard relaxing his
shoulders.


"I wouldn't
dare to define them as allies, but certainly their impartiality was a gift King
Holaf was counting on!" exclaimed the Lord of the East, increasingly
surprised by the military qualities of his friend.


"We would
never have arrived at the friendly walls in time before nightfall. That's why I
led us all down these dangerous paths, trusting in the blind ignorance of such
beasts." Holaf revealed with some pride in his action.


By now, on the
horizon, they could see the ponderous walls of Red Ice illuminated by day. They
were the only walls in the whole Empire to rise on top of huge embankments made
up of river stones. These artificial hills, as tall as twenty men, had been
built from stone taken from the bed of the Red River. Each boulder had been
carved to fit those next to it perfectly. The result was far from the inhuman
precision of the black blocks of the Titan: all together it seemed uneven and
multi-coloured, without the slightest hint of the impenetrability of the walls,
which had been repeatedly tested by invaders but never overcome.


The outer walls
had an angle of about ten degrees, a slope that was useful for deflecting
granite balls launched by siege weapons in improbable attacks. A wall of stone
was built on the top of these artificial hills and plastered white. The
thickness of this part was considerable, concealing three corridors one above
the other. They were inaccessible, except for an entrance in the main tower.
The tunnels were designed to allow the armigers to hail the enemy with darts
and arrows from a series of loopholes, both towards the city and outside the
walls. The defence did not end with this single wall, but there was a second
lower wall, designed to force invaders into a narrow alley and slaughter them
with arrows and stones.


The drawbridge
was open despite the late hour. The long hinged door, made up of mighty wooden
trunks reinforced with steel, covered a great distance; in fact, it connected
the entrance, which was taller than the height of at least three men with
respect to the lower opposite bank of the moat, to the city.


Men wearing very
well crafted fully protective red lacquered shiny armour were waiting on the
bridge. Wide and heavy shoulder straps wrapped the shoulders, with very high
arrests protecting the neck. From the helmets, similar to the work of Trondheim
artisans, long golden horns appeared. Inlaid in the lacquer decorations of
Nordic taste could be glimpsed only after a careful analysis. Braids and
animals wrapped themselves around men and dragons, with fantastic precious
drawings on each plate.


A knight came
forward hidden behind a black shield. It showed a white cross with a tear of
blood proudly displayed at the centre. In his hand he held a solid rough
military halberd. Under the head a small rosette was attached with the same
colours and symbols as the shield.


"Welcome to
Red Ice, Lord and Lady of the North! We are pleased to see you within our
walls!" The man turned to King High and offered a similar welcome:
"Welcome to you too, Lord of the East! For my King and all of us it is an
honour to have you at our court! Finally, he addressed the King of South
Winter, saying: "King Grigor, our best wishes and courtesy also goes to
you and your offspring!"


"We are in
need of a lot of assistance. But most important of all is care for the wounded,
and then we would like to confer with your King shortly. There are many things
we need to know. The sand of the hour-glass is pushing our enemies against
us," said Holaf as he stepped forward.


The knight in
red armour gave a bow and obediently cried:


"For
Trondheim," and turning around, he walked back and finally ordered,
"Men, let's escort our guests to the Castle of Frozen Blood! As the last
one crosses the portal, close it. Let no one else enter until the first light
of dawn!".


The column
marched, thundering on the wood of the drawbridge. Thousands of lanterns hung
trembling from the walls, outlining the irregular shapes in the black darkness.
The portal behind the drawbridge amazed the eyes of those who had never been to
this city. A double-hinged square door was totally lacquered in bright red. On
this background golden bas-reliefs showed the scenes of a bloody battle, traced
back to the foundation of the city and the castle.


Three pairs of
red columns came before this magnificent piece of craftsmanship followed by
three other columns of the same colour. Each pair of pillars held monolithic
architraves bearing the motto of the family: "Not a step back!" that
could be read in large golden letters, carved between branches of locust tree.


There was a long
walk through the narrow space between the two walls, watched by austere
threatening slits, before reaching the second door. It was also superbly
decorated and lacquered. After crossing the internal defensive line they were
greeted by the armigers guarding the gate and the magnificent orderly
architecture of Red Ice welcomed the tired warriors.


A vast area free
of buildings surrounded the city, faithfully following the walls, bordered by a
white marble channel with no water in its bed. The liquid had been diverted
elsewhere outside the walls because of the red curse that violated the waves.


The settlements
were organized in a concentric plan: in the nucleus stood the castle of the
Spilled Blood, on a further embankment. The highest palaces were built at the
foot of the castle. The height of the buildings decreased until it came to the
low buildings of the city margins. The ancestral founders of the city desired
and imposed this rule, so that any suspicious movement could be seen from the
keep and the tower of the castle as far the walls.


The roads were
designed to radiate from the centre, creating vast avenues that were broken
about half way along by a further defensive wall with many gratings, which
served to slow down an invading horde or direct them to a single door. Each
building was in white plaster with large architraves on the front of the
facade, supporting the roofs of long sloping red tiles. This shape was intended
to save the structure from the winter snow.


Each building
had narrow windows with red shutters with the colours of the city on each side.
Low squared off doors were also decorated in red but well-bolted shut, perhaps
because of the late hour or for fear of what soldiers who had been long on
their march might do to their wives and daughters.


"Soldier,
there is no one in the streets! Is there a curfew in place?" King Holaf
asked the Red Devil who had welcomed them earlier.


The warrior
slowed down and approaching the Lord to explain:


"There was
no need make such a proclamation! In this city each family offers at least two
swords and four arms to the army. As the first sightings of filthy creatures
occurred, the civilian population preferred to barricade themselves during the
dark hours, while the soldiers, dear to them, fulfilled their duties".


"So for a
long time orcs and mastiffs have been wandering around this realm too?"
exclaimed the Lord of the North nervously.


"They
haven't been here long, my King! They appeared about twelve moons ago, perhaps
fifteen. Before, if ever there were such ungodly beings, they took good care to
hide themselves well from our eyes," replied the red soldier before
stopping at the door of a large building from which some young stableboys were
coming out. "My Sovereigns, your horses can be stabled here with all
honour, and even that impressive bear should stop here," pointed the
soldier in an uncertain voice.


But Anastasia
had a question to ask:


"Would you
really like to lock a Balmung bear up without her master and in among the
horses, which are her usual prey?"


Their companion
reflected for a moment and said:


"My Lady,
these are the orders, but you are the Queen of the North and perhaps you could
raise your sensible objections with King Skoll!"


Holaf intervened
amusedly:


"Olrund is
my Queen's pet! It's crazy, but nothing makes me feel better than knowing they
are together. So the Ball of Fur will follow us to court!"


The soldier
bowed his head without protest and, pointing the way, said:


"As Your
Royal Highness decides! I will escort you to the palace!".


Leaving the
horses in the stables, with only the bear and the oxen pulling the wagons of
the wounded, they walked along the road that led to the foot of the walls of
the castle. The street was paved with infinite care and elegance: large slabs
of stone were placed in a herringbone pattern giving a strange chromatic effect
to the street, since the colours alternated between a light and a dark, now
obscured by the snow. The convex shape of the pavement, as well as the
orientation of the road slabs, encouraged the outflow of water towards the
bottom of the canals placed on either side of the road.


The bad weather
typical of winter had covered everything in a blanket of white, covering the
gardens and in part the slopes of the roofs, hiding the precision and beauty of
the green areas, of which there were many throughout the city. The only
vegetation that could still be recognized were occasional birches, bare and
slender, placed with great precision where it was necessary to mask the
defensive weapons hidden on the internal walls.


Tyra was
enthusiastic about everything her eyes could drink in. Having always dreamed of
visiting cities, realms and castles, she felt she was living in one of her
fantasies, except for the death and suffering. Even Sersy watched the relaxed,
placid urban landscape, silent at the passage of guests. The beautiful brunette
had agreed to take care of the little mute girl, taking the place of the tired
old lady. Elisabet, also sitting on the same wagon, commented:


"It doesn't
even look like the same land anymore. You just have to move behind the
protection of a wall and the fears fly far away in the homely warmth. It is
senseless but very comfortable, despite the sense of apathy felt in such an
orderly and empty city!"


The column
arrived in a square illuminated by more than two dozen burning bonfires. In the
middle of the picturesque open space stood an enormous statue of Olghered
Swenson, brother of the reigning King. The powerful effigy in its warrior-like
pose immortalized him in the act of running over a heap of slaughtered enemies.
Tongues of hot voluptuous fire cheerfully pulsed from the wounds of the fallen,
piled together without any mercy.


The armour was
the same, now stored in glory, in the private armoury of South Winter. From the
right eye of the statue a glitter of a light could be admired, even though the
visor was lowered in the sculpture. This detail particularly struck King Holaf,
bringing forth a long series of questions, given the strange similarity to his
situation.


The armed red
soldiers, marching next to the effigy, brought their hands to their chest one
after the other only allowing them to fall after they had passed the sculpture.
Realizing that they had to pay their respects the deceased leader, King Holaf
and King High and the blond Grigor imitated the Red Devils. Especially the last
leader who had always been attracted by the magical aura attributed to the
Warrior. The knight in command of the escort, turned to the Kings and
exclaimed:


"Thank you,
Your Majesty, for saluting our heroic condottiere! This does you even more
honour than we already attributed to you!"


Grigor with his
eyes glistening with admiration answered:


"Your wise
King gave me Olghered's armour so that I could keep it in my heroes' gallery."


But the warrior
didn't seem satisfied with such a truth and replied irritated:


"The place
for such a relic should be in the crypts of the castle of Spilled Blood, not in
foreign lands far from those who would venerate it!"


King Grigor,
whose pride was injured, blurted out:


"I
certainly don't put just any armour I find in the heroes’ gallery! Only the
greatest heroes among men can one day hope to have their placed armour next to
the ones there already!"


Despite the
clarification, no apologies were made to the visiting King and the discussion
fell into oblivion. The Lord of the North, eroded by many questions, gave in to
curiosity asking:


"Knight,
for what reason did the sculptor of the statue place a brazier in his right
eye?"


"My
Sovereign, Commander Olghered was known as the Eye of the Demon among soldiers.
He could set his enemies on fire, read their intentions and capture their
meaning at will. I don't think there has ever been a more fearsome fighter than
him, and I assume that we will never find another," sadly the soldier
answered devotedly.


"Were you close
to Olghered?" Holaf asked again, driven by increasing curiosity.


"Of course,
my King! I was his second-in-command, and now I occupy his place
unworthily," said the man in the red armour swiftly.


Long Sword,
pretending amazement and ignorance without much success, commented:


"Such a
power would be a great help for the throne of the North in facing the immense
threats arriving from overseas. I would drink to the Warrior Gods for years if
they allowed me to use such a power!"


But the red
warrior responded icily and absently, crushing the curiosity of the Sovereign:


"Everyone
aspires and yearns for or to such a gift. Anyway you can neither win it nor
find it!"


The column
reached the foot of the central embankment. The huge watchtowers stood there,
rising above the fourth floor of the characteristic buildings: white walls with
red roofs.


"My guests,
here is the castle of Frozen Blood!" exclaimed their companion, beginning
to climb along a narrow road that was cut behind the embankment. This
artificial accumulation of earth seemed to be a natural continuation of the
foot of the walls, overlooking the inhospitable mule track.


"On such a
path very few would have the good fortune to survive a dense fall of
arrows," commented, satisfied, God-Slayer, visiting the city for the first
time.


"Yes, my
Lord, Red Ice, as well as being home to the third largest Nordic army, has one
of the best fortifications in the Empire. The city and castle have been
designed together to function as a single defence machine," the Red Devil
proudly explained.


"And that's
not all! Our smiths may not be the best at metal-work, but as siege and defence
machine builders they're second only to the craftsmen on Volcano Island,"
Holaf said, more and more convinced his choice was correct.


The steel door
was still open and, as thick as a man, it stood in front of a metal grating
which stood about ten steps inside the tower at the gates. In the ceiling,
between the architraves, there were a large number of arrow slits, threatening
and greedy for lives. The court, which visitors were forced to pass through,
was in a curious ‘L’ shape, following two sides of the square castle. There
were small flowerbeds laid in the gravel, now covered with snow. In the middle
of each stood a red stone base supporting statues of men. These sculptures were
all allegories of all the warlike virtues and were made of solid gold.


In this large
gravel garden the Kings left the wagons with the wounded and the healers.


The Grand Master
of Medicine for Red Ice assisted those needing it, bringing all the help he
could. Olrund also had to stop, because it was too narrow for her to go any
further, where the passages were built on human scale. Despite her growls of
protest and capricious shaking of her head, the bear accepted the order of her
friend Anastasia, who could only say goodbye to the animal.


"My dear,
it won't take long. I'll come back to keep you company, as soon as I've
finished speaking to the reigning sovereign!" the Valkyrie of Trondheim
tried to comfort her.


After going
around the very tall central tower, they arrived at a second gate with an
adjoining drawbridge overlooking a chasm, deeper than a man could see. From the
battlements of the walls, sturdy sentries watched over the quiet courtyards. As
they walked they passed large structures covered with cloths and straw mats.
King Holaf, pointing to one that was better placed than the others, commented:


"We are in
this city for those weapons too!"


"I can only
see wooden bundles covered to protect them from the damp. My brother, what
weapons are you talking about?" replied the God-Slayer confused by the
coverings.


"You only
see what King Skoll wants you to see! But the reality hidden under camouflage
is quite different and much more interesting!" said Holaf, walking quickly
and making a great din on the wooden drawbridge leading to the duelling court.


This was quite a
small space where, as the name suggested, disputes between citizens were
resolved with steel and wood. The outcome of these clashes did not necessarily go
as far as the final act of death, but often the stubbornness of the Red Devils
dyed the floor with blood. The floor of the arena appeared to be completely
covered with large slabs of stone of such immense dimensions that no more than
twenty slabs were needed to pave the entire square.


On the sides
four colossal statues of Atlas were placed against the walls, two on each long
side. The muscular statues in rare classical taste were bowed down bearing the
weight of a golden sentry box. From its three-mullioned windows the King and
his family watched the duels. This golden structure was placed on the side
behind the tower, while a simple stone balcony housed the dignitaries and the
public on the other side.


Towards the end
of the arena, where the tower was closest to the corner tower, a slender
balcony created a new division of space. In the shadow of this passage, another
door appeared open and welcoming, behind which a small stately court revealed
itself, abandoned for winter. At the centre of the open space, the Fountain of
the Red Devils represented the first nucleus of men dedicated to the defence of
these lands. Carved in red stone, already adorned with armour of the present
era, beautiful but improbable at the time of the foundation of the city, the statues
astonished the visitors. Details in gold embellished their swords, horns, belts
and studs, making the works extremely valuable for decorations found in a
Nordic city. Similar art works were not even found in the squares of the
capital Trondheim and even less likely to be seen in the dark military halls of
the Arkantorre.


"This is
the court of the Queen, the fountain in front of you has more than five hundred
nozzles, the largest of which can throw water as high as the top of the tower!
Now it lies lifeless because of the poisoning of the water," said their
escort in armour. No one said anything, but wonder was shown clearly on their
faces at the idea of such a powerful jet of water.


Among the
flowerbeds, uncultivated and covered in snow, icy benches invited patrons to be
seated, but not a single man could or wanted to indulge in such an invitation.
The group was asked to go through an open door in the solid corner tower and up
a staircase that passed the niches intended for archers, from whose loopholes the
only inadequate lighting arrived timidly. The staircase, like a snake, wound
several times around itself until it spat out every man on the top floor of the
tower. There was a large space, where the battlements had been enclosed with
removable wooden boards and a sloping roof of tiles protected from cold and
snow.


Throughout the
Red Ice you could not find a single space of open terraces. The typical
canopies covered each path, making it less inhospitable and annoying for those
who had to spend hours on guard. There were many red armigers intent on
observation from the tower, and you could easily see everything up to the inner
wall of the double defensive walls of the city. Covered by the canopy, four
fake stacks of wood were on that platform, one for each side of the tower.


"Only now,
observing these strange bundles close up, can I see what they really are! Maybe
some kind of catapult, right?" King High asked the Lord of the North
intrigued, who smiled and replied:


"Almost, my
brother! I will tell you their name, but not the specific qualities of these
weapons. They are called Red Vipers or simply Vipers."


Anastasia, fed
up with her husband's gloating, commented:


"My dearest
spouse, I love you, but when you begin to keep secrets for pleasure only, you
make me impatient. You are just like our son Knut, but he is fourteen years
old!"


King Grigor
smirking asserted:


"My King,
It is a true comfort to me seeing you treated just as my wife treats me. I
thought there were advantages to being King of the Nordic Kings, for example,
having relief from such rebukes!"


Holaf, squeezing
to pass through the narrow passage connecting the tower to the rest of the
castle, shook his head and commented:


"There is
no salvation from one's wife, whether they are skilful politicians or furious
Valkyries! They will always, and often rightly, correct us."


They all burst
out laughing, not even the soldiers of the Red Devil held back their smiles,
announcing their arrival in the next room.


It was a gloomy
space, with many loopholes, a single entrance and an exit door, reminding them
of the Blood Room of the Titan, but even in this part of King Skoll's fortress
an open door offered itself. A guard dressed in the perfect style of the Red
Devils guarded the entrance, looking threatening in a horned helmet with the
visor tightly closed. The first to pass through were their guides, allowing the
guests to stop for a moment in the presence of the immobile guard.


The ringing of
the steel armour changed suddenly making King High aware he was in a large
space built with an abundant quantity of marble and other stone. The soldiers
advanced into the room, then clashed their metal heels together and proclaimed
in unison:


"Please
come in, welcome guests, the doors of Skoll Swenson, Lord of Red Ice and master
of the Frozen Blood Throne, are awaiting you, open and festive."


Holaf was the
first to enter the throne room, sumptuous in its decorations and materials like
only few others in the entire Empire. The floor was covered with gigantic slabs
of black stone, streaked with a very fine white cobweb lines and covered with
large and vivid golden veining. Magnificent intense red columns rose massively
up to the ceiling, also covered with the same stone as the floor, reflecting
each other as if the pillars were immersed in mythological waters.


The walls, with
their bright white plaster, betrayed their rough military style because of the
large number of loopholes present with their widening openings, to give a
greater area for the archers and crossbowmen to shoot. The throne stood
majestically in the centre of the imposing hall, flanked by two wooden statues
of Nordic devils. Protected by armour and holding a halberd, the statue to the
right of the King expressed belligerence, strength and loyalty. While the second
statue, adorned with noble robes according to ancient fashions, held in its
hands a key, a book and a fruit, emblem of hospitality, wisdom and sovereignty
over the land.


The solid gold
throne on which King Skoll awaited his guests was a representation of the
flames of a purifying pyre. Only devils or the pure at heart would be immune to
its tongues of fire. Behind the throne a mighty and magnificent staircase led
to the next floor, passing through the ceiling through a large trapdoor. The
entire structure was lacquered in the typical bright red of the city and was
built with statues of beautiful-looking devils holding up a golden handrail.
The opening to the upper floors was designed with an ingenious system, able to
hoist the trapdoor upstairs to withstand a siege, isolating the four levels of
the tower.


"Welcome,
my Kings and Sovereigns, I was waiting for you!" exclaimed Skoll, standing
up from the throne so as not to appear like an arrogant Sovereign of the West.


The Red Ice King
was not built on the same scale as the Northern Lord nor did he have the grace
of the Eastern Lord. He moved in a rough and uncoordinated manner, seeming
drunk to all present. Long light brown wavy hair hung down either side of his
pale and sharp face, like almost all the pure-born Red Devils such as he was.


The eyes had a
genetic anomaly in that they were of completely different hues: the right one
was blue like the clear northern sky and the left one was yellow, almost
golden. This colour resembled the eyes of the Volsungs of Rostorov and gave him
immense powers just like his brother. Whether they were latent powers or just
fantasy was never revealed in the long years of battles, leaving only
bitterness in the mouth of the ambitious King.


The Sovereign of
Red Ice was certainly not considered a powerful warrior, but he never drew back
in battle or a duel, which cost him his left forearm in his youth, now replaced
by an artificial arm. The prostheses was evidence of the ability of a master
designer of Red Ice, and then built and improved by the mercenary manufacturers
of Volcano Island. Never before had the United Men's Empire seen such a daring
and astonishing work, but as realistic as it was, it certainly did not replace
the severed limb. King Skoll was encouraged by having a long retractable blade
hidden between the muscles of steel and the skin of gold. It was very effective
and useful in battle. The King of the Red Devils boasted of his disability,
putting it on display both in summer and winter, and even the royal armour
protected his left arm only up to his elbow.


The armour of
the host was the most refined and expensive in the North. There was not a
single plate without a golden decoration illustrating the deeds of the ancient
ancestors or reciting arcane prayers of the Ancient Cult of Shadows. The
shoulder straps were adorned with thin yellow borders of precious material
framing each plate. On the protection of the right shoulder there were
eighty-five golden studs, each corresponding to a defeated enemy killed in the
battle for the Citadel. From the shoulders, just under the shoulder straps, a
long cloak red descended, lined in gold. On the back there was the symbol of
the city, black crossed by white with red tear.


King Skoll did
not wear the typical helmet of his army wishing to appear more hospitable. The
helmet was left as an observer on a stand next to the throne along with the
sword and halberd inherited from his more famous brother. Beneath the shiny
purple plates was hidden a shy chain mail tunic of thick, protective mesh in an
unusual iridescent blue colour, like metal tempered by flames. Standing next to
the royal throne was Queen Luba, sister of Vassal of the East of Kulikovo, and
her daughter Tora, fully equipped in splendid red armour with less noble but
more aggressive features.


"Finally,
we reach the banks of the Red River, my Vassal, to find support, care and
refreshment," said Holaf, hugging the owner of the city tightly, causing a
loud metallic crash.


"May I
introduce you to my wife and daughter, my Lords?" Skoll asked, nodding at
the two women, to approach.


"I am very
flattered to meet you, Queen among Queens. My name is Luba, at your
service," exclaimed the hostess, bowing down.


"Do not
prostrate yourselves so much, Queen Luba! I am in military dress and not prepared
nor adequately dressed for your magnificent court. I regret this exceedingly. I
would have preferred to bring you gifts and treat you with courtesy in a more
relaxed atmosphere and certainly not to arrive as an ambassador of a war
drawing ever closer, intent on lapping our castles with its dirty flames,"
said Anastasia, lifting the King's wife from her low bow.


"My Queen
of the North, your fame has preceded you through stories and poems praising
your greatness. Allow me to introduce you to my only daughter Tora. She follows
your example and aspires to become Valkyrie like you."


Anastasia’s
splendid face showed her satisfaction and happiness at discovering that a young
girl was dedicated to war like her.


"It is a
pleasure to meet one who keeps the flame of our traditions alive! Where would
the North have been without the blood of the Valkyries," exclaimed the
Queen of Trondheim enthusiastically. But the young woman didn't seem too happy
or complacent about the compliments she received, limiting herself to beating
her fist on her breastplate, copying the Masters of War badly, and then
offering a half-bow.


Having reviewed
his illustrious guests, King Skoll ordered:


"Provided
anything that might be of relief to those who have offered themselves for the
good of all: food, drinks and warm beds, but not whores. You will find those in
the noble brothels of the village!"


Disappointed
comments were heard about the lack of supply of such a coveted kind of comfort.
However, this did not cause shock or bitterness, causing the mouths of the
Royal guests to turn up showing their teeth. King Holaf spoke:


"My Vassal
Skoll, among the many questions and needs there is one urgent requirement: we
must celebrate a happy event that had its beginnings among ashes and flames.
King Grigor's youngest daughter desires to join herself in happy matrimony with
one of my Masters. Could you help me in this task?"


"My
Sovereign, you are speaking to the least suitable person for certain tasks!
However, I am able to offer you the services of the one who organizes every
feast at court: my wife will be delighted to help you!" the Red Ice King
answered very proudly, watching the joyful gaze of his wife. Queen Luba could
barely conceal her excitement at the prospect of such a task and took the bride-to-be
by the hand whispering forcefully in a shrill tone:


"Maiden,
you are a ray of sunshine in dark days! How long do I have to organize
everything?"


"Days? I'd
say one at most! Our march south must be resumed as soon as possible,"
replied High, who was very concerned by the vision of his war-riven lands
offered by the runes. Holaf intervened asking:


"King
Skoll, I need your Devils! How long before you can march with us?"


The King in his
red armour was stunned and commented thoughtfully:


"I knew we
were sailing in hostile waters with great risks, but I didn't dare believe we
were already sinking!" the Sovereign interrupted himself for a moment,
clearly busy with calculations. "Minimum two days, my Lord! I must prepare
the machines and gather supplies. Now I think about it, three would be better."


King Holaf,
putting his hands on his hips, was upset and commented:


"Has there
been no hint of the need to prepare the army?"


"No, my
Lord! Should I have heard of it?" Skoll replied, amazed at such a
question.


"God-Slayer
and I have sent messenger hawks to every city in the North, East and South! So
now we are forced to consider the possibility that no raptor ever arrived at
its destination!" King Holaf informed his ally, annoyed by yet another
adverse piece of news.


"I
apologise for intruding, King Skoll, but a doubt grips my mind. If you haven't
received the hawks, who has warned you of our arrival?" High asked, always
very careful of how he spoke.


The Red Ice King
shuddered at the thought of that meeting and recalled the event:


"My King of
Kings, I cannot exactly tell you who the knight was. I had never seen him
before, he did not introduce himself and, to be honest, we did not even let him
in. In any case, he was able to present himself in my rooms, moving through the
floor as though he were made of water. He announced your arrival with a voice
that came straight from the underworld. He gave me orders, as if I were the
least of the guards, to help and support you. Before he vanished, just as he
had arrived, he made sure to let me know of where he was going," Skoll
interrupted himself for a moment to organise up the hurried events of that
night, but King Holaf urged him to continue. Skoll obeyed, finishing the story:
"He said that he was going to the Black Portal, but he didn't want to
reveal to me what business was leading him to the capital of the East!"


The two Kings of
Kings' exchanged understanding and astonished glances, leaving no doubt as to
how serious those clues were for them. It was Anastasia who was first who
wanted to know, moved by her warlike heart:


"Tell us
the name of that being and what intentions he might have had!"


The Lord of the
East, with a firm tone of voice and an almost cheerful heart, cleared the
doubts from the minds of his companions:


"In all
likelihood, Sovereign of Red Ice, you have suffered an unpleasant visit from
the sixth Inquisitor of Denethor, Norder. These beings came to our aid then
healed the wounded in a battle that had turned into a defeat, so I do not think
they are enemies. For my part, if I can explain what I sincerely believe, I am
relieved to know of the destination of such a powerful individual. An
Inquisitor travelling to the Black Portal is certainly not going there to usurp
my throne!"


"Yes, my
allies and friends! At Midgard, we were besieged and overwhelmed by the enemy,
Inquisitor Stern was able to withstand the attack of the enemy and then defeat
a whole horde of orcs. Without him we would all have died and probably even the
army of the two Sovereigns would have suffered the same fate," intervened
Prince Gunnar, though he did not have the titles to participate in such a
debate.


King Skoll
meditated as he paced around the throne, looking at its reflection in the
floor, and then commented:


"Inquisitors
of Denethor, Midgard besieged and set on fire, rivers cursed by a red disease
and hawks vanished into thin air. I had never heard of a falcon failing to
deliver a message. We are at the dawn of the era of new war."


"Father, we
should fight alongside the Lords, I will follow you to Valhalla!" cried
young Tora excitedly, bending over and clenching her fists. But her father, who
had often seen horrors and death, answered:


"Tora,
don't be silly! Wars have already taken their prize, stealing the life of your
uncle, and I certainly do not want to lose you too!"


Holaf and High
spoke at the same time with the same thoughts:


"King of
Red Ice, we have much we must tell you away from the impetuosity of the young
princes!" But the God-Slayer added:


"The
impetuosity and impulsiveness which must be controlled will all be provided by
the Lord of the North, nothing else is pleasing to us!"


And relaxing
laughter blossomed joyfully, despite the remaining discontent of Tora and
Gunnar, both excluded from the discussion. Even Roar, hearing that the
discussion at table of the crowned heads would be closed to the princes, went
away cursing as rudely as a dockworker. Holaf and his mother exchanged a
disappointed and nervous look, but it was Anastasia who could not resist
commenting, finding the right words:


"My dear
friends, I humbly ask your forgiveness for my son's uneducated manners. At his
age and having received investiture at the highest military rank, he should
know how to moderate his behaviour!"


"Afterwards
I will speak to him, and for such behaviour there will be no compassion in my
words!" commented the Northern Lord annoyed and disappointed.










Chapter
7


Horn and Crow


 


 


Skoll escorted
High and Holaf followed by Anastasia and Grigor to the second level of the
tower. But they didn't stop there, carrying on to a higher level closer to the
sky. The stairs went further, swirling towards the gloomy upper floors, but the
place where they were to hold their discussion was where the King of the Red
Devils was directed: to a door at the end of a short corridor, with many other
doorways.


Only the
candlesticks on the walls provided a dim light in that austere white space.
King Skoll seated everyone in a rectangular room, where a long red lacquered
table dominated the room. On the external wall, which was more difficult to
pass, there were numerous loopholes, each lit by an oil lamp, while on the
inside wall the armour of the deceased Lords of the castle was admirably
displayed. These astonishing works of military art, all preserved on mannequins
with utmost care, adorned the room in their various shades of red, strongly
attracting the glittering eyes of the blond King Grigor.


The guests did
not even have time to take their seats, before a man without armour appeared at
the door, asking obsequiously:


"My King,
forgive the interruption, but, despite the hour, a gathering of soldiers has
formed at the gates of the city!"


"Who would
these warriors be? What banners wave on their flagstaff?" the alarmed King
Skoll interrupted him.


"It is a
joint army waving two banners: a black horn on chequered green and white, the
flag of Cold Wood together with a crow on a blue and maroon background, the
flag of Black Feather! The two Lords demand to be admitted to the city and to
any discussion that may be taking place", the man at the door answered
precisely and competently.


"Do not
delay, my Adviser! As long as it is friends who are knocking on my door, let
them in and escort them to us immediately," ordered King Skoll, catching
his breath after his fear of enemies in arrival, and then he announced:
"In the meantime we will have dinner. I assume you are hungry, my guests!"


"You assume
correctly, my peer," asserted the blond Grigor, whose stomach had been
growling for a long time, not giving him peace.


Enough food
arrived in the room to feed an army. Almost no empty space was left on the long
table. Every type food found in the Nordic lands at that time was there in
abundance, but the delicacies they all hoped for, including Anastasia, were
cider, beer and mead. For a long time the royal palates had not enjoyed the
freshness of these drinks, not once they had the golden horns been filled up to
then pour the sweet nectar down the throats and into the stomachs of diners.


Announced by
three strokes of his stick, the Great Red Ice Chamberlain added more guests to
the first group of diners: King Jarg Borgson called the Ancient, Lord of the
Old Castle and Regent over the city of Cold Wood. The second to be announced
was King Rune Korvus, called the Black, Hero of the Long Wall, Lord of the
Black Wing fort, Guardian of Peak Crow. Having announced the two Sovereigns,
the Great Chamberlain left the room, as the usual round of pleasantries began.


Jarg Borgson was
an elderly man of remarkable physical ability. Being the oldest of the Fighting
Kings was his pride and at the same time his worry. His long hair, still to be
found only on the sides of his head, and in his thick wavy beard were both
white as snow. His green eyes seemed to shine with youthful vigour despite his
venerable age, protected by his snowy eyebrows and set like emeralds in the
deep folds of his rough skin.


His armour, in
the natural colour of steel, was engraved all over with the names of the
battles the King had stubbornly fought. King Jarg believed in the ancient
Nordic traditions and no one else longed more for a well-deserved place at the
table of the Warrior Gods. However, this extravagant search remained
unsatisfied because of his powerful fighting skills and the experience he had
accumulated over his entire life in the midst of blood and death.


A tabard covered
his mighty body from his moderate height to his knees, covering him in bright
green and brilliant white. Jarg was famous among the Sovereigns for wielding in
battle a large and extremely heavy poleaxe, passed from father to son from the
time immemorial of the distant ages of his first ancestors. The old King
adopted ancient battle tactics, fighting with his shield carried across his
shoulder on his back, so he could use his weapon with both hands.


The second to
sit, as dark as the night, like a shadow of the evening cast on the throne, was
King Rune of Black Feather. He certainly did not possess loquacity as one of
his qualities, appearing as the most shy of the Imperial Vassals. However, Rune
never backed down or disobeyed a single order of the Lord of the North whom he
faithfully admired.


Nothing that
Rune wore other than his shield was of a shade other than black. Even the chain
mail that protected him in duels had been burnished until it looked like
wavering smoke. His basin helmet with its crow's-beak visor was carried at the
King’s side along with his sword. The latter was a powerful military relic
known as the Claw of the Crow, handed down in his family as a symbol of power.


A magnificent
weapon, black as the feathers of the animals from which it took its name, it
hung proudly on his belt. It was a long, thick bastard sword with a very
special guard: two crow's feet opened in a "V" towards the tip,
holding a skull in one claw and a snake wrapped in the other leg. The knob had
the features of a bird’s head that inspired the hand of the forger. It topped a
handle of leather the colour of the shadows. This relic was rightly renown for
its exceptional cutting powers and its sharpness mocked its centuries. King
High swallowed his cider and stood up to say:


"My Kings
of the North, I thank you for joining us in embarking on an arduous descent to
the Black Portal, where my people, my family, dwell, and where the enemy's
thrust will become more vehement and stubborn. The facts are serious and the
aid on which we can rely is small. Many were invited to this table, but few
came. King Skoll himself was warned of our arrival by a different source than
the usual hawk messengers! The Lord of the East was interrupted by the quiet
King Rune from whose lips escaped the enigmatic words:


"Your hawks
are too proud, convinced that they are untouchable. They fly without looking at
those who attack them from above! Crows, on the other hand are used to being
prey of bigger birds and are skilful and shrewd, flying low so as not to be
grasped by beings from the lands of the Far East!"


"What
creatures are you talking about, Lord of the Black Feather?" asked Long
Sword, in whose heart the worm of an unknown evil in the heavens had long
lurked.


"Have you
not gazed at the leaden vault of heaven lately, my Lords?" Rune asked
cryptic and hermetic as always.


"Yes, and
they it is free of enemies that are visible to the naked eye," replied
King Grigor.


"You are
right, King of South Winter, untrammelled, empty, lifeless! Who has recently
been able to see any birds, a chaffinch or bullfinch?" the King of Black
Feather took a moment to pause having won the palpable attention of all his
guests. "All eaten! By ungodly creatures in the pay of the evil that
wanders through our lands!"


"My Lord,
dragons have not been seen for eons, and I know of no other monstrous being
capable of annihilating all the species that fly. What obstinately escapes our
eyes that is so clear to yours?" asked doubtful Anastasia.


"My Queen,
the black-winged Alps are hidden among the stormy clouds, with neither fear nor
doubt. They are killing everything," said the gloomy King.


"Alps?
Werewolf vampires have never been seen in the borders of the Empire! Do you
have any proof of that, King Rune? Your statements are very serious. If
confirmed, they would open the door to new situations that have not been
calculated yet!" the King of the Kings of the East wanted to know,
seriously worried by such an affirmation.


"Lord of
the Black Portal, I have one, left to putrefy, stuck on the spire of the Black
Feather bell tower. His flesh will plague the churchyard with worms,
displeasing the citizens who are not of the Nordic faith!" he countered
without expression.


"Did you
shoot him down?" asked Jarg.


"Of course!
With the siege weapons set up to defend the walls. Since the orcs arrived a
moon or more ago, from the slopes of Crow Peak, these beasts have been lurking
on the mountain. Those impious creatures ruin the peaks with their droppings,
killing every being and disturbing the tranquillity of men at night,"
replied proudly the raven King.


"Good!"
exclaimed Holaf, surprising everyone by seeing a positive side denied to the
others. "At least we have proof that Alps are vulnerable to normal siege
machines! And we have King Skoll here who is in possession of even better
machines than those, which have proven to be effective. His are here to defend
Black Feather".


"Those on
my walls were the Arkantorre defence weapons you gave me some time ago, and I
am heartened to know that there are even better ones!" commented Rune, in
breathy sterile tones.


"Nevertheless
the situation is changing as a snake changes its skin! I would never have
imagined attacks from the sky, but at least we know that these enemies can be
fought and defeated. And that's a great relief to my heart!" exclaimed the
brave Holaf almost roaring.


Such a brilliant
demonstration of trust diluted the tensions accumulated among the other pees
who had stopped eating concerned about the new dilemmas.


"Skål
to the men of the North and the East," cried the Queen of Queens
vigorously. Grigor quickly joined her relieved toast, always in favour of
drinking and toasting. One after another all the others present joined in.


"My friends
and Sovereigns, will no support come from the South or the West?" asked
the landlord.


"From the
South Sir Godwin will certainly come to our rescue! He has made a vow to lead
many Vassals of the South into battle, including the beasts of Dubranek!"
King High replied optimistically.


"Let's not
forget Inquisitor Norder, now on his way to Fate Fortress. Moreover, the walls
erected to defend the Black Portal are impenetrable and equipped with colossal
trebuchets capable of throwing huge projectiles at the enemies. Everything will
depend on how many disgusting beasts we encounter between here and the capital
of the East, and how many Lords will join our cause!" Holaf pointed out to
the Kings present.


"Therefore,
it is correct to infer the obstinate persistence of Grigor of the West in his
avoidance of the battle fields!" commented Jarg, bitter and contemptuous.


"If he
doesn't arrive, he'll make his appearance at the end of the war, blaming his
delay on the tiring march hindered by the wagons!" King Grigor of the North
spoke, giving further emphasis to his words.


"Yes, the
fault of the wagons: those of the West are so foolish as to use square wheels
and then do not understand why the vehicle does not move, despite the fact that
the oxen fall to the ground exhausted!" said rude King Jarg as an aside,
making everyone laugh.


"We never
rely on the support of the West: it's a kingdom plagued by corruption! The God
of Money has many followers among the rich Kings of those lands, although it is
not a real religion, they go where more gold glitters, of course, not where the
steel groans. All this is true, without mentioning the germ of the betrayal,
which has silently insinuated itself and is tolerated on the throne of Varius.
Who knows to what other throne it has now spread!" High explained to those
present who were unaware, how complicated the situation of the western quarter
of the Empire actually was. But the dark mood of the God-Slayer did not last
long despite the arrogance of the blond Grigor and the convinced poisonous statements
of the proud King Jarg, against the fugitive reinforcements.


"My Kings
of Kings, you, because of the length of your journey, you are not aware of an
unexpected message from Rost, sent when the hawks were still delivering the
letters! Morten Gottson wrote that he was preparing the armies, because the
Emperor's leadership had become weak and blind to the catastrophes that had
swept the entire Kingdom away. King Morten will certainly not have made such an
accusation lightly! He is devoted to the protection of the Citadel and the
Emperor, so the possibility that these claims are well-founded is
plausible," Jarg recounted after exhausting his invective against the
West.


"To tell
the truth, my Sovereigns, not even in South Winter did this news arrive by any
messenger, so I am disconcerted to learn it now!" Grigor mumbled wrinkling
his forehead.


"In
Trondheim the warning came, but it spoke of red waters claiming souls, and at
the time I could not understand the real meaning. I only understood a few moons
later, when no river was seen all over the North that was not red. I didn't
tell you of it before, believing it was news you had heard there. You were at
the Citadel and Rost is close!" the beautiful embarrassed Anastasia
defended herself without need.


"No, my
Lords! No one told us anything, because the calm waters of the sacred river
Vhola did not reveal any strangeness in its colour at our departure. But Morten
is not reckless, nor a simpleton: showing his foresight, he is greatly ahead of
us in ordering the meeting of the Vassals! I only now hope that he has not been
arrested, or worse, executed by the Emperor, who is the victim of that slimy
Imperial Counsellor!" said Holaf, gulping down mead as if it were a
medicine that aided thought.


"My Lord,
what is the plan of action? What is our goal? And who will join us?" asked
King Skoll, as a fine strategist he was greedy for details and tempested them
with questions.


High took the
floor to explain the next moves:


"My Nordic
Lords, the runes that are dear to you have left little doubt as to what the
aggressor's goal is. They showed us the black peaks of the mountains
surrounding the Black Portal. Whether that is the ultimate goal of the enemy,
we cannot know, but I do not believe it is! The evil of the orcs could
certainly come from the gates of the East. They are excellent foot soldiers to
be used as meat in battle for a more powerful army, the most powerful in memory
of man!"


"I agree!
Our priority will be to discover, annihilate and trick all the enemy units that
have infiltrated the lands of men, in order to put an end to the panic and
death they spread in the small defenceless villages. It is essential to
understand where these abominations pass our borders and, kick them, throw them
back into their filthy muddy ditches!" agreed Grigor, enraged.


The Lord of the
North had to disagree with the correct, though incomplete vision of the blond
King.


"Grigor, I
do not disagree with your plan regarding the march to the capital of the East,
but to use the meagre forces at our disposal to chase groups of orcs will not
take us far! The army of Tulsky took this stand at our first meeting, when we
passed south of the lands of the East. Men of great heart made a good start,
hounding and killing the orcs. But they did not conclude anything, except to
colour the sad winter sky with thousands of plumes of smoke," commented
Holaf aware of the more complex nature of the enemy's movements. "I think
it's all part of a plan! I'm convinced that these creatures are only sent to
attract our attention, so that we are not as careful as to where the enemy is
gathering, hidden by a handful of dust. Those beasts will strike the Eastern
Wall to cross our borders and crush our morale, by devastating one of the most
powerful and populous cities of the Empire! This is what the runes were saying,
and that's how I would do it! That is the way the filthy handful of orcs of
Durgundrut will go!"


A heavy silence
fell, the tangible concern was evident with every breath of air of the hall.
Not even the blond Grigor dared to speak in his usual boastful manner,
remaining contrite and gloomy. Skoll abandoned his temporizing and reasoned
aloud to encourage the development of ideas:


"I don't
think the enemy is drawing us to the Black Portal as if it were a well planned
war manoeuvre, my Lord! I think you're honouring those troglodyte beasts with
too much reasoning ability. They never use advanced tactics or know where to
inflict damage! They might, with good fortune, manage to strike at the
political power of the Kingdom at the Citadel!"


"Sovereign
of Red Ice, have you ever seen the mastiffs running through the dark veils of
the night? Or the orcs work with them to drive us out? Those creatures don't
grope randomly in the dark. They never retreat from violence, nor will they be
satiated with glory once they defeat the Emperor, for it's obvious there's
another mind in command behind every move," frosty High replied.


"Let's not
exaggerate! The orcs are barbaric, creatures, brutally dominated by the iron
fist of their commanders, and often not even they manage to control them!"
doubtful Rune argued.


"My Kings,
I urge you to have faith in what the Lords of the Cardinal Kingdoms believe!
Placing trust in what they foresaw and commanded, we never lost in the past,
not even the day when the sun disappeared, obscured by the titan who came from
over the seas to annihilate us all! The North is with its own Lord, because he
protects us!" Anastasia stated in the silence of those present.


"You are
right, my Queen, the Lord of the North has never been wrong!" King Grigor
exclaimed in a satisfied voice, putting his hands behind the nape of his neck.


But Skoll had to
reason out loud again:


"Of course
I have to admit, my peers and Sovereigns, that to take a capital and destroy it
would be a heavy body blow! And thousands of mutilated corpses exposed on the
points of long pikes would destroy the morale of every other Sovereign, ruining
alliances and resistance! But to take Black Portal a great quantity of orcs,
would be needed. It is difficult to imagine!"


"Lord of
Red Ice, could you guess how many orcs are wandering in our lands?"
God-Slayer asked as cold as the East wind.


"No, of
course not! But as far as I know, the bad blood, flowing between the various
warlords of those beings, usually prevents any cohesion between tribes,"
replied the King of the Red Devils.


"However
improbable you think it is, it's happening already! I saw them with my own
eyes: the green and brown skins threw themselves among the stone spurs of the
Rock Road, side by side to win our souls. And not only those two races, the
smartest and most capable black orcs led them as their Generals," said the
blond King of South Winter to the dismay of those who had not been admitted to
the battle of the Damwall by the Warrior Gods.


"Are you
certain, Sovereign of South Winter? All this you are saying, it borders on
tragedy!" asked Jarg almost incredulously. He was well aware of the
nobleman's talent for exaggerating and manipulating facts to add to his glory.


When King High, King
Holaf and Queen Anastasia also confirmed the alarming facts, the faces darkened
and again silence dominated the room, interrupted only by the crackling of the
fire in the fireplace. Rune took the floor to comment:


"In this
case, at the gates of Black Portal, an army which has never been seen before
will appear."


The host, absent
and absorbed by doubts and fears, thought aloud:


"A tide, a
green and black tide!"


"Skoll,
don't be so pessimistic! If history were to repeat itself we will do as our
ancestors did, we will fight! They were not able to defeat us then and they
won't do so under my command!" Holaf growled furious and excited taking
his mind away from disrespectful sinister and defeatist speeches.


The Lord of the
East, to dispel any doubt, asked:


"My Kings,
are we all agreed that we must unite to march south to the Black Portal?"


Holaf was the
first to respond to the call to arms:


"My
brother, you know very well that if we do not join now, we will not have a
second chance! I will march south with you, bringing six hundred infantrymen in
armour and two hundred Masters of Wars. With my heart breaking, I must send two
hundred of them to Trondheim. You know, the situation is not the best even at
my doorstep. I can do no more for now. Anastasia will return with them and, if
everything is serene, she will send as many troops as possible to the Black
Portal!"


The Valkyrie of
Trondheim didn't like such a proposal at all and, rising, she said:


"I am the
Queen of Trondheim, Sovereign of the Valkyries. You already left me at home
once, while you covered yourselves with glory. I am not a piece of baggage that
you can leave where you like best!"


"But, my
love, I do this just to know you're safe! Moreover, who else could send the
reinforcements?" Holaf replied to an audience chilled by her regal anger.


"My
husband, sending support troops is a suitable task for your arrogant son. My
job is to be there for you! I have sworn before the Warrior Gods to follow you
into the flames of war if necessary. And now, in the face of such a threat, I
think it is completely unreasonable of you to send me away from where I should
be!"


The Lord of the
North tried several times to make his Queen see reason, each time coming up
against her stubborn love and her proverbial determination, inherited through
her Magnusen blood. High smiling dared to advise:


"My
brother, you are identical in character and you can never get away from it! It
would be better to resign yourself and give a toast!" He raised the
overflowing drinking horn to heaven and exclaimed: "To covenants between
men! Skål!"


Everyone stood
up to drink, but King Skoll took the floor first:


"I will
follow you, my Sovereigns, with all the Devils devoted to me! The Red Ice
militia in the city is well trained and will be able to look after the
civilians!"


"You will
also have the Barbarians of Cold Wood! Our women are tenacious and aggressive,
well able to send their husbands on the run, let alone some orc!" cried
laughing King Jarg, taking such a large gulp of cider that he almost choked.


"I will be
with you, my Lords, but I can only bring half of my men: Crow Peak is sick and
Black Feather attracts many beasts. My requests for help all fell prey to the
werewolf vampires."


The last one was
Grigor who renewed his promise, asserting:


"I have
followed you from the beginning and I do not intend to leave all the glory to
others! They will sing poems about the Radzyvil family after this war."


High stood up
again to offer his friendship:


"I thank
you from the bottom of my heart, my friends. At Black Portal my men are waiting
for us with hope in their hearts of receiving support from our army! So, how
soon can we move?"


"Lord of
the East, I understand your haste, yet it would not be very wise to move the
Red Devils without weapons. The men are ready, but the Red Vipers will be
needed for such a threat, and two days, not less, are needed to put them on the
wagons and give the appropriate dose of poison!" King Skoll laid down the
law without allowing for a reply, then left the room for a moment to give the
orders for a general mobilization. The attending officer, when he learned the
news, shouted in exaltation:


"Not a step
back, my Lord! For the North and for King Skoll!"


After such a
vigorous demonstration of warlike joy, incomprehensible to King High, heavy
thunderous steps were heard of those who, in haste, moved rapidly halfway
between running and walking.


"The
Barbarians of Cold Wood, in two moons, will be at the gates of Red Ice! To be
able to do this I must pay homage to you and offer my respects now, my peers
and gentlemen," said King Jarg rising to his full height to say goodbye
with a slight bow, which was as rough as the Sovereign from whom it came.


"My Crows
are camped between the two circles of the city walls. It seems strange to me to
have more soldiers than Jarg: that old warrior moved with only his escort,
while the whole army was preparing!" commented Rune, without any
expression.


"Since King
Jarg has fled prematurely, we will discuss the question of the Finger of Fate
when he returns. So all that remains is the delightful subject of the marriage
between the two young people!" exclaimed the Lord of the East, sitting
down, satisfied with the support he had found, despite the few Lords who had
come.


Anastasia,
seeing that the discussion had degenerated into speeches of little relevance to
war and even less to the forthcoming marriage, stood up to bid farewell with
her usual grace:


"My Kings,
as far as I'm concerned, the time has come to discuss matters with the future
bride and Queen Luba, questions of which Lords are not aware So, I offer my
regards and wish you good night!"


They all paid
homage to the Sovereign of Trondheim, rising from their respective thrones and
offering good wishes and bows. As Queen Anastasia left the room, Grigor, looking
strangely at Holaf, asked:


"My King,
is it just my impression or, in the midst of her splendid manners and graceful
words, was there concealed a slight criticism of incompetence towards us?"


"Maybe she
doesn't think we're capable of organizing a wedding," commented Rune with
his stubborn absence of emotion. But High's honesty would not be kept quiet:


"My Lords,
to be frank, I did not notice such a tone in the words of the Sovereign, but,
even if such an intent were hidden there, how could we be offended and deny the
inadequacy of our minds for such ceremonies? Who among us has actively
participated in the preparations for their own marriage or that of one of their
children?"


"I
organized the duels and tourneys at my wedding, they were memorable!" snorted
the Lord of South Winter boastful as always. High smiled and withdrew:


Apart from the
fights, swords and shields, which one of you has a glimmer of an idea about
what to do? At such a question everyone remained silent for a few moments, and
only Skoll smiled and commented:


"We know
how to besiege an entire city, invade kingdoms, and bring down titans and
giants, but how to organize a happy event escapes us! We are totally
lost!" They all burst out laughing, bringing the sound of their joy to the
rooms next door and the floors around them.


"The men
work like men and leave the rest to their wives!" King Grigor barked,
shaking with laughter, perhaps victim of too much cider.


"Dear
Gentlemen, don't pay too much attention to my Queen! Do you know how many times
I have tried to understand what is hidden in the tone and words of her
speeches? But in the long years of blissful marriage I have learned two things:
the first is to let her do things her own way. She is always right when she
won’t budge, and the second is that sometimes, if I try to find strange
meanings in things she says, it is only because of a kind of self-awareness and
not because she wants to correct me."


The discussion
between the Royal Lords continued until late at night, degenerating into stories
more suited to the mouths of common soldiers rather than the Sovereigns. With
each horn of mead, cider or beer swallowed, the muffled voices became more
confused and uncertain, leaving no doubt about the outcome of the discussion.


Once Anastasia
had left the council chamber, she asked to be escorted to where Tyra and the
lady of the house were discussing the wedding.


"Excuse me,
Queen Luba, may I join you? The talk of the men has become tedious and
absurd," Anastasia visibly weary.


The smiling Red Ice
Queen did not take a moment to invite the Lady to join them:


"Certainly,
my Queen, you are always welcome. My husband and his guests must have begun to
talk about the wedding, if they have caused you to flee!"


"You know
your husband well, as I do mine! I think it is the nature of the Nordic warrior
that makes them so distant from such events," commented the Valkyrie of
Trondheim.


"Surely!
Had he already suggested a tournament of arms in the square of his
brother?" Luba asked, smiling, as she pulled out one of her fourteen
wedding dresses.


"To tell
the truth, I lost interest in the talk when King Grigor suggested throwing a
hundred thousand flaming darts into the sky to satisfy I know not what arcane
custom!" replied Anastasia. Immediately she went to reassure Tyra sitting
on the carpet in the center of the large room with a lost gaze: "Don’t
worry, young princess, we will never allow those ruffians to turn your day into
a feast of jousting!"


The blonde
offered them one of her beautiful smiles and happily breathed again asserting:


"I am
grateful to both of you! Lately I've been doing nothing but getting rescued in
every way possible. It is frustrating, I feel like a drakkar at the mercy of
the waves on the sea."


"That is
perfect! You have to make your future husband believe that you need to be saved
in order to strengthen his self-esteem," Luba advised, pulling three more
dresses from her dressing room. But Tyra frowned:


"My Queen,
I don't need to make the Bear's Head believe any such thing, I do need to be saved!
How can I ever fight against beings as powerful as orcs? I'm a frail girl and I
only fought with my sword for the first time a short time ago!"


The Queens burst
out laughing and Anastasia encouraged her:


"Tyra, for
a novice, you don't do badly at all with weapons, and I'm not flattering you,
it's not my habit. Also, do not be afraid: the Bear's Head will not allow
anyone to harm you".


The marriages of
the royal Nordic couples lasted for a minimum of seven days and required no
less than fourteen dresses, each one more lavish than the last. This rule did
not apply to Trondheim at the time, as Anastasia was more comfortable in cold
steel armour than being covered in a long white dress.


"How
beautiful these dresses are," exclaimed Tyra with eyes beaming with joy.


"Try one
on, princess! Come on, don't waste a minute! The time to make you make a one to
your fitting, I’m sorry to say has not been given to us. But we can take in one
of mine, yes. By tomorrow evening you will be a perfect bride!" urged the
excited mistress of the castle.


The young
daughter of the North did not hesitate to put on the dress. It was a bit big,
but gave her the magnificence aspect of a Goddess.


"You are
beautiful, my child," commented Anastasia in a motherly tone, moved by the
vision before her.


"Yes,
definitely! But how thin you are, girl, you should eat more!" commented
Queen Luba next, calling the tailor to come urgently.


After a short
time an old man with absent eyes crossed the threshold, at the invitation of
the Sovereign. He was in a bad mood, torn from his dreams and from the warmth
of his bed to take the girl's measurements. When the measurements had been
taken, the old man asked, without paying too much attention to good manners:


"When do I
have to bring you the finished work?"


"It must be
done by tomorrow, when the sun is higher and the shadows smaller," Luba
ordered. The tailor repeated her words, thinking that he had not understood,
but the answer did not change, and the man, muttering, returned on his way.


"Will the
ceremony be held at the river anyway?" Tyra asked with a glittering glance
of fresh and joyful tears.


"Princess,
you will understand the impossibility of fulfilling a request such as that,
because the rivers have become our enemies, true? It would make no sense to go
to the sadly damaged banks and not even be able to dip your feet into the
water," replied Anastasia sweetly, sorry to deny a rite so deeply embedded
in the traditions of the North.


"But
without the tradition of the river, what choice do I have? I don't want a
ceremony belonging to a religion that is not mine, not Nordic!" the
beautiful blonde firmly protested.


"My child,
if I could suggest an ancient rite in use among the first people of Red Ice,
would the idea attract you?" Luba proposed with a knowing smile, aware of
the amazement and surprise of her listeners. Tyra interested in any new story
asked:


"How is
such a rite carried out?"


"It's a
Nordic ceremonial derived from the ancient Cult of Shadows, now practiced only
within the walls of Denethor. Skoll and I were married with this ceremony
according to his wishes and I never regretted accepting it! It is a rare rite,
now known only to a few, but mysterious and exciting for both the bride and
groom and the guests. Say yes and you won't regret it, Princess of South
Winter!" was Luba’s vague reply, aimed at intriguing Tyra. The young
bride-to-be looked for Anastasia's smile of consent and then, radiant, turned
to the Sovereign of the palace:


My Queen, I
trust in you and I thank you for all the effort you have taken for me and my
future husband!’ The ladies continued organising and chattering until, one at a
time they fell into the arms of Morpheus, sleeping soundly in the room. Their
husbands found them still all dressed; Tyra was curled up on the floor on the
carpet. Anastasia was sitting calmly on a sofa as if she were taking tea, with
her eyes closed, while Luba was lying on the bed among all the wedding dresses.


Holaf took his
wife in his arms to carry her to their room. High picked Tyra up in his arms
and took her to his room, where she would have slept only until the happy day.


High, to avoid
any nasty gossip in the palace, left her in the room alone. Skoll, the last of
all, fell on the bed next to his wife, among the wedding dresses.










Chapter
8


Wedding Shadows


 


 


The night
reigned over all and sleep briefly accompanied them by hand and carried them
far away from wars and worries. Only the fires dared to rustle, catching the
nocturnal wind in the chimneys, giving gloomy howls and whistles through the
halls of the palace. It was not a good night for the Dragon. He was nervous and
restless in his hospital bed, sometimes unconsciously shouting disconnected
phrases using strange words, which were incomprehensible even to the most
learned.


Sersy, sitting
next to him on an uncomfortable chair, seeing him suffer, decided to go in
search of a healer in the next room, where the medical men usually slept. As
the dark beauty moved away from her comrade's room full of wounded and smelling
of blood, the third Master of War gave a loud cry. With all the strength of
man, the God Crusher waved randomly in the air, cutting real enemies only in
the mind of the warrior. With his heart mad with anger, the cold sweat of those
who were close to death and the feeling of not having been able to breathe for
too a long time, the third Master of War awoke.


His return to
his senses was certainly not the most welcoming for him: he was sitting,
bare-chested, in a hospital bed he had never seen before. A huge very repugnant
scar was carved across his chest, giving him pain. The mighty Champion felt
lost and called on his animal instinct to give him strength. He got up from the
cot uncertainly and still with the sadistic and devilish hammer of arms in his
hand, without even wondering why it had not been taken away with all the rest,
began to look for friendly faces without finding any.


The Dragon
reassured himself, being sure they were all his allies, since some of them wore
or had next to their bed the uniform of the Whites of South Winter. A moment
before leaving the room plagued with evil and terrible odours he saw Evghenij,
the Devil of Vilniar in the cot next to the door. The man he had carried on his
shoulder, tearing him from a certain death before being wounded in his turn. The
third Master of War sat down for a moment next to the Duke and whispered
proudly:


"I am happy
to find you again on this earth! Our army will need your unbeatable sword
again. We have plenty of good hearts, but your skill in battle is not a common
sight! The Devil of Vilniar lying in his bed was in too much suffering to
answer, perhaps even to hear the flattering comments of the Nordic soldier.


The Trondheim
Champion, as he began to recover the strength in his legs, got up and moved
away from the bedside of his wounded companion, to look for the beautiful face
of his sweet maiden in the dark of the hospital. The hope of not finding her in
one of the beds wounded drove him to look through moans and putrid gauze in the
colours of death. Only after having inspected every darkest corner, he decided
to leave the room.


Resting in good
order on a table just outside the door, his armour lay sadly with a ravaged
breastplate. The damage to the protection of his chest was so serious that it
made it useless, making his eyebrows draw together. He was too far from home to
hope for a replacement that was thick enough and of good workmanship. The third
Nordic rune, however, was attracted by the usually gentle voice of Sersy,
shouting nervously:


"Move, I
beg you! The soldier is writhing in his bed with cries and grimaces of
pain!"


The Dragon was
able to understand the sense of the despicable reply of the healer:


"What do
you offer me in return? Sweetness? I'd really enjoy a bit of
companionship!"


The listening
warrior felt a tremor in his chest, tightened his fist on his hammer and waited
for a moment to hear the response of his Sersy and feel her love.


"I will
tell my King your behaviour. You are not worthy to belong to the order of the
healers!" replied the brunette nervously.


"You can
report me if you please and you will find out how bad the health of your
beloved can become. A complication in the night! What a pity! And you will find
yourself alone crying and mourning. Who would ever disbelieve me? What voice
will rise in your favour, asserting itself capable of untangling the twisted
threads of the will of the Warrior Gods?"


Hearing the
threat of that worm, the Dragon's Head flung open the door, and flew into the
room like the fury of a stormy wind on the mast of a drakkar. Sersy was pushed
past the threshold of the room, excluding her from the evolution of fate. The
screams of the healer did not have time to leave his chest. The God Crusher
whistled, its hissing laughter cutting through the air and vehemently fell on
the sternum of the wicked man.


The head of the
weapon smashed it to pieces, dragging the healer to the ground in its crazy
course. The Dragon, irascible and blinded by the thirst for blood, grabbed the
face of the unfortunate man with force and pushed him hard as if opening a
heavy gate. This freed the hammer causing the death of the adversary. However,
the hammer was still not satisfied, pervaded with sadism, it had another idea
in mind: holding onto the smashed bones, he used the weight of his carrier to
break up the bones entirely, with loud snaps and splashes of blood dragging all
with it as it flew away from what was now a corpse.


The third Master
of War realized just what he had done only when he struck a second blow. Guts
slid to the ground slimy, like the bristles of an artist's brush flowing on a
canvas, flooding the floor with blood. The chest was torn open and still
grasped by the God Crusher. Then it fell apart, releasing the hammer ready to
rage on the skull of the healer. There was only one thing left for Dragon to
do, but hiding the traces of such cruelty did not seem easy to his eyes.


The hammer of
arms loved its violent bearer with whom he was satisfied, and once again he
came to the aid of his host. As protective and jealous as a lover, the arcane relic
lit itself up with a light so violent as to be unbearable to the eye. The
hammer gave off an intense heat from whose kiss there was no escape for anyone
who was not holding it in his fist.


Sersy, anxiously
waiting in the hall, was driven by the uncertainty of whether to rejoice or to
shiver. Pure tears of loving doubt drew slender rivulets on her splendid
cheeks, hoping to find her own rough loved one and no one else.


The beautiful
face of the young woman was forced to squeeze her eyes shut as she could hardly
bear the bright light, tearing through the black of the corridor. This powerful
light came filtering through the slight cracks around the wooden door and
lasted a few moments, and then faded away silently as it had come. Sersy
gathered all her courage, hearing nothing coming from the room, knocked shyly
and then moved the door slightly with her hand and took a few steps back. From
the smoking and blackened room came the completely unharmed Dragonhead, without
any trace of the fire, but with his typical threatening expression.


"How are
you, my love?" asked the frightened brunette.


"My sweet
Lady, I heard what that scoundrel asked of you and the threats he made at your
refusal. After that I cannot remember anything but anger and thirst for
revenge. I am confused and tired without having done much, but happy to find
you looking splendid!" replied the Dragon Head, lying about amnesia as
skilfully as a politician.


Sersy hugged
him, bursting into tears and sobbing:


"My Dragon,
how much I have feared for your fate, seeing you hover for days between the
bony fingers of the grim reaper! Watching you fight and knock down the ghosts
in the Wood of Red Needles, saving us all from certain death, my blood froze.
And again I found myself unable to act when faced with your collapse into a
long and disturbing sleep. Now seeing you come to me and take me in your arms
makes my heart palpitate with indescribable joy!"


"Don't
worry, my love, I am still by your side, although you will have to tell me a
lot, for nothing you say makes sense to me. I only remember the horrible orc
whose blade ripped through my chest and nothing more!" replied the Dragon
seriously concerned by his lack of memories of past events.


The third rune
of Trondheim clung to his beautiful brunette until, as gloomy as the evil
devourer of other people's hope in person, he moved her away, keeping her by
his side and ordered:


"You know
nothing of what happened tonight! We were together and you made me walk after
so many days in bed, you understand?"


Sersy, frightened
by the change in the looks of her beloved, did not even reply but only nodded,
knowing well what the mortal punishment was for such an act in the rough lands
of the North. The Dragon gave her a long and passionate kiss, which was sweet
and comforting for both, leaving her with the incontrovertible certainty of
loving that mighty warrior with his grim soul, big heart and multiple
personalities.


Dawn soon came,
bringing with it a clear and not frosty day, a splendid gift from the Gods to
the young newlyweds. When Tyra woke up, finding herself in the regal room
offered by the Lord of the East, she was dumbfounded by so much pomp but also
disappointed not to be near her Bear's Head. The blond girl came out of the
room and in the hallway came across King High amiably discussing swords and
fencing with the fourth Master of War.


"You are
here," exclaimed the future bride joyfully, but her Bear reproached her
lovingly asking:


"My love,
what have you done? You have made the Lord of the East sleep on the floor?"


Tyra had not
realized what had happened and mortified, she bowed to the God-Slayer:


"My
Sovereign, you shouldn't have so kind and not scrupled to wake up me. I sleep
like a rock even in the rain and I could have slept in the corridor!"


"Don’t
tease me, princess! I slept in the dormitory with the Masters of War and could
not have found more comfortable bed than that, except for my own in Black
Portal!" replied the courteous and smiling King High, who was in a
particularly in a good mood.


Queen Luba interrupted
the pleasantries, coming down the golden stairs, very busy with all the
organisation. Seeing the newlyweds, the landlady did not wait, but cried:


"Are you
completely mad? My Lord, remove that hasty husband from his young bride
immediately. From now on, until the wedding, this floor will be a forbidden to
all men, especially the person of that warrior!"


The Bear and the
God-Slayer bid farewell to the young woman and the Queen, begging forgiveness
for their unwitting error of etiquette. Then they fled faster than they would
ever have done if faced by orcs.


In the three
courts of the castle there was a great ferment of activity: cooks, pages and
other strange individuals marched to the strict command of the beautiful
Anastasia, who was almost unrecognizable without her armour. In one corner, in
the Queen's court, Holaf and Skoll were walking around intent on talking with a
suspicious air. The two Sovereigns, seeing King High coming, called him to
them:


"Lord of
the East, join us! We must tell you something!"


"Here I am,
my friends, what is troubling you this early in the morning?" he asked,
seeing them looking worried.


"A room in
the infirmary seems to have been on fire! The very disturbing fact is the way
the fire developed. The heat was so intense that it melted the stone of the
floor and walls, but no damage was done to the simple wooden door, apart from a
few scorches," Skoll said thoughtfully.


"Who put
the flames out? What did he find or see?" asked the God-Slayer with a
bewildered glance. But the answer was not helpful, Holaf just said:


"There was
no rescuer: the flames went out by themselves, and no one heard or saw
anything!"


"There
don't seem to be any casualties, even if a healer is missing. I have given
orders to look for him and bring him to our presence: he was on guard last
night, could have seen or even caused the situation!" hypothesized Skoll.


"In
addition to this unhappy news, we have heard of the return to the life of our
saviour!" exclaimed Holaf satisfied. His face looked more relaxed than it
had been for a long time.


"The
Dragon? How is he?" asked the Bear's Head, surprised and enthusiastic.


"Your
brother doesn't show any after effects. He seems to be in better shape than
when he left Trondheim. That warrior is unbelievable," replied the Lord of
the North, happy for the of his Champion, but with serious doubts hidden in his
heart about the hammer of arms.


The worries and
questions of the King of the Nordic Kings and Allies could not last long,
falling into the shadow before the overwhelming fervour permeating the castle
of Red Ice. A knight with a red cuirass arrived in a great hurry and in a
piercing voice turned to the Kings:


"My Lords,
we have requisitioned an adequate number of horses from the surrounding farms
to replace your losses. There are no workhorses but only pack-horses. You'll
have to settle for that! Now I will gather supplies sufficient for the long
journey."


"Thank you,
Champion, you can go," replied Skoll satisfied with the efficiency of his
army.


The answer
aroused the curiosity of the Lord of the East, who had never been so curious
his desire to learn the customs of a castle and a kingdom. The Red Ice society
was structured in such a military way that it reminded High of his years of
apprenticeship and led him to ask many questions:


"King
Skoll, forgive my curiosity, but I heard how you addressed that warrior, and I
could not help but ask myself in what he was a champion, jousting or battle?"


"Lord of
the East, do not be afraid to ask! Champion for us is a military grade of the
Capodemon, the unit of the most talented knights within the lands of Red Ice.
There are five titles within that Order: Captain Capodemon, Commander
Capodemon, Champion Capodemon, Hero Capodemon and Demon Head of Capodemons. There
is only one of the latter and he is the knight whose company you enjoyed on
your arrival when you were escorted to me, "explained precisely King
Skoll, very careful to observe the long procession of servants and traders move
in a march in the courtyard.


While each cog
of the organizational machine worked flawlessly and the Sovereigns had begun to
discuss pleasant frivolities, Olrund's powerful growls could be heard from the
first court. Anastasia did not hesitate for a moment and picked up her long skirts
to run and check on reason why, leaving her post as director of traffic. King
Holaf followed her, mindful of the reaction of the bear among the Red Needles,
and Skoll and High then followed him.


"Is your
bear aggressive?" asked the Lord of the house, jumping.


"Apart from
battles, no, my Vassal! Usually she’s a big, affectionate and mild Ball of
Fur", Holaf replied, very worried about his wife ahead of him.


The Lord of the
North, exploiting his size, strode ahead leaving his friends behind, to reach
his Valkyrie. Such haste was not justified, since no one in the courtyard full
of civilians was giving way to scenes of panic. Many of those present had only
turned around to look, but there were no visible enemies of any form or anyone
trying to escape. Seeing the calm crowd, High realised that his haste was
unnecessary and slowed to a quiet walk.


Having reached
the huge bear, they all realised as had the God-Slayer the uselessness of their
hurry, Olrund being under no threat from an adversary and not a threat to
anyone herself. The bear was not at all happy to see the third Master of War,
as had happened already among the ghosts of the cursed forest of the Red
Needles. The bear showed fear of the warrior, despite the fact that the Dragon
Head was not even wearing his frightening helmet but carrying it under his arm
and was hugging his Sersy with his other arm. But Olrund cared neither for the
man nor for the helmet, but backed off moaning at the sight of the gloomy
hammer placed at his belt.


"Dragon's
Head, what a joy it is to see you capable and in good health after all that has
happened! Now our army has a remarkable extra ally once again," exclaimed
Anastasia, hugging them both together.


The Dragon
offered a half bow and replied:


"My Queen,
to serve Trondheim, I'd rise from the grave!"


"My
Champion, it would seem that such strange thing has already happened to you.
Now, as a favour, I would ask you not to be dragged to the Valhalla ahead of
time anymore," said Holaf, holding his War Master's forearm with virile
force.


"My Lord,
my heart is flooded with joy as I see you once again! There were stories of a
powerful Northern Lord who could precede me in returning from beyond. Now you
know that I would follow you anywhere!" joked the Dragon, hinting at the
intervention of Cyfer's healing on the King of Trondheim.


"Third
Master, you have skin as hard as a dragon as well as the ardour, self-control
and strength of this creature! I am overjoyed to see you in such a state of
grace," commented High, who arrived calmly and effortlessly.


"Lord of
the East, glad to see you are safe and sound," replied the third Nordic
rune almost uncomfortable among all these friendly comments.


"So you are
the one whose effigy will be carved among the heroes on the wall of the Titan,
even though the blood in your veins is still flowing! I am King Skoll Swenson,
Lord of the Frozen Blood Host, Sovereign of Red Ice. Our Sovereigns tell of
you, praising your deeds, stories that defy human understanding. It is an
honour for me to meet such a warrior," the host introduced himself.


The Dragon
offered a slight bow and, resorting to all his little courtesy, countered:


"For me it
is a pleasure and an unexpected surprise to be able to meet you. Your army is a
matter of legend among friends and a nightmare for enemies. With your help the
race of men can return glory and hope for a bright future!"


The attention of
those present was again attracted by the bizarre behaviour of Olrund, who
frightened, raised herself up on her hind legs and growled threateningly.


"What is
happening to your beautiful bear, my Queen?" asked Sersy worried by such
behaviour.


"I don't
have the slightest idea, dear Sersy," replied Queen Anastasia, trying to
calm her down. With sweet words with a friendly tone Olrund was pacified,
returning to her four feet and being pampered and hugged willingly by her
owner, but not losing sight of the Dragon as long as the man remained in the
courtyard.


King Skoll,
clapping his hands, as if he were kneading bread, exclaimed:


"Well,
Dragon, please follow me now, for that broken breast plate does not suit a
fighter of your stature and even less a for a wedding! I imagine there is a
good replacement to offer you hidden in my private gallery. The King of red
armour bestowed a slight bow on the charming Sersy and invited her gracefully:
"And you, young beauty, could make yourself useful to the princess Tyra.
She is looking for two Superintendents to preside over the ritual officiated by
the Demonologist. So don't linger any longer in the courtyards, but go up the
stairs of the tower. There an agitated Queen will bark orders at you! Introduce
yourself to her and make her understand that you are the first Superintendent
of the bride".


Skoll walked
away quickly followed by the frowning Dragon. The two Kings of Kings with a
quick exchange of glances, understood each other and uninvited, followed them
all the same.


"King
Skoll, you own a private armoury and you haven’t ever shown it to me
before," King Holaf asked in amazement.


"My Lord,
you never asked, and your rare visits hardly left time to talk about anything
other than catastrophes, invasions or serious problems!" replied the
master of the castle politely and serenely.


"If we were
to come with you, would it bother you?" asked High very interested at the
thought of admiring the ancient weapons that belonged to the Red Devils.


"The Kings
of Kings do not need to ask for this within my territory," exclaimed the
Red Sovereign, almost surprised at the question.


To reach the
weapon room, the four slipped into the usual corner tower, the one connected to
the keep, but instead of ascending towards the light, they descended into the
most disturbing shadows. Along the way, which smelled of moss, they passed by a
walled up door. It was barred with scaffolding across to the opposite wall with
thick, steel-reinforced wooden beams. Noting the glances of his three guests
attracted by the closed and barred door, King Skoll stopped for a moment to
explain:


"This is
the portal to the catacombs, barred at the invitation of the Southern Lord. His
message came just in time! If you listen beyond the barrier, in the darkness
you can hear moans and chilling lamentations.


The three put
their ears to the door and no one was spared a deep shiver to the depths of
their bodies at hearing so much horror.


"Unbelievable!
What produces such ungodliness?" asked High, shaken when he heard the
echoing sounds.


"I can't
explain precisely, but my Devils have killed some of them: they looked like
fetuses of mud and blood to the eyes of those who fought them," replied
Skoll.


"When King
Godwin joins us at Black Portal, he'll have some things to tell us," said
Holaf, preferring to divert his thoughts to other topics.


The four resumed
their march through the narrow, now empty prison tunnel. They continued through
similar corners and cells until they reached the door bearing the words
"Armoury of the Devil". Behind this inscription they were shown a
well-kept and tidy room. It was not the arms depot expected by Holaf and High,
but a museum that had nothing to envy to the arms museum of King Grigor.


A lot of armour,
mostly red, stood silently on guard side by side in good order along the back.
Swords with the most refined decorations were displayed splendidly, like
beautiful ladies all adorned on a feast day with their decorative scabbards. On
the left wall were not only the collection of swords, but also numerous other
weapons of rare craftsmanship.


In the centre of
the room, dimly and insufficiently illuminated, hidden in the dim light of a
candle, there was a field desk filled with important military-themed tomes.
This object suggested to the visitors that it could be a refuge where the Lord,
their host, would withdraw to have a few moments of silence and rest.


A collection of
precious furniture in the typical taste of Red Ice were lined up against the
right wall, holding helmets and breast plates, each one gleaming and shining
more than the last, dating back as far as the heroes of the first human era.
Among the various relics there was one locked in a shrine, hidden from view by
beautiful decorated glass. Inside the will of a military relic vibrated
powerfully. Its call was so strong that it moved the sleeping God Crusher on
the belt of the one who had it as a gift.


"My King,
what relic is hidden beyond the glass, if I may dare to ask?" enquired the
Dragon shaken by the nervousness of his hammer of arms.


"Nothing
important", Skoll belittled, "only an old relic that was left to me
from an ancestor of mine."


"Could we
discover what calls to the hammer of my Master? The strength of the relic
doesn't appear to be of little importance. Are you sure you can't dominate it
and use it profitably in the war to come?" Holaf wanted to know, curious,
but not wanting to assert his higher lineage and authority.


"My King,
it is a relic that is so difficult to command that even my brother Olghered was
not able to bend its will and neither did he ever want to carry it alongside
him in battle. In any case, I'll show you," replied the scarlet armoured
Sovereign, approaching and opening the niche.


A double-headed
axe vibrated on its pedestal, shaken by arcane powers. The splendid decoration
of steel dragon scales was not displayed to their best advantage. At the base
of the two blades, where the edge was furthest from the centre, two heads
seemed to come to life: one bristling with spikes, while the second smooth and
martyred by the points of the first.


"To whom
did this superb weapon belong?" asked the Dragon's Head busy calming the
tremors of his own hammer.


"I have no
idea! And judging by what I see, I'm not the only one who possesses an object
steeped in arcane powers and perhaps evil yearnings!" said Skoll, watching
the hammer of arms make oscillations of about a hand’s span, without anyone
touching the handle, now that the two weapons were face to face.


The Lord of the
East, worried about the occurrence of some strange event, suggested:


"My Lords,
could we move away from this weapon, so that the God Crusher is not tempted to
try any sort of sorcery?"


Skoll closed the
cupboard and from a shelf next to it took a red breastplate of considerable
thickness, with three large scratch reliefs on the front. The Sovereign, still
impressed by the God Crusher offered this breast plate to the Dragon saying:


"My friend,
this belonged to the founder of the cursed lineage of Gorod, the ancestor of
Sveslav. When the Emperor still did not dominate all kingdoms, the abominations
of Gorod tried to conquer us, but the Red Ice King at the time defeated him in
battle. Chronicle of this event falter and are confused with oddities and
superstitions. The breast plate is very heavy and, if it were a welcome
gesture, I would give it to you with great pleasure!"


With the help of
King Holaf, the third Master of War tried on this red armour, noticing that it
fitted him well, even if it was very tiring to wear, and he commented:


"The weight
is certainly great, but I don't think I have much choice. I doubt that it will
slow me down to an impossible degree!"


"It bears
the marks of the Volsunghi mercenaries, my lad, wear it with pride", Skoll
imperiously pointed out, giving the armour strong tugs to see if it had been
fixed correctly.


"Are you
sure you want to deprive yourself of such warlike magnificence by giving it to
me?" asked the third rune of Trondheim.


"Of course,
warrior, it carries the number three: to whom could I give it if not to you?
Also, a little red never spoils in an armour," replied their smiling host.


High thoughtful
commented:


"Who would
have thought: a Trondheim War Master with a red breast like a beautiful
bullfinch!"


"Wouldn’t
it be better to say like a blood dragon? I think it is a more appropriate
comparison, given the charisma of the man", Holaf corrected, proud of his
Champion and of the generosity of the Red Ice Vassal.


"The dragons
you mention were majestic creatures of uncontrollable destructive strength and
with a black heart of darkness. I would not use them as a comparison, since
they were not edifying beings, I prefer the bullfinch!" replied High well
knowing what the ephemeral clarification would mean to the eyes of a Master of
War.


The third
warrior had already had his own comparison clear as to which creature he
resembled, more than the Kings were able to comprehend. Skoll made a
suggestion, not realizing how much time had already passed:


"My
friends, while we chat amiably, the wedding will almost have started! We should
go and find out just what a splendid ceremony my Luba has prepared".


The four arrived
in the throne room which had been transformed into a lake of fire: thousands of
candles and large candelabras had been placed in the room, playing with the
different heights and sizes to create waves of fiery foam. On each side of the
large area long high walls of pale cloth had been tightly hung, creating two
paths. Along these paths, the groom on the right and the bride on the left
could move hidden from view to the guests during the twenty moments of the rare
ceremony. The guests, in truth there were few given the limited time to
organize everything, were to be placed in the centre of the room sitting on the
ground between the two waves of candles.


The bride and
groom could be seen as shadows cast on the cloth, then they would emerge
covered by a single light cloth, to finally reveal themselves as a single
individual split into two bodies, and to kiss affirming their indissoluble
union. King Skoll was left breathless and, with a soft look and a face covered
by a sweet smile, commented:


"This is
the Ceremony of Shadows, the same rite which I joined my Luba in rightful matrimony!
I am proud that it is the choice made by the princess of South Winter. She must
be a smart little girl!"


"I never
heard of such a ritual, and I will surely be delighted! Look at the setting! It
already seems a happy dream!" noted King High favourably impressed and
attracted by the novelty.


Anastasia came
from the upper floor wrapped in an extraordinary gold dress. Her beautifully
athletic body showed itself in all its divine proportion and firmness. Her long
black hair was gathered to one side resting softly on her right shoulder
hanging down to touch the curves of her low-cut neck-line. The four turned to
stone and were silent as they watched her approach them with her innate grace.
But when she noticed their expressions, she immediately reprimanded them:


"My Lords,
please don’t stare like that and shut your mouths! I also consider this
magnificent dress to be a little excessive. My armour would have been more in
keeping with my style. My husband and Dragon, you must hurry up. You are still
not presentable, and we need two Superintendents for the fourth Master of War!"
The four did not move, remaining bewitched by the Queen and hypnotized by her
moving lips, without understanding what she was saying.


"Holaf!
Good morning, my husband! Are you listening to me or not? The Bear's Head has
explicitly asked for you two, so please move yourselves!" cried Anastasia
moving the muscles of her arms and shoulders nervously.


Returning to
reality, the two of them hurried without saying anything or commenting: one not
to offend his Lord, the other not to look foolish. Anastasia, with her arms
folded, sighed and spoke to the Lord of the East and King Skoll, commenting:


"What ever
was going through the fourth Master of War’s mind when he chose those two as
his Superintendents. It's a big responsibility!"


High, smiling at
the playful insinuation, replied:


"My Queen,
let me express my admiration and wonder at your radiant beauty. Having said
what absolutely had to be said, I suspect there is a solid bond between the
Dragon and the Bear. A pre-existing friendship perhaps or forged on the
battlefields. There is no similar bond with the other members of the order,
despite the fact that they are all called brother. King Holaf is the example,
the model to which any good soldier would aspire, even if only in part. So the
decision does not seem strange to me but almost unavoidable!"


Anastasia,
trying to cover her breasts with her arms, reflected:


"Perhaps
you are right, Lord of the East, but my husband is not best suited for such a
task! The Valkyrie stopped embarrassed, still intent on hiding herself, and
asked them both: "Queen Luba almost forced me to wear this dress, but I'm
not very comfortable. Are you sure it's not overdone?"


Neither of them
hesitated for a moment and in unison, as if they were one man, they answered:


"You are
gorgeous! You should just stop trying to cover what's already covered so as not
to attract too much attention."


One by one all
the few guests arrived. The bride's father and brothers had spent all morning
polishing their armour with such dedication that it looked new. Lady Elisabet
and the child, who was all clean and adorned but still devoid of words, sat in
the front row next to King High and King Skoll, both in armour. King Rune
attended as a spirit from the tombs, dark and gloomy, perched between the
candles like a crow on a corpse. Next to him the first and second Masters of
War took their places place but without their shaggy mantles covered with
bones.


Fyodor and his
Eastern companion had also been invited by the sweet Tyra, as had Prince Roar
and Threehorn, by virtue of their past adventures together. There was room for
the knights of Tulsky and those of Vyborg. As well there were representatives
of Red Ice and Black Feather, thanks to which the room appeared crowded. This
was right and proper for the wedding of a princess.


A drum pierced
the shy chatter that dominated the room, resounding vehemently and full. The sound
struck heavily on the ears of those present disoriented by the flickering
lights of the tide of candles. To the right and to the left, just in front of
the cloth, two dark individuals walked the length of the room, spreading a
dense pale smoke with an exotic balsamic scent of medicinal herbs. The two
figures held in their hands, with reverence, a golden censer showing a God or a
warrior among the long chains.


From the jutting
door, along a central aisle that had been left clear, the Minister of the Gods
entered with a solid and lightning-fast step, dressed in a red tunic that
shimmered changing to black. This robe was specially designed to officiate such
a rite and gave the Minister a disturbing presence, not quite of this world, as
if he were between the kingdom of light and that of shadows.


Then the Lord of
the North crossed the threshold in his black armour, without his wolf's mantle,
but covered in a purple-coloured tabard, down to his feet. The Dragon could not
show off his new breast plate completely, since it was partly hidden under a
tunic similar to the one worn by his Lord. Not even on such an occasion was the
third Master of War able, or willing, to separate himself from the God Crusher,
carried on his belt.


It was the turn
of Queen Anastasia to enter in all her incomparable beauty and grace. Eyes
stared and mouths gaped, like a men breathing their last, instead of gloomy
thuds they heard astonished comments.


At last, Sersy
made her entrance magnificently dressed in a precious brocade dress in a deep
red colour. The dress wrapped Sersy greedily, emphasizing her generous breasts
and her narrow waist, and then, falling to the ground, with a good three paces
of train. Her dark hair was gathered to show her long, slender neck to which
the dress clung, leaving her back bare. Even for the young woman of humble
origins there were long languid gazes and broken hearts, but she had no eyes
except for her warrior of the third rune.


The ceremony
began, recited in the ancient language of men, hard as the heads of the Nordic
warriors and with sounds as sharp as the weapons of the same. Only when the
Minister had finished pronouncing the first incomprehensible formula, the
newlyweds began to move hidden from view beyond the cloth. As the sun bid
farewell to the horizon with red flashes behind the evil clouds, the shadows of
the bridegroom and bride moved slowly and awkwardly. One step at a time they
approached the Minister, where their Superintendents, waited for them,
enthusiastic and captivated by the archaic rite.


The powerful
voice of the officiating Demonologist became more cryptic and blended with the
abundant smoke in the room. The drums followed the rhythm of the rite,
accelerating at every step taken by the newlyweds. The lights, the noise and
the words became a single mystical sensation that pervaded every person present
dragging them into an indecipherable parallel universe.


The shrieks of
the Minister, overcome by ascetic fervour, were echoed by the rolling
drumbeats, while at the height of the ceremony, the newlyweds emerged hidden
and enveloped by cloth, which had been specially dampened allowing the fabric
to adhere to the bodies in motion. The bridegroom’s arms clung to his
sweetheart and their heads came closer until their lips touched lightly, as if
the kiss had been impeded by invisible forces.


The Demonologist
thundered, almost delirious, with his archaic occult phrases inciting those who
were elected to defend the couple to intervene. Holaf and the Dragon grabbed
the cloth from the princess's shoulders, while the two beautiful women grasped
the groom's cloth. At the height of the sacral action, the four forcefully tore
the damp cloth away from the two lovers: they did not tremble or take a single
step backwards, like two warriors from Trondheim, like the two halves of a
single being. Their stoic immovability, against the strong tugs given by the
Superintendents, was seen as a good omen for the future of the couple. They
were now free to hug and kiss in the midst of general incitement. Waking up at
dawn as two separate entities, the couple had made the difficult journey among
ghosts and shadows, to faithfully follow the only path capable of giving rise
to a bright and unique love at dusk.


After that kiss
there were no more rules, inherent and incontrovertible boisterousness of men
of the North led the festivities to heights of madness and rare fun, especially
for such difficult times. The music and the noisy guests were welcomed into the
banqueting room buried in the embankment of the castle of Frozen Blood. There
they ate to satiety and drank every kind of drink as long as it was alcoholic.
It was a great feast: dances and melodies entertained the most meek, while
tests of strength and drink without quarter gave vent to the impetuosity of
King Grigor and those, who like him, always had energy to waste until late at
night.


The guests went
far beyond their real abilities. Nearly all of them collapsed drunk and
mumbling, one after the other, exactly where they were. Not even King Grigor of
South Winter escaped the overwhelming power of the mead. He won the drinking
contest, basking in the glory, but immediately afterwards he covered himself
with shame by fighting with the groom. The Bear's Head, perfectly lucid dodged
his fists then placed the father of his beloved not very gently on a bench.


"My dear
child, I have loved you more than all my children! My biggest sorrow is that I
didn't manage to bring your mother to your wedding. She would have been ashamed
of me and wept tears of joy for you! She would have ... she would have
wept!" as Grigor uttered these words he tipped over and slipped from the
bench, falling upon two soldiers from Trondheim who were in the same condition.
Holaf observed the scene and, laughing, raised his horn, shouting amidst the
noise of the party:


"Skål!
To the bride's father for trying to beat up his new son-in-law a few hours
after the ceremony!"


Everyone toasted
and rejoiced except Tyra who, magnificent in her milk-coloured dress, clung to
her husband, overcome by shame. Anastasia, seeing uneasiness of the bride,
intervened giving a light and affectionate slap to her Lord of the North, and
then proclaimed:


"Skål
to the magnificent princess Tyra, woman of the North, and her sober husband,
unlike mine!"


Holaf also cried
out as loud as he could:


"Skål!",
and then getting up taking the Queen of the North into his arms he gracefully
said goodnight: "A good hangover to all of you, my fearless knights! Sleep
and have fun, but tomorrow morning there will be no appeal for those who do not
present themselves! A long march awaits us and the icy north wind will be the
best remedy to eliminate the infatuation you have had with alcohol!"


The night passed
noisily until the first light of dawn, which caught the last guests left to
celebrate without any Kings, the happy couple or food.










Chapter
9


Horses, Riders and Goats
of the North


 


 


King Godwin,
after having spoken with Hal Barat's wise Sovereign and having been reassured
about the health of his beloved family, went on his way more peacefully. Such
security came to them by virtue of the fact that now the countries were
friends, the cities allied and the lands known, with that ruthless heat of an
extreme northern warrior like Gotthard.


The landscape
had changed dramatically, passing through the lands of King Josef's Vassal. The
mudflats diminished, giving way to hard, pale moors, still cracked by the
extreme aridity of the southern summer of the Empire. The temperature had
become milder, rendering the winter fur coats useless and annoying, like that
of the Prince of Stahldorf, who seemed to have traded his lungs for those of a
decrepit old man.


"What a
pitiless heat strikes these lands, my Lord of the South!" the powerful
hammer of the North complained.


"In my
lands the temperature is reluctant to move away from that of a human body to
give in to the frost. Even now, as winter dictates its own laws in the vast
Empire of the United Men, here beautiful palms and cacti bloom!" Godwin
replied looking around, heartened to feel at home.


In the Southern
Kingdoms, the skies still had a more thriving life than could be seen
elsewhere. Here eagles flew freely, their large, majestic bodies hunting shy
animals, hidden among the sandy dunes and rugged rocks. The sinuous and calm
path along the Mirage River was dotted with such conformations. Few animals
could be seen among the brushwood and low junipers, being afraid of being
grasped by the powerful claws of the lords of the skies.


As seen by
travellers, along the ditches, rivers and even some springs, if not too deep,
the lands of the Righteous did not lack red evil, just like the other waters, an
evil which, without appeal, had corrupted everything. Even cork trees and
maritime pines mixed together had not been able to fight the unholy curse of
the waves, and they twisted sadly, with delirious colours, because of the
poisoned waters.


The Mirage
River, once an oasis of lush life in the midst of a rugged rocky plain, was now
a flat and silent liquid deathbed, whipped by hot and voracious winds. Not a
single animal could be seen drinking from its banks any longer, nor birds
hiding among the branches of trees, which in the past were full of life.
Everything seemed to have migrated to the warm rocks away from the rotten river
in a biological contradiction. The plants, quenching their thirst with less
enthusiasm for the climate they enjoyed, died lazily, agonizing in a slow
decline with no possibility of reversion, causing amazement to those who
ventured to the banks, which turned into disgust and contempt for such destruction.


Godwin, seeing
how much horror had crept into his land, felt dread grip his heart. The
Righteous One loved his own lands not considering them, like many others did,
useless stretches of rock full of sand and simple people, but shining
resources, denigrated because of envy.


"There is
an urgent need to curb all this or the animals will no longer be able to drink
and all will die!" commented the Southern King nervously, barely
recognizing one of the his favourite scenic places.


"My King,
you will see how everything will soon be resolved! Belial and his Inquisitors
will not stand for all this madness for much longer, while the Lords of the
North and the East, your allies, will already be on their way to Black
Portal!" Fulk tried to cheer his heavy mood.


"Always
hoping that the predictions of the runes are correct! For they only show hints
and shadows to those who question them, pointing to each heart the goal it
desires!" muttered Heinsius, while trying to lighten their clothing.


"What do
you mean, Earth warrior? Do you think you are embarking on a vain and
unsuccessful undertaking?", Gotthard asked, almost growling.


"Not
necessarily! But the odds are certainly not to our advantage and the idea all
has already been put in place, making us only minor pawns, cannot to be
discarded!" replied the pessimist who succeeded in his intention of
removing some padding.


"Even if
your unbearable defeatist view is correct, I have promised my peers and friends
the support of the South! So my armies will move, if only to give them some
exercise! Moreover, the flashes of the imminent war are no longer only omens,
but clear evidence. We must only see where it will strike first," replied
Godwin, indicating the disfigured face of Prince Horos.


"You, my dear
comrades, think as you please! As far as I'm concerned, I am enjoying this
trip. I am a warrior priest! For years the only glory my steel has tasted has
been the chopped straw of training targets", commented the satisfied
Woodcutter, with his usual scorn of danger.


A chatter of
disappointment arose among the knights, because the journey was at its
beginning and had already cost a lot of blood. The voices rose, like labourers
at an inn after a hard day’s work, until it reached the level of insulting epithets
hurled at the provocateur who certainly did not stay silent on his horse, but
replied in insulting terms.


The strange
behaviour of the men was limited by Lonn, who returned rapidly after having
gone ahead alone as an avant-garde, feeling secure of the relative calm of
those lands. The knight, galloping hastily, approached them again, waving his
arms and shouting, ever since, as a small dot on the horizon he had reversed
his march.


"My
Sovereign", the armiger shouted, "a tremendous event! Beyond the tallest
rocks on the horizon there is a carriage which has been assaulted by
bandits!"


The great King
of the South did not take a moment to spur on his valiant Balter asking:


"Is the
ambush still taking place, or it the evil deed now over?"


"No, my
Lord, the outcome of the ambush is still undecided. If we gallop we might get
there in time to save the poor unfortunate victims!" Lonn replied,
agitated.


The whole group
of knights threw themselves in pursuit of the Southern Lord, hooves heavily
drumming on the thirsty ground. It only took a moment for the King of the
Sepulchre of the Gods to catch sight of the carriage, draw his sword and incite
his steed to the its fastest pace with punishing fervour. The excited but not
wanton animal kicked the ground, trampling the green blades of grass, alive and
appetizing, in the middle of the narrow way. His steel guided by providence
stuck into the face of a bandit just below his eyes. The force of the charge
caused him to fall, hitting the nape of his neck on a sharp rock, which was not
sorry to aid his demise, covered in red, without any claim of merit. The
remaining three wicked men, surprised by the attack, which had arrived like an
arrow to the belly in the dark night, hid behind a young man and a woman
presumably his mother, shouting:


"Let us go,
or we will take their heads off and use them as table ornaments!"


"How dare
you even breathe the same air as we do, disgusting beings?" the Righteous
thundered furiously getting down from his horse, while his thirteen companions
came up to the group threateningly.


"Face me, I
am one and you three! If you defeat me, my retinue leave you your lives!"
King Godwin offered to the three boorish scruffy and filthy men as brown as orcs.


"And who
can guarantee that you will not have us killed if we defeat you?" asked
the ugliest of the three muttered, with no fear of showing the world his
lexical ability which was inferior to that of a child.


"My word
cannot be insulted by the wicked beings such as you. I am the Lord of these
lands, while you are cockroaches that plague our land. Show a minimum of honour
and fight you cowards!" cried the white Sovereign with titanic ardour,
striding nervously back and forth, never giving his back to the cursed beings.


The two hostages
called persistently and loudly crying for mercy to the men on whom their lives
depended. One of the three, drooling like a big fighting dog, exclaimed:


"He is one
and he will be very slow with that heavy armour on! We'll just have to drop him
to the ground like a ripe persimmon to kill him!"


"Yes! Let’s
see if it's true that nobles have blue blood!" cried a fellow raider,
jumping, visibly excited by some alchemical substance.


Their unwise
decision led them to attack the most skilful knight to wield a sword ever seen
in the southern lands. The first and swiftest to move was also the first to
fall mercilessly. His short cleaver did not even go so far as to touch the once
white tabard of the Lord of the South. The long blade of the King opened a
speedy precise passage through the right eye, penetrating deeply into the place
where the brain generally resides, but in this case clearly sleeping.


The second was
granted only one blow; his rusty sword, chipped and flawed, hissed through the
void to fall to the ground in the hands of his dead master. The light scraping
of the sharp point wielded by the Righteous caressed with deadly result the
abundant abdomen of the evildoer. The belly, placidly hanging over the belt,
split open, showing the man’s entrails unrolling red, escaping from the
horrible sack dripping blood. Only a few steps with atrocious screams and
blasphemy remained to the evildoer before he fell to the ground amidst his own
offal.


The very
unedifying spectacle gave the last fearful brigand stomach spasms, and escape
seemed an opportunity to be seized. The terrified man grabbed a bag of stolen
goods and escaped as far as the mighty Nordic hammer allowed. The flat head of
the weapon of Stahldorf struck the cowardly target, striking his torso,
smashing his ribs and flinging the fugitive to the ground with cries and
asthmatic grunts, due to lung injuries caused by bone splinters.


"Forgive
me, Lord of the South, the hammer got away from me!" sniggered Gotthard,
who had to dismount his enormous stallion to retrieve his weapon.


"No need
for forgiveness, I should be the one to thank you, warrior of the North! Such
beings certainly don't deserve my deeds!" angry Godwin replied.


"You have
nothing against me punching him a little?" the rude prince of the North
asked permission to torture the thief a little.


"As far as
I'm concerned, it's just a pile of putrescent flesh, dispose of it as you
please!" was the harsh death sentence handed down by the lips of the
Southern Lord.


Gotthard put a
foot on the man’s back, making his fatigued and bloody breathing more difficult
and inquired of him:


"Why did
you attack these men, you disgusting beast?" But the brigand did not want
to answer, thinking to demonstrate courage, but only aggravating his own
situation.


"How badly
you are breathing! Wait a moment, maybe I can help you!" mocked the
sadistic prince of the Hell Hole Mines, before inflicting a severe blow to the
chest of the man already crawling like a worm. The merciless blow made an
unpleasant crunching noise. The victim coughed blood, which splashed abundantly
into the yellow dust.


"Now tell
me who sent you to raid these lands or your departure will not be facilitated
by charitable hand in any way!" ordered Gotthard in a calm voice, as if he
were talking to a friend.


The illiterate
hillbilly coughed a purple cloud again then took a whistling breath like those
who were about to die:


"I have no
idea! A guy at the White Stone inn in Mursal gave us a big handful of dinars
and promised us more if we attacked the caravans in the valley."


"Can't you
tell us more? Not to save your life?" asked Fulk as he approached.


But the evildoer
had already realized the only course of the situation and cursed them with
hatred:


"You will
all die, bastards, dogs ...!".


The curses were
cut short by the tremendous grip of Gotthard's steel glove, smashing his skull
and pouring his rosy brains into the sunlight.


"My good
prince, your methods are far too barbaric for my taste," said Fulk with a
displeased look because he had been hit by bits of the entrails of a stranger.


"We of
Stahldorf have very little mercy with thieves, murderers, enemies and scum in
general," replied the great Nordic man contemptuously, shaking his bloody
hand as if trying to get rid of water. But the result was a net of thin dark
lines painted neatly on the breast plate of the now thickly decorated commander
of Earth.


The two rescued
people kneeled before the Lord of the South, exalting his qualities and proving
all too full of flattery for the unaccustomed tastes of King Godwin, who
ordered:


"My
subjects, you must hurry onto back on the road and look for a safe place to
hire an escort! We cannot escort you. Our mission prevails over the usual laws in
this case. I wish you a happy journey, but be careful, for there will be other
such wicked men in these lands!" The Righteous, having said what was
correct and not a single word more, resumed his march in great haste under
their eyes disappointed by his refusal to offer them an escort.


The fourteen
soldiers did not have much desire for discussion for a long time, being busy
facing terrain that by its very nature was insidious without any need to add
mercenary cutthroats.


The rocky
formations scattered across the plain of the Mirage River were covered with
shrubs and trees, that could hide deep caves and black wells effectively. From
the shadows of the wells - fear led to belief in this - could emerge the beasts
described by the Prior of Earth and found even now in the crypt of Hal Barat.


As Godwin's
heart quickly pulsed to the rhythm of his own thoughts, the sky became
threatening again, forcing the majestic eagles to fly at a lower altitude. The
instinctive decision proved fruitful, allowing them to catch the frightened
crows that fled from the branches along the dead banks.


"Look, my
King, horsemen galloping in the distance in our direction," exclaimed the
old man from Earth worried about such a meeting.


"Men,
prepare for battle! They are not more than us by many units, so we won't beat a
retreat," ordered Godwin, focused on observing the surrounding landscape
in search of revealing signs to foil possible ambushes.


"They
gallop very fast, they move too fast through the bushes and low vegetation to
have been on the march for long. They must come from some village or city
nearby!", commented Franz with his sword drawn in his hand and shield held
high.


Godwin, daring
and protected by his unshakable faith, took himself to the head of the group
without delay and ordered his companions:


"Move
ahead, my knights, may the One God guide our blades, taking our enemies into
their mercy!"


"You cling
to whomever you want! I throw myself into battle protected by my steel,"
exclaimed Gotthard, spurring his horse in a wild race.


The great size
of the Nordic stallion allowed the prince to reach Godwin at the head and pass
him, trampling the path, deeply indenting the earth with heavy horseshoes
notched on the outer sides.


"Slow down,
warrior of the North! Your fury could lead you to death," the Lord of the
South called him back but without effect.


Gotthard shouted
the motto of his city to the wind, while swinging his heavy hammer in a jolting
and bumpy gallop. The ranks of the opposing knights did not lower their pace,
but as they approached, they showed their multicoloured standards of
unquestionable origin. They wore very unusual tunics, half red and the rest
further divided into two shades: the upper section blue as the southern sky,
and the lower yellowish as the sand.


The nobleman of
Stahldorf fell on their ranks, bravely like a bear, brandishing his short
hammer in vain. The knights, unknown to the Nordic prince, skilfully jumped to
escape the arrogant and aggressive warrior, as the wind passes through the
branches of the trees.


"Cursed
cowards, come back and face me!", shouted Gotthard, who was enraged and
his pride offended as he had been avoided like a snake on a country road.


But the large
group of men did not answer and no knight turned, as if the mighty prince were
made of feeble smoke and graceful mist.


"King
Godwin, welcome back!", was the cry heard from the newcomers, definitively
blocking the impetus of the Knights of Earth.


"Who sends
you?", asked Fulk without lowering his arms or ceding to the peaceful and
festive voice he had just heard. But there was no answer, because by then the
colourful knights had revealed everything the Righteous One wanted to know,
showing their beautiful liveries.


"Lord of
the South, I am Cajus Muller, son of King Guntemar, master of Crevice Castle,
and this is my escort. We come to meet you, sent by Asmoday of Denethor to join
you in the impending conflict hovering over all," introduced the Crown
Prince of Mursal.


"Who is
there to say that there is an army on the move?", Commander Fulk asked
threateningly.


"The very
fact that an Inquisitor showed up at my father's door is a sign of this!
Moreover, voices whisper, from the dark disreputable taverns to the snakes’
dens, seeking outcasts and wicked people for hire with the task of stopping my
Lord," replied Cajus.


"Tell me,
my brave prince, have you been able to capture any who spread news of this
kind?" asked the Lord of the South, uncovering his face now the danger was
over.


"No, my
good Sovereign, the few we have captured prefer torture and the stake to
confession. And the testimonies we have collected seem to be the fruit of
powerful quantities of alcohol and nefarious alchemical practices!"
replied the future King of Mursal, gloomy and worried.


"What
absurd stories are you talking about? Please tell us all you know, for what has
emerged in this journey, nothing can be called madness lightly!", Heinsius
gracefully insisted as he came forward.


"Knight,
stay in your place! The nobles are discussing the situation and you do not have
the rank to be admitted to the talks!", the prince in the colourful tunic
reprimanded.


Godwin didn't
like this at all, and he admonished him immediately:


"If titles
give importance to a speech, then I, Godwin Wellinton King of the Kings of the
South, make a decree with immediate effect, offering to each knight in my
retinue the title of interim baron, so that they can intervene, giving us ideas
or asking questions related to the discussion. And now, if it is not too much
trouble, I would like to know what is being spoken my lands. So, all delays are
forbidden!".


The prince,
coming from a realm where there was more reluctance in granting privileges to
those who had no title to asked for them, frowned and explained:


"Voices fly
from lip to lip and all now claim to have seen a shadow with their own eyes.
This shadow, between life and death slips through the cities and towns of the
South. This entity preaches endless tragedies, disturbing hearts and raising
evil spirits, blaming you for future catastrophes. He is a thin man, not too
tall and with a back curved like a vine. Neither old, nor even young, and what
is most evident from the stories, very skilful with words. He offers riches
beyond imagination in exchange for the head of the Lord of these lands!"


"They would
seem very vague indications. At least twenty different individuals, with such
traits, come to mind", exclaimed the Lord of the South thoughtfully.


"You tell
the truth, my King, but only one has been able to see his face, for this
presence is always concealed with a wide purple hood. The poor witness, before
dying in a very suspicious manner, told the healer that he had seen a face
disfigured by scars. On his forehead the inscription “Glory to us!” was branded
by fire", revealed Cajus in a heavy tone shaking his head.


"The motto
you mentioned has been sown to the wind by the ungodly beings of the city of
Catacomb. If it were true, this would explain the delirious visions of a man
capable of disappearing like incense smoke! The Lords of that tortured land are
accustomed to unholy blasphemous practices. Heretics, unpunished because of the
lack of wisdom of the central power, who now stretch their filthy claw-like
hands over all of us!" the Righteous pointed out in his monotonous voice,
with a worried look.


"But, my
Lord, if the ungodliness of the Catacomb has been able to reach your
territories, it must be eradicated in any way we can think of," exclaimed
Sigfred, who was astonished and agitated.


"Certainly,
my knight! It is an evil to be eradicated slowly, as gangrene intent on
devouring a wounded arm. The Righteous One interrupted himself for a moment,
caressed Balter and resumed: "Now we will go wherever the One God wants,
in defence of our friends! And then, united, we will start the march to purify
the world from these sacrilegious beings.


The Lord of the
South thundered so vigorously that he reawakened the sleepy ardour of his
companions, for whom the situation had become too onerous. Godwin could not
understand exactly what forces were behind these actions orchestrating all
this, but he would never abandon High and Holaf. The Sovereign of the arid
kingdoms turned around and with the great spirit of guidance he possessed, he
ordered:


"You,
Guntemar's eldest son, I do not need your blade or those of your soldiers at
the moment. On my return from the business at Dubranek with Hal Barat's army
and the beasts of the South, we will cross the Mirage River using your bridge.
Tell the King, your father, prepare your troops for war."


"My Lord, I
cannot speak for others, so I do not know if my father will move the army to be
by your side," replied the prince of Mursal, bowing.


"But you can
swear before the One God to march with your men in my company on this
crusade," urged the Righteous One, just like a sandstorm that spurs horses
at a gallop.


The prince,
filled with an irresistible spirit, raised his bowed head with unseeing eyes,
then drew his sword stretching it to heaven with the cry:


"I swear,
my General! For the South, for the Sepulchre of the Gods and for the Lord of
the South!"


All the knights
of Mursal drew their swords, shouting joyfully at the unexpected promise of a
new crusade. After a short stretch of road in the company of others they parted
and a great distance quickly separated the two groups of cavaliers. Godwin
shouted at them:


"Go, men of
Mursal, and ably convince your own King! Steel and flames now remain the only
possible way to move, for politics with sterile rhetoric and its proverbial
stolidity can do nothing. Now is the time for the law of the sword!"


The trembling
Cajus lowered the visor of his helmet and said:


"Good
journey, my Lord, beware of enemies and wild beasts. Beyond the mountains there
are not four wild boars and three lions of the rocks, but the mighty wild
leverons!"


The Righteous
One nodded his head, indicating that he appreciated the information and, saying
goodbye, took off at a gallop.


"Sire, are there
many of these animals for your lands?" Fulk asked not worrying about
hiding his concern for the problem.


"Be calm,
my ally, there are not many left! The warriors and hunters reduced the number
not so long ago, forcing the people of the Dubri to begin to breed them,"
replied the Southern Lord cordially.


"My
sovereign, who would the Dubri be? I do not remember that I have ever heard of
them before," asked curious Lonn, greedy for knowledge, for it was the key
to winning the battles.


"My dear
armourer, one does not often tell such stories in our midst! The Dubri are the
inhabitants of Dubranek, an indigenous population of the south-west of the
Kingdom. They have not always been very friendly and are not at all accustomed
to being subjugated, being even less cooperative than the rattlesnakes among
the stones. They were dominated and annexed to the United Men's Empire through
corruption shortly before my rise to power.


Their King was
paid an enormous amount of money in exchange for the cessation of threats against
the settlements established in the South among the dark skinned barbarians. The
present Sovereign is called Wiggo Kaisar and has proclaimed himself the Living
God. It will be difficult to convince him to join the cause!", Godwin
preferred to summarize a very complicated argument concerning the proud People
of the Beasts.


With the
Hairshirt mountain chain on the horizon lifting its barren pinnacles vertically
to the sky, seeming to threaten the dark chasing clouds, a small number of
soldiers were preparing for a hard journey into the coming darkness. Godwin
remembered well the stories of beasts with the amazing appearance of hellish
mastiffs slipping down the slopes in the shadows of the evening and decided to
change direction without consultation.


The Righteous
preferred to move southwards, close to the bare and rocky peaks that looked
like thorns, because the possibility of encountering beasts, which gave rise to
the worst nightmares, was less likely. The men realized such an unusual
decision would mean a much longer march, but no one dared to ask anything,
since the Righteous had certainly calculated every option.


Pitch darkness
descended. There was a treacherous enervating rustling, evoking arcane and
intrinsic fears. The repetitive cries of nocturnal birds of prey, the creaking
of myrtles lightly illuminated by the torches of men, laid the foundations for
imaginary fears, created by the men themselves. The shapes of monstrous beings
were seen moving in the brushwood, invisible but perceived. A simple rabbit
made the great Wood Cutter shake in his saddle, Filled with adrenaline, he
threw his axe towards the phantom enemy. The knight's weapon stuck in the sandy
soil near the animal, which decided it was the right time to disappear quickly,
showing his tail with it fluffy soft fur, and with a few big leaps disappeared
in the shadows.


"What I am
seeing is not possible! Are you men of the Earth or frightened weasels?"
the prince of Gotthard asked provocatively and arrogantly as usual, making fun
of his companions.


No one had the
courage to respond, for in truth the monk warriors of Earth had realized that
they had been pulled too far into the realm of fears and nightmares. Only King
Godwin had any word to say:


"Don't be
too hard, we are not men of the North! For us the night must be respected and
feared. According to our sacred writings night is dark by nature and daughter
of deception!"


"Lord of
the South, surely you do not believe foolish rumours and lies?" Gotthard
replied in amazement.


"No, my Nordic
friend, I don't have time to listen to unimportant rumours! But if half of the
Empire claims to have had nasty encounters with unlikely beings. This is not
the chatter of a couple of drunks. It is part of my duties as King of the Kings
of the South to verify the groundlessness of such fears," replied the
Righteous One, continuing to move the torch from one side of the horse to the
other to illuminate the shadows.


The Land of the
Beasts was rugged, arid, and almost completely devoid of tall trees. Wide dry
expanses dominated by steep rocks, thrashed by strong winds and broken by the
roots of the shrubs, capable of clinging to the soil by insinuating their
wooden anchors like steel into lungs. The night march was proving
counterproductive because the pace of the horses was clearly slowing at every
step, because of fatigue and the agitation that filled the heart of each
soldier, making them jump at the slightest noise.


"Knights,
form a circle! The sky looks darker than I hoped. Hostile clouds obscure the
stars from our sight making us grope in complete darkness!" Godwin ordered
with no little regret at being unable to continue.


The men
dismounted from their horses, rejoicing and heartened at having received such
an order, and prepared a comfortable fire. The cheerful flames could have been
a controversial decision, especially given the stealthy nature of the journey,
but the Righteous was not at all concerned about boorish robbers perhaps
lurking, but much more worried about the impious creatures hunting in the cold
hours.


The sleep took
them all with arms outstretched, allowing them a quiet and deep rest. They were
so exhausted that the guards deserted their posts involuntarily, also taken in
by the flattery of Morpheus, opening the way for any being to approach.


A strong squeak
startled Gotthard awake as he lay under a juniper on the side of the road. He
was not a man inclined towards feeding empty unreasonable terrors, so he did
not cry out as if the demons of death were arriving and, perhaps giving little
importance to the sound, limiting himself to opening an eye. He did not like
what he saw at all: an enormous quadruped being with a white face full of fangs
without a single hair slipped beside him like a shadow of a hawk. Gotthard, who
had never believed even for a moment in the rumours about the existence of
mastiffs, now found himself in front of one, alive and dangerously close.


The prince of
the North reached in the sand, among the many roots of the plant, for his own
hammer. Once he found his weapon, he took off quickly and, mouthing all sorts
of ugly curses, he spun around in an attempt to see where the beast had gone. A
scream awakened every man and their military instinct quickly led them to
circle around the fire that projected the long dark moving shadows as far as
the light reach. Nocturnal birds of prey could no longer be heard in flight,
nor could their prey be heard running through the bushes. Only the crackling of
the burning wood joined the rapid thump of their beating hearts in their
throats.


"Nordic
beast! What did you see that made you scream so much?" asked Fulk
frightenedly, but Gotthard did not say a word, continuing to scrutinize the
darkness obsessively.


"Prince,
what has alarmed you? Who was on guard?" Godwin wanted to know, impressed
to see the mighty and certainly not cowardly warrior trembling like a leaf in
the wind.


The answers to
the questions of the Lord of the South were not granted out of fear and partly
through shame because the sentinels had not been at their posts, one of the
first principles inculcated into new recruits in the barracks.


"My King,
the rumours were well-founded. Regretfully I must revise my opinion!" the
Prince of Stahldorf commented in a small voice, still shaken and incredulous at
what had been revealed to his eyes.


"Have you
seen one? Where?" asked the alarmed Righteous.


"Right in
our midst! He moved as if he were weightless and his long hairless snout curled
in search of smells, while his paws, with their long claws, attacked the ground
as if to tear out its soft belly!" replied the prince still looking for
the stealthy enemy.


"I don't
understand! Are you talking about a Leveron?" asked Heinsius confused.


"No, of a
hound from hell!" replied the Nordic prince as icy as the rocks of the
Hellhole Mine.


The reaction of
the men was undisciplined and very childish: perhaps the soldiers of Earth
thought they were victims of a questionable joke and relaxed grumbling, while
sending the Nordic to inappropriate places for a nobleman.


"Did you
have fun? You pretend to be tough but you enjoy playing around like a whimsical
infant!" reprimanded Fulk, annoyed by being rudely awakened.


Only Melkior
continued to remain on his guard by swinging one of his flail maces. The
Southern Lord approached him to ask:


"Healer,
what have you seen in the shadows of those bushes?"


Gotthard also
approached the two for whom his orders were still valid, and heard the ruthless
response of the bald warrior, swift as an arrow to the eye:


"The evil
beast with a pale snout!"


A snarl rose
from the darkness, making hearts beat faster and the fearless tremble. The
beast slowly opened a way through the branches of the juniper under which the
Northern warrior had been resting, displaying itself theatrically. Its snout,
covered in numerous scars, pierced the hearts of the soldiers who, shaken and
tamed by terror, looked at each other without knowing what to do. Godwin
ordered, with apparently calm, in a solid tone of voice:


"Men, do
not run, do not give in to the tremor of terror and do not be afraid, for the
One God is with us!"


The beast moved
sideways at the edge of the lights where the shadows regained possession of the
night, showing its powerful legs and enormous size, hidden by the shaggy black
hair. The being walked watchfully, evaluating where it was easier for him to
attack, continuously sniffing the fear, drawing strength and an idea of who was
the weakest of the company.


The situation
was changed in an instant, when the hungry monster launched itself with a
single leap against the Knights of Earth, breaking the moment of deadlock.
Death received its first tribute immediately, given the incurable lacerations
caused by the claws that clutched at the throat of a young monk. The beast’s
paws created such havoc, dragging the warrior to the ground. Nothing could be
done because the claws penetrated the soft blue under-tunic, and then went
straight through, stopping on the bones of the neck. The gurgling of the victim
lasted even less than a moment: the heavy weight of the monster broke off the
vertebrae cleanly, decapitating his prey. The final heartbeats created arterial
splashes, as the beast bit into the warrior’s head making the bones snap and
the steel of the helmet squeal. Then the head was thrown into the fire watched
by the beast’s frozen enemies.


The Lord of the
South, grasping his sword, launched himself into the assault, shouting loudly.
The Righteous One was able to strike the skin of that obscure beast several
times, inflicting wide cuts on it. The wounded animal responded furiously,
showing its dirty claws covered with a companion’s blood, but striking Godwin
did not prove to be an easy task, not even for that brave enemy.


The ability of
the King of the Kings of the South put him into the ideal position and at the
leap of the mastiff his blade on high guard fulfilled its destiny. As the white
armour twisted, dodging the deadly attack, his arms were lowered, accompanying
the long sword of the King of the Arid Territories into the nape of the neck of
the enemy. The steel proudly stuck into the flesh, causing red blood to gush
out thickly, while the yelping creature tried to break free, shaking its
assailant powerfully.


The Righteous
freed his weapon with a twist of his wrist and then made a splendid half turn,
as if he were an acrobatic dancer. Then he stuck the blade into the same place
again. The cracking sound was synonymous with death. The sword slid between the
rings of the spinal column, causing a final and joyful gush of purple fluid.
The beast collapsed to the ground, beaten, emitting shrill cries, on the
yellowish sand tinted with blood by the light of the red crackling fire.
Silence fell, filled with victory, and the admiring eyes of the men following
the Lord of the South could only contemplate the exceptionality of that man.
The time for jubilation was brief. There was barely a moment allowed to move
the companions from their catatonia of incredulity.


Numerous howls
disturbed the silence of that corner of light devoured by darkness. Rustles
added tremors down the backs of the warriors, allowing them an approximate idea
of the enemy. Sneaky shadows eager for death had by now surrounded them,
striking now a juniper, now myrtle and leading to small noisy rock falls
between the rocky spurs.


"How many
are there? Can anyone guess how many there are of them?" asked Godwin as
he returned to the ranks.


"My King,
three or maybe four! I don't exactly know, they're too good hiding among the
deceptive shadows of the night," Fulk replied.


"Here's
one!" shouted an Earth warrior on the verge of falling victim to
nervousness.


"Stand
firm, knight! After all, you are a Guardian of the Faith. The One God will
protect us!", King Godwin harshly reproached him.


A disgusting
creature with a brutally scarred snout was still clearly in sight and continued
to walk back and forth, seemingly satisfied with smelling the fear given off by
some men. The mastiff had eyes like mirrors, fiery with reflected flames, aimed
at the men who stood next to each other like chicks in a chicken coop under
threat of a carnivorous marten. Also the monstrous quadruped, like the martens,
was yearning for the vital red fluid is it licked its vermilion gums with its
long and slimy greenish tongue. Each time its tongue passed, large threads of
glue-like saliva replaced the previous ones in perpetual renewal of a horrific
work of art.


Not only did one
of the mastiffs dare to show himself, but they all came to reveal their size to
the eyes of the knights. There were six of them, and they encircled the knights
perfectly, growling and yipping hysterically, nervously biting at nothing,
making their future prey guess the power of their bites by the powerful wooden
snapping sounds they made.


With gurgles and
sinister sounds they approached in unison, slow and inexorable like homicidal
machines. Their yearning for human death led them to ignore the defenceless and
much more meaty horses that, tied to a fallen tree, were neighing and kicking.
The mastiffs forced the humans closer and closer to each other and the fire in
a circle of skin, tusks and hatred, still tighter around the fire,
unintentionally rekindling their ardour.


"My
knights, this would seem to be our end, for their number is too great for us,
but I guarantee you that we will take them to the afterlife, until never
desiring a fur again," shouted Godwin, covering himself with his shield.


"These are
certainly the words of the Nordic King, my Lord! I will be by your side in
whatever verdict fate and the Warrior Gods decide for us, better to live the
wrath of a battle, even just a few moments, than to live a long life as a
philosopher or scholar!" cried Gotthard blustering and swinging his
hammer.


The two crowned
ones showed so much ardour that they urged the remaining warriors on, awakening
them from the limbo of stony terror and to utter, one after the other, their
brave motto: "Death is not bad".


The mastiffs
made their move, taking quick action with a few leaps, and the first already
hovered in flight towards Godwin, not at all surprised by such a choice. The
Righteous One protected himself with his splendid shield as he violently pushed
the point of his sword to the sky towards the beast in arrival. By now
convinced he would be overwhelmed, the Lord of the South surprised to feel
nothing pushing either on his legs or on his body, but he could hear strong
breathing and then a solid thud. Godwin's incredulous eyes saw a large leveron
with a sandy coat and darker stripes, beyond the steel of his shield. It looked
similar to the shadows of rocks, and sank its fangs into the shaggy neck of the
mastiff. The grip of the animal did not leave anything to chance and blood
flowed quickly. The pressure of the jaws was so great that the mastiff could
not breathe and fell victim to the feline in a sarcastic trick of nature.


The leveron was
not wild but led into battle by a knight solid in its saddle as if they were
one being, despite the fact that the feline moved with sudden changes of
direction and long leaps. At each silent landing powerful and intimidating
puffs of breath were emitted. They were so forceful that they raised large
clouds of dust. Other growls and cries were heard, as well as numerous strident
feline sounds, coming from the shadows, where the infernal mastiffs had
retreated.


The black veil
of the night did not allow the men to see anything. Two other Juggernauts
showed themselves in the light to the confused but grateful travellers. The
leverons, almost as big as the mastiffs, were not very friendly and continued
to show their long pointed fangs that emerged from their jaws going beyond their
noses. Their mighty, curved claws armed their vigorous, well-muscled legs
capable of taking such lightning-fast jumps that they were even able to dodge
arrows.


"I am
Godwin Wellinton, Lord of the South, and these are men of the Earth traveling
to protect me," righteous presented himself, not able to do anything but
hope in the fidelity to the Emperor or at least to the Kingdom of the South of
the three warriors.


"They don’t
seem to be great defenders! From what I have seen, it is you who have protected
them!" the warrior who first came to battle arrogantly replied.


"If you get
down from your beast, I will show you what it means to show respect,"
Gotthard thundered.


"Who do we
have here? In all likelihood a man from the North, an ignorant goat with
unseeing eyes like all of those in his land, unable to understand even when it
is proper to remain silent! I am Walderman, son of Wiggo, Living God of
Dubranek, and this is my Juggernaut. To him go your thanks for saving you from
certain death!"


Walderman was a
young and ambitious man. His temperament had led him to cover himself with
glory on the battlefields, victorious. He had already served under the command
of the King of the Kings of the South. The Righteous respected the Prince of
the Dubri for his qualities as a leader and no less for his ability to listen,
despite the pride of his blood.


Walderman had a
muscular build, but his height was not great and his size could be compared to
King Godwin himself. The newly arrived prince was protected by a strong chain mail
of long mesh to his thighs and very thick opaque shin guards, to avoid blows
from the leaps made by the Juggernaut. His tanned face was concealed by a
helmet with nose protection, decorated by a long point on top, excellent as an
emergency weapon.


The Righteous
approached without looking at the threatening leveron knowing the risk was
minimal. The felines, in fact, were so well trained that they did not to move a
single muscle without orders from their knight.


"Walderman,
what a pleasure it is to meet you again and in good health! And just in time to
help us! We are all indebted to you! To be honest, I would have liked to have
met you before asking for an audience with the Living God of Dubranek",
the Southern Lord spoke diplomatically.


"The
pleasure is mutual in seeing you, my King! But what brings you to these
tormented lands at night and with only a few men?" the Prince of the Dubri
asked curiously.


"Those
things," replied Godwin pointing to the dead mastiffs, "have arrived
in every corner of our beautiful Empire, sent by mysterious Lords who are still
unknown. But that's not all: from the East orcs cross the mountains and go in
search of meat and information, while the North is struggling with unusual
movements across our borders. The West, as always seemingly benevolent,
pretends that nothing is happening, sleeping peacefully between their golden
sheets. But Catacomb and Old Tumulus are getting stronger every day with the
chaos spreading within the Kingdoms!"


"And with
all this the imperial armies and the Emperor with his Ring of Steel what are
they doing?" asked Walderman surprised by so much bad news.


"They
remain on the plateau perched there but weak because of the spineless
leadership of the Emperor, confused by fears and bad advice. King Holaf Erlingson
and King High Marshal have joined forces with the East to block the way of the
orcs, and we in the South will not stand by and watch as they sacrifice
ourselves for all of us," replied Godwin seriously and inflexibly.


"And where
is the West as all shed blood and die for them too? Once again, the masses are
sent back to the front to defend the proud nobles of the Empire!" Prince
Walderman was vigorously protected, flanked by his two soldiers, who showed no
intention of making themselves less hostile.


"The time
will come for revenge for the wrongs and betrayals of the West to our
detriment. If it does not come through a call from the Lord of the North or of
the Lord of the East, it will be my black fist that will reclaim the kingdoms.
I swear before the One God! But now is not the time for complaints and even
less the time for us fight between ourselves. Now we must unite to fight
vigorously and courageously, for the threatened end of the age of men hovers
ever closer over our lands. If the North were to collapse under the descent of
a new threat and the East succumb to the rusty steel of the orcs, what hope can
we have for ourselves?" the Lord of the South cried with all his heart in
the desperate attempt to appeal to the rough sense of brotherhood present in
Walderman.


The Prince of
Dubranek mounted his Juggernaut and asserted:


"My King,
you know how much esteem I have of you, I will give you an immediate audience
with my father and I will accompany you in perhaps a vain attempt to persuade
him to go into battle beside you. But if he were to deny you the support of
Dubranek's troops, I would not be able to follow you either, for my loyalty
stays with my house before it goes to the Emperor!"


"What you
say seems right to me, powerful knight! Your words are wise and I am sure that
I can count on you becoming a great King in the future. That being if there is
still a Kingdom left to govern!" the Righteous replied icily, hoping to
make the young prince understand that they were facing the last call to arms
before the decline. If not now, there would never again be a chance to oppose
the enemies in defence of the people or of their dear close relatives.


"Follow us,
my guests, we will escort you to protected areas. The Land of the Beasts is not
a realm for horses, horsemen or goats of the North!" commented Prince
Walderman, unkindly. Godwin warned Gotthard not to react, knowing how much such
an order would cost the proud Nordic prince.


All mounted into
their saddles and in the light of bright torches followed the furry felines,
which were able to move quickly and quietly from one spur of rock to another.
The soldiers of Earth were not very pleased with themselves for having to leave
behind the body of their decapitated companion, but they could not lose time to
grant him a proper burial.


"Southern
Lord, is it not possible to recover the body of our fallen brother?"
Melkior complained in outrage, but Godwin did not give an answer. Instead, it
was Walderman who provided the right reply to the question:


"Faithful
companion, your compassion does you honour, making you a better soldier than
many in my eyes. You must know that those who die in the Land of Beasts must
lie among those rocks forever, as our tradition requires. There are thousands
of skeletons in the shadow of myrtles or next to junipers: our dead return to
be part of the land from which they rose some time ago. You can pray to the One
God for the soul of the deceased. I will ask our priests to invoke blessings to
bring the spirit of your brother to more appropriate shores!"


"I did not
know of such a sacred rite, but as we are guests in the land of other peoples,
the customs used here will be more than appropriate," said Melkior
courteously.


Godwin was sorry
for what had happened, but as Southern Lord and Southern Wall General only one
loss seemed irrelevant to his eyes. During the wars he had fought for glory and
titles he had seen heaps of corpses piled up among the rocks of the arid lands
and none of them had been buried, from the coarsest and poorest armiger to the
richest and most noble knight. The South left its dead behind, trusting in the
mercy of the One God, praying that, with the intercession of the thousands of
divinities connected to the stars, they would grant requiem to those who had
seen their end.
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Dubranek


 


 


The sun rose
early from the east and its rosy glow brightened the sky, surprising the owls
in the brambles still noisily hunting. The Cordillera of the Beasts, a
southwest mountain range that powerfully lifted the land before the south
coast, showed its austere, tall barren peaks, as if they were black fangs in
the morning glow. Small hares leapt among the bushes of liquorice, rosemary and
wild lavender, herbs intent on spreading their fragrance in the, fresh and
invigorating salty breeze of the west sea.


In this part of
the Empire, after a brief moment caused by the sudden appearance of the
infernal mastiffs, the widespread ugliness evident elsewhere seemed not to have
arrived. Water in the Land of the Beasts was a rare commodity and the plants
managed to find it from nocturnal dew or by pushing their roots with difficulty
for hundreds of meters into the arid soil, where the red curse had not arrived.
Families of small feral pigs moved grunting noisily through the sparse thorny
brushwood, ignoring the mighty cats in the service of the Dubri.


"Here we
are, in view of the walls of Dubranek! They are beautiful, don't you
think?" Walderman asked, smiling proudly.


"I can’t
see any fortification! Are they, perhaps, beyond that rocky formation on the
horizon?" replied Gotthard, who was visiting those lands for the first
time.


"No, famous
Nordic warrior, that rock face is the walls of the Dubri " replied
strangely kind Walderman.


The ancient
walls of Dubranek were not built upwards, but dug into the heart of an
impassable hill by the first inhabitants of those lands. The result of this
very unusual building was unshakable strength and total camouflage. On the
mighty stone walls grew the vegetation that had always grown there in the place
chosen for it by nature, so that superb figs clung to the steep walls, where
only small birds were able to reach them. Cork trees and shrubs, such as
junipers and myrtles, emerged here and there from the cracks and gaps in the
yellow stone, concealing the fact, even to the most expert eyes, that they had
been shaped by mortal hands. On top of the walls, eucalyptus, pine trees and
alders rose, consolidating the rock with their roots and offering cool shade to
the many guards present.


The city was
entered by crossing a deep moat full of sharp stones, among whose spikes the
traces of past aggressions could be seen. There were many skeletons decomposed
in full view on the rocks that emerged from the shadow that reigned in the
black abyss. The bridge, over which one passed to enter the city, did not rise
like almost all the others, but ran in through an opening carved into the rock,
just below the mighty bronze portals.


The two
monumental doors were adorned with bushes planted in pockets created by the
carvings of the decorations: this strategy was so well designed that it
camouflaged the entrance perfectly, making it invisible when closed. On the
doors, between one plant and another, refined high reliefs of the Lords of
Dubranek of the past could be admired, all adorned with gold details and with a
feline at their side.


"Open the
bridge! I'm Prince Walderman with a group of welcome guests," loudly
ordered the powerful heir to the throne.


Immediately the
bridge opened out giving sombre vibrations. The doors, creaking from the dust,
opened slowly. The thickness of the walls was almost as great as the mighty
bulk of the Titan's defences, giving everyone present the idea of being about
to enter a tunnel, instead of a common entrance. Once through to the opposite
side, it took a few moments to adjust their eyes to the light of day, but the
spectacle in front of them was amazing.


Dubranek was not
a city organized like the others. It looked like a colony of wild leverons and
nothing like a town to be honest. The structures, with their peculiar circular
design and truncated cone shape, leaned against each other, creating the
architecture of an artificial mountain revisited.


Each building
was made of local stone: the oldest, in the centre, used the same rock as the
massif in which the city had been built. The roughly cut boulders were built up
in dry walls, using the carefully created interlocking faces of the different
pieces. The truncated cones were always beside a structure of same shape but of
more modest size, and it was possible to recognize the oldest ones by the
quantity of vegetation that clung to them.


Strange
illusions were created to their inexperienced eyes: the doors seemed to be dens
of wild animals and the round windows looked like hideouts of nocturnal birds of
prey. Each house had a stable where their felines took shelter to sleep and
care for their young, in perfect harmony with men. The Dubri provided their
beasts with food and care as well as affection, receiving in return loyalty and
the best of mounts of the entire United Men's Empire.


"It seems
like a vision, a cross between a dream and a fairy tale," exclaimed Fulk,
who was also amazed by his first visit to the place.


"Thank you,
Knight, my people are very proud of our city! It is unique and unrepeatable
among the lands of men," replied the Crown Prince dismounting from his
beautiful feline. The leveron no longer seemed hostile to the guests and,
relaxed, continued to scrutinize everything the newcomers were doing.


"Follow us,
Lord of the South, a difficult discussion awaits us at court! My father is not
used to taking orders. You know that, but he is faithful, despite wishing to
seem detached from the earthly authority!" Walderman stated.


"What you
are saying is a very good piece of news! For a long time there have been
rumours, among the envious Sovereigns, of the infidelity of you, the people of
Dubri, to the crown of the South", Godwin replied heartened. He had never
taken such gossip seriously when he heard it.


"Voices
from brothels of the lowest order and poison to turn you against us! For
centuries, the boorish nobility of your castles has been working against my
people. Greed obscures their reasoning not allowing them to believe in a realm
where well-being and freedom of expression are the guaranteed to every
citizen!" the Crown Prince retorted, full of bitter contempt.


The path they
followed resembled a simple country road. The ground was sandy and edged with
dry vegetation that often bothered the legs of horses. There were no
trustworthy horses within the walls of Dubranek, and for this reason Walderman
had advised them not to leave their horses unattended. Leverons, in fact, were
certainly domesticated but not blind or stupid, and they would enjoy the
succulent meat, giving in to the never dormant instincts of hunters.


The road wound
through rich vegetation and piles of dwellings, stables and warehouses leaning
against each other until it reached the foot of the square walls of the Castle
of the Most High, home of the Lord of Dubranek. The fortress seemed to have
fallen from the sky, as it was completely different from the rest of the city.
The fortification was built on three circles of superb walls made of large
blocks of local stone, taller and smoother than anything else in that
settlement.


The three series
of walls rose in steps: from the highest internal wall down to the lowest outer
wall close to the central keep of the castle. Dozens of towers reinforced the
walls giving an optical effect of a great solid mass. The drawbridge, in a
standard style, was placed to defend quite a narrow passage that ran along the
foot of a strong squared tower covered in pillars and with a barbican over the
entrance.


This mighty
tower was adorned with millions of small amethyst mosaic tiles giving violet
reflections, interspersed with cycles of golden mosaics narrating scenes of
glorious battles of Dubri against invaders. This magnificence was repeated on
the doors of the portal, covered with bas-reliefs depicting two rampant
leverons in solid gold.


Without wasting
time Walderman asked Godwin and his soldiers to wait in a large atrium with
splendid walls decorated with more very fine mosaics, while he interceded with
his Living God to obtain an audience for the King of the Kings of the South.
The grains slipping through the narrow neck of the hourglass seemed to have
slowed down until nothing was left except stunned amazed silence.


The reception
was cold and unfriendly, making every knight in the company of the Righteous
feel out of place, even though the Crown Prince had not been hostile.


"My King, I
do not understand! You are the Lord of the South you are made to wait as if you
were a supplicant. It's unheard of!" commented Fulk tight-lipped.


"My good
commander, the situation with Wiggo is complicated. Unfortunately, it is he who
has what we need and I have no money to offer in return. I will be forced to
play on his pride, given and considered that the Living God is not at all
interested in money. I suppose it will be much easier to convince the prince,
with whom I have had an excellent relationship in the past!" replied
Godwin, pensive at the idea of facing the discussion with the Lord of the
Dubri.


Prince Walderman
returned to the guests' entrance, escorted by two beautiful women in colourful
summer dresses, with long dark hair, tanned complexions and fine narrow
features that represented the typical beauty of the Dubri women.


"Lord of
the South, you will follow me to confer with the Living God, while your men
will be escorted by these two maids to a lavish banquet," said the Crown
Prince, to whom a clarification seemed necessary: "The two ladies are
handmaids, not whores! I expect all of you to treat them with good manners and
respect, as we have treated you!"


"I
guarantee for my men, Prince Walderman!" exclaimed Fulk proudly, leaping
to attention like a good soldier.


"It's not
you I am worrying about! Who will guarantee for the giant of the North?"
the prince commented in a hostile manner.


"The
Northern Giant guarantees for himself! But if he is not welcome he can wait
outside. But I don’t understand what wrong he has done you to deserve such
contempt!" commented Gotthard in full self-control, showing his mighty
size.


"The Prince
of Stahldorf is an excellent warrior, and like any other man of the North, he
often has an overweening amount of pride and anger when the steel is at its
loudest, but he has been of great help to me in the long journey and I think he
is irreplaceable. For this reason I would like him by my side during the
interview, if possible!" Godwin defended the warrior, showing great gratitude
for services rendered.


"Sire, if
you consider it necessary, no one could deny such a request. But consider his
character and keep in mind that my brother Wolfer, with the nickname of Beast,
will be present at the meeting and will not be an easy spokesman especially if
provoked!" warned Walderman.


The three of
them walked through the purple lacquered door into the mighty throne room. It
was a large very tall room, bright and full light, thanks to the many windows
opening to a great height to disperse the torrid air of the worst summer days.
The vaults were decorated with gold mosaics of a slightly primitive design when
compared to works in other realms, but just as admirable and majestic in the
eyes of guests. This golden splendour was supported by two rows of six slender
anthropomorphic columns. The figures stretched like evening shadows falling
much further from the feet of its master than a real man.


In the centre of
the room, a fountain gushed with clear, uncorrupted water, emitting lively and
inviting gurgles. The fountain was made of imported black marble and consisted
of three eagles with the weight of the basin on their backs, encircling it with
their open wings, giving stability to the work. From the centre of the water
basin another raptor of the same race imposingly emerged with its wings
extended to the winds of glory, carrying in its beak a dying man.


"How are
you able enjoy fresh, clear water, Prince of the Dubri?" asked Gotthard
who was amazed and attracted by his burning thirst. But the curiosity of the
guest was answered by a deep voice, coming from the back of the room:


"We at Dubranek
are an autonomous people: for our religion, our water resources and our
authority! Our waters flow from the depths, not ever being touched by your
filthy surface waters", the voice stopped for a moment leaving only the
fresh roar of the liquid to fill their ears.


"What do
you want, foreigners? What right do you think you have to ask for an audience
with the Living God?", asked Wiggo, master and Lord of Dubranek.


"King Wiggo
Kaisar, Lord of the Castle of the Highest, Hero of West Breach and Hero of the
Gods Second Class, King of the Dukes! I, Godwin Wellington, Lord of the South,
appeal to you, I turn to you as a friend to fight side by side, just as in the
glorious past which saw us victorious!" King Godwin was interrupted by the
monumental warrior sitting next to the Living God:


"You
present yourselves to our guide, speaking the words of a false companion,
hiding pride behind friendship and offering orders with the smile of those who
ask for friendly favours. Do not think you are the only able speaker for
Kingdoms of the South. You will not find what you are looking for among the
stones and the plants of these lands!"


The long dark
hair hanging down in front of his face did not allow them to see the scars, but
by the covering armour, decorated with designs of leverons in the act of
devouring men, there was no doubt as to who that man could be. Godwin watched
Wiggo's cantankerous son for a few moments. The he was leaning heavily forward,
unbalanced, with his elbows against his knees, while this hands are were
clasping nervously together showing clearly the lack of patience of the prince.


Gotthard came
forward impetuously, but the Righteous stopped him with his arm. No one could
stand up to the tough, though not overly large King of the Kings of the South.
Godwin approached with slow solid steps and spoke, guided by his faith:


"You, who
address me with such lack of respect, must certainly be Prince Wolfer, the
Beast. It's a pity for you that I haven’t travelled through so many
inhospitable lands, facing countless dangers, just to speak to an insolent
prince who is second in succession to the throne!"


"In
Dubranek the laws different from those of the United Men. The power of speech
belongs to those who take it!" thunderstruck, the huge man shot upright,
like a mastiff taking a leap to catch his prey.


"And still
you underestimate my leadership, prince! I myself read and approved your just
laws, trying to extend them to all my domains, but I didn’t win because of the
greed and wealth of your peers. I am aware of the right to speak, but you
forget the violation that you perpetrated in halting my speech: it is not
permitted to interrupt those who speak or answer before having granted a
hearing to the person called by others", countered the Southern Lord,
solid, as the faith that supported him in all his actions.


Wolfer walked
threateningly toward the Righteous, holding the hilt of his long curved sword.
His dark hair swung from right to left revealing slight hints of a horribly
disfigured face. Whatever his intentions, he was not allowed to carry out his
plan. For fear of a diplomatic incident, the Living God, stood up and cried
out:


"Wolfer, do
not upset my first ally! You were not yet able to speak, when this man and I
spread the faith throughout the Southern Barbaric Lands. Now retire to a
separate room! Your inappropriate behaviour once again is an obstacle for your
future duties."


The furious
prince cast a malevolent glance towards the Righteous. His looks were so
hostile that they could not have been more vehemently expressed, and then he
changed course, growling like a beast of a different nature. The fury of the
prince also struck an innocent handmaiden who was swept over by the prince as
he passed and pushed to the ground. The woman suppressed a cry of pain while
Wolfer vanished, slamming the door vigorously behind him. The King of the Dubri
settled back on his extraordinary throne, made up of an infinite number of very
fine threads of gold intertwined to form a splendid luminescent sun with rays
like the petals of a most beautiful flower.


"Southern
Lord, now you have been saved from the blind exuberance of my son, tell me of
the threat that should bring me to battle at your side. Tell me, what sort of
arcane danger am I asked to defeat, sacrificing the precious blood of my
people? Must I defend intransigent sinister nobles, whose reason is too clouded
by their devotion the God Money to be able to defend themselves?" the
Living God asked with contempt.


"My
companion of past glories, this could be the last war of men!" Godwin
replied coldly, pausing a moment to fix his gaze on his Vassal clinging to his
shining throne like a crow to carrion. "If all men do not unite in battle,
if courage and armed forces disappear, instead of fulfilling their loyal
obligatory duty, we will do away with ourselves in favour of malevolent
creatures. This is the final call for battle! The desperate cry of women,
children and the elderly, victims of barbarism, is already echoing at this very
moment, coming from the East and the North. Is it possible to be indifferent to
their cries?" Godwin tried to shake the Living God in a theatrical way,
showing considerable intensity in his acting.


"I am the
Living God of Dubranek. My people could retreat into the thousand year old rock
walls and survive for years! Our springs are separate and give us fresh and
clear waters, unlike all the other realms! So you, men, you can allow
yourselves to be annihilated but not the Dubris! War is not our business and it
would only bring us empty and broken hearts. I could never allow such an
action!" replied King Wiggo, smiling, full of pride.


"Your walls
are powerful, forged by the ages, and this is a fact. But how will they resist
a titan coming from the north? You know well what strength these creatures
possess! In your heart you are aware of what has been done by the men of the
Northern Wall to stem the migratory threat of the titans towards the south.
When Erling's lineage is broken, who will defend us? Will we be forced to watch
our beloved houses as they are crushed like the Citadel? Are you sure that you
can count on your stone when those beasts open up passages between the mountain
ranges and fjords on the shores only to create a passage way?" Godwin did
not hold back, presenting a wide range of correct and disturbing questions to
the King of Dubri. He did not answer but meditated, while silence invaded the
magnificent throne room and its mosaics.


Walderman took
the floor, obsequious but inflexible, like the heat of those lands:


"My beloved
father, my Living God! Our King of the Kings of the South has taken infinite
risks to arrive before you. He could have sent you a hawk or a son - he has
twenty-one sons! But he preferred to ride through the night in our dangerous
lands to bring you, the tremendous news about the situation in the Kingdom with
his own voice. He has come in person to call us to war!"


"When we
found him by chance, he was struggling with those filthy beasts half-dog half
bear, and he was able to take one down without any assistance! Those beings
with their bald heads and furry bodies are a sign, a call to arms! For now,
they move singly at night in search of unknown prey. But what will happen when
they move in herds? Who will have the strength to repel them? There are not so
many of us as to be able to guard the entire Kingdom!"


"My son, it
won’t necessarily happen like that. Your point of view is always pessimistic!
Perhaps those animals will go away as they came, without leaving any shadow in
our memories," the overly optimistic Living God minimised the situation.


"My Lord, I
ask permission to say a word!" the voice of strong and valiant prince
Gotthard thundered, echoing through the throne room.


"Man of the
North, your customs are greatly distant from ours. In my presence there is no
need to ask for permission to speak. It is only necessary to wait one's turn.
If you wish, you can now express yourself freely," the Living God
explained to him, authorizing him to speak.


The guest from
the Arctic lands took a few steps towards the Living God, causing no small fear
in Godwin. The Righteous was afraid of Gotthard's arrogance and
unscrupulousness and the unmotivated vein of hatred shown by the prince heir of
Dubranek, in his dealings with Gotthard, but despite this he did not oppose
Gotthard’s speaking.


"My Lord,
your people have given many lives to come to the aid, repel enemies and protect
the Royal houses in golden raiment but with putrid hearts, so I can understand
you because I share your doubts. My people too have always given young lives,
filling the cities with sorrow in the name of an Emperor, who always fled from
battles, looking everywhere but without seeing anything! The coming war will be
nothing like to those seen so far. It will be the first of a new era. You are
not being called to arms by the Emperor. Our shining guidance this time is not
coming from a dying imperial star, absurdly surrounded by the crazy conviction
of the total safety of its walls. Those calling you claim your place at their
side are Holaf Erlingson Lord of the North, High Marshal Lord of the East and
certainly, not least, Godwin Wellington Lord of the South! We are about to face
the first war fought not for a crown or for riches, but for the poorest of the
peasants, for your grandchildren and your people!"


The three Lords
were stunned by the heartfelt exhortation of the Nordic warrior and they stared
at him with wide admiring eyes. It was Walderman who interrupted the silence by
commenting:


"I owe you
an apology, Knight of the North! I have attributed nefarious gifts to you
following some most unpleasant observations of your brother Gottbert. But only
now I realize what a great difference there is between your characters!"
The words of the Prince of the Dubri delighted the second son of the King of
Stahldorf enormously, as he was forever struggling to escape the cumbersome
shadow of his brother.


The Living God
rose from his throne without saying anything and descended the few steps to
approach Godwin, motionless like the statue of a hero on the entrance wall of
the High Tower. The self-proclaimed Living God was a thin, not very tall man.
He was noticeably less fit than during the past wars he had fought alongside
the Holy Army.


He was dressed
in colourful silk with splendid refined eagle embroidery in precious golden
thread. To protect and embellish the civilian garments, a short armour of solid
gold covered his chest, to which two shoulder straps were added. On the
shoulder protectors, Dubranek's golden eagle stood proud and in fine detail
made of shiny silver and dragon glass scales.


On his head,
crowning the long ash coloured wavy hair, he wore the crown of the Dubri, made
of thousands of very fine golden hairs woven and plaited to form a very
complicated floral corolla in filigree. Among the gold threads, ruby reds,
emeralds and topazes were added to this magnificence in an uncountable number
making it impossible to quantify the value.


The Living God
possessed no supernatural qualities: the madness of his self-proclaiming as a
Living God was only part of old age. His body and spirit were bending to the
will of passing years. The Sovereign was still cradled in the glorious memory
of his past. In his mind he was still riding his leveron, a feat Wiggo could no
longer manage today, unable to withstand the solicitations of a jumping nervous
feline.


From what could
be seen, the Lord of the Dubri was barely able to walk: he limped heavily with
both legs. However, the Righteous had not reached the limits of men's lands
seeking Wiggo's now broken sword, but because of his armies and the precious
guidance of Prince Walderman, who showed a willingness for battle.


The Living God,
placing his hands on Godwin's shoulders, looked him in the face, straight in
the eyes. It seemed almost as if he wanted to exert an occult power over the
Southern Lord, to untangle the thoughts in his mind.


"My ally,
how real is this destructive war you have been telling me about for hours? What
do you think? The news weighs heavily on my heart."


Godwin,
returning the penetrating glance as if they were rediscovered lovers, replied:


"My Vassal,
It is useless to lie to you: nothing positive has emerged from the Annual
Restricted Council, held at the Titan. The only kingdom not to have strange
things occurring apart from the usual round of disturbances were our lands. But
now the stench of corruption has brought itself into our beautiful realm as
well!"


"Those
ungodly beasts, wandering freely in the lands of Dubranek, are showing
themselves to our eyes for the first time. To the north of the Throne of Titans
plateau, on the other hand, not long ago a village was destroyed and every
living being slaughtered in the most horrible way! I assume they have gone so
far south to hunt my blood: killing me would stop the armies of the South and
put an end to the threat of your military power!" Godwin theorized
sincerely. Now secrets between allies were of no use at all.


The only thought
that the Righteous ardently had at that time was to get the support of
Dubranek's Juggernauts. However, King Wiggo was not yet totally convinced of
the legitimacy of such a war and asked:


"Do you
have any idea of who or what gave birth to such beasts? The reason for them is
clear in view of a conflict!"


The Lord of the
South frowned and shook his head slightly, mentally gathering the information
he had to offer:


"King
Wiggo, at the moment the picture does not seem clear even to my eyes. Fate has
been against us in several events, concealing evidence and answers. All that I
know, I will now reveal to you. We know that the Imperial Counsellor Dicius is
guilty of complicity with the enemy manoeuvring the Emperor making him blind
and deaf to any new threat. Rumours would have it that he is in the pay of King
Lucius Eternal Lord of Old Tumulus. This one is a very wily enemy. He and his
ally Huron of Catacomb are certainly working deviously in the shadows to lead
us to death. In their cities crowds of enemies of pure evil are gathering, sons
of dark and cursed rites of passed eras: dark gatherings with gloomy yearnings,
scourging the ground with bloody lightning, sprinkling the land with mephitic
rain".


"But all
this is unheard of! King Grigor, Lord of the West, yet again is the laughing
stock of all, with his own intolerable hastiness", the King of Dubri
thundered angry and surprised.


"The
Kingdom of the West lies in ruins: we know for certain of the betrayal of
Varius. Troops faithful to the Emperor's son have tried several times to take
our heads, almost succeeding in this! The good news is limited to the total
loyalty of Earth. The knights who are being attended by your handmaids are from
there. Our most recent loss also came from Earth. He died last night victim of
the claws of the infernal mastiffs. We also know of the obstinacy of the city
of Wexsex loyal to our cause, or at least, still flying the imperial flag.
Apart from these realms nothing seems to make sense; the Kingdom of the West
lies in chaos because of the uncertain leadership of their Lord: that madman
Grigor was so fearful of waging war!"


Godwin stopped
for a moment, shaking his head to rid himself of his thoughts as if they were
like clinging spider webs. But he failed to dispel them and widened his fiery
eyes clutching his right fist with its the red spurs, he said:


"If our
defence should fail, if we should be overwhelmed or dispersed by the strength
of our opponents. The fall of the armies will be paid with wages of blood. But
if we were able, once again, to raise our heads, shouting, ‘A curse on the
invader!’ and snatch the victory from the cold grip of death. I swear, on my
life and all I hold dear, that each King or citizen who withdrew from the
collective effort will shed sweat and blood, if necessary, to redeem his
ignoble condition. The lands will be distributed to those who, in the hour of
need, did not make themselves scarce, the titles assigned to the talented and
the dinars bestowed as reimbursement for the wrongs suffered!"


"Lord of
the South, your plans suit me to me, and I am inclined to fight! But tell me,
are the two remaining Cardinal kingdoms tormented and shattered?"
Walderman asked, attentive to the details.


"The North
is as solid and faithful as King Holaf! When Long Sword calls the troops out
all the Vassals will be present, if not engaged with invaders from over the
seas! I assume that the Kingdom of Morgul can be considered exempt from any
fight, since it is a border kingdom next to the traitors of the Catacomb. My
father's armies will also suffer the same fate, being the closest. We will miss
their hammers against those fanged muzzles! But we can count on the armoured
infantry of Trondheim, the Red Ice Red Devils, the Long Shadows from Shadows of
the North and Bears of the Eternal Frost. All well armed and able to make a
difference in furious battles! Yet, my Lord of Dubranek, despite such excellent
warriors, we need your Juggernauts."


Godwin took the
floor, putting into perspective all that was boasted of by the impetuous Nordic
prince


"The Prince
of Stahldorf is partly right and partly exaggerated: we do not know if the
mentioned armies will all be by our side. Problems may have arisen after
talking to King Holaf! We are sure, however, of the presence of the fanged
muzzles: the orcs are moving and that foolish army, with its limited
intelligence, is always flanked by great commanders, capable of prodigious
force. As well as human heroes with military relics, it will take the speed of
the leverons to bring them down."


"We cannot,
however, underestimate the other threatening beings from beyond the border: not
only are the orcs eager to invade us but also barbarians and other filthy
beasts! Let's not forget, moreover, that King High is a strong guide and his
Vassals, despite having hard heads, admire him. Black Portal also benefits from
the Eastern Wall, an almost insurmountable defence!"


"In the
light of the new revelations, the situation would seem desperate. The age of
men may have come to an end, despite the leverons or any other army!" now
worried, the Living God returned to sit on the throne.


"My father,
if your words were to prove prophetic, carrying us to the twilight of our race,
how would you prefer the era to end? Like the cowards of the West or fighting
to the last breath like the warriors of the North?" the Prince of Dubranek
provoked.


The Living God
seemed close to surrendering to defeat, like an old man at the end of his days
after long illness, and answered:


"Son, I
understand your youthful ardour, but you will not find glory in a battle in
which there is no hope for a human being to escape. The only prize will be
death!" the King replied collapsed on his throne, as if the news of war
had ruined his morale.


"My Vassal,
there is still undying hope! The men are strong and our brotherhood
strengthened by honour and loyalty will ensure that the threat is defeated. The
longer we delay in taking part in the inevitable evolution of events, the
sooner your words will come true," said the Lord of the South, left
without many options, not wishing to see the much-needed support of Dubranek
fade away.


"My King, I
am only a Nordic prince and far be it from me to tell you what to think or
decide, but I will also tell you what I will do, hoping to enlighten you on the
way. I will follow the brave Godwin into battle, even if there were only two of
us. My life belongs to me and no one can choose for me, neither men nor Gods! I
do not intend to sit behind a wall, waiting for death at the hands of an orc or
a mastiff. I will meet them in battle, fighting like there was no tomorrow, in
the crazy attempt to have the chance of admiring a new dawn, thanks to the hard
steel of my hammer!" The stoic soldier paused among the admiring glances
of all. "If I were to die, I would leave without regret, satisfied that I
had fulfilled my duty to offer every last drop of blood and not to hasten my
arrival in Valhalla."


The final speech
of proud Prince Gotthard rekindled the fire for victory in the heart of the
tired Sovereign of Dubranek and made him think of a last shore of salvation.


"The threat
is so great that the call of the Variaghi is justified!" exclaimed the
Living God, returning to a more dignified position.


Godwin shook his
head and answered:


"My
companion in past glories, I treat you like a brother and I will not insult
your intelligence by lying to you! The Emperor, as I have said, is not with us
and the armies of the Steel Ring will not move without his orders. The coffers
of the three cardinal kingdoms, put together and spent to the last coin, would
not hire enough Rostorov's mercenaries to guarantee us victory. Wolfmar Volsun,
Lord of the Variaghi is not afraid of any threat, as he is of mixed blood both
men and titans. He does not consider himself to be our brother and, in all
probability, he will not intervene! The only comforting news I can give without
hesitation concerns Denethor and his Inquisitors: they would seem to be on the
move. Asmoday helped us in the forest of Tendard. The presence of King Belial
himself is reported in the north-west."


"If those
beings have moved, then not only orcs and monsters are the enemy but the
awakening of evil itself!" exclaimed a quite frightened Walderman.


"What you
say is true, Prince Walderman called the Invincible, yet the Inquisitors hold
infinite powers and can effortlessly sweep entire armies from our lands. I
prefer to have them and their ancient formulas of prayer with us, even if they
are blasphemous, rather than conceding defeat," Godwin replied.


"Of course
they have moved, but whose side have these beings of legendary power taken? The
question is necessary, but the answer is difficult. I know that the Lords of
Denethor are no more interested in the race of men than they are in the race of
cockroaches," commented King Wiggo.


"You are
correct, Living God! But you must consider the bigger picture: no race will
survive the evil that is being secretly evoked. If, as your son has pointed
out, the Inquisitors would not move for some orcs, then many races, including
us, are mere puppets of a larger and darker puppeteer. The Inquisitors have no
choice but to take the side of men, being the lesser of two evils. Their
allegiance has already been declared through action, even though there is no
recorded treaty," said Gotthard, proving to be rather adept with words,
despite his tendency to exaggerate the tone of his voice.


Godwin commented
by offering his verdict:


"There will
come a time, for all forms of life, when it will be a matter of regret not
having wielded a sword, unfurled your claws or shown your teeth. Even King
Wolfmar, Lord of the Variaghi and his people will fall, despite their fortress,
the incredible relics and the power of their armies, if we all perish. We are
facing an unquestionable hour of heroic decisions. These choices will not be
described in poems or have white statues in the squares dedicated to them, but
on which our continued existence will be based. The time has come to heroically
oppose the dark enemy otherwise we shall declare ourselves victims of this
obscure will!"


Wiggo didn't
even hear much of the heartfelt galvanizing harangue, absorbed as he was in his
thoughts. The Living God sat shrouded in precious fabric on his golden throne,
sighing, looking very much like those nobles of the South whom he had hated so
much in the past. Prince Walderman was visibly shaking, hoping to hear the
right words moving the air from the right lips, but there was no comment, only
further sighs.


The heir to the
throne with a bewildered expression, looked to the Lord of the South and to
Gotthard, who was trying to control his own lack of patience in the
embarrassing silence that fell like a veil over their heads. The squeaking of
old hinges and heavy steps unceremoniously announced the return of Wolfer,
still as dark as death, followed by Jurgen, Walmar, Wendeline and, in the arms
of his only beautiful daughter, little Asmus.


"My
children, what are you doing in the throne room during this private meeting?
Your behaviour does not befit for your rank! Now return to your rooms!"
the Living God was irritated. But his offspring neither obeyed nor moved; on
the contrary, Wolfer approached the King of Kings and cited the words of his
father:


"According
to the laws of the Kingdom of Dubri everyone has the right to express their own
ideas. You said it yourself and I invoke that right!"


Godwin waved his
hand as a clear invitation to enter the circle of conversation and replied:


"Your laws
are unambiguous. Exercise the right guaranteed to you and, given the stagnant
dialogue, you offer fresh water to a miserable pool!"


"Father,
what's the matter with you? Where what has happened your usual ardour? I
followed this debate from the chamber of those not admitted to the discussion,
shivering at every revelation regarding the evolution of events beyond our
territories. Don't be blind, my father! The war is now in progress and sooner
or later it will drive us before it like a leveron with its prey! I think it's
better to step forward now alongside our allies, with the chance of breaking
the adversaries’ will, rather than facing them alone and then a certain
death!" said the large scarred prince surprisingly.


"Son, you
have always confused glory with duty and wisdom for cowardice! Your desire to
be thought of as the most feared warrior in the South has often led you into
error through risky judgements. Your disfigured face is proof of that!"
the Living God was hard on his son and once again he had closed his eyes to
avoid seeing the shadows.


The young prince
Jurgen took the floor. He had only been admitted to the academy of the sword a
short time earlier:


"Father, do
not be persuaded of certainties that your own heart denies: there will be
nothing left to defend if we are the last to join in battle. Do you want to
condemn your children and your splendid princess, my sister, to a life of
flight and fear like the first men? History has already seen such pitiful
situations and if it hadn't been for those who fought against it, none of us be
here today!" the young scion paused for a moment, looking at his brothers.
"You know, father, how much I fear war and death, but for us to cross
swords and fly our banners next to those of the Lord of the South would seem to
be the only answer!"


"Even you,
Jurgen, have finally been influenced by your older brothers. I cannot believe
that I am hearing these words from you! You have disappointed me very
much," replied Wiggo, putting aside his son's heartfelt appeal as if it
were the complaint of an infant.


Godwin sighed
shaking his head and bitterly warned the Living God:


"Wiggo
Kaisar, I warn you once more and only once! If this war should turn to the
advantage of men, I will demand from you as much as I can demand of anyone who
has pulled back from the great battle, at the cost of placing Dubranek under
siege! If not, I will die with honour in battle, and you, guilty of cowardice,
will be left with the heavy burden of fighting or dying facing the fury of
evil. That will certainly be worse than anything I can inflict on you. It's for
you to decide, but use morality as the lodestone in your reflections. I must go
now: my allies certainly have an extreme need for help and you have made me
waste far too much time!"


The Righteous
walked towards the door, nervous and full of regret, followed by Gotthard who
was still struggling for control over his great northern heart. The two of them
didn't make any sound and just walked quickly in the direction of the hall,
where their companions were refreshing themselves. From the door behind them came
the sounds of a family quarrel, but Godwin didn't care anymore. His army would
have liked to have the leverons with them so much. Now he was it was urgent
that he replace them, drawing heavily on the armies of his foolish kings.


As they entered
the great refectory, Fulk stood up raising the chalice, but his smiling, joyful
face fell when he saw the tense expression of the Southern Lord and asked:


"My King,
what has happened?"


"Eat,
drink, and collect supplies. We have wasted far too much time within these
stony walls. We will have to make our way to different shores to get the help
we need!"


The noisy
horsemen of Earth were silenced then only a few of them still had the energy to
object angrily, even though it was of no use.


"My King,
allow us a moment to reflect, do not be hasty! My father is as stubborn as a
sheep, but you won't regret having requested the support of the Juggernauts of
Dubranek!" the young Jurgen came running and prostrated himself.


"Prince, I
thank you for the support shown to me by you and your brothers. I hope the war
will not come to your walls, allowing you to live a full life!" thanked
Godwin with great courtesy, despite his regret.


Jurgen bowed his
head and asserted:


"My Lord,
you yourself know better than anyone else that it is impossible to escape this
threat. Some beasts are already wandering within our rocky land, and others
will be coming. Who, if not ourselves, can defend us?".


"You are
wise, young prince, you would be a very good King, as your father was before he
lost himself in the madness of the Living God! But I can't do anything if he
doesn't understand the situation," Godwin commented without fear of
damaging the love of a son for his father.


"My father
has covered himself with the lies of the Living God so as not to see the
weakness of old age that overwhelms him. This decision dragged him into a
vortex of lies, until he lost any idea of logic as well as any perception of
what is true and what is not. For years Walderman has been reigning with the
help of Wolfer. My father is still on the throne and in the heart of the
people, nothing more. These are the reasons why I am begging you to wait a
little longer. You will see everything go as it should!" explained the
young dark boy, saying farewell to the King of Kings to give himself time to
sooth his feelings.


The Lord of the
South was amazed to learn how serious Wiggo's mental condition had become. Even
more disconcerted, but with some satisfaction, he became aware of the news that
Prince Walderman had replaced his father at the helm. The sons’ idea of not
forcibly deposing their father but merely acting as loving shadows on his
behalf was very much appreciated, since it was rare in the United Men's Empire
to hear of such love. Often he heard of de-thronings that concluded with
murderous princes and dead Kings. Gotthard, having listened to the story, could
not help commenting:


"If the
story is true, Dubranek would be a proud and sincere ally!"


"You are
right, Prince of the North, I hope with all my heart that they come to support
us. The war will soon come and to have taken so long over just a handful of
sand would be a defeat even before we begin to fight," replied Godwin.


The wait didn't
last long, just the time to eat a bite and gather supplies. Walderman and
Wolfer entered the door with dark faces and a solid stride. The first one
announced in a vigorous tone:


"My King,
the Juggernauts will be by your side once again!"


There was a
general acclamation at the glad tidings but the Righteous smiled and spoke:


"Princes,
you do not know how much comfort such news brings to my heart! Now the shadow
of death becomes less dark and smaller!"


"Lord of
the South, how many Vassals have responded to your call?" asked the
imposing Wolfer already in armour.


"Dubranek
was the second stop on my journey; the first was Hal Barat and King Josef did
not deny me his army! Now I will march to Mursal, where Prince Cajus waits with
his men. In addition those, there will be the Holy Army that all of which I
will call to me, but I cannot give you answers which I am still searching
myself," for now Godwin listed the meager list of Vassals.


"You are
certain that the battle will be at the Black Portal?" Wolfer wanted to
know in a dark tone of voice, his hair still covering his face.


"At the
moment there are no certainties but I'm sure to receive new information as soon
as I get to the Sepulchre of the Gods. The Lord of the North was heading to
Midgard by to see a powerful druid, who is able to interpret the will of their
Gods using the mystic runes. In any case, if we do not find King High in the
east, the march will continue to the north. It is on one of those two fronts
that the door to the underworld is found, my faith tells me!" said Godwin,
having not much to offer him, if not his unshakable faith.


Walderman nodded
and looked at his brother and commented:


"It seems
that the time has come to for us to take a nice trip!"


"But,
brother, who will bear the burden of the Kingdom, if both of us are at
war?" asked Prince Wolfer.


"Jurgen
with the support of Wendeline! They'll be perfectly able to stem our father's
wickedness," replied the eldest son. Godwin perhaps a bit impetuously,
interrupted the two intent on their discussion, asking:


"How much
time before your army can move?"


"My King,
the division of my brother Wolfer is ready to go and will follow you
immediately. I need a day for the rest of the Juggernauts and for supplies, but
on horseback you will be much slower than us and we will catch up to you on
your way. Now go, we'll meet at the Mursal Bridge! I assume this is the best
way to cross the Mirage River!" exclaimed Walderman smiling.


Godwin, finally
calmed down, nodded and ordered:


"We march,
my knights!"










Chapter
11


Men, We're Going to War!


 


 


Despite the
early hour and the icy climate, the deep purplish blue dark circles on the worn
faces of wedding guests were not lessened. Holaf reluctantly saluted his son
Roar, who left with two hundred War Masters for Trondheim. Although the Lord of
the North tried to send his Queen to safety, Anastasia and the mighty Olrund
were still marching alongside him.


Neither Holaf
nor High felt the effects of the festivities of the previous night: both had
drunk the enough to have fun but without excess, so they had no reason to
regret it. High was still riding Dawn Reflection, which did not please the
steed despite the loving attention lavished by God-Slayer.


As promised,
King Jarg arrived on time at the appointment with the whole army of Cold Wood.
The army had the name of Barbarians, a designation which never seemed more
appropriate. All the soldiers wore heavy rattling chainmail with shin covers of
different colours, one white and one green. Each member of the Barbarians was
permitted to choose their amour, giving the army great variety but always with
the colours white and green.


Often the weaker
limb carried more protection than the stronger arm, covered with lighter armour
to brandish axes and swords more easily. Another recurrent element was the
comfortable and wide tabard, down to the mid-calf, divided into four green and
white squares, just like their shields.


The men of Cold
Wood shouted curses and spoke of all sorts of wickedness that they had seen or
committed in their lives, all excited and arrogantly ready to meet a glorious
death in battle. The noise of such a hustle and bustle carried great distances
among the fir trees of the Nordic lands, bouncing from trunk to branch until it
could be heard by unknown ears. King Holaf, not too satisfied with such
behaviour, asked King Jarg:


"For love
of the Warrior Gods! Stop this racket or all the orcs in every corner of the
land above the sea will know where to find us!"


The old heavily
armed warrior, looked at his Lord, quite astounded by the request, and with the
bewilderment only possible for an old Nordic man he growled:


"My King,
let all the disgusting green faces come, they will learn not to challenge the
army of Cold Wood!"


"No, my
dear Vassal, perhaps you have misunderstood the meaning of my words. I ordered
a quiet march. Too many enemies are on our trail and the ultimate goal of the
mission is for as many of us as possible to arrive in time at the Black Portal,
and in the best fighting form possible!" said Long Sword.


At the justified
insistence of his own Lord, the King of Cold Wood, nicknamed the Antique because
of the many winters that he had seen, slowed down and, shouting more than men
under his orders, reduced their rowdiness.


"It’s just
as well, brother, we decided to make a march as silently and rapidly as the
wind," High commented with sarcastically.


Holaf, snorting,
shook his head and answered:


"You can't
be like the wind if there are stones in the heads of the warriors. At best we
could hope to resemble the earth or rather a landslide, but there is no chance
of a silent march!" The detailed reasoning of the Lord of the North caused
a splendid smile on the face of the Queen of Trondheim and amused shivers from
the King of the Red Devils marching next to the God-Slayer.


The landscape of
the North offered narrow streets in dark forests of fragrant firs. Old trunks
had collapsed to the ground and created, with the complicity of the uneven
terrain, a land full of boulders and bumps, attractive bridges covered with
vines. Luxuriant moss covered the ground, carpeting everything insidiously. In
order to avoid injuries, moving off the path was absolutely forbidden and the
march could not be too hasty. Perfectly camouflaged deep holes were lying in
wait to greedily swallow and break a horse’s leg or wheel.


Immersed in such
a lush nature, scented with fragrances of pine, resin and hundreds of other
essences, Tyra could not yet believe she was married to the fourth Master of
War. The radiant blond continued to smile and joyfully hum and sing softly.
Lady Elisabet, having left the child in a more suitable place with the midwives
of Red Ice, approached her and whispered sweet words:


"My child,
how proud I am of you! Adult and married, I don't recognize you anymore and I'm
happy. The young woman whom I cared for in the town of Kitan was sad and
terrified, but now look at how beautiful you are!" The old woman wiped a
tear from her cheek and, turning to the new husband, threatened: "You,
knight, know that I will be watching you very closely! You are an extremely
lucky man and I hope you do not turn out to be as crude and vulgar as those of
your kind".


The Bear's Head,
caught unprepared, replied:


"Lady
Elizabeth, you have known me for several moons now. Have I ever given you
reason to doubt my ways?"


"But yes!
Knight, I am aware of your elegant way of behaving, better than any King or
warrior, Lord of the East excluded! But I must put some pressure on you, don't
you think?", the old woman replied, looking at her interlocutor with
subtle and penetrating eyes.


The fourth
Nordic rune, not knowing what to say, sought the help of his attractive wife,
but she was enjoying watching how Elisabet was teasing her husband, so did not
intervene. She went a few steps further with a smile on her lips. Behind this
interlude the Dragon, back in the saddle, and Sersy admired the scene. The beautiful
brunette laughed happily and elegantly, while the third northern rune asked
Tyra:


"Princess,
you should not abandon my brother to such an inquisition! Has he bothered you
in any way?"


"No, my
knight, far from it! He's always wonderful to me, but I want him to get used to
Elisabet. I owe that woman a great deal and I don't want to abandon her. She
was also all alone when the fate brought us together," replied the young
wife with her big heart.


"What a
deal you have made, my poor Bear, a splendid wife but two mothers-in-law!
Luckily for you Queen Olga does not follow the army," commented the
warrior of the third rune without weighing his words, so that Tyra burst into
cheerful laughter. But the third rune then paid the consequences with a comment
from his beloved. Sersy quickly reproved him, exclaiming:


"My
treasure, that is not as sweet or as appropriate as you think."


"I have not
offended anyone, I have only given my judgement on the situation!" the
Dragon defended himself annoyed by the observation.


Tyra immediately
became a peacemaker and asserted:


"Calm down,
my friends, no one has been offended or shown disrespect! To be honest, the
dilemma of having two mothers-in-law had never occurred to me. I had better go
back to him before he asks for the annulment of the marriage!"


On the horizon
the three peaks of Mount Hella were already rising, among the black clouds. A
gloomy reputation shrouded that dark and hostile mountain, filling popular
traditions with deadly stories of unprecedented suffering. For generations the
inhabitants of those places had set up strict prohibitions on access to its
slopes to dissuade the least fearful young people from exploring the mountains,
woods and caves.


"This is
the ghostliest mountain in the entire North," exclaimed King Grigor of
South Winter.


"Yes, my
good friend! At its foot the Red River winds in a long serpentine stretch of
rapids, creating a deep furrow in the rock of the mountain. This is where I
would prepare an ambush, among these woods, bushes and boulders, made even more
dangerous by their mosses. In these lands a handful of warriors could threaten
hundreds of lives," commented Holaf thoughtfully searching for any threat
in the vegetation.


"You are
right, my brother! Moreover, if you remember what happened on the Rock Road,
you will certainly understand the need to ride close to the red waters, to
avoid the enemy sentinels. In all probability, many coloured muzzles will be
covering the backs of the army of orcs waiting for our appearance at the mouth
of the rocky valley!" specified the God-Slayer.


"My Kings,
forgive the question: is there an army of orcs stationed on the Rock
Road?" Skoll asked dismayed to discover how serious the silent invasion of
such beasts had become.


"Yes, my
Vassal, I cannot now swear to the current position of this force, but we were
obliged to cross the treacherous peaks of the Goat Horns to avoid battle,"
revealed the King of the Kings of the North.


"So it
would not be wrong to imagine the possibility of encountering the same threat
perched in the woods through which we are now about to pass," commented
King Skoll, aiming at devising a plan of action to avoid sudden attacks.


"Sovereign
of Red Ice, since all this madness began nothing should be dismissed lightly.
Each imagined fear of children and babies, even the most unlikely, has proved
to be true in all their brutality. It would not surprise me at all if I heard
of hostile forces lurking in the midst of those branches and brushwood!"
exclaimed the Lord of the North with the thoughtful gaze of those who held back
unspoken fears.


"My
Sovereigns, what if we sent a forward patrol? A couple of experienced soldiers,
able to moving without being seen" proposed Grigor.


"I am in
favour of it but, for all the Gods, they should not be chosen from the
Barbarians of Cold Wood!" High snapped, making furtive smiles blossom on
the faces of the royalty.


"Among my
ranks there are excellent trained and silent elements" Skoll offered proud
of the training of his Red Devils.


"I do not
doubt it, but your scarlet armour is not likely to go unnoticed in the thick
bush!" Lord of Trondheim found the right objection, discarding the
proposal.


"My
brother, you aren't thinking of the Dragon again? He has only just got back on
his feet!" said High softly.


"I can't
ask such a favour of anyone who has already given us so much," Holaf
replied looking at King Rune of Black Feather, who was silent and reluctant to
offer his soldiers.


"There is
no need to ask, my Lord, we volunteer!" exclaimed the Wolf who came
forward with the mighty Dragon.


"But now
even the third rune of the North has a red breast plate," Skoll noted.


The warrior
dismounted from his horse and bent to put his hand into a puddle of water
stagnating at the roadside, and then spread the fetid mud on his breast plate.


"My Kings,
in this way not even a hawk would see me. It is not my intention to show my
chest to the enemy at all. The only thing he will ever see of me is my
hammer!" said the third Nordic rune, riding on horseback and setting out
through in the thick undergrowth with the Wolf, without paying attention to
anyone but himself. The two warriors moved quickly vanishing into the dark
shadows cast by the vegetation.


The air was full
of scents but some impiety threatened its purity and the third Master asked the
Wolf:


"Is your
sense of smell as offended as mine?"


"Yes,
brother, rotting carrion downwind fills all the air with stench!" replied
the Head of Wolf just before dismounting from his steed and plunging between
brambles and raspberries, using the narrow paths made by animals.


The Dragon
certainly did not stay watching and followed his companion, both heading in the
direction from which the stench came. They felt sure they would find a deer
carcass or some other grass-eater taken as food for lousy orcs, but the truth
was quite different. Scattered among the greenish rocks, dozens of corpses of
their enemies lay rotting, lavishly feasted on by worms and insects. Human
arrows pierced the flesh and wooden armour in handfuls, still upright and with
red plumes to show their owners.


"Work of
the soldiers of Finger of Fate!" the Dragon commented, inspecting a body
and satisfied with the macabre spectacle.


"So it
would seem, my brother! So there are those who oppose and fight. This discovery
is of some comfort," emphasized the Wolf's Head who climbed, like an
animal, onto a trunk broken by some storm, to look further on.


The two warriors
searched through the putrid corpses in search of clues to report, but all the
dead revealed to the living was the horror of war. Disappointed by the lack of
booty, the two continued beyond the scene of the ambush until they reached the
shore ruined by the bloody waters.


The same
destruction of the previously crossed rivers was revealed to their eyes: the
same horror and stench, together with the slimy unnatural mucus that dripped
from the open wounds in the dying plants. The explorers decided to check the
area, keeping King Holaf's words in mind.


The two searched
expertly in every remote lair or ravine, under every sparse bush, but the only
threatening entity could be seen above their heads. Black clouds like the
armies of Trondheim thickened in the sky. The clouds were split by strong
flashes that frightened the horses accompanied by the roar of thunder. Angry
gusts of wind shattered the sparse treetops, screaming as if they wanted to
warn the warriors of the harsh terrain ahead. The only thing that was not
disturbed by the turbulence of the storm was the placidity of the waves on the
surface of the river, which were as flat as a steel bar.


"Brother,
all this is absurd! It seems to be the beginning of a bad dream,"
commented the perplexed Dragon having difficulty reading any signs.


The Wolf's Head,
trying to follow a strange trail, spoke in a soft voice:


"Third
brother, when did you last see something that was not absurd? I too have the
same idea as you and I often hope to wake up, but it hasn’t happen, and I find
myself back to normal only while sleeping!"


They were both
attracted by a cracking sound in the vegetation followed by another. After a
few seconds of quiet, a large bush shook vigorously. They crouched down behind
a rock covered with green moss, while the first drops of rain began to splash
on their armour.


A large
silhouette moved awkwardly in front of them, unaware of how many eyes were
watching. The Dragon moved with caution, moving round the shadow helped by the
rumble of thunder. He pulled from its resting place his savage hammer of arms,
always longing for new death. He clutched it, hiding behind the trunk of a mighty
oak tree.


The shadow,
approached through the darkness, taking on an anthropomorphic form with
wrinkled brown skin. The characteristic smell of dirt of that race threatened
the fine nostrils of the Dragon at a distance of more than twenty steps,
revealing just how heavy the odour could be. The brown, strangely covered with
rusty metal armour, moved as if he were alone with his ignorance: its large
size meant its steps were far from agile, making it bump into every possible
branch and making a lot of noise.


The Wolf wasted
no time and moved away to the opposite side from his sword brother; when the
solitary orc was close enough, he threw himself from his shelter with sword
drawn. The surprised enemy looked around but didn’t understand what was
happening though it suddenly tried to escape retracing its footsteps, giving a
loud growl.


The scream did
not last for more than a few moments, and the Dragon, emerging like a spectre
from a dark cavern, put an end to it. The God Crusher hit the enemy on the
skull, fracturing the bones. One piece of bone tried to escape but was drawn
back to its smelly owner by a wide strip of skin. The third warrior from the
North began to search the future corpse, while his body was still twisting and
jumping, and a sharp whistle was coming out of its mouth, a sound similar to
that of a bellows deflating gently. In that monster's saddlebags they found
nothing but handfuls of human teeth and some shimmering jewellery, a pretty
little dagger of gold and a half-rotting human arm with some bite marks.


"He had
brought a snack with him, this foul beast!" commented the Dragon with
contempt, throwing the arm into the vegetation. While the third rune continued
to inspect the body, the Wolf's Head suggested:


"Brother,
you could give the dagger to Sersy. I don't think she would ever be able to
wield a sword, but with that your sweet lady would be able to defend herself
effectively!"


"Thank you,
brother, if it's not a problem for you, I think I'll accept the advice,"
replied the other satisfied.


"Let's get
the horses and warn King Holaf: we must go beyond the undergrowth and trees.
The terrain lends itself so well to ambushes that it would be a stupid gift to
the enemy, if they still exist. So let's move, we won't always be so lucky!
Already disgusting creatures scour the area; if instead of a brown we had found
ourselves in front of a black orc, we would have had to work a lot
harder!" observed the Wolf Head, always careful to be as efficient and
hard-working as possible in favour of his King.


There was not a
single moment of debate or need for further words: both were experts and rode
back to the army where they told the Kings of all that they had seen and
recovered from the corpses. Holaf was stunned to learn of the reluctance of the
brown to face an enemy in single combat. Usually the wrinkled brown skins were
not the most indomitable hearts of the known world, but a single dueller did
not put them to flight. However, the detail which caught Lord of the East’s
attention, though it could be a coincidence, was the iron armour:


"In the
beginning the races of orcs, always hostile to each other, have allied
themselves, now they are providing themselves with new weapons! The situation
is decidedly not moving in our favour, even without unusual pacts and enemy
excesses".


"King of
the East, you of all warriors have fought orcs for longest. What do you think
of this unfortunate turn of events?" asked Grigor, strangely calm.


"Lord of
South Winter, I cannot hide my concern. Every single notion learned with blood in
the course of ages about the behaviour of such beings would seem to be turned
on its head. I see no trace of their old tactics. The black orcs command all of
the races and, from what we could see at Damwall, they do it bloody well!
According to King Rune they have found a way to cut off communications by
eliminating our hawks", High took a moment to meditate wrinkling his
forehead. "I almost feel like I'm caged in my own house! These beings have
placed the whole Empire under siege! Think for a moment, we are starving: the
rivers are corrupt and lifeless, and the game almost totally disappeared. We
have been brought to our knees, only we have not yet noticed it!" answered
God-Slayer sincerely, explaining what many people thought without finding the courage
to utter it, in such clear terms.


"Lord of
the East, what supplies have you stored in the warehouses of the Black
Portal?" asked Skoll.


"King of
the Red Devils, a great deal! We have the habit of storing food for about three
winters so we can feed all the citizens! With the addition of the allied armies
and with a little care that figure shouldn't be reduced too much! But if, as I
fear, the tyrant Krator is leading this series of complex enemy moves, we won't
need to use up all the supplies. That giant orc is not accustomed to commanding
his pack for long sieges. He prefers to strike with whatever weapons he
possesses to break our strength and then devour those who still oppose him one
by one, while they are still breathing!" King High's response was clear and
vehement. He preferred to prepare his allies for the truth of the brutal war
generally conducted by the black orcs, who were not given to mercy or
concessions of any kind.


"I do not
understand why we have stayed still, waiting for this Krator's move. If the
creature is so dangerous, why has nothing been done to depose it?" naively
enquired King Jarg.


It was Holaf who
replied to his Vassal:


"My friend,
that orc is so old and so huge that it would take the defences of Arkantorre to
overcome it!"


This news
certainly disconcerted the hearts of the Allied Kings, generating in each of
them the question of how it would be possible to bring down such an enemy
without the aforementioned colossal weapons.


Under a heavy
downpour, well able to wash away any kind of good humour from men, the Wolf
Head and the Dragon went in search of possible enemy traces again. A very
unlikely search in the muddy soil which had been turned into a torrent because
of the water that gathered towards the bed of the Red River.


The lookouts
stopped at the edge of the thick humid forest, where the large firs began to
thin out and become smaller, giving way to the less imposing plants that
covered more of the ground. A vast expanse of almost flat land extended into a
wide bend of the Red River. All sorts of rises and hills livened up its
morphological conformation making it impractical to travel, especially
subjected, as they were, to the violent cloudbursts that could turn the paths
in marshy streams. On the horizon, disguised by the rain, the dark low mass
that was their destination could barely be glimpsed.


"Here we
are in view of the city of Finger of Fate, a Kingdom that borders with our ally
of the East!" exclaimed the Wolf Head hidden among the branches of a
bramble.


"You are
right, brother, that is the Finger of Fate, but the view seems strange to me!
Can you also see the dark shadows on its walls? To me they seem too dark to be
rain!" noted the Dragonhead in a serious voice.


"Do you
think it could be the smoke from fires, started by lightning and extinguished
by rain?" asked the first Master of War.


"I don't
think they're natural fires, I'm afraid it’s the product of war: Finger of Fate
could be under siege. There is no time to waste, we must warn the Lords!"
the third Master of War replied, almost excited at the idea of giving battle.
But the Wolf objected:


"One
moment, my brother, we are too far away to see properly! I think we should get
as close as needed to verify the situation. We don’t spread useless alarm among
the soldiers.


The two men from
the North pushed on towards the unknown omens, ready to defend each other. The
demonic hammer of arms seemed to push its master along the taking shortest path
to get to drink the black enemy blood. The Wolf's Head was not at all willing
to fight and continued to jump nervously at every creak that was heard among
the green rocks.


When they
arrived at a good distance from the walls of Finger of Fate, the two Masters of
War of Trondheim were amazed to see obvious signs of burns on the walls. In many
places the battlements had been torn down, landslides and dozens of large
openings could be seen along the wall. A few arrows were flying from the gate
tower towards the orcs that crowded the edges, calling out stupidly. Their
horrible language, made up of grunts and growls rang in the ears of the patrol,
covered infrequently by the roar of thunder. Outside the city, an entire horde
of beasts was waiting to spread mourning and destruction, shouting at the
fallen drawbridge.


"By the
Warrior Gods! They have crossed the bridge," exclaimed the wolf agitated.


"Yes, but
something is pushing them back. You see, brother, I can't move forward. It’s
like the tide pressing on the keel of a drakkar!" the Dragon pointed out,
giving them faint hope of balance between the sides. The situation seemed
desperate and constantly changing, like a juggler on a cable stretched between
two towers.


Five large rough
catapults continued launching huge stones over the walls, crushing and smashing
the houses located beyond the square of arms. Next to these machines, in
addition to a large number of servants, stood a large ancient orc. A second
beast, covered in armour, stood out well against the walls, intent on besieging
the gate tower. The sound of war and the typical sound of metal reached the
ears of the two Nordic knights all too clearly, despite the heavy rain that
fell on their helmets.


"Wolf, go
back and tell the Sovereigns about the tragic events. But hurry! The garrison
of Finger of Fate will not last much longer," ordered the Dragon without
saying what he would do.


The first rune
of Trondheim didn't have time to question and mounted his horse and left
quickly, like lightning in a cloud, back to the army. He jumped over rocks,
which he had crawled under before, and then followed the road marked by the
wheels of the wagons, that they had avoided on patrol because of ambushes.


In his haste the
first Master of War caused his horse to stumble over the roots of a tree, in a
terrible fall. The impact on the rocks was so terrible that it cracked the
breast plate of the heavy Nordic armour. Suddenly all the air in his lungs,
rushed out through his throat, and then slowly returned as the Wolf got up,
holding his chest in a desperate attempt understand what had happened. The
sight of his poor, unfortunate, neighing animal saddened his heart, as fast as
the frost in Trondheim made ice crystals bloom on the tiny windows of the
houses. "I will not kill you, my friend, but I must run. But I will be
back to splint your leg," exclaimed the Wolf, talking to his horse and
deluding himself that everything could be fixed.


Holaf recognized
the typical song of the heavy plates of Trondheim heard on the wind and, seeing
the first Master of War come back on foot, limping and with his arms crossed
over his chest, he ran to meet him.


"Healer, to
me!" cried worried the Lord of the North. "What hit you? Where is the
Dragon?"


"Nothing
serious has happened to the Dragon and I have fallen onto the rocks like a ripe
persimmon, in my haste to bring you unfortunate news of the Finger of
Fate!" The first Nordic warrior was ashamed of himself.


"Finger of
Fate! Tell us what you have seen, what shadow hangs over our ally?" asked
King Skoll, running up with the others.


"The walls
have fallen, the bridge is taken and ungodly orcs are above on the stands. But
all is not lost. They are still fighting and friends are bravely in battle
beyond the gate repelling the enemy pigs! Those boorish coloured muzzles have
five catapults. They are launching large boulders, but they are poorly made and
I do not think they are able to reach past the first houses beyond the
defences."


"We saw a
lot of infantry, scattered over the walls or about to enter the tower
gatehouse, but only two captains or commanders: one controlling the siege
machines and the second in the stands, both in armour," said the Head of
Wolf catching his breath. "My Kings, these are certainly not a group of
scouts gathered together. The catapults cannot have moved unnoticed through the
peaks and passes of any mountain! I think they were built on site undisturbed.


After the
warrior's terrifying report, a meditative silence fell, while the healer,
having removed the gorget and breast plate, tried to check on the heavily
breathing Wolf.


"Holaf, we
cannot wait! The city must not fall into enemy hands. Your Vassals must know
that they are protected and guided by a strong man, or they will yield without
a fight, giving victory to the enemy," exclaimed High vigorously.


Long Sword did
not lose an instant, ordering with a strong cry:


"Men, we go
to war! For the North! To the Finger of Fate!"


A powerful roar
answered him proudly, leaving no doubt about the common will. The Wolf and the
healer were momentarily left behind, protected by the Masters of War number one
hundred and thirty. But the eyes of the first rune of Trondheim did not move
from the departing army. The cavalry moved away from the armoured Infantry and
the mysterious war machines of the Red Devils.


They arrived
quickly, thundering on the ground like clubs on a drum skin, arriving close to
the Dragon. Holaf threw himself beside the Dragon to observe how the situation
was evolving. His eye was filled with horrific amazement at all he was able to
see. A series of curses dirtied his regal lips, usually unfamiliar with such language.
Not even Anastasia had the courage reprimand him. The King of the Kings of the
North turned to his allies, arranged in a semicircle, and explained his
thoughts:


"Those
disgusting beings have gathered in large numbers on the west side of the city,
but certainly there will also be a certain number of them in the east, at the
gate to the river, to avoid being surrounded. They don't expect us to arrive
and, the idiots won't have any rear guard!"


"Are we
sure there are no hidden reinforcements?" High correctly asked, seeing the
fury that pervaded Holaf's judgment.


"Yes, my
King, there is not a soul between our position and the riverbank! As the Wolf,
whom I can’t see at the moment, came to tell you, I have inspected the
area," replied the Dragonhead worried about his brother's absence.


"Your
brother Wolf fell off his horse in his hurry and is slightly injured. At this
moment a healer is treating him. It doesn’t look like anything serious could,
so calm down!" explained King Holaf having recovered his usual serenity.


"My King,
if I may dare to suggest something, we could go down to the riverbank, where
they would have greater difficulty in seeing us. Later, I'd attack the hordes
at the ruined gate to relieve the soldiers within the walls," proposed the
Bear's Head.


Holaf did not
agree with his Master. He said:


"I would
prefer to attack in a pincer manoeuver, giving them no quarter. The Red Devils'
cavalry can move along the river among the purple dying plants, where they will
wait for King Jarg's move. The Barbarians of Cold Wood will move south and then
turn back to the gate, but not before they have allowed Black Feather and
Trondheim to strike the enemy at the centre. Our infantry will destroy their
fetid flesh, causing the most fearful to flee while the cavalry wings from the
north and the south will attack the fugitives and the any final resistance!"


"Excellent!
The enemy lines will find themselves attacked from four different directions,
as the Finger of Fate knights will certainly not retreat on our arrival! But
what are we going to do with the probable opposing horde guarding the city
behind us?" Grigor asked, pointing out a plausible hole in the plan.


"The troops
of South Winter, together with the volunteers of Vyborg and the heroes of
Tulsky, will stem the enemy by holding it back just enough to allow the
infantry of the Red Devils to arrive in support!" Anastasia replied with
satisfaction, being of the same mind as her husband.


"That's
right, my love! King Skoll's infantry will be divided into two wings: one will
fight in the middle and the other will act as a reserve, and intervene where it
is needed. In this way we can avoid using our siege weapons, revealing their
effectiveness to the enemy," explained the enthusiastic Northern Lord.


"Good, my King,
the plan seems a fine one to me!" exulted Jarg now hurrying towards his
knights. "Men, we ride to death! Quick and indomitable we will show the
Warrior Gods what the knights of the Cold Wood can do!"


The soldiers
responded to the exhortation of their Lord by shouting, "The cold protects
us!"


In the general
excitement of the Nordic fury Sersy and Tyra held hands, sharing fears for the
fate of their loves. Tyra commented optimistically:


"Rest
assured, my friend, your man has already played with death once! You have seen
what strength he has."


"Yes,
princess, you have seen the problem! The Dragon goes in search of trouble, as
if he needed to. Your husband, on the other hand, avoids problems. If they are
too great, he prefers to face them as a group. That's why I suppose I have more
to fear!" Sersy replied with a crystal clear tear sliding down her cheek.


"Ladies you
must wait for the outcome of the battle with the reserve infantry, safe and
well away from the fetid clutches of those creatures!" ordered the Sovereign
of Trondheim approaching.


Geir was
briefing his archers, explaining that they should move. They should occupy the
centre of the deployment, firing once, to drop arrows on enemies a few moments
before the impact of the infantry, and then act as a guard behind, passing a
blade through every orc lying on the ground but not yet dead.


The groups of
armies were divided. The Barbarians of Cold Wood left before the others,
strangely silent. Their destination would take them through unexplored woods
hoping not to run into resistance or enemy reinforcements. The entire army of
King Jarg moved rapidly on horseback. In theory they were able to divide if it
was necessary to defend the southern flank of Finger of Fate. Half of the
Barbarians could have undertaken this task, while the rest could follow the
original plan, throwing themselves towards the portal of the besieged city.
King Jarg was looking for death in battle as his tradition required and, not
wishing to leave the kingdom in chaos, he passed his powers to his eldest son
Erling, so that from the Old Castle he could look after the Kingdom and succeed
him to the throne.


However, he had
not moved without family and had been accompanied by Marek, his second son,
commander of half of the army, and Olgherd, still young and too reckless to
have the leadership of troops. Prince Olgherd had rarely fought and had earned
the nickname of Quiet, a fact for which he was given no peace, pushing him onto
the battlefield with great speed, looking for glory.


While Cold Wood
was riding south-east, the Red Ice cavalry set out in silent march towards the
city, skirting the tormented shore with its purple waters. The knights, wearing
heavy plate armour, moved in an unnatural silence, thanks to a thin layer of
coated alchemical material where the plates touched each other, eliminating the
typical noise. The red armour moved silently despite the jolts of the ride. The
silence of the Red Devils was part of their fearsome fame. They looked like a
gliding scarlet silk cloth, because where their quiet movement made a sudden
leap, they looked like the voluptuous folds of the precious fabric, flowing in
the wind.


The rain
continued to roar almost impenetrably, making it difficult to understand the
exact moment when the jaws of the pincers should snap shut, crushing the steel
of the orcs. For this, they chose to use the horns of Vyborg, many of whom were
now without a leader. King Grigor and Eivind greeted Geir as well as his
troubled sister and prepared the Whites of South Winter, considerately deployed
in the theoretically less dangerous task so the men could rest. The King, who
called himself the Winter Trunk, cried out:


"May the
Warrior Gods carry your weapons straight to the heart of the enemy and not call
you back for a long time!"


Holaf raising
Northern Fate to the sky thundered:


"I hope you
will enjoy the spectacle without loss or injury: surprise is our ally and death
is our bride! If death claims us, we will go with pleasure to enjoy the
company!"


King Rune
approached the Lord of the East and asked him:


"What
darkens your gaze, my ally?"


"The fears
of a father who has been far from home for too long," replied the
God-Slayer briefly, putting on his helmet.


"Leave fear
to take care of itself, now you need concentration! And you will see your fears
will melt away like the clouds above our heads," commented the King of
Black Feather, who came to war without offspring, because they had come through
a late second marriage.


"Men, to
me! The time has come to fall upon our enemies like snow upon the waters of the
fjords, freezing their wilted hearts with our icy steel," exclaimed the
Lord of the North to enliven the warrior souls, torpid with fear and fading
with the rain.


"Today we
will be granted revenge! We will push our vendetta so strongly into the enemy's
soul that we will force him to climb back over the mountains and never return!
Don't think you're the only one to be afraid: fear must be managed and
exploited so as to survive without cowardice, and finally passed to the enemy
through steel and pain. Let me hear the scream of the united peoples!".


A powerful
meaningless roar, but of great effect arose proud and alert in response to the
exhortation of King Holaf. Long Sword needed further ardour and, satisfied,
spoke:


"I couldn’t
understand what you were shouting, but the sound pleased me! Let's leave the
horses and follow me over the uneven terrain. We must be as silent as
rattlesnakes in rocks and reveal ourselves in all our fury only at the end!"










Chapter
12


Lightness


 


 


The Dragon gathered
together King High, the Head of the Bear and the Lord of the North to call
their attention to one detail:


"My Kings,
perhaps the problem of Captain Orc has escaped us. We're lucky that one is a
long way away and couldn’t get there in time, but the second could break our
momentum and weaken the vigour of the assault!"


"Not if men
see us face it and knock that being down into the mud," replied the
God-Slayer.


"Yes, my
Lord, but as an enemy he is beyond our possibilities," said the Bear's
Head.


"What you
say is true, Master, but not superior to their abilities!" replied King
High pointing to Long Sword and the Dragon. "We have all seen what feats
the third rune of Trondheim is capable of when we fought with the ghosts and
before that at Damwall. And you, my brother, have defeated a similar being in
the Zubrovka forest in the heaths of South Winter. The fourth warrior from the
North and I will not be just watching and merely covering your backs. We could
distract him sufficiently to give you the opportunity to knock him down,"
said the Lord of the East.


"I like the
idea of a team of four for the fight. It is not very fair or correct, but I
agree!" Holaf joked as they marched.


The plan was
well thought out and the organisers, masters of the battle plan, were very
skilled. The enemy arrived blind and foolish at the mercy of their pride and
superficiality, while the northern climate was hostile to both factions, in its
complicated vortex of impartial hatred.


The infantry in
different liveries moved lightly, careful not to make a noise behind the enemy,
knowing that they were benefitting, as it drew closer, from the increasingly
heavy protection offered by the tumult of battle. The sharp crash of steel on
steel mixed with the screams of both men and orcs were then completely covered
by the resounding thunder energetically bestowed by the clouds. To these
thunderings were added those produced by the catapults throwing all kinds of
rock.


The Lord of the
North led the troops to a good distance, between a hundred and two hundred
steps behind the enemy. The White archers armed and stretched their bending
bows ready to strike only when Long Sword, having risen from his refuge, began
to run.


The arrows flew
against the leaden sky, swift and hissing, crossing the line of brave men
silently moving towards the battle. Having reached halfway, the Demon of
Trondheim, with a narrow sword in his hand, roared like a lion before throwing
himself into battle. All the infantrymen imitated him, shouting with such
energy that the growling of the enemy was silenced. The blades flickered
against the shields applauding the fight, while the plates of the armour were
shaking tinkling and joyfully.


The commander
waved its arms, barking in a vain attempt to stem the assault, hard as he tried,
very few warriors obeyed him and even fewer remained after the rain of arrows.
Many coloured muzzles fell, pierced by the arrowheads, spreading panic among
the uninjured. The defensive wall suddenly broke, even before the arrival of
the Kings.


The roar of the
chasing infantry was so powerful that the distance between the formations made
little difference to the sound. The noise was the cheering bearer of tidings at
the dawn of the battle for Finger of Fate. The multi-coloured infantrymen, a
kaleidoscopic of colours, arrived at the conflict against the black filthy
horde, like a wave hitting a boat crushing its keel on the rocks of the
northern shore. The swords and halberds hewed heavy fissures into the grim
enemy bodies, which sought to escape with no attempt at dignified retreat,
pushing each other and trampling on each other, falling in a trick of fate or
in the tumult of the crowd. The fury of the men had no mercy or remorse and no
soldier stayed his hand in the massacre of browns, greens or blacks in front of
them. Hundreds of them fell under the impact of the army led by the Demon of
Trondheim and God-Slayer, both of whom were always in the front line.


The dark and
drenched earth mixed with the enemy's black blood, like a drop of ink greedily
absorbed by parchment. King Holaf, brandishing Northern Fate with fighting
fury, and wisdom, ripped through many chests and deprived others of their
empty, fanged heads, giving the Warrior Gods a remarkable tribute of blood.


In the open field,
the average green skin orcs warrior was not a formidable opponent but was
always to be respected, being in any case stronger than a man and often able to
make blows reach further thanks to his excessively long arms. However, very
limited capacity to adapt led this race to repeat attacks in useless ways,
often looking like a training dummy for the young.


The Dragon led
the God Crusher into the heart of the fray shining with incomprehensible and
typical joy, seeming even to laugh, to the ears of the Lord of the North,
intent on fighting at his side. The Dragon's steel gave macabre hisses, and
then fell with wooden thuds on the skulls of the enemy, unaware of the fate in
store for them at the hand of the third rune of Trondheim.


The fury of the
Dragon drew the attention of a large orc adorned with human heads, fresh and
dripping. The crude series of prizes was worn tied to the metal breastplate by
their long hair in vogue at the time. Seven undulating trophies were there,
with eyes and mouths wide open. Some had had their jaws removed to increase the
horror. The desperate faces seemed to give silent warning cries in an attempt
to warn the men, who were the first see the impious figure advancing among its
companions.


Uncertainty and
doubt filled the hearts of the knights, but not the one with a red breastplate
and a black heart full of hatred wielding a mighty military relic. Time for the
Dragon seemed to slow down, while all around him, men and orcs met in a
confused work of art. The third Master of War advanced warily covered by his
round shield, swinging his hammer round from time to time.


The warrior's
gaze had fallen on the towering black enemy among the frailties of the battle.
The beast, accustomed to war, brutally pushed its companions to facilitate its
march towards a new target for its strength. With innate ease, the hammer of
arms guided its bearer's arm to stick its back blade into the temple of a
daring green skin, as a mortal punishment for meddling between the two titanic
adversaries. The steel tip, after having pierced the helmet and the bone, was
energetically shaken by the third rune of the North, causing nerves and life to
vanish from the greenish assailant, leaving the jawbone and one arm dangling.
The Dragon‘s foot forcefully came into contact with the sharp snout of the
enemy to free the hammer without much courtesy. The filthy spray of the dark
fluid painted a black brush-stroke in the air, and then fell back onto the
muzzle of the now dead being, still standing as a divine joke.


The scream of
the orc, with its seven good reasons for being demolished, rang out powerfully
to announce the arrival of the beast. It annihilated a Red Devil its path,
crushing him under its overwhelming weight. The heavy breastplate of Red Ice
was compressed until the two halves of the shell touched in a deadly kiss. The
warrior was crushed and devastated with flesh escaping from every possible hole
in gushes of blood and what was left of his innards, leaving him dying in a
pool of the raven-black and vermilion blood. The Red Ice soldier, as last
gesture of a true warrior, stuck his blade deep into the enemy flesh, assuring
a glorious place in Valhalla. The black orc grunted with anger, lifting its
wounded leg and then unnecessarily taking out his anger on the dead soldier,
turning his body into a red heap of offal.


Despite being
smaller, the Dragonhead hurled himself into battle against his enemy, catching
it unprepared. The beast foolishly searched among the corpses on the ground,
almost all of them its companions, for the head of his new victim to add it as
yet another trophy. But the distraction went against him and the blow of the
hammer of arms resounded vehemently in the air, as the mighty voice of the third
warrior of Trondheim was heard, loud and angry. The monumental enemy, wounded
on the shoulder, gave in to the blow and fell to its knees without realising
with what had struck him. The shoulder was dyed black by the abundant flow of
blood. The wound looked as if it had been torn open, as if it was the prey of
an enormous carnivore.


The
black-skinned beast raised its sword to block the second blow of the Dragon,
who didn't like wasting time. The enemy steel broke into a dozen parts with a
shrill sound. But this did not appease the cravings of the God Crusher, who,
having made his way through the splinters, continued mercilessly towards the
face of the orc. The enemy snout, well concealed and protected by an iron
helmet of considerable thickness, could do nothing against the arcane relic.
The Dragon, filled with animal fury, roared and put so much effort behind the
hammer of arms that it compressed size of the enemy protection greatly, so that
the slits gurgled with a disgusting pulp of blood, flesh and bones. Hit with
such volcanic vigour, the enormous black body swayed a couple of times and then
collapsed to the ground driven by the Dragon who climbed on its bulk to shout:


"Come on,
you hideous creatures, I'll throw you back where you belong!"


The sight of the
mighty Northern warrior, standing on the corpse, screaming angry ugly words to
the hostile herd, encouraged the souls of men and annihilated the morale of the
enemy. The orcs began to flee chaotically in all directions, taking no interest
in anything but their own lives. That was the signal for the cavalry of the Red
Devils and the Barbarians of Cold Wood to spur the horses to attack. The horns
of Vyborg resounded and the hoofs of the steeds scourged the soggy earth in a
dull drum-roll, like Nordic hail hammering on the tiles of Trondheim.


The jaws of the
pincer manoeuver closed quickly, inflicting tremors to the ground and staining
it with fetid non-human blood. The commander of the orcs threw himself into the
fray in a desperate attempt to set an example and raise morale. The might of
the colossus and its vigorous snarls drew the attention of many of the orcs
troops intent on sieging the city gate. To them it seemed right to throw
themselves into the bedlam following their leader.


King High was
the first to cross the path of enemy commander. The speed of the Lord of the
East was not within the capabilities of the huge adversary. The orcs was
awkward and slow because of his size. Using this, he plunged into the bloody
quagmire crushing bodies to the ground. The God-Slayer began his quick and
graceful dance, dipping the thirsty point of his sword several times into the
fetid flesh of his enemy. However he did not create major damage, but brutally
irritated the black commander.


The filthy club
covered with nails smashed repeatedly into the mud, close to the elusive High,
unharmed only thanks to his agility. It was the intervention of a dying orc
warrior, hidden among those who were already dead, that caused to the spiky
club of the green skin commander to become a real danger. The perfidious
moribund beast grasped the foot of the King of the Kings of the East, leaving
him at the mercy of his enemy. The God-Slayer, seeing the silhouette of his
opponent block out the pale light of that rainy day, struck the head of the
creepy load clinging to his foot, to eliminate it quickly. The nail-covered
club hissed from heaven to earth, leaving the Lord of the East to face death.
Death was offended at being denied a royal tribute by the energetic
intervention of the Demon of Trondheim, ever an able rebel against her, even
escaping death himself.


The long sword
of the Nordic Lord vibrated nervously on impact, while its master, driven by
the violence of the blow, sank into the mud two hand spans. King Holaf growled
a series of unrepeatable blasphemies, result of his inhuman effort, yet
succeeding in his intent. Olrund's bellows were heard in every heart and
perceived as a coming victory as she lifted the club to give relieve the two
Sovereigns. The bear, drooling with anger and fatigue, after offering heaps of
dead to the Warrior Gods, stuck his metallic claws into the head of the enemy
captain, removing a large portion. The wrath of the hairy beast was wreaked on
the dead being, tearing off his arms and throwing them where enemy resistance
was still in solid, breaking their morale.


"Thank you,
Holaf! Once again I owe you my life," sighed High out of breath.


"Don't talk
nonsense, brother, you would have done the same! But if you like, we'll discuss
it later, because now is not the most appropriate time!" Holaf answered
with difficulty, pulling himself from the mud where he had been bogged.


The mighty bear
of Balmung caused so much havoc in the ranks of the invaders that it gave rise
to a completely unthinkable event. Driven by fear and human steel, the orcs
sought to escape in the only direction that seemed possible to them: towards
the gates of the besieged city.


"My King,
this scum is heading back towards the men of Finger of Fate, threatening
defenceless people!" cried the Dragon, as he stuck the hammer of arms into
a head, obtaining the same effect as a hammer on a jar of wine.


"I have
noticed, my Champion," exclaimed the Demon of Trondheim. He then turned to
Grigor's eldest son: "Prince Geir, I want arrows against the walls! Hit as
many lousy orcs as possible for me!"


The Crown Prince
of South Winter saw his Sovereign with his sword in his hand pointing towards
the main gate and, although he had not clearly understood the wishes of the
Lord of the North, he was able to carry out his order. Arrows were fired
against the enemy ranks, hissing at each enemy with their icy iron points, just
like the rain. The arrows struck thickly where the wounded skins were not well
protected, but the pressure on the exhausted men of the city did not hint at
diminishing.


The troops
inside the walls had been engaged for days as a barrier beyond the gate tower,
but by now they were at the end of their strength. The losses among the Trolls
of Robert Havardson, King of Finger of Fate, until then, had been severe but
not catastrophic, but the new attack from the enemy soon aggravated the
situation.


Anastasia, who
had thrown herself into a skirmish riding Olrund, spun her axe, screaming like
a real Valkyrie, but the war reserved a very unpleasant surprise for her. The
Northern Sovereign, calling everyone to follow the furious path of her battle
bear, which had come too close to the shadow of the walls, where the rotten
tusks of the orcs not only threatened the defences on the ground but also the
towers controlling the stands. Holaf saw she was too close to the fallen
battlements, a perfect target for any archer, and cried with all his might:


"Anastasia,
retreat immediately!"


The warning
shout broke through the noise of the living and the cries of the dying lying on
the muddy ground. The whistles of the arrows were hidden by the rain and flew
to the ears of the Queen, but too late she realised the consequences of too
much ardour. A rusty arrow, felled the superb Valkyrie. She was on her knees at
the mercy of the bloodthirsty creatures with their growling black and green
faces.


Olrund's quick
defence consisted of biting off heads and then spitting them onto the ground to
save his mistress. But she was slowed down by the enemy commander who fell from
the walls with a sordid snarl, fell into his soldiers with no mercy, decreeing
the end of many of them. The solid thud, following the impact, attracted the
gaze of those who were not busy trying to survive, filling each of them with
the same tremors the ground had suffered. The newcomer to the fray with its
filthy red crest was much larger than the war bear and it had the arrogance of
a Nordic warrior.


Olrund, who was
loyal to his Anastasia, although she was hit several times by numerous arrows,
did not hold back a single step, blocking the enemy's attempt to kill the
beautiful warrior. Holaf, like a scythe among the ears of wheat, made his way
through the multitude of enemies, who crowded in front of him, leaving many
bleeding behind him.


Although High
supported him unstintingly, both realized they could not reach the Queen and a
heavy wounded heart of the Lord of Trondheim was in great pain for his beloved
wife. Overcome by fear, Long Sword was no longer lucid and ventured
incautiously among the hordes and forcing the God-Slayer to return the favour
of saving his life several times in a single melee. The sword of the Lord of
the East fell upon the exultation of those impious creatures, sticking
devotedly, into necks, chests and skulls that nursed evil intentions towards
the distracted Holaf.


"My
brother, it just isn’t working this way! Either you calm down, or nothing can
be done: your death will not save her!" cried the God-Slayer, burdened
with killing disgusting beasts left behind in haste by the Lord of the North.


A bright light
spun in front of the two Kings painting magical swathes of fire in the grey of
the pouring rain. The animal growl of the mighty Dragon chilled both men and
beasts, amazed to see that knight, wrapped in smoky wrath, hitting enemies like
a burning cloud that could have devastated entire forests. The third Master of
War made his way through splashes of black blood and dismembered corpses, to
his Queen, who was unable to move injured in both legs and curled up at the
feet of the two fighting giants.


Olrund with all
the affection and vigour of the mighty bears of Balmung, pierced by dozens of
arrows, continued to battle against the tremendous sword blows of the enormous
enemy, who was certainly not accustomed to sparing himself in the force with
which he wielded his weapons. The orc with the red crest, seeing the arrival of
the Dragon's Head, struck the exhausted Olrund with a monstrous shove with its
shoulder, pushing Olrund to the ground and then pitilessly striking with its
sword.


The second
weapon of the unclean orc was turned to the third Nordic rune, aiming a blow to
the target, but the Champion of Trondheim covered himself with the God Crusher
crumbling the blade in a cloud of mad splinters. The Dragon flew away, against
the reserve infantry, several meters behind the infernal battle, while the orc
got up and, seeing his now useless axe, burst into superb fat laughter,
pointing, with his injured hand, where his enemy had been thrown.


Holaf seized the
moment, followed by the Lord of the East, dodging stupid orc kings intent on
laughing and hurrying to his beloved consort. The sneer of that enormous
coloured snout, protected by a large helmet with its strong visor, vanished suddenly.
The orcs commander had been carried up by a winged victory with very small
wings. The orcs thought the human Champion had been defeated by a single shot,
but the feathers of his conceit could never withstand up to those of the
Dragon's anger.


The third
warrior of Trondheim stood up, shaking his head and shoulders. He did not help
any of the red knights that had been struck down by his arrival. He did not
even glance at his beloved Sersy, who had run, her heart full of terror, to
where he had fallen. His darkened mind seemed to have only one fixed thought:
to face that unholy creature. How much of it was the sadistic hammer's desire
for blood that guided him or how much the dedication to save the Queen cannot
be known, but certainly the intrinsic strength of the weapon served both
purposes.


The man began to
walk towards his chosen enemy who, still convinced of his superiority, wasted
his breath in foolish laughter. The third rune of the North lengthened his pace,
ending up running through the bloody battle, the corpses and the rain. His
round shield had fallen in the duel, but his left hand knew how to fill the gap
wielding the axe. Among non-human growls and the incredible weight of that
race, which made the ground shake, the Trondheim Champion threw himself into
the fray. Some of the biggest enemies dared to attack him, but the God Crusher
was no longer willing to suffer dishonour and did not hesitate to reduce them
to bleeding masses of fetid green flesh.


The battle,
around those two titanic adversaries, continued its splendid Nordic massacre.
Holaf and High reached the wonderful warrior Queen, but did not intervene
against the armoured enemy, for there were already those who longed for her
life with all their hearts of black steel. With every hammer blow of his arm, a
divine exultation was unleashed in the form of thunder echoing in the air,
filled with sacrilegious epithets. Those who found themselves in way of the
hammer were shaken by its violent thrusts, while a dark mist of blood and
remains covered them dimming their ardour.


The enormous
adversary, driven by foolishness and panic, threw himself impetuously roaring
like a mountain landslide, sweeping every being before it, friend or enemy,
that separated the green beast from its target. The first act of the fanged
colossus was to try a backhanded blow to hit the man, but the Dragon was fast
and very good at dodging. The enormous steel-covered fist, armed with bristling
rough blades, fell on some of its own soldiers, and then continued with useless
inertia to the sky. All it took was a lateral step and a slight twist of his
body for the Dragon to avoid his end.


This offered a
tempting chance as the orc’s guard was down and the owner of the God Crusher
immediately seized the opportunity. The third Master of War turned himself
round and jumped, like a twisted column of the Titan, to reach his target. The
arm outstretched with the burning hammer in his hand, with blinding flashes and
steaming rain guided the weapon to where the impact would be most effective. He
delivered the blow, hissing to the sky, as in the past similar whistles were
heard coming from the nostrils of large reptiles spitting fire. A roar of
thunder broke out in the clouds, but also on earth the sound echoed with the
will of the God Crusher, hitting the enemy helmet. The ardent head of the
hammer of arms broke through the heavy protection, like a sharp blade, slicing
the belly of a young man. Meat and bones were consumed by the power of the weapon
and sprayed around, where the Dragon landed on his feet, before his defeated
enemy. The corpse of the commander remained curved and ready to grasp the
smaller man for a moment, and then collapsed into the icy quagmire under the
terrified gaze of its subordinates.


The third rune
of the North rolled his shoulders to ease the tension and, without caring about
anything, threw himself into the fray again, driven by the thirst for death of
the mystical relic. The orcs, terrified at seeing their commanders fall, ran
past the soldiers of the Finger of Fate, spreading out among the devastated
houses like water in the belly of a ship that has crashed into the rocks.


"Chase
those perverse creatures. Do not grant salvation to a single one of them,"
ordered King High escorting Anastasia and Olrund to safely behind the battle
lines.


Anastasia was in
tears, but not because of pain or fear. She was driven to despair, under the
pouring rain, with clear drops of pure shame, for having committed a mistake
worthy of a beginner. She should never have push so far in advance to fight
under the walls, yet she had moved too close to them anyway.


"In what
condition is Olrund?" sobbed the Queen. They were tears of sorrow for
having seen her friend fall to defend her.


"My
beloved, your Ball of Fur is not doing well. She has many wounds afflicting
her. The battle wounds barely allow her to move," replied Holaf, icy and
angry.


"Forgive
my, my love, I don't know what made me behave like that! As soon as you warned
me of the danger, that being engulfed me", apologized the splendid
Valkyrie.


"Now I have
to have you treated, but what weighs more on my heart is that I must leave you.
The enemy is stinking up the streets of the city and, of course, they will not
want to leave anyone unharmed, despite the fact that their escape will be
blocked by our blades," said Long Sword spoke nervously, then took a
moment to moderate his tone, "it is vital to understand what foolish
disease plagues my armies!"


"What are
you talking about, my brother? What have I missed?" asked the Lord of the
East.


"Haven’t
you noticed the line of attack, my friend? After a few moments turns into a
useless comb. I understand the effect of the heat of the battle, but not even
I, even though I can wield a long sword and have a magical eye on my face, I
would still never dare to throw myself among the enemies at random,"
replied the Lord of the North.


"The third
Master of War is always the first to cross the line and unintentionally drags
his companions along. But what can we say to such a colossus?" pointed out
the God-Slayer.


"Nothing,
nothing to him. He can do as he pleases! In the past he saved us both, several
times, and today Anastasia as well. It is the others who have to be
reprimanded! Before behaving like the third Master of War, they should
realistically evaluate their abilities and not simply follow him, hoping for
who knows what glory!" growled the Demon of Trondheim, having much more to
say, but he preferring to limit himself. He took his leave of his beloved wife,
now under the wise care of the healers.


Before throwing
himself into the horror of war, Holaf went up to Olrund suffering and
withdrawn, took her snout with both hands and whispered:


"I owe my
wife's life to you and, as a consequence, my life as well. I can never repay
you ". He looked around and called two Red Devils of the reserve and gave
them orders: "Remove the armour from the bear, but be careful not to
increase her pain or to break the many arrows she bears. I would do it myself,
but war is calling me!"


The angry and
silent King of the Nordic Kings went towards the tumult of the battle, still
violently raging, only now moving between the houses. King Skoll approached the
two Lords on the march worried about the fate of the Sovereign:


"My Lord,
how is the Queen?"


"Wounded
and demoralized, but alive by the grace of the Warrior Gods," replied the
Demon of Trondheim. "Now I must ask you to move a part of your Devils to
the south side of the wall. Make a good tour of inspection around the city then
join up with the troops of King Grigor holding the garrison to the north.
Beware of any shots of any sort from the walls but do not engage, if the enemy
forces outnumber you!" ordered Holaf his face dark as he moved rapidly
between the corpses.


"Yes, my
Lord! Red devils, to me! For the North," replied faithful King Skoll,
spurring his horse harnessed in red steel.


"What are
you going to do, brother?" asked High walking rapidly behind his friend.


"Close the
drawbridge and kill all non-human things breathing within the walls," the
Lord of the North revealed icily.


High approved of
the brutal tactics calling for extermination. The time had come to send a
ringing warning to the enemy Sovereigns, whatever they may be, and thousands of
corpses piled on the ground seemed to be as good a way as any.


"Long live
the Lord of the North, our saviour," cried an archer of the Finger of
Fate, leaning out of the tower. Holaf nodded to him and lowered his demon's
visor.


The drawbridge
was now covered with mangled bodies, and no enemy was left to oppose them.
However, the orcs had made it useless, cutting the chains the winches used to
lift it up. Not being able to physically close the way, Long Sword placed a
sufficient number of Red Devils to the task, perhaps too onerous, of killing
every orc seeking to escape. The Lord of the North made contact with a young
officer of the Trolls of the city, asking him:


"You,
soldier! Where can I find one of your officers?" But the situation
degenerated so quickly that the defences were broken, leaving everyone in total
confusion. The member of the city's army simply responded:


"Your
Majesty, we have been under siege for eighteen days, and we haven’t seen any
high-ranking officers for seven moons. Only King Robert was at our command and
he withstood the orcs attack until shortly before your arrival. I heard rumours
that the Lord of the Finger of Fate has been wounded, and a comrade told me he
saw him being carried to the castle."


High looked at
Holaf, perplexed and disappointed at hearing that the officers had absconded,
and suggested:


"My
brother, let's send reinforcements to the exit using the reserve infantry so
that we have a solid defence behind us!"


"Yes, my
friend, you will command the gap between the Devils, and the moment we reach
King Grigor's men, you will place them as you see fit. In the meantime, I will
try to find an officer to discover out where and how the troops are
stationed!" ordered Holaf to his equal without realizing, concentrated as
he was, the involuntary lack of respect.


The Lord of the
North used a Vyborg horn to warn the reserve to come forward, and then slapped
his hand on High's back, who then objected:


"Holaf, I
think it's a risk for you to move alone through an invaded city. Allow me to
come with you: three eyes are better than one!"


But the Demon of
Trondheim answered jokingly:


"It depends
on which eye I am using! Do you also hear these crashes? I'll follow the noise
until I find the Dragon and move with him. I think I'm bigger than any of the
orcs left, or almost, so I shouldn't be too afraid!"


The great King
of the North was not worried for himself but for his wife. He knew how filthy
the arrows of the orcs were and how many problems could develop in those nasty
wounds, but the Warrior Gods demanded blood from him right now not allowing him
to think of Anastasia. King Holaf was forced to climb a large heap of stacked
corpses, where the tough King Robert, owner of Finger of Fate, had for days
countered the enemy's impetuosity.


The once
splendid city showed itself to the eyes of the Sovereign of the Arctic Lands in
all its devastation. From the top of the pyre of corpses not many buildings
could be seen that were saved and even fewer roads appeared viable. The first
houses were razed to the ground, scattered on the parade ground, flooded by
rain and black with the blood from still dripping corpses. Everywhere there
were wooden beams and straw from the houses, a symptom of the violence of the
assault and the hammering from the catapults, now made silent by the
liberators. The debris blocked the streets thickly, forcing the knights to
improvise and become climbers to moving among the treacherous debris, where the
orcs had taken refuge.


Enemy units on
the run swarmed harmfully, like fetid gangrene in a wound, leading to useless
deaths among the helpless people. With foresight Geir had led the archers under
his command among the ruins of the city, positioning them on the highest
buildings in the area already made safe, gaining an important tactical
advantage and shooting arrows accurately at the enemy.


Prince Gunnar
returned exhausted to the bridge, now firmly in friendly hands. He was wounded
and copious, vermilion fluid gushed from his arm. So much that King Holaf was
worried. He did not waste a minute, quickly rescuing him, while he loudly
ordered:


"Healer, to
me! A wounded man, there is no time to waste!"


The young and
stubborn prince smiled satisfied and asserted:


"My Lord, I
have fought worthily, but now I must indulge in rest and care, or all I will
get is death."


"Thank you,
prince, your actions have been an example for our men. Now look after yourself:
other battles await us in the not too distant future!" the Long Sword
encouraged the young man with extreme courtesy, without knowing exactly what
Gunnar had done.


The Sovereign of
Trondheim went into the ruins, observing with disgust the sad fate suffered by
poor women and infants, who had been lying on the ground for days now. The
stench filled the alleys, stickily permeating Holaf's nostrils. This made him
realise what the situation had been before: not a strenuous barrier at the
gate, as the clues had led him to believe, but a bitter struggle to win back
the castle, house by house, after the initial invasion.


The Lord of the
North soon found traces of the action of the bloody hammer of arms: as he
turned his gaze to the heavens, to avoid running into deceptive corners, he saw
instead splashes of black blood tingeing walls up to the second floor. The
streets of Finger of Fate were very chaotic even when no horde of enemies broke
into their buildings. Buildings of solid stone climbed upwards next to typical
low and dark wooden houses, in a deceptive continuation of covered areas and
spaces.


The King was
forced to advance very carefully, assuming the impious creatures were in
proximity. The third Master of War longed for battles: so the closer the King
went to the Dragon, the more enemies he was likely to meet. Long Sword moved
with a feline step under the insistent rain, which hid the noise of his armour.
He peered around the corner of a crossroads and saw an orc intent on ending the
life of an exhausted Red Devil. The Demon of Trondheim revealed himself
emphatically, shouting:


"Come to
me, fetid creature, so that I may extinguish your cravings from this beautiful
land!"


The green skin
turned surprised, allowing the Demon to land with ease and stick the spike of
his halberd in the beast’s side. The aggressor, shaken by the lacerating blow,
staggered an instant, looking around with his little lost eyes. When it
realized who had landed the blow, it was too late. Fate of the North divided
its torso into two asymmetrical parts, transforming it into yet another piece
of rubbish filled with fetid rottenness.


"Knight,
what are you doing alone in this hell," the Lord of the North asked,
offering his hand to the Red Knight to help him to rise.


The red warrior,
as his energy was exhausted, accepted the help and answered:


"My King,
there are many more than we thought. The walls were stuffed like a guinea fowl
on a feast day! The city is incredibly chaotic and the people, instead of
fighting, tried to escape, increasing the chaos and deaths!"


King Holaf
scrutinizing around asked:


"Are you
strong enough to follow me?"


"I would
follow you anywhere, especially now, after such a rescue," exclaimed the
red soldier looking for a weapon on the ground.


The two moved
quickly until they reached a large square, ruined by the catapults. The buildings
at the bottom of the square seemed to be the last to have been within the range
of the boulders and therefore damaged, but in the middle of the square a line
of defence improvised by the population had turned into a trench for the enemy.
Many fanged beasts with green and black muzzles had perched there among the
piled up debris. From the trench they fired arrows using captured bows, while
the knights had entrenched themselves inside and on top of the devastated
buildings closest to the square, after using up a lot of sweat and blood to
free them from the occupants.


Many faces were
torn apart and chilled by death among fragments and rubble, much more than the
Lord of the North would have imagined seeing. The cries of the wounded mixed
with the cries of the abandoned or widowed women, and, like an unwelcome
companion, the stench of suppuration floated over everything, covering them
all.


"Who has
the command in this place?" King Holaf asked a barbarian from Cold Wood,
intently peering from a corner.


"You, my
King," he replied very foolishly.


"You are
sharp, my warrior! I meant to ask who was in command of this unit before I
arrived," said Long Sword, annoyed by the foolish answer.


"Prince
Marek commanded until a short while ago! To find him, you'll have to move
further east along the line, provided it's still there. But be careful, my Lord,
those black asses of orcs pull a bow well!" the Northern Barbarian took
great pains to explain, with little precision and even less finesse.


Holaf, always
followed by the Red Ice infantryman, who in the meantime had found a halberd,
taking it from a fallen companion, bowed down and searched among the destroyed
dwellings on the edge of the square.


"Prince
Marek, are you here?" cried the Red Devil in support of the Nordic King.


A new Cold Wood
warrior appeared from a breach in a wall and reported:


"No,
knight!" and immediately, seeing the Lord of the North, he said: "My
Sovereign, you should not be in this place where the enemy resistance has
become stronger. You should give orders from a safe place in the rear guard."


"I thank
you, knight, for your concern, but my place is where my sword can be of use.
Can you tell me where the prince of Cold Wood has moved to?" King Holaf
replied with honourable words, well knowing that he must instil spirit among
the soldiers.


"My Lord,
the man you seek never set foot among these ruins! We followed the Masters of
the War of Trondheim!", the soldier replied, increasing the King's
confusion.


"Barbarian,
where can we find the dark warriors of Trondheim?" the Red Devil wanted to
know, bowing his head under the flying enemy arrows bouncing between the
stones.


"They were
planning to breach the enemy blockade, attacking the orcs from the side. Maybe
you can find them there," explained the knight indicating a tall orange
building without much obvious damage.


The black Demon
of Trondheim and the Red Devil started moving again, cheered on with joy by the
soldiers waiting for the situation to be resolved. There were many wounded
allies hidden among the devastated rooms, but very few had died, except for of
the Trolls of the besieged city in their red tabards.


"I can
neither see nor understand it!" Holaf exclaimed, looking gloomy.


"What is
not clear to you, my Lord?" asked the red knight behind him.


"Can you
see the militia of the city, alive or dead? Every city has an army and a
militia, and I don't see any members of the militia on the streets!" the
Northern Lord pointed out very unwillingly.


"You are
right, my King! Now that you mention it, I have not seen even one militiaman
anywhere ...". The man did not manage to finish his sentence, before he
collapsed in the mud and rubble struck on the head by a heavy club.


Long Sword
turned quickly and protected himself with his round shield, which he was forced
to use several times to block heavy damaging clouts. Holaf slightly poked his
head round his shield and saw his enemy: a large wrinkled brown attacked him
furiously. The King of the Nordic Kings tried to gain time from the repeated
knocks, but a sharp hissing, followed by a solid thud, put an end to the
assault. Fyodor, positioned on the roof, saw the attack. With no hesitation
fired his arrow then waved at the Lord of the North who gratefully returned the
greeting with his hand.


"Son, are
you still with me?" he asked the Devil lying on the ground.


"Perhaps,
my King! I'm not sure, I can't see anything!" answered the seated man
confusedly tinkering with the deformed visor of his helmet. "I feel a
terrible pain in my face but I can't understand what is wrong or lift this damn
visor!"


Holaf helped him
but was forced to remove the whole helmet, as it had been damaged by the club
right on the eye slit.


"Luckily,
knight, you are at no risk of death. But your nose is certainly broken, which
is not wonderful!" commented Long Sword with relief, trying to straighten
the visor, while the Red Devil was wiping the blood from his eyes.


"My
Sovereign, do you need help?" asked a soldier of Black Feather who came
out from the nearest road.


"Not me,
thank you, but this warrior needs the attention of a healer. Take him to the
door," ordered the Lord of Trondheim.


"And you?
You mustn’t be left alone," said the worried Crow.


"Knight, go
with the wounded, I’m here to support King Holaf!" the Head of the Bear
surprisingly suggested. He was very tired but always faithful in the office he
had accepted as royal escort.


"Fourth
Master, are you all right? Or your wife will strangle me in my sleep,"
said the Lord of the North, happy to be in good company.


"All right,
my good King, only slight scratches and bruises. But soon everything will end
in moving silence," replied the young bridegroom, proud to be unharmed.


"Tell me
all you know so my mind can take it in and all the gaps filled, what news is
there?" asked Holaf eager for details.


"King Jarg
with Trondheim's troops is about to strike the enemy line on both sides, while
the men of Finger of Fate and the Red Devils have conquered the fifth area,
where those disgusting invaders were firing most of the arrows," explained
the fourth rune of the North.


"And tell
me, the Dragon Head where is he venting his wrath?", the worried King of
Trondheim asked.


"Your
Champion is unmatched by any one! I tried to follow him as long as my strength
permitted. I'm exhausted now and he is still thundering away somewhere!"
the Bear's Head narrated disarmingly as he was certainly not a weak novice as a
warrior.


"Come, my
friend, let's find your brother! King Jarg's plan is certainly a good one and
our troops are solid, but the third Master of War - once the wrath of the God
Crusher has vanished - will only be a man alone. And moreover he will be
exhausted and at the mercy of his enemies!" the Lord of the North amicably
ordered his new companion on patrol.
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The two of them
walked through the dark streets, just as the horns were echoing in the air,
marking the beginning of assault in the square. The armoured infantry of
Trondheim advanced like a moving wall, covered by its shields. King Jarg with
the Red Devils did the same on the opposite side, crushing the growling
multi-coloured enemies in the middle. Thousands of icy arrows were fired from
the houses overlooking the open space. Their flight mixed with the rain,
confusingly reaching the frightened enemies.


There was no
escape or pity, when the front lines opened, leaving the arena to the hairy
black Masters of War on the one hand and the flaming red Capodemons on the
other. The trap was perfect, with every gear well oiled. The massacre was
brutal and systematic. Every single human soul was avenged and every orc was
vehemently eliminated. From the palaces the archers could see the pincer of men
crush the crude troubled enemies, without leaders or escape. The voices of the
blades and shields were covered only by the growling and shouting. Pikes,
partisans, axes and swords made of sturdy Nordic steel showed no shyness,
penetrating the leathery skins of the enemy without remorse and quenching their
thirst in the blood.


At the end of
the battle, when silence descended like a gentle blanket over the corpses,
thousands of long dying faces were on the ground. The grim War Masters raised
their macabre tributes to the Warrior Gods, while the tips of the halberds of
the Red Devils did not deny any soul the black underworld.


For a long time
King Holaf and his fourth Master of War followed in the footsteps of fallen
orcs, scattered by the Dragon like horrendous dark tinged urban decorations.
Their bodies, after having been captured by the will of the relic, fell back
into random positions, soiling everything with their filthy vital fluid.


The Lord of the
North walked the less and less devastated streets staining his soul with the
colour of the death of many honourless fugitives. He came to a square just like
the one that had just been abandoned, in the grip of the tumult of battle. Even
in this part of the city the enemy had gathered in large numbers, but fate had
woven a different fate, turning them into a pedestal for the heroic Dragon.


The warrior sat
motionless on top of a mountain of enemy bodies piled up in the middle of the
square forming a glorious pedestal. Like a large bronze statue from days gone
by, the Champion of Trondheim placed his elbow on his knee and held the head of
his hammer in his hand in the same way as he would hold up a precious victory
chalice. The third Master of War stared at his sadistic relic, as two lovers
would, a long gaze lingering into each other's eyes, understanding each other
perfectly without uttering a word.


A crowd of
survivors from the devastated city had arrived in the square, pushing
themselves curiously under the shadow of the black throne of death. Some were
carrying gifts, covered to keep them out of the rain, others were reciting
litanies, while a third group simply looked at their mighty protector in
admiration.


"To what
name do you answer, heroic warrior?" asked a young and attractive girl
barefoot in the black quagmire. But the third Master did not respond or move,
as if he were petrified by the magma of a volcano, standing still on his altar.


"How are
you, my Champion?" thundered the loud voice of King Holaf, over the buzz
of the crowd.


The whole crowd
turned almost in unison but did not recognize its Lord, not because of any
particular camouflage or dirt but because of simple distraction. One of the few
horsemen in the red tabard of the Trolls approached with a tired and unhappy
air, asking:


"Knight,
tell us, do you know the saviour of Finger of Fate?"


"Yes, brave
Troll, defender of the weak," replied King Holaf flattering the tired
warrior, "the man under whose protection you were is the third Master of
the War of Trondheim and I am your Sovereign King Holaf Erlingson, come to you
to join you with many men and several proud Kings!"


The people bowed
their heads, contrite for having recognised the Lord of the North, but King
Holaf himself asserted:


"Children
of the North, lift your heads proudly and do not worry about such a trifle! The
orcs are conquered and your lives are still yours, so let there be condolences
offered for the dead and joy for the living!"


Holaf gently
made his way through the ever more numerous crowd, followed by the Bear's Head
worried about his silent and motionless brother in arms.


"My
brother, is the view from up there so beautiful that it has taken your breath
away? Now I'm coming up to take a look," provoked the fourth rune.


Both the Lord of
the North and the Bear got dirty climbing up the pyre of coloured bodies until
they sat down next to their Dragon, who was showing the first symptoms of
recovery.


"My King, I
am exhausted! I can barely speak", interrupted the Champion of Trondheim
to catch his breath, " I can't stand on my legs, as if I were a little
girl, that's why I'm not moving!" he whispered to the two who had just
arrived at his side.


Holaf smiled and
loudly asked the crowded mass of admirers:


"Is there
among you a daring man or woman that can bring food and cider up here?"


Many offered
themselves happily for this task, but it was the knight of Fate's Finger who
collected a pitcher from the barefooted lady and some baskets full of
surprising offerings, and then climbed and handed them over to his Sovereign:


"To the
saviours of the city! Without them we would all now be souls howling in the
wind!"


Long Sword took
the gifts and handed them over to the two Masters of War, but also offered them
to the Troll that was leaving, with the invitation:


"Knight,
sit with us, the city's army has also helped to save the population!"


"Are you
sure, my King?" asked the warrior in the purple tunic, moved by the offer.


Holaf nodded
with his head, taking the jug and then shouting:


"Skål
to Finger of Fate, who have survived the impious creatures!" He drank
before passing the pitcher.


The Dragon
received the pitcher and, in a shaky voice because of the effort, acclaimed:


"Skål
to the men and women who fought for victory!"


The amphora was
also brandished by the fourth Nordic rune in whose hands it spilled a little. But
all the same, the Bear toasted:


"Skål
to the proud people of this city!"


The last one to
receive the jug was the local knight. It seemed right to him to drink to other
subjects:


"To the
Kings and to the men who came to help us! I toast to King Robert, our guide,
without whom the defences would not have held up and blocked the invasion. I
drink to King Holaf who has come to our aid and to the mighty third Master of
War for having defended an entire neighbourhood with his shining hammer. To all
of you! Skål!"


The people,
subjected to many days of siege, had no hearts left to break for the new dead,
but joy to offer for the living. The flourishing feast, like the spring in the
fields with its colours and scents, was able to give new joyous colour to the
grey rot of the destruction.


All the noise
attracted many soldiers, including King Skoll leading his unit of Capodemons.
The festive crowd overwhelmed them with thanks and offerings of food and drink.
It was welcome, despite the rain still soaking everything but a little less
vehemently. The Lord of the North climbed down from the heap of defeated bodies
and approached his Red Ice Vassal, attracted by the impressive pile.


"You've
been busy, my King," commented Skoll in amazement.


"To be
honest, not very: that pile belongs to the Dragon! He alone had fun, holding
the entire line of this front," replied the smiling Sovereign, proud as a
father on the day of his son's knightly investiture.


"Truly
praiseworthy! But I have not come to you for this. We found King Robert, in
serious condition at a field hospital at the foot of the wall of the Windy
Fortress. He is asking for you," said Skoll.


Holaf left the
two black Masters perched on the corpses, like the crows at the end of a
battle, and ran through the streets of the city. As his memory reminded him,
Finger of Fate was splendid, where death and destruction had not come meanly to
disfigure its beauty.


It didn't take
long to get to the hospital. Under a large marquee set up between the buildings
lay a great many soldiers and wounded civilians. Their lamentations struck the
Lord of the North only a little less than the pungent smell of putrefaction.
Everywhere were piled up linen bandages dyed red, with the sacred fluid of
those who had spent themselves for all, as a sad reminder of the price paid.


"Here he
is, my Lord," the King of the Red Devil, raising his arm to indicate a
filthy cot, now yellow with urine and brown with old blood.


"My Vassal,
the battle is won! You saved our people," Holaf told him, shaking his hand
vigorously.


King Robert was
a good-looking man, usually, but his curly brown hair now looked like an ox
pelt and his waxy face didn't do him justice. Nevertheless, as he learned the
good news, his green eyes opened and shone radiantly. Although Robert had been
in the hospital for a long time now, he was still wearing his armour, a fact
that Holaf found suspicious. The Lord of the North lifted the linen sheet and
saw three crossbow darts stuck like nails into wood. Such spikes were generally
designed to harpoon flesh with their steel, preventing removal. Likewise Robert
had not been spared.


"You have
seen all, my Lord. The time has come for me to leave you to and wait for you in
Valhalla!" sighed the wounded man. "I wanted to help you at the
Damwall, but when it became clear to me what was happening to you, the enemy
had already besieged us. I have lost many good men in the attempt to break
through the siege and come to your aid," the brave King recounted coughing
clouds of red blood.


"You have
been an example to your population, in all the houses cries are heard praising
the name of King Robert. Nothing more could be asked of a Sovereign!" King
Holaf encouraged him.


The wounded
nobleman coughed painfully, with a grimace, but he still had something he
wanted to say:


"Lord of
the North, when I am dead, I would like the control over the Finger of Fate to
be return to your hands, for my son Sverre is not worthy to sit on the throne.
He and the General of the militia, at the first skirmishes, took shelter, with
all their men, behind the walls of Windy Fortress, abandoning the people to
certain death. For this reason I implore you to grant the kingdom to a more
talented man. Do not leave such a shameful being to rule so many lives!"


"My Vassal,
do not be afraid, now I will intervene in person to rectify this
abomination," reassured the powerful Holaf his flesh boiling with anger.
"Skoll, please bring the Dragon, the Bear and the Lord of the East to the
gate of the fortress and add all the soldiers available as quickly as possible.
But have them hide between the buildings," ordered the Lord of the North.


Skoll, being
faithful, did what he asked, returning to the fortress with the people listed
quickly and effectively. Long Sword, visibly disturbed by the news of
dereliction of his duties to the population on the part of the prince,
described his plan: a simple deception played on the certainty of the greed of
the heir to the throne. King Skoll took refuge at the head of about ninety
mixed warriors, while the two Masters and both Lords went before the locked
door.


"I am Holaf
Erlingson, liberator of the city of Finger of Fate and Sovereign over the
Kingdoms of the North! I order you to open the gate, because the city is safe
and I had to confer with the prince and heir!" cried King Holaf.


From the tower
next to the door a man arose his head circled by an underserved gold crown,
whose mouth vomited horrible words:


"As far as
I know, my father is dead, and even if he is not yet dead, he will be soon. So
you will want speak with the King, not with the prince and heir. Given the
tragic nature of fate, it seems that the wishes of fortune are that the crown
will fall on my head whatever happens!"


"I am the
one and only authority able to confer the crown on you, as your father has
asked me to! But if my sword does not touch your shoulder and you do not swear
an oath to the North, you will be considered a traitor. And as you are now
within my lands, where there is no mercy for those who betray!" the Lord
of the North replied as roughly as the skin of a shark. He was forced to accept
the bitter truth at just how much the young man was consumed by greed.


"Lower the
bridge, quick! And lead my guests into the room that is mine by right, the
throne room," ordered the cowardly prince.


The walls of the
Windy Fortress were very strong and very tall. To take such a fortress without
deception would have been long and cost many lives, but greed was a well-known
ally in the minds of the two Sovereigns and in a short time the gate was opened
wide.


"What has
happened, brother? King Skoll did not want to explain anything to me?"
High asked, seeing his friend’s hardened heart.


"Betrayal!"
replied Long Sword through clenched teeth.


The two War
Masters looked at each other for a moment, not understanding why King Holaf had
brought only them to carry out such a task.


Windy Fortress
was not a typical building. Inside it looked like a petrified forest, thanks to
an infinite number of rampant arches and pillars that continued to open out.
These structures pushed themselves higher and higher ostentatiously grew and
smaller and smaller so as not to weigh down the mass of the central tower. The
throne room was on the ground floor, beyond a labyrinthine maze of rooms and
hallways, designed to confuse an invader with a multitude of blind doors.


Once inside, the
room occupied almost the entire base of the building and from the centre it was
possible to admire the sky through a window on the floor of the upper balcony.
Four floors of enormous height crossed over each other, with a balcony
overlooking the void. A peculiarity of each floor was the complete absence of
built walls. They were replaced by arches and columns and supplemented by
movable walls, which gave relative privacy when necessary. The words spoken by
anyone in the throne room flew bouncing around every corner, allowing good ears
to catch even the faintest whisper.


"Behold, my
Lord, the liberator of Finger of Fate! What a pleasure it is to see you safe
and sound, in spite of the pain I hold silently in my heart, for the fate of my
father", the usurping prince lied theatrically, showing as great a talent
as an actor or politician, bringing his hand to his forehead, lying almost
horizontal on the throne.


"Who is
your guest sitting in place of the Royal Councillor?" firmly inquired King
Holaf.


"He is
Albert Seeker, commander of the militia of the city of Finger of Fate, and soon
to be First Knight of the Trolls!" replied Sverre always careful to
emphasize his own falsely felt pain.


"And so be
it, Sir Albert, take the crown from the prince and hand it to me, so that I may
raise a young man to the Sovereign of Windy Fortress!" ordered the Lord of
the North in a solemn tone of voice.


The flabby man,
with his well-tended moustache, approached, pompous and bold, cloaked in golden
armour, offering the crown to the King of the Kings of the North.


"Knight in
shining armour, can you boast of kinship with the Lord of the West?" asked
Holaf as he took the crown.


"Of course,
my Sovereign, he is my elder brother," exclaimed the smiling golden man,
slipping his thumbs with difficulty into the belt.


"Is the
command of the militia yours, then?" Long Sword asked, smiling with
effort.


"I claim to
command them, down to the last man," replied the poor relative of the
glittering King of the Kings of the West.


"So it is
to you that we owe the defence of the citizens and the resistance to the invaders",
the Lord of the East intervened.


"Obviously,
yes, it was hard but finally we managed to save the inheritance!" claimed
the stupid man bewildered, still smiling without having understood anything.


"You are to
blame for the abandonment of the walls, the streets and my subjects! You boast
of protection that you have in no way offered, you are a traitor!" cried
King Holaf with as much anger as his body could contain, before ordering the
Dragon Head: "My Champion, carry out the sentence of death for treason on
this man!"


King Grigor's
brother of the West didn't even have the time to say a word of defence before
the icy hammer made its way into the frontal bone deforming the skull. The
crunch came before the thud of the trembling man falling to the ground. One eye
opened and clamped shut mechanically while his blood flowed out, staining the
black marble of the floor.


"Do not hit
him again, my Dragon, let him twist like a worm!" thundered Long Sword
staying the merciful hand of his warrior. The Demon of Trondheim walked through
the room to face the shocked silent prince. The long Fate of the North leaned
icily against the throat of the heir to the throne, who could only scream in a
squeak:


"Guards!
Alert, help your King!"


Militiamen came
through every door and down every ladder, but King Holaf threatened them with
curses:


"Stop,
sewer rats! Hidden and trembling, as the people were dying! Do you obey that
traitor without hesitation or love or do you obey your true King, wounded to
save the city, and now dying in a field hospital covered in piss and
blood?"


"For King
Robert!" many cried out throwing their weapons to the ground.


"Traitors,
what are you doing, you owe me ...", the prince tried to call the men back
to their oath, but the Demon of Trondheim had endured too much and struck the
usurper with the crown Sverre had so longed for. Holaf’s blow to the face of
the young fool had such force that he cracked the circle and bent its points,
stopping the massacre only when the Bear loudly called out to him:


"My King,
calm down! I don't think you can kill the marble of the throne as well!"


King Holaf
turned around revealing his magmatic eye, but as he saw the yearning flames
trying to grasp the Bear and his sword brother, he closed his eyelid regaining
control. The prince lay back on the place of power coloured by his own vital
fluid, and little remained of his face, or his skull. The crown was deformed
and dripping with blood, clearly showing all the force and brutality of
punishment. Small parts of organic material were stuck to it - and tiny
splinters of bones had replaced the precious stones scattered in the massacre.
Holaf threw it into a niche next to the throne and shouted:


"Bring to
me the First Knight of the Finger of Fate or whoever it was that organized the resistance!"


The wait did not
last long and it was the dying Sovereign himself who sent a very robust young
man into the Windy Fortress. His face was covered with a scarlet linen bandage
for his wound:


"My Lord, I
am the First Knight of the city and I replaced King Robert when he was wounded."


"Come
forward, knight! Now I confer upon you the regency to interim in the all
territories of Finger of Fate. What is your name?" asked the Lord of the
North, catching the young man unawares.


He stammered
uncertainly:


"My name is
Henrik Birgerson, son of the late Arrik the First Knight of the City.


Holaf nodded his
head slightly and proclaimed:


"Since the
divine will prevents female descendants from wearing a crown, we greet Henrik
Birgerson, successor to King Robert Havardson Stone Fist! Now you are the
Superintendent of Windy Fortress! You will oversee the city of Finger of Fate,
not before the demise of the legitimate King and no later than my second
pronouncement. You will not sit on the throne and you will not wear any kind of
crown, but you will govern with righteousness".


"I accept!
But only for as long as Your Majesty wishes, do I swear to protect the people
from suffering," replied the new Superintendent.


"Strong the
wind that screams our deeds," cried all the men and women present, proud
to be able to count on a guide, young perhaps, but unable to betray them.


The Lord of the
North had yet to confer with that young man and ordered him:


"I need as
many soldiers as you can give me who are capable of fighting. Those who
overwhelmed you are only the vanguard of the real threat. The runes have stated
clearly and now we can't hide it from ourselves, there are no walls thick
enough to protect our lives!"


"My Lord, I
can give you every man who still has any strength and, if you urgently need
more swords, even a part of the militia!" answered the newly promoted
leader, perhaps hastily.


"No, the
militia is not ready for combat in open warfare, and particularly this war! The
good Trolls still able to fight will suffice," reassured the Northern
Lord, satisfied.


"How long
will it take to organize for the departure?" asked the God-Slayer.


"My
Sovereign, four or five hours at the most. At the first shadows of evening we
will be able to leave! I advise you not to march towards the Broken Shields in
cooler hours now. Those low mountains would seem to have harboured strange
aggressors for a long time", warned the Superintendent.


"What is
happening in my territories?" asked King High, worried.


"My Lord, I
am speaking of unconfirmed rumours. There are said to be flying monsters
waiting to devour travellers. Some merchants talk of angry Valkyries, others of
winged demons, but more than that I cannot say," the young knight
recounted.


"Only
superstitions and rumours," exclaimed the Bear's Head.


"If there
are demons, well, I'll kill them with my hammer!" growled the Dragon
arrogantly, scowling at the Superintendent.


"Henrik,
where is King Robert's daughter now?" asked Holaf, wishing to pay his
respects to her.


"My Lord,
Princess Ase left for the south just before the attack, despite her father's
perplexity. Only thirty knights travelled with her. More than that I was not
told!" the young man explained.


"I
understand, Superintendent. Gather the men at the broken gate as soon as
possible!" ordered the Trondheim Demon, setting out with his three
companions.


High, unhappy
with the bloody epilogue, he asked:


"My
brother, you have just executed two men without trial: a prince and the brother
of the Lord of the West. This act will not be accepted without consequences!
Have you considered that?"


Holaf looked at
the troubled Lord of the East and replied:


"Dear
Brother, let us now worry about surviving the tusks of the orcs and then
conquering the lands of those who have not come to our rescue. I am tired of
seeing my men shed their blood for the flower of peace hoping to make it
blossom for a long time, while the West lolls about in idleness! Now those who
have wavered, allowing the evil to endure and spread undisturbed, will pay the
necessary price!"


"And the Emperor?
What do you think he will say about such belligerent intentions?" asked
the God-Slayer.


"If the
North and the East are united with the South, the Citadel will say nothing and
you will see Rost and Tahnatos coming to join us," the Lord of the North
stated in a serious and worried tone.


"My Lords,
is everything resolved?" King Skoll intervened, trying to alleviate the
tension in the mind of the Kings of Kings. "Are the men still needed by
you, or can I allow them to stand down?"


"No, thank
you, King of the Devils, have them gather at the gate, but make sure they eat
and rest! We have four hours to wait for the reinforcements of the
Trolls," ordered King Holaf.


Also Skoll
noticed an unusually rough tone in the Lord of the North's voice and manner,
but he blamed this change on the struggle during the battle he had just won, so
he saluted the King with a deep bow and disappeared into an alley.


Even the rain
had tired of falling, ruining the men's morale and turning dirt roads into
slimy mud. All the wounded who could be moved were now inside the Windy
Fortress to receive better care. Many were in a serious condition, made even
more desperate by the poor hygiene of rough field hospitals.


High, arrived at
the gate where supplies were being piled up among the burning pyres of lousy
orcs. There he received news of yet another unfortunate event. A Capodemone,
approaching the God-Slayer with all possible care, whispered so as not to be
heard by others:


"Your
Majesty, I must sadden you with a loss concerning your people. The archer of
your escort has been found killed among the ruins. Around his remains were many
enemies pierced by arrows and a sword, a sign of a valiant death. Be proud of
his spirit!"


"Thank you
for your concern, Capodemon! Now where does his body lie?" High
sorrowfully asked.


The red soldier
accompanied the Lord of the East to the wall, where the dead were placed, to
gaze with sorrow on the body of his subject. There was a shocking succession of
Trolls in their red tunics lying side by side, many recently killed, but others
swollen and stinking. Also the defenceless dead among them brought shivers to
the bowels of even the crudest observers: women, the elderly and children lay
blameless in the mud as a tribute to senseless longing and hatred. For a slow,
bloodthirsty orcs all targets were the same except for the fact that it was
easier to win against youngsters and women.


God-Slayer was
pleasantly surprised to see how few wearing the armour of Red Ice and even
fewer in the black Trondheim armour could be seen amassed among the fallen. The
Barbarians of Cold Wood paid the highest price for the victory, also because of
their frantic search for a good death in battle. King Jarg was intent on
placing small coins in the pouches of his fallen subjects: this was to respect
an archaic rite to and aid the good journey of the fighters to the house of the
Warrior Gods. High stopped at the feet of one of his crossbowman, disfigured by
the hands of infamous enemies, made unrecognizable except for the armour of
Black Portal.


"I should
have been the one to die! I am old, burdened by nightmares where I see my own
death without any glory, in the bed of my mansion, like any other man!"
cried King Jarg approaching the Lord of the East, to offer him a coin to give
to his deceased archer.


"King of
Cold Wood, perhaps the right thing would be to see all these lives still
shining bright in the place of those arid and boorish lords, full of pride in
their foolish false God gleaming but exhausted by the ungovernable greed for
power and possessions. However, the will of fate did not agree with our
ideas," replied God-Slayer, kneeling down to put the coin he had been
given in the pocket of his subject. "Do not be too reckless in claiming
death, Nordic King! The war is still long and when the flames of the orcs burn
low we will light new ones, higher and hotter, to demand justice!" The
furious words of the Lord of the East were not easy for the intellect of the
Sovereign of Cold Wood to comprehend. But he appreciated their warlike nature
but without realizing their real weight.


In the meantime,
Holaf had gone to the camp of the healers to check on the health of his wife
and the Ball of Fur.


"What is the
state of my Queen’s health?" the King of Trondheim thundered impetuously.


"I would
say physically in good health but her morale is shattered," replied
Anastasia, sitting on a chair and wrapped in a blanket from which her long
bandaged legs emerged.


"The Queen
was very lucky! If the arrow had struck a little to one side, it would have
severed important arteries and we could only have watched her die,"
commented the leader of the healers


"Is there
any fear of necrosis or blood poisoning?" Holaf said thoughtfully.


"Surely
knowing of such a possibility and taking care can do no harm. The arrows were
plundered from others and therefore they were not rusty. With a clean wound it
was much less complicated. Moreover, only one of the arrows was a problem. In a
few days the Queen will be walking again! But do not force the wound or the
risk of damage is certain and the death likely," explained the expert
healer.


"And what
about the bear?" Long Sword asked yet another question.


"My King,
we are healers and not Master veterinarians or stock-breeders! We did all that
reason led us to believe was right, but I wouldn't swear to it. The anatomy of
a bear is only a distant relative to the anatomy we studied."


The Sovereign of
Trondheim interrupted the healer surgeon, saving him from embarrassment:


"I
understand and I also thank you for your efforts." Having said that, the
Lord of the North took his splendid wife in his arms wrapped in the blanket and
carried her out of the improvised tent.


"Where are
you taking me, my love?" asked the beautiful wounded lady.


"To our
Olrund, without whose strenuous defence we would both be dead now," Holaf
replied.


The mighty
battle bear lay curled up in a ball under a fir tree near the defensive
clearing. She certainly didn't seem to have much strength, but as soon as she
saw her mistress she raised her head and called energetically. Both Kings took
their time tenderly patting her and speaking sweetly, as you do with little
kittens. Despite her wounds, the giant bear seemed to appreciate the
affectionate attention given to her.


Suddenly, the
long-awaited King Grigor and his son Eivind arrived, paying homage and praising
the news:


"My Lords,
I bring you good news about the battle! The deaths were few and of little
importance to the troops in your retinue and will not affect your future
attacks!"


"Thank you,
my Vassal. It is a pleasure to see you both safe and sound! Is your son Geir
unharmed? The last time I saw him he was skilfully leading the archers to the
houses," Holaf rewarded his old friend courteously.


"All is
good! Thanks to the benevolence of the Warrior Gods, both of my offspring are
still fit and well. The men of my house bring you to glory and thank you for
having given us the less bloody sector of the battle," replied King Grigor
smiling without being able to stop himself from adding: "If you had
deployed us in the center, the battle would certainly not have lasted long. The
Whites of South Winter would have killed at least ten thousand orcs each!"


Long Sword burst
out laughing and holding his sweet wife replied:


"But I am
perfectly aware of it! But I had no intention of revealing the most destructive
weapons to the enemy. In the next battle I will have you fight where the fury
of the opposing army will beat the wood of your shields brutally!"


The Dragon and
Bear arrived and prostrated themselves before their Queen, asking in unison:


"How are
you, my Sovereign?"


But Anastasia
immediately ordered:


"Get up, my
Masters! If I can still speak to you and hear your words, it is certainly not
thanks to my own efforts. Those who have saved me should not bow to me, but
rather I should prostrate myself to you!"


"Lady, it
was my brother who rescued you, I can boast of no merit in this, so I kneel
before you with dedication and affection," replied the Bear's Head. The
Dragon did not say a word and did not even stand up until King Holaf asked:


"My
warriors, get out of the mud, must I implore you?"


Both of them
jumped to their feet speaking with one voice:


"My
Sovereign, we would both have died before we would hear you beg to anyone!"
The powerful reply pleased the Demon of Trondheim, putting a smile on his face.


"How are
your respective ladies?" Anastasia wished to know.


"My Queen,
I hope they are well! They were so far away from the battle that they couldn't
even see a shadow of their enemies," exclaimed the Bear's Head.


"Yes, and
as they have done nothing, at most they will be weeping in fear. I’m sure Sersy
will have shed desperate tears. Tyra may have held up better under the tension,
having Nordic blood in her veins!" commented the ironic Dragon.


The royal couple
exchanged a calm glance as if they were quietly resting beside the sea at
Trondheim and exclaimed in unison:


"What are
you waiting for! Do you need our permission to go and kiss them?"


The two Masters
once again offered a deep bow and left hurriedly. As the silhouette of the
third Master of War shrank ever smaller, King Holaf told his wife:


"My love,
you must know how much the Dragon has accomplished since saving you. He alone
held the front line on the right sector! The men were far away in fear of being
crushed by the wrath of my Champion! At the end of the battle he was
comfortably seated at the top of a tower of corpses, four or five-men high,
with the population festive around him hailing him as a saviour. He sat there
without moving lacking even the strength to speak a word, but as stoic as a
Warrior God!"


"You love
that young man as if he were a son, and I understand you! He saved everyone,
but in my heart he makes me shiver," commented the wounded Queen.


"Love, I
must admit, there is a certain series of dark events with the Dragon as
constant, since his investiture as Master of War. Not to mention my eye, which
can see through everyone as clear as crystal, except for my Champion. Looking
into his heart, the magma eye delays and avoids, fleeing fast! But he has
always served me with dedication beyond my wildest expectations," Holaf
replied, ending his speech.
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Infamous


 


 


Tyra was sitting
on an enemy catapult now still, competing with it in stillness, brooding and
absorbed in her thoughts. At the sight of her tired husband on his return, she
threw herself from her seat like a blackbird from a branch hunting an insect.
Tyra literally crashed thunderously into the steel of his armour, washed by the
rain, not caring for anything apart from the throb of her heart.


"Take care,
my beloved, or you'll get hurt!" said the Bear's Head tenderly concerned.
"How are you? No danger I hope has come to you!". Tyra did not
respond and clung hard to the chest of the brave returned warrior. The third
Master, observing the scene, took his leave gracefully:


"I give you
my greetings, princess! I must find Sersy, she will be worried."


"Knight,
the one you are looking for, in turn is looking for you among the dying and the
dead! I asked her to wait for you here with me but she couldn't stay
still," said the blonde woman from South Winter, without raising her head
from her husband's breastplate. The third warrior of Trondheim smiled, bowing
his head and strode off in search of his dark-haired muse, thinking she was as
fascinating as she was emotional and apprehensive.


"How did it
go? How was the battle? Are you hurt, my love?" Tyra asked.


"My dear, I
don't think you want to hear macabre stories, it's enough to know that it was
exhausting and bloody like all the battles against those revolting orcs. You
must realise, moreover, that your husband has suffered many blows, but has
given more than he has received, without suffering major injuries, and only now
can return bruised into your arms!" summed up smiling the fourth Master of
War, speaking in third person.


"From that
I deduce the Warrior Gods are satisfied with my husband and therefore he
deserves a prize!" commented Tyra maliciously.


"You deduce
correctly and he now awaits his prize: a passionate kiss!" replied the
Bear's Head.


"Just a
kiss? That I will give to you immediately, but if the situation develops well,
you may easily gain more as your booty!" concluded Tyra, giving the
hoped-for answer to the tired man in arms. The two lovers exchanged a long and
passionate kiss, as if they had met after winters of icy separation, with the
thought that her beloved had avoided once again the glacial and bony hand of
death.


The third Master
of Trondheim was intent on checking the places where the dead were more
numerous, with the special intention of seeing the black colour of his Sersy's
hair but his expectations were disappointed. The Dragon, while carrying out his
search, met the Wolf recovered from his fall, but helping the Leopard with his
head bandaged, so he asked:


"Brother,
what happened to you? Who overpowered you?"


"Not
everyone has a hammer that can wrap itself in flames, killing every enemy at
first sight," the Leopard replied, in a painful and grudging tone.


The third Master
of War resented this reply, but what he would have like to say remained trapped
behind his teeth. He asked the Wolf courteously:


"Are you
all right, brother?"


"Yes,
Dragon, thank you for your interest, only normal pains. But now this goat of a
Leopard is slaughtering me with envious curses!" the first Nordic rune
answered polemically, and then asked: "Have you seen the Bear? I saw him
as soon as I arrived at the battle, while he was chasing you among the enemy.
You both went further than I was able to follow!"


The Dragon's
Head, not noticing that War Master number four had come to fight beside him,
commented:


"I did not
noticed his presence, and he told me nothing. In any case, he is tired but
unharmed, and now he is in the loving arms of his princess!" The Wolf
nodded was about to ask a new question, when a cry of joy from the dark-haired
beauty interrupted them, so he did not stay.


"My Dragon,
I have looked for you among dead and dying with great sorrow, without
relief!" exclaimed Sersy in tears.


"Because
you were looking for me in the wrong place, my beloved!" replied the
pragmatic third Nordic rune, waving to his brothers as they moved away.


"Couldn't
you have come to comfort me immediately after the battle," the tearful
woman asked, perhaps asking for too much.


"My love,
if you had listened to the words of Princess Tyra, we would have met some time
ago, sparing your splendid eyes from the horrors of those places!" he
said, with as much sweetness as the great dragon-helmeted warrior could allow
himself.


"Stop
trying to win always, even arguments and kiss me, knight!" ordered the
brunette in tears.


"I obey!
But don't take too much pleasure in giving orders: only the ancient sorcerers
were able to dominate dragons and even then not all races!" joked the
third Master of War, before placing his lips to those of his beloved and show
off in front of the Masters of War returning from the ruins of the battle.


"Here's our
brother Dragon, first he took all the enemies for himself and now he is doing
the same with all the damsels!" exclaimed ironically another member of the
warrior order, passing by him.


"You were a
Titan in battle!" thundered the black snake of the ninth rune.


Even the Threehorn,
seeing that the kiss was interrupted, lifted his axe to point to the Dragon and
cried:


"It was an
honour to serve at your side, God of Wars!"


Almost all the
Masters wanted to congratulate him and those who could not find the words,
simply applauded, marching past the two lovers like the coils of a crow-black
metal reptile.


"You are
the Champion of Trondheim! This is the name the troops have chosen for you, did
you know?" asked King Rune limping among his men.


"No, my
King, I had not heard of this nickname, but I am proud and honoured!"
replied the third Master.


"Well,
Champion, you had better get used to it! Fame is not found by chance, nor is it
inherited as a birthright. It is created with the blood of the enemy and the
piling up of their corpses. You erected such an imposing pyre, that they could
stretch beyond the Deep Sea!" replied the Lord of Black Feather.


"What wound
afflicts you, my King? I see you limping. Do you need a stretcher?" the
Dragon enquired.


"No, third
rune of the North, I still have my pride to support me, and whoever did this to
me will certainly not be able to tell anyone!" Rune refused any help,
stoic as a true Nordic Sovereign.


High joined his
peer and the Valkyrie of Trondheim to check on her condition, but finding her
in good health and company, said smilingly:


"Dear
friends, you are looking well!"


"At the
moment I would certainly say so!" Anastasia replied politely.


God-Slayer,
observing the destroyed city and the columns of acrid smoke of the pyres of the
orcs still burning, asked:


"What do
you think, are we too old for all this? Orcs, mastiffs and who knows what else
we will face along the way to the south!"


"Speak for
yourself, my brother! I'm three years younger than you and I knock over orcs
effortlessly. I still don't need a walking stick, and even when I'm forced to
do so by the Warrior Gods, I'll use it to beat the faces of my enemies!"
Holaf grumbled like an old buffer, causing relaxing laughter.


The loud
laughter of the three Lords was able dispel the horrors of the hard battle and
seemed contagious, making Olrund give a bark as if to she wanted to join in the
joke of her King.


"My
friends, it doesn’t matter what ugliness fate reserves for us in the future! If
we are faithful and stay together, if we do not give in to selfishness, we, the
men, will show that we still dominate our era, despite the will of the orcs,
adverse Gods, dark servants of arcane rites or boorish creatures!"
commented Anastasia, as she tried to make herself presentable, sliding her
wounded leg into armour padding.


High turned his
back and took a few steps, to make her feel more comfortable and offer a
minimum of privacy. Holaf put his arm around God-Slayer's neck, as was the
custom among old friends, and sighed and confided:


"Call me
crazy, but I'm happy you're by my side in all this! Life in the palace makes
time go slowly, making me feel useless. I'm not made for listening to begging
and complaining subjects or to resolve the disputes of greedy and limited
farmers!"


The Lord of the
East smiled and answered:


"As they
say, the magnificent Great Hall of Trondheim lies silent with all its comforts,
because the Sovereign and consort still live near the Arkantorre, where they in
a better position to repel the barbarians of the Outback!"


"The truth
is somewhere in between! Anastasia complains of my long absence from the city.
And shooting a few arrows at the heads of barbarians does not bring me any
satisfaction. The giants have not tried to attack the Nordic Strait for a
couple of winters, depriving me of my best sport! While the Titans, those
things, I hope, are extinct!" Holaf replied wrinkling his nose.


"So, my
brother, you're impossible to satisfy! The barbarians to your taste, the giants
run away and the titans annoy you. Fortunately, the orcs have come! Probably
more than you and I have ever seen in our lives! What do you think?" joked
the Lord of the East.


"Yes, the
orcs are on the menu at the moment, even if they stink," replied the Lord
of the North.


Time had come to
take the road to the Black Portal. It was late in the in the afternoon, when
the shadows spread over creation. The sky showed the light romantic redness of
sunset, through the gaps in the blanket of black clouds created by the wind.
The Red River lay meandering from the north to the Inland Sea and provided a
disturbing thick, acrid smelling fog that swallowed everything in its slow
advance.


"Mist falls
from the mountains like a dragon's breath", exclaimed King Grigor who was
sharing Tyra's company with his new son-in-law.


Holaf, a little
earlier, gave a nod to his Vassal and decided to increase the pace, and then
watched Anastasia with a worried air. She sat comfortably and bandaged in the
saddle of Dawn Reflection. The steed was happy and relieved to be freed of the
Lord of the East from her back, as she really did not like him. Olrund,
troubled by her wounds, but too big to be loaded on a wagon in their
possession, stumbled along next to her mistress. The suffering bear gave feeble
cries from time to time, asking for attention, which was regularly offered by
the Queen and her consort.


Now the marching
army could count on a fair number of reinforcements offered by Finger of Fate,
marshalled in their typical red tabards and very thick pot-shaped helmets. The
Finger of Fate Trolls were led by a General, suggested by the Superintendent to
the Northern King, and counted many valiant warriors who had survived countless
battles. The moving column had lengthened so far that the tail had difficulty
in understanding the orders from the head, forcing the princes to act as
spokesmen, repeating all the orders to exhaustion.


The road they
were to follow as far as the small mountain chain of the Broken Shields was for
the most part made up of uneven rocky land with many rises and thick wooded
moors, ideal for ambushes. Holaf and High were well acquainted with the orc's
military strategy and were aware of their reluctance to use guerrilla tactics,
preferring screaming hordes to the frenzied assaults. But now after the siege
of the city and all they had had seen, there were very few certainties
remaining. The entire concept of the war had moved to a higher level. Such
awareness brought horrible omens for the future the minds of the two Lords,
leading to a terror of being too late. These ideas, which had been oppressing
the heart of God-Slayer, were long in his thoughts.


The black of the
night was not long in coming and with it came the howls and snarls through the
fog. But a new cause for fears could be heard, hidden from their eyes and
unknown in their memories, in the form of the powerful beating of wings. It
would have been wise to indulge in a good rest, enjoying the protection of
solid roofs, perhaps lulled by the walls of a city. However, the era of the
wise had not yet dawned, while the heroes and strong warriors dominated the men
driven in haste to the south.


"Father, I
am afraid! Marching at night on unknown roads, knowing of lurking enemies, does
not seem to me to be a shining example of good tactics!" commented Tyra
shaken.


"My love,
what do you fear? You have your father next to you to protect you, and
certainly your husband will not turn away," replied covering himself with
false arrogance, intent on warming his hands with his breath.


"Father,
you always pretend to be the hardest and most fearless, but for once listen to
my heart, I am not the only one to fear these heaths!" rebuked his blonde
daughter.


"My sweet
creature, you and your instinct! As a child your instinct told you that there
were ghosts and malevolent shadows in your room, and you came running to me
crying!" he belittled her fears with a loving memory.


"But I was
a little girl," Tyra was offended when she saw the fourth Master of War
laughing but with moderation. The King of South Winter again asked:


"Whose
instinct was it to travel up to Kitan to find a prince for a husband?"


"Father, my
wish never indicated Kitan, but the Citadel! You sent me to the city of King
Armillus. Luckily fate had a different plan and my Bear, led by the Lord of the
North, arrived at that golden hell. And if it were not for them, I would still
be there suffering!" the blonde princess answered as arrogantly as her
father.


Given the fog,
so thick that it was impossible to see far and that everything kissed by the
damp air was getting wet, King Holaf preferred to stop the continual hunt for
enemies by the avant-garde to collect the entire column together. The moon
could only just be seen, high in the sky and almost completely veiled. Small
beings moved stealthily, rustling through the bushes at the sound of the
marching army.


"My Lord,
wouldn't it be better to stop for the night?" asked Skoll.


"It would
be a good and welcome thing if we were not immersed in this fetid mist. If we
were caught here, a mastiff would kill twenty or thirty men before we could
intervene," replied Long Sword, who was very concerned about the
possibility that just such a situation might arise.


"Not to
mention the risk of arriving late at Black Portal! If the Eastern Wall were to
collapse, allowing our realms to be grasped by the enemy armies, the whole
Empire would be overwhelmed and transformed into an inferno of death,"
King High added.


"So the
plan is for forced marches with brief stops until we reach the capital of the
East", asked the sceptical and puzzled Sovereign of the Red Ice.


"No, my
King of the Red Devils, the plan is for constant adaptation as a form of
survival! We will march when sleeping would be too great a risk, like tonight.
And we will sleep in full light protected from the assaults of the mastiffs.
This is the way we adopted to lead Princess Tyra and the ladies through the
desolation of the Victoria Valley, beyond the Mouth of the Dead and into the
infested woods of the Realm of South Winter!" King Holaf proudly
enlightened him, while the dim glow showed his firm expression and reassuring
smile.


"As always,
my King of the Kings of the North, you cast light on the dark doubts of my
mind. Forgive my questioning you," replied Skoll, not persuaded but
confident.


"King of
Red Ice, you can raise questions and raise objections where and when you deem
it necessary! Your opinion is always of great importance," exclaimed the
courteous God-Slayer.


"Your
daughter Tora is safe and sound?" Anastasia asked in an attempt to lighten
the atmosphere.


"My Lady,
with such consideration you have unknowingly touched on a painful situation,
forcing me to ask the forgiveness of the Lords!" Skoll replied, afflicted,
chilling the unsuspecting Queen of the North.


"What has
happened that is so serious that it has saddened your soul in such a way?"
King Holaf wanted to know, feeling obliged to deliver such a statement.


"My King, a
shame on my lineage has been brought onto us by princess Tora.


Her tongue is as
deadly as her sword is ineffective. With my own eyes I saw her slip away,
hiding from all kinds of enemies, fleeing cowardly towards the reserve troops,
where she could calmly await the end of the battle," Skoll revealed the
weight that had fallen on his warrior heart. "What would your uncle Olghered
say if he was still alive? He would probably kill her with his own hands or ask
me to carry out the task!"


"Olghered
was a great man and an even greater warrior, but what he would say is of little
interest to us! I am the Lord of the North and I don't see any damage done to
you, your ancestors or the military campaign by your daughter's behaviour. So,
my friend, rejoice in the salvation of your blood-line and do not worry
yourself any more over this event," Holaf rightly replied.


King Skoll knew
well how clear the laws of the North were in this regard, giving such an act of
cowardice the name of betrayal! Such ignominy could be washed away only by the
death of those who had disfigured their honour, to give a strong warning to the
troops. The King of the Red Devils joined his daughter, who was still hiding
her tears behind the steel of her visor, and spoke, his voice cold as winter
and as dark as the depths of the sea:


"King
Holaf, in his goodness, grants you the grace of the peoples of the North, but
the Red Devils cannot accept that traitors go unpunished! During the next
battle you will take part as an outcast! You will cover the vermilion of your
armour with pitch and you will attack to wash it off with enemy blood, where
the blows of enemy brutality thunder the most heavily. Either you will emerge
through your own strength or you will die with honour, wiping out with your own
blood the stain cast on all of us!"


The girl did not
dare to respond even with a single sigh, knowing that she had already received
the grace of the Lord of the North as a gift and she had been offered a way
out, even though it was arduous. King Skoll did not hesitate an instant before
moving away, as if Tora were a vile being, unworthy of receiving glances or
advice. The Red Ice Sovereign stood at the head of his soldiers, positioned in
the middle of the army, and cried out:


"My Devils,
today to many of your eyes what has happened seems indecent: an outcast walks
among us, demeaning the reputation of our army! Tora ignored the orders and the
battle, losing her title and the right to the red of her armour. You all know
what our law imposes on fallen devils! She will not have any less a punishment
because of her noble birth!"


Anastasia,
feeling guilty, tried to intervene, but Holaf placated her by asserting:


"My love,
no blame can fall on you! The Red Devils enjoy an agreement with the High
Tower, thanks to which they can apply their own laws as long as they do not
conflict with the good of the Empire or the Emperor. Do not think you are the
cause of this punishment. It would have happened anyway and perhaps
unexpectedly, without allowing us time to mediate!"


The Lord of the
East, not liking such punishments, exclaimed:


"My good
brother, if the girl is no t extremely well trained, she will certainly not
survive a direct fight with the enemy line! It seems only a foolish waste of
life to me, just to even the score regarding the pride of her rough
father!"


"Brother,
I'm sure you wouldn't like me or anyone else interfering in your children's
education! So why are you urging me to do just that to my trusted Vassal?"
Holaf asked.


"Lord of
the North, if you or your wife would like to bless me with advice on how to
correct the errors of my son Vladimir, I would be more than grateful to you and
to the One God!" replied the God-Slayer, whose good humour returned as
quickly as water adapts to rocks.


The night march
went quietly, except for a few alarms given by the fear in the hearts of men,
rather than by actual threats. The first light of dawn revealed a grey, flat
world, composed of shadows fading into the mist, so thick and damp as to leave
drops on uncovered faces.


"I feel
like I’m swimming in a ditch," exclaimed the dark Sersy, giving a rare
smile to her knight.


The road was
frozen solid, and crackled when crushed by the icy shoes on the hoofs of the
horses, before breaking with the transit of the heavy siege weapons. The
uncomfortable temperature of the rude winter had revealed itself suddenly,
plunging overnight with perfidious cheer. Because of the cold, the shrubs and
the bushes were covered with silver white crystals and now glistening in the
wind. The branches, imprisoned and forced to bear the weight of large armour of
ice, looked wonderful to Tyra's lively eyes, for whom nothing was simply horrifying
and everything had a positive side.


The stoic men of
the North had all covered themselves with heavy felt cloaks, they pulled out
from bags tied to their horses, thanks to which they not only endured the frost
but seemed even more rough in their warrior-like appearance. Black and shaggy,
the Masters of War were wrapped in their furs, looking as if they had emerged
from someone’s nightmare as children of the shadows. The red and flamboyant
Devils, shrouded in their long black mantles, reminded the blonde Tyra of some
drawings she had seen in a book of epic tales, narrating of knights intent on
facing dark demons perched on the walls of a castle.


The long line of
soldiers, marching in the fog, gave white puffs of steam like an ancient
reptile spitting flames in the moment before striking. But unlike the extinct
reptile, the thousand-faced metal dragon trembled with cold and cursed harshly.


"My King,
shadows on the horizon", called an alarmed soldier from Cold Wood at the
head of the army.


"If we can
see him, he can certainly see us! And with such fog he cannot be farther away
than ten paces," commented Holaf, displeased at the hue and cry raised by
the not-too-smart Barbarian in the lead.


"Thank you,
Knight, I'll ask for more information now." The Lord of the East took a
breath and called, "Who appears there before us?"


Long Sword took
the lead of the column followed by the trusty Dragonhead, both ready to give
the most unpleasant good morning salute to the possible enemy.


"Majesty,
we are only merchants from the capital of the East," the dark and low
silhouette cried in response.


"How do you
know that those you are speaking to are Kings?" asked the threatening
Barbarian.


"Sire, I am
not certain, but first I heard you address a King, and the same voice that answered
you then spoke to us. So I assumed that I was speaking to a King,"
explained the voice from the shadow.


"Approach,
merchants! However, I must warn you how little we love ambushes and we have a
serious lack of grace and mercy towards frauds, bandits and traitors!"
warned the Demon of Trondheim.


"There are
two of us, my King, and in us you will not find rancour or dark plots but only
spices, fabrics and jewels," reported the man, approaching with a young
man following. Both held out their hands without hostility of any kind. The
Dragon with little delicacy, shook them well, furiously searching, but he found
nothing but a small dagger, good only for slipping into the slit of a helmet.


"You like
to blind knights," exclaimed with contempt the third Master of War.


"To be
honest, I would not be sorry to do that, but only if attacked! I am old and
frail, what alternative would I have to have if I wished to survive?"
replied the man, with the expert forked tongue of a politician.


"You claim
to be a merchant, but you speak skilfully like one who plots in courts. How can
we ever trust you?" stated King High strangely unwilling to ask where the
men came from.


"I'm afraid
I don't fully understand your insinuations, Knight!" replied the man.


"Where did
you say you came from?" asked King Holaf.


"From the
magnificent Black Portal," exclaimed the old man with his well-kept beard.


The Dragon asked
the young man:


"Boy, what
business has brought you to the Lord of the East?"


The helper
looked at the old man widening his eyes, and immediately the old man began a
speech, but the third Master of War silenced:


"Old man,
it's important for you to keep your serpentine sewer of a mouth closed or I'll
cut off your tongue that dwells within." The Dragon took the sadistic
hammer from the belt, waving it under the noses of the pair, to the interested
glances of those present, inquired:


"Young man,
what led you to the Fortress of Fate?"


"Only
business, nothing more!" stammered the worried boy.


The Dragon gave
the old man a strong back-handed blow with the glove of his armour, making deep
cuts on his face and sending him flying to the icy ground. The boy, little more
than a child raised his voice shouting:


"You cannot
treat us this way! My Lord has just concluded an important deal in the East and
has powerful friends!"


The old man,
spitting blood, mumbled as best he could:


"Hold your
tongue, you fool!" Seeing how words flowed from the lips of the
apprentice, the worm-like being felt for his dagger in his belt, but the third
northern rune crushed his hand to the ground with a powerful foot. The master's
scream of pain resounded, as the boy trumpeted out, revealing their deception:


"King High
himself has just expressed great pleasure in the goods he has just received!"


The Dragon burst
out laughing sadistically and satisfied, while the Eastern and Northern Lords
looked astounded. High approached the two and asked:


"What order
would you have delivered to the Lord of the East that would please him so very
much?"


"A large
load of clothes and fabrics," replied the boy, trusting in the pomp of the
noble houses inclined to luxury and meaningless trinkets.


Long Sword shook
his head and commented:


"They are
so ill-prepared that they do not even know what they are talking about and with
whom!" he paused for a moment, perhaps to calm his anger, and asked:
"My Champion, would it be too much trouble to get them out of our
way?"


"No, of
course, my Lord, one hammer blow more or less will not change my destiny!"
replied the black heart with the vermilion breastplate, raising the pleading
old man as if he were a sack of potatoes, ready to throw him to the side of the
road.


"Stop,
third Master of War! The Lord of the North may have a better option than the
steel of your hammer," High ordered, pointing his finger at Holaf's closed
eye.


"My
brother, you are right! I'll have some practice on this traitor, but I'll move
where only the Dragon can follow me," commented Long Sword, quite happy to
try out the control he had developed over his relic.


Many of those present
looked at each other in amazement not understanding their intentions or their
words, but Holaf certainly hadn't held competitions or gatherings to reveal his
annoying and cumbersome gift. The King of the Kings of the North, followed by
the two deceitful men and the third warrior of Trondheim, disappeared into the
greedy fog. The mist was so thick that it acted as a curtain, stage and
audience for a display of the darkest of powers. The Dragon pushed the two
untrustworthy men to the ground, but not before smashing the knee of the
youngest with a happy crash, so that he could not attempt to escape.


"Torture is
are banned in the United Men's Empire! You are breaking sacred imperial
laws," cried the old man loudly into the fog, while his companion was suffering
badly but remained tight-lipped.


"The
Emperor's laws are overrated, far too permissive for cockroaches like
you!" was the black Dragon’s stoic replied.


"Who sent
you and what orders did you have to carry out at Black Portal?" Holaf
asked, offering them a last chance for an honest answer and thereby earn a
quick death.


"Don't say
anything, these two will kill us anyway!", ordered the eldest.


"You're
perceptive, old man! The fact of the matter is that you will die and it's all
up to you to decide how. One blow and no pain or hours of agonising torture? I
do hope you annoy my Lord!" the third rune of Trondheim brutally
threatened, waving the hammer of arms under their chins.


"My young
assistant told you the whole truth and for this reason you attacked us! What
other confession do you want to extort from us?" asked the frightened
merchant in a subdued tone.


"You
persist in lying! Do you want to know how we are able to tell that?" Holaf
asked with not even a shadow of his limited patience. He waited for an answer
but none came.


"You have
said that you have sold fabrics to the Lord of the East without even knowing
what he looks like. The Lord of Fortress of Fate is the one to whom you have
told these lies."


The old man
tried to skilfully pretend to have been deceived himself, offering possible
explanations and imaginary excuses. But Holaf, although he was not the most
erudite of Sovereigns, certainly did not figure among the unprepared nor among
the less educated. The Lord of the North, tired of being mocked, commented:


"Now I'm
going to find out the truth in my own way, and I'm not going to lie to you, I'm
not sorry!"


The flaming eye
with its colours of magma was magnificent and terrifying. Its shining glitter
penetrated the grey mist like a crossbow arrow through the mesh of chain mail.
The whole column was able to glimpse a bright light jolting and moving in
mid-air, as if it was of another world. Worried King Skoll cried out:


"My Lord,
are you all right? We can see an unnatural light!"


"Don't come
any closer, my good subjects, everything is under control!" King Holaf now
realized only now the brightly the luminescence of his relic was shining.


The magmatic
gift was capable of dispelling the fog, weaken the shadows and see unthinkable
distances, allowing him even to count how many ticks were attached to a dog's
coat. Holaf also noticed the elusive behaviour of the Dragon, always careful to
avoid the eye of the Sovereign.


"My
Champion, do not be afraid, of all men in this world you are perhaps the only
one who is impenetrable to my eye," reassured the Lord of the North.


"If you are
not offend, my King, I would prefer not to test your power!" the Champion
of Trondheim replied skilfully.


"As you
like, but I can't and don't even want to steal any secrets from you. I have
full confidence and infinite esteem in you! Words not to be wasted on these
evil individuals," commented Holaf.


The flames
enveloped the old man, feeding on secrets and pains, silent but without
inflicting any damage to their target. As the invisible wave of flames from the
underworld had finished with his memories, it was still greedy and hungry for
pain. So the flames began to consume the flesh. Screams of a volume rarely
heard before came from the elderly man. They grew even louder, as sharp as the
pain inflicted on him, penetrating every soldier and chilling their hearts and
giving them uncontrolled shivers. As the troops fell into disarray, God-Slayer
imposed his will, even though he was as shaken as any other man:


"Stand
firm, knights! The blood of the North flows in your veins!"


The flaming gaze
charred the man’s skin and then grilled the fat and shrank the flesh, causing
huge red splits under the now charcoal-coloured skin, but did not affect the
vital organs. Only when the relic was able to extract the last drop of pain
from its prey, the demonic eye undermined the man’s life force putting an end
to the cries of the old snake. King Holaf felt faint and short of breath and,
falling to his knees, exclaimed:


"Still too
powerful, I was almost taken. I clearly felt an ungodly force spreading through
my body! Another deep breath was needed before Long Sword could specify:
"I must train myself better! Such a gift possesses unimaginable powers,
which will prove very useful against the enemies of our destiny."


"My King,
have you got the information you seek?" asked the Dragonhead, who was very
excited to see the barbarism that the eye was capable of.


"Yes, my
Champion, I’ll give the boy to you, do what you like with him." King Holaf
replied quickly, moving away towards his Vassals.


A heavy thud
echoed through the grey morning as if it were the voice of extinction, kissed
by the benevolence of the Goddess Death, satisfied by this early gift. The
pleased God Crusher, red with blood, dripped in a macabre manner at the belt of
his wearer, who hurried to accompany his proven King at his shoulder.


"What
happened to you, my love?" Anastasia wanted to know agitated, trying to
dismount from her horse. But Holaf made light of it all with a joke:


"I'm just
old, my love! Don't move your leg needs rest."


"My Lord,
those screams?" Skoll asked, still shaken.


"Yes, my
Vassal, an unpleasant method of gaining important information," explained
the King of the Kings of the North, stopping for a moment to catch his breath.
The he ordered, "Head of Wolf, to me please!"


"Tell me,
Your Majesty, how may I serve you?" the first rune of Trondheim
immediately bowed before Holaf.


"Go through
that wagon, turn it over and, if necessary, break it to pieces! But be careful:
I have no information on what it contains. Ask the Threehorn for help and, if
he has regained his strength, the Leopard!" commanded Long Sword,
revealing nothing to the curious ears of his allies. The Wolf vigorously beat
his fist on his breastplate and, quickly with his brothers, hurried to carry
out his orders.


"Brother,
tell us what you have learned from your gift," asked High, who was
worried.


"Those
cursed men were in the pay of Dicius the Imperial Councillor. They had the task
of intercepting us so that the entire army would fall into an ambush set up on
the heights of the Broken Shield! But there is good news: the enemy does not
know which way we are looking. The bad news, on the other hand, consists in the
absolute certainty of the obfuscation of the Imperial mind. Our empire is now
governed in great secrecy by Dicius, who, Mephistophelean and sibylline,
carries out the dark wishes of his masters," explained Holaf.


"So have
you shed any light on the mystery of who is pulling the strings in all of the
unpleasant events?" asked Jarg, clenching his fists, as impulsive as ever.


"Dicius is
not without resources and of course did not tell an insignificant pawn about
who was making the decisions the moves to make, however he did let slip a hint
of conversation between an obscure King and Krator, Lord of the Orcs of
Durgundrut. But I have come across no other reference except for the existence
of an unholy agreement," replied Long Sword, beginning to recover his
strength.


"If that
lousy giant of Krator were to attack the gates of the East, it would be
difficult for them to defend themselves," commented High, disappointed by
the bad news.


"My
brother, the situation is also very serious for us. The Emperor has issued an
edict throughout the west of the Empire and to Volcano Island, commanding our
arrest and that of the Lord of the South!" Long Sword reported all he had
learned, shaking his head.


"It would
seem that the list of allies is getting shorter and shorter! If the West were
to move its armies against us, we would not be able to withstand the impact of
the orcs and traitors!" commented Skoll.


"The
philosophical West has never moved for any reason, let alone get off his behind
to seek death on foreign land," commented rough King Jarg caressing his
white beard.


"My Kings,
one thing at a time. Now we must avoid the ambush in among the rocks of the
Broken Shields. Then we cross the Red Plain. Do you have any information about
that?" This statement brought back calm to the Sovereigns. The Dragon
showed the pragmatism of those who faced every adversity, day after day, by
hammering it.


"No, I have
found no trace of any other threats to our safety, but all I have learned
concerns only the knowledge of the man in question. There may be several plans
to obstruct us and many spies in the service of Dicius, not to mention orcs
running free in our lands," replied the realistic King of Trondheim.


The Wolf stood
beside the Northern Sovereign and whispered:


"My Lords,
the wagon is full of dried supplies and dinars. There are seven bags of equal
weight under some fabric to hide their value. But what worries me most is a
list with thirty-eight names from sixteen different cities, among which the
most notable are Trondheim, Black Portal, Gott Hammer and other important
centres!"


"Red Ice is
on the list?" King Skoll wanted to know, amazed.


The Wolf's Head
nodded, showing the name of the city and two parts related to it.


"Snakes,
traitors among the Devils, how dare they!", the Sovereign of Red Ice
shouted with anger.


"This
document is a list of infamy, but it will play in our favour: identify the
cities we will call on with a request for reinforcements. The first thing to do
will be to arrest the spies and to extract information from them. The Warrior
Gods are in our favour," exclaimed King Holaf, glimpsing a lukewarm ray of
sunshine where everyone perceived only the winds full of stormy clouds.
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The army set off
again in the grey landscape surrounded by fog, even if a little clearer than a
few hours earlier. The ground began to defrost, turning from crunchy crystals
to a soft quagmire, less poetic but certainly more pleasing to horses. As the
advance progressed, the low peaks of the Broken Shields began to appear through
increasingly delicate mist, a small line of mountains that was almost
perpendicular to the mountain chain that crossed the terrain from the extreme
North to the deep South.


"The
forbidden road passes over the western side of the rough mountains, where
unfriendly blades and clubs await us! Even the high passage of the Red River,
cutting through the mountains as if they were light wood, is forbidden to us.
We do not want to run into problems with the bloody predatory waves,"
Holaf summarized strangely relieved, while taking a narrow bumpy winding path,
unknown to the most.


The tenth Master
of War once again found himself leading the army, thanks to his wealth of
experience with the roads known to few, other than shepherds. The march gave no
mercy. Each step was fatiguing because of punitively steep slope of the road
that curved among the dark trees. They heard a pleasant sound that had not been
heard by any ear for a long time, coming from the thickest part of the wooded
tangle of branches.


Whole flocks of
small birds had gathered among the foliage to survive, active and guarding as
if an enemy was lurking. Large multi-coloured movements could be seen by the
lights of the feeble torches. They were in such a large number that no-one
could remember anything like it. It seemed a natural gathering indicating that
several species and colours had joined forces to try to survive.


The colourful
birds behaved just as the kaleidoscopic knights had done, joining together,
marching next to each other to flourish against more powerful enemies. The
similarity did not escape King High, who commented:


"Fate has
granted only one possibility, even to them, that of becoming allies!"


Holaf dared not
say anything, for he could only try to understand what burden lay upon his
friend’s heart. Holaf could count on his wife's presence and fate had blessed
him with brave soldiers as his descendants, while his brother carried in his
mind the shadow of the warlike visions looming over his loved ones. High
suffered from the fear of arriving at his home too late. This fear grew within
him, a terror of finding smoking ruins, tinged with the blood of his loved ones
at the hands of the orcs. The God-Slayer regretted a little having lengthened
his absence from the home considerably, by following Holaf towards Midgard. But
he also realized that there was the only person who could read the profundity
of the runes clearly.


The road
continued through ever taller trees in search of the warm sun and less
undergrowth, a factor that was not at all unpleasant: fewer bushes and ferns,
in the practical eyes of Long Sword, meant fewer hiding places and, therefore,
a minimal possibility of ambushes. The sky, after having lashed everything and
everyone with its icy tears, was almost free of clouds, only a few fluffy
latecomers ran hastily across the sky.


"My
warrior, when the fight is over, what will we do?" asked Sersy of her
loving Dragon.


"If you
wish, we can return to Trondheim! You'd like it: it's a fabulous city and there
I own a beautiful house near the centre and a room assigned to me in the
Arkantorre. Otherwise we'll go wherever you want", the man suggested
accommodatingly.


"I would
love to visit the capital of the North! I have always longed for a serene life
and a family " replied the black beauty.


"Watch out,
mighty Dragon, I smell the scent of orange blossoms and the voice of the priest
proclaiming you husband and wife," joked the young princess of South
Winter.


The Dragon,
without batting an eye, replied:


"If the
Warrior Gods grant me as much with this lady, I could not ask for more!"


The Bear's Head,
trying to combat the heat by drinking from the skin of a goat, choked and,
coughing, widened his eyes in surprise at such a strange response from the lips
of his brother in arms. The third Master of War almost offended asked:


"Do you see
me so incapable of a normal life, my brother?"


"To be
honest, yes! But you are a man full of surprises and such widely differing
facets, that I have no doubt that you could be a good consort and a good
father," replied the fourth Master of War.


"I will grow
old too, like all of you! And my life won't be on the battlefields much longer.
Maybe this will be the last war of my destiny. Who can predict the
future?" commented the detached and objective Trondheim Champion,
demonstrating a strange wisdom.


"I hope it
is as you say, my knight. I hope it's the last era of suffering for our
race," Sersy confided.


"My friend,
how much joy is shining in your eyes! We haven’t seen them sparkle like this
for a long time," Tyra noted, always happy even for small things.


At the bottom of
their hearts, both the Dragon and the Bear understood perfectly well the
possibility of being at the start of a war that could only be waged
victoriously, so why not call it the last! Both felt a strong shiver in their
souls. They had the feeling that a different entity was responsible for the
current threat compared to their days of the past, leaving them alone with the
bitter sensation of not being able to do a great deal in the face of so much
hatred and darkness.


The Threehorn
led everyone to a wide and flat cave, at whose mouth there were stalagmites
looking like to sharp teeth.


"This not
very comforting opening bears the name of Jaws of a Shark. As you can see, it
looks very like the mighty hunter of the seas. But don't worry nothing will
harm us in its bowels! Except for the giant spiders." said the tenth
Master of War, entering the black lair first.


"Excuse me,
Threehorn, did you say "giant spiders"? How big?" King Grigor
asked concerned, observing first Holaf and then High, both surprised.


The voice of the
Threehorn echoed from the cavity:


"My Kings,
I ask your forgiveness but I was just joking: old shepherd’s habits die hard.
There are no giant spiders, no bigger than a hand! Just think of how many fat
and juicy cattle pass through these caves and nothing has ever attacked them,
so they will certainly not attack us men, all skin, bones and steel.


Grigor addressed
Holaf commenting:


"I prefer
the Masters of War who don’t play jokes on us, like the Dragon. At least he
doesn't make me jump out of my skin with stories like that!" Long Sword
began laughing, not expecting such a revelation with the added confession of
fears from Proud Winter.


The idea of
descending into the fetid bowels of the earth did not please everyone. King
Skoll and his Devils still had fresh in their minds the memory of the horrors
regurgitated from the catacombs at the castle of Frozen Blood. The Lord of the
North realized this, looking at the usually imperturbable Red Ice soldiers, the
existence of hidden doubts and details taken for granted. The Devils brandished
their halberds forcefully in the darkness, as if to pierce an ethereal enemy,
achieving nothing apart from weariness.


Disturbed, some
of the infantrymen of South Winter lit torches kept from the night before and
distributed them, bringing lights to reveal amazing natural wonders. Splendid
columns of hard limestone seemed to drip from the vaults down to the floor,
melting like candles of pale wax late at night. Though now they had light and
had been hardened by many battles, restlessness spread among the troops like a
stormy sea starting with the farthest rocks, and flowing from reef to reef,
until it touched every corner. The reason was revealed long afterwards when at
a fork, a horrifying scream was heard.


"A cave
troll?" whispered King Grigor hoping to hear a confirmation.


"No, my
King, it's a voice with a sound I have never heard before," replied the Threehorn,
an expert on those beings, having crossed their lands several times.


"My Lords,
I implore you to step up the pace, or my Devils and I will beat you to the
exit. Don’t waste your precious time in futile discussions. Whoever we risk
meeting here, will not want to talk, but to feed on your flesh," said King
Skoll anxiously but with certainty.


"Threehorn,
lead the way without paying too much attention to the beauty of nature!"
ordered Holaf determined to listen to the advice of his Vassal, who was never
cowardly or reckless.


"What is
hunting after us?" asked High, intrigued by the heavy breathing and speedy
pace.


"Shadows
and evil thrown up by the black foul-smelling abysses of death! Many of us were
able to kill them at Red Ice, but for all those who fell to the ground, even
more came. Small deformed hominids, accustomed to the most sadistic depravity,
plagued by the most unspeakable deformities ever seen by human eyes,"
replied King Skoll shivering and lowering his gaze.


"Where do
such disgusting creatures come from? I have no memory of any such
creature!" remarked Holaf, impatient.


"After
fighting them, I ordered all my priests, demonologists and Capodemons to
research for such beings in the ancient texts. We found traces of them in the
tome "Blood of the Heretics", only a few lines concerning the first
great heterodoxy, which culminated in the ‘Divine Crusade’", Skoll
instructed the Lord of the North on the subject.


"So all our
conviction about dark evils of the past collapses like smoke in the wind!
Descendants of the Fallen continue to hand down the Cursed Word of the Wizards,
even though they were believed to be extinct for many ages. And now creatures
emerge from the bowels of the earth, daughters of incest between the Malevolent
God of Blood and the impious race of the Red Sorcerer," High bitterly
commented.


Men did not slow
their step within those shining and only apparently harmless rooms of nature.
The noise of their speedy passage echoed powerfully, bouncing from surface to
surface, mingling with cries and childish voices resonating deceptively behind
them.


"Father,
are we certain they are enemies?" asked Tyra confusedly.


"To tell
you the truth, my beloved daughter, I have no intention of finding out,
especially after King Skoll's stories," replied Grigor of South Winter not
very heroically.


"I can hear
the sound of babies crying in the dark! What if they were just peasants who
have fled to this cave for safety?" exclaimed Sersy, backing up the
optimistic idea of the blonde bride.


"My ladies,
even at the crypt of Red Ice, we thought the sound was children lost during an
innocent game, but the sounds turned into horror and death. Believe the words
of a warrior, you’d better speed up your pace!" intervened a leader-demon
of the Red Devils, moving to confer with his Lord.


The air in the
cave had become heavy and lacking oxygen, until the torches trembling and weak,
struggled to burn, as if they were frightened. The cave seemed to contract the
walls approaching the columns. Now they were fleeing rather than marching. This
behaviour was certainly not greatly appreciated by the proud and reckless King
Jarg.


"My Kings,
if I and my Barbarians faced them in this narrow passage you would have time to
save yourselves and reach your goal," Lord of Cold Wood exclaimed, almost
barking.


"No, my
brave Vassal! Your presence is necessary for me at Black Portal. That is the
battle where our future fate will be decided. Your place is there, either among
the living or among the glorious fallen!" the Lord of the North dryly
ordered.


"My
Sovereign, I do not usually run away from enemies," replied the old man,
in search of the former warrior.


"Nor do I,
my Vassal, and we are not running now! We are only in a hurry to get to Black
Portal. You don't want to deprive your spirit of the greatest battle of our
time, do you?" Holaf replied wisely touching the warrior spirit of his subject.


"No, of
course not! Such an event has not occurred in many ages. All these armies
opposed to so many enemies, each one stronger than the next. There, in the
battle, glory and Valhalla will be guaranteed for me!" King Jarg reasoned
out loud without showing the slightest shortness of breath, despite his old age
and the fast pace.


"Save your
strength, my Kings! The underground way is at an end, but what awaits us beyond
the darkness could be worse than dark," advised the Threehorn, his less
than encouraging words echoing in the narrow passage.


The battle bear,
suffering from her wounds, was not able to keep up the pace and gradually
slowed down, crying out as if to say goodbye to her mistress.


"Olrund,
move your hairy ass!" the Lord of the North ordered her nervously, well
aware of the indissoluble bond with his wife. For Anastasia the idea of
abandoning her childhood and battle companion to death would never be
acceptable. The Queen of the North stopped her horse and looked lovingly at her
husband telling him to go on, while she was limped and dragged herself towards
the bear in difficulty.


"No, my
love, what you ask is not possible!" protested Long Sword angrily,
dismounting from his horse leaving it to go ahead alone.


"Go, Holaf,
your destiny is not to end in a fetid tunnel. You have a war to win!"
cried the Valkyrie of the North.


"The fate
of a husband is always linked to that of his wife! If you want to stop, I must
also stop," replied the stoic King of Trondheim without hesitation.


A muttering darkly,
the Dragon passed the royal couple and then Olrund, pushing himself towards the
hidden enemy:


"I did not
risk my life at Finger of Fate to save my Queen and the her bear, to now see
them disappear devoured by who knows what! The sadistic hammer of arms vibrated
violently in the hand of the Dragon. Ready for battle, Holaf joined the Master
and commented:


"You don't
have to do this, my friend! No obligation or oath could ever force you to take
part in this skirmish!"


"My Lord,
you know that I consider you my brother and the family is never abandoned, just
as the royal family is never abandoned either," said the third Master of
War closing the visor of his helmet.


The demon's head
once again won over the crowned head of the North, while Anastasia accompanied
Olrund with difficulty towards the exit, which was already in sight in the form
of a bright dot in the distance. The Wolf and the Bear joined their Sovereign
and their third brother, visibly unhappy but loyal to their oaths.


"Knights, I
free you from your oaths to protect me," exclaimed Long Sword hoping to
see them depart.


"Oh no, my
King, it's not that easy to get rid of a Master of War! You don’t want to keep
all the glory for yourself, do you?" the first rune of the North replied
sarcastically.


"Brother
Dragon, your gleaming hammer of arms would be appreciated in this
situation," exclaimed the Bear's Head.


"If I had
the power to make such force obey my orders, I would already be at the end of
the tunnel, believe me!" replied in a dark voice the third Nordic rune.


Among the more
and more gruesome oncoming screams, King Jarg also came as a reinforcement,
filling the ranks of the few and, though not very optimistic, they were valiant
in their slow retreat.


"I can't
stop, but you can!" complained the Ancient always looking to save his
pride.


"My good
Vassal, I have no time for your complaints, but I thank you for
returning!" said Holaf, pleased with the loyalty of those men.


The cries became
acute and unbearable, mixing with blunter and in that situation, less
disturbing growls and gurgles. The air was weighed down and putrid, becoming
almost unbreathable, while small beings climbed over each other in their
thousands, covering the floor up to the roof. Those disgusting creatures walked
clinging to every surface like spiders and advanced between stalagmites and
other rock formations, looking like the inexorable flow of the tide.


"My King,
this time the Valkyries will bring us to glory," commented the Dragon Head
without the slightest hint of terror in his tone of voice. No one dared to say
anything, having already heard from his lips just what all of them were
thinking.


A blue light
with the strength of a hundred thousand candles, blinding those who followed
lingering among the shadows. A lyric of arcane words, incomprehensible to all,
rang through the air, silencing the disgusting beasts, making them fall to the
ground in their hundreds, as if dead, while the others tried to protect their
eyes. Many began to exude nauseous liquids and tried to escape giving groans
and desperate screams, retreating into the dark darkness from which they had
emerged.


"I know
this feeling of helplessness," exclaimed the Dragon, unable to move
freely.


Next to the
daring warriors fluttered the extraordinary Cyfer, radiating heat, while his
body emanated an ascetic turquoise light, now of bearable intensity. His
mystical armour, with its faces imprisoned in the metal, once again came to the
ground next to King Holaf and, with the voice of one shouting from a distance
and penetrating depths, asserted:


"The last
time I met you, Lord of the North, you were dying and now look at yourself,
full of life but intent on throwing it away! I have not saved you, used my
gifts on you, so that you can kill yourself in such a stupid way!"


Holaf remained
silent, not remembering him or having ever seen such powers. It was the Bear's
Head that cleared the fog clouding the memory of his King, explaining to him:


"My
Sovereign, we are in the presence of the Inquisitor Cyfer. You owe the merit of
saving your life in the Zubrovka forest to him, as well as the healing of your
wounds!"


"So I must
thank him for having ruined me, giving me a demon's eye!" said angry King
Holaf.


"So don't
you like the power of the eye?" asked Cyfer.


"I can't
even keep it open for more than a few moments," replied Long Sword.


"As far as
I know, you've already used its skills on more than one occasion. And you've
improved a lot in managing its innate strength, controlling its iron
will," the strange being in human form replied with his blood-curdling
voice.


"How can I
ever manage a piece of a demon? I'm just a man! The will of the magma eye
almost overwhelms me! I have felt unstoppable cravings spreading throughout my
body," exclaimed the great King of Trondheim nervously.


"Holaf Erlingson,
do not doubt yourself anymore! If you had been a man without titles or duties,
Belial himself would have carried you to Denethor a long time ago! But even
less should you doubt my judgment! I am sure I have seen the qualities in you
able handle such a burdensome arcane relic. The fact that you were ready to
sacrifice yourself to defend your wife and the hairy behemoth is unmistakable
proof of this," Cyfer said.


"You
Inquisitors are very strange. Never offer certainties but only doubts to us,
humans!" grumbled the consoled Lord of the North pondering what he meant:
"I must thank you for what you have given me on several occasions, Lord
Cyfer! First you saved me from certain death and now you come to my aid,
tearing not only my soul from black oblivion, but also those of my wife and
friends. How can we repay you?"


"Keep the
gift safe and use your powers wisely when you have a good reason! You, Lord of
the North, bear a heavy burden, but you can continue to complain about it or
manage it, rising to a state above that of a simple human existence. Never was
a greater gift given to a mortal of your race, because never, in the mists of
time, did a human King bear the burden of the fate of all!" Cyfer said.


The macabre
warrior turned his head until the slits of the helmet were facing behind his
back, to speak to the third Master of War:


"You,
warrior, brandish the God Crusher without any understanding of what such a
relic asks in return! Your father was wiser not wishing to inherit the weapon
from his father, having seen him eaten away and delirious".


"My father
was a coward and the one who went before him a boor!" exclaimed the
snarling Dragon as hard as the rock of Arkantorre.


"You speak
the truth of both of them, but the cowardice of your procreator was guided by
the experience he had lived and, to eyes less prejudiced by hatred, it would
seem wisdom! Now the hammer follows and protects you, feeding happily on your
enemies. But what will happen when you have no more enemies? When the force of
the relic takes control of your angry mind, causing you to vanish and giving
life to gloomy shadows and hellish red flames?" Cyfer posed numerous
questions but expected no answer.


The Dragon was
struck by these insinuations masquerading as questions, but he couldn't help
but complain, concealing his doubts behind a shield of arrogance. When his
shadow had moved far away, the Inquisitor of Denethor lectured King Holaf:


"Your
protector will be very useful to you in the future, but you are losing him with
every blow of the hammer. Little by little the relic will take him away!"


The Lord of the
North asked his interlocutor:


"How can I
avoid this future happening?"


"You can't!
The God Crusher has now shown itself to be rooted in his soul, and just like
ivy it will grow luxuriant until it kills its own host, replacing it with the
arcane anger contained within it. Even if you were able to take the relic from
his hands, which I strongly doubt, you would not solve the problem, because the
hammer has a life of its own and will find another ambitious heart to take
over. Moreover, you have the strongest human warrior in history, the most able
of all of you. But he is still a fallen and ephemeral man in the face of the
evil now opposing to you. You need the God Crusher or you will not survive!"


Long Sword bowed
his head and his face became dark as he stood in silence.


"Lord
Cyfer, would not even you or King Belial be able to save my brother from
himself?" asked the alarmed fourth Master of War.


"We do not
deal with such difficulties. Moreover, I fear there is a tenacity hidden in
that mystical steel that is too arcane and powerful - even for us! Certain
relics should be left dormant and forgotten. Not all of them are of the right
nature. Some crave destruction for its own sake. The real dilemma over such
weapons is not to understand how many are needed by you or what number are in
the hands of the enemy, but the mystery lies in the comprehending how many of
them fulfil their nefarious fate!" answered Cyfer, in his diabolical tone
of voice. "Now I have to move to the North. There are matters calling for
my presence on the Arctic Coast and I no longer want to argue with your limited
minds. Black Portal will stand, to the terror of its inhabitants. For now the
guide is strong in the hands of Norder, who is expecting you. But don't delay
too long. Lord Stern, my peer, has just crossed the Eastern Wall to give you
time, which at the moment is scarce and perishable. So go!"


Holaf would have
liked to bombard the Inquisitor Cyfer with questions, like the hail on the roof
of Trondheim. But this being with his turquoise aura did not give him the
opportunity to utter a word, as he moved away quickly. The wolf urged his King
on, his eyes lingering on the blue light, disappearing in the shadow of the cavern,
shouting:


"My Lord!
You have heard the words of that being? Let’s hurry forward! Then we will think
about the North. The runes have shown you the truth; the enemy cleaver will
crush the Black Portal!"


Long Sword
recovered from his momentary catatonia, rising above the flood of fears that
filled his heart, re-emerging from the depths of his mind like a Nordic scallop
fisherman.


"Damnation
on the Inquisitors! What is the reason for revealing these horrendous problems
without indicating a solution?" cried King Holaf, tired of speaking, as if
he not breathed for a long time. Jarg, who was not aware of anything until
then, watched his King with admiring eyes, as the light of the pale sun came
closer and closer.


"My Lord,
may I ask why you have not spoken to us about the relic? We thought your closed
eye had been lost in battle," asked the old warrior King of Cold Wood.


"I have not
told you about it, because my control of the relic is far from being complete,
making it a useless weapon. We cannot rely on it for now!" replied the
Demon of Trondheim, emerging from the shadows of the gallery like a dragon from
its own flames.


The entire
southern ridge of the Broken Shields showed itself to the soldiers as a
battlefield. Thousands of orcs decorated the grassy expanses horribly with
their corpses as far as the eye could see.


"Was it you
who did this?" asked Holaf, who was disturbed as well as distracted.


"Certainly
not, my brother! I assume Cyfer has put his mark on this battle," replied
High, looking at the devastation caused by Denethor's strength.


Broken and split
trees, visible at the edge of the grassy clearing, indicated the use of a
mystical disruptive force, as did the bodies of many dismembered orcs. The rest
of the stupid green-skinned beasts had fought in a fratricidal battle, slaves
to the singular will of the mind of the Inquisitor with the purple armour.


The long army
set off again, moving as quickly as possible with chariots and siege weapons in
tow. The road wound sinuously between hills and boulders in a nature ruined by
demonic scarlet waters. The Red River meandered motionless not far away, not
concerned by any event, as if it had been painted on a wooden board.


Wide expanses of
oak trees mixed with pines quietly took the place of the endless fir trees,
while the birches with their white striped trunks could be seen more and more
frequently in the dark of the forest. Night came, and more light kissed
creation in a perpetual, hate-free duel. Their march seemed almost infinite,
bringing an accumulation of tiredness and boredom to the knights and their
horses.


To the east,
beyond the cursed banks of the river, glimpses the black silhouette of Poltava
were seen, hidden in a slight mist. The city was too far from the chosen route
to stop, or ask them to join the gathering of the Vassals. The road seemed
friendly, except for the continuous discovery of corpses with green or brown
skins, thanks to which no one could forget, even for a few moments, the harsh
reality surrounding them, hidden from the consciousness of many.


"My King,
do you say it is still Cyfer's work", King Grigor asked, observing a pile
of enemy warriors, putrid and swollen by the gases of their state, piled up and
fetid at the roadside.


"No, my
dear Vassal, the Inquisitors do not waste time for the pleasure of amassing
corpses! I have no idea who might have done this, but I am grateful,"
replied Long Sword.


"It’s a
pity there is no living enemy left to give us some exercise: this tired body
needs to stretch its joints!" exclaimed the blond King returned to his
usual conceited self. Eivind, his perennial shadow, called him to show more
modesty:


"Father, do
not be too eager to measure yourself in a duel! Every time you expose yourself
to thoughtless risks!"


"Son, how
dare you? You should be grateful to me for giving you the honour of being my
protective wing in battle," Grigor replied proudly.


"And you
should be grateful to Prince Eivind for rescuing you more times than you wish
to admit," exclaimed Holaf sincerely, making the brave scion of South
Winter smile.


"My Lord,
you should go more gently with my pride! Since I've been riding next to you,
I've only heard of limits to my possibilities. Being boastful is the only way I
can still feel virile, maintaining a certain image in the eyes of my
soldiers," voice the King with blonde braids in his beard complained in a
moderate tone.


High looked at
him and quickly asserted:


"But you
have foiled the assault of numerous orcs in your lands, thanks only to your own
leadership skills! You have followed us into the Battle of the Rock Road with
ardour and the undeniable fury of a warrior, and, just now, you have held your
side of the army during the breakthrough of the siege of Finger of Fate,
without reporting any loss! Who can boast of such feats?"


"Described
as you have told it, my story sounds very good, but I know my limitations and
subterfuges. As in Finger of Fate, where not a single orc came to face my ranks
to cross swords with our steel!" Grigor answered gratefully and sincerely.


"Of course,
you know this, but these notions will not be part of the poems and those who
listen will only be able to admire you. But if the truth about such a
subterfuge were to emerge in the future, you can always say that the orcs
retreated as soon as they saw you powerfully leading the Whites of South
Winter!" Holaf, the King reassured his vassal with a heavy smile, because
Cyfer's words had not yet been removed from his mind.


Even among great
Kings and warriors, capable of immeasurable powers, even the most talented and
combative of the soldiers ended up feeling like a nobody, lowering their own
morale and that of those who believed in them and looked to them for
inspiration. The real risk was a diminishing effectiveness, soldiers encouraged
by charismatic leaders, who were without particular talents or relics,
increasing mortality among the troops spurred on to go where only the heroes
and legends dared to move.


The Lord of the
North was dragged from his thoughts and re-awoken to the boring march by the
voice of the Wolf returning from the vanguard:


"My King,
beyond the forest, which covers the horizon, there is a crossroads near a
village. Among the fields there are only farmers working fervently.


"What do
they grow in this season?" asked Holaf, frowning at the scent of
deception.


"That's
right, my Sire, nothing ever escapes your reasoning. Calmness is as suspicious
as industriousness," exclaimed the first Master of War.


"King High,
we've only been within the confines of your lands for a few hours, so you
should be in charge," said Holaf.


"No, my
brother, I have held the command, while you danced between life and death, and
that was enough for me. I will be your advisor, friend, and support, but I
don't want such an honour to burden me. My shoulders are not as broad as
yours," the Lord refused the ungrateful task "but I know one thing
for certain: now nothing is being cultivated and no land is being prepared. The
frost of winter transforms the fields into marble sheets, blocking the
ploughshares and exhausting the oxen!"


"My
Sovereigns, we can go around the village pushing ourselves to the side of the
river. It's far enough away and the rotten vegetation that surrounds it will
shield us from their eyes, whoever they are!" proposed tactician Skoll.


"I, without
offending the abilities of your Lordships, would prefer to follow the mountains
of the Great Fangs, to take advantage of the pass between them and the smaller
chain, Little Fangs!" suggested the Threehorn who had not been asked to
intervene.


"But how do
you also know the territories of the East?" King Skoll asked curious about
his great competence. King Skoll had been previously offended by the
predilection shown by the Kings of Kings for the routes indicated by the tenth
Master.


"I followed
my father's herd to Kirov and sometimes even further, to Kuskovo! But don't
imagine that I can lead you out of the Inferno of Peat. We usually went around
it, paying the guards of the city of Grudak to escort us through their
territories. That's why I know the pass between the Fangs," replied the
tenth rune of Trondheim.


"So there
is a secret way, thanks this we can avoid the nightmare of Grudak's peat bogs.
I don't need to know any more. Show us the way to the foot of the
mountains!" ordered King Holaf, relieved and satisfied with the news he
had learned.


"Are there
any trolls of any kind in this pass?" Grigor asked, very upset at the idea
of what he had seen in the peaks of the Horns of Goat.


"No, as far
as I know, my Sovereign, but there are giant spiders," replied the Threehorn,
joking with the strange sense of humour of the Masters of War.


Before the
forest, they turned westwards towards the shadow of the mountains. As dark as
nightmares, the peaks awaited them, hiding clouds full of hatred behind their
heights. The bad weather surprised the long, multi-coloured snake, as it
marched down a small mule track moving along the slope, where on one side the
severe rock was covered with mosses and sparse bushes, and on the other side,
an empty black void.


The sky
darkened, covering everything, an aid to the shadows of the enemy; the storm
arrived early to the detriment of the men. The thunder made its noisy
appearance immediately after the gleam of lightning, announcing a heavy
downpour that could soak travellers like a storm wave. The wrath of the Gods
was unleashed from the sky, as if a dispute was taking place between them,
pouring all sorts of adverse atmospheric conditions on the Empire. Shields and
helmets were used to protect their heads from the hail like large white
cherries, whizzing madly, bouncing everywhere.


Holaf held
Anastasia to him and then covered her with a shield, just like a swan uses its
wings to protect its little ones at the first signs of rain. The Bear also
worried about his wife, who was now very unnerved by the storm's overwhelming
sound, which were only delicately hinted in her favourite books. King Grigor
covered his head with his strong helmet and, without seeking shelter from the
fury of the elements, shouted joyfully:


"Is that
all you can do? A few bursts of hail and thunder will not weaken my strength or
my spirit!"


The thunder
seemed to answer the boastful King, flinging their fury at him, illuminating
his dark silhouette in the shining light of its sister through the wind and the
swirling water.


"Father, cover
yourself with your shield or you will come out of this even more
disheartened", cried his devout son Eivind to him, remaining next to him
in the shelter of his turquoise protection.


Sersy was
enjoying her well-deserved share of hugs with the undemonstrative Dragon, who
was not given to shows of affection. He was intent on protecting hi adored one
with his strong metal shield. The thunder disappeared as quickly as it had
come, taking with it the painful hail and blinding lightning, but leaving the
continuous roar of water, which seemed almost attractive to the marching Kings
of Kings and their entourage.


Hidden by the
vegetation, a large stealthy presence was noticed, betrayed by a late burst of
light from the heavens. The third Master of War exchanged glances with his
brother Bear and they both closed the visors of their helmets and dismounted
from their horses in unison, as if they were a pair in circus balancing act.


"What
upsets you, knights? What detail should I have noticed, that has been able to
hide from my gaze?" asked the Lord of the North, noting the enthusiasm of
the two Masters.


"Silent
claws are scrutinizing us, but I can't guess for how long they’ve been
there!" the Dragon cried powerfully, like the thunder which had just
ended, releasing from his belt his sadistic hammer of arms. The men all
prepared themselves, on the alert, concealing themselves behind shields with
their weapons on guard, but continuing to march without ever losing sight of a
single movement of the two wiry black warriors.


"I too have
seen them, my Lords, they are only lions of mountain! Otherwise why, in your
opinion, does this mountain range have the name of Great Fangs?" asked the
unworried Threehorn.


"I hope not
because of the native animals usually found on its slopes!" replied the
Sovereign of South Winter with his voice muffled by his snow-covered helmet.


"That's
right, Lord of the Whites, as you said! Those lions are very dangerous for
shepherds: fat slow cows satisfy are very much to their taste," explained
the tenth Master of War.


"Threehorn,
I have the impression that you deliberately omit some details in offering your
plans to us!" complained Long Sword unnerved.


"Each time
we end up on the dinner plate of some horrendous animal!" King Grigor
added his voice to the complaint.


"My Lords,
fear nothing, we are too numerous to attract them! Usually they don't come
close to large groups of almost unarmed shepherds, let alone an army!"
replied the tenth rune of Trondheim, sure of himself, not even deigning to pay
attention to the feline creatures.


The strong lions
moved watchfully between the rocks and the plants, exploiting their mimetic
livery, grey with green patches and brown streaks, to avoid the eyes of their
prey. The longer the march, the greater the hostile intentions of the stealthy
predators seemed, now growing in number and following the procession, staring
with ravenous eyes.


"Now I know
how a steak on a slab at the market feels", commented High sarcastically,
to alleviate the tension. Terror does not take long to flourish in the minds of
those who are long subjected to danger and doubt, and it did not take long
before whispers and complaints could be heard meandering, from mouth to mouth,
among the disgruntled soldiers.


"Can you
hear them?" asked King Rune, who stood by the two Lords of the Cardinal
Kingdoms.


"What
should we be hearing, my taciturn Vassal?" asked Holaf, always on guard
against the beasts which no longer looked so harmless.


"Discontent
and fear come among your soldiers, bringing us all to the grave!"
prophesied the extravagant King with his gloomy appearance and even darker
soul.


"You will
see that the Warrior Gods don't want to see us at the mercy of these
cats," exclaimed Long Sword radiating false confidence.


"What if
they sent them to stop us? If their wishes were distant from our deeds?"
Rune asked disturbing questions riding gloomily in his black armour.


"My King,
if the Warrior Gods were to oppose us, our steel would persuade them to change
their minds," the Dragon replied, shouting under the pouring rain, raising
the God Crusher to heaven.


Just at that
moment, from a dead tree, lying like a man sleeping on the rock, a lion came
forward to threaten to King Holaf and his gentle wife, with the baritone roar.
The long claws pointing to the sky cut through the air until they met the steel
of Black Feather. King Rune, as fast as the noble bird associated with him,
struck with his sword of incomparable beauty. The shiny black steel penetrated
the body of the hungry feline like butter, dividing its front legs and snout
from the rest. The body, without voice or life, fell on the shield held up to
defend his wife by the Lord of the North. The long sword also pierced the body,
straight to its target even if a little late.


Those who were
able to observe the speed with which the Lord Black Feather retrieved the relic
in his possession did not believe their eyes. But there was no time to ponder
it, for a second feline came charging, finding the hammer of arms of the third
Nordic rune waiting for him. The Mephistophelean weapon, shivering with joyful
sadism struck the bones of the muzzle of the beast. The force shown by the
Dragon Head, displayed in a sculptural twist, aided the God Crusher in
following its own path, until the skull of the animal exploded. The body of the
feline was thrown several steps away by the blow, collapsing to the ground in
the joyful gushing of red spurts. The lions arrived, with their camouflaged
coats, oppressed by hunger caused by the incredible shortage of natural prey.
Many were killed by the long pikes of the army, without causing injuries or
death, however.


The shields and
the steel were trusty companions of the men whose hearts by now were worn out
because of continual attacks from much more fearsome enemies. The ravenous
assault would have lasted a long time, if High hadn't understood which ribs to
run through with the blade in his fist. As the God-Slayer cut through the
thorax of the leader of the pack, one after the other all the aggressors
disappeared into the underbrush and the army was able to resume its march. It
was not even necessary to inflict a deathblow to the feline. It was sufficient
to hurt the dominant male, making a roar of not yet dormant anger come forth
from him. But now the will to win was crushed. High was not at all afraid. It
was enough that he advanced towards the beast, to send the animal fleeing away,
limping among its fellow creatures. The Threehorn, having claimed some victims,
approached King Holaf and asked his forgiveness:


"My King, I
have travelled these mountains often in my youth, and I can swear to you, on
all that is most dear to me, that only five to eight men can keep such felines
away from an entire herd.


"Do not
worry, it is certainly not a problem, given that there have been no
consequences, my Master. But in the future I would like to know of every
possible threat: if you offer me a choice, make sure that you do not leave me
groping in the shadows!" replied the great King of the Kings of the North,
as he tried, with his hands, to clean Anastasia's legs, which were stained with
feline blood.


"My dear, I
am a Valkyrie, remember? It's not the first time that my skin has been dyed
with other’s vital fluids!" noted his beautiful wife. However, Holaf
thoughtfully replied:


"Love, your
leg has just been injured and you have had an operation. I would not like to
see it rot because of corruption due to dirt or blood!"


The march in the
lands of the lions continued silent and gloomy. Not even the Barbarians had any
desire to be noisily boastful. The rain came several times, during the passage
of the hours and then calmed down as if it were a mischievous child. Even the
Little Fangs did not seem so small in the eyes of the soldiers, standing out
imposingly in front of them like disturbing shadows. Even in this part of the
Kingdom the skies appeared clear of all life. Only the clouds dominated its
boundless vastness, putting all the different shades of grey on display.


Geir, marching
among his archers, had not spoken a word for a long time. He was sullen and
with his head bowed pondering who knows what. His sister, leaving her husband
for only a few moments, came up to him to try and comprehend what disturbed his
soul. But the heir prince showed that he was not ready to confide in anyone and
did not offer Tyra a reply. So she sadly returned to be with her husband.


"Men in
battle, but especially during long and tedious marches, grieve when they think
of their own condition. Fears, hatred, envy, and many other factors intervene,
making every knight a bad traveling companion. Don't be afraid, my Lady, your
brother will re-emerge from his introspection," explained the expert
fourth rune to soothe the moist eyes of his own beloved.


Tyra tried to
smile, appreciating the thoughtful attempt to comfort her, but the fact that
she had been mistreated remained difficult to accept. The blond young lady was
also joined by the old lady, who was always ready to console her as if she were
her mother. The Third Master of Trondheim, who asked jokingly:


"Do you
want me to beat him up, princess?"


"O, no, I
beg you!" King Grigor intervened, having seen and heard everything.
"You have already morally spanked my son Eskil and in private me as well!
Aren't you tired of teaching us, Radzyvil, good manners yet?"


The Dragon gave
a slight bow of his head and replied:


"As Your
Majesty wishes. I will no longer partake in such delight until Princess Tyra
makes an explicit request!"


"Fortunately,
at least some traces of pride will be left in some heir of mine," replied
the blond King smiling, hoping to win a nice smile from his daughter.


All speech was
interrupted and thoughts suspended by the return of the two Capodemons sent
forward. One had an arrow stuck in his thick armour, at the shoulder.


"My King,
orcs between the cliffs and gorges!" shouted the unwounded one while still
far away.


"Healers,
the wounded man," ordered High as he was the first to see the filthy arrow
with feathers fluttering, covered in black orcs grease. As the two stopped, the
wounded Capodemon was rescued, while his unharmed companion reported:


"My
Sovereigns, the hills of the pass are all covered in filthy green, brown and
black faces. They are waiting for us there, hoping, to unleash a heavy rain of
arrows against us! I have not been able to get an exact estimate of how many
enemies there are, and to give an estimate would be reckless. The way is
narrower much further upstream, forcing a crossing of only two men at a time: a
landslide has limited the width so it is perfect for ambush!"


"My Lord,
if a landslide had narrowed a stretch of road and a group of orcs, even the
weakest of them, were waiting in ambush, I would not venture there at any
price! If the enemies are on a slope at our backs sufficient numbers to keep us
under fire of their arrows, we would all be dead," exclaimed Skoll.


"Let's
change course, we can move through the woods that cover the foothills of Little
Fangs" proposed the Threehorn in agreement with the King of the Red
Devils.


"You are
both aware that you are directing us all towards the Inferno of Peat, as it is
the only way to pass other than the one we are now on?" asked King Holaf.


"Of
course!" they both answered in unison.


"So Grudak
it is," exclaimed Long Sword, looking at the imperturbable Lord of the
East, hidden by his sparrow-billed visor.


The decision was
not difficult for anyone, even the most incapable of tacticians, would never
venture into such a trap. All the Sovereigns were grateful to the two
Capodemons, who were the targets of the enemy arrows, for having induced their
foolish adversaries to reveal themselves, saving the entire mission.


The God-Slayer
had long kept himself distant as if he had been far away, seeming to wander
through dark thoughts, attracting the concern of the Lord of Trondheim:


"My
brother, what is bothering you? Do not give your opinion any more, yet you know
how much I care to have your council!"


"My good
Brother, you must forgive me, but my thoughts are more and more with my family.
Lord Norder has shouldered the burden of command on my behalf and that should
reassure me, but in truth it doesn't!" replied High without raising his
visor.


"I can
understand, my friend, that such news would have bothered me too! Nevertheless,
I have to believe that it was the only right thing to do!" King Holaf
tried to console him.


"Of course,
I too would like to persuade myself of such a belief, but I still wonder what
event or revelation gave rise to such a decision in the closed vision of the
Inquisitors of Denethor," revealed God-Slayer, still desperately searching
for an answer, but in vain.


"What
exactly are you afraid of, my brother?" Holaf asked bluntly.


High opened the
visor of his helmet, and looking at his friend, he answered gloomily:


"I fear the
worst has happened to my children! The worm of fear has prompted me to think
that a fratricidal war has broken out to inherit the throne."


"But what
are you saying? The Lord of the East is you and you alone," exclaimed
Holaf.


"Of course,
I'm just saying that as I have been absent from my beloved halls for some time,
they might have given me up for dead or, given the price on our heads, captured
by the Emperor!" answered the Deicide agitatedly, concealing his anxiety
poorly.


"Now calm
down, my friend! In any case, your son Alderecht has the right to occupy the
throne and Jens, if I remember well, is very attached to your firstborn
son!" said Holaf, attempting to undo the legitimate fears of a father who
has been absent from home for far too long.


The beautiful
Anastasia, on hearing their words, understood that more tact than her husband
possessed was needed, as well as a degree of sensitivity, so she intervened:


"My King of
the Kings of the East, forgive the intrusion in a private discussion, but as
the mother of four children I have the exactly the same fears as you, every
time my beloved embarks on a journey. I block the shadows of my mind in a
simple way, thinking of the blood circulating in the veins of my offspring.
Uncorrupted blood, coming from two good parents, capable of teaching their
children the respect and sacredness of the family! Moreover, with each new
quarrel I see as well as the insults and the despicable words also so much love
covering them like solid cement between the stones of a fortress. Knowing you
and seeing your actions, my heart is certain that I can reassure you, because
nothing less can be expected from the children of such a man!"


Anastasia's
heartfelt intervention appeased, at least for a while, God-Slayer’s fears and
directed his attention to the positive aspects of his own offspring, making him
forget the quarrels and perverse threats of the youngest and most tormented
child, for whom High’s heart was unusually troubled.


The journey
continued at the foot of the Little Fangs as fast as it should always have
been. The pines welcomed the army on their march with a fresh and pleasant
balsamic scent mixed with resin and undergrowth. The needles fallen to the
ground spread everywhere, like a humble and soft carpet, gentle in relieving
the march, separating their steps from the mud. Birds hid fearfully among the
thick tangle of the branches, so thick that the night seemed to have arrived
prematurely.


The dark of the
forest prevented the underbrush from growing and flourishing among the trunks
of the pines, giving a clear view to the tense men. They did not stop their
advance until the arrival the dark and menacing shadows, always moving with the
weight of beings with repugnant hairless faces.


"It would
have been better to stop in time and prepare barricades with poles and
branches!" commented King Jarg, while he was lighting a weak fire on his
torch.


"My brave
warrior King, from what you say, it is clear that you are new to battles with
such horrible enemies! Barricades are of no use, even solid city walls have not
led them to desist from the attack," said King Holaf, looking like a fairy
tale monster in his dark armour, illuminated by the trembling yellow light.


The usually
threatening cry of a big owl rang through the gloomy forest, seeming like the
pleasant voice of a friend who had been absent for a long time to the ears of
the men. The weak light of the individual torches, which were lit at intervals
of one for every twenty soldiers, were barely able to give comfort to everyone
while they were eating their rations. However, to the nocturnal eyes of the
wicked mastiffs, even a tiny light seemed to be a catastrophic fire, revealing
the position of the prey.


Howls began to
ring in the distance, as the moon had now reached halfway across the sky. High
stood up full of aches and pains from the heavy damp and frost, returned mercilessly
to strike them, creating countless puffs of timid vapour coming from their
breath. Every flow of white mist revealed the presence of living flesh, and
therefore would certainly attract the beasts of the underworld, even though
some soldiers had covered themselves with pine needles to camouflage
themselves.


Olrund, too, was
awake and continued to look around, but the Dragon was even more agitated,
moving among the trunks of the pines. Holaf slept deeply, exhausted like the
rest of the royal family and the God-Slayer did not feel it was right to awaken
them yet, following only the shaggy fleece of the third Master of War, now
moving rapidly through the dark shadows. Tracking the Dragon Head was as hard
as trying to chase a hare through the vegetation, but High did not give up and
stayed behind him until he found himself alone in the woods, away from the
torches and with nothing but his own sword.


The wind was
blowing furiously, God-Slayer, not given to panic, noticed the yelps and howls
with their familiar the acid sound. It caused him to move carefully to the edge
of the forest. A narrow clearing between the foot of the mountain and another
forest confused him.


The Lord of the
East, not satisfied with what he could see, moved crawling over the pine needles,
keeping close to the ground using roots and other unevenness of the ground as
cover, until he reached the outermost edge under the last row of growing pines.
There he a sudden force grasped his ankles, capable of pulling him silently
among the dark shadows. The God-Slayer felt doomed by now and reached for his
sword to defend himself as best he could, to die as a heroic Sovereign and not
torn apart, screaming.


"My King,
what are you doing ... you're exposing yourself to the enemy?" the Dragon
rebuked him intervening rapidly and dragging him away.


At first High
sighed with relief at the friendly face instead of tusks and drooling and then,
annoyed by the rough ways used on him, he asked in a low voice:


"What
danger do you see? I can't make out the shape of anything!"


"Your
enemies disappear, as you do not know how to look for them", the Dragon
dryly remarked, kneeling beside the King to better conceal himself among the
branches. "Lord of the East, you are endowed with excellent sight, so what
can you tell me about the forest in front of us, where the shadows turn into
monstrosities? High looked more carefully and hundreds of tiny silver
reflections were revealed to his eyes. They were almost imperceptible, moving
between the trunks.


"There are
flashes of hell moving between the thick coils of the night", whistled the
God-Slayer with the hiss of a snake.


"And don't
they remind you of the eyes of the mastiffs?" asked the Dragon, certain of
the answer.


"Do you
believe that? But, so many together?" the Lord of the Black Portal replied
with an astonished question.


The Dragon
gently placed his hand on the helmet of the Sovereign and turned his gaze
westward, where large canines in rapid movement slid by silently, just like
death itself. The two of them preferred to remain silent, almost petrified,
while those horrible creatures were chasing a jumping light moving through the
woods. To the angry howl of the first, a thousand others responded with
prolonged acoustic shivers, moving from their shelters greedy for destruction.
They reminded the watchers of the flight of the bats awakened from their rest,
swarming like a dark shadow of hatred towards their prey.


The Dragon shook
High and indicated that they should return. Given the magnitude of the enemy,
it seemed better to move as far away from these lands as possible. The two
returned to their companions, still embraced by the warm arms of Morpheus
despite the icy climate, like sculptures despite moustaches of the hairiest
ones.


"Holaf,
Anastasia, forgive me, but we must really go! We must not tarry in the night
among these trees!" High gently woke up the two royal personages.


"But what
is it that threatens us? There are only distant howls," muttered, Long
Sword indistinctly, still half asleep.


"Those are
not wolves, but mastiffs! They are gathering in the woods just behind this one.
The Gods do not want to bring them to us, for there are more black beasts with
solid shields!" replied the Lord of the East alarmed and shaking his
friend less politely.


Anastasia stood
up first and gave a little kick to her husband, who, upset and cursing evilly
against the adverse spirits, could not resist the persuasive invitation of his
splendid wife. Every man, willingly or unwillingly, was awakened not too
delicately by the Masters of War, except for the ladies, who were allowed to
lie down again on a hospital wagon with clean bedding.


The journey
resumed silently and annoyed, with the princes doing their best to explain and
persuade the troops of the chilling news discovered by the two sleepless
explorers. No individual, aware of the size of the enemy force, dared to raise
his voice above breathing level, praying – some to a God or others many Gods -
to ensure the sight of the next dawn.










Chapter
16


Red Lights, Black Fumes


 


 


With the lands
of the East invaded by all sorts of gruesome creatures, the North in turmoil
and the West subjected to most unedifying ancient invocations, there was not
much hope in the Kingdoms for those who did not sail in the boundless sea of
blissful ignorance.


Pretending to be
unaware of the signs was a widespread practice in the hearts and minds of
fearful men. They more comfortable and inclined to place vain trust in divine
intercession to put an end to the terrible events with tragic epilogues that
had occurred. Not even the gathering of numerous black ghostly clouds, with
their continual flashes of scarlet light that flashed down to the ground, had
aroused real fears in the rulers of the West. They, full of vainglory and safe
in their great castles, felt untouchable, worrying more about which prostitute
to choose for the night or what to eat for dinner, rather than unusual weather
events as they were defined by the wise alchemists.


The Supreme
Inquisitor of Denethor was certainly not of the same opinion. His silhouette
moved unobserved towards the northwest coast, where the cloudy formations
seemed to be generated, expanding in a spiral movement over all the land. The
Lord of Denethor answered to the name of Belial Cerno and, wrapped in his black
cape from head to toe, galloped frantically on the back of a horse of singular
size. This stupendous animal was covered in a dark mantle, black as the deep
abyssal depths with magnificent blue to purple reflections. The horse, as
nervous as a viper whose tail had accidentally been stepped on, was called
Darkness by its master. No name had ever been more suitable for a beast with
such an angry heart, able to gallop unseen among the dark shadows of the human
soul.


The great plain
on which Belial now stood was a placid territory of enormous size. Its fertile
lands were widely cultivated in summer and were able to provide the majority of
the raw materials necessary for the survival of the United Men's Empire.
Although this land was used for intensive cultivation, there were also virgin
forests like those from picturesque stories as well as wild pastures to feed
the cattle. Irrigation was guaranteed by the very long Snake Tongue River. The
headwaters were in the Great Snake Belt mountain chain to the west, and then
continued in a generally calm, lush and silvery flow to the sacred waters of
the Vhola River.


Nothing could
escape the perception of the unnatural Supreme Inquisitor even at a gallop, as
he was endowed with unimaginable gifts and powerful military relics. He saw the
animals disappear with his own eyes, quite suddenly, from the Kingdoms of the
North and the East. He was the first to know of the arrival of the red
carnivorous mucilage and he did not remain inactive even when faced by the
silent invasion of orcs from the eastern borders, but a tangled question
bothered him, eluding his quasi-omniscience. Belial was unable to clearly read
the evil plots now taking place, nor did he know to which of the two
treacherous cities of the West he should turn his angry gaze for having evoked
the black clouds. But the most onerous office that fell on his shoulders was to
extinguish the shadow of the return of the Malevolent God, clearly shown by the
arrival of the vermilion waves.


As these frantic
questions crowded one after the other into the skull-shaped helmet flayed by
the coming events, the life of the West flowed as if nothing had happened. On
the roads travellers moved slowly, clutching their walking sticks with a
baggage of dreams still unfulfilled on their shoulders. Among men and wagons
filled with finely crafted goods, the enormous dark mass of Belial and Darkness
flowed unseen, like a poplar seed carried by the wind. Every living being only
felt an unusual tremor down their backs and a deep sense of discouragement as the
disturbing being passed them. All of these transitory symptoms were linked only
to the proximity of the King of Denethor. Even the sparrows, still twittering
in the bushes to the west, were silenced as Belial passed. Also the rodents
active in the brambles or on the banks of the ditches attempted a useless
escape.


The hasty ride
of the Supreme Inquisitor led him to the slopes of the Half Mountains, a small
mountain chain in the middle of the plain close to the largest forest in the
area, simply called the Wild Boar Wood. Such a place name was given because of
the extraordinary population of feral pigs living in the depths of the green
foliage of oaks and chestnuts.


Tired by the
endless ride, the gigantic Darkness convinced its master with strong shivers to
indulge in a break, so that he could graze and quench his thirst. The choice
fell on a small village in the realm of the Town of Half Mountain. The built up
area was so poor and disorganised that it did not have any palisades or
watchtowers. There were about eighty huts, miserable and battered, leaning
against a larger building and a wooden church, with red stone roofs. The dirt
roads, as in almost all of the Empire, showed the signs of a recent downpour,
with large puddles from whose waters entire flocks of birds drank greedily. The
black presence did not go totally unnoticed; the avid glance of a deaf
blacksmith noticed the warhorse in the crowded street and cried:


"Knight! Do
you need new horse shoes for your stallion?"


But no answer
was given to the kind question of the man, for Darkness wore no horseshoes, and
Belial despised men, considering them abject beings and prone to corruption.


The fervent
daily life of a peaceful country village, certainly, could not attract the
attention of such a being in charge of fighting against an archaic profane
deity. However, his gaze was attracted by a man in the colourful blue and
garnet livery of Varius. The soldier with the traitorous tunic was intent on
convincing a country girl to offer him something else, apart from the sweets
for sale in her basket.


Seeing such a
young girl harassed by a crude soldier, however repellent and unacceptable it
might appear in the eyes of a just man, did not interest the Supreme Inquisitor
in the least. He had risen too far above earthly existence for such small
things to matter. The King of Denethor was intrigued by that particular man
only because he wished to learn why a traitor from distant lands had arrived in
that remote village. While the colourful clearly drunk man harassed the young
woman groping at her, unseen, as only Belial could dare, the King joined the
couple.


"Stop
touching me, knight, or I'll call the militia!" cried the handsome brown
girl. She was attractive, despite being scruffy, covered in humble untidy rags.


"Come on,
don't make me beg! I'll pay for your trouble if you're good, maybe!"
continued the drunkard, harassing her with his boorish attentions.


The girl turned
into an empty street between the market stalls, to reach home quickly. But the
soldier was not discouraged and in that secluded street saw his opportunity to
insolently catch the girl, and certainly did not let it pass. He pushed the
woman to the ground, spilling the contents of the basket into the mud, and tore
the clothes from his victim who was weeping but not tamed. A slap from a
metallic hand did not ruin her smile, put an end to her fierce resistance.


A proud of his
superiority, the slimy man used evil words against the now submissive girl, but
he was grabbed by his breast plate and slammed against the wall at about half a
meter up and with his pants down. The heavy, metallic breath of the valiant
Belial hissed from his helmet, like the wind in the slits of the towers. The
red skull, dripping blood in the shadow of his black hood, chilled the hot
spirits of the soldier, making him lose control and release a yellow liquid out
of fear.


"What
pushes a filthy rat of Varius to the north of the plateau?" asked Belial
his voice a dark gloomy echo from the hidden depths of the underworld.


"And who
the hell are you?" replied the unclean man stammering.


The Supreme
Inquisitor slammed the rapist against the wall with so much force that some
planks collapsed and tiles moved, while his captive lost his breath.


"I am the
Supreme Inquisitor, you are not allowed to ask questions! Say what business
brings you here!"


"I don't
know, I'm just the escort of the Lord Commander who is staying at the inn in
the centre with other soldiers," replied the vile being with difficulty.


Having obtained
the information, Belial dropped the soldier to the ground and left without
speaking, leaving the wounded girl huddled in the mud at the mercy of the
drunkard. The King of Denethor mounted on Darkness and gave him the order to
move, but the black stallion with a strong neigh, refused to obey and then
shaking his head in anger, he threw his long mane a winding crown of denial.


"You want
me to intervene," asked the King, talking to his quadruped as if he were
insane. But he was not crazy and Darkness, able to understand better than many
men, nodded strongly.


"It is none
of our business, but that of the villagers!" the Inquisitor replied as
gloomy as his heavy breath, but the horse came close to the drunken scum,
intent on sliding towards his helpless victim to continue the rape.


Belial descended
from the saddle and stepped forward, grabbing the disgusting being, before he
could violate the intimate parts of the young girl. The soldier felt his heart
seized by an uncontrollable fear, and his breath was cut off as if he were
being held, against his will, with his head immersed in water. Belial grabbed
the repulsive man's skull with his big hand and, crushing it effortlessly,
began to compress the bones, making them creak, among the desperate efforts of
his prey in a vain attempt to get away.


Denethor's grip,
like a blacksmith's hammer, did not stop, making large tears appear in the skin
and digging deep furrows in the sprayed cerebral matter. When the fist was
closed, Belial shook it with force, and then threw its contents against a wall
in front of the terrified and incredulous eyes of a small crowd gathered
because of the cries of the deceased.


While the rapist
fell, with his genitals in full view onto the young trembling girl, dyeing her
clothes with his blood, the King of Denethor cried out, showing the villagers
his dripping wet scarlet hand:


"Miserable
people! You come running to the cries of a wretch! Where were you, when the
screams were of a sweet and delicate tone instead of ringing male ones? Where
did you hide your heads pretending not to hear?"


At the sight of
such an angry colossus against them, the rabble of curious people decided it
was better to disappear, just like cockroaches caught in the cellars. Belial
roughly removed the body and helped the girl to get back up, but the poor girl
lay so terrified she couldn't stand up, forcing the Supreme Inquisitor to load
her on his stallion, telling him:


"You
insisted I intervene, now you carry her!"


Never in that
village, and perhaps in the whole Kingdom of Half Mountain had such a knight
been seen, nor any as brutal as he was. No one dared to look up at him for fear
of seeing his empty helmet, now that Belial was no longer hiding himself. The
news, so small but exaggerated, travelled on the lips of the wind and in a
short time everyone heard what had happened, turning every eye towards them,
even if fleetingly. The Black King felt no repentance at all, and eyes followed
him as he passed through the silenced crowd, adorned with his enormous shoulder
straps decorated with many skulls in plain view above his gloomy cloak.


The doors of the
inn opened wide with crash, pushed only by the will of the King of Denethor,
who entered the room with the girl in his arms.


"Innkeeper!
Help for this girl as well as water and food for my horse outside!" Belial
said, placing the bleeding victim, filthy with mud on a white precious couch.
The attention of the bare skull was drawn to the faces sitting behind the
tables and concluded, "Give me the repugnant traitors of Varius! The
Inquisitor's tone of voice resonated through in the minds of those present,
like the cry of a shepherd in the high mountain valleys.


Rapidly, the
eight men in colourful livery stood up one after the other, in their shimmering
freshly polished armour, to stand before the colossal gloomy-looking King. None
of them felt bold enough to utter a word, under the power of the bloody
Inquisitor’s discouraging aura. The eight looked at each other enquiringly, in
silence as if they had been involved in a doubtful practical joke.


"In which
fetid den is your Lord Commander hiding?" thundered the austere being like
an icon of death.


"We are
alone," a quivering knight asserted in shaky voice.


"Parasites,
traitors and unspeakable liars, you of the West! I absolved a comrade in
identical livery of his earthly duties, for the attempted rape of that girl. He
stated there were nine of you, plus the Lord Commander. Either that fetid being
presents himself before me now, or I will find him myself. I can feel the
tremor of his fear from where I am!" Belial stated with cold anger and
limited patience.


"Men,
unsheathe your swords!" the second in command of Varius ordered
stammering. But the Supreme Inquisitor removed his enormous iron mace from his
belt and showed it proudly to the unprepared men:


"This is
the Spirit Reaper, the scourge of the ancient demons. She asks for nothing
better than to satiate herself with your souls, while tearing your flesh apart!"


The threat had
the desired effect and no sword was drawn, as well as extracting from the
fragile fidelity of those beings the coveted position of her prey. A soldier
from Varius quickly came forward, to say:


"I am with
you, black King, owe nothing to anyone, nor do I want to! The Lord Commander is
hiding in the fourth room on the second floor." Having given the
information, the worm of the West bowed deeply and disappeared, as quickly as a
hare, out the door.


Belial twisted
his head and stared at the rest of the men from the deep ocular orbital shaped
eyeholes, causing them to crawl away silently after moments of confused panic.


"I love it
when rationality is brought into the minds of wretched men as they are
gracefully accompanied to the brink of death," exclaimed the cynical King
of Denethor, as he walked down the stairs.


The heavy wooden
door of the only brick structure in the village did not offer any opposition to
the desire of the great hooded being. The door opened wide with a crash and
Belial, bowing his head not wanting to bump it against the lintel of the door,
brought himself into the presence of a tiny young man, as scared as a puppy
torn from its mother.


"You don't
know who I am, otherwise you wouldn't dare!" screamed the Lord Commander
almost in tears.


"Are you
sure of this, Marcus Taccer, grandson of an Emperor who has come to the last of
his troubles? You should have the gift of foresight, it's very useful you
know," mocked the Supreme Inquisitor. "But although it is a powerful
gift, it is not complete, and I would like to hear from your lips, what
business drives you so far from home, treacherous prince!"


"My duties
do not concern you, monster," exclaimed Marcus, resorting to every drop of
courage left in his body.


"You cannot
even guess how well your epithet can be applied to me," commented the
Inquisitor, approaching slowly and threateningly, descending on the fool like a
mortal shadow of the apocalypse.


The son of the
traitor of Varius tried to defend himself with his sword but, despite the metal
blade striking several times at his target, not a single scratch could be seen
on the black mantle. The mighty hands with their clawed steel gloves stretched
out, like the long shadows of the sunset, grasping the trembling screaming
prey.


"Your men,
vile and cowardly, owe you no more service. It was they who revealed where you
were to me instead of sacrificing themselves in your defence!" Belial
spoke, as icy as the lands under his command, as he sank his fingers into the
weak flesh, penetrating and dragging deep into the chain mail.


"Now tell
me, what brings you among the unsuspecting people of Half Mountain? I can see
in your wet eyes the orange and blue flag of Long Pass. Hidden dinars, more
than this village has ever seen hidden under the bed, and I smell the stench of
fear and betrayal, but through the fumes of time I cannot untangle who yearns
for your filthy gold!" revealed the Supreme Inquisitor, shaking the young
man as if he were a pillow to be squeezed.


Belial’s fingers
sank further into the young man’s shoulders, releasing rapid spurts of blood,
as the screams of the Lord Commander reached every ear in the building. Not a
single man came to check what was going on, not patrons, not even militia
officers, who were busy in adjacent rooms set aside for intimate services.


"I had to
bribe the King of Long Pass or his Great Counsellor, who is greedier and prone
to give in to the glittering charm of the dinars!" the distraught grandson
of the Emperor shouted, being at the limit of human resistance. Belial's
fingers were so deep in the flesh that they had torn his lungs; Marcus coughed
red clouds of blood while he kept perpetual lamentations through unbearable
pain.


"Devereux
Lancaster has rejected you other times?" asked the black King with his
cruel voice from hell.


"Yes! At
least a dozen emissaries have returned after being whipped. My father sent me,
hoping that my titles would stop his hand and persuade him to listen to
reason!" whispered the treacherous prince, barely breathing.


Belial, having
heard what he wanted, interrupted the inquisition sinking his fingers sharply
into the chest of the royal scion. The young man was overcome by the stabbing
pain but didn't have the breath to shout. Air hissed from the wounds, making
the clear blood bubble, intent on covering the beautiful uniform, spreading
rapidly like oil on the surface of the water.


"The
reasons for a betrayal? I never thought there could be an apology for one of
the most brutal acts possible by evil men!" the Inquisitor of Denethor
murmured nervously to himself.


The dark being
with his black mantle stayed to watch life disappear from the green eyes of the
prince. It was as if he drew joy and vigour from that image. When nothing
remained to be done or admired, Belial tore the young man’s arms from his body,
removing one completely, while the second was left hanging by flaps of skin and
chain mail. He descended the stairs quickly, carrying in one hand the torn limb
dripping blood and in the other the two bags of coins hidden under the bed. He
gave one of the two sacks to the waxy-faced innkeeper without any explanation,
for she would have understood as soon as she found the strength to go and see
the room of her deceased guest. The second sack was given to the young victim,
but even with her there was not a single exchange of words, not even a thank
you or a goodbye.


The Supreme
Inquisitor mounted his steed and approached the men of Varius, still waiting
for their Lord Commander in front of the inn. Belial threw the arm at them with
proof of the prince's destruction present on his fingers and ordered:


"Go, lost
souls, and spread the news of King Belial to your blind Sovereign, that he may
know of Denethor's wrath hanging over the heads of the traitors."


The soldiers
took the proof from the mud and mounted in their saddles as fast as blackbirds
between the hedges and were on their way, while the second in command cried:


"You will
pay, madmen! No one challenges the Emperor! Your beautiful realm will burn with
the flames of vengeance."


"You
probably speak the truth, yet the flames will not have the colours of Varius or
the Citadel, but the wrath of arcane shadows!" replied the unreal being
from his scarlet helmet, as the traitors hurtled south. The moment of rest gave
Lord of Denethor the unexpected awareness of the firm obedience and loyalty of
the King of Long Pass, a place which was fundamental to the resistance of the
Empire according to the dark monarch.


The rotten dry
grass limited the mighty stride of his splendid horse in its nervous gallop.
The wind blew through those lands over the high Belt of the Snake and then
descended the steep slopes screaming blowing through the branches of the woods.
The black clouds would soon have swallowed up Belial too, looking like
hurricanes in their ever-expanding curves, casting threateningly swirling
shadows of death on every living thing. With his gaze absorbed in the cloud,
formations full of loud thunder and bright lightning, Belial talked himself
thinking out loud:


"Are we too
late? If the horrors of the Bloody God have already been revealed on this
earth? What army will have the strength to oppose this force and fight?"


The Inquisitor's
fears gave him no answer at that moment. He knew of the beings evoked by the
Cursed Word, now masters of every dark way and catacomb, but the Dark Apostle -
as Huron called himself - seemed small in the eyes of the Black King. In fact,
he feared to see the true enemy coming into the hands of Lucius, Lord of the
Thousand Gates, and his three demonic sons.


Other presences
which had not declared themselves threatened the visions of the Supreme
Inquisitor, making the future of all beings grim through the use of powerful
and arcane magic. In particular, one interested in Belial, because he could
feel the strength of this being, as well as anger boiling in his rotten heart.
It was such an enormous and insurmountable power that even the Lord of Denethor
greatly respected it. Such an evil presence was perfectly understood in the
clairvoyant visions of the Black King, but it appeared only as a dark fire
burning with flames descending towards the earth, rather than rising to strike
the vastness of the Empire.


His steed
Darkness, at a gallop faithfully carried his master to the shadow of evil
projected upon the earth; the thunder resounded so loudly that it shook the
ground. With each thunderclap purple lightning would be thrown from the dense
mass of funereal clouds, falling like stones from high towers, sinking deep
into the tortured earth, like spears into the soft belly of an enemy.


Light tears of
blood began to fall thickly on the head of the stranger, and the landscape all
of a sudden changed colour. It was like looking at the world through thick,
vermillion-coloured stained glass, which changed all colours to red or black.
The fields appeared plagued by thousands of stark smoking wounds, a sad,
lifeless trace of the power of lightning. Life had disappeared not only with
the thunderbolt holes going by the stench that filled the air. In fact,
scattered on the ground and under every bush, beasts of the many different
races lay in prey to the decomposition, no longer good even for stray dogs.


Among the many
victims piled up at the edge of the road near the outpost of Long Pass were
skeletons of carts set on fire with their masters, now a mere wooden-looking
warning those who turned their steps towards that Kingdom. Hollow eyes and
exposed yellow teeth seemed to smile tragically at passers-by, curved and
petrified in an eternal bow. The road, although insidious, seemed very busy:
entire families with their few belongings trying their luck by moving to cities
further east or south, unaware of the madness prevailing everywhere in the
United Men's Empire, never so divided as now.


Built on an
artificial islet in the bed of the Snake Tongue River, stood a very high
watchtower. Its base was a pyramid shape, where the bridge over the river was
placed, in the bed of which it had been built. In addition to the Tongue of
Snake, there was a second waterway called the Restless River, which originated
in the mountains north of the plain. The bridges were connected to the tower in
a harmonic way, creating a sort of crossroads suspended over the red waves.
There was no way to safely cross the smallest tributary without first paying
the toll for the bridge over the Snake Tongue.


This place, in
the past, was considered to be a beauty spot by the rich and cultured
inhabitants of the cities of the West. They had built summer homes on the
beautiful and lush shores. In this way, magnificent small manor houses with
high towers were built, one next to the other, giving rise to a village, not
authorized but never opposed by the Lord of the West. The rich nobleman of
Abovemountain found it right and even a duty to raise taxes to build country
houses and in this way show his presence even in that minute paradise. Here he
built his Summer Castle, as he called the monumental fortress right in the
middle of the river.


The magnificence
and elegance of the village not shown on any map were singular and obvious: the
nobles, not having to obey common defensive urban plans, could build in a
manner driven only by their own fantasies and limited by the techniques of the
time. So Spherical Manors was created with white stucco and fine gold, a little
Titan, a scale reproduction of the Imperial fortress, and many other sumptuous
buildings. Gardens with splendid flowers embellished the already generous
spontaneous flora with their exotic colours and essences.


Now nothing in
that place could have been defined as idyllic any more: the river with its
voracious waters, the vegetation overwhelmed and corrupted by horrible scars
and vermilion streaks increasingly pushed to the ground as if by the fingers of
mischievous Gods. Even the arrogant country houses of the nobles, erected as a
sign of power and dominance over nature, collapsed into pieces or were devoured
by the flames by arsonists.


Belial, not
noticed, hurried beside the long line of people with grim faces before they
started. He travelled in the opposite direction to the masses, heading where
everything seemed to be riding on horseback to nightmares and drunkenness. The
red rain did not last long, but only enough to annoy with its sticky texture,
covering men and possessions in its slime.


Nothing stuck to
the black cowl woven with demon's hair, except to offer renewed vigour, so
Belial didn't mind the rain, while Darkness showed that he did not like the
viscous fluid on his splendid mantle by giving dazzling shakes to his coat. The
desperate duel between the stallion and the irritating rain ended up annoying
the only traveller going in the same direction, revealing to the traveller’s
expert eyes the existence of the King of Denethor.


"You are
Belial Cerno, Lord of the free lands of Denethor," exclaimed the young man
who was amazed to be able to see the Supreme Inquisitor with his own eyes.
"I am Dirk Colt, son of Layton Colt, King of Wexsex. I travel through
these desperate lands in search of enemies and glory!"


But the prince's
story did not move Belial at all. As only he was able to do, he totally ignored
the traveller and continued unstoppably on his way. However, the nobleman did
not give up and followed Belial to the bridge over the river, where the King,
not wanting to be seen, passed like a ghost before the distracted eyes of the
guards, but Dirk was stopped and forced to answer to a long interrogation over
the reason for his travels to the city.


The high walls
of Long Pass were imposing and heavy on the horizon, built as a barrier to
dominate the pass of the same name. It was a narrow and tortuous passage
allowing men to cross the mountains unharmed: land of trolls, wolves and a few
moon mastiffs but not only, new beasts, never seen, were shy in the long nights
with their the carmine glow. None of them had ever caused any damage, nor had
they ever entered beyond the defensive walls, but were always careful to
observe the slightest change.


The walls of
Long Pass were among the most resistant in the West: reinforced with steel
points stuck between the light stones, earning rightfully, a place among the
most difficult fortifications to violate of the entire Empire. Three circles of
terraces filled its enormous width: the highest was protected by monumental
battlements pointing to the sky to avoid arrows from the adjacent slopes, while
the remaining two were immersed among the stones of the walls. The external
defence was particularly powerful and robust, and was followed by a secondary
defence of slightly greater height armed with powerful siege weapons, able to
shoot stones beyond the walls in front of them, striking any enemies with a
real landslide.


The city could
only be accessed from the west via the Long Pass or from the east, crossing a
retractable bridge under whose solid wood there was a deep chasm. Belial
crossed the tower of the gate with its the vast bulk, again evading the control
of the knights guarding the entrance, burdened with the need to record the
departures.


The city seemed
to have been besieged, and from the tops of the tall masonry buildings numerous
dense plumes of black smoke floated, a gift of the red lightning. The Lord of
Denethor set out on foot to give his Darkness a rest, even though the stallion
showed no sign of tiring. The streets of Long Pass were narrow and dark twisted
alleys on the mountain slopes. Their steepness was often unbelievable and often
forced the goods to take the main road, which was longer, but wider and not as
steep.


Each road had
been paved with flat stones and cobblestones laid with care, following a very
unusual pattern: in fact, at the edge of passable areas there were strips of a
deep orange stone to optically separate the pedestrian sector from the part
dedicated the passage of goods.


The high
buildings, separated by the inhospitable alleys, presented themselves in all
their magnificence, adorned with architectural decorations and with many
whimsical follies and frills, all very well painted and in perspective. The
level of craftsmanship and taste and a technical ability was not unlike that
used to adorn the buildings of the Citadel. Such sumptuousness would certainly
have impressed a visitor up to a few moons ago, but now the streets were full
of debris detached from the roofs and gutters. The decorative plaster was often
torn up and scarred, sprinkled with ashes because of the anger from the sky.


Nothing could
resist the fury of lightning, not even the imposing effigy of the founder of
the city. It had once been a monumental statue of priceless workmanship,
donated by the then Emperor to his Vassal to repay him for the fidelity shown
during one of the countless insurrections in ancient times. The monument that
appeared in front of Belial, to be extremely flattering, seemed like an immense
pudding poured on a marble plinth placed in a square. Nothing much like a human
form could be seen except for the blurred appearance of physiognomic features
at the centre of a large bronze relief.


The streets were
teeming with departing citizens, and those who were not already on their way
were now preparing to do so, trying to gather food and everything necessary for
the journey. The price they were asked to pay was the loss of all they had
accumulated in a lifetime. Nothing could prevent the gloomy Inquisitor from
making his way: no death, no life, no tears of despair, for he was above human
suffering and to him, the weak, rosy beings in the end did not even seem that
they would be missed. The only reason why this being had stopped in that city
was to warn King Devereux to prepare his defences and army.


The castle of
the Lord of Long Pass was originally a splendid noble villa converted into a
fortress after the fall of the Titan of Fire, destroyer of the Citadel. It was
the most recently built of the whole Empire and as such could not be called
anything but New Castle, evidence of the limited imagination of its owner. To
the eyes of an experienced leader, of course, the fortification seemed too thin
and fragile with its rosy white local stone.


The eyes of the
King of Denethor saw it as less than the simplest of forts. For him it just
seemed like an ugly dwelling, weighed down by useless squared off stones.
Belial showed his threatening appearance, emerging from the visual anonymity in
which he had shrouded himself, ordering:


"Tell your
King that Belial is calling for him!"


The two soldiers
stationed as guards at the bridge were protected by a beautiful armour with
opaque light plates, covered by a tabard, down to their ankles, half orange and
the rest blue, just like the flags flying on the towers whipped by the wind.
None of the guards wanted to move a muscle, ignoring him, as if they were
unable to see or hear Belial. Indifferent to human stupidity, the King of
Denethor set out to cross the bridge followed by Darkness, but as he stepped on
the wood the two human statues unsheathed their swords and called him to halt:


"Stop,
stranger! No one crosses the gates without a written invitation to do so!"


The great black
being born of ancient eras with his vermilion grin of death stopped and
answered:


"I do not
need a written invitation, my presence is a gift and my advice - a grace
received. Emperors and Sovereigns have implored my arrival, falling unheeded in
their own blood, because they were not worthy. Do you, small, uncouth humans,
want to oppose me?"


The question
posed with the hellish heavy breath of the Supreme Inquisitor stopped the two
guards where they stood, forcing them to consult each other uncertainly.


"I'm sorry,
stranger, I don't hold a grudge against you, but I can't let everyone who comes
here with a convincing story pass through. Laws must be respected," said
one of the two, increasingly bothered by the typical anxiety, created by the presence
of the Black King.


"The rules
are for those who are not able to control themselves or do not know how to
respect the integrity of others, a prerogative of your race. I am above your
miserable laws!" exclaimed the King of Denethor, advancing decisively full
of pride.


One of the two
guard soldiers, foolish but loyal to his office, tried to hit Belial, yet his
blade was thrown to the ground by a backhand blow. The Inquisitor, not inclined
to forgiveness or to waste time, grasped the reckless man, now off balance and
rendered helpless with his armour on his back. He was thrown behind Belial with
a natural gesture as if the flesh and steel did not weighed a thing. The fall
from a considerable height made an imposing crash, attracting the eyes of those
who were passing through; the poor guardian did not die on impact but was
certainly bruised and stunned for a considerable time.


The fate of his
comrade in arms was worse. He had the audacity to inflict a blow to the side of
the Black King. The Inquisitor, disarmed the knight as he if he was taking a
dinar from a sick man's hand, then grabbed him firmly around his neck. The
royal fingers tightened gently, increasing the grip more and more, so that the
pressure felt like a pulsing sensation at the temples of the victim, without a
helmet and unable to speak.


Belial, with the
claw of his forefinger carved a fake invitation with his name on the forehead
of the reckless guard, and finally, through the moans and wails of pain,
angrily ripped the skin away. The screams of suffering of the scarred man
resounded along the portal and into the rooms of his friends, attracting
numerous soldiers, while the victim’s face was dyed in his scarlet blood. The
troops defending King Devereux's dwelling surrounded the colossal being, weapons
in their fists. Belial was not intimidated at all, as the guards moved backward
at every step.


"Stranger,
I declare you under arrest for assault of a soldier of Long Pass and violation
of the New Castle!" stammered the commander, hiding his fear behind his
magnificent helmet decorated with an eagle.


Belial
contemptuously threw his macabre pass, still bleeding and adorned with a tuft
of hair, at his interlocutor. At the sight of such cruelty, part of the troops
arriving were discouraged, making the soldiers to flee like children caught
stealing silkworms from the spinning mill. The commander found himself with
only five horsemen who were mute and with shaky legs.


"Your
soldiers break like crystal falling to the ground at the slightest fear. How
can you ever resist all the tragedies that lie ahead?" asked Belial,
having seen the King coming into the hallway with his wife and daughter Odetta.


"For
heaven's sake! Inquisitor, what insult has prompted you to such a
reaction?" Devereux, angry at the sight of the disorder, ordered
"Help the wounded while I listen to what our unexpected and violent guest
has to reveal."


The King took
leave of his loved ones and showed the Lord of Denethor the way to the council
chamber, shaking his head not at all satisfied with the barbaric ways used on
his subjects. Devereux was dressed as a true warrior King, wearing the same
steel as his soldiers, a detail to which Belial gave a rare comment:


"Finally, a
King of the West, not dressed as an opulent philosopher, but dressed sensibly,
given what can be seen from your windows!"


The two
Sovereigns sat in a very bare room, dominated by an oppressive black marble
fireplace, too large for the size of the room. Everything in that small space
seemed to be designed to appear large and out of place, giving rise to a jumble
of styles and furnishings of very bad taste, such as is rarely seen in the
stately homes.


King Devereux,
had a well-kept reassuring appearance in a polished steel armour. He proudly
displayed wrinkles and some large scars. These were evidence of advancing age
and of a life spent as a fervent warrior.


"Sovereign
of Denethor, I hope there will be no repetition of such insults to my soldiers!
It is difficult to say that you are welcome, but given your unshakable support for
the Empire, you will always be an acceptable visitor to my lands,"
exclaimed the King of the Castle.


"A frank
opinion, freely given, a very rare commodity, especially in the west. The tales
of your loyalty fly from mouth to mouth far to the north, but in the same way
news of the poor faith of your Counsellor has arrived as well. It would seem he
is easily bought!" replied Belial, freezing the blood in the veins of the
trusty King, giving a further worry to his listener.


"What you
say, Supreme Inquisitor, is frightening! Have you heard any confessions?"
asked Devereux disconcerted.


"Confession
of the guilty party, no! But clear proof from as many as eight witnesses has
been gathered a short distance from your manor. Given the times, I need an
immediate sentence without appeal for the slimy snake I have nurtured in my
bosom through the benevolence of your blindness!" Belial replied with his
voice from beyond the grave, where it seemed to resurrect his soul.


"Do you
usually grant appeals? It never seemed so to me," commented the host,
trying not to show the atavistic fear generated by his guest. "Let's stop
the idle chatter, King of Denethor, tell me: what brings you among the human
people?"


The Sovereign,
as a son of the shadow, ignored the provocation of his hostile interlocutor and
said:


"I am
wandering in search of certainty about the return of the Bloody God, who will
recall his herald from the place of the lifeless to inflict death and torment
on all beings. A lot has been done by dark enemies and purple arrows, too many
have unintentionally sacrificed their lives, but an effective sign of the
advent of the wicked God Malevolus has not yet been revealed to me. The bloodshed
in a cruel manner will certainly aid such a disastrous event and the easiest
cities to take over will be Great Port and Long Pass. So you must prepare for
the battle! The evil of a Thousand Gates will overflow like the chalice of wine
of a greedy blind man who, lacking assistance, pours the nefarious contents all
over the white tablecloth of innocence!"


"Are you
sure? Morgul, too, is close to the enemy, and couldn’t it be the first to
attract the enemy’s blades?" asked King Devereux hopeful and but troubled.


Taking in the
inauspicious news of being one the favourites to be eliminated was not an easy
thing and Belial, unable to mediate by making light of the problems, replied:


"King
Sivert has long been amassing weapons and supplies, the Mura Morgul have been
strengthened and armed. Black Drape's troops have recalled to the city every young
man able to wield a sword or crossbow, while ships bearing the monster of the
depths on their sails await in the fortified port beyond the mountain range,
well-supplied and ready to set sail for Trondheim. What do you have to oppose
the rebels?"


King Devereux
was silent, pondering how to respond, overwhelmed by the cruelty of the
situation.


"No,
Sovereign of the city, your efforts to obtain reinforcements from the Lord of
the West will be a waste of time. Help is too far away to be of any use! Your
neighbour with his undisciplined peasants would do nothing but to hasten the
disaster. It's just you and Great Port!" Belial replied, guessing the
questions of his interlocutor.


The macabre
truth-bearer stood up having a clear understanding that he could not linger any
longer. From the worried mind of the grey-haired Sovereign at the moment
nothing could escape except doubts and fears.


"But where
are you going? There is a great need of you here in these lands!" cried
Devereux, shocked.


"And in due
time you will have me by your side! But now I must continue my search for
clues. It's in my nature never to move recklessly. Perhaps in my search I'll be
able to uncover valuable allies for you," replied the King of Denethor
unsheathing his sword.


"What are
you going to do with that?" cried alarmed King Devereux.


Belial pointed
it at the Sovereign and said:


"This is
Tongue of the Devil, forged by King Wolfmar himself in the black flames of the
shadow demons.


"A superb
sword," commented the King of Long Pass, afraid of facing an ambush.


The blade of
dark dense smoke had engravings of rare beauty, but the meaning was clear to
few, appearing and disappearing among the swirling waves of black fumes. Belial
pierced the door without causing any damage to the amazement of the limited
company, but when he removed the blade there was fresh vermilion blood
colouring the swirl of the devilish smoke.


The Black King
opened the door causing the stuttering Councillor to fall to his knees with a
large wound to his belly. The Lord of Denethor kicked him to the ground and
climbed over his body, like a bearskin in a living room, taking care to crush
the man’s trachea with his enormous foot. He stood on it, watching the snooping
traitor die with strong tremors and groans under the horrified and amazed eyes
of King Devereux.


"I have
solved a long-standing worry for you, King of the New Castle! Better if from
now on you confide in your First Cavalier. At least you can begin to prepare
yourself! These were Belial's last words beneath the decorated vaults of the
court of the faithful Devereux.










Chapter
17


Unusual to Say the Least


 


 


When the Supreme
Inquisitor came out of the mansion, he did so silently and in a manner that
rendered him imperceptible to human fools. He mounted his horse but a gentle
tinkling sound attracted his attention. A small bell had been tied to the right
stirrup of his Darkness in order to reveal their presence before the stallion
disappeared under the indifference-inducing umbrella caused by the Inquisitor's
hood.


Dirk quickly
came out of the shadow between two houses shouting:


"King
Belial, please, take me with you, I just want to make myself useful! Only a
blind man could not see the prevailing evil of these times, but he too would
feel it. So only madmen or those under a shadow remain, those who do not want
to see or understand!"


The great
black-hooded warrior turned to comment:


"Every now
and then a glimmer of pure wisdom is discovered in the strangest places. You
appeared to be a useless scion, convinced of possessing who knows what
qualities, but in reality you are less vain than any other I have seen here.


The young man,
quite proud, put his hands on his hips, smiled and asserted:


"If you
take me with you, I will pretend to have heard only half of the speech and take
it as a compliment!"


"You have a
horse, prince, and a head, even though it is rather empty. Therefore, come at
your own risk!" the Supreme Inquisitor of Denethor answered icily, like
the snows of the northern strait.


The highly
improbable pair paraded past the indifference of population, intent on
preparing to leave the city. The members of the city militia walked vigilant
and attentive through the streets, worried more about avoiding being hit by
lightning or debris, rather than preventing theft and rape.


The lively
banners of Long Pass with their contrasting colours were shaken, snapping
strongly at the top of the walls. The shadows cast by the high peaks were now
pushing like a macabre blanket eastwards, making no sound, but filling the
hearts of men with fear.


"Halt,
knight!" ordered the guard at the gate. "The hour of darkness has
come and the west gate is closing. If you wish, you can pass it the tomorrow
when the sun is already high!"


Dirk watched the
sky covered by the swirling clouds and, in a puzzled voice, asked:


"Tell me,
the tomorrow will the sun show itself to our eyes?"


"Certainly
not, stranger! For many moons the warm rays of have not penetrated the curtain
of clouds. We base our time on the lightening of the horizon," replied the
guard of the gate.


"So what's
the difference between crossing now and tomorrow? We are in a perennial night,
there is no reason to wait," said the prince of the West moving on his
way.


"But the
orders are to close the doors at dusk!" the man in the blue orange jacket
replied angrily.


Belial, already
well beyond the portal because he had not been seen, attracted the attention of
the Master of the gate by saying:


"You still
are not aware of it, but your rules are about to fail just like the stupid
legislation to which you appeal so heartily. King Devereux will soon understand
everything and will issue new laws for darker times and unknown enemies!"
While the Master of the gate stammered disconcerted by the words of the
Sovereign of Denethor, young Dirk passed through and reached his guide.


In the narrow
and deep furrow of Long Pass, which cut through the heart of the Great Belt of
the Snake, the landscape became totally unrealistic. Large rocks, high and
smooth as if they were flesh cut by a sharp blade, piled up one on top of the
other, behind the skimpy and gravelled bumpy road. Every little noise was
amplified in that narrow and deep gorge. Between the craggy walls, sounds
bounced from rock to rock, to give life to noises that were far from
reassuring.


The red lightning
had not failed to adorn even that tiny space with their burnt decorations. It
was so deep and so far from the surface of the mountain that it felt like a
crevasse that had opened in the ice of the Underworld. Belial proceeded
stolidly showing nothing of his thoughts, perhaps because of his abilities he
feared nothing or perhaps to he wished to give no sign to his enemies.


"Supreme
Inquisitor, would you kindly explain the situation?" asked the brilliant
young man curiously as he followed the taciturn being. But Belial did not give
him any answer, making Dirk think what a long journey that would be.


The Prince of
Wexsex, accustomed to the green hills of the West, the cause of so many stupid
disputes with Vyborg over who had the right to place the label "Green
Hills", on maps, found himself lost among barren stones. The rocks were
interspersed with some sparse bushes, these often appeared dead or dying
because of the absolute darkness of those days and the absurd sticky rain.


A series of
slight landslides of gravel from the summit of the passage, which seemed far
too unnatural led Dirk to observe the jagged edges. Between a red glow and an
outburst of blue celestial anger, strange not easily identifiable creatures
were revealed to the acute vision of the young man.


"King
Belial, have you noticed how strange the cloud formations are?" asked the
Prince of Wexsex to force his marching companion to observe the edge of the
ravine above their heads.


"Yes, young
man, nothing at all escapes my supernatural vision but don't ask me anything else,
because I won't tell you!" Belial replied, his voice echoing among the
rocks.


"Fantastic!
What's the point of traveling as a pair if not even a few cordial words can be
exchanged?" exclaimed Dirk, with great theatricality, not wanting to
reveal all to the unknown spy.


Belial had
sensed such creatures from the very first step he had taken to cross the west
drawbridge of the city. Small and very stealthy beings were able to escape the
sight of the majority of men, but certainly not the Supreme Inquisitor, who was
sincerely interested in these tiny anthropomorphic beings.


Their way guided
them beyond the rocky crevice of Long Pass, abandoning them in the obscure
embrace of an evil darkness. The Empty Lands, called this because they were
free of hostile tribes, ran from the Little Sea, a bit further south, to the
Insane Coast. Lands, once lush and fertile, now under the shadow of the clouds,
tormented and damaged by countless plagues. The Empty Lands extended as far as
the eye could see to the west, moved by gentle depressions covered with thick
dying hedges, while to the east they did not dare to go beyond the Salt
Marshes. The latter were a large area of unhealthy swampy terrain, extending
from the Coast of the long Shadows to the lower slopes of the Great Belt of the
Snake mountain chain.


East was the
direction taken by the meditative Belial, who kept faith to his obstinate
silence showing no hesitation, despite Dirk’s continuous questions:


"Lord of
Denethor, it would cheer my march to know at least how much the Kingdom is in
danger. My father has strong trust in the Emperor's interference, to eliminate
the emerging problems, restoring order among men".


"Your
parent is a romantic fool, more like a prince in a fairy tale for infants than
a real man. But that makes him pure of heart and in my eyes that is a rare
quality!" replied stoic Belial.


"I never
know how to react: first you insult and then you give great compliments. You
are unusual to say the least, King of Inquisitors. An asshole! But
unusual," replied the prince provocatively.


"You move
your tongue as fast as a snake, but I would amaze you with the speed with which
I could rip it off!" Belial threatened with his voice from beyond the
grave.


"You could
kill me right away, but you won't, for you have neither the motive nor does it
suit you! Please tell me what I asked: I crave the truth and not the lies of
the High Tower!" Dirk carefully asked.


"What false
assertions are made by the Titan?" asked the Lord of Denethor to test the
prince's discernment.


"I will
never believe in the betrayal of the Lord King of the East or of that of the
North as long as I live, not to mention King Godwin with whom I have a close
relationship, being the father of the girl I love!" the young man quickly
replied, impressing the Black King, for whom human nature was blind and
foolish.


"King Holaf
was the first to awaken about the unpleasant events beyond our borders, but
because he was cantankerous and the corrupt Imperial crown underestimated him,
his warnings were ignored as if nothing had happened. The North began to
squander the family fortune in preparation for an unprecedented threat, while
the Lord of Trondheim travelled far to the mercenaries of Volcano Island to buy
new weapons capable of defending his people, offering in return his most
precious possessions.


Godwin of the
South still at this moment finds it hard to believe in his heart to be facing
war once more, even though his dark Lords implore him not to turn a blind eye
and to move towards the east with his armies. The Righteous, in so doing, shows
that he trusts his peers more than imagined, placing his forces correctly on
the chessboard now almost ready for the first move.


The God-Slayer,
a superb man, with his people lies at the mercy of a serious invasion of
foolish screaming beings. A fanged rabble unaware of being used as a lethal fog
devoted to massacre against our fortifications. A hollow diversion to attract
the attention of those who were able to see flashing lights of inhuman wisdom
through the dull fog of stupidity.


The Lord of the
West does not show himself to my eyes neither because of madness nor acumen, a
fact which will force me to impose an inquisition on the lands of Abovemountain
in the future. But now my presence is needed here," replied Belial
exhaustively, trusting that he was speaking to a clever man.


"My Lord,
then the armies march eastward while the true evil increases in the west! How
can we stop the coming of the apocalypse alone?" asked Dirk alarmed.


"I did not say
a word about an apocalypse! Nothing is said, to my mind everything remains
fogged and blurry except one certainty: the United Men's Empire will not be
able to withstand an invasion from the lands of the East, if we divide the
troops to stem the madness coming from the West. The green-skinned,
black-skinned lords of war, rapidly coming from where the sun rises, must be
stopped at any cost," said the Lord of Denethor.


"So do you
think we'll be able to resist? Will we block the threats from the Thousand Gates?"
the Prince of Wexsex still hinted doubtfully, but Belial simply replied,
"Pray it is not too late now and the ancient shadows will spare you from
all the affliction of the enemy's power!"


Dirk, almost
sorry that he had insisted on satisfying his thirst for wisdom, fell silent
while the two began to tread on the rotten ground of Old Mound. They took the
road that was furthest from the eyes of the Thousand Gates: a worn and badly
marked mule track winding through the dying foliage of the Salt Marshes. After
earlier events, these lands no longer seemed such a horrible place, since the
salt water of the fetid marshes proved sterile not permitting life to the red
creatures, greedy for meat. This pleasing detail, in spite of everything, did
not remove the many threats offered by putrefaction, stagnant lakes full of
sulphurous asphyxiating smells.


As far as the
eye could see, there were wide grassy areas and mud in the colours of the
mainland, deceiving eyes and minds, engulfing men or animals in an instant. Often
aquatic plants intertwined their roots, creating floating islands, creating the
illusion of a solid ground, a false trick reinforced by the presence of large
rodents or sea snakes basking on their shores. These were natural traps created
by a nature, daughter of a God against humanity, waiting for the most reckless
naivety.


Many different
types of Arctic mangrove lurked in these fetid waters, appearing like bewitched
plants from a children’s book, with their rotten trunks eaten away by larvae or
by animals in search of a dry lair. The branches of these strange mangroves
rose high, at times making a thick curtain of leafy branches in imitation of
the vaults of the Titan, where you could risk your life from the bite of a tree
snake or spider.


In the turbid
and mysterious marshy depths reigned huge amphibian reptiles similar to the
crocodiles found on the coasts of the continent, beyond the Deep Sea. These
warm-blooded beings had always been masters of the icy waters, being able to
count on a thick coat of satiny, water-repellent fur the colour of the
quagmire, reigning over these places. They were even more difficult to detect
because of their speckled black and green streaks, precisely what was needed to
conceal them in the midst of the thick layer of rotting plants on the surface
of the pools.


"Prince, be
careful no enemy notices you or you will end up in the jaws of caimberg before
you know it!" hissed Belial in a tone of voice never heard before, so
quiet it was almost impossible to hear.


"A ‘caim’
what? What are those things there? I come from the fertile lands of the
southwest. There the worst thing I came across in the countryside was my
screaming father," replied Dirk alarmed.


"You are a
long way from your land. These are dragon-nosed reptiles with lizard bodies.


They often hide
at the bottom of swamps and waiting for a meal," explained Belial as if he
was talking of a harmless animal.


"King of
Denethor, teach me: what is the best way to detect their presence and then
climb over or around the threatening fanged mouth?" asked the prince of
the West but Belial, silent and unwilling as usual, did not continue speaking.


The path they
could follow was narrow and very difficult to see, no wider than the levees
dividing the rice fields of the West at the level of the mud. Everything was
made worse by a thick and enveloping mist, which attacked from the ponds like a
white blanket.


"Why does
this fog cover our path right now? Couldn't it leave the solid ground alone at
least?" Dirk complained, muttering to himself, given the reticent
responses of his companion.


"If such a
fog behaved according to your will, as if it were a respectful soldier, we
would both be in your dreams and not in reality," replied Belial, who had
no idea of how to behave in company. The prince did not add anything, realizing
how totally bad the Supreme Inquisitor was at social chat, and ignored his
almost offensive precision.


It was now late
at night, although in the shade of the black vault of clouds time silently
dimmed into a feeling of unreal torpor. Darkness, exhausted, began to sway, his
uncertain gait showing how close he was to falling asleep. But safety lay in
remaining alert so that errors were not made. Belial was forced several times
to shake the reins powerfully to prevent his steed falling into the icy dead
waters.


"Lord of
Denethor, perhaps the right thing would be to set up camp: even my horse wavers
and my eyes will soon close from fatigue too!" proposed the good-looking
young man, yawning a little crudely.


The great being
with his dark hood stopped at the foot of an Arctic mangrove, where the earth
was certainly solid, to tie the reins to the aerial roots. Many roots of these
plants descended deep into the murky and mephitic waters, creating a maze of
vertical lines, similar to the rampant arches of Earth.


"You three,
sleep! I will stand guard so that the enemy will not find us. The Realm of Old
Mound smells exasperatingly of ungodliness, which does not allow me imagine
anything good," commented cynical Belial as he looked at the horizon.


"The
disgusting smell is apparent even to me! The air is unhealthy amongst these
roots," said Dirk who deluded himself that this was a joke.


"I wasn't
talking to you, I was thinking out loud! In any case, I wasn’t speaking of the
pungent and acidic exhalation of putrefaction which is normal for these places,
but to an ancestral stench. To you, the weak humans, this perception is
forbidden," coldly stated Belial, capable of perceiving the smells unknown
to men.


The young prince
lay down in a place that seemed less horrible, far from the large holes in the
ghostly trunks of the trees, and commented:


"While you
are sniffing out atavistic odours, I will sleep a little! But wake me for a
change of guard, so at least you will have some rest too". Not a single
sentence or breath came in response to this courteous suggestion of the prince.
Not that Dirk expected a miracle, but certainly in such a hostile place to feel
at ease with his fellow adventurer would have pleased him. The night was prey
to the red, sticky rain, of limited duration but as heavy as practical jokes in
vogue in Wexsex to pass the torrid summers.


When the storm
abated its icy fire, adding to the insomnia of the western prince all sorts of
insects arrived, so daring and disrespectful as to slip through the openings of
his helmet, waking Dirk up. To all this was added continuing flashes of
lightning, never tamed and always ready to make their rumbling voices croak,
illuminating the darkness with their infernal crimson lights.


Although the situation
did not lend itself to repose, fatigue caught the prince in its wide and loving
arms. He noticed neither the disturbance of amazing nocturnal enemies flying
over the mangroves nor the crash of the waves next to them. Dirk did not even
see a patrol from Old Mound searching, not far from where Belial watched in
readiness to react. But this defence fortunately was not necessary. The
exhausted young man fell so deeply into a restful sleep, that only a powerful
shaking given by Supreme Inquisitor awakened him.


"Here I am,
now I'll take your place!" exclaimed the boy, who had not yet realised
that the amaranth dawn was on the horizon. The joyful colour of the new day
could be admired just before it was crushed by the black clouds greedy for
light, hungry to cover new lands with the flow of each grain through the neck
of the hourglass.


"You, my
King, have not slept! Why didn't you call me and ask for a change?" Dirk
asked without placing too much hope in an answer.


"I'll give
you a nickname, prince of the west: Dirk the Tiresome!" Belial silenced
the boy rudely.


The boy did not
give much weight to the King's rudeness, knowing well that he had been given a
great gift in being allowed to follow him.


Prince Dirk had
admired the Inquisitors of Denethor since he was a child, when his grandfather,
instead of fairy tales, told him about the exploits of Belial and his adepts
during the ages. For the Colt family the study of the Cult of the Ancient
Shadows was almost an obsession, but no member of that family, except the
father of the prince's father, had ever managed to meet one.


The Salt Marshes
showed no sign of abandoning the countryside nor did the mist want to grant the
kindness of lifting, thinning out or disappearing and give the luxury of seeing
or knowing what the ground was like under their feet. After a long march, the
Western horse, perhaps disoriented by the place or more likely by the terrible
fumes, put a hoof wrong and sank to its stomach in the marsh.


"Curses!
Get out of there, you four-legged idiot!" screamed Dirk, trying to help
the horse to get rid of the muddy sludge that was grasping the legs of its
right side.


Between the
neighing of the frightened horse and the cries of the young man, who had no
expertise in infiltrating enemy lands, there was enough noise to attract any
creature in the pay of the Lord of the Thousand Gates. Belial unsheathed his
gloomy sword in perpetual movement, approaching threateningly like the hour of
death.


"You will
not kill my horse," cried the prince in anger, trying to stand in the way
of the King in his black mantle.


The clawed hand
moved rapidly in front of the snout of the horse. The animal, in a panic, sank
further into the mud which was trying engulf the poor creature. The vigorous
Inquisitor with prodigious force pulled the front leg out of the quagmire, as
he continued to look in different directions. The prince, despite the efforts
to save his friend, understood the situation and asked:


"What can
your supreme gaze see?"


"I am
filled with horrors which have not been seen by the eyes of any being since the
dawn of the age of men. I see the end of your days, as clear as if it was less
than a pace away from your nose. I observe restless enemies moving to
investigate what has been making so much noise, disclosing our position,"
revealed the one with the scarlet bleeding helmet covering his face.


"And there
I was, afraid you might have evil visions," replied the young man,
ironically, clenching his teeth with the effort to release the second leg of
the horse.


Even Belial burst
out laughing at the unexpected joke, offered with fake light heart by his
companion, leading him give the order:


"Stand
behind me, but prepare for battle! I may not be able to annihilate such
creatures with little effort: they are unknown to my warrior memory".


The agitated
stallion shook his long mane breathing heavily, while his master gently
caressed his muzzle and whispered:


"Look at
what dark evil you have brought me with your clumsy hooves!"


The shrubs began
to shake, barely visible through the thick low mist, lying everywhere like a
grim veil, so there wasn't much time left for the two strange travelling
companions to talk about their plan of action. There was a threateningly
rustling and the cracking of foliage as it gave way under the weight of unknown
creatures ready to push themselves before the Inquisitor, with all their load
of evil greed. A slender figure could be seen hidden among the rotten soil of
that inhospitable place, without revealing his assignment.


"It looks
as though he’s on his own." Dirk hissed almost without moving his lips,
fully prepared with his beautiful heavy armour and white and red lozenge coat,
and his breast plate half gilded.


The Lord of
Denethor did not answer or even move a muscle, like an Arctic mangrove. They
were at the mercy of events, observing the enemy trying to understand what it
was. From the mist rose a very slender and tall anthropomorphic silhouette with
knotty arms of disproportionate length. In Dirk's mind the idea insinuated
itself the trick of underestimating that miserable shadow among the fumes and
fog. The newcomer became closer, always partially covered by his shield of
mist, and began to move around the pair who were looking for a confrontation.


"Belial,
how the hell does he walk like that? We come from there and found nothing solid
except the skinny straight path, but that being is now moving away from solid
ground!" the prince pointed out to the motionless Supreme Inquisitor.


The creature
dared to come closer, and Belial did not move away. When they were at the right
distance, he stuck the arcane blade of smoke into the creature’s chest. The
scream of the enemy spread wide and vigorously, resonating as if it were ten
thousand in the vastness of the maze of swamps.


King Belial
raised his sword with the body of the unholy creature strung up on the dark
smoky blade, slowly sliding it deeper towards the hilt. During the attempts to
free himself with spasms of pain, he was seen to be to be a thin beast with
pale white almost human features. His big legs with sturdy bones gave him a
deceptive and gangling walk, typical of an elderly person in difficulty, but
there similarities with the human race ended. His torso had four limbs: two in
the normal position, while one of the other two came out of its ribs and the
other from the spine, hanging from the skin. Obvious, with reddened stitching,
which was swollen and infected, with yellowish liquid dripping, revealing
themselves as macabre inhuman arms, like the very bad work of a healer in the
grip of dementia.


The joints
differed from ours in that they gave that abominable being the possibility to
move his limbs in any direction, allowing him an enormous capacity to adapt to
various situations. The skull had four deformed faces, one on each side. Each
face had three reddened eyes without eyelids, also decorated with horrible
stitching. A single mouth without teeth or tongue completed the hideous
creature, torn and swollen with its hair placed in random patches.


Belial slashed
his blade in the broken flesh of the repugnant being: after splitting its body
in two, he stuck his arcane weapon back into the skull of the enemy still able
to move despite the fact that its rotten purple guts were falling onto the
muddy ground.


"What kind
of spell could have created such a horrendous being?" Dirk asked, watching
the creature's last spasms.


"Only
unclean blood could have dared to create such aberrations. I fear it's too late
to save lives, if we've already reached that point: whoever lived in Old Mound
can now no longer be considered as human!" replied Belial, observing the
fog with his penetrating glance.


"Old Mound
was one of the most densely populated cities in the Empire. In ancient times it
was even the capital of the West. They can't all be dead," the prince
reasoned almost incredulously.


"To be
precise, they will all still be able to move and carry out macabre tasks, yet
none will have kept their human form. They will appear as horrible creatures
and ruthless warriors. The Lord of the Thousand Gates has concealed himself
well among the ceremonies so dear to human vanity. He has completed cycles of
blood, perpetrating the craziest aberrations and tortures, undisturbed by the
justice of men and concealing himself from my semi-visionary abilities through
evil spells of rare power.


Now the three
armies of the Thousand Gates will be strengthened with all sorts of infernal
resurgence, generating an army without equal. The God of Blood has given birth
to an unexpected heir endowed with wrath and perfidy, capable of fulfilling a
renewed evocation of his father and master. With his arrival no one will
survive: the earth will be red and devoid of free will, for the Malevolent God
dominates and commands everything," said the Sovereign of Denethor,
speaking also of himself at that moment.


"Perhaps I
prefer it when you keep all the notions of your meditations to yourself,"
stammered Dirk stunned at such revelations. "How can we stop them?"


Belial set out,
forcing Darkness who was not inclined to obey, to move on, but amazed his
companion by favouring him with a response:


"This
creature was only an observer. Every monstrosity of the Thousand Gates can see
what these boorish creatures are looking at. We are not dealing with stupid
orcs, the armies of Old Mound are three, none of which would allow us to
escape. Our task at the moment is only to inspect, so we must lift the pace as
if we were hares hunted by falcons!"


But Dirk's
curiosity was still not satisfied and he asked:


"So all the
unfortunate creatures in these lands know where to find us?"


"You are
perceptive, young prince!" Belial answered shortly, stopping himself and
then correcting: "All the servants of the Sovereign of Old Mound can see
you with two horses, because my presence goes unnoticed thanks to my
hood!"


The young prince
shook his head nervously and commented sourly:


"Magnificent,
your words bring only comfort, Sire."


"It wasn’t
me who was the reckless young man eager for action the one who begged me, to
allow him to join my retinue!" Belial silenced him with his voice from the
underworld.


"Sovereign,
how many other disgusting observers roam these lands?" Dirk inquired.


"Very many!
Even you have noticed them since our first steps in Long Pass; their eyes are
always focused on our path. They study the defences of the weak and blind
cities of the West in order to procure new troops, I presume. If I were them, I
would move beyond the Great Belt of the Snake through Long Pass, after
infecting the weak and foolish Great Port with bloody madness," said
Belial giving a strangely comprehensive answer.


The young prince
would have liked to know his fate was awaiting his loved ones but fear of the
truth blocked these questions in his throat. Better not to hear precognitions
capable of upsetting the lives of many, especially those of loved ones or
families.


The march
continued in the shadow of the black clouds, warning of a dark future and
uncertain outcomes. They were watchful and stressed, as during the dragon hunts
of the past. Belial stopped Darkness, asking the horse to lower itself behind a
dense thicket of swamp brambles among whose coils lurked wild mice, silent and
still so as not to be seen under the fallen leaves. In the within the mist
another deceptive old man was moving in sudden leaps, causing widening ripples
on the marsh, without troubling himself with the problem of lurking predators.


"Stand as
still as the dead, you and your stupid horse!" ordered Belial in a
whisper.


The prince moved
lower nodding his head and hid the black mantle of his horse with him amidst
the greyness of the mist, lying over everything. The huge shadow of the
Inquisitor became pale and delicate as that of the meagre being, regurgitated
from the underworld, and then both vanished into the spectral candid whiteness
of that place.


Dirk waited in
silence, bent over and frightened, as he had been ordered. He could only hear
the delicate movement of the dying waves, which then reawakened with unusual
and dangerous life. A strong splash rang out clearly in the deafening silence
of that place, like the roar of heavy rains followed by the dull thud of stone
swallowed by the swamps. Thousands of enemies whispered into his worried ears,
and even more the breathing of the lurking predators, but the only thing that
Dirk really listened to was the serpentine fear in his heart. The young man
rejoiced when he saw the Sovereign's silhouette showing itself quickly, then
more and more clearly with its usual strong tone of black, like a Nordic mussel
fisherman emerging from the waters for air.


"Stay
there, boy!" shouted the King of Denethor, remaining at a distance of
several paces, albeit at a short distance.


The Inquisitor
stood on the thin strip of solid earth, barely visible between the fog and the
marshes, holding his club with its golden crests and waited with his gaze fixed
on the ripples in the water.


"What's
stopping you, my Lord?" asked the prince of the west, even though he knew
he shouldn’t ask.


Belial did
notice the question, but bent his knees, slightly, nervous and keyed up like
the taut strings of a bent bow. A gigantic caimberg with its jaws wide apart
shot out of the silent waves like a needle, causing hardly a splash. The animal
pushed its scaly snout, thanks to the strength of the propulsion of its the
flat tail, right up to the Belial’s face to sink its teeth into its prey. The
Inquisitor bent down as fast as a falcon diving, making the athletic leap of
the beast useless, as it crashed into the swamp opposite. The body of the long
lizard sank into the muddy surface like a pike into the belly of an enemy, then
turned immediately and offer a new attack. The steel of the mystical relic
defended vehemently, giving rise to a greenish shock wave, so rapid and thick
that even Dirk, who had stood up to help, fell over. The animal's skull was
smashed and parts of it flew to the surrounding trees in a scarlet cloud of
blood mixed with the white mist.


"Are you
all right, you unwary young man?" the black King asked.


"Yes, my
Lord, I was foolish to think of helping you, if I had not shown myself, I would
not now lie soaked and evil-smelling!" replied the dazed prince taking off
his helmet.


"Come, my
mace is powerful, but it certainly does not go unnoticed! The caimberg has
offered us the gift of feeding himself with our careless enemy. But greedy for
more food the beast wanted to face one who has always battled with the great
flames that are now extinct," said Belial, moving at a great pace through
the treacherous lands of that place.


It didn't take
much effort to get to where the air began to free itself from the gaseous fumes
and rottenness. The swamps suddenly disappeared, revealing a weak nature
flagellated by falling red lightning, but without a trace of the savage
corruption of scarlet creatures, now dominating in rivers and lakes.


"If my
memory isn’t playing tricks with me, on the horizon is the White Forest,
commented Dirk, relieved to no longer find himself in the Salt Marsh.


"It is what
remains of the White Forest," gloomy Belial clarified, indicating
thousands of towers of smoke rising between the trees.


"What can
be poisoning such a pure and uncontaminated place?" asked the Prince of
Wexsex, stunned and disconcerted.


"I’m afraid
that the shadows of battles are devouring the solid wood of the oaks to build
siege towers and all else that the traitorous army will need to bring death and
destruction. The foolish Kings of Catacomb believes he is the equal of the Lord
of Old Mound, but he doesn’t take into consideration the openly used powers of
the arcane Malevolent God flowing in the veins of Lucius. He has no equal and
accepts only slaves or enemies and will unify all in a vortex of black death,
bringing extinction to all", was Belial’s judgement.










Chapter
18


Like the Petals of a
Rotten Flower


 


 


Dirk and the two
stallions entered restlessly among the trees robbed of life, following the
imperturbable Belial, in search of confirmation and information about what was
happening in the Kingdom of Catacomb. Little remained of the fairytale forest:
the tall oaks were almost totally dead. If not burned by lightning, corrupted
by the curse brought by the small External River, now pervading with evil that
sacred ancestral vegetation with its unique beneficial powers.


The fears of the
Lord of Denethor were found to be correct as soon as he crossed the boundary of
the first row of trees. His precognition came to his aid, showing him the truth
of things he had so far only hypothesized. The two improvised explorers who had
been brought to the cause both forced themselves into that devastated paradise.
The north wind blew furiously against the gloomy clouds where they had just
arrived, as if the Gods were all trying to sweep threats away without any
favourable results.


The funereal
clouds of hatred were not so widespread at that time to worry the mind of the
Supreme Inquisitor. However, the black bubbling clouds swirled in a vortex to
an unprecedented height and would never stop at of their own will. The
cumulonimbus clouds went so high that they could be seen from the borders of
the entire United Men's Empire, inspiring Shamans of Lesser Religious take up
the foolish belief of the coming of a divine bridge in the near future. The
only certainty that could be taken from what had been foretold was that such a
manifestation was inherent in the very nature of its creator. It displayed its
deadly signs spreading them with jubilation and the roar made by the red
lightning bolts.


The fact that he
now found himself on the edge of the tumultuous formations had its advantages,
pleasing even to the thoughtful Belial. The air flowing around them under that
cloak of evil still had a typical smell of woods, given by wind passing through
the tops of the White Forest, but although their lungs could rejoice, their
hearts were lost in the endless ruin of the natural world. Not a single corner
of sacred wood appeared still unharmed by the barbarousness of men. Where
lightning had not yet come as a reaper of souls, it was replaced by the
wretched soldiers of the Catacomb with their saws and axes devastating the
centuries-old forest in order to build machines that carried death.


The banks of the
putrid External River were now completely corrupted and causing horrible mucus
to pour from the wounds opened in the tree bark. Horrors were perpetrated all
around. Soldiers knocked down trees and tore off their bark, as if they were
not alive, paying no attention to their lamentations.


The leather
armour of the Catacomb could hide well among the vegetation as it was green. H
The camouflage would be complete had it not been for the trousers in fabric
decorated with wide purple and red stripes. The helmets of the traitors, which
were not very resistant, protected the face thanks to a mask of Nordic
inspiration with the appearance of skeleton with sharp teeth. The men of the
Cursed Phalanx, a characteristic name of the armies of King Huron, had worked
hard, raping and tearing apart one of the most beautiful forests of the Empire.
They had set up fifteen siege towers and about thirty large siege machines next
to the only bridge over the External River.


"Do they
want to assault the Titan with all those machines?" Dirk muttered in a low
voice as he hid among the foliage of a dying tree.


"I wouldn't
rule it out," replied the Supreme Inquisitor hermetically, observing how
many enemies swarmed the area.


"What must
we do, King? They must be stopped! Let's go quickly to the Plateau and shake
the Emperor. Surely he will listen to you!" proposed the prince upset by
the advanced state of affairs, like a corpse on the battlefield, food for worms
and swollen with gas.


"I have
already wasted time with your blind and corrupt Emperor, not only fooled by the
dark powers in favour in the great fortress, but also by his reckless
stupidity. There is nothing more in our power to put a stop to the movement of
the gears of war. His men will have to find it within themselves to be strong
and united, even more than they boast of being!"


"The wicked
armies of the Catacomb would not be a major concern. Huron, calling himself the
Dark Apostle, instils terror in the unwary with the help of his more capable
son Ahrikan, but both are only two poor beggars. Their much-praised Cursed Word
is nothing but the ancient language of sorcerers! They were much more powerful
than the two crowned heads today, and despite that they were dispersed. They
were defeated then and will be again!" Belial paused a moment for
reflection, before continuing with his long reasoning. "The problem
changes its colour becoming almost phobic, when we speak of the armies of the
Thousand Gates: in those beings - once men – they carry the disease given by
the God of Blood. Warriors created as corrupt as the most brutal level of the
human condition will not hesitate to rape and kill every woman or infant they
find before them. They will raise altars made of innocent carcasses burning
them from inside, when there is still the smallest spark of life in their
bodies."


"They will
drag the meaning of the word barbarism to an unprecedented level, adorned with
still warm human remains in the name of their Master. Every dead person
sacrificed to the God of Blood will push humanity and all of us deeper and
deeper into the vicious circle of his madness, until he tears through the flesh
of the earth and returns!" Belial showed no mercy in exposing every detail
he knew to totally destroy young Dirk's desire to learn, traumatized by the
awareness of such misfortunes.


"Lord of
Denethor, the moves in this game of chess are clear to you, but they are too
great for our ephemeral understanding!" exclaimed the young man of the West.


"A
decidedly iniquitous chess game! The enemy on the chessboard has more than one Queen
and I have only three Kings!" replied Belial the mighty, as cold and
gloomy as his Realm.


"Perhaps,
as often happens, your words are close to the absolute truth, but you have
forgotten one King. Yourself! And this gives a certain advantage, don't you
think?" asserted the royal scion of Wexsex, quite madly optimistic.


Belial jumped
and with his heavy and metallic breath gave a slight laugh and replied:


"A
good-hearted boy, the enemy hides a very powerful figure from my eyes: I feel
his strength and anger and I tremble. This will not keep me from facing him in
battle when fate decides it for me, but certainly much is undecided including
my very existence!"


"It's not
possible! One who walks unguarded through a crowd in plain sight? Who is the
master of relics of unimaginable strength? And who has dominated for centuries
as if for him time did not exist? You are the alpha and the omega, the fire and
the water, no one can defeat you in any way!" exclaimed Prince Dirk
incredulously more to give himself courage than to instil it in those who did
not need it.


"Do not be
childish, noble man, no one in the world is unbeatable! Sometimes whole eons
pass before one's antithesis is found, but the end always comes in this form or
that," explained the black King walking back towards the west.


"You see,
you say it yourself, everyone is beaten sooner or later and therefore the
Malevolent God will also succumb," replied Dirk.


"He met his
nemesis at birth. He will condemn himself to an imperishable oblivion. What
that wicked divinity yearns more than anything else is massacre: from the
spilling of life and blood he draws his life force. But once he has fulfilled
his destiny, when he alone remains on an empty pile of dead stones, what can he
do without victims? Where will he find the energy he needs to sustain himself?
Finally, he will devour himself, fading away in forgetfulness, with no escape,
too weak to generate children, and only to be called on once again!"
Belial explained.


"In the
end, then, we would be doing him a favour by defeating him," muttered
Dirk, who was upset.


"You can
look at it that way too, but I prefer to be persuaded to sacrifice myself in
the name of life on the battlefields of the dead," replied the King of
Denethor poetically.


The two horses,
the man and the King, driven by the urge to return to friendly shores, opted to
take the northernmost road, where the Ice Sea washed the coasts riven by
hatred, even though this decision meant passing close to the enemies at the
Thousand Gates. The linear road had been cut without any concern for the
vegetation: where there were trees they were cut down, the swamps filled with
rocks and the undergrowth was chopped away if not uprooted completely. Nothing
could stand against King Lucius: men, beings or nature.


"Look, the
Thousand Gates is appearing in the distance, the second fort of the Kingdom
with regard to strength!" commented Belial bitterly, seeing the square
black and silhouette of a huge building on the horizon gaining form through the
mist.


Thousands of
pitiless and depressing stakes rose from the edge of the walls to the edge of
the street, like the bristles of a macabre brush. Each tall pole held its own
macabre trophy, made up of corpses impaled and abandoned to putrefy so that rot
corroded their features, consuming the purplish flesh. Often the bodies were
swollen with an accumulation of necrotic gases while others lay exploded,
dripping their load of rottenness to the ground and filling the air with their
pestilential smell. The scene was an exemplary warning to those who opposed the
fury of King Lucius, and an immense sacrilegious altar extending from east to
west in the Realm of Old Mound.


This banquet was
crowded with crows and other animals caring little about whose corpses they
were or how badly decomposed they were corrupt. Death by starvation was a real
possibility in those areas now denuded of every living thing. Dirk did not
throw up only because of the absence of food for a long time, but his body was
shaken several times, victim to a heaving stomach by the side of his horse.


"When we
arrive at Great Port you should eat something, prince. You will fight better if
you have fed your muscles," suggested the King of Denethor as if it were
an order given to one of his subjects.


"Now I'm
glad I didn't eat. Both food and dinars would have been wasted!" the
Prince of Wexsex replied as ironic as he had not been for a while.


With the
vermilion gleams of random and bold lightning bolts all around, they left the
rebellious city behind. They were farewelled by the heavy thundering of sticky
scarlet rain, to the delight of Darkness. Even Belial did not seem like his
usual inscrutable self, continuing to look around.


"What's troubling
you, Lord of Denethor?" Dirk asked with renewed firmness of mind.


"Nothing
can upset me in any way", replied the Supreme from his gloomy cloak.


"So why
does your head look like a spinning top? Do you want to discover some presence
that is trying to hide from your sight," insisted the prince.


"Don't you
find it strange that we have taken the quickest and most obvious path without
meeting any enemy on guard? Don’t you question what motive forces observers
wander through the Salt Marshes, but no kind of force blocks the only
comfortable and safe way?", Belial asked, placing a seed of doubt in the
young man's heart.


"You are
right, as always! What facts are shown to you by your partial
precognition?" replied Dirk brilliantly.


"Nothing
appears in the future, only blackness and silence," the Sovereign of
Denethor offered an icy answer.


The travellers
patrolling the Kingdom of the West unaware of their presence could do no more
than allow themselves to gallop wildly in the midst of the roar of the thunder
and the flashes of lightning. Because of an unexpectedly heavy downpour,
nothing had any colour apart from light red or a shading of this colour. This
made it difficult for the boy, tinkling like a candelabra because of his
armour, to even make out the form of the Inquisitor before him.


A forceful
resounding crash pierced the air, chasing away the trembling of the thunder. It
was followed by a monumental movement of the air so great that it swept away
the rain and unhorsed the two knights. A colossal sphere of tumultuous fire
wrapped in tongues of fire, crowned the fortress of the Thousand Gates.


"What the
hell is that?" cried Dirk, observing it between his fingertips because of
the blinding light, but he answered himself, imitating the infernal voice of his
companion: "Death and destruction for you, miserable beings." This
time Belial did not laugh, but invited him abruptly to hurry:


"Get up,
Dirk, son of Layton! Follow me to the fork in the road for Long Pass. There you
will take the road south to your father, while I will head for Great Port!"


"No, my
Sovereign, I want to follow you, I have not come this far to run away in the
face of the enemy!" replied the prince, calling for all his courage.


"You are
valiant, I admit it, and you have a good heart. You would definitely be a great
King, better than your father and also better than your father's father!
However, now I cannot protect you and your loss would be a waste," said
the black King from his bleeding skull.


"I do not
need the protection of any Sovereign of Denethor! Maybe I won't be legendary,
but I am not incapable," replied the young man on his horseback
vigorously.


The debate
between the two was interrupted by the fading of the glow from the sphere of
fire, now vanished on the horizon but replaced by a widespread feeling of
danger. Tuneless and macabre tones from nefarious horns rang out with the
thunder for a long time, transmitting tremors to the earth itself.


Belial observed
the distant rebel fortress, small and blurred for a normal human, but not for
his powers. The doors covered with the darkest black, spikes opened like a
rotten flower, and were vomited over the bridge where the banners showing a
broken skeleton, bearing the motto of the Thousand Gates: "The earth will
be red," were already shaking deliriously.


"What is
happening? I can’t see anything, do tell me, I beg you!" the prince
implored, agitated and curious.


Belial hesitated
for a moment but finally replied as chillingly as his aura:


"The war
marches beyond the portals of the macabre fortress. Now death has an army and a
leader with a heart consumed by the flames of hatred! Nortwin is his name but
others have called him the Possessed. He sets himself up as Dictator of the
branch of Butchers, taking them with him down the road to the end of
time".


"Nortwin
Eternal? We are in really dangerous waters! Is it true what is said of him? Is
he as horrifying as they say?" Dirk had so many questions, motivated by
fear.


"You will
see it with your own eyes, prince, and you do well to be afraid! He is an enemy
beyond the reach of man, however brave and daring he may be," replied
Belial riding on Darkness. "Come, son of the West, two individuals move
faster than a large army. We must burn up the road as fast as lightning to get
to Great Port, while it still makes sense to do so!"


From that moment
on, everything else seemed superfluous in Dirk's eyes. He was greatly tempted
to take the road south to be with his loved ones. Such a decision would perhaps
have allowed him to survive for one or two more years, if the continuous life
of fugitive could be thought of as worth living.


Time became
confused, and all sounds muffled. The hammering of the horse’s hoofs seemed to
ring like heavy grains of sand through an hourglass. The thunder echoed in the
head of the young man, blurring his perception, which became even more
ephemeral because of the return of the arrogant red rain, increasingly dense
and annoying.


The Dead Lake
was the unhealthy setting for the ride with its uncertain outcome for the two
warriors. Time seemed to escape like water through the hands of an old man: too
knotty and thin to close the gap between his knuckles and flesh.


Belial revealing
himself as he galloped through a village, cried out to the poor villagers:


"Flee! The
Butchers of the Thousand Gates are on the march in your lands! Run south or
you'll all die!"


The warning
offered like this and with such a voice gave rise to panic and madness, but
nothing more could be expected. By now, on the brink of war, the perception of
justice vanished in the tumultuous evolution of events, drowning like rocks at
high tide creating new opinions and behaviours. The King and the Prince
devoured the miles of undulating road to the Empty Lands. Both passed the
crossroads, where Long Pass appeared so bewitching, and arrived on the still
beautiful coasts kissed by the Endless Sea.


The tumultuous
waves seemed to take part in the agitation of the events, crashing with strong
blue walls of water on white sandy beaches. The power of the waves raised foam
scented with iodine and salt, which covered the disgusting stagnation of the
air in the shadow of the clouds. Dirk breathed the salty fragrance with great
pleasure, thinking of the sad possibility that it could have been his last
breath of air.


The very high
square walls of Great Port suddenly appeared as soon as they crossed a cliff
overhanging the opaline waters. The candid whiteness of the walls were turned
red and disturbing, reflecting the purple flashes and evoking in the eyes of
those who could understand it, a raw and gruesome intimation of future events.


Stone sculpted
with very archaic bas-reliefs embellished the defences depicting commercial sea
scenes. Many solid towers had been built later with the intention of
consolidating the structure, but the choice to use an archaic square model was
doubtful, as it was ineffective in deflecting the thrust of forces from a solid
attack.


Belial, without
concealing his presence, threw himself on the bridge at a gallop and ended up
overcoming the guards, flinging them to the sides of the passage. Other
soldiers arrived, pointing their pikes to call a halt to the warrior, but
Darkness took an amazing leap, flying over the pointed weapons. Dirk,
possessing none of the powers available to his companion, was stopped:


"Halt, stranger,
you are in the territory of Great Port and you must pay the entrance fee!"


The King of
Denethor had by then vanished among the houses of the city, and the Prince of
Wexsex had no choice but to pay for himself and for the Supreme Inquisitor.


"I have
travelled through the South Kingdoms and have never had to pay a dinar just to
breathe their air," the young man complained to the guards.


"But ours
is the best air of the whole Empire!" replied the arrogant tax collector.


"Looking at
the sky I wouldn't say so at all," replied the prince with his sharp
tongue as he moved away.


The Black King
had probably already arrived where he wanted and Dirk had no doubt as to where
to go to find him. But thinking he was not welcome at an emergency council
between two similar powers, he decided to take the road to reach Fort of the
Cliff calmly.


The life of the
city flowed frantically and fearfully, corrupted by the flashes of lightning
thrown from the thick blanket of darkness that had recently arrived with its
shadow of death. The prayers of the many citizens still residing within the
walls, as well as the black pinnacles of smoke of the burning buildings, were
raised to the sky as a dark warning of the violence offered by the new climate.


The buildings
were very spartan: made of wood, mostly one-storey. The typical hut shape made
their cheerful appearance even more attractive, where the colours mattered more
than decorations. The soft pastel tones gave the streets a vital and
kaleidoscopic apparently joyful appearance, a feeling which had never been so
distant from those shores.


The men guarding
the tower were watching, stunned, towards the north-east, still giving
folkloristic comments on an explosion which had never been seen before. The
terraces were packed with civilians as well as the Tritons, the warriors of the
Great Port army. Their name was well suited to their appearance and the
semi-rigid protection they wore: an armour of round metallic scales in
brilliant light and darker blue, protective but flexible, down to mid-thigh and
to the elbows. On the side of the sleeves two strong steel plates with shiny
bronze edges increased the protection. The forearms were covered with steel
sleeves shaped to leave the hands completely free, while the shins and thighs
were protected respectively by steel shin guards and leggings in steel chain
mail. A large gorget and a sturdy helmet with a funny cover completed the
knights' armour.


Each part of the
unpainted metal was polished to a mirror finish, evoking the reflections of the
waves of the sea. Every man in the army wore a short two-tone tunic, with a
white ship standing out in the middle of a two-tone blue background: this
emblem of the house was also on the shields and flags.


"You come
from the east, stranger, halt!" ordered a knight coming down from the gate
house tower of to follow Dirk. The prince, attracted by the unusual fish shops,
paid little attention to what was happening around him, preferring to admire
the multi-coloured catch displayed on the stalls. The knight of the Tritons
approached and repeated:


"Foreigner,
sorry to bother you, but from the tower I saw you coming from the east. I was
wondering if you could tell me what caused the thunder and fire a short time
ago.


Dirk looked at
him and politely replied:


"You have
seen well. I come from those lands, but to be honest, I was too intent on
escaping from the horrors spreading over these lands to pay attention to what
caused the fire in the sky. I'm sorry I can't tell you anymore!"


The knight
thanked him disappointedly and returned from where he had come. In fact, Dirk
could have told of the army marching towards those walls, if he wanted, he
could have produced a detailed account of the horrific enemy patrols. The young
man might have found it liberating to talk to someone, who could understand how
dazed he felt, but more important that his fear and panic Dirk knew he had a
certain responsibility, even though these people were not his subjects. It
would have been counterproductive to reveal the most horrifying truth without
being able to limit the phobia and the spread of panic the news would bring.


Belial arrived
in a fury at the entrance to Fort of the Cliff: a small castle perched on top
of a cliff, surrounded by sharp rocks ready to grasp enemies after a fall of
more than fifty measures. The bridge was lowered and King Derek Barker,
disdainfully called the Politician, waited on the movable wooden floorboards.


"My dear
guest, I have been waiting for you since the tower noted your arrival!" The
Supreme ruler of the city gave him a warm welcome.


"No tower
could have seen me before I entered your gate," said Belial, not at all
attracted to the equivocal manners of politicians.


"At Great
Port we have very fast messengers, I swear to you," he replied smiling hypocritically,
rubbing his hands on his legs like a fly.


"Lord of
the Great Port, I come to you with bad news seen with my own eyes. I will not
put up with your jeering followed by lies! Knowing me, you should realise I can
see fear and falsity from afar, yet you persist in telling baseless lies. Now
tell me, do you want to hear my news or would you prefer me to abandon you to
your fate? I have no time to waste with arrogant little men who have grown tall
over the corpses of their friends!" Belial thundered like a hurricane
shaking ships and their goods on the high seas.


King Derek had
come a long way as he did not have noble origins, but he had been able to
deceive people who were shunned, exploiting them as only leeches dare use their
victims, getting rid of them once he had bled them dry, without the slightest
scruple. Naturally, no living man could testify to such rumours, but Belial did
not need this confirmation and did not submit to the laws of men, since he made
his own rules. Often such base souls brought doubt to the mind of the black
Lord of Denethor, leading him to a minor matter such as finding the King of
Great Harbour guilty. However, he was curious to see what part in history was
reserved for the memory of such a wicked man and this stayed his hand.


Derek, despite
the insinuations against him, courteously made the invitation:


"Please
follow me, King of Inquisitors!"


"No, there
is no time! The grains of the hourglass of life for Great Port are running out
to the sound of the march of the Butchers of Old Mound!" exclaimed the
Sovereign of Denethor, unable to choose between sincerity and delicacy, as cold
as the abyssal depths.


"Have the
Butchers come out of the Thousand Gates? Who leads them?" Derek asked,
feeling almost faint.


"Nortwin
leads them to satiate themselves with your flesh, the Possessed will not give
you any mercy and will strike your walls in the most violent way possible. He
will shake the pillars of the earth, if necessary, to bring you down like
overripe fruit!" the Supreme Inquisitor described the situation without
leaving any possibility of illusions.


The King of the
Great Port bent over his knees and covered his face, marked by the years, with
his hands. His golden hair, cut short to his ears, moved like a tent to conceal
his face.


"It is not
possible, King Grigor, Lord of the West, made an agreement! He demanded higher
taxes to honour that understanding! And now what can we do?" the corpulent
noble asked, on the point of weeping.


"Either
flee to Long Pass to fight another day, or you will die today, like all those
who are short-sighted! But decide quickly, crying now over your mistakes and
negligence will not help you. Allow the population to escape and take your
Tritons to the friendly orange and blue army. King Devereux is preparing to
repel the enemy and Long Pass certainly has more adequate defences!"
replied Belial quickly, giving him valid arguments.


"No! We
must negotiate. An agreement is possible. Everyone has a price and the coffers
of my city are well filled!" babbled ranting human King in his beautiful
clothing of blue brocade with corals decorated with gold thread.


"You are
crazy!" thundered the Inquisitor. "You are delirious! What do you
think is the purpose of those monsters? Money? Grigor has given so much gold to
those traitors in recent years that their dungeons are filled with weapons of
the finest steel. All of humanity, if it still survives, will have to pay
homage to King Wolfmar Volsun for refusing to supply swords and axes to Lucius,
even though the latter would have paid any amount. Fortunately for us all,
Rostorov's lineage retains very little of its human origins, remaining
untouched by any longing for power and riches!"


Despite the
terrible shock inflicted by his disturbing ally, nothing seemed to bring the political
fool to reason, as he clung to his limited vision of the situation.


"Perhaps
you are right, probably the dinars do not interest such rich lords, but Grand
Port has the most powerful fleet of the entire Empire! Perhaps they like
ships," continued King Derek persuading himself that there was a loophole,
while nervously playing with a very large gold necklace.


"You
persevere on a road that leads to the grave, dug with your own convictions!
Probably ships will interest them, but do you really think they want to charter
them or pay for the harbour berths? They can get the ships by simply killing
you all. They will sacrifice you on a huge golden altar you will pay for
yourself, just as happened at the dawn of time with different victims and
executioners!" Belial tried to clear the darkness from the mind of the
knight, without any success.


Dirk arrived in
front of the drawbridge comfortably and was impressed to see the Supreme
Inquisitor and before him the King of Great Port, huddled on his knees,
arguing. The young man came close, without disturbing them, just to listen.
However Belial without looking back exclaimed:


"Prince of
Wexsex, where have you been?"


"Isn't it
you who have the gift of semi-vision?" Dirk joked calmly.


"I warn
you: my patience has come to an end because of you, humans!" thundered the
Black King more vigorously than the weakening storm, without any respect.


"King
Belial, I do not enjoy your powers or the ability to jump over men holding
pikes. I was stopped and I had to pay the toll for you too!" complained
Dirk annoyed.


"Tell us,
what chance have such wicked men against the army of Nortwin!" Belial
encouraged him to reveal his thoughts.


Dirk was proud
of such a request and did not hesitate for a moment:


"King
Derek, I am Prince Dirk, son of King Layton of Wexsex. I presented myself days
ago to the Sovereign of Denethor to satisfy my yearning for glory and return
home with a warrior who is famous as being invincible. Such an ambition has
been with me as soon as I realized what cruelty those beings were capable
of," Dirk stopped his story for a moment, seeing that he did not have the
full attention of his listeners. "Their souls burn in the fire of the
underworld, which they still breathe! And they do not grant safe passes for women
or children. Your city is densely populated. Do you really want to sacrifice
them all just to give credence to absurdities? The only way to act now is to
unite and fight!"


"You are
only a young prince, what can you possibly know about palace intrigues or
war!" Derek belittled the opinion offered with a slothful air that made
the blood boil.


"I will
never be a King and certainly not a politician like you, but Wexsex has always
opposed the payment of taxes for the false peace desired by the madman Grigor,
Lord of Abovemountain! If it had not been for wealthy merchants elected as
Kings without the slightest capacity, apart from the capacity to pay, West
would not be now facing the wrath of the Possessed of the Thousand Gates!"
cried the prince like a true Nordic warrior, showing an aptitude for leadership
in presenting his opinion.


"Prince, I
thank you for paying such attention to the good of the Kingdom of the West and
leading your armies to support the cities at risk!" said Lord and King of
Great Port as slimy as a squid. "Only one tiny problem remains: you have
no army with you!"


At such a
perfidy Belial could no longer control himself. He took the crowned politician
by the neck, tightening his hand strongly around the slender throat, which was
decorated rather than protected by a fine gold gorget. The yellow material was
deformed by the pressure, inflicting pain on the foolish man, who was lifted
quite a distance from the ground to pay better attention what he was being
told.


"The young
prince, in presenting himself before you, did not offer you the life of two or
three thousand men, but rather his own, a much more rare and honest tribute
than that offered by any other King of the West! Do you dare to spit on such a
gift," asked the Black King, who was able to darken any light shining near
him, covering himself with a gloomy mantle of death. Derek, his throat
tightened, was unable to speak, barely able to breathe and was writhing to free
himself, like a rabbit in the hands of a butcher.


"King
Belial, I thank you for defending me, but the judgment of those who have never
spent a moment of their lives in anything other than counting riches, slip off
me like spring rain," exclaimed the blond prince of Wexsex.


The Inquisitor
let go, dropping the foolish King heavily on the wooden drawbridge. The thud of
his fall resounded like a bass drum. Dirk helped him to remove the gorget,
which had turned into a golden trap, and commented:


"King of
Great Port, in your life you have done nothing but win a throne and with it a
contemptible nickname. You would now have the rare chance of redeeming yourself
and cancelling the stains of your past misdeeds, whatever they may be. This is
a baptism permitting you to arise as a just and heroic King, saviour of his own
people. Do not waste this opportunity!"


The corpulent
man on the ground, adorned with riches and conceit answered:


"From now
on you are unwelcome guests. Consider yourselves banned from the city of Great
Port! Run away before I decide to hang you by neck over the entrance gate or
better, I could give you as a pledge of alliance to the armies of Old Mound!"


Belial, turning
to Darkness, who was pawing the ground to leave, gave his sentence:


"With this
decision you take the road to the gallows, grasping with foolish and
unconscious joy your death and the death of thousands of people. Your only
attachment to the city is because of the impossibility of carrying away your
precious gold, the result of depravity and murder. You sacrifice what is most
precious in the world for mere dinars and shining gold!"


"My
Sovereign, we cannot flee, abandoning all these innocent people to the tragic
end of their mad Lord," exclaimed Dirk, shocked by the Inquisitor's
surrender, almost in tears. Belial had undertaken the journey to Great Port in
full awareness of the impossibility that the mere threat of an army moving
towards his walls could persuade the stingy Sovereign to take the road to Long
Pass. The Inquisitor had by-passed his mathematical certainty in desperately
attempt to gain time, saving as many lives as possible.


As the two, now
outcasts from those lands, moved away from the unknowing crowd, a voice called
them:


"Lord of
Denethor, wait a moment, I beg you!"


Belial turned
and saw a young blond girl in a gold cape galloping, followed by a knight very
much resembling his foolish father.


"Princes of
the Great Port, what an honour to meet you before your funereal destiny!"
exclaimed the cold Supreme Inquisitor.


"King of
the Free Realm of Denethor, the Queen Mother begs you to take my sister with
you, to shores more suitable for a young woman!" said obsequious Deverek,
firstborn son of Derek.


"And you,
the heir prince, will you stand by your mad father's side until death?"
Belial asked in a hellish voice.


"If you
could lead us into battle, we would have hopes of defeating them and saving
everyone, including my father," said Deverek with a faint, angry shake in
his voice.


"You know
nothing! And you believe I have greater strength than I actually possess. I am
forced to rein back my true nature, for I will soon need it elsewhere. As well,
such an action would speed the coming of the Bloody God. With such limitations
I can do nothing against the one who advances with black flames!" replied
Belial.


"Who is
advancing in dark flames and what hidden meanings are there in your words? You
speak half-truths, sowing terror, destroying certainties. Our walls will stand
up to their siege engines with or without your contribution, King of
Denethor!" the Crown Prince furiously replied.


Dirk, in all
this useless display of vigour, lost himself in watching the princess her blond
hair and green eyes. A light sprinkling of freckles covered her face. But he
was crushed by the thought of her painful situation.


"My King of
Denethor, will we take the princess with us or leave her to her fate?"
asked the Prince of Wexsex, interrupting a tedious series of remarks between
the King and the stubborn son of the King. Belial nodded his head and set off
without saying a word, followed by Dirk and the princess with an unknown name.
Deverek took the Inquisitor aside in vain and desperate attempt to persuade him
to fight.


Belial never
waged a battle unless there was a hope for victory, even a future one. He did
not fear death. On the contrary, like any other man in the North - the
territory to which he belonged with his own Free Realm - he yearned for it and
sought it out in every battle. The conditions for the death of such an
important identity could certainly not be fulfilled by saving a few thousand
lives, but only and solely for the annihilation of the capable entity that was
the offspring and summoner of the Malevolent God.










Chapter
19


Two Gods and Children Bickering


 


 


The red rain
decided to show itself again, thick and persistent as never before, thundering
heavily on the helmets of the travellers, reducing visibility to just a few
steps. Dirk offered his shield to protect the princess's head and her precious
dress, while the streets were quickly emptied of the unknowing population.


"Do you
intend to follow your father to the grave, young heir?" asked the King
again from his black demonic cape.


"No one
here will perish! The Tritons are excellent soldiers and our walls have never
suffered the shame of defeat. We will survive even without help," he
replied in an attempt to convince Deverek in a trembling voice.


"Your walls
have always been firm, in this you speak the truth, however they never suffered
the attacks from anything but furious and barbaric half naked fishermen! Now
they are facing one of the most effective armies in the Empire everyone and no
one will come to your aid. It would have been better to listen to me and move
the defenders to Long Pass. King Devereux is waiting for you behind his mighty
walls, armed to repel giants, not vandals in their underwear!" commented Belial.


"Abandoning
our home to defend and die in the land of others? Why is it that Long Pass
doesn't help us to defend our city, if we are so important?" the prince,
the lord of the castle, asked haughtily.


"This way
of reasoning is worthy of small minds, you will all die! My house, his house,
it is not only the fate of two useless cities at stake! If the Long Pass
Halfmountain and even Abovemountain were to come to your gates to offer you
reinforcements, this territory would still fall. The mountains defending Long
Pass will force the enemies to pass through a narrow crevasse, making them easy
prey for catapults and siege machines!" Belial offered his explanations in
vain to the ears of those who, blinded by paternal love, did not want to
listen.


As the roar of the
insistent purple rain ceased, a bloody omen, the colour of the floor of a
slaughterhouse after the butchering of a pig, was seen in the drainage channels
at the edges of the roads. The sound of trumpets was heard. A warning coming
from the eastern towers, where the enemy in advance were filling the deserted
streets arriving inexorably.


Belial looked at
Deverek whose eyes widened as he raised the visor of his helmet to whisper:


"Now your
partial vision of the future is of little good."


The three rushed
through the streets followed by the princess, where curious people began to
look out from their lairs, drawn out by the second call to war. The trumpets
sounded loudly many times, but they sounded only like insects compared with the
call of the enemy horns, as deep and dark as the strakes smashed by the waves
along the sides of a ship.


When they
reached the walls, the spectacle caused everyone to be silent: hundreds of
thousands were marching, lined up forming squares. The Butchers of Old Mound
were already well-organized. Blasphemous songs flowed from their mouths in the
incomprehensible languages of the underworld but with an undoubted emotional
impact.


"You had
told my father that you had seen the army of the Butchers, but this cannot be a
single army," commented Deverek in a panic.


"Prince of
Great Port, you wanted our help and now you will have it, but do not delay by
behaving like a novice. Call for all men and boys who can wield a weapon! If
they are too old or too defenceless, send them to the ships and have them sail
to Morgul immediately, but taking a course away from enemy coasts!" Dirk
ordered emphatically, wasting no time. Belial, satisfied, began to realize why
the will of the ancient Gods of Shadows brought such a boy to his side.


"Lock the
drawbridge and bolt the gates!" ordered the Inquisitor shouting as only an
infernal God could.


Deverek worked
hard to enlist every able fighter in the shortest time possible, while from the
walls he began to see precisely the size of the enemy approaching with the bold
march of a victorious army. A multitude of large men with heavy copper-coloured
plate armour held the first ranks of the formation. Their helmets were all
adorned with large horns, which increased their bulky aura of terror.


Fat and very
tall beings, covered in plates of armour were placed further back in the
position usually occupied by archers. Their skin appeared swollen and almost
transparent. All these inhuman creatures held bows, which were at least seven
times the size of their human counterparts. Among the battalions of soldiers
observers could be seen, but this time in armour, ready to end lives, each
holding four swords.


At the centre of
the advancing formation were four big humanoids, similar to the archers, but
each one equipped with an enormous long horn wrapping their flesh, like a
constricting snake with its prey, causing the lard to squeeze out between one
spiral and another. In the middle, carried on a steel wagon with deadly blades
and pulled by two Colossus demons, there was Lord Nortwin. The gaze of that
being alone caused weaker men to slide to the ground, like veils falling from a
window.


The two giants
were built like enormous gorillas, but covered with clear coloured scales, like
some types of reptiles often found among the rocks of the south. Those demons
continued to shake violently, hitting the ground with their disproportionately
large fists, as if to show their uncontrollable yearning for battle.


The enemy horns
sounded again causing the ground to tremble, calling the curious to the
battlements as well as many Tritons. Even King Derek showed himself, not even
in armour, among the knights rendered increasingly useless by the terror
instilled in them by the Possessed. Hard men, sailors, capable of opposing the
most violent seas of the extreme north, storms and monsters of the abysses,
were now trembling like the leaves, crying nestled in the shadow of the
battlements.


A knight of the
Great Port, driven by who knows what audacity, judging that he was beyond the
range of enemy arrows, rose from the battlements, like a hero described in the
songs of minstrels:


"Comrades
in arms, fear not! There are many of them, but they don't have siege weapons,
trebuchets or ladders to breach the walls of the city! How can everyone win us?".


The brave
encourager was not even allowed to finish his speech before, hissing vehemently
like the breath of the storm, a long arrow pierced his chest, pushing him
beyond the walls, down into the square of assembly. The body of the poor
soldier smashed to the ground, becoming the first martyr of the battle for
Great Port, now dawning.


"Send an
ambassador!" ordered Derek, lost in his own foolish conviction that he
could still talk his way to an agreement.


The poor
blameless emissary became smaller and smaller in his blue armour, approaching
the enemy with the banner spurred by the wind towards his already decided
destiny. Prince Nortwin did not move a single step, remaining behind the two
demons on his knife-bladed chariot.


"I am the
ambassador of the city of Grande Porto, sent to make a treaty regarding the
conditions for a peaceful resolution!" cried the emissary shouting as
loudly as he could and obtaining only laughter and inhuman cries in response.


The man turned
towards his own walls, hoping to receive a sign to re-enter and so live for a
few more hours, because none of those creatures seemed to wish for peace. The
obstinate silence of the Sovereign hidden behind the battlements forced the
unwitting victim to call as loud as he could:


"Let the
one commanding this army come forward, so that he may give his price!"


The Possessed
dismounted from his chariot and lifted the yoke from the two agitated and
belligerent demons. He approached holding the beasts by a chain. Lucius's
eldest son stood taller than his big soldiers, wearing a strong composite
armour of a purplish colour. At every step, the harsh ringing of the plates
increased the terror of the man, now so close as to feel the full impact,
especially of the horned helmet with random slits scattered as if pierced
several times by a wide sword.


"What can
we ever have to discuss, you useless humans! Do you really think you can escape
destruction by offering useless gold? Everything will end only when we have
shed the last drop of your blood!" Lord Nortwin thundered brutally freeing
a Colossus from its iron chains.


The demon rushed
ahead roaring with his four huge teeth on view, covered in drool. He rapidly
grasped the prey by both legs and dividing the man into two, tearing the body
apart spraying blood and guts in front of the terrified screaming defenders.
The demon displayed its muscular torso, twisting itself sculpturally to one
side, and finally threw the two halves towards his enemies. The body fell among
the perched companions, flinging fluids and organic matter on some and hitting
others forcefully. The body appeared crushed and the imprints of the beast’s
strong fingers were clearly visible in the steel of the armour.


"Fire
arrows at those dogs," ordered King Derek, totally incapable of governing
an army.


The order was
not repeated by Prince Deverek, nor by any officer, and only one archer on the
overcome by emotion let fly, his arrow making a sad parable, wasted as it
covered only half the distance needed to even caress the enemy. A loud mocking
roar rang out among the enemy ranks, while the Possessed, shaken by almost
uncontrolled tremors, dragged the angry Colossi forcibly back into the ranks.


"What can
we do, King Belial?" the Prince-heir of Great Port asked almost
apathetically, replacing the poor leadership of his ill-fated father.


"We wait
for them to approach, for from this distance our weapons can do nothing,"
replied the Inquisitor as there was little choice.


A short time
after, they felt the deadly and precise arrows of their rivals, not of thousands
of chaotic shots as was often the case, but only a few dozen of well-aimed
arrows that infallibly took many lives. The arrows had such a force that they
flew through three men at once, despite their armour, and pushing them over the
parapet of the battlements. Many were impaled and fell into the square,
transformed into a mere altar to the God of Blood. Often not everyone died
immediately, but surviving they suffered a much slower death, lamenting all the
while, nailed by the arrow shaft, because of the serrated edges which prevented
removal.


"They will
not be able to continue to shoot forever: sooner or later our arrows will reach
them too!" exclaimed Dirk, falsely optimistic, in the shadow of the
battlements next to Belial.


"It is not
the long arrows that are worrying me now, but the two demons of the
Possessed!" replied the prosaic Lord of Denethor. "Prince Dirk, take
Princess Chastity and a few soldiers to the west door, and be ready to flee. If
necessary, run south to the Little Sea, but do not pass through the Realm of
Abovemountain. Better turn your steps to Earth, although it is far away!"


"Agreed, my
Sovereign, but once we are there what will we do?" asked the Prince of
Wexsex. Belial did not make any reply and only rebuked him by saying:


"Start
walking away from the wall and do as I say without discussion for once!"


"Perfect!
I’m being chased away to take care of a girl called Chastity, who, what’s
worse, hasn’t even deigned to speak to me. It’s the dream of every
knight!" the prince complained rudely, taking the blonde dressed in gold
by the hand and dragging her roughly way away from the walls.


"We can
endure a siege for years, if we don't destroy the fleet and our protection
holds. We live off fish, our nets have always fed the population," exclaimed
Prince Deverek optimistically, seeking comfort in vain illusions.


Belial had
already been honoured by knowledge of the outcome of the battle through his
visions of the future and he only wanted to save as many lives as possible: not
out of humility or good heart - both had no part in his funereal armour - but
to limit sacrifices to the evocation of the Malevolent God.


"Have the
women and children taken to the ships and send them to the place Prince Dirk
ordered! They will be temporarily safe there," insisted Belial.


"No, my
King, the walls will stand, their solidity is a matter of legend," replied
the prince of the sieged city, strutting around.


"Apparently
stupidity is a hereditary scourge in this kingdom," the black King
commented icily.


Deverek would
have liked to answer, but cries of amazement came from the crowded stands,
obscured any other sound. The two Colossi had been unleashed and amazingly they
became quadrupeds, pushing themselves rapidly with their front arms to the
walls.


"Aim and
fire at will! Put holes in those disgusting beasts for me," Deverek
ordered his archers.


A cloud of
hissing arrows moved, losing themselves in the black clouds in a dark parable
towards the two creatures of the underworld. Falling on their targets, very few
arrowheads were able to penetrate proudly between the hard scales of the
Colossi. Most of them bounced as if they had hit inert rock. The monumental
regurgitations from the dark ages took an enormous leap, reaching the edge of
the wide moat designed as the city's defence, and clinging to the stones of the
tower. The nails of these entities were able to sink into the solid rock, like
a stiletto penetrating the tender throat of an infant, allowing the demons to
climb easily.


"What are
those blasphemous beasts? How can we neutralize them?" panicked Prince
Deverek, watching Belial laboriously moving through the crowd to get closer to
the enemy.


"They are
blood demons also called Colossi: a type of being that is easily evoked but
certainly not to be considered harmless. Throw boiling water from the
embrasures of the bartizan," ordered Belial in a desperate effort to
counter the human tide of curious people fleeing from the tower door, where the
two abominations were climbing.


The Tritons from
the summit poured the steaming water but without any effect, dropped large
stones, which only resulted in slowing the ascent. Seeing the ineffectiveness
of their weapons, the commander of the tower took the oil lanterns and threw
them at the monsters, succeeding in wrapping one of them painfully in flames.
The Colossus lost his grip and slid a few metres towards the moat, hanging by
one arm wrapped in joyful tongues of fire, before falling, screaming among the
waves. A shout of victory flew from the throats of the Tritons in the stands,
convinced that they had defeated a threatening enemy.


"Fight,
soldiers, it is not time for exultation! The flames will have been extinguished
and the beast will return wanting to take revenge!" cried Belial, still
hindered by the crowd.


The sound of the
assault had now spread, and men of the city militia were coming into the parade
ground and, as ordered, civilians in arms, carrying with any object that could
cause injury, including sickles and billhooks, but with no training or
conviction.


The remaining
Colossus reached the top of the gate tower and with unimaginable fury threw a
punch at a merlon on the battlements, causing it to fall onto those seeking
shelter behind it or trying to defend themselves with pikes. The monster was at
least twice as tall as the soldiers and the comparison of their muscle power
was embarrassing.


Although spears
and swords could pierce its flesh, though with difficulty, every thrust and jab
the made Colossus more aggressive and it used all of its strength. Heavy
hammers smashed soldiers to the ground, leaving them dying in their bloody
metal coffins. The jaws of the enemy were perfectly able to chop up the blades
of the swords and did not spare themselves, inflicting beheadings and deadly
bites on those who faced them.


 During the
confusion of the battle and the cries of the soldiers hurled over the parapet
onto their terrified comrades in the square, the second burnt being, still
giving off smoke, arrived on the scene. He grabbed two surprised soldiers and
beat them violently together, crashing steel, bones and flesh together with a
horrible screech, and finally throwing them like garbage among the Tritons
along the stands beside the tower.


There was not a
shadow of hope for victory against such demons capable of co-operation,
defending each other in a deadly dance of purplish whirling movement. It was a
pike picked up by a civilian that went straight into the enemy's throat, while
he was busy crushing the commander of the garrison, as if wringing water from a
freshly washed cloth. The beast was stunned and surprised by the unexpected
blow and, taking the shaft of the weapon with one hand still dripping red, the
demon crushed it, freeing its throat from the steel hook. Out of anger and
vengeance, the demon beat the daring civilian on the skull, smashing his bones
to show the contents. The body of the casual hero was thrown upon the troops
hoping to break their morale with any available method.


During the
chaotic actions of the Tritons one of the two horrible beasts shouted loudly,
drawing the attention of the other busy beating two corpses of soldiers
together, their heads now reduced to a bloody mass of shapeless matter. Belial
stopped battling to save the mass of fugitives, as he saw an unimaginable risk
and cried out:


"Everyone
away from the tower!"


There was no
time to escape from the tower: the two Colossi began to throw heavy punches at
the floor, breaking the stones. In a short time the battlements fell into the
pit and the plaster turned into the burnt earth of the South. The two monstrous
destroyers slid with desperate screams and roars onto the heads of the troops
gathered on the lower floor, the voices of the people were silent covered by
the roar of collapsing walls and broken beams.


In the middle of
the debris and dust, the two Colossi tore up entire parts of the wall and threw
them into the moat. This was the identical fate of the dead and wounded who
were the first to drown. Belial rose up on the battlements, hidden from the
sight of the enemy archers thanks to his cape, and seeing from the cracks in
the tower that it was at the end of its existence, he ordered:


"You must
stop them, throw everything in your possession at them!"


However, the
Possessed's army did not just stay there watching, and its joyful ranks
approached the walls, a foretaste of the now inevitable bloodbath. The
corpulent archers of the Thousand Gates, with their unhealthy colouring caused
by a web of purple veins just under their skin, began to knock down anyone who
dared look over the parapet.


Nortwin himself
picked up a large piece of debris from the ground that had come a long way down
and thought it was right to return it to the city throwing it powerfully. The
impact it made against the ruined walls caused a large section to collapse, making
stones and armigers tumble into the icy moat. The Possessed turned and raised
his arms to his archers and ordered:


"Let's give
them a warm gift!" and then burst into crazy laughter.


Some of the
observers, lit like fires, were advancing with lamentations and madness in the
midst of the enemy ranks, able in this way burn the arrows. The release of
those huge, flaming arrows from enormous bent bows designed an apocalyptic omen
in the dark sky, covering it with red reflections, leaving a hellish wake. The
arrows rained on the houses of wood and straw, deliberately aiming at those
furthest from the front line, so that by the time the teams responsible for
putting out the fires arrived, nothing could be done. Most of the population
was now blocked by a merciless wall of fire behind it and threatened by the
cruellest enemy it had encountered in recent ages.


The gate tower
collapsed, bringing with it demons, men and Kings, for both Derek and Belial
had been caught up in the crowd of fleeing civilians, mixed with the Tritons on
their way up to oppose the enemy. An immense dust of plaster and debris rose as
a visual barrier around the breach, giving the signal to the Butchers to hide
behind their shields and let fly their weapons.


From the dense
cloud of grey dust, they threw large stones towards the Tritons, who crowded
into the breach to repel the enemy horde. With each blow, bodies were
dismembered and cries of suffering were raised to the sky, while the scarlet
fluid sprinkled-everyone. So much force was used on the stones that they
ricocheted among the ranks of the men, breaking their legs after devastating
the first ranks.


"Stand
firm, my companions, raise your pikes and protect each other!" a commander
in the front rank encouraged the tired soldiers. The clanking sound of friendly
armour was the only sound that broke the unreal silence that had fallen on the
stands. The archers waited to for the dust to settle so they could see where
their targets were, while the opposing legions moved silently, protected by the
shadow of that cloud. Tritons' ranks waited beyond the collapsed tower,
arranged in a semicircle, showing a lack of morale and little hope of survival.


The lamentations
of those wounded in the collapse of the tower miserably rang in the ears of
their companions, instilling fear over what might be hidden in the malevolent
dust, still hanging in the air. From that curtain of clouds that seemed to have
collapsed from the sky, the two bloody and furious demons took an enormous
leap, landing past the human battle lines. The beasts took the initiative
without delay, offering death to those who had it in their hearts to oppose.
With the troops of Great Port distracted by the grey dust, the Butchers
emerged, like shadows from a sinister nocturnal cloak, with a delirious cry of
their motto: "The earth will be red!"


The impact
against the distracted Tritons echoed like the crash of granite balls thrown by
the trebuchets against castle walls. The ground trembled. The first rank was
overwhelmed by a dense tangle of bloody swords, forcing the defensive ranks to
surrender.


The Possessed's
army acted like a phalanx, pushing itself deeply into the army thanks to
greater strength and better-made weapons. Few resisted the violent action
carried out by the coppered wedge formations, falling dead or dying to the
ground. They were then were taken by the macabre observers in the wake of the
opposing armies.


The situation
foretold the worst, since not even the intervention of the archers from the
walls with their precise shots could stop the antagonistic fury of the
Possessed’s forces while the courage and sacrifice of the Tritons was
frustrated by the two demons. Those beasts were almost invulnerable to the weak
and fearful blows of the armigers and continued to inflict bites or to crush
heads, causing the brains to escape between their fingers. Some knights were
taken and only thrown behind their lines at a great height, falling stunned,
with their skeletons smashed ready to be slaughtered by those who followed the
shielded formations.


But not all was
lost: Belial, in fact, had placed himself at the opening of the breach, where
he gave heavy blows to enemies who had flocked to cross the defences. The
Spirit Reaper did not conceal its own jubilation with each victim, spreading
noise and confusion among the cruel platoons of the Possessed. The action of
the Supreme Inquisitor was so effective that so many bleeding corpses were
piled up to almost re-build the walls. This slaughter slowed down the invasion,
helping the Tritons. Belial had no equal in warrior spirit and would never have
missed a challenge as interesting as that offered him by fate in a battle
against demons. Much more interesting compared with boorish rabble. In the
midst of the noise of war, leaving behind adversaries now unwilling to face
him, Belial thundered:


"Come to
me, you disgusting Mephistophelian beasts! It is time for your vital fire to be
extinguished by the hand of the Supreme Inquisitor."


The King of
Denethor lifted his armed mace, as if it were the natural continuation of his
arm, indicating his two chosen adversaries, one of whom was chewing a desperate
knight, starting from his ankles. The invitation to a duel certainly pleased
the abominations who immediately came before the black King, leaping over the two
armies intent on their battle.


Belial protected
himself with his shield with many skulls carried on his back and launched
himself in an attack on the enemy creatures, not catching them unprepared. A
colossal fist tasting of stone landed on the blades of the armed mace; given
the impact the Relic galvanized itself, thundering loudly, as it chopped into
the flesh of the demonic fist. Pieces of bone and shreds of hard skin flew
quickly, drawing streaks of infernal blood and convincing the twin to intervene
rapidly.


Belial was
grabbed by both hands by the son of a past era, but however strong the monster
was, he could do nothing in against the Inquisitor's armour. The steel had
turned into lava, though not seen as such, and the black Sovereign liquefied
the stones where he stepped. The cries of pain of the two Colossi, now reduced
to impotence, called their master, who had risen in beastly anger over the wall
of corpses. The Supreme Inquisitor was not allowed to decide which enemy to
face, and, being one against three, he decided to drop his shield and use his
sword with its blade of perpetual smoke.


Strengthened by
the presence of the one who had called them, the two monsters went onto the
attack, but Belial battled ably against the hellish series of growls and blows,
dodging first one threat and then the other, never without offering cutting
blows and slashes in return. The first Colossus fell with a large hole in his
abdomen thanks to the rancorous armed mace, which gave the decisive blow,
spreading bloody shreds of meat and entrails onto the square in a big red
cloud. The second was more difficult, since Nortwin intervened with a relic of
unusual hidden properties.


The two-handed
sword of the Possessed Prince had the name of Flamberg of the Thousand and did
not allow for errors, being sharp enough to cut trees even at a great distance.
It was the cause of an involuntary injury to the second Colossus, when Belial
escaped rapidly from a slash of his master, leaving the demon evoked by the
Possessed as the only target. A deep gash was drawn on the muzzle beside the
four fangs, causing vital fluid to gush out abundantly.


As the beast
staggered around wheezing and suffering, Belial seized the moment to inflict
damage on the distracted Nortwin. The fury of the Spirit Reaper struck its
target, throwing the Possessed against the wall, with enough power to make his
body penetrate the wall. Angered by the sight of its master being pummelled,
the demon threw himself with his enormous weight against the Lord of Denethor, who
was hoping for nothing else. A series of punches and crazy attempts to bite
were aimed at the Inquisitor, forcing him to retreat, struck only by drops of
red liquid thrown from the edges of open wound of the injured grunting beast,
shaken by fury. Seen from the stands, they looked like two Gods in amongst
bickering children. Neither of them could be matched by the weak men, in terms
of both strength and speed.


The steaming
sword cut off a limb of the beast, which was becoming less and less lucid and
effective, making it collapse almost defeated on its knees. Lightning fast as
few warriors were, the black King spun around on himself, giving new joy to his
armed mace and sending the Colossus face to the ground in the vermilion
quagmire. A second blow opened the skull shown to be pure bone, resistant to
the blow, sinking into the mud but suffering nothing more than a modest
fracture. Even the observers intervened, with their purulent stitches and the
protective armour nailed directly to their flesh. Their goal was to foil the
last attack against the evoked horror, now with its strength fading.


While the
Supreme Inquisitor weaved his way among thousands of small enemies, the men
gave up precious meters of terrain in favour of the Butchers, still crowding
the gate trying to enter. The demonic archers continued to inflict huge losses,
skewering anyone who was reckless enough to appear, rarely missing the first
shot. The situation seemed less than idyllic for a continued defence. In the
same way that Belial brought death to the necrotic observers, Nortwin massacred
Tritons within the stones of the walls, covering himself with their blood.


The Butchers
struck hard and methodically, seeming to be guided by an implacable will, yet
unable to adapt to the generous heart of the Great Port army. Not only was much
precious human fluid lost, but also thousands of strong copper-covered warriors
fell, pierced by pikes and blades.


The commander of
the forces defending the houses, knocked down an enemy, snatched the helmet
from his head and hurled it to instil courage:


"Men, they
are nothing but soldiers of flesh and blood like us, only human nothing
more!"


But concealed by
steel, a being appeared that did not seem similar to them, apart from the
number of limbs. Protected by a chain mail balaclava, the waxy face was visible
with the nose had been cut off, and it was evident that the gangrene was
advancing alongside the lips. The reddened eyes continued to move from side to
side nervously, exposed by the absence of the eyelids, decorated by a
disturbing purple halo. And the mouth was certainly no less gruesome, on
display for it looked like the lips had been removed with an unsharpened knife,
so jagged was the cut, highlighting two rows of sharp teeth.


The Dying
Butcher tried to rise, despite three or four long pikes nailing him to the
ground, to inflict one last triumphant bite. But his yearning was cancelled by
an out of breath commander, whose steel pierced its skull pulling down the
existential curtain on that abomination. The fight continued noisily, igniting
the souls like the wooden houses, which continued to burn behind the backs of
the men, now at the height of their strength.


Prince Deverek,
still alive and not at all defeated in either spirit or body, seeing the last
sparks of despair among his troops, ordered:


"Move along
the walls to the port, where there is space and warmth of the flames are less
unbearable!"


Without
catapults and a better trained army, the victory slipped from their hands like
a fish in the bed of a river, moving away with every step taken over the
corpses lying to pave the mud.


"Do not
retreat, fools! This is what the enemy wants so as to kill you all! Attack and
die like Nordic wolves! Don't run away like the rabbits of the West!"
shouted Belial again, but ignored, prey to an almost uncontrolled rage.


The Inquisitor
was wrapped in a reddish smoke shooting from every slit and opening of his
armour; the breastplate opened down the middle line, freeing the black cape.
From the crevice a blade of light of intolerable brightness, yearning for
souls, devastated every being that faced it for miles. With great difficulty
the Sovereign of Denethor controlled the explosive vigour of the furious
manifestation, once again closing his armour causing unspeakable pain. He fell
to his knees with the effort required, falling exhausted among the corpses of
enemies fallen to the ground through gravity, after having been thrown to
pieces in the sky.


"Use your
powers, King of Denethor, save us, we pray!" cried the few archers still
unharmed on the stands.


The light of
destruction turned by its bearer into the breach had eliminated in a few
moments thousands of enemies. However such power could not be used lightly. It
requires moderation and must be conserved to avoid evil consequences. From the
right tower the Possessed re-emerged into the gloomy light of the fires, having
claimed victims along every corridor or room he entered. Seeing his antagonist
on the ground, he thought he had a chance to defeat him, and threw himself down
the stairs, crushing all who blocked him onto the walls.


The parade
ground had become a slaughterhouse, red with blood and full of corpses tortured
by the inhuman observers, now working with knives. Nortwin, walking quickly
among the corpses, trampling on their faces or bellies without any scruple,
often enjoying squashing the last breath of life from the bloody guts piled up
a long way from their natural position. Joyfully he trod on the purple lines of
bodies, making disturbing creaks with the bones. The Possessed, twisting his
torso with his sword firmly grasped in his hands, moved speedily while ranting:


"Die,
Denethor you lousy rat!"


The circular
movement of his arms swung the sword so hard that it gave a mystical blow to
the army of soldiers passing there who fell chopped up in a pile of offal.
Belial was only able to save himself through the use of his own relics, able to
stand between the two, blocking the Flamberg of a Thousand, and in spite of
this, an evident scratch adorned the King's armour once again.


The prince of
Old Mound, filled with the conviction that he had already won the victory,
burst out laughing madly, turning into a black spot in the midst of the red
streak of glowing lightning. A second blow was given with longing for death,
but the mighty body of the armed mace never ceased to act as a shield. The
Possessed, never losing strength, was relentless, hitting his target quickly
and powerfully. The noise of the warring relics became so overwhelming that it
covered the normal deathly roar of the battle.


Belial could not
get up, being pursued and shoved continuously time to the ground into the slimy
mud of the square. Luckily for the King, the attacks of the arcane two-handed
broadsword were launched with very little science by Nortwin, more like a naval
carpenter with a club than a fencer.


The prince, who
had always been hidden in the dark fortress of Old Mound, had not had many
opportunities to observe duels or to try himself in battles. He had been
trained to depend on the mere power of his relic, without even understanding
the extent of its powers.


The turning
point came because of arrows aimed by a Triton, who came down from the castle
walls to bring aid to Belial, by distracting the Possessed. As the sharp little
wooden arrows bounced uselessly off the monstrous prince, King of Denethor
unleashed the Spirit Reaper against his opponent's leg.


The blow like a
thunderclap struck. A knee-protection quickly flew a great distance driven by
the impetuosity of the blow, saving the limb of his master. The Possessed made
a complete turn due to the power of the impact and ended up crashing onto the
wet ground, losing his grip on his two-handed sword, which stuck into the
ground a little to the side oscillating slightly.


While the
traitorous prince was lying in the mud, the black-clad King stood up with the
Devil's Tongue in his hand. The edge of the smoky, powerful occult blade cut
Nortwin's left arm in a single, precise sabre blow, worthy of the best surgeon
healer. A cloud of blood gushed out violently from the amputation pushed by a
gloomy wind, as if an entity were compressed into that armour, now free to
flee. The prince's cry of pain filled the heavy air, riding on the storm as far
as Long Pass and into the Empty Lands.


Some Tritons
exulted seeing the fall of the enemy commander and Belial gave an order to the
young archer who had come to his rescue:


"Escape! Go
to the west gate and look for Prince Dirk. He is wearing the red and white
armour of Wexsex. Tell him to go to Long Pass and not the place previously
suggested. Now hurry up: here the war is lost!"


The young archer
replied:


"But their
commander is on the ground: they have lost, they must retreat!"


However, the
Supreme Inquisitor did not have time to explain further but ordered:


"Run now!"


A huge, long and
mammoth shadow came from the breach. It was an inhuman structure never seen
before. The being possessed colossal limbs and a head so sunken between his
wide shoulders like the structure of an old orc commander or an ancient demon.
The mortal chess game had just revealed the deadliest piece among the Queens.
This enemy was feared by Belial himself, who had long perceived its presence,
while remaining unable to unravel its identity among the shadows of the future,
covered by the black fire. The same ardent dark flames were now wrapped around
the new arrival, protected by a heavy steel-coloured plate armour, which
clanked with every step the monster inflicted on the wet earth.


With its advent,
the Tritons lost their resolve, making their escape like robbers, permeated by
the demoniac influence emanating from the dark hellish fire. The men were able
to escape through the ranks of the Butchers, now no longer fighting, because
they were praising the name of the new leader:


"Glory to
Typhus!"


In Belial's
nightmare there was a long-hafted war hammer, while in the other hand King
Derek, wounded in the collapse of the tower, was dragged by his feet. The
Sovereign asked for help with a faint, suffering voice. His body lay crushed in
the rubble and dust. The master of the city could not move anything but an arm,
waving randomly in the air to attract attention. At the sight of his impotent
father, agitated, Prince Deverek ordered:


"Your
commander has fallen, declare yourselves defeated!"


The praises of
the smoky black commander turned into thunderous laughter, resounding above the
crackling of the burning wood of the great house fires. Typhus threw the
wounded King to the skies so strongly that his scream was reduced as he flew
higher and higher. The monster waited for the cry to become clear again before
striking him with his weapon, producing a globe of blue light, able to bend the
head of any opposition. The shock wave hit the men, spreading them like pillow
feathers, shaken in a strong summer wind.


The violence of
the explosion shook the ground, causing evident cracks on the walls. These,
being already damaged and their construction too archaic to resist, ended up
breaking and collapsing, dragging many screaming armigers into hell. Even the
fire was put out by the rush of air that knocked down almost all the buildings,
slowing down to the north towards Fort of the Cliff.


"I think
your King has been defeated too, now you surrender!" growled Typhus
provoking the poor prince who had been thrown a great distance.


Belial was the
only one who had not moved, for he had pushed his sword deep into the body of
the earth and clung to it. However, the Inquisitor was now about four men
further away from the Possessed, at the other end of a deep furrow in the
ground. The young archer got up from the pile of his enemies and companions,
and no longer daring to question, he quickly disappeared in the direction of
the west gate.


The soldiers of
the Thousand Gates lost no time and began to strangle the men around them with
their bare hands, turning the war into a street fight of immense violence. The
Butchers had not been named so by accident and in such circumstances they were
able to perfectly fulfil their true nature, thrilling the crazy eyes of their
leader with all sorts of dissolute behaviour. All the dead and dying were
eviscerated by the observers, intent on consulting their insides and divining
any obscure signs.


In short, the
whole city was consecrated, becoming an immense altar for the evil God of
Blood. Belial, moved by his warrior spirit, attacked Typhus with anger and
force, giving rise to a long series of devastating explosions damaging the
structures. Limited pockets of resistance tried to reach the port with the aim
of setting sail to the shores of Morgul, paying dearly for their departure to
the thirsty sadistic maniacs in copper armour.


The young archer
arrived exhausted at the west door and slipped into the room of the unguarded
winch, unhooked the heavy hoist, giving freeing the chain until the ground did
not stop it. The impact of the bridge caused a slight rain of plaster and
crushed stone from the gate tower, which was also damaged and was dying as was
the rest of the city. He quickly looked around the Triton: he saw that only two
were waiting in the empty passage, so sure of himself, he asked them:


"Are you
the Prince of Wexsex?"


"Yes, I
am!" Dirk answered briefly.


"Excellent!
I have been sent to you by Belial Cerno with the precise order to for you to
escape to Long Pass!" said the archer with the large kettle helmet.


"I will not
move a step without the Lord of Denethor!" said the blond Dirk.


"Prince,
can you hear those deep booms? The man making them is the one you are waiting
for. He is facing a titanic enemy on behalf of us all. With a single blow the
enemy monster extinguished the fire, razed the defensive wall to the ground and
killed my Lord! His presence alone has sent the Tritons into a panic and
destined the city to total defeat. The Butchers are spreading the most
unspeakable death and destruction, while Prince Deverek only now wants to let
the ships sail with the survivors, if there are any!" the good archer
quickly informed him.


"Let's
move, knight, I am afraid of my fate!" princess Chastity now shouted
screaming shrilly and haughtily, as if she alone was risking her life.


"Be quiet,
little girl! It's not about you or any stray chicken!" Dirk harshly
shrugged her off trying to reflect.


The monstrous
archers took possession of the parade ground, now occupied only by death and
macabre obelisks of corpses impaled on spears stuck in the ground. The long
arrows of Old Mound began to fly from afar, piercing many poor souls on the
run. The massacre was equalled by the horror and outclassed only by the
barbarity of the invaders who did not spare either women or infants from the
most unspeakable ugliness, ending up massacring them, transforming their bodies
into pitiless monuments.


Belial, clearly
in distress, suffered the contagious anger of the monstrous beast, which not
only possessed incredible strength, but also was capable of stealing that of
the King. Despite his strenuous efforts, the Inquisitor, endowed with supreme
mastery in the art of fencing, was able to touch Lord Typhus's flesh only once,
even though nothing could be seen as a result.


The sacrifice
was such that the last energies of the black King were diminished, forcing him
to his knees before the enemy. He was kicked strongly, sending him flying away
like a stray dog that had become aggressive. He fell to the ground with no
desire to live. Belial remained unable to move lying in the bloody quagmire,
inert, while the black shadow of his adversary descended on him like another
crepuscular mantle and obscured the now defeated sun on the horizon. Finally,
it seemed that the oblivion had come putting an end to a great hero of the
United Men's Empire, capable of lasting over the centuries as only the
mountains could. The long haft of the hammer hissed through the air and a new
globe of pure light dyed the city with its blue light, causing the few buildings
still standing to collapse.


Not many grains
of the hourglass had slipped by since Dirk, the princess and the archer had
fled from the open-air tomb, into which the city of Great Port had been
transformed.


A strange
miracle finally happened: Lord Typhus ordered the survivors to be given a
chance, offering them time to escape on the ships in port. Deverek, wounded and
suffering, climbed onto the vessels with his mother Regina and all those people
who were still breathing. But the beautiful ferocity of the prince of Catacomb
also initiated a gesture of rare lowliness in the long course of the eons of
human unworthiness.


When from a
distance the full ships began to resonate with hysteria and hilarity because of
the near escape from death, hundreds of long flaming arrows painted the sky
with burning arcs the colour of death. The tongues of fire struck the ships,
always keeping to their aim precise, delivering sails, keels and sailors to the
flames.


Typhus burst
into hellish foolish laughter, basking in the vision of the tongues of flames
consuming screaming survivors and ships. Many, in order to escape from the
heat, threw themselves into the tumultuous arms of the waves, dying rapidly
because of the rigours of winter.


As a result of
the massacre the betrayers were revealed in the map of war. The echo of the
cries and the sight of towers of acrid smoke soaring triumphantly, induced the
inhabitants of the Empty Lands to move towards more protected and distant
places.


"What
happened to Belial?" asked Dirk very worried.


"Prince,
the King of Denethor fought like no other among hordes of enemies. He was the
one who defeated the two demons of the Possessed with little effort and even
erected a wall with the bodies of the Butchers to stem the invasion. My
comrades under the leadership of the Inquisitor recovered lost meters, but
Nortwin came to ruin the situation with his powerful relic. The Lord of
Denethor, without any kind of hesitation, faced the rebellious Prince,
overcoming his fury and amputating his left arm, but this unintentionally gave
rise to the end.


At the call of
the defeated Possessed came a demonic mountain of dressed in steel. This
warrior is to be blamed for the collapse of the walls. Belial ordered me to
come and show you the way to Long Pass, but I opposed. I saw everything break
like fallen crystal from a table under the will of the ungodly being. The
Butchers pushed the tired and demoralized troops further and further back.
While horrendous altars were being raised, spreading terror in hearts like oil
in stagnant water, I felt useless and powerless and came to look for you,"
the young archer with no homeland any more told all this with his eyes full of
regret.


"What name
did the aggressor with his unparalleled talents answer to," asked Dirk,
curious and at the same time terrified of knowing that a being capable of
defeating Belial Cerno existed.


"The enemy
troops shouted a name, I think Lord Typhus!" replied the archer.


"While your
name, Triton, what is it?" the prince of Wexsex wanted to know.


"I am
Valiant, archer of the Tritons of Great Port!" the boy with brown basin
cut hair proudly presented himself.


"My
companions, what is finally going be our destination?" asked the blonde in
tears.


"My
princess, the Inquisitor ordered me to lead you and Prince Dirk to Long Pass,
so our path will be as far as possible away from your father's land! A rarely
used path runs through the plains at the foot of the Great Belt of the Snake,
up to the pass through the city," replied Valiant.


"Archer,
for days I have wandered through these lands in the wake of Belial and I can
swear to you that at night nothing could be worse than this decision: hideous
mastiffs and macabre observers dominate those peaks and slopes unchallenged. We
should camp in a village, waiting for the sun to come up!" Dirk
contradicted.


"Prince,
you may be right, but you are not taking into account one thing!"
exclaimed the other one pointing his finger at the black and swirling clouds.
"This time of hatred and death makes the deep darkness reign. It will
certainly not diminish in one night. On the contrary, it will continue to grow!"
The young prince of Wexsex was silenced full of thought as they advanced along
the path between the tall bare and charred hedges.


"And now
what? With no one to lead our people, who will oppose the traitors?" asked
the orphaned girl.


"Belial
told me about strong resistance of the North and the East to another threat.
Perhaps, princess, the only thing to do during the day would be to travel east
through the Great Plain to the High Mountain and then turn north to Trondheim!"
Dirk replied without much energy, leading Darkness, now without a master.


The magnificent
steed with its iridescent colour reared up at the crackling of a lightning bolt
in the not too immediate vicinity. Rising majestically, like a stony statue of
a great sculptor, the reins were torn from the hands of the brave prince,
making him dismount from his horse with a daring acrobatics.


"Calm down,
you beast, it's just lightning and if you can hear the sound it means that
you're still alive!" Valiant tried to tame Denethor's horse doing his best
to grasp the harness. Darkness galloped like a hawk on the hunt, slipping into
the kingdom from which he took its name.


The three young
people found themselves alone among unknown terrors, in a once friendly land,
with a goal but no certainty. Worrying thoughts gathered in their minds, like
leaves under autumn trees with no breeze to sweep them away. Belial's words
remained imprinted in Dirk's thoughts. According Belial survival could only be
found where the sun was rising. But to do this they had to circumvent the Great
Belt of the Snake and this order was rendered obsolete by Valiant's words.


All in all, the
Prince of the West thought Belial might have changed his mind, seeing new
details in his partial visions of the future, but despite this, doubt crept
powerfully into his heart, making him become unusually meditative.


After a long
silent march, Dirk gave in to a furious outburst:


"Curse to
the Inquisitor's sibylline answers! Couldn't he just tell me to act in a certain
way? No, he had to send me a stranger with opposite orders!"


The tears
appeared shyly on the face of the prince, making channels on the dusty cheeks
of the young man. The scion of the West closed the visor of his helmet to
conceal his sad state of mind, more disheartened by the loss of his gloomy
mentor, rather than by the great defeat suffered by the Empire, now very far
from being able calling itself an Empire.


A horrible
observer came out of nowhere, without any warning, intently searching for new
victims. He showed his presence hidden behind a thick shrub and drew his four
short, worn-looking swords to earn new material for divinations. The prince did
not lose control, and rapidly spurred his steed to attack the putrid being. As
he came close, he jumped from the saddle covered by the colourful shield of
Wexsex, to overcome the enemy.


The observer,
surprised and stunned by the audacity of the young man, struck at him with his
sword, tearing through the splendid red and white lozenge coat, but he was not
granted a path to the flesh. The answer came from a tight, strong and
lightning-fast fist, bashing sharp metal into the face of the abomination. The
blow caused a large bruise under the sickly white skin, looking like ink poured
in the centre of a parchment. When the creature was reduced to impotence,
battered with blows from the growling young man, Dirk aimed his blade at the
eye of the observer and cried out, sure of being watched by the enemy ranks:


"This is
for King Belial, you filthy sons of whores from hell!" The steel went
coldly into the skull of the enemy, causing a copious gush of blood. Valiant
amazed by his bravery and the phrase he shouted so he asked:


"Why did
you shout such a slogan in the plural?"


Dirk, sitting on
the rotting chest of that demonic puppet, smiled as if he had gone mad and,
between a shiver and a breath, replied:


"They are
observers. Whatever one of these horrible creatures sees and hears is
transmitted to every enemy of Old Mound!"


"Then it
would be better to move on, or soon many will come to impale us," said
Valiant.










Chapter
20


Putrid Swamps


 


 


Holaf felt an
icy tremor running down his back and tightened his shoulders as if he were
cold. Anastasia had the same feeling and asked:


"What's the
matter, my love?"


"I'm cold,
my Queen, look how much steam comes out of our mouths," smiled her
thoughtful husband.


"Is that
all? You shook yourself as if the weight of a destroyed city had collapsed on
you. And I was hoping for a prediction of the future," disappointedly
replied the beautiful Valkyrie, her leg still bandaged.


"Excuse me,
my love, but the ability to see the future is not a gift granted to me,"
said Holaf, "In any case I could give you a kiss and find out if I
untangle the next adversity!" concluded the great warrior King romantically.


"Your
proposal greatly appeals to me, please, go ahead!" replied the Queen of
the Nordic Queens in a low voice.


For some time
now, the march has been going on through the thick fir forest at the foot of
the Little Fangs, which had proved to be strangely friendly mountains, despite
the many nights spent on their slopes. Not a troll or a single mastiff or other
repulsive creature came to physically undermine the army. Although the advance
proceeded happily, it filled the soldiers' minds with fear and restlessness, as
if they were cups filled to overflowing. These feelings lead to insomnia and a
degree of nervousness among the men.


Prince Gunnar
was one who suffered most from insidious fears, often falling into the trap of
the sleepless nights. Then he drooped during the day like a rag riding his
horse, risking serious falls. A continuous succession of nocturnal howls
brought many to the edge of the abyss of phobia, frequently inflaming the souls
of the troops, forcing the Kings to often quell futile and childish fights.


The Lord of the
North feared that all this increasing restlessness would lead to the release of
the already very angry nature of the Dragon's Head, who had become the target
of provocations because of the important position he had earned during the
journey. The Lord of the East, for his part, had a similar worry as he feared
to see the flames of discord, already so evident while they were within
friendly pine-scented woods, switch to virulent unstoppable fires once they
reached the peat bogs.


The vast area
known as Inferno of Peat was an extensive system of lakes and swamps connected
by deep openings in the earth, filled with boggy water. The conformation of the
wider area included an infinity of mirror lakes from the Karn Pass, located to
the west between the Great Fangs and the Heap of Bones up to the eastern
border, where the Red River flowed into the Inner Sea beyond the mighty peaks
of the frontier.


The Red Outlet
of the river of the same name created an estuary, dividing the mountains in a
singular way. It was an area considered by many to be an archaic battlefield
between dragons of blood and titans. The result of this epic battle was a bay
with wide and very high cliffs, refracted, as if ancient swords had been
planted into the earth, by the emerald waters of the Inland Sea. This poetic
place, with its evocative history, was one of the possessions of the Kingdom of
Kirov, a city barely visible on the horizon thanks to the size of its defensive
walls.


"My Lord, I
ask permission to continue with ten soldiers to Kirov, where the brother of my
beloved Olga lives. He has a large, well-trained army and will come to our
aid," suggested King Grigor.


Long Sword did
not respond immediately, taking a moment to think, and preferred to involve the
God-Slayer in the discussion, because they were within his territories:


"My
brother, what can you tell me about Kirov? The idea of us separating to summon
him to war could be a risky move!"


"My dear
Holaf, that Realm is a formidable ally! His soldiers, called Golden Eagles,
have always defended the mouth of the Red River without ever calling for help.
Sometimes they have distinguished themselves as sailors, other times as
mountain troops, but never have they suffered defeat. However, King Grigor's ability
to instil good morale is needed now more than ever. They are at the gates of
the labyrinthine Inferno of Peat, where minds wander with their own shadows,
obscuring themselves with foolish convictions," replied the Lord of the
East sincerely.


"We could
send Princess Tora, with your blessing, King of Red Ice! We will entrust her
with a letter with the seal of the East to make the words of the young Valkyrie
credible." Holaf proposed in the extreme attempt to help the girl avoid a
fate that was much too unsuitable and unjust.


The face of
Skoll darkened and he shook his head:


"Tora has
disgraced the entire lineage of the Devils, and will have to pay for her
wickedness as soon as possible".


"King
Skoll, you are a dear friend as well as an excellent Sovereign and good ally,
but such stubbornness I can not understand! Wanting to send your only daughter
to be massacred for having withdrawn from the fighting when the battle was won,
it seems to me an extreme sacrifice!" commented Anastasia, diplomatic and obsessive,
received annoyed glances from her husband.


"My
Sovereign, I defer to all you assert, but I ask you to respect our ancient
laws, as your husband has granted us. The society of the Red Devils is founded
on a warrior lineage with origins close to Denethor. The archaic customs that
are ours are as important as the image reflected in the eyes of the Warrior
Gods by every red soldier. I do not ask you to approve, but only to accept. I
will send ten of my Devils to call on Kirov," concluded Skoll, firm and
inflexible, but full of respect for the wounded Valkyrie.


"My dear
Vassal, I have need of your Devils just as I need you, because the Inferno of
Peat is against us. The knights of Kirov would be precious at the same time. So
I ask you if this burden cannot serve as an alternative punishment for Princess
Tora! Take into account the hellish mastiffs and the possible presence of orcs.
It is certainly not an easy task!" proposed the Lord of the North.


The Red Ice King
reflected on the suggestion and, reasonably satisfied, ordered:


"Tora, come
before us as a fugitive!"


The order was
passed along by the troops, softening it, until it reached the ears of the
contrite young woman almost at the lowest rank of the army. The weak stomached
Valkyrie arrived with her head bent before her father. Her armour was blackened
with pitch, and only a few lines left by her fingers revealed the beautiful red
lacquer. She waited to hear what had been decided regarding her fate. King
Skoll, without looking at her, icily gave orders as only the frost of the
Outback could:


"Tora, the
Lord of the North grants you a mission through which you can be rehabilitated,
wiping out the shame cast on all of us. Go to Kirov as a traitor and convince
King Vasiliy to move his armies south to the city of Black Portal. Only when
this mandate has been fulfilled without any help can you cleanse the pitch from
your armour and your honour!"


The girl had the
boldness to reply:


"Father,
you want me dead! To travel alone to Kirov is unthinkable!"


But Skoll didn't
like his daughter's arrogance at all and slapped her with his strong metallic
hand, making her lip bleed, under the cold eyes of the Kings and the astonished
eyes of the two ladies following their respective knights.


The Dragon held
Sersy, so that she could not utter a word, while the Bear gestured to his wife
that she should not to dare to speak. It was the irritated Skoll who raised his
voice in the silence of an imperturbable Lord of the North:


"Princess,
if you had wanted to be treated as such, you should not have enlisted among the
Valkyries or worn the red skin of the Devils. As soon as you proudly wore the
vermilion armour, you stopped being a civilian and must submit to the rules of
the Devils". The furious father caught his breath for a moment and stated:
"Now you go on the assigned mission and consider yourself lucky that I do
not demand your head cut off by the blade of a Capodemon!"


A large man in
red armor approached King Skoll and whispered a short sentence in his ear, the
Lord of Red Ice paled and answered:


"Thank you,
Capodemon, you may go!"


The Devil King
no longer spoke to his daughter, simply indicating to her the tiny silhouette
of Kirov on the horizon, now covered by the mist that had fallen. Tora, in
tears, spurred her horse on, going through fields towards her destination,
disappearing to the east beyond the tree-lined hills.


After such an
event, the Red Ice Sovereign only spoke when questioned by the two Lords, and
the troops calmed the heat of the situation by behaving in a more adequate
manner. The Gods all wanted to tame the soldiers, because their nervousness had
been clearly transferred to the Sovereigns, as if it were a parasite, though
they were already heavily burdened by doubts and difficult decisions to be
made.


The Wolf and the
Leopard appeared beyond a hill, waiting for the army. They did not seem afraid
of enemies, but rather uncertain as to where to go. High, approaching the pair,
once again admired the endless desolation of the Inferno of Peat extending to
the horizon.


"Here we
are, my friends, in the least attractive corner of my Reign, a hostile and
treacherous place. There are a thousand ways to enter, but only two ways
out!" commented the God-Slayer, almost frightened by this territory on the
edge between its history of terror and reality.


"And thank
you for that! What would be the two ways to get out, my Lord?" asked King
Grigor showing fake bravado.


High,
scrutinizing the inhospitable land, answered:


"You leave
from there only by the road to Grudak, kept hidden deliberately among the
swamps full of peat and corpses by the Sovereign of the Fortress of Bones. It
won't be easy to find the way in all that perpetual putrefaction!"


"And the
second way, my King, what would it be?" Grigor insisted, more concerned
with appearing bold rather than reading between the lines to understand the
idea that was clear to all.


Holaf approached
him and whispered in his ear, in order not to give voice to the fears of the
soldiers, he exclaimed:


"Dead is
the second way, but to be honest, it's an option to avoid!"


The blond King
of South Winter did not like this answer, and regretted having asked the
question just to be given such an obvious explanation.


The slow and
unwelcome descent to the least coveted place of the East began with doubtful
glances and worried whispers under a sky iridescent with promises of a storm.
The wind was blowing behind them icy and sharp, crossing the mountains with
crazy cries, arriving irascible from the northeast, crossing the mouth of the
Red river with brutal gusts. The harsh cold of winter did not hint at
mitigating, causing shivers among the tired soldiers, despite their being
protected by heavy clothing.


The infernal
peat bog continued to be caged by a white prison of ice. The climate had
worsened, turning the surface of the pools to fragile crystal. Although they
had just arrived, their noses immediately rebelled against the pestilential
stench of the vegetation rotting in the swamps, filled with tiny bloody beasts.


Holaf suddenly
stopped for a moment to watch how those cursed murderous creatures reacted to
the ice covering them and noticed no difference in their crazy swarming.
However, the Lord of the North realized that he was not facing a phenomenon
that spread to the deep, but the carnivorous creatures occupied only a
superficial hand span. He deduced this by the presence at the bottom of the pit
of many orcs trapped in the peat. Their sharpened muzzles were about forty or
so centimetres from the surface and they were rotting horribly, to the delight
of the beings who lived in the dark abyss. The arms pointed upwards to the
surface and the ice, but they appeared to have been devoured up to about twenty
centimetres from the surface of the water.


"You're not
everywhere then," exclaimed Holaf, satisfied with the discovery, as he got
back on his horse.


"What are
you rejoicing about so much, my Lord?" asked the Dragon, who also stopped
to observe.


"Just a
useless little fact, my Champion, but the mere knowledge that the waves are not
completely corrupted of leads me to hope for the future. Perhaps I am a
dreamer, but at the moment, among all these heaped harmful events, learning
such a detail makes me happy," replied the King of the Kings of the North
in a good mood.


The Dragon added
nothing further, not being able to grasp just what Holaf had untangled from
such trifles and not being able to see beyond the horrors to be faced. For the
third rune, the water remained red and carnivorous, a silent predator with
inexhaustible patience, willing to catch anything that disturbed its
tranquillity.


Soon, the
Inferno of Peat proved its fame, wrapping the army in a spectral desert of ice.
Rotten trees and vast expanses of frosted reeds followed one another endlessly,
so different that they all looked the same. Even the puddles of deadly fetid
liquid did not give them any point of reference, repeating themselves in shape
and colour so they always appeared the same. The muddy dirt road bore the
confused signs of the orcs who had ventured into such an environment, too complicated
even for the Lord of the East and King Skoll, let alone primitive elementary
minds. Not infrequently clubs, spears and cleavers of clear enemy workmanship
were found abandoned on the road, partly in canals or puddles, where at the
bottom one could see the rotting remains of their owners.


In the maze of
narrow paths and reeds it was all too easy to get lost. Panic came little by
little, bringing with it an insane desire for escape. A rash sensation well
liked by the Inferno of Peat, since it was responsible for the majority of the
disappearances. From such a hellish place corpses were never rescued as they
were jealously preserved on the dark bottom of their watery coffer.


Not so long ago,
when the ravenous grains of red sand had not yet arrived to tarnish the peat
bogs, it was possible to see weapons and armour surrounded by bones of every
race on the bottom of the clearest lakes. The peat on the bottom with slowness
and avarice trapped everything, making it merely decent: deaths and treasures
arrived by mistake among the rotten vegetation. Grudak's knights, also known as
Death’s Heads, often helped with the clandestine crossings of rich merchants
who were happy to escape such a fetid fate in exchange for large quantities of
dinars.


"I'd love
to meet one of those knights in black-armour! I’d be glad to give him some
money in exchange for a safe passage! I would not be at all sorry!"
exclaimed Grigor, aware of the traveller’s deals with the Dead Heads.


"Father, do
you know what risks you would exposed us all to? We could be ambushed or worse,
in the most remote and gloomy place in these unhealthy lands, and then they
would come and plunder the bodies that had died of hunger," Eivind told
him.


"You, my
son, have heard the trashy talk of a soldier of fortune! Such behaviour has
been discovered twice at most since my father and now I control the puppet
strings of this kingdom," commented smiling High.


"Yes, my
brother, you have discovered it a couple of times, but how many more do you
know nothing of?" asked Holaf provocative and playful.


"But listen
to what I have to put up with," the God-Slayer exclaimed laughing,
flaunting happiness to keep up the morale of the troops.


"Dragon,
you're a good hunter and able to follow the paths - you could help us chart a
useful course," Skoll asked innocently. The third rune of Trondheim left
Sersy’s side, but not before giving her a kiss, and replied to the King:


"My Lord,
reading the tracks of game I am able to do, but I can't tell you where those
tracks lead. I could lead you into a black hole, where only the wild are
masters, or to the way to be clear of the swamps!"


"It seems
acceptable to me all the same, given the little success we have achieved so
far," said the Lord of the Devils.


While the Dragon
and the Kings were discussing the situation and trying to understanding how to
act and where to go, Sersy approached Tyra and the Bear's Head.


"How do you
feel, my Lady?" the fourth Master courteously asked the dark beauty.


"To tell
you the truth, fearful. All this fragile ice with its red waves and the spectre
of being completely lost provoke in me a restlessness ... true horror!"
replied the unsatisfied woman.


"You will
see that my brother will find the way, nothing is impossible to him! Sometimes
I envy him," commented the Bear.


"For what
mysterious reason do you envy him? I don't think you're any less worthy!"
Sersy replied kindly.


"Right, my
darling, why do you envy the Dragon?" asked his provocative blonde bride
smiling.


"First of
all, the third rune of the North is about to be acclaimed as a hero and, given
what he has accomplished, no one can criticize such a decision. Secondly, his
hammer is a sleeping relic, the dream of every knight! And thirdly, he still
doesn't have a wife to provoke him," replied the Bear's Head laughing.


"But look
at you! Know, my Lord, there is a long line of suitors following me, if by
chance you've become tired of me!" Tyra countered, pretending to be
outraged and proud.


"I have no
doubt there are, my Lady, and I promise you I will have them all buried! You
are mine and no one else's, as I am yours!" exclaimed the Bear, beating
his fist on his breastplate.


"Excuse me,
knight, what would a sleeping relic be? I've never heard of it," wanted to
know Sersy curious.


"It's
natural, they're certainly not something for girlish chatter! A sleeping relic
is a weapon with supernatural powers, given to it by the ancient sorcerers or
by being forged with very great powers added into in the steel or decorations.
The most famous of these relics is Prince Rjurik's Ragnarök sword, shaped with
iron distilled from the blood of one of the first sons of the founder demon and
carbon extracted from the bottom of the Endless Sea.


Prince Volsungo
snatched it from the hands of a demonic God, who had fallen on the land of mankind,
before I was born. Its power diminished, becoming only a big blade with the
change of owner. It took dozens of wars to reawaken the powers dormant within
it and to date no one has ever been able to defeat it or harm its owner,"
replied the fourth Master with glittering and dreamy eyes.


"And so I’m
the one filling my head with fairy tales," commented perplexed Tyra,
unleashing a look worthy of the late lamented Prince Boris. Sersy enjoying the
spirited exchange though her comment fell into a void therefore smiling she
insisted:


"So if I
understand rightly: such a weapon, the more it fights, the more it reveals
itself?"


The Bear's Head
nodded adding:


"Never
before have I heard stories about a war hammer capable of piercing steel like
bread. The Dragon Head told me that his father's father used it, covering
himself with glory, but on his death the weapon was set aside by his son, until
the third rune found it in an old trunk in his storehouse and began to use
it".


Sersy looked at
her knight, who was still talking to the Kings, and sighed worriedly.


"What
bothers your heart, my friend?" whispered the young Tyra thoughtfully. The
brunette beauty gazed at her with her fawn’s eyes and sighed again, wondering:


"Do you
know, knight, if such weapons can bend human will?"


The fourth
warrior of Trondheim, realizing that she was touching painful question,
minimized:


"Of course
I don't know much about weapons. The fact that I have a less beautiful sword
than my wife's and she only pretends to fight proves it! I have no answer to
your question, as I can only have ideas about relics through hearsay. Any
weapon capable of evoking arcane powers attracts braggarts of the worst type.
You hear all kinds of weird things about military relics, how trustworthy such
narratives are I have no idea!"


Tyra could not
control her curiosity and indelicately whispered, like a spring breeze through
the leaves:


"My dear,
have you found any signs of change in him?"


Sersy bowed her
head, not speaking for a few moments, and finally a beautiful smile came to her
lips, and she answered dreamily:


"Until now,
yes, but only for the better!"


At the head of
the army, the third Master of War was forced to put his hand on the God
Crusher, because it was shaking nervously at his belt. High saw the gesture and
looked at Holaf, who also noticed the strange movement.


"My
Champion, your prodigious hammer, what is it trying to say to you?", asked
the Lord of the North with a tense face, recalling what Herlend the Omniscient
revealed some time ago at the fortified refuge.


The Dragon
wrinkled his nose and shook his head in response:


"My King, I
have no idea: sometimes it is more capricious than a beautiful woman!"


The journey in
the Inferno of Peat proved more difficult than the Lords could ever have believed.
The road was difficult for the instinct of the third Master of War, now helped
by the Wolf’s Head. Nevertheless, the army moved in vain, wandering exhausted
among the narrow paths, like a boat abandoned to the waves of the sea.


Once again, it
was time to tremble in the dark as the shadows stretched almost to the horizon,
engulfing everything. The darkness of the twilight created a mixture of earth,
water and plants, which shaped themselves into the darkest nightmares of the
men.


"My King,
the cloak of darkness does not permit us to make any reasoned choices! We are
struggling to move now. We can see very little of the differences in the
terrain and it will only get worse during the colder hours. We will end up
falling into some lake!" exclaimed King Skoll, not at all enthusiastic.


Long Sword,
could only agree with his Vassal, and so replied:


"As a place
to camp it is far from ideal and stinks, but the idea of falling into these
waters repels me more!"


"It would
be a like a warm bath to heat our bones!" joked the Bear's Head to ease
the tension, causing his blond wife to snort, as she was not accustomed to such
jokes.


As the
voluptuous flames of the torches came to life, High suggested:


"Brother,
let's light a big fire! Let it be seen by Grudak's lookouts, maybe they'll send
an explorer to try to find out who's burning their lands!"


"Great
idea, Lord of the East," exclaimed the Sovereign of the North, satisfied
and almost sorry that he had not shown such ingenuity.


"My
Sovereigns, it must not be such a monumental fire. That's Grudak," Fyodor
noted, pointing to dim flashes flickering on the horizon.


"Man from
the East, are you sure?" asked the white King Jarg, whose white hair was
blushing in the light of the flames.


"Yes, my
Lord, the Inferno of Peat has no people except for the city of Grudak and,
according to rumours, a small village of sorcerers to the east, right at the
foot of the mountains," replied the surviving archer from the Black Portal
King's escort.


"So in the
end we have come too far west! We have almost arrived at the city, so either
we're opening a new path through the peat bogs or we'll have to turn
back," commented Skoll, not pleased.


As they talked,
making conjectures but having no real idea of the right way to go, Anastasia
limped to her beloved Olrund, now curled up in the frozen mud as if it were a
comfortable bed. The Queen of Trondheim gently lay her face onto the thick fur
of the wounded animal, in a gesture of great affection. The bear lifted her
head growling softly and looking at her mistress. Anastasia was leaning on her
left shoulder and emerged from the thick hair blowing, with the typical
expression on her face of one who had swallowed some bristles.


"My friend,
we both need a relaxing bath and a good sleep!" grumbled Anastasia. The
big bear gurgled nodding and sat down like a giant puppet to hug the weeping
Queen. Such a vision struck the soldiers as well as the princes Gunnar and
Geir, who felt more at ease among the troops than their peers.


"Did you
see that, Geir?" asked the scion of Midgard.


"Yes,
Gunnar, I knew it! Balmung bears trained as puppies don't speak our language,
but they understand it perfectly," said King Grigor's eldest son.


"This means
that many soldiers owe us money," commented the other nobleman to the
muttering of the archers, intent on counting out dinars to pay off the debt of
the lost bet.


A silence fell
among the long column of men, winding like a boa among the marshes and
brushwood. The only audible sound, apart from the buzz of some Barbarians of
Cold Wood, was the crackling of the fires lit in the head and tail of the army.
Only a few were unfortunate enough not to fall asleep, but only hope for it.
Having assessed the place as unreachable on two sides, perhaps three, the
Sovereigns, in fact, decided to reduce the sentries to a minimum and grant a
long sleep to the other men.


The temperature
fell considerably lower, beyond the freezing point, transforming the guards
into smoking chimneys of warm steam. The ice began its hard march on the
surface of the stagnant waters, at first conquering the shores, where the
rushes and reeds were rotting, and then imposing its fragile dominion over the
entire pond.


The clouds
donated some graceful snowflakes dancing in the calm wind, not at all friendly
considering the season. If it hadn't been for the smell, those uninhabited
moorlands were not as bad as reported, especially when compared to the growling
mastiffs, now scattered everywhere.


The endless maze
of mephitic puddles of Inferno of Peat offered a formidable barrier against
invasion, offered by nature to the city of Grudak. Never did any army in human
memory dare to bring any attack to the city walls, not even digging through the
wandering shades of past eras until the dawn of human history, when each city
tried to prevail over its neighbours.


The situation
could never be said to be quiet, for the unforeseen, with the changes taking
place, driven by arcane powers, now reigned in the lands of the United Men's
Empire. A lookout from Cold Wood, sleepy and supported by his own pike, like a
vine on its trellis, saw between his falling eyelids and a yawn, some strange
lights loom out from the walls of the city directed towards the clouds. A
distant murmur now joined the crackling of the fires, as if it were a subdued
background to the bitter promise of nefarious events, recalling the clamour of
battles. The lookout thought it was right to awaken his own King and roughly
sought him out among his sleeping companions, to finally find him where it was
most likely.


"My King,
you should take a look at an unpleasant series of very threatening
events," said the man, trying to unsuccessfully awaken the old Jarg,
wrapped in the wolf's fleece.


"You must
address yourself directly to me or to King High for such matters," said
the Lord of the North, awoken from his light sleep, embracing his wife.


"My Lord,
look at the walls of Grudak, they are burning!" the rough man with a
frosty beard gave the alarm.


The Sovereign of
Trondheim, leapt up roughly waking his wife Anastasia, who was not very happy
with such a lack of tact.


"Fire
arrows from a friendly city! To arms, my Lords, we are at risk!" cried
Long Sword excitedly.


"What are
you so agitated about, my brother?" asked the tired God-Slayer torn from a
deep sleep.


"Look for
yourself, my friend, we don't have much time left!" Holaf replied
cryptically, scrutinizing the friendly walls with both eyes wide open.


"What? Firing
on my subjects? Damn orcs are willing to try anything to lead us to
destruction!" thundered the King of Black Portal pervaded by a feeling of
helplessness.


"Brother,
they are not orcs: the arrows are being fired high by your subjects to strike
enormous shadows!" replied the Northern Lord, as cold as the grip of ice
tightening across those lands.


Black and gloomy
King Rune moved closer to the mighty King of the Nordic Kings to ask:


"Menacing
Alps?"


"Yes! Misty
enough to make nightmares seem pleasant and as angry as a woman waiting for her
drunken husband", Holaf replied, trying to lighten the fears in his heart.


"Put out
the fires!" ordered High in the hope of not being seen.


"It would
be a mistake to give them an advantage. They'll be trying to blind our eyes
themselves. The order to be given is "Defend the fiery flames!" cried
Rune, drawing his sword.


"Maybe we
would not be unnoticed and be able to escape!" countered High.


"My
brother, yours was a good plan, but now it's too late," said Long Sword,
observing the sky. "What do you suggest, King Rune?" concluded Holaf,
putting the demon's head helmet back on his head.


Rune showed
himself to be unexpectedly resolute taking the initiative and ordering in a
loud voice:


"Archers to
the centre, infantry and knights at the sides, ladies and the injured under the
wagons! Pretend to be mice and no one is to touch the wounded bear!" The men
settled down as quickly as they had been ordered, without daring to speak a
single word. Holaf added:


"Warriors,
cover your shields with blankets! If a lousy vampire should fall into the
water, block the carnivorous splashes with your shield and immediately throw
away the cloth, giving yourself a second chance.


"Excellent
suggestion, my King, I was about to suggest it myself" said King Grigor,
as full of himself as ever.


"Stay awake
and bend down! They will have to lower themselves a lot to attack and will be
within the range of pikes and halberds!" cried High to give strength to
the men, while in the dark sky the rustle of the unseen Alp could already be
heard.


"Queen
Anastasia, come and cover yourself!" cried worried Tyra from under a cart.
But the Lady of Trondheim did not listen, remaining almost upright with her
axe, because of her sore leg, among the squatting men.


"I cannot
see them, my King! What should I do?" asked an ignorant soldier from Cold
Wood standing up.


"Stay out
of sight, idiot!" Holaf shouted in vain.


A shadow,
emissary of death, grasped the soldier taking from him among his companions and
giving in return a splash of blood. His desperate cry was heard moving far
away, until it died out in the infinite darkness of the peat bogs. A second
movement in the air shook their spirits, but did not kidnap any hearts.


Tyra,
instinctively, jumped from her shelter, like a cat hunting mice, to jump on the
Queen. The young woman's manoeuver threw Anastasia to the ground a moment
before she would have been bitten by a low-flying beast.


"Bravo my
little girl, just like her father!" exclaimed Grigor proudly.


"Father,
you should not always make yourself known like that," pleaded Eivind,
faithful to his side.


The beautiful
Queen embraced the brave blond girl in the icy mud and with her heart beating
in her chest she commented:


"Luckily
you threw me to the ground!"


"Luckily
there is still a Valkyrie, with such a sharp vision who knows our limits and
risks her fresh youth for a Sovereign who is as stubborn as a mule!"
thundered the Demon of Trondheim, as he arrived next to his unnerved wife.


"My beloved
Queen, do me the courtesy of following me under the wagon?" implored Tyra
in a terrified voice.


"I really
believe that I will enjoy your company, not being able to offer any advantage
to the defence!" replied the Sovereign sorrowfully, dragging herself
painfully up to the cart, following the young bride.


The attacks of
the werewolf vampire Alps became more and more frequent and they showed no
reverential fear at all. The beasts swarmed over the long defensive line, in
the same way that is often admired in common bats as they chase insects,
attracted by the torches of the towers on hot summer nights. The Alps were
really impressive, with a wingspan of about three men. Thick reddish-brown
hairs encircled their necks, framing a creepy snout. Such snouts could not be
easily forgotten: a crushed nose with wrinkled and black nostrils above a
saliva-filled mouth with long curved fangs. These creatures hurtled rapidly through
the dark clouds infesting the night sky, to dive, like immense eagles, on any
prey flattened by strong gusts of wind.


Their four
paired wings, black opaque underneath and shiny above, were made up of a rigid
skeleton, to which a membrane with delicate holes was solidly attached. In many
cases there were wide tears in the wings, reminders of bitter duels or infinite
holes, the gift of human arrows. Some beings were so wounded that drops of
purplish blood fell on the defensive circle, which was still in place,
momentarily motionless.


An enormous thud
threw a knight of Finger of Fate to the ground, without giving him the luxury
of knowing what had struck him. The werewolf vampires flew quickly at low
altitude, hitting the shields with the tips of their clawed wings, hoping to
hook up some prey, as if they were fishermen.


There was no
escape for a Crow of King Rune’s army, grabbed by the short but strong hind
legs of a beast. The knight did not give in, but with his sword he fought
heroically in vain; his voice could be heard swearing as he drifted away until
a chilling, deafening thud revealed his horrible fate.


"Damn you,
they kidnap us with their claws throw us as victims to the peat bogs!"
growled the Wolf.


"Archers,
set fire to your arrows just before you shoot!" ordered angry Holaf,
feeling defenceless against an enemy hidden in the shadows.


Geir took
control of the archers and, using his sharp ears to discern the rustle of their
enemies, cried out:


"Shoot to
the left! Let's set those filthy killers on fire!"


The archers of
South Winter obeyed, firing a cloud of burning arrows, looking like fireflies
that had turned into predators. Many burning arrows penetrated the flesh of a
devious assailant deeply, as it prepared for a lethal move. The big werewolf
vampire crashed into the middle of a pond not too far away. The collision broke
the frozen layer of ice that had crystallized above the surface, throwing
dreaded splashes towards the shields, yet without hitting any of them. The
revenge of the hitherto defenceless men lead to an exponential increase in
nervousness among the drooling birds. A creature fell like a rock and landing
on a wagon that fortunately was empty. The beast was so heavy that it sank the
wagon wheels ten fingers into the harsh ground. The winged werewolf bit into
the warrior closest to his snout, not finding it difficult to pass through the
steel defending his flesh.


The halberds of
the Red Devils never retreated, but aimed solid blows with their blades, often
hindering each other as so many were to tearing at the body. The archers,
guided in their shooting by the fine hearing of Eivind, were able to hit other
adversaries, however the great majority of the pointed arrows were lost in the
deadly mud of the Inferno of Peat.


"My King,
we are wasting many arrows this way," cried Prince Geir worried.


"What do
you want to keep them for," replied the God-Slayer, who was careful not to
raise his head too far.


Grigor's son,
caught unprepared, replied quickly:


"I don't
know, maybe for the orcs?"


"We will no
longer have to worry about those fanged muzzles, if the Alps keep attacking us
like this!" cried the Demon of Trondheim, while swinging his sword he
managed to cut a nice portion of the wing from an overly reckless vampire
werewolf.


"Good! That
way they will learn not to attack the Lord of Trondheim," cried the blond
Grigor bending over and rather timorous.


"They have
four wings, and if they lose one on each side they still fly quite well, those
revolting beasts!" Rune dampened his enthusiasm as the most expert of all
in the field.


A Red Devil was
grabbed by the hand, just as he was aiming his halberd, trying to inflict some
damage. The man was lifted and immediately bitten on the head. The long fangs
penetrated through the visor of his helmet and was shaken by the abruptly,
allowing the vampire to draw blood while the soldier was still screaming. After
his meal, the corpse was dropped on the column, in order to instil new terror
into their already fearful hearts.


The werewolf
vampires became so foolishly confident that they flew low along the shields,
showing off, looking imposing to human eyes. One of those creatures, daughters
of darkness and shadow, became too close and was struck right in the centre
front by the always ready Fyodor with his crossbow.


The vampire
quickly lost height and crashed into the swamp right next to the shielded
soldiers. The wave of deadly water overwhelmed them in full, enveloping four
men with the vermilion waves. A Red Devil threw his shield down and, pulling
out his sword, stuck it charitably into the face of his Vyborg neighbour, just
as he was beginning to bleed copiously and scream because of his atrocious
suffering. The scarlet Devil turned and ordered:


"Make room,
comrades, I know what I'm doing!"


He forcefully
struck his fellow Devil with a soaked arm, where by now the smooth steel of his
armour looked like a sea sponge. He cut off the large leather strap used to
support the heavy shoulder strap, then with a dagger, cut off the remaining
laces that secured the armour. The heroic soldier thus saved the life of his
brother Devil, who was so frightened that he appeared catatonic, lost and
continuously repeating a meaningless phrase. For the last sufferer, involved in
the deadly splashes, the Dragon came to offer mercy, in his usual quick but
brutal hammering way.


"You,
knight? You are not well! Should I do you the favour of helping you on your
way?" asked the Dragon, who bowed down so as not to be grasped by the
flying vampires.


"I am
damned now! I feel the fire on me already and any healing will be useless, but
I will still seek death by fighting!" replied the daring man standing on
the cart. "I can only win my way to Valhalla!" The Alps couldn't
resist this easy prey and grabbed him, taking him away into the black sky. The
Red Ice warrior stabbed his sword into the belly of the first vampire that
arrived at the banquet, shouting:


"Don't be
in such a hurry to kill me, you cursed dog!"


A hellish
purplish blood rained down, while the sword of the Red Devil stuck itself into
the ice not far from King Holaf and the body of the valiant Red Ice warrior
fell until it almost touched the ground. There he was grasped by a second alp,
like seagulls in search of easy meals, offered to them by men on the rocky
coasts of the Jotun Fjord.


The situation
became so tragic that Olrund was forced to stand up and grab a nocturnal bird
with his long clawed legs. The vampire tried to bite the battle bear in every
way, but it was the Ball of Furl that defeated the enemy, cutting off the
revolting head from its body. Balmung bears do not eat rubbish and she spat the
disgusting morsel on the ground, rabidly roaring she threw the body so far away
that it posed no danger to her companions. Anastasia came out of her shelter to
go to her hairy friend, and in the clamour of excitement she cried out:


"Lie down,
my dear, you must rest and heal! For once, let us defend you from harm!"


Strangely
enough, the Queen, as soon as her bear obeyed she slipped under the chariot,
muttering again:


"I'm a
Valkyrie from the North, not a barn rat hunted by hawks."


The successive
attacks seemed destined to come to an end with the first light of dawn, when
the vampires would have to retreat to the shadows. However, such a possibility
still seemed so far away, that it was useless to think of lasting until the
lukewarm kiss of the morning.


The Dragon kept
himself low, knowing that he had no chance of hitting anything with his short
weapons. The Trondheim Champion felt useless and he began to grow angrier and
angrier, in an overwhelmingly rage that was difficult to suppress. The Bear's
Head next to his brother in arms distracted to ask:


"Dragon,
what's happening to you?"


The answer could
not be given, for a vampire clawed the fourth Master of War, snatching him from
his companions like a fish stolen from the waves by a fisherman.


The big claws
grasped between the dark plates of the North, which resisted and didn’t allow
the shame of being pierced. Immediately the beast tried to bite the Bear's
Head, but he was able to dodge the bite. At the second attempt the drooling
creature’s fangs squealed against the helmet, yet the protection proved
faithful. The werewolf vampire realized that he had to use a tactic tried at
other times: he rose higher and then made a pirouette at high speed, so as to
remove the head of the prey through centrifugal force and be able to sink its
fangs into the exposed neck.


But the young
Nordic warrior had a bride waiting for him on the ground and found the strength
to inflict a heavy head-butt on the nose of the monster. The vampire let him
fall and a tree first and then a shrub softened the blow, but the inertia was
so great that he fell to a strip of icy ground, and finally, fainted, lying in
the centre of a marsh, prey to the white grip of the ice.


Tyra was despairing,
in tears, as she watched the legs of her love rising. Her cries were heard as
far as the walls of Grudak. She had just married and had never thought of being
widowed so soon, with the fires of love only just lit and the whole candle yet
to burn. Sersy struggled to keep the young wife under cover, and only succeeded
with the help of Elisabet.


"Tyra, my
young flower, wait, you cannot do anything now! With the rising of the sun we
will begin to search. If we must, we will go through every fetid hole of this
hell!" Anastasia promised her, holding her tight like a loving older
sister.


Sersy did not
dare to speak, staying close to her and stroking her hand, deeply ashamed of
herself because she could feel no pain for the misfortune that had occurred.
The Dragon tried to leave the battle formation to look for the Bear's Head, but
King Holaf and King High stopped him, calculating the risks of the night, the
place and the attack.


"One
missing person is serious, but two would be a tragedy to count among the deaths
we have already suffered!" commented prosaically the Demon of Trondheim,
concerned with an attempt to save everyone, while facing the now imminent
panic.


On the horizon
they could see a flaming light moving far away, initially to the right, then
turning left, then again to the right and continuing to move neurotically
through the veil of the night. The light zigzagged as if he could see the
proper pathway through the peat bogs, becoming brighter and brighter every
moment. This bright spot carried a multiple voice into the hearts and minds of
men, to some of them already familiar. It ordered them to keep themselves low
and well protected.


"I do not
understand! Can you also hear all these voices or am I going crazy?" asked
long Sword disconcerted.


"Yes, my
brother, either we both are crazy, or that light is being produced by Lord
Kaarn, Inquisitor of Denethor!" replied the God-Slayer with no breath left
to continuously encourage the men.


The anguished
being with his armour that could reflect the image of human souls raised his
own flaming halberd to the sky and, turning it round and round, sang ancient
incomprehensible words. The fire painted a spiral in the gloomy nocturnal cloak
with the centre right at the tip of the weapon. With each new circle new coils
were formed, while the older ones became greater in strength and size.


The result, to
the amazement of those present, was a giant snake of fire. The being, made of
the purest flames, began to meander in the sky, dissipating the darkness with
its own light and orange flashes. At each invocation from Kaarn, the head of
the snake moved, dragging away lives with its the ravenous coils. The werewolf
vampires had little chance of salvation, wrapped in a gargantuan spell of
arcane magic, able to colour the sky as far as human eyes could see. The
charred bodies of the Alps fell like burning pyroclastic stones, giving shrill
cries as they bid farewell from this life.


Under an
apocalyptic sky, where voluptuous flames still remained, while the remaining
vampires either fled or fell, completing their exit from the scene, the
Inquisitor paraded among the silent troops then stopped in front of the God-Slayer
and exclaimed:


"Delighted
to find you healthy, Lord of the East! It's a relief to see you solid and
battle-hardened, Lord of the North!"


Holaf was
dumbfounded at the magical power of the armour and the not too edifying image
of his soul in front of a hellish sky. High, having already suffered the
amazement of this being long ago at the forest of Zubrovka, answered courteously:


"Infinitely
refreshed to meet you, my Lord, we owe you our lives once more!"


"I no
longer see the young prince of Vyborg! Is he safe or among the dead?" the
knight of enormous powers asked with his multiple voices.


"The young
Boris fell, fighting under the blows of an enemy which was too difficult for
all of us. Now he watches us, sitting among the heroes of men," Holaf
replied in a bitter voice.


"A great
loss for your race: his soul was free from horrors and cravings. All that was
needed was to find a way to cleanse it from lust and he could have been seated
on the Imperial throne as a more shining and righteous monarch than any
other!" said Kaarn regretfully.


The impetuous
Dragon interrupted his speech:


"My Lords,
we cannot indulge in idle social chat, while my brother is missing somewhere!"


Long Sword
nodded and, not seeing a response from the Inquisitor to the third Master of
War, asked:


"Mighty
Kaarn, could you help us to find traces of our companion who is dear to us?"


"You have
lost many knights this night, and yet you feel more sorry for only one, who has
no more chance of life than the others who have disappeared!" the mirrored
being replied icy and calculating.


To this answer
the Dragon lost his head and, raising his hand towards the Inquisitor, dared to
grab him by the arm. Kaarn reacted, throwing the third Master to the ground
with the shaft of his halberd. The perpetual flame of the weapon was pointed at
the throat of the knight of Trondheim to the cries of the two Lords desperately
seeking to keep Denethor's wizard from executing their friend.


"You will
never again dare to speak to us or touch our bodies, you aberrant creature!
Without your mysterious arm you are only a man, nothing more than a parasite
among the damp stones of the dungeons. If we now save your life, you will owe
this act of mercy to a singular moment of total instability," growled the
multitude of voices of the Inquisitor.


Tyra and Sersy
flew from their refuge: the first went down on her knees, invoking the Inquisitor's
help to find her beloved; Sersy stood between the flames and her beloved
embracing him silently. Kaarn laid down his weapons and mounted indifferently
on his horse shouting:


"Follow me
all, the Inferno of Peat will never cease to claim souls! Let us use the light
of the fiery dragon as long as it lasts ". But Holaf insisted:


"Inquisitor,
if you will, I will kneel to you but need to rescue our man! The being endowed
with inhuman strength did not even answer, leaving tears to reign in Tyra's
clear eyes.
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Like the Bodies of Traitors


 


 


The army
marched, revived, following the perpetual flame, whispering like a religious
procession. There were no cries or lamentations or barbaric din, but only a
delicate thundering on cobblestones mixed with the galloping of the horses. The
celestial fire did not remain in the sky for long, but faded, devoured by
darkness, little by little. The peat bog fell into nocturnal silence, while the
army navigated between ponds and pools of water, travelling on paths that were
so narrow that they created problems for the passage of siege weapons, still
shrouded in the mystery of the Red Devils.


The two Lords no
longer had anything to say to the entity, as providential as it was
disagreeable, that guided them towards salvation. Tyra galloped in a saddle
with Elisabet surrounded by family and friends, as weary as an old woman ready
to pass to the next life. The Dragon, concealed in his helmet, was unable to
say anything, as he was too busy holding back the tremors in his limbs, caused
by the explosive anger of his heart.


Grudak appeared
darkly, with the effects of war visible through the gloom of night. The
vampires had besieged the city harshly: bodies of men, dragged into the sky and
then allowed to fall, were found on the road to the drawbridge. The corpses of
Alps, looking like tailors' pincushions full of arrows, lay on the walls wedged
between the battlements. It was a very unpleasant homage to the crazy nights of
the Inferno of Peat.


The troops of
the city, very unhappy and very watchful, were waiting with a barge on the
opposite side of the moat for the new guests. Access to Grudak was by boat
only, as there was no solid land apart from where the buildings stood. The
entire urban area had been made possible by earthworks built, with great
expenditure of lives, by the first inhabitants, in the water of one of the
larger lakes in that infernal place.


The imposing
defensive walls plunged into the unhealthy waters, filled with rotting
vegetation, until they stuck solidly into the rock through the muddy lakebed.
These protections rose austere, the visible section made of small terracotta
bricks, being easier to carry by boat than huge blocks of stone. Their
fragility was combined with engineering solutions never used before, thanks to
which the walls seemed to be inviolable.


Over an open
portal and a narrow portion of the wall loomed two imposing towers whose lower
extremities went right into the water. Behind the gates, a city in fervent
activity could be seen. Everywhere people were cleaning the buildings of the
carrion that had fallen upon them.


"Here are
your new guests. Ferry them across as soon as possible. Lead the silent Lords
to your King, for urgent business must be discussed!" ordered Kaarn, who
still had something to say, and, approaching Holaf, whispered: "Lord of
the North, you are silent, holding a grudge like an infant over one man, when
the entire city of Great Port no longer exists! Thousands of lives have been
taken with torture and suffering by Old Mound. The same forces are stretching
bloody fingers towards Long Pass."


The Inquisitor,
turning to High, said:


"Lord of
the East, now I leave the fate of your Kingdoms to you! The way pursued so far
would seem to be favoured by the Gods. However, you persevere in the error,
trusting in hidden souls, because there can be only one end. It is vital for me
to turn my steps towards Morgul: the shadows there are thickening in a dark
false manner that goes ahead towards the worst end."


"Wait a
moment: Morgul is among the Arctic Lands! What is happening along the borders
of my lands?" cried Long Sword, bleakly, as he was far away.


"Now that
dark city is my problem, as Grudak was before. It's up to you to concentrate on
the battle predicted by the runes, because they are never wrong! You can
misinterpret their answer, but they never permit themselves mistakes or
deceptions," replied the many voices of the singular being as he walked
away covered in flames.


The first group
of soldiers were ferried through the door, sliding under the barricade, into
the shining city of Grudak. This city was also known as the Cursed Pearl,
alluding to the indisputable aesthetic effect of its palaces, but also to the
forgotten and inhospitable place where it was decided to build the city.


Every road was
navigable and there was very little land left, but path for pedestrians was
guaranteed by projecting balconies, a few spans from the water, and beautiful
buildings. Bridges of many shapes and sizes connected the buildings to each
other with steps and parapets with abundant and florid decorations. All the
buildings were made of masonry and had at least three floors. Often the lowest
of them was embellished with porches with slender columns, placed at the edge
of the solid stone along the entire perimeter.


The first floor
was usually enriched by small columns, pillars, atlases or caryatids, always in
soft colours and particular shades of blue and gilding were used. All house
owners had a smaller top floor, to leave space for sumptuous rooftop gardens;
and, as each nobleman planned his own garden, they were magnificence, fanciful
and full of whimsy.


It was possible
to see absurd groups of stupendous damsels dancing in a circle, immortalized in
extremely contorted positions, supporting white vaults of sculptured material
in order to create eccentric dwellings at an exorbitant cost. Beautiful
evergreen trees rose from the tops of the buildings offering privacy from the
envious eyes of neighbours, but also to stand as a natural protection against
odours and insects of the peat bog.


The illumination
among the canals and the sumptuous buildings was guaranteed by shining oil
lamps, placed on the walls of each building. These, with their flames swaying
in the wind, gave the city an enchanting romanticism. The canals that the Kings
walked through were horrible like all the puddles seen so far, but strangely
devoid of ravenous red creatures.


"How is it
possible to sail through these dormant waves", King Holaf asked one of the
two ferrymen, dressed in his particular armour typical of the East.


"The lake
has not always been navigable. In the beginning we also suffered a lot of
inconvenience and losses because of that damned form of life of our waters. Two
Inquisitors helped us with their powers. They ordered the construction of solid
stone dams, where there were outlets communicating with other canals and
marshes. Later Lord Cyfer with his mind raised every grain of purple sand
present between the locks to the sky. Then Lord Kaarn, just as we have seen
recently, burned them all," said the visibly exalted soldier with his
golden helmet, its visor decorated with human effigy.


"I deduce
that this is one of the spring-filled lakes, thanks to which the Inferno of
Peat maintains the level of all its wells!" exclaimed High, perhaps a
little too knowingly.


"That's
right, my Lord, right in the square just we passed there is the breath of a sea
monster keeping watch in the fountain," said the soldier, giving new voice
to ancient stories of uncultured dark times. Rumours of the distant past, when
non-existent animals were believed to exist at the bottom of springs, because
of the air bubbles rising to the surface. The two Sovereigns exchanged a look
of surprise and comprehension not expecting to find superstitions of the
uneducated, rooted in one of the richest cities of the Empire.


The extravagance
and splendor of Grudak were not fully appreciated by the visitors, as they were
shaken and worried about the fate of the vanished Bear's Head. The opulence
seemed to be just a grey spot with an insipid taste to Tyra's red eyes through
her tears. And no architectural feat could have thrilled the Wolf or Anastasia,
as both appeared gloomy and silent in the wake of the Lords.


The third Nordic
rune continued to walk back and forth on the long barge, as dragons used to do
by their nests.


"Princess,
your husband is alive, I'm sure of it! In the moment when the sun will allow me
to see, I'll go and look for him!" the Trondheim Champion rabidly growled,
kneeling before the princess who was lying on the ground.


"I will
follow you, Dragon! The fourth Master is also my brother," said the first
rune of the North.


The frantic
blonde did not react, despite the encouraging comments of the men at her side.
Anastasia took Holaf under her arm and limped whispering:


"My love,
if it were your turn, I would have moved heaven and earth to find you dead or
alive. Let us not leave the poor bride in despair.


"Dear
Treasure, I promise to do everything in my power to find the fourth Master of
War. However, my beloved, I am doubtful of a happy ending of this fairy
tale!" commented lovingly Long Sword while observing the sweet Tyra.


"Knight of
the dragon helmet, I would like to join you in the search!" Eivind offered
himself spontaneously.


"Of course,
prince, two more eyes are welcome, but it will be a difficult task. You have
seen how easily you can lose your way," replied the mighty warrior of
Trondheim.


"I cannot
do without my new son-in-law," arrogantly thundered King Grigor, beating
his fists on the side of the barge.


"Does this
mean that you will join us for the search?" asked his son Eivind almost
frightened.


"Of course,
if the orcs attack you, who will defend you if not me?" Proud Winter
replied boastfully in a vain attempt to make a smile blossom on the face of his
daughter.


"My
knights, if your intention is to proceed with a search among the many traps of
the Inferno of Peat, I will come with you! I am an expert and I have lived in
Grudak for as long as I can remember. I have already participated in missions
among the marshes. And I have often escorted plump and appetizing nobles and
merchants without losing even one!" suggested the local knight.


"Sir, we do
not have dinars and we could never pay you your fee!" replied Eivind with
courtesy.


"But you
still don't know my price!" the knight countered from within his iron
face.


"We don't
know what you are asking for, because you have not said a word of it, otherwise
we would not be groping in the dark," replied the Wolf's Head, narrowing
his suspicious eyes.


"In return,
I want the hand of the youngest daughter of the King of Trondheim,"
exclaimed the warrior of Grudak.


To such a claim
the Dragon moved close to him and in a dark voice answered:


"If you
wish, I will show you now where you and your crazy requests can go!"


"You great
beast, you should not be so sure that you are the most skilful of those
present! My proposal remains valid!" replied the disguised man.


"You, who
you are you, to have the audacity to demand the hand of a daughter so
arrogantly, without even showing your face or presenting yourself",
Anastasia thundered like the Lord of the North, her husband.


"I am an
ordinary man, eager to secure a bright future playing the cards well that are
granted to me!" asserted the Death’s Head, evading the question.


"I do not see
what claim you can make on my guests! I would never approve of such a marriage.
Put away your longing for power and thank me, so that I do not have you flogged
by your King, my Vassal!" an unnerving God-Slayer intervened vigorously.


"My Lords,
I am Pavel, knight of Grudak, and I beg your pardon for the blasphemy of my
companion. The situation has long taken a turn for the worse, putting us under
unbearable pressure. Many have fled elsewhere, for our defences were not
designed to repel enemies from the sky, and those who are still loyal to their
vows occasionally speak out of turn!" he tried to defend his reckless
companion. The opportunist did not intend to give up and, while he was pushing
a pole down into the peat to help turn the barge, singing he hummed:


"The offer
remains valid until dawn!"


Long Sword
turned quickly, irascible, and with little control, he asserted:


"You
provoke us as if you were had something unique to offer, but we are in the
right city to find someone to guide us through the peat bogs and your useless
complacency will not change my ideas about you. In addition, my daughter is
already promised and certainly not to a cutthroat from the swamps!"


Anastasia was
open-mouthed for a moment and asked, having not been told anything:


"To whom
did you promise my little girl?"


"My Kings,
here is the Fortress of Bones!" the kind Pavel intervened in an attempt to
quell the problems that were coming.


"My love, I
will explain everything to you and, in the end, you will certainly agree with
what I have done!" Holaf reassured her gently by taking her hands.


Anastasia slid
her fingers from her husband's delicate grip and angrily sat down next to
Princess Tyra in tears, muttering to herself. The Lord of the East did not
meddle, remaining almost petrified, limiting himself to observing the strangest
fortification of the Empire becoming ever closer.


The Fortress of
Bones, in such a context, was like a skinned man hung up as an example to
others, in a rose garden: ugly and macabre, it dominated the city, which
appeared shining and frivolous. Its name came from the number of prisoner
cages, attached to the defensive walls on three levels. Today, the cages
squeaked empty and swinging in the wind, as a reminder of ancient times.
History certainly did not forget them when they had been full of desperate
people first and then full of silent corpses in putrefaction.


No enemy army
had ever attempted to conquer Grudak, but the Fortress of Bones had seen a
succession of numerous internal revolts. These riots were fomented by greedy
despicable nobles hidden by their green hedges. None of these uprisings brought
favour to those who had started them, nor long life to those who besieged the
fortress. For generations the fortress had been firmly in the hands of the
Skelet family.


Zot Skelet was
the current Sovereign of Grudak and was known as Irascible because of his
famous outbursts. These wrathful episodes reached incredible extremes, even
leading to the violent defenestration, by the royal hand, of an ineffective
minister, guilty of lying to the people and the Sovereign. Knowing well how
difficult it would be to talk with his own Vassal, King High warned everyone:


"Dear
friends, the Lord of Grudak is a strong man and quite full of himself. He hates
to be contradicted and he dislikes it even more when he is not the most
arrogant! So if you are invited to speak, weigh your words. King Jarg, King
Grigor and you, Dragon, it would be better if you did not speak! But do not be
offended by what I say, you know well how I value you, but my Vassals are very
unfriendly.


"Don't
worry, Lord of the East, if I can be excused from a horrible meeting of
stubborn and pompous goats, I won't mind at all! In fact, I will be able to
start the search immediately," said the Dragon, relieving King High of
guilt. Hearing this speech and hoping in vain the Death’s Head goaded him:


"I would
like to see you find your way in the Inferno of Peat. Do you have any idea how
many daring warriors have been swallowed up by those waters?"


"Be silent!
You are unspeakable! I will safely escort the soldiers of Trondheim and anyone
else who wants to join in the search through the maze of risky waters,"
Pavel growled disdainfully.


"Tell us
your price!" exclaimed the third Master of the War in a bleak voice.


"No price,
I have a wife too, and if they were to take her away I would die," replied
the gentle knight in his plated armour.


"Are you
serious?" Tyra sobbed, getting to her feet, with big red eyes.


"Of course,
princess!" was the welcome answer of the man, who was honoured with an
embrace from the affectionate noble lady, overflowing with gratitude.


"You're
ruining my business!" his boorish comrade complained aggressively.


"You have
given an offer and I have given mine, they have been able to choose the one
that suits them best! That's the rule, isn't it?" Pavel replied.


The raft went
through a long black tunnel to the fortress and the situation became confusing.
In the darkness, the tearful sighs of the frantic blond lady were added to the
sound of fast, ringing steps. Very soon after there was the icy moan of the
metal against metal of swords unsheathed in the shadows. Next was heard the
movement through the air of sadistic steel, then a crash, like a blacksmith
with his anvil, and then a deep splash in the water.


As the boat came
to light of oil lamps, each man had his own weapon in his hand. Pavel held the
princess Tyra in his arms with a thin stiletto stuck in his neck, being the
only soldier of Grudak on the boat. The wounded man collapsed and fell to the
ground, feeling with his hand to assess how serious his wound was. The dagger
used was a brigand's weapon, made with a very thin star section, perfect for
sliding between the rings of chain mail, nailing the helmet to the unfortunate
victim.


The Dragon
intervened, replacing his hammer dirty with blood, to prevent Pavel from
extracting the blade and bleeding to death.


Watching from
the docking pier, inside the castle, the armigers immediately realized the
strangeness that had happened, seeing the Lord of the East at the helm of the
barge.


"Help your
companion!" The God-Slayer ordered as loud as he could as he steered the
ship to the quayside.


Four soldiers
with black and white armour jumped on board, helping to dock smoothly and to
disembark the guests, as well as carrying the wounded man to solid ground.


"What
happened to my soldier, Lord of the East?" Crown Prince Polikarp was
waiting for them at the dock and began his interrogation.


It was Pavel
himself who answered through his suffering:


"Prince, a
companion made rude demands, taking advantage of the desperation of the young
woman. When I, disgusted by his behaviour, offered to escort a team in search
of a missing warrior, he attacked me and the Kings ended the dispute. His body
lies at the bottom of the canal under the walls at the level of the first grid.


"And there
he will remain as do all the corpses of traitors!" replied Polikarp, as
cold as the frosty peat bogs.


"Prince, we
need a guide to help with our search at first light of dawn. Can you offer us
one?" High asked with great care.


"For the
Lord of the East I would do anything!" replied the scion of the Lord of
the Fortress.


The young
nobleman with light brown hair and green eyes didn't even have to speak. All he
had to do was look at the soldiers present to find a volunteer.


"I will be
your guide to wash the stain cast upon the good name of the Death’s Heads!
Those wishing to take part in the search return on board: it is almost time to
set off, since dawn will soon colour the horizon." A man offered his services,
returning to the barge followed by three other soldiers.


King Holaf
looked at the Dragon and his companions and ordered them:


"Bring back
the fourth Master of War alive or dead!"


Pavel was
rescued by the healers, as the search party slipped back through the dark
gallery of the walls and the ladies and Kings followed the prince of the city
past the gates of the fortress.


The corridors
were as spartan as could be imagined: the barrel vaults were only plastered in
white and bore hints of unconvincing decorations, at total variance with the
rest of the city. At each threshold they passed, the furnishings and
decorations were identical and boring, giving the illusion of having passed
that way before. Prince Polikarp pushed the heavy doors of a large wooden gate
with difficulty. They were carved with decorations that were familiar to the
King of Trondheim, who asked inquisitively:


"This work
seems to me to be by a Nordic hand, or is this just an impression of mine?"


"No, my Lord,
it was given by your father's father to my father's father as a promise of
increased trade between the north and east. Inferno of Peat is the shortest way
and if you transport perishable goods, it's the only way!" Polikarp
explained.


The room
revealed by the Nordic doors changed the monotony that had been visible up to
that point. The high domed ceiling dominated the square room. On the walls
there were portraits or effigies of the Lords of Grudak. Above each painting in
oils on a wooden plaque hung the disturbing banner with a skull crossed by
bones in many different styles. A true museum of the emblem of the city,
starting with the symbol of the first Sovereign with a yellow skull on a brown
background with a rather infantile design, then moving on to the red flag with
a black skull, used during the Great Heresies, and finally to the white skull
on a black background currently in use. In addition to the portraits, the room
had a table in hard stone in the shape of an incomplete circle. The missing
segment was used to reach the brazier placed in the centre. Each section of the
numerous chairs in the room and the supports for the brazier were made by
joining together the bones of rebels in a terrifying sculptural version of a
macabre dance. In a succession of straight lines and curves crowned by skulls,
one could well perceive the rancour within these unusual seats, where the arms
were human humerus and the backs were intertwined with vertebrae and ribs, to
frame allegories of doubtful taste.


"Welcome,
my welcome guests, to the Hall of Bones, where only the Kings are allowed to
speak," exclaimed Zot Skelet, bursting into the room with the energy of an
angry three-horned beast.


"Thank you
for your hospitality, my faithful Vassal! My heart burns with anger when I
heard of the afflictions brought upon your realm," replied the Lord of the
East, ostentatiously rough, as his ways rarely were.


"It is not
important. We kill them as if they were rats in the fields," boasted the
King of Grudak.


"Father,
our guests were attacked within the walls of the fortress by a traitorous pig!
We have a wounded man: the man in charge of escorting the guests to the palace
is now in the care of the healer surgeons," said Polikarp explained to his
father.


King Zot raised
his eyebrows and wrinkled his nose, looking like a wolf about to bite:


"Kill the
traitor, or rather lock him in a cage on the wall and leave his flesh to the
crows," cried the ravenous Lord frantically.


"King of
Grudak, I am Holaf Erlingson, Lord of the North, who came with my army to
honour the pact of cooperation between our two Kingdoms, sealed by the
fraternal friendship that binds me to your Lord. You are the First Vassal of
the East, to whom we turn asking for men and blood to defend us all!"
stated Long Sword, skipping the pleasantries to get straight to the heart of
the matter.


"I know who
you are! How could I not know the legendary Demon of Trondheim, destroyer of
the titans!" answered King Zot, sitting on his throne opposite the missing
segment of the table and inviting, with a gesture, those present to join him.


"The
stories that have been told about me have been embellished by imaginative
details for a long time, thanks to which I have been given with powers unknown
to me and decorated in many more battles than I have actually ever seen. However,
the war looming over our heads will be strong enough to echo through the
centuries, if we win!" said modest Holaf, calculating the words to
stimulate the vanity of Zot.


"The
situation, my King, is very serious: time flows away like wine from a broken cup,
as hordes of enemies gather at our borders. We can't let the orcs pass this
way, even though those disgusting beasts have wormed their way in unimaginable
numbers as far as the Vhola River," explained High.


"A large
army of green shit has tried to take control of the Inferno of Peat, ending up
devoured by the vermilion waves!" Irascible exclaimed satisfied with the
air of being the saviour of the world.


"Tulsky is
fighting similar beasts in the Victoria Valley, south. We have suffered the
attack of a horde in the Rock Road, and the Damwall now lies in enemy hands.
Both Midgard and Finger of Fate have suffered under harsh sieges, which have
now been broken. You certainly understand how the situation is much more
serious than it seems!" revealed High in a severe tone.


The Lord of the
North asked for the ladies to be escorted to another room and Anastasia, still
furious at the discovery of her daughter’s betrothal, went with them.


"Dear
noblewomen, follow my son, he will escort you where you can taste the delicacies
of Grudak!" Zot agreed to his guest's request, shouting for no reason.


Kings Jarg, Rune
and Skoll sat down, as well as the two King of Kings. The Lord of the North
stood up to speak:


"My allies
and friends, Lord Kaarn just now wanted to punish my strong will to help a
friend, by giving me a terrible burden. In order that that none of those
present underestimate the situation, or come to hasty conclusions, know of the
tragedy suffered in the West. The entire city of Great Port was devastated after
a brief siege and its population killed. The Inquisitor hasn't told me anything
else, but I think it's correct to assume that Morgul and the mighty Long Pass
have the suffered the same fate!" the Lord of the North stopped, having
brought the frost of the Overland into the hearts of all those present.
"Friends, in this dark hour it seems all too obvious that we need to
support each other! We are like a large steel bar glowing between the anvil of
the orcs and the bloody hammer of the traitors".


"My Lord,
no one has come to the aid of Great Port?" asked Zot amazed.


"I'm sorry,
but more precise news about this has not been given to me: all of you are aware
of how unwillingly the Inquisitors offer information!" replied Long Sword
before sitting down again.


"I assume
you are all here to ask for the support of all my army, by virtue of the power
given to the Lord of Black Portal!" exclaimed Zot in a tone of pride.


"My Vassal,
we are sitting at your table to ask you to let the standard with the grinning
skull beside our banners. I will not compel you because I am the Lord of the
East, but I will encourage you to join us as if we were just your neighbour in
need of help," replied the humble God-Slayer.


King Zot watched
the eyes of those present, all noticeably keen to obtain a positive response.
The host called his servants loudly, asking them to offer libations and nectars
for a toast, and addressing his listeners, he said vehemently:


"I, King
Zot Skelet, Lord of the Fortress of Bones, Sovereign of the city of Grudak and
Regent of the Inferno of Peat, will march my black legions of the Death’s Heads
alongside the Lords of the East and the North! A roar of joy broke out in the
hall and King Jarg commented under the worried gaze of the two King of Kings:


"I knew I
was not wrong, to consider the East a good ally!"


High stood up
and went to embrace his Vassal as if he were a son, although Zot had certainly
seen more winters than the God-Slayer and had a head of flowing grey hair to
prove it.


Holaf was also
satisfied, but he drummed his fingers on the stone table, not totally present.
Much of the Lord of the North's attention was occupied in worrying about the
Bear's Head. In his heart the King knew that he had little chance of finding
him but could not resign himself to such fate. The good Long Sword returned to
the discussion taking place among the bones of the hall, hearing the voice of
their host, swollen with pride:


"And now
you're going to Gorod, my Lords?"


"With many
reservations, yes!" answered sincere and hesitant King High.


"King
Sveslav's Nocturnes will be fundamental against large orcs: only they have
strength enough to oppose such enemies," commented Zot, advocating the
absolute necessity of persuading Gorod to take their side.


"I know the
strength and value of such warriors well, but I fear their unpredictability and
stubbornness," exclaimed the Lord of the East.


"Your
Majesty, now Sveslav will not have much choice. About three moons ago he sent
one of his relays to give me a message, because hawks and doves get lost in the
skies and end up eaten by the Alps!"


The story was
interrupted by Jarg, causing irritation:


"What did
the message say?"


"My host,
please forgive the impetuous King of Cold Wood and continue your story",
Holaf intervened with lightning speed.


The owner of the
Fortress of Bones remained silent for a moment and strangely allowed the
interruption of the Nordic King to pass, resuming his speech:


"The
message read: "Necros lives! The drums have been echoing for days in the
depths of darkness, while tremors shake the rocky ground. Disgusting beings
with the necrotic skins grope about in the cold and dark hours, attacking my
people. We are too few, help us!"


Never did anyone
dare to think that they would hear such a chilling appeal, traced with the
blood on a roll of Gorod's parchment. The message wasted no time in any precise
descriptions and theatrically asked for help. But Sveslav was not easy to
frighten or very willing to ask for help. The mighty constrictor of fear
wrapped itself around those present, gripping them tightly in its coils, like a
sea monster wrapped around a drakkar, before breaking the mast and dragging it
to the bottom of the ocean.


"What can
so terrify the Cursed Lineage of Gorod?" Skoll asked thoughtfully.


"I was
about to send a division to his aid, but Kaarn forced me to wait for you,
because the destination was the same and the enemy beyond the strength of so
few men. The Inquisitor also added a phrase that was not easy to understand:
"You need the two demons on a journey with the Lord of the East! One I
think refers to the nickname of the Lord of the North, but the second one I am
not sure of!" said King Zot, curious to see the shadows regarding the
second demon dispersed.


High and Holaf
avoided exchanging glances, but both immediately thought of the mighty Dragon
and the God Crusher, an arcane relic whose origins no-one knew.


The meeting
lasted a long time, touching on all points of known events. Conjecture was
heard and inferences were drawn, placing the brave Holaf at risk, as he did not
like to take unproven facts into consideration.


The sun began to
descend beyond the black clouds in the East, while the sky began to dye all
creation orange, showing itself through the small windows, which opened as a
structural element between one rough pillar and another, radiating light into
the room. A strong knock was heard at the door, but by now no disturbance could
be attributed to the tired Sovereigns.


"Come in,
the meeting is over," exclaimed Zot quite relieved.


King Grigor
crossed the threshold back from the Inferno of Peat. High stood up, shooting
out of his seat like a blackbird caught pecking in a courtyard, and asked:


"Lord of
South Winter, do you have news of our missing warrior?" But the
discouraged face of the nobleman gave the answer.


"My Lords,
the name for that place is perfectly appropriate! The Dragon is waiting with
Eivind at the door for the return of the second team, hoping to see his brother
again!" said Grigor who was invited to sit and eat with his peers.


"Is there a
weak flame of hope, my Vassal?" asked Holaf, his words miserable and
gloomy.


"My
Sovereign, the climate was against us as soon as we set foot in the swamp. The
wind beats against everything, erasing traces and footsteps, the temperature,
falling, imprisons the puddles under a layer of glassy ice, so thick that it
will not allow a glimpse through the red waters, making it impossible to
identify a corpse!" replied the distraught father of the desperate bride.


"My heart
is filled with bitterness for your loss, my Nordic ally. Werewolf vampires have
cost many talented men in these lands," King Zot expressed his sorrow in a
singular way.


"Now who
can tell my sweet Tyra? I do not have the heart to tell her of the untimely
departure of her new husband," muttered the harsh Lord of South Winter.


"This task
is for her father and so for you alone! You are no coward!" arrogant Zot
thundered, knowing nothing of their story, but still capable of giving his own
contemptuous judgement.


Before Proud
Winter was able to give his snarling response with furious face that had never
been seen before, the accommodating Long Sword intervened:


"King
Grigor is not a coward! My ally of the peat bog, you must understand a detail
known to a few. Princess Tyra is a splendid young woman. In this room there is
no one who has suffered as much as she has in the past! Perhaps it would be
more thoughtful to wait a little time before revealing yet another nefarious
plot by the Gods, sent to harm her.


"But, my
Lord, how do you know certain things? Has Tyra revealed secrets to you that she
has not confided to her father?" Grigor asked, shaken by such words.


"No, my
good Vassal, Tyra has not spoken to me except regarding her most recent
misfortune. However, thanks to my eye of magma I can tell each of you how you
felt on the first day of the military academy or how your heart broke at the
death of your father. As I have not mastered the relic given to me, it escaped
my control and threw itself into Tyra's soul, revealing every minute detail of
her suffering," explained the Demon of Trondheim truthfully. A dense,
meditating silence fell over the room, for the idea of such powers still shook
them all, even the bearer of the eye.


"Do you
have such a relic? Extraordinary," exclaimed the master of Grudak.


"The eye is
capable of acting much more incisively, even of killing! To avoid this, I am
always squinting and one-eyed. Cyfer claims to have given me an unquestionable
gift and that such a tribute will be indispensable for victory in the
war," added Holaf perplexed.


The third Master
of War also arrived at the palace and saw through the open door, the dark
silent room, as if death itself had abdicated in his favour running away to
hide. Holaf, noticing him passing by without coming to report, left the others
and with the pace of a mountain infantryman chased him:


"My
champion, wait for your King!"


"My Lord, I
am ashamed of myself. I have not been able to discover any sign to make me
believe that the fourth Master of War escaped death," exclaimed the third
rune of the North.


"Have you
all returned?" asked Holaf thoughtfully.


The Dragon
nodded his head with certainty and silently departed leaving the Lord of
Trondheim alone in the corridor with his own thoughts.


The last
inconclusive words were spoken and the breaks planned for the journey to the
Black Portal, now quite close, were decided. Finally the candles were
extinguished to allow all to take bath and go to a warm bed, despite the fact
that it was already late in the morning.


Sersy and
Anastasia watched over the bride with Elisabet, worried that she would give in
to an insane gesture of madness. The Dragon and the Wolf fell asleep in the
corridor in front of the door of Tyra's room, hoping to see their brother
return suddenly. Tiredness washed the pain, allowing the princess of South
Winter a few hours of sleep and absolute silence, in her bridal bed, defrauded
of love.


The day gave way
to the night and the moon took her conceited walk, sometimes showing herself
through the angry clouds, while the cold clutched the lookouts in the most
brutal way possible. That night the breath of winter showed itself icing over
the windows and even the shutters. The wild frost descended quickly and
silently through the funnels of the chimneys, almost annihilating the vigour of
the crackling fire.


Beyond the
battlements, armigers with golden helmets decorated with an infinite number of
ribs blew through the palms of their hands, free from heavy metal protection
but wrapped in warm wool gloves. That night was not friendly to Holaf either.
Sleep evaded him so the King took himself to the battlements in search of inner
peace. The torches continued to bend to the gusty wind and those still burning
were diminished to minute snakes of flame moving almost parallel to the ground.
A knight of Grudak approached his companion and commented, pointing to a light
in the night:


"Look! Yet
another poor unprepared man lost in the swamps."


The curious Lord
of the North asked:


"Excuse me,
knight, how can you tell what is immersed in such a gloomy atmosphere?"


"My King,
we are not certain, but we have a great deal of experience to back up our
affirmation. Enemies do not light fires at night so as not to be seen,
especially in the desolation of winter, where a light is visible as far as the
Red River."


Holaf again
looked at the faint spark for a few moments and in a meditative mood and
strongly regretful, returned to his rooms.


Even King Grigor
was not a victim of fatigue and continued to walk along the corridor of the
fortress worrying.


"Don't you
sleep, Father?" asked Eivind, as ever the protector guardian of his King.


"No, my
son, I dare not fall asleep so as not to dream of Tyra's face in tears",
he replied distraught.


"Come, father,
let's take a walk, the cold of the night will revive us!" suggested his
third-born.


Grigor took the
fur coat brought specially by Eivind and, trying to smile, commented:


"What have
I done so well to deserve children like you?"


"Nothing!
You were never at home, the credit is all due to our mother and to us!"
jokingly replied his son, managing to bring a real smile to the face of the
King. The two of them softly walked through the hallways of the Fortress of
Bones; they passed in front of the room of their blood relative and saw the two
Masters of Trondheim lying there on the ground.


"Where do
you think you're going this night?" asked the third rune.


"Just a
short walk, knight!" said King Grigor.


"A few
steps inside or outside the walls?" insisted the Dragon Head.


"Sleep
without worry, even if we wanted they would not let us go out at night,"
whispered Eivind.


"It would
be better, however, to accompany you, my King. You never know what might happen
to the guards in the dark hours!" the Master of third rune replied
mysteriously, while getting up. The Wolf simply nodded his head and continued
his vigil with his eyes closed. The three of them reached the door at a great
pace, but there was no boat or knight at the pier, and the cry rose from the
towers:


"Who goes
there?"


"We are
guests of King Zot, would it be possible to get out of the fort?" replied
Eivind.


"No, of
course not, my Lord!" he countered an armour-bearer coming in.


"If we
insisted?" Grigor asked.


"I would
ask you the reason, my Lord," said the diligent man from above.


"To indulge
in the company of fresh young women," said King Grigor, willing to say
anything to open the door.


"I fear
that I have not understood your reason," exclaimed the ignorant armorer.


"Whores and
brothels!" thundered the Dragon, continuing with the stratagem of the King
of South Winter.


"Now I understand!
But as much as I would like to help you, even coming with you to such places,
in Grudak there are only three and late in the evening they close because of
the Alps. So it would be useless to pass through," explained the armiger.


The trio looked defeated,
having realized that they had no chance of corrupting the guards of the
fortress first and then of passing the walls. So they simply walked about a
bit, their breath leaving trails like chimneys because of the cold.


The hope of
finding his partner alive was fading like ice on the rocks after being hit by a
winter wave, leaving a sea of questions adrift with no reply to serve as small
rafts of hope.


"Tomorrow
I'll go back out there to look for my brother," exclaimed the stoic
Dragon’s Head attracting amazed looks from the two from South Winter.


"And the
march? The war is looming," commented Grigor.


"Of course,
but you will have to turn towards Necros to reach Gorod and, if I have
understood correctly, the King in power there is hard headed and stubborn. You
will waste time in futile chatter and manoeuvres to persuade him to join the
battle. I can allow myself another day of searching and then catch up with you
or wait for you at Black Portal," the third Nordic rune explained his
plan, which was not entirely devoid of logic.


"If you
receive permission for this action from King Holaf, you will be forced to face
the Plain of the Battle alone! The mountains beyond Kuskovo become higher,
bringing the mastiffs to those lands almost as far as Necros," Eivind
noted.


"Prince, I
have so much anger in my body that I'm not afraid of any enemies. It's the dogs
that will run away at the sight of my hammer," arrogantly replied the
third Master of War.


While the Norse
were chatting, the frost offered the creation a little white wonder, sending
its fluttering emissaries to the ground, promoters of childish joys. The canals
blocked beneath a thin layer of ice, turned white. The same fate awaited the
roofs and the top floors of the eccentric noble palaces. The skeletons of the
trees in the gardens came to life again under the white mantle, which
eventually covered the slender branches. That night passed without the attack
of any werewolf vampire or fetid orc. No one dared to break the chimerical
silence in force among the nauseating puddles of the Hell Peat.


The three of
them continued talking for so long, that they did not realize they were being
kissed by the rosy sun returning from its well-deserved break. The sky was
almost completely clear, with the pale orange tinged sky defiled only by line
of large dark clouds on the horizon and some clouds running late chasing after
so as not miss the next storm. When the copper reflections burned the eyes of
the Dragon, he exclaimed:


"I must go!
King Grigor, make my excuses to our Signor for me. I cannot abandon my brother.
There are many Masters of War but only one Bear's Head!"


Grigor and
Eivind knew perfectly well that they should have made it their task to appeal
to the duties and oaths taken by the warrior to the Northern Crown. They should
have dissuaded him from taking such risks, but in their hearts the father and
son hoped for the third rune to perform a miracle. After all, who else could
have done so? If not the one who had seated himself on a throne of enemy
corpses, as tall as a palace, all defeated by himself in the battle of Finger
of Fate.


Returning to the
gates, the third Nordic rune cried out loudly:


"Open the
gate and escort me to the peat bogs: I must recover my brother."


The soldier who
had spoken earlier appeared and answered:


"Knight, I
esteem you for your obstinate stubbornness, but the places you are seeking only
open for patrons late in the morning!"


The Dragon, not
expecting such an answer, laughed asserting:


"My good
soldier, I have buried such necessities! What I want now is to get out of the
city to find a friend!"


But the Warrior
Gods paint the fate of men with great unpredictability, often making inimitable
ugliness happen just to give more joy to the immediate future. Holaf arrived at
the dock with High and in unison they asked:


"Who is
leaving in search of a missing person without telling their Kings?"


"Seriously,
must I answer you?" asked the Dragon.


"Certainly
not! But, my dear Champion, I am forced to beg you as a friend not to go where
you want, although your dedication is admirable. If you do not give me any
alternative, I will be forced to give you the same order, but as Lord of
Trondheim!" Long Sword answered inflexibly, whose heart cared very much
for the Bear, yet one man could not put the lives of all at risk.


The third Master
of War explained his feasible plan, to which the two Kings of Kings gave very
little criticism, although in the end their answer did not change. High
tactfully explained to the nervous warrior:


"You must
understand the situation, my friend, Lord Kaarn confided to King Zot regarding
a dark evil in the caves and tombs of Necros: an enemy too great, if faced
without the two demons. We assume that with these words he was referring to
King Holaf and to you, so your presence is needed as part of the army!"


The Dragon was
dumbfounded, as the squeaking of the gratings in the entrance tunnel began to
be heard; the sound of the lashing winches was so annoying that the mind of the
Trondheim Champion could not concentrate. The third Master watched the luminous
slit at the end of the passageway grow stronger and flood the darkness with
light. This bright tide of light showed a sharp helmet aboard a small raft,
intent on moving rapidly up the tunnel against the light.


"My King,
you cannot ask me to abandon my brother! If the Lord of the East had ordered me
not to help you in the Zubrovka Woods, would I have obeyed do you think?"
the Dragon growled, walking about nervously, at the end of his tether.


The two Kings
did not know what to answer. They consulted perplexed and undecided whether
they should bend to the will of the most indomitable Master of the Empire.


"My Lords,
I ask your forgiveness, but I will requisition that boat and I will row to
retrieve the fourth Master of War," said the Champion of Trondheim,
pointing his finger at the boat.


"No,
please, I have nothing else other than this. I use this bathtub of a boat to
earn my living!" exclaimed the soldier with the mask of his helmet open.


The benevolence
of the Gods had made use of the most unlikely angel in the sky or Valkyrie of
Valhalla, making the Head of Bear appear before the eyes of those present,
lying in the boat under three blankets. As the boat landed at the quay, the
Dragon's Head rushed to lift his companion, wounded and bruised but able to
speak.


"My
brother, what took you so long?" asked the Bear to relieve the tension.


"I was
trying to steal your wife, but Tyra would have none of it," replied the
third warrior from the North with his eyes full of joy.


"Praise be
to the Warrior Gods," exclaimed King Grigor, jumping for joy like a
twelve-year-old, while Eivind raced like a cat hunting rats to his sister's
rooms.


"Pray, what
name do you answer to? You managed to succeed where even the most talented have
failed?" the Dragon Head enquired, full of gratitude.


"I am
Ilian, brother of Pavel, the same guard whose life was saved yesterday by one
of you! When he came home bandaged, with only a bad cut to his neck, he told me
of the misfortune you had suffered and I went out. Your friend is lucky: the
lake where he landed is very dangerous, but it would seem that the One God had
different plans for this man. The ice held up under his weight and getting him
to safety was not too difficult for me, but finding him turned out to be quite
another story", said the barely adult brave man explaining the situation
simply.


"You will
be awarded with the Cross of the East for civic service," exclaimed King
High, pleased with his subject.


The princess
Tyra arrived running, still in her nightdress and barefoot. She did not greet
any of those present and threw herself around her husband's neck, shouting in
shock:


"My love,
don't you ever dare leave without telling me ever again!"


"Of course,
my Lady! The next time I am torn from the earth by a slavering vampire I will
send you notice, as he takes me to heaven: "I’ll coming back soon, love.
You can come and find me in that pool!" the suffering Bear's Head mocked
her lovingly.


"Don’t make
jokes about everything! You know very well what my happy heart wanted to
express!" Tyra reproached him with tears in her eyes.


"My
beloved, perhaps I should warm myself up and show some scratches to a healer,
instead of talking about minor details!" complained the fourth Master,
discovering his shoulder had been roughly bandaged.


"But look
at what horrible bandages you've given yourself!" the old lady commented
with bright joyous eyes as she followed her protected princess.


"I’m glad
you noticed, Lady Elisabet. It was not I who treated myself, but Ilian!"
replied the Bear, interrupted by the young Death’s Head.


"It's not
my fault! It was past sunset when I saw him on the ice. I did my best to reduce
the bleeding!" the young man defended himself, bringing a hand to his dark
brown hair, all crushed by the helmet.


"In any
case, you have been a champion, at least to me. I owe you a lot! How can I ever
thank you?" asked Tyra closing her beautiful blue eyes in a contagious
smile.


"Take me
with you, I dream of being a hero! I long for thrills and fame!" exclaimed
the enterprising Ilian.


"How many
aspiring heroes ride these lands, my King!" the bitter mighty warrior of
the third rune commented. "Young Ilian, do you know what the road you
desire is like? The road to heroic immortality is one and always leads to the
grave!"


"Powerful
warrior, you have long been considered a hero. Your deeds go before you
bringing you glory, yet I see you are still strong," said the boy.


"I would
say that a new soldier has just joined the army!" the satisfied God-Slayer
intervened.


"I just hope
it's not just a new coffin," replied the Dragon prosaically.










Chapter
22


Put it Back in the Grave


 


 


The Land of
Beasts with its strong scents and characteristic rocks, stripped of leaves by
the wind like a full-blown rose passed by quickly. Travellers could count on
the unequalled protection of the heavily armoured Juggernauts. Despite their
considerable weight, the leverons were able to leap quickly and agilely over
long distances, often jumping from one rock and another over the column of men
led by Godwin. At each leap, a thin drizzle of sand and tiny tinkling stones
festively clanged on the armour of the handful of brave knights following the
Southern Lord.


"They are
exceptional these warriors," said admired Melkior, continuing to gaze at
the athletic creatures flying over his head.


"And you
have not yet seen their speed in battle," exclaimed King Godwin, mindful
of their acrobatic feats.


Soon they
arrived in sight of the city of Sahanna, located in the shadow of the tall
Devil's Thorn, a prominent peak more than twice as high as any other peak in
the Chain of the Hairshirt. The Righteous would have liked to have taken the
coastal road, along the top of the high and barren cliffs of the southwest
coast, and then galloped through the foam of the waves and the fine white sand
on shoreline of the Realm of Kandasar along the Penitent Coast.


The Lord of the
South missed the scent of everlasting strawflowers, seen as soft golden armour
studs between the rocks and the hard yellow or reddish stone. He wanted to
order his soldiers, now friends, rather than subjects, to turn to the pleasant
fragrance of salt so as to escape the merciless desert areas of the hinterland,
where the heat played crude jokes on their minds, often leading to visions.
However, the war demanded its tribute, among which the first to be paid was
giving up hope of there being any priority towards comfort. An example of this
was a view of the sea for a King tired of fighting. When they reached the
crossroads, they reluctantly took the road north for the Mirage River and the
Mursal Bridge.


"My Lord,
are you sure your Second Vassal will be punctual?" asked Gotthard, riding
nervously.


"Certainly,
my dear Nordic prince, King Josef is probably already camping on the banks of
the river!" replied the Righteous with conviction.


"And if he
is not," insisted the mighty Nordic hammer.


"That's how
it will be! I am as certain of this as I am of the moon rising and the swallows
and swifts leaving for cooler climates with the arrival of the torrid summers",
poetically replied the King of the Sepulchre of the Gods.


"My
Sovereign, will we travel in the dark too?" asked Fulk.


"It would
be very provident for the purposes of the war to arrive at Mursal tomorrow at
dawn. There we can indulge in a brief pause to rest and refresh ourselves,
while with King Josef and Prince Cajus, I will try to understand how many and
what quality of men I have at my disposal", Godwin answered pragmatically.


"Another
night's march", Franz grumbled in a complaining aside, continuing in his
own misery even with his mouth full of water.


The night came
fast and mild, first lifting their hearts with a red sunset with the colour of
ripe fruit on the trees in summer, and then with a black painted sky dotted
with gold and silver, putting all human wealth to shame. The shadows faded into
the dark, giving life to grim thoughts and hidden fears, despite the fact that
there were many leverons to spare. The beasts of the moors appeared bored at
the pace of the horses and often performed long nervous manoeuvres to stretch
their legs.


"Couldn't
your nags increase their pace?" cried an arrogant Dubro through the night.


"This is
not just a horse, but a Durkana!" answered Godwin resentfully, proud of
his horse.


"Durkana or
not, is not worth a broken dinar!" replied the boastful proud man, and
thus labelling himself as ignorant.


The Righteous
showed his superiority and answered nothing, while the crude men of the beasts
laughed, as if they had heard who knows what brilliant joke. The Lord of the
South had always been of the idea of not exchanging words with coarse and
arrogant fools. He needed these men to fight, certainly not to create a lively
witty court.


He spent the
night, silent and cold, among the wolves and the sharp rocks. The scents of the
wild flora, moistened by the evening dew, seemed stronger, immersed in the
impenetrable black mantle.


Some howls, not
coming from the leveron alarmed the lookouts a couple of times, making the
juggernauts jittery, like crickets in warm sand, but without ever giving rise
to confrontations. All in all, the night was happy, with the men on the march,
although it left them tired and in a bad mood, despite seeing the first kiss of
dawn in all its magnificent pink shyness in a clear morning sky.


"Lord of
the South, military camp beyond the curve, on the plain with fresh water!"
cried a Dubro explorer from the back of his feline.


"What
colours are their tents and how are they set up?" Godwin calmly enquired.


"Almost all
of them in shades of brown, but the biggest one is blue and white. They are
arranged neatly in a square layout, like almost everyone else does" the
man answered efficiently.


"They are
the Protectors of the Hal Barat Way! In advance, as always, is usual with King
Josef," said the Righteous satisfied.


It took them a
further march of a couple of hourglasses to reach the sight of a blue knight
with white trim in possession of a very long spear, sparkling in the joyful
light of the sun rising in the sky. The man waited for them, quiet and
motionless apart from the pawing of his horse, which disturbed the approaching
leverons.


"Well
found, Lord of the South! We were expecting you tomorrow or at best in the late
evening, so you marched all night," exclaimed the blue soldier courteous
and smiling.


"Thank you
for coming to welcome us, Knight," replied Godwin, who was always willing
to show good manners.


"Follow me,
weary bearers of war, my King awaits you to receive the honour of conferring
with you!" the welcome messenger offered himself as a guide around the
camp.


The camp of the
Protectors of the Way was simple but practical, organized in a geometric and
rational way according to the symmetry of the ancient cities and settlements.
The large and square tents each housed numerous soldiers and each one of them
had a task to perform. The meal preparation was left to each individual group
of men, after supplying them with the basics for feeding themselves. So
campfires with large cauldrons were seen at every tent opening, and many
gathered to steal the secrets of the best and most experienced cooks.


Only the royal
tent was larger in size, as it had to accommodate the nobles and their supplies
with ease. Wearing a crown on one’s head offered many privileges even on the
battlefield, although both the Southern Lord and the Second Vassal never
over-reached themselves with luxuries. Both considered themselves to be close
to the men who fought for them as a moral obligation and often they joined the
ranks to partake of a bland and often badly cooked meal with them.


Old King Josef,
as he saw his beloved Lord entering the tent, jumped to attention and smiled
happily. But his happiness increased considerably when Prince Wolfer also
arrived in the wake of the Righteous and he exclaimed:


"My dear
guests, I thank you for coming before me!"


"And we are
grateful to you for being a man of your word, King Josef!" replied Wolfer,
who had initially been skeptical about the promised support.


"As agreed
previously, I have all of Hal Barat's army with me," Josef said.


"I have
brought a division of Juggernauts in advance, but my brother Walderman will
follow with three others as soon as they're ready," Wolfer answered
proudly.


"My dear
friend, is there no news of Mursal from behind their walls that are so close to
us?" asked the Righteous worried because he did not see the prince.


"The Lord
of the South calls, and Mursal replies!" King Guntemar thundered like a
spring storm breaking into the tent followed by Prince Cajus. "My King, we
will follow you with the army. The men are ready to move, whenever you give the
order!"


"King
Guntemar Muller, your presence honours us enormously and your troops bring
relief to my heart!" exclaimed the Righteous proudly.


"I was
reluctant in the beginning, but you have never gone to war unless the One God,
willed it and none of them ended in defeat! Who am I to oppose the will of the
One God?" asserted the Sovereign of Mursal in his colourful robes.


"My
juggernauts need a few hours of rest and water before returning to the
march," said Wolfer explaining the condition of his soldiers.


"You are
the Prince of Dubranek, son of the Living God, it is an honour to meet you. In
other battles I sweated at your brother's side and I must admit I am much in
favour of your cats", Guntemar intervened with admiration.


The Dubri were
as bad at diplomacy as they were with good manners, and the Prince's response
created discontent:


"King of
Mursal, I never heard of any of your great enterprises, but I know your
nickname."


The arrogant
second son of the Living God made reference to the nickname "the Live
One" given to the King, when he was still young and without a crown. He
had his men withdraw from an enemy assault, claiming: "Better to fall back
to stay alive and fight the next day!" A profound phrase but not greatly
appreciated by the valorous conquerors of the land once in the hands of peoples
who had now fled beyond the Deep Sea.


In order to
prevent the withdrawal of an entire army because of a childish dispute, Godwin
intervened forcefully:


"My Lords,
we have not come here to revive old arguments based on very small foundations!
I swear to you on my beloved family that I have the utmost trust in every King
I have accepted on the thrones of my cities. This esteem is well placed, seeing
all of you before me, ready for a war without equal throughout history!"


King Josef took
a nice mug of beer from the table that had been prepared for them and lifted it
crying out:


"I drink to
the Lord of the South, that he may lead us into a new and victorious
enterprise!"


No one could
miss raising a glass of fresh, clear nectar and then greedily swallow it down
in honour of the King of the Kings of the South. Godwin felt obliged to propose
a second toast, even if there was little beer left in the drinking vessels:


"My
Vassals, let's toast to all of us and to the allies of the North and the East,
who, if they have not already begun to shed blood, they will shed it at our
sides! I hope that a single drop of vital fluid given to the cause will be in
vain, and that sacrifice will allow all of us to endure the insidious evil of
our times!"


The toast
proposed by the Lord of the Sepulchre of the Gods burned like fire in the
hearts of the crowned hearts. The ardour of their youthful conquests had faded
with the slow passing of the years, like a torch no longer soaked in oil.


The colourful
King Guntemar had seen about the same number of winters as the Righteous and,
looking at his peers, he saw rough and rugged faces, forged by the war but aged
by years just like his own. His blonde hair, cut short no longer concealed how
sparse the growth was on his squared head, just as his light coloured eyes
could not hide the fear of a sudden and unexpected return to the battlefields.


The Sovereigns
observed each other for a long time, without any more friction, also thanks to
the peace-making actions of King Josef. While the strategists were worried
about tactical problems, the Juggernauts fed their armoured leverons, leaving
them free to raid the surrounding lands. The soldiers of Earth collapsed, after
a good, abundant meal, between the soft sheets of hard straw beds and, ignoring
everything around them, fell asleep despite the fervent noise of the work of
the camp.


The afternoon
faded, giving way to an evening of decorated in elegant vermilion with its
softer lights on the horizon, where, beyond the Cordillera of the Beasts,
creation dressed itself to dance a final waltz before the dark hours. The black
cape of the night wrapped everything in its folds, carrying the pleasant noises
of insects and small rodents hidden in the bush, to the ears in waves of sweet
dreams for all men.


The life of the
camp awakened early the next day: the neighing of the horses, upset by the
roaring leverons, did not give them any possibility for lengthy sleep. The
first tents fell to the ground, while the smell of soup just began to penetrate
the noses of the soldiers.


The march of the
three armies of the South came to life rapidly, crossing the now corrupt river
turned into a pale shadow of what it had been. The fortified bridge of Mursal did
not slow them down. It was one of the most solid and vast bridges of the Empire
with its fifteen defensive towers placed one after the other. This bridge was
not well suited to the Mirage River, which was certainly not of an imposing
size.


The road taken
would have led the Kings north-east straight to Jaer, a typical city of the
South, responsible for the defence of the so-called "Gate of the
Sand": a vast pass that cut deeply through the small Gates of the Sand
mountain chain. The crevice appeared as if a God, dissatisfied with his work,
had poked a finger there and dragged it through the mountain chain creating a
pass between the peaks. Beyond this passage stretched the fearsome Plain of
Nothingness: a scorching area of sand bordered to the east by the mountain
range and opening onto the coast of the Gulf of Heroes.


Moving away from
the Mirage River towards the Sand Gates, each step became more wearisome in the
aridity of the lightly undulating landscape. Cork trees, as solid as rocks,
opened their branches to the pitiless sun of the South, which felt violent and
aggressive even in winter as they were covered by many layers of fabric and
steel. Extremely hot during the day and in the grip of freezing dark nights,
the hostile climate tempered the spirits of the travelling soldiers, subjecting
them to arduous sufferings.


"Of course,
you of the South are very brave to criticise the Nordic climate,"
commented Gotthard before going to bed under the magnificent, brightly lit sky.


"What do
you mean?" asked Fulk, almost asleep hidden under a juniper.


"In my
lands it's cold, very cold, unbearably so! But when you leave on a voyage, you
know you must have warm clothes and thick furs. You in the south have the steel
of your armour burning all day and at night the armour steams as if water had
been thrown onto flames!" replied the picturesque Prince of Stahldorf.


"That's why
in the south you rarely see armies with heavy armor like ours and even rarer
like yours! Here we choose flexible mail with at most shoulder straps and arm
guards" Fulk replied, mumbling, as he was more asleep than awake.


The cycle of
night in the moonlight was monotonous and uncomfortable, but at least the
mastiffs did not seem to have reached past the east bank of the river Mirage.
Or more likely, given the number of powerful and fanged leveron, the beasts of
the underworld preferred to remain distant to observe the march of the
remarkable army.


"My Lord,
the great powerful walls of Jaer are watching us," exclaimed Lorin on his
return from a patrol. "The doors are wide open, and there is a great
movement of tiny men in the shadow of the walls.


Jaer was a city
developed following the lines of a pre-existing fortress that was called Divine
Well because in its dungeons it concealed a spring of icy water. The
fortification blocked the whole valley like the northern Damwall, but in this
case, thanks to the protected springs and the fact that enemies were hindered
by the sun and the wind, the shadow of the high defensive wall had attracted
inhabitants.


A city was built
with typical low and square houses, made of clay bricks baked in the sun. The
most prominent buildings were no higher than two stories. To the eyes of the
visitors it looked like cubes overlapping with rounded edges, positioned closely
one next to the other to offer each other reflected shade.


The pale and
very clear natural colours were a defence against the wickedness of the sun and
the interiors offered those who lived there an unexpected freshness, thanks to
the thick walls. The walls of Jaer had been breached several times in history,
the last time under the blows of the powerful "Fide" trebuchets, led
by Godwin in his youthful march to conquer the mountain Sepulchre of the Gods.


The knights of
the city were lining up on either side in front of the gate, ready to take the
path to glory. Their heavy tabards in thick white cotton decorated with oblique
red bands were shivering playfully in the torrid inland wind. Jaer's large
number of cavalry gave unprecedented mobility to the strongest Protectors of
the Way and the large number of infantry in Mursal.


In the middle of
the formation, the reflections of the crown mounted on top of King Yanneck
Horn's helmet were admired by all. Wearing an extravagant mantle of feathers,
he waited for the arrival of the Lord of the South, together with his eldest
son, Prince Faust, and Counsellor Wiligelm. The latter was a dangerous man,
clearly from the lands of the West, as his surname clearly indicated.


Approaching his
Vassal, Godwin whispered to the traveling companions, who had been at his side
since the dawn of that adventure:


"Keep your
eyes open at all times! Given the epoch we are living in, you can no longer
even trust your mother. I would like to impose a new crusade on every man, as a
sign of faith in the One God and of renewed dedication to the crown of the
South!"


"Perhaps it
would be better to take precautions and re-evaluate every single Lord",
Fulk said quietly, careful not to miss any detail.


The two groups
came into peaceful contact and King Yanneck, whose nickname was Welcomer, came
forward first:


"My
Sovereign, welcome to the city of Jaer! I hope that the shade of our streets
and the cool waters of the springs will refresh you!"


"Thank you,
my good Vassal, I would gladly take advantage of these, however I am sorry that
I must postpone our visit. Turbulent clouds are thickening on the horizon,
spreading undisturbed through the skies of the once great Empire of the United
Men. Rotten traitors have moved as far as the heart of the South, enlisting
murderers and thugs, to hinder our march!" replied Godwin in his typical
flat, monotonous voice.


"So many
fears afflict your mind, my King of Kings! Perhaps it would be better to rest
and leave once you've recovered, ready for battle," Wiligelm proposed
without even introducing himself.


"And who
would you be?" asked the Righteous, annoyed by the intervention.


"Only a
humble Counsellor, my powerful Lord," replied the skinny obsequious and
slimy being.


"And why
are counsellors always dry and curved, like sneaky snakes rather than real
men?" Gotthard arrogantly wondered.


"Perhaps
because to become a councillor you must study, bending over books instead of
developing muscles on the battlefield," the politician replied, sharp as a
cutthroat’s dagger.


"Probably!
But I believe that all the thinness comes from the desire to accumulate dinars
and the hump is caused by the weight carried in subterfuge and lies!"
countered Wolfer nervously from the back of his powerful and roaring animal.


It is understood
that good blood does not flow between your followers and the Counsellors, my
King!" Yanneck tried to appease the men, with a smile.


The Lord of the
South answered:


"Often many
of the problems have developed because of falsehoods of those who, cloaked
themselves in absolute wisdom, but pursued their own hidden aims without any
concern for the welfare of others!"


Discovering the
Righteous was in agreement with the master of the leverons, Yanneck asserted:


"My Lord, I
respect your opinions and believe what you say, with blind obedience, but I
guarantee the faithfulness of this man. For years he has been following me and
before me he advised my father, never once has he led us to repent of the trust
given!"


"Excellent!
In this situation it is fundamental to have total trust in people close to
us", commented Godwin, who cared nothing about such quarrels. What was
pressing for him was the possibility of setting out as soon as possible.
"How long before we can leave, my Vassal?"


"Jaer's
knights have been waiting ever since your son sent a hawk, ordering the armies
to be prepared. Show us the way and we will follow you. Do your men have enough
water to cope with the softening heat of the Plain of Nothingness?" asked
King Yanneck.


"Would you
be able to provide water for all of us?" the Southern Lord courteously
enquired.


"I could
never say no to my Lord! I need half an hourglass to add three carts of water
barrels and then we can depart!" the Sovereign of Jaer offered the
solution to a very dangerous problem - the as a great host he was.


The time passed
quickly and they didn't even realize that they were already on the march,
leaving behind a city with the vital well and the houses leaning against the
shadow of the fortress, to enter into the desolate lifelessness of the Plain of
Nothingness. The last oleanders grew just before the pass between the
mountains, giving way to round-shaped succulents covered with thorns, like the
head of an armed mace.


The sky appeared
clear and blue and only a few rare clouds gave ephemeral relief to the army,
flowing beneath the fiery globe. The wind channelled from the Deep Sea through
the Big Cove blew powerfully, forced to the edge of the desolate land by the
two colossal mountain ranges.


To the north,
the grim dark peak of the Gloomy Mountain watched over the long and colourful
snake marching among the harsh rocks burned by the sun, where only minute
junipers or brave myrtles were able to show any green.


"Look, my
Sovereign: the mountain with the passage dug by the great sorcerers to cross
the peaks of the Dragon's Back! If we had taken this path, we would have
arrived in the south rapidly," commented Heinsius, ruminating like a cow
because of the heat.


"If we had
taken such a step, no one would have ever heard of us again. Don't you remember
the beasts in the depths of the earth and the dead there, Sovereigns of all
things?" replied the Old Man shaking his head.


"No man has
ever been the master of the underground ways! Some have traced and followed
them, probably several times, but sooner or later they lose themselves in those
black arcane tunnels," exclaimed King Yanneck.


"Of course
it would be very convenient to be able pass that way, but the descendants of
Last Act has always attempted to carry out the vow of their ancestors, trying
to make those whispering shadows safe. In the end the vow was even changed, as
it was absolutely clear even to the blind that such a task was
impossible!" recounted King Josef, moving stoically through the heat
despite his age.


"My dear
friends, we must consider ourselves lucky if the Rotten Way does not
regurgitate trolls and other horrible beasts into our Empire! The house of the
Maiers, in spite of the bad reputation of the current King, has always served
us well," said Godwin, having seen with his own eyes the horrors arising
from the rotten heart of the treacherous mountain.


In the sky birds
of prey with their mighty wings could be admired, riding intrepid winds, like
the Nordic warriors on the sea, like black siege engine projectiles, thrown by
the Gods towards the earth, ready to raid the life of the small rodents of the
barren heaths with their claws. In the midst of this most absolute nothingness,
the strange behaviour of the big cats caused alarm to the Prince of the Dubri:


"Never in
my life did I see a leveron so reluctant to explore and go jumping through the
rocks!"


"Wolfer,
what's troubling your hairy animals? They should be the ones to make the enemy
hesitant," commented Godwin, concerned.


An unexpected
whistle resonated among rocks and junipers; the Righteous sought its origin on
the horizon and saw a knight of Mursal signal with a red bandoleer. The soldier
seemed very agitated and persuaded King Godwin to halt the march of the army.


"Stop the
march but be on your guard. You never know what the enemy has in reserve for
us! Gotthard, Wolfer and Fulk, to my side," ordered the Lord of the South,
demonstrating once again how strong a man he was in command. He was already
venturing into the rocks beside the narrow pathway. Once he had reached the two
patrolling soldiers, it was the Prince of the North who asked:


"What is
freezing your blood and slowing us down?"


"Look with
your own eyes, Nordic warrior, and you will understand!" replied the not
too courteous soldier wearing a pot helmet.


When the four of
them discreetly looked over the ridge behind which they had been hidden, they
saw large black wounds in the poor land, similar to the dens of large animals.


"I do not
see what should be so terrifying," Gotthard confusedly asked.


"Those wide
burrows should not be here! There were never animals larger than a sand badger
seen in this land," replied the warrior from Mursal.


"And how
big is that badger?" asked Fulk curiously.


"As big as
a dog, my commander of Earth! And those holes could be made by any creature,
but not by a dog!" the agitated soldier dispelled the curiosity of the
foreigner.


"You can
see them everywhere, there's no way around them, my King!" exclaimed
Wolfer with a worried look.


"We cannot
cross the mountains of the South and even more dangerous are those to the North
of my possessions. So either we retrace our steps towards the coastal road or
we continue", whispered Godwin thinking out loud. "I believe we
should go forward! The leverons will travel alongside us on the fiery heights without
any problems, only we, silent and compact, will pass through the dens. It is
useless to risk everyone!" Lord of the South finally proposed with
disarming simplicity and a great deal of trust in the benevolence of the One
God.


"My King,
if that's how it must be, then perhaps it would be better to let the slow
infantry go first with the chariots, so that we can arrive rapidly to help them
with the horses, if they are ambushed!" suggested Yanneck, who had also
gone ahead to understand what was happening. The King of Jaer was an expert on
tactics sometimes considered controversial, but of undoubted effectiveness and
his opinion was greatly appreciated by all.


"I think we
have a plan! Are there any doubts?" asked the King of the Kings of the
South, observing his companions, from whom no suggestion arose except a simple
approving nodding of heads.


The infantry
pushed forward watchfully, walking as lightly as possible among the stones of
the road. Each man advanced bent over, in battle trim, covered by his own
shield. Even the sun seemed averse, raging on Prince Gotthard's heavy Nordic
steel plates. He had come down to join the marchers, to be part of the glory,
at his King's side.


No being opposed
the march initially, despite the fact that complete silence was impossible as
they moved ahead. Small clatters of metal chain mail or the sounds of pebbles
moving on the ground rose from the irresolute men, without posing a physical
threat. The wide irregular excavations remained dark and silent, not giving the
slightest clue as to what new terrifying being had crept onto the moors of the
Plain of Nothingness.


"Maybe it's
just some animal that escaped from the East or the North because of the events
taking place in those territories, my Lord," Fulk whispered as if he were
a hunted rodent.


"I really
don't know, but I don't understand how so many dens could have been hidden
without anyone hearing or seeing anything!" Godwin replied, groping in
doubt and ignorance of the facts.


The stressful
march continued cautiously for a long time, emptying the sand of the hourglass
several times, while the pitiless sun fulfilled its destiny. The sphere of fire
began to descend to the west, painting the sunset with skilful brushstrokes on
a clear sky tinged with red. It was like a gift to the beloved moon, which grew
ever brighter, enveloped in the long shadows of dark omens.


King Godwin's
breath, like that of others, made its white ethereal appearance, forcing all
soldiers to cover themselves with heavy coats or blankets, to combat the
extreme change in temperature.


"This
weather seems absurd: I was at the Titan and in the middle of winter we were
hit by a summer storm. In the south it would seem like summer during the day
and dark hours turn to winter. We've always had variations in temperature. It's
the will of the One God! But such a marked difference we have never had to
suffer before", muttered whispering Godwin.


"My King,
what do you wish to do? Go on or camp?" asked King Guntemar following his
troops.


"For the
time being, tell everyone to come together with us, the ability of the leverons
at night will be essential for us to have some rest," ordered the
Righteous, worried about the lengthening shadows.


The stars began
to shine delicately in the sky, showing themselves to be vain and gleaming as
good-natured but helpless observers of human fate. The wind also returned
adding its loud distant noise, howling violently in the ravines and deep
gorges. In addition to throwing clouds of grainy sand against the armour of the
soldiers, the wind brought with it the heavy threatening clouds: dense and
gloomy the storm clouds crowded together, suffocating the light of the cheerful
stars with their swift transit.


The night went
by, harassed and agitated by the impetuosity of the beasts. They had to be provided
with meat, to prevent them from stealing the horses or worse still the knights.
There were no important events to shock the souls, despite the nocturnal cries
of the birds of prey hunting and the widespread fear in the hearts of the
brave. As the sun showed itself on the horizon and the soldiers told themselves
that they had overcome the dark curtain of death, many forgot about the dens
and the need to avoid making noise. Their voices rose upwards between the
stones and the valley, bouncing back into the unreal silence of the first hour.
Under a leaden sky Godwin, concerned, ordered the soldiers:


"Silence!
The enemy still watches us from their shelters and I don't think they'll miss
the opportunity if we bait them. Don't forget the danger!" Even the Kings
following the army tried to silence the agitated spirits, but the foolish
knights’ joy at being alive swelled the murmurs, adding to the cries of the
animals.


While every
crowned head and every prince tried hard to quell the unnecessary jubilation,
the Warrior Gods intervened to silence all men: a mighty lightning bolt struck
from between the clouds, like a sea snake in the waves, followed by a loud roar
of thunder. The ground was shaken by its great strength, causing the dumb
warriors to stagger, uncertain whether they were really awake or in the grip of
a horrible nightmare.


The whistles of
the lookouts came: first a couple, then many and finally on each side of the
lines there were agitated men who pointed to the big dens in turmoil. From the
bowels of the earth, neurotic shadows waved in great numbers on the edges of
the holes, camouflaging themselves in the black darkness.


"Move!
Silence can no longer help us," ordered the Lord of the South, pointing
the way east.


"Knights,
in step with the infantrymen! The road is too treacherous to go faster, so
we'll fight among the foot soldiers," King Guntemar ordered, drawing his
sword before it was needed.


The thunder gave
its judgment again while the first tears of icy rain fell from the sad sky. As
the downpour became heavier and the ground began to darken, clumsy bald beings
came out of their shelters. Their horrible muzzles did not have eyes, but a
chasm held apart by two huge flat fangs, between which the dense saliva dripped
copiously. These fangs stuck far out from their jaws, going beyond their heads
and showed signs of great struggles. They were covered in chips and holes. Long
moustaches moved, whipping the air incessantly, as did a strange orifice on the
nape of the neck, which continued to sniff. Large bodies were attached to short
sturdy legs with claws for digging and long tails that snapped in the air like
the whips of the southern cow hands.


"My King,
they are horrible demonic rats," commented Franz surprised by the awkward
creatures.


"I don't
intend to go to school to study what they are and above all I don't want to
discover how hostile they are! Let's move on, men! Prepare your arms!" Righteous
cried proudly, certain of himself while firmly removing his blade from its
scabbard.


Only a couple of
shadows dared to reveal themselves from each lair, driven in search of the
prey. Then it didn't take them long to find the men, making noises like series
of squeaks and clicks.


"What are
they doing?" Sigfred naively asked.


"Knight,
have you ever heard of me going to a gathering of horrible hellish creatures or
whatever regurgitation those beasts are," provoked the Old Man mocking
him. To the silence of his companion he added: "What answer can I give
you? Shut up and move!"


Monstrous
yellowish rodents the size of a common bear flowed from the dens, their bodies
covered with numerous large scars and bleeding wounds. There were so many of
those beings that they looked like country mice infesting a granary.


"Shield
wall along the sides! Juggernaut, move forward and mow down as many of those
filthy creatures as possible," decreed King Godwin, who was also struck by
the number of tusks.


The rats, slow
and clumsy as they crossed the sharp rocks, pushed themselves on top of each
other, giving strong whistles and nervous frenzy, as if they were in the grip
of and alchemic potion.


"Men, be
firm and behave like brothers! Do not fear any evil, for the One God favours
our mission!" Godwin incited his soldiers to seeing they were afraid.


The impact
against the shields was softened by the long pikes and spears, pushed past the
defence, well timed against the animals higher up, to prevent them from jumping
over the colourful line of protection.


"Make a
mess of these monstrosities," Yanneck cried out in a loud voice to his
men.


The blades were
covered with enemy blood many times, but these beasts did not give up easily,
pushing and biting even at nothing, as if they were governed by a feeding
frenzy. Their drool dripped onto the shields, smelling of death, while their
fangs continued to snap forcefully, giving a macabre woody warning sound.


Their strength
was not in the intelligence or energy of each individual, but in their number.
This power soon revealed itself, when - having surrounded their prey - the rats
piled up against the shields, causing the men to collapse under their enormous
weight.


Their faces with
fangs as wide as a butcher's cleaver were able to pierce the light chain mail
of the South, dyeing the stones with precious lifeblood. They pushed all of
their snout greedily into the ripped bellies trying to eat more of the innards,
pushing their screaming prey to the ground. Gotthard knocked down many of them
with his squat weapon, breaking their skulls. The mighty hammer of Stahldorf
growled deeply and wrathfully on the bones of the ravenous beings.


The Nordic
prince struck one of them with divine violence crumbling his huge tusks, but
the enemy, though dripping blood like a water fountain, did not retreat but
continued trying to bite all the same. Gotthard lifted his hammer, gift of the
Warrior Gods, in the pouring rain and in the turmoil of the melee, and then
dropped it like thunder against the animal that had come close enough to bite.


It was an upward
spray of scarlet that revealed the beast's tiny brain, ending its angry attempt
to feed itself. The animal squealed, staggering, before falling on its side and
being eaten by its companions. Their frenzy reached absurd heights: they shook
their heads with their jaws wide apart, to wound all comers and discourage others
from the banquet. In this way, after having gutted some knights, they threw
shreds of bleeding flesh at the men, with the effect of involuntarily lowering
their morale.


Godwin, sticking
his sword into the nostril on the neck of the beast next to him, lifted its
head, pushing the blade in deeply and then looking around through the heavy
rain and the chaos of battle.


"Where are
the Juggernauts? Why don’t they attack and overcome them from behind?"
cried the Lord of the South, fearing betrayal of Prince Wolfer.


"I have no
idea, my Sovereign," replied Lorin fighting bravely next to the leader in
his white armour.


Many of the
injured rats were overwhelmed by faithful steel, but they still emerged from
the land eager for revenge against the new arrivals. The weariness of the men
began to be felt, increased by the rain that caused the sticky quagmire to flow
towards the bottom of the valley, dumping it right around the feet of the
cavaliers. The soldiers fell exhausted at the mercy of the cravings of the
monstrous beings, ending up being devoured alive.


Those rats,
progeny of nightmares, quarrelled with the fallen, shaking their bodies until
they were shredded, and then devouring every single part of them, sometimes
with steel and mud attached. As the Southern Lord, in the midst of action,
tried to get the better of the yet another bald beast, roaring shadows hurtled
over their heads, diving into the mass of enemies like a fisherman diving
through the waves for shellfish.


Wolfer in his
armour had finally arrived wielding a long axe, while his leveron gnawed,
gutted and then threw away anything that no longer needed to be killed. The
Juggernauts did not seem to be like elegant and refined fencers, but were
certainly impressive as they took part in the fray. The large size of the
felines, increased by their armour, carried their commanders high, safeguarding
them from the chaos of the battle.


Their friendly
fangs stuck into the yellowish bellies of the enemy creatures without any
reluctance, shaking them mercilessly and spreading carnage without mercy, often
causing bones to crack as their jaws snapped shut. Together with the
second-born prince, his older brother had arrived with the three missing
divisions of Juggernauts, giving their manoeuvres the proper strength to overwhelm
the ravenous enemy.


"Men, push
ahead! Let us return these sons of some demon to the grave," Godwin
shouted at the top of his voice.


The order was
passed from Kings to princes until the most distant warrior and with difficulty
they were able to build the defence around the bulk of the army again. The
sound of the battle had not yet been silenced, when the healers began to look
for wounded to give first aid. Those beasts left many dying men lying in the
gravelly quagmire: some missing a leg, some with their bellies torn and still
others with their chests partially opened, but for all there was very little
hope.


Melkior stole a
young soldier of Jaer from a ravenous adversary, knocked down to the
bloodthirsty ground, and yet dragged to safety unharmed by the knight of Earth.
His life was spared only because of s his decision to wear an unconventional
breast plate under his tabard, on which the enemy teeth had only produced
sparks.


"That is a
very good breast plate, son!" the healer from Earth sighed tiredly after
hitting the big aggressor with his chain mace.


"A gift
from my father! If I ever come back alive, I think I must thank him
properly," replied knight who had a sore arm after the fall.


"Your
father gave you something like this and you didn't even thank him?"
Melkior asked, sticking the points of his weapon into the muzzle of another
demonic rat.


Gotthard's
mighty hammer came to their aid, hitting the enemy of the healer, which was
still aggressive, smashing its jaw and tossing it towards its fellows.


"Bald one,
why are you interested in the family situation of the young man?" the
Nordic prince asked arrogantly, as always.


"Don’t
fight over me," exclaimed the knight of Jaer looking for his sword.
"My father showed up only three days before I left, always assuming that
he was really my father, for this reason it was not possible to thank
him."


The boy, once he
found his weapon and explained his situation, returned to the fray, now a
little calmer thanks to the powerful action of the Juggernauts, which
terrorised the fanged rats, making them escape back to where they had come
from.


"My Lords,
it would seem a victory has been won by men!" thundered Godwin, raising
his arms to the sky, not caring that enemy blood dripped from his sword onto
his white helmet.


King Josef,
sticking his blade into the chest of one of those rodents, sat tired and worn
on top of his last trophy and commented, while removing his helmet:


"What kind
of horrible creatures are these?"


"I really
don't know, my dear Vassal, but victory is ours!" replied the Righteous,
looking at a long pink tail covered in scars.


"It is an
omen sent by the One God to stop us. Ours is not a mission on his behalf, but
of the will of a single man", Wiligelm accused with wide staring eyes,
hiding under a supply wagon.


"As well as
a counsellor, we have a prophet with us," commented Fulk, annoyed,
cleaning his weapon on the skin of a rat.


"The One
God sent us an ambassador with his followers to dissuade us from our task and
with the arrogance of those who rise above others we killed them!" the
bent man raved deliriously causing doubts regarding his loss of reason.


"If they
were angels, why did you hide from them? You are just a clown and a
charlatan!" Gotthard rancorously commented, exhausted but still able to
offer cutting words.


"King
Yanneck, silence your man. We have lost all confidence in him! With his
delirium he will give rise to doubts in the tired minds of men which is not
good at all!" King Godwin called his subordinate into account for the
faults of his retinue.


Despite the
harsh rebuke, the slimy politician continued to look for followers for his
rambling prophesies but ended up making the brave Godwin lose his temper:


"Be quiet,
you underhand object! The One God would never speak in a manner so full of filthy
words! It is not seemly! The will of the One God is shown through our actions,
giving us the strength to survive. If the One God had wanted us dead, do you
think our lives would not be forfeit?" The Southern Lord stopped for a
moment to calm himself, then asked the crowd: "Men, if our path were not
blessed by the One, why did he not just point a finger at our lives, crushing
us like cockroaches? I swear to you that no man is exempt from this judgment
and will of our creator, whether he be the One God, one of the Warrior Gods or
any of the many among the infinite deities of the Shining stars!"


The King's
energetic outburst among the Kings of the South spurred the soldiers to reason
and see things through the unshakable faith of their hearts.


"God wants
it!" cried a Hal Barat warrior.


"That's
right, God wants it!" Godwin replied, raising his armed fist towards the
courageous blue soldier.


"How many
doubts ruin and corrupt your minds, men of the South. We in the North fight to
win a place in Valhalla. War is our way and following it you can never go
wrong! The Lord of the South has rare leadership skills and even I believe in
the otherworldly leadership of his hand. I don't know what God is whispering to
him and I don't even care, but I am sure I have faced beings not from this
world and it is our duty to understand why such beasts roam freely. We could
only get reasonable answers by following King Godwin to the East, certainly not
by closing our eyes and waiting to be eaten!" the great hammer of Stahldorf,
expressed his offered his thoughts which were able to bend the reason even the
most stubborn of the warriors.


"We march
on, my brave ones! Otherwise the Juggernauts will fall asleep because of the
boredom of these speeches! Now everything is ready for the war and I find it
more appropriate to go and attack before we are overwhelmed, "cried
Walderman approaching the Lord of the South.


"My dear
Prince of Dubri, you cannot understand how happy I was to see you
arriving!" the Righteous released his tension.


"My King,
you know, you can always count on the word of a Prince of Dubro," replied
Walderman.


"My
Sovereign, I have waited before intervening not out of cowardice, but because
the leverons had shown clear signs that their brothers were almost here,"
Wolfer revealed.


"So the
aggressive cats are able to find each other! This is news to me. In any case, I
never thought you were a coward, prince," said Godwin, even though for a
moment his heart had given way to a worm of doubt of betrayal. These words, though
not extremely sincere, placated Prince Wolfer and satisfied the ego of the two
Dubri commanders, intent on walking their cats around Godwin's horse. The horse
was very worried about the ravenous glances it was given.










Chapter
23


White Altar Boys


 


 


The army resumed
its march through wind-corroded granites and the not so thirsty junipers, which
stoically rediscovered that the sun’s vigour was less unacceptable than the
previous day. The road moved in a twisted line, like the thread of destiny,
across the inhospitable Plain of Nothingness. Other infernal rats, with their
wrinkled, swollen pale skins and abominable tails, attacked the army and were
eliminated before causing damage to the felines from the Land of the Beasts.
The leverons did not show disgust for their flesh, feasting greedily on them to
draw energy.


A new afternoon
passed, this time calm and peaceful, now in view of the extravagant Cube
Fortress of Sa Aran. Fulk, lying on the barren rocks, almost refreshed by the
shadow of the night about to cloak the sky, asked the Southern Lord beside him:


"My
Sovereign, forgive the question, but wasn't King Irwin Vogel responsible for
the Plain of Nothingness?"


"Yes,
commander, I was reflecting right now on that same question," replied King
Godwin worried.


"He doesn’t
seem to have been very active as a guardian," commented Fulk, who was not
inclined to clemency.


"King Irwin
is one of my most trusted subjects, if he has not carried out his duty, there
will certainly be a reason!" Godwin stated looking at the tremulous lights
of the city of Sa Aran on the horizon. There were few doubts which were able to
remain for long in the mind of the Lord of the South. He was able to give only
one answer to the great majority of them. What did torment the Righteous was his
fear for his children, to whom, unjustly, he did not attribute great skills as
warriors.


The wind
screamed wildly and uselessly through the rocks, cooling the earth and giving
cold chills to the soldiers, who had perched where it seemed rest would be easier.
During the night the leverons, not inclined to sleep, were left free to hunt
out living animals for the protection of the entire army. Their roars and
sniffing restlessly continued, announcing anger in total darkness, causing the
blood in men's veins to freeze at the thought of what was moving against them
in the black shadows of darkness.


The dawn did not
wait long to reveal the harsh truth: without the hunting Juggernauts very few
would have woken up. The black bloodied rocks surrounded them, covered with
innards and torn parts of hellish rats. The leverons had finally calmed down,
sleeping in piles on top of each other, creating a mountain of fur and fangs,
where frosty eyes opened in turn to observe what was coming their way.


The Dubri
knights boasted proudly of the massacre undertaken in the name of human
protection by the faithful felines.


"You are
welcome, Lord of the South," cried a Dubranek warrior of boundless
arrogance, when he saw King Godwin wandering among the remains to assess the
threat.


"A good
job, worthy Juggernaut!" answered the intelligent Righteous.


The stony road
became less arid, shrubs greener again, showing themselves among the sharp
spikes of rock. Oleanders, as a surprise, returned, shaking their long leaves
full of dew, caressed by the pleasant morning breeze and invigorating scents.
The sea could be felt on the refreshing wind with its salty tang, cheering
their hearts, as it appeared blue and far away on the line of the horizon.


Sa Aran appeared
among rustling eucalyptus trees, dominating the valley with its own wall
covered with myrtle and cactus with their characteristic shape of flat ears one
above the other in a random order. The sky was still pink and white, when a
banner one half with blue and black squares and the other gilded with black
skull coming towards the marching column. The avant-garde whistled, giving the
signal to stop as they verified if there was any danger and what could be
hidden behind the man with the characteristic brigandine body armour with blue
and black bands with large brass studs.


"Stop,
knight!" ordered the avant-garde of Mursal suspiciously.


"Good
morning to you, man of the south! It is a pleasure to see your colours in this
crusade," replied the herald of Sa Aran.


"What
brings you to abandon your secure walls to come and meet us?" he inquired
of the lookout.


"I do not
wish to offend you, knight, but it is not something that I can report to
you!" the warrior answered frankly. His helmet gleamed half in gold and
with a black skull painted right on the lowered mask.


The two of them
moved to arrive before a tired King Godwin, his fine eyes sleepy.


"My Lord of
the South, it is an honour to meet you! I bring you good news: my Sovereign
Irwin Vogel sent me to deliver this letter sealed with his royal mark!"
the clumsy knight explained without presenting himself, offering an envelope to
King Godwin. Lorin preceded the Righteous, grabbing the letter and with the
explanation:


"My beloved
Sovereign, I know of occult arts that can inflict death only through touching
certain materials prepared by alchemists and suitably applied. Given the
rumours of the possible presence of the priest Ahrikan within your territories,
I would prefer to open this myself!"


"But this
is an unheard of affront," exclaimed the offended herald of Sa Aran.


"It is not
because of a lack of trust in your King, but because of a lack of respect for
all those who live at court, plotting behind his back!" specified King
Josef of Hal Barat, gesturing to the armiger to proceed.


Lorin removed
the seal and opened the letter written on parchment, turning it to face the
Lord of the South without allowing him to touch it. Godwin read it softly and
then reported:


"My
knights, it would seem that a change of plan is urgently needed for us! Instead
of waiting in Sa Aran, and then heading towards the Wrinkles of the Dragon and
Torat, you will follow me to a small village on the coast of the Big Cove,
where King Irwin awaits us to set sail in ships of King Maximus. Rome's fleet
will take us to the mouth of the river Vhola. This way we will avoid the
terrible Tribute of the Sand in the Kingdom of Da Tejan!"


The roar of the
knights gave a good idea of the level of approval for such an unexpected gift
from the One God. The Tribute of the Sand was a wide expanse of desert
dominated by great slithering beings, predators covered in a thin layer of fine
dust. Winds lifted the dust, making the air burn and impossible to breathe so
that it had been never been taken by an army without injuries for centuries.


The journey
became incredibly easier and the morale was pushed higher towards heaven
because of the road taken to the south, as different as the day is to the
night.


It was a
beautiful road through fragrant pine forests. The coastal road, often used by
pilgrims, was wide and well-made, winding peacefully in the shelter of the
leaves of tall maritime pines, generous with their green needles. The perfume
of liquorice battled in the wind with everlasting daisies, totally out of
season, which spread before them with their silvery green stems and golden
flowers.


The great
mountain Sepulchre of the Gods covered the horizon to the south-west,
concealing from view the beautiful walls of the city of the same name. On the
slopes smoothed by the wind and glowing in the sun, it is said that the final
battle between the Gods of all and the evil God of Blood was fought, to free
the lives of all beings from the shadow of total destruction. This sacred war,
despite the heavy cost in divine blood, led to the oblivion of the Malevolent
God and the proliferation of the many forms of life still known today. This
event was the only story held in common by the many religions of the Kingdom,
even if each of them tried to take the merit of victory for itself.


The mountain was
venerated by all the men of the Empire, since it was within the thousands of
tunnels that had been excavated that the bodies of the Gods fallen to defend
them lay buried. Which sacred relic dwelt eternally in one of the thousands of
hive-like chapels carved into the rock, depended entirely on the religion each
person followed, since many Gods had different names and roles in the various
different faiths.


The city of the
Sepulchre of the Gods was easily seen from a distant crossroad, where Godwin
left his Kings, albeit temporarily. He had to return to his home with the two
armigers of his escort, who had arrived safely to their loved ones. The task
was to gather the Holy Army, the army of the southern capital.


The defensive
walls of the city were imposing, with their architecture similar to the
unequalled defences of the Titan with its angular, inclined towers. A colossal
base supported and protected a wall of monolithic blocks of light stone with
characteristic gold veins. There was more gold in these stones than in the pockets
of all citizens of the South.


The towers
climbed higher and higher, standing proud and powerful. They were dramatically
well-placed, in due proportion to the limited coastal threats. Occasionally
small armies, mainly composed of troops of light soldiers, disembarked hoping
to raid the villages, and only a couple of times was an assault on the capital
attempted in entire decades but they failed miserably in the sands.


The white flags
with a black fist snapped brightly in the sparkling sea breeze, seeming to
greet the three returning knights joyfully after great difficulties and too
much time away from home. The trumpets rang clearly and vividly in the air,
notifying the great city of rich hypocrites of the arrival of their Lord, whom
many hoped had been long dead.


Godwin was well
liked by the people and by his own Vassals, but much less by the whining
nobles, who accused him of inflicting unfair taxes on them in order to maintain
the poor wretches living in the outlying slums. In fact, the outcasts were poor
labourers and workers crushed by an unjust system and relegated to the margins
of a society given to unbridled luxury, reflected in the palaces of fine
materials, hidden behind the walls of huge estates.


Sepulchre of the
Gods was garden city, full of flowers, in the middle of an arid area.
Unthinkable fortunes were spent to bring water to every house in the city and
to make any kind of plant bloom in the vast gardens in summer.


After crossing
the drawbridge over a wide moat of dressed stone, the tree-lined parade ground
amazed new arrivals. If it were not for the regularity of the plantings, there
was even the illusion of passing through a magnificent pine forest. The
man-made forest occupied an enormous area of green until it joined the long
tree-lined avenue connecting the parade ground with the entrance to the Golden
Castle and then northwards to the Sacred Mountain.


The trees were
not the only decorative feature of the avenue. Statues of rare workmanship were
placed between each pair of pines, narrating the deeds performed by young
Godwin for the conquest of the South of the Empire and the mountain beloved by
all religions. Not a self-celebrating parade desired by the Lord himself, but
gifts of local Kings, afraid of losing their crowns, land and accumulated gold.


The houses were
the greatest expression possible of splendour: colonnades and tympanums
decorated with pointed arches and golden pediments were merely considered a
normal level of excess. Godwin had always fought for a fairer distribution of wealth,
to the point of having the solid gold cladding of his castle dismantled, in
order to help the needy and buy powerful defences for the city.


"My dear
armigers, I have already asked too much of you, so are relieved of all duty to
follow me again. It won't be two men who make a difference! So enjoy your
families and increase your offspring. Soon the lands will be empty and strong
arms will be needed to continue in everyday life," said the Lord of the
South, feeling at peace surrounded by the air of his own home.


"Then, my
King, I will salute you and take leave here, wishing you all the best! I will
never be able to repay you for bringing me home," exclaimed one of the two
escorts, leaving quickly. The Sovereign simply smiled and made a friendly
gesture with his armoured red gloves.


"Aren't you
going to your loved ones?" asked King Godwin of the remaining escort.
Lorin, uncertain, answered:


"My Lord, I
will go and greet those at home only if you promise not to leave me here. I
still have my share in this war and I don't want to watch you leaving!"


"You have
my word, brave Lorn. In you I see a more deserving knight than many pompous
nobles appointed by the Emperor to finance the costly rebuilding at
Titan," commented the Righteous congratulating him.


"I thank
you, my King, for this praise. I will wait for you at the east gate,"
promised the armiger saluting the lord of the castle affectionately.


Godwin was
coldly welcomed by the rich bourgeoisie of the city center. But in spite of
everything he was well pleased by the heartfelt greetings of some less well-off
families, who pushed in between the higher-ranking families despite the
disgusted glances of the high-ranking personages. To the Lord of the South
those few festive greetings were worth more than all the slimy bows of the
nobles, who were able to show a smiling front while holding a knife between
their fingers ready to cut his throat.


The brave Godwin
had not yet passed more than halfway along the avenue to the Golden Castle,
when Absalom, Supreme Commander of the Prophets of the Sword came up to his
side. The Righteous immediately recognized him, in his dark armour and black
tabard with its closed fist, the colour of blood, on his chest. He arrived in a
great hurry as if to defend his Lord from an enemy army.


"My
Sovereign, how glad I am to find you alive," exclaimed the man dressed
darkly, with long reddish wavy hair.


"My right
arm, it is an infinite pleasure for me too to find you here and see you are in
good health," replied the Lord of the South. The man with his flowing
locks and imposing beard became gloomy and asserted:


"It is
lucky that you have sent the message to seal the catacombs, my King! We blocked
the dark ways under the capital just in time, but the mountain is not safe:
abominations of all sorts move along the slopes with increasing frequency.
Prince Angus wanted to try and regain the mountain, but the enemy inflicted
hard losses on him."


"How is
Angus? Was he injured," the good father was worried.


"Now he is
in good condition, my King, but he has lost his strong arm," Absalom
reassured him with a bowed head. Godwin remained frozen, not expecting such
news and asked in a faint voice:


"Any other
evil news?"


"Other than
Prince Deverek's invitation to go to the Great Port for your daughter Alexia,
nothing else that I know of," reported the always faithful Supreme
Commander of the Prophets of the Sword.


"This is so
sudden! War seems like a trifle to me compared to my first daughter in the
hands of a politician on the other side of the Empire," the good
protective parent commented furiously.


"No, my
Lord, for now Alexia is at home. She did not want to leave before consulting
you", Absalom cheered him with his green eyes smiling.


"Well done,
my little girl! Apart from the fact that I don't know much about Great Port,
the news given by the serpentine tongues of the nobles are not so very
pleasant. The way is now fraught with cut-throats and thirsty monsters just
waiting to meet a young defenceless girl. I would prefer to join the kingdom of
the South to the family of King Holaf Erlingson, Lord of the North. He is a
great man and has many sons and two daughters, not all of whom are
promised," commented the King of the Kings of the South.


"My Lord,
what an excellent idea! If you could do it, you would create the most
influential kingdom ever seen. Can you imagine the Masters of the Trondheim War
next to the Prophets of the Sword! What an unstoppable force they would
be!" Absalom cried, quite excited at the mere idea.


"Hold your
enthusiasm, my friend, the One God does not want this now! The scythe of death
weighs on all of us in various forms. The Empire is corrupt and split into who
knows how many factions. You must gather the whole army together, except for
the men of Angus and Damon. They are married and will not move in the wake of
the army to fight in what will be my last crusade, by divine will!"
ordered the Lord of the South becoming gloomy.


"The Holy
Army is ready to depart: it has been on the alert for weeks. I only have to
allow the men to take leave of their children!" Absalom stopped for a
moment struck by the hard gaze of his Sovereign. "My King, therefore, war
will overwhelm us all if you are leaving men to defend the city!"


"No, my
trusted servant, you have used the incorrect tense of the verb: the war has
already overwhelmed us! The Emperor declared the King of the Kings of the
North, the Lord of the East and myself as traitors, filling the streets with
murderers. Varius is now a melting pot of perjury and many other cities could
follow suit. The Steel Ring remains blind and foolish, like a slave to ignorant
rules. Only Rost has understood but Morten, its Lord, can do little! We are
heading east with the intention of joining local troops and a Nordic force to
combat the looming threat to all the Kingdoms of the Empire," replied
Godwin tersely as usual.


The two
continued their discussion until they reached the golden gate, still covered in
the precious metal, where white and red paper petals, trumpet trills and joyful
cries came from a large crowd, assembled to pay homage to their good King on
his return.


"Welcome
back, Your Majesty," cried a smith dirty with soot.


"For your
family, please take it, my Lord!" a baker offered the fragrant fruit of
his labour in a basket overflowing with abundance.


"Introduce
me to your children," flirted a beautiful lady dressed in all her finery
only there to pursue her ulterior motives.


Passing through
the gate and the crowd, Commander Absalom asserted:


"Now here I
leave you to go and carry out the tasks entrusted to me. Rest your tired limbs
and rejoice in the affection of your loved ones!"


"Thank you,
trusted commander, we will meet later at the east door where I will introduce
you to a young man worthy of our trust, who offered to risk his life to save
mine!" answered Godwin referring to Lorin.


The righteous
did not have time to cross the great space, adorned with the statues of his
ancestors before being swept away by five of his sons.


"Father,
what a joy! You are back!" they exclaimed in unison, crowding around him
lovingly, like the chicks in search of food when their mother returns.


"Adrya,
Kyran, Julyan, Alyx and Terra, how you have grown, my adored ones," said
the King full of joy.


"And you,
on the other hand, how wrecked you looked, my father! What has happened to your
forehead?" asked Angus with his arm wrapped around his father’s neck,
followed by Eldred.


"It is only
a bad scratch, blood of my blood! You though, what were you thinking of?"
Godwin asked, giving a heartfelt paternal embrace to his mutilated first-born.


"I was
trying to imitate you, to achieve greatness close to yours, father, and to do
what you would have done!" replied the young man disconsolately.


"I do not
want to be an example to you as a warrior, but as a father and as a righteous
man!" the good King replied, gently shaking his firstborn and giving
caress to his the third-born’s face.


"There is
nothing you can do, my King, you are an example to all of us in every
way," said Damon, who also arrived.


Godwin had
almost no time to give a hug to his second son, when Rowanne and Titania came
down from the battlements screaming as if they were a single entity:


"Father, we
missed you so very much! How was the capital?"


"Beautiful as
usual, but not comparable to you! And besides, the Citadel is not a suitable
place for such exuberant young ladies!" replied the returning father,
embracing them happily.


More and more
princely offspring approached him cheerfully, almost making him look like
mother duck with her ducklings, all following him and at every step there was a
new arrival to embrace.


"Deemer,
Gore, Orvald! I need the opportunity to discuss certain things with you
privately! For the moment come and embrace me, you knuckle-heads!"
exclaimed the Sovereign of the Sepulchre of the Gods.


However many of
Godwin's children he embraced, others arrived affectionately at his side,
carrying the light of good humour even in the most depressed of minds.


"Father,
how aged you seem," joked Cryssa, who had come in behind Rex.


"Think what
this impudent princess dares to say to me! I have not been away for
centuries!" the good man pretended to get angry but the result was not
credible, making his herd of children laugh.


"Father,
fortunately you are King, otherwise earning a living as an actor would not have
been easy!" Rex teased, with his face horribly mutilated. He earned this
scar in a duel, won through God's will and from which came his nickname of
Undead perhaps because of the speed with which he recovered from his wounds.


The attention of
the Lord of the South was attracted by a trick played on his memory when he saw
his daughter Alexia, approaching, holding the hand of young Blaze and the even
younger Horos in her arms. For a moment the King did not see his daughter and
her brothers, but was overcome by memories and he exclaimed in a loving and
dreamy voice:


"You are
just like your beautiful mother, when she wandered around the castle with Angus
and Damon when they were small!"


"Thank you,
my King, knowing how much you love our mother, I feel flattered! How are you?
Who disfigured your face?"


The Sovereign
kissed his children, taking Blaze in his arms after having the foresight to
remove his spiked gauntlets. Blaze immediately touched the big scar. Godwin
preferred to satisfy his curiosity about his now healed wound, but alarmed he
said:


"Alexia, my
divine daughter, I have heard of the your invitation to visit Great Port!"


"How do you
do it? You have not even been at home for an hourglass, after months, and you
already know such secrets!" the smiling princess wondered.


"I am
Godwin Wellinton, Lord of the South and First Vassal of these lands! It's usual
for me to know everything that's going on under the shadow of my
protection," replied the King the Father proudly.


"In any
case, I wanted to discuss it with you: I don't know who this prince is or what
he looks like," replied the blushing young girl.


"I would
imagine he has two legs and a head! Where he leaves such ornament I have no
idea, but I certainly prefer it not to remain on his neck!" the Lord of
the South commented threateningly.


"Father,
don't joke, love is a serious affair!" the young woman with light hair and
complexion like the moon reproached him.


"You are
right, my child, now you must explain what the word you have used means to
you!" exclaimed her mother who had just arrived looking splendid with her
wrinkles earned as an older woman. The Queen carried Calanthia in her arms, the
youngest of Godwin's twenty-one children. Wren followed, holding onto Harding's
hand. The King kissed his wife passionately and then sweetly kissed the last
three of the family. He turned again to the beautiful Alexia:


"Your
mother reads my mind! The King of Great Port is a Sovereign who is often spoken
of, while I have heard no mention of the prince. But that does not mean he is
cleansed of an evil reputation and vices! A proposal has been made. In addition
to having a matrimonial and political value, there are also important
mercantile considerations. If their ships were to reach our rich and relatively
peaceful seas, they could ruin the south and take over. I have serious doubts
that it is a proposal of love, but rather a contract for slavery!" the
Lord of the Sepulchre of the Gods freed himself from the burden of his verdict
with great relief.


"Father,
this is the first proposal I have received. I am now quite old and my good
looks will not last for very much longer!" the young princess was
disappointed by the mockery of her younger brothers.


"Do you
trust your father?" Godwin asked seriously, hugging his wife.


"Not all
that much at this point: in twenty-seven years you haven't found me a
suitor," Alexia replied crossly.


"Little
girl, don't you dare disrespect your King," thundered the inflexible
Heidi, Queen of legendary rigor.


"My
darling, she is not disrespecting me. She just makes her own judgment and
that's a good thing. However, I have some very interesting news for both of you
", Godwin intervened and caught everyone's attention. The Lord of the
South cleared his voice with a tone of victory and told:


"First it
is right to make you aware of the threat of a new war, capable of burning the
whole Empire. Times are as dark as they ever were in the last ages of men, but
glimmers of hope reveal themselves like ships on a stormy sea to the eyes of
poor shipwrecked people. The North and the East have joined together and this
alliance is also offered to us in the South, if we want it or not, God willing!
And we will have to fight yet again, hoping it is the last. This is the summary
of the ugly news that has emerged since the annual restricted council. In all
this horror some good news in your favour has been revealed. The Lord of the
Arctic Lands has revealed his intention present his children to you." The
attentive silence turned into a series of exclamations. Godwin stopped and
smiled when he saw joy in the eyes of his daughters. "The King of
Trondheim is one of the strongest warriors of the Empire and has an enviable
ability for insight, as well as having the most highly praised offspring for
their beauty and bravery in all the Realms!"


Queen Heidi
opened her surprised eyes wide and exclaimed:


"Godwin, my
love, this is fantastic news, ignoring the war and the invasions of impious
underground creatures!"


"Heidi, I
understand your sarcasm, but I just ask you allow the flow of events for a
while longer! Once we understand the course of the war, you can decide how and
where to bring the families together. King Holaf's family was supposed to reach
the South, as it was less dangerous than the North. Unfortunately my Second
Vassal gave me a message sent from South Winter, bearing the seal of Holaf
himself, in which he informed me of the impossibility of allowing his dear ones
undertake such a journey, because of a considerable hostile presence in the
lands around the plateau", explained Godwin, convinced of his decisions.


Heidi remained
silent, mentally evaluating the implications of such a union.


"How many
children does the Lord of the North have?" asked Terra interested.


"Not enough
for all of you," replied Eldred treacherously.


"Oh, I’ll
leave them all to you, I am promised to Dirk of Wexsex!" splendid Titania
brushed off the news.


"It's not
right! Who will decide the couples?" whined Rowanne.


"Only the
One God will decide whom you can love," her mother correctly reminded her.


The discussion
went on for a long time and finally Godwin himself, tired of hearing his
daughters argue, cut them off. The princesses were sent to their rooms while
their parents with only the seven older sons moved to the banquet hall to
discuss much more serious events.


The room had a
fantastic floor streaked with veins of amber-coloured crystal, set between the
lava stone quarried from the Sacred Mountain. The ceilings were frescoed with magnificent
allegories of the family, not easily appreciated because of the enormous height
of the ceiling. Of the original splendour of the Golden Castle there was only
the fireplace, whose opulence was equalled only by the splendour of its
decorations in memory of the oak trees. In every room there was a stove built
in a style worthy of Heidi's pleas, which finally stopped her husband from
dismantling the golden hearths at least.


The table where
the family sat was circular. It is said that it came from an altar of the
barbaric populations who were defeated and thrown out by the young Godwin, when
he was not yet Lord of the South. The wooden thrones were created by skilful
carpenters, ordered to carve them from the planking of the ships of the Hulii,
who had attacked the Empire far too many times. Everything in that house and in
that city told of the exploits of the Righteous King, not forgetting even the
smallest a act, despite the fact that he had never ordered any of these
glorifications. They were commissioned instead by the Queen.


The brave man in
his white armour was clearly tired, but he still spoke:


"My dear
family, this will be the last crusade in my hands in the name of the One God!
At the end of this war, I will give the command of the Holy Army to Damon, my
second son, and devote myself to children and grandchildren. Angus, my heir,
will follow me as long as I live in the diplomatic actions and affairs of our
magnificent lands and then succeed me. These are the reasons why I am
exonerating you from the next war so that you may prosper, enjoying your wives
and children for as long as you are able!"


The two eldest
sons did not understand the gift their father was giving them. Scandalised,
they objected, but found themselves up against the military inflexibility of
the Sovereign.


"You are
not required to understand, but to obey!" Godwin simply and harshly
answered their objections. "Elder, Deemer, Gore, Orvald and Rex, you, my
sons, will follow me into battle at the head of the Holy Army. God willing, you
will become great and strong! However, you must understand now I will listen to
no doubts or complaints. There will be no mercy! The orcs we must fight against
will not miss any good opportunity to tear you apart!"


"Father, is
this an order, or do you leave us any power in the decision?" Orvald
asked, clearly frightened.


"Son, I can
never afford to drag undecided soldiers into war. The risk of desertion at a
critical moment is too great a spectre," Godwin replied as if he were
speaking to an ordinary man.


The young man
looked thoughtful for a moment and then asked:


"My father,
I don't feel ready, could I stay at home?"


The Lord of the
South, hiding his disappointment badly, replied:


"Of course,
son. Now leave the table and the room, your presence is no longer of any
importance! While the prince bowed and sadly left the room, joyful tears poured
down Heidi’s face because her son was safe and his life not at risk.


"My beloved
wife, if those are tears of joy, wipe them from your face and pray only that
the same reaction is not widespread. If many hide within four walls, all our
lives will last a short time!" the sighing Godwin reminded her. He was
proud of his other fearless and obedient children.


The family
meeting lasted a long time. The Queen and the princes were informed regarding
every detail that Godwin knew. Later Godwin retired with his wife to their
private rooms to make love, perhaps for the last time. The princes were still
sitting, astonished and worried, not knowing what to expect from such a weighty
situation.


The King set out
after lying with his beloved. He kissed each of his children, offering them
advice. He gathered together every enlisted soldier of the Holy Army except
those who were under the command of those excluded.


"Knights,
the white of your armour indicates the purity of our obedient deeds, while the
red borders indicate the bloodshed by the will of the One God! Wearing such a
garment is an honour reserved only for men of faith, so let us not besmirch the
sacred value through acts of cowardice or surrender," thundered the Lord
of the South, letting his words fly on the stirring wind.


"God wants
it", cried the white bearers of faith lined up and equipped in an
impeccable fashion.


The princes
began to follow the King, not letting their fears show, perhaps even to
themselves. The journey did not last long, as the distance to be covered by the
ships was short, and only one night awaited them in the pristine pinewoods of
the splendid Kingdom of the Sepulchre of the Gods.


The marching
Holy Army was unmistakable. They carried with them a very large wagon full of
relics, where some monks remained in constant prayer, helping to pierce the
souls of friends and enemies. An immense golden cross, made up of many niches
rose brightly before the southern sun, throwing its cheerful reflection a great
distance. In each niche there was a skull, to each was attributed its own
significance. Each relic had been traced back to the name of a likely hero of
the faith. At the sight of the glittering chariot, followed by a large mass of
knights, the elderly King Josef sitting on the dock of the marina with King
Guntemar and Prince Gotthard, exclaimed:


"My Lords,
we're going to war! The King of the South is on the horizon with his white
bearers of death, disguised as penitent altar boys.


The small port
of the tiny village had never seen so many ships overflowing wagons, goods and
men in its life. Priority was given to the embarkation of soldiers for the war,
but no more than six ships could dock in those tiny moorings. So once loaded,
they moved to anchor waiting for their sisters before sailing eastwards.


Godwin was
welcomed with all honours on the flagship of the fleet of Rome with his son
Eldred, who was promised in marriage to the sister of Captain Grotius, second
son of the Third Vassal of South Maximus.


"My dear
prince, thank you for your help! This allows us to avoid a long and exhausting
march through burning lands. It is a real and welcome relief for my
troops!" thanked the Righteous.


"My Lord,
you must thank King Irwin Vogel. He contacted us, telling us of the messages
you sent. Your letters never arrived in Rome! He asked us to help you by making
it easier for you to travel by sea," replied the navigator prince
correctly.


Godwin turned
around and saw originator of such an excellent plan smiling at him from his Nordic
height, covered with heavy plate armour. From his thin lips hidden beneath his
blond moustache came pleasing compliments.


"My beloved
Southern Lord, you it is a long time since you were within my walls! I have
missed our discussions upon human dilemmas and the ethics of battle. What I
would have liked to have missed is the need to go into battle by your
side," exclaimed Irwin with open arms. Godwin, returning the embrace,
replied:


"Just as
you say, my dear Irwin, I would really like to retire to a more peaceful life.
I would prefer to leave the role of the epic King and wear those of my heroic
grandfather. But the One God once again unites us with his will to drive back
the decadence prevailing among men!"


"My beloved
King of the Kings of the South, I doubt that it is your Only God who wishes to
incite such a war! I am afraid that it has been promoted by those of our race
who are more foolish and greedy than those who should only be thanked for their
gifts," said the King of Sa Aran, smiling provocatively with shining eyes.


Godwin,
delighted to return to the pleasure of a serious and friendly religious
confrontation, exclaimed:


"I am
convinced that such a journey by ship is very pleasant."


"I hope so.
I have many questions to ask you and wish to demolish some of your
certainties!" the King of the Cube Fortress promptly replied.


The ships all
finally moved away with the sun behind them, which turned into a red sunset.
The ships slipped silently like black cormorants over the sea of glass, tinged
with twilight and endless silvery reflections.










Chapter
24


Men and Beasts


 


 


They left Grudak
after having replenished the food supplies, taking care to refresh the horses.
The Bear’s Head lost and then found was assisted with dedication and wisdom.
Only two wounds proved worthy of the attention of a healer. The others were
merely scratches and bruises.


Even the mighty
Olrund showed signs of recovery, showing the desire to wear her armour again,
an action blocked by Anastasia, as it was better to wait even longer. The
armour of the Balmung bear was very heavy and it took four very strong men to
lift the breastplate alone, without taking into consideration all the other
pieces.


The icy climate
showed no signs of lifting to facilitate the march and lashed the column with
wind and icy water as they struggled through the Inferno of Peat. The young
Ilian led the way at the head of the army, satisfied that he had been accepted
into the company of the Lords.


By now they were
close to their destination and only one city remained to be visited and to be
convinced to take part in the intervention. In this part of the Kingdoms of the
East the built up areas had developed close together. Ever since in ancient
times every Lord waged wars against the neighbouring territories. Since the
founding of the United Men's Empire such proximity had facilitated trade and
the military support necessary to withstand the constant attacks of aberrant
invaders, keeping them beyond their borders.


High was now
traveling in a relieved state of mind. It was only a matter of a few moons and
he would be able to embrace his beautiful wife and his children again. Another
action drawing his attention was the chance to dismiss Inquisitor Norder from
the throne of Black Portal. The ruler was certainly faithful but very
unpredictable, like his peers.


King Zot had
been added to the great army of the united peoples with all of the Death’s
Heads. As one of the first realms likely to be under attack in the event of an
invasion, he had preferred not to spare himself, placing his trust in God-Slayer.


Holaf galloped
proudly, with his wife in his arms. She was not yet fully recovered, riding
Dawn Reflection. The couple were still clinging tightly to each other after
years of marriage, as if they were afraid of being divided by the howling wind.
Tyra was next to the hospital wagon, where the Bear's Head rested, wrapped in
blankets and coats so he resembled a real animal. Not far away Sersy was
chatting with Lady Elisabet about frivolities, immersing herself in sweet
memories with a far away perfume.


"My King,
have you already thought of a strategy?" Skoll asked the Lord of the East.


"To be
honest, not yet. However, the goal remains to not allow the violation of the
gate of the East," replied the God-Slayer, not understanding what the
question referred to.


"My
Sovereign, forgive me, but I omitted to mention the purpose of the strategy. I
was talking about a plan to convince your Vassal of Gorod," explained the
Lord of Red Ice, appearing relaxed as if he were on a leisure trip.


"With King
Sveslav, strategies matter little. The only hope is that he is willing to
fight. We must show him there is a serious threat to his lineage, otherwise he
will not move the Nocturnes for any price!" said King High, thoughtful and
worried about having to talk to one of the worst listeners of the Empire.


"My
brother, you have the right incentive, perhaps even more than one! Remember the
scroll offering aid sent to King Zot? We help them and they assist us by
joining in the battle to save every one of us!" said the twisted Lord of
the North.


"My
husband, what if the plague rotting within the bosom of Necros was too strong
for us?" splendid Anastasia asked very pragmatically.


"It's a
huge risk to offer our help without knowing the size of the enemy!" said
Skoll.


"My Lords,
grant me permission to kill and my Barbarians and I will fight any enemy that
hides among the fetid stones of that hideous place!" cried the snarling
King Jarg, making the rough brave King Grigor look like a beginner in
boastfulness.


"King Jarg,
we know your worth and your desire to seek death in battle. It is certain that
you will have the opportunity to die on a field full of corpses. But I hope
that you don't want to miss the chance for glory in the defence of Black
Portal." King Holaf answered as rough as the tongue of a cat 


"We should
try to understand what fate we wish to oppose, before conferring with King
Sveslav. We could send a unit to observe what is moving among the tombs,"
suggested the Sovereign of South Winter, touching the blonde braids in his
beard.


"My Kings,
perhaps it would be better for a soldier of Gorod to tell us what is happening
there!" exclaimed the Wolf’s Head interrupting.


"Brave
warrior, I don't think you know who Gorod's Nocturnes are," replied High
shaking his head.


"Please
explain them to me, I beg you, I do not like to grope around in ignorance. Even
less to fight where I know nothing!" replied the first Master of the War,
surprising everyone with his thirst for knowledge.


"But you,
the Masters of the Trondheim War, aren’t you just demons in human form! What's
the point of knowing about enemies and then killing everything anyway?"
King Zot, arriving at the head of the long line of soldiers, asked
provocatively.


"King of
Grudak, for death and destruction you must turn to my brother Dragon. I'm also
interested in other things," Wolf's Head answered jokingly, showing above
average intelligence.


"Gorod's
soldiers are called Nocturnes by the population of their city and Cursed Sons
or Cursed Lineage by the rest of the southwest. These names are because of the
deformities and horrific changes inflicted by an ancient sorcerer on their
Sovereign," said the Lord of the East in a serious tone of voice.


"Do you
mean to say that they are not entirely human?" replied the perplexed Wolf.


"That's
right, my dear Master! They look more like beasts than men: they have tusks and
claws like lions combined with the power of large bears, an anthropomorphic
body and are guided in battles by an instinct similar to that of wolves,"
explained High in detail.


"Are they
just rumours, or have you seen these creatures with your own eyes, my
Lord?" intervened the Dragon, who approached because he had heard his
name.


"My
champion, you too will see them shortly," said Holaf. "We will not
allow my brother to bear such a burden alone. We will escort him to the Cursed
Race through the gloomy Tombtower of Gorod!"


"Thank you,
my friends, those places make my heart tremble in fear of perdition. I am
comforted by the idea of not having to travel to talk to King Sveslav
alone!" commented High thoughtfully. He was divided between the joy of
being close to his own lands and the knowledge of their uncertain future.


The voices of
the aberrations living behind the walls of the Tombtower spread like the water
from a broken levee bank, engulfing the fears and fantasies of the soldiers,
making them float between foolish creeds and myths of little importance.


The ice gripped
the armour and the hoods tightly as the certainty of the battle entered into
the hearts of all, bringing a cold sigh of fear to their breasts. The battle
came closer and closer with every step they took towards the Black Portal. The
gloomy nocturnal mantle replaced the cloudy sky, creating an infinite dance of
shadows and flames that originated the sparks of belief and of fervid
fantasies, in the minds of men with little learning or with their faith
weakened. For some time now, the stars had not shown themselves nor had the
mastiffs who fortunately, were no longer howling in the bushes at the foot of
the mountain slopes.


Despite the fact
there were no unfriendly snarls in the night Tyra felt nervous and slept
poorly, leaving her awake next to her husband. Sersy, who had always been
accustomed to hearing breathing from the deepest shadows and had developed the
ability to discern dangers and did not permit herself to awaken anyone at every
sound. She preferred to trust in the protection of her Dragon, capable of
intervening when necessary.


Holaf, on the
other hand, didn't feel much fear and the small fears he had, he kept to
himself, since it was often these feelings that told him when to stop. The King
of Trondheim had woken up a few nights before hearing crunches in the frozen
branches. He had noted these noises from the first steps taken towards Gorod,
when the Inferno Peat and its fetid smell still dominated the landscape.


The King of the
Nordic capital stood up and walked among the sleeping soldiers, wrapped in his
silver wolf coat. The visor of the demon was raised to show a frosty moustache
as well as a slight formation of ice over his gorget, where it protected his
face.


"Guard,
how's the night going?" he asked a tired lookout soldier in an undertone.


"Mind your
own business and go back to sleep," replied the surly soldier of Black
Feather, not recognizing the voice of Long Sword.


"The sooner
you answer me, the sooner I'll leave you alone," insisted magnanimous King
Holaf. The soldier turned and stared, having understood who was talking to him:


"My
Sovereign, I ask your pardon. I did not mean to be disrespectful! The night is
quiet. Only a few unidentified wild animals creep through the vegetation over
by the line of firs.


Holaf cast a
puzzling glance at the blackness of the tall, creaking conifers, nervously
rocking in the violent gusts of the Eastern wind. "Let's hope you are
right, soldier, that the Warrior Gods want them to be just noises of wild
animals!" commented the cryptic Lord of the North, undecided whether to unleash
his fiery eye to make sure.


"My King,
may I have an audience?" whispered Tyra not wishing to wake anybody.


"Certainly,
my blonde Valkyrie!" agreed Holaf, gladly wasting a smile in the dark.
"What's bothering your sweet face, dear princess?" Tyra took a
moment, striving to pierce the blanket of darkness in which they were
enveloped, and explained:


"Lord of
the North, I hear breathing and creaks all around us! A little while ago,
having fallen asleep, I was brought back to reality by a warm breath on my
neck. Does that seem to you to be the place where warm blasts of air
occur?"


"No, of
course, princess, lead me to where you lay!" replied Holaf sure she had
felt nothing more disturbing than the presence of deer and wild boar.


The two
approached the wagon for the wounded, on which the Bear's Head was still
sleeping blissfully. The Lord of the North risked a tiny flame, lighting up the
small personal torch he always carried at his side. The warm soft light
coloured the faces and wheels orange, revealing deep prints of hands and feet
all around it.


"The mud
does not tell us lies. We have been visited and no man walks on all
fours!" commented King Holaf, standing upright and wielding the torch like
a sword as if to slit the belly of the night.


The King of Trondheim
went away, following the swirling tracks around the wagons. Muddy handprints
also appeared on the sheets, under which the Red Ice weapons were hidden, and
on Tyra's dress. The Demon of Trondheim followed the prints into the frozen
vegetation about fifty paces away from the camp, defying the total darkness and
the blackest silence. He stopped in the skeletal forest, buried in white ice,
because in front of him in the thickest of the bushes rose a slight vapour,
rhythmic and constant, but barely perceptible.


"Who goes
there? Show yourself," King of the Nordic Kings ordered in a firm voice.
But to his question there was no answer of any kind from the hidden being.


"What makes
you hide? Are you of the Eastern Kingdom or a servant of the enemy?"
provocatively asked Long Sword, hoping to push whatever remained there to
reveal itself.


"My King,
what guides you to behave like this in the night?" asked the Dragon
alarmed by Tyra, coming to Holaf’s side.


"Calm your
impetuosity, my Champion. We may have an enemy here or simply a troll far from
his usual haunts!" replied the Lord of the North, not yielding to easy
alarm.


"Or it
could be a disgusting traitor of Varius hidden among the rocks waiting for the
right moment to cut our throats!" growled the powerful Dragon.


A creaking
indicated to the two the movement of the third being, which rose onto its two
feet, quite a bit taller than Holaf himself. The third Master of War freed his
Hammer of Arms and Long Sword pulled out Fate of the North. Despite being of a
considerable size the being did not seem to pose a threat. Its curved shape
slowly approached with the air of one who hid no hostile intentions; the armour
it wore removed all doubt. It belonged among the ranks of Gorod.


Two round eyes
opened in the golden steel of the smooth turban helmet, worn only by the Cursed
Race. The muzzle or face was concealed by a heavy mesh of mail that extended as
far as its chest, where it covered a flexible golden-scaled armour. The same
armour extended down the arms with a further heavy rigid reinforcement to
defend the joints of the shoulders. The legs were covered by laminated shin
guards and had leg loops in dark purple fabric. The Nocturne did not wear
gauntlets and had knotty hands with powerful clawed fingers covered with thick
grey down.


"Gorod's
Warrior, what are you doing in the shadows threatening friends and Kings?"
Holaf asked, not lowering his sword.


"Friends do
you say? Despite what your lips say, your gestures show considerable
inconsistencies. I will not drop my weapons. Both of you smell of anger and
death!" Sveslav's son replied in a thick croaky voice.


"I would
like to know how you, knight, would have reacted if you were woken in this way
in the stillness of the night," replied the Dragon Head.


"Who are
you, inhabitant of Gorod, and what is the mission you must fulfil?"
inquired Holaf resolutely, lowering his sword a little as a sign of peace.


"I am a
simple knight, who has been forced to draw the attention of the King of Grudak
to the dangers looming over our lands," replied the soldier in his
horrible voice.


"If it is
friendship that you seek from us you will find it! Follow us and we will lead
you to King Zot in person, so that you can give him your message," invited
Long Sword, always cautious.


The three of
them passed between the sleeping knights until they reached the presence of the
owner of the Inferno Peat, asleep in his mantle.


"King Zot,
you have a visitor," the Lord of the North woke him up as High arrived,
awakened from his light sleep.


The warrior turned
and, on his knees, exclaimed:


"Well met,
Lord of the East, many voices claimed you were dead! On the streets of Gorod,
the people speak of nothing else. Even the Counsellor, appointed to manage
relations between us Nocturnes and men, swore this obvious falsehood before my
Lord!"


"Could you
tell us the name of that Counsellor?" said High curious and anxious.


The great being
in armour stood up and answered:


"Certainly,
Sovereign! Maximilian Penkov sits at the court of Gorod as if he were a King
among men, if you are travelling, there, you will see this!"


God-Slayer
observed Holaf already scrolling through the names written on the parchment
taken from the infamous traitors, and waited for his brother's reply. An
affirmative nod from the King of Trondheim was enough to make the situation
perfectly clear to the good King High, who answered the disturbing warrior
whose face was hidden:


"If Gorod
calls, the Lord of the East cannot but answer! I bring great heroes and
talented troops with me, for the times are more corrupt than you might think."
High, with such a statement, did not know how much truth was hidden in his
words.


The Nocturne,
drooling copiously, affirmed:


"My Lord,
our people no longer control Necros! Tombs throw up all kinds of horror, and
for those of us who are able to kill them, if one can say they are killed, just
as many replace their ranks. Our ranks are insufficient and human subjects are
reluctant to fight!"


"What
reason do they give for their reluctance?" asked King High, disconsolate
because of this information.


The Nocturne did
not respond immediately trying to judge what was best to report, but finally
opted for the naked truth:


"The rich
incite the masses, describing us as evil despots and crying out for the
liberation of Gorod from the Cursed Race. My Lord, faithful to the oath he took
for you, has not harmed any human being, limiting himself to welcoming those
who are still faithful to you and to us into the area of the Nocturnes!"


"This is
another reason for me to go to your gloomy lands! Will I have time to confer
with King Sveslav or will the horrible presences of Necros overwhelm us?"
asked God-Slayer in a solid tone of voice.


"Necros is
vast and fortunately for us, at the moment only the southern part is in
turmoil. We have established a defensive line dividing the necropolis in two.
Our troops resist attack after attack. Twenty moons ago ninety tombs out of a
hundred were in our hands, today to be precise we hold about forty!"
growled the Nocturne in a muffled voice.


"There's no
time to lose in rest or repose," exclaimed Holaf impetuously like an
erupting volcano beneath a glacier cap.


Jarg, awakened
by the discussion and not entirely conscious, shouted like a madman:


"Let's move
our arses, men! We go to battle to earn a worthy death, before others claim a
place at the table of the Gods that by right is ours!"


The soldiers
woke each other up without complaints or sighs: sleeping in the open without a
fire was difficult even for the rough men of the North. The whole army took the
path shown by the Nocturne, who often turned to glance fleetingly at the young
blond-haired princess.


"What are
you looking at, knight?" asked Grigor being a grumpy father, having
understood the where such glances were turned.


"King of
faraway countries, don't threaten your host!" the great being with his
shaggy legs warned him. He had noticed the hand of Proud Winter moving from his
bridle to the hilt of his sword.


"The one
you yearn for is married to a good man, so turn your eyes elsewhere,"
replied Grigor directly.


"My Lord,
do not be so aggressive, the warrior of Gorod has not caused any damage to your
daughter!" Holaf intervened to resolve the differences.


The road between
Tombtower and Inferno of Peat turned out to be shorter than the Kings had estimated,
and as the sky, allowed the high shining stars to be seen, the landscape of
various shades of black showed the outline of their destination. The flat
ground became slightly undulating, like the backs of dogs sleeping deeply. The
heath was rougher to the east in the territories of Kuskovo where the perennial
vigil of the Dead End was found, within the chain of the Tombstones of the
Giants.


Towards Gorod, a
forest of birch trees covered the entire area, skeleton-like, with its bare
undergrowth. The road winding through the white bark marked with brown led the
now imposing army to the gates of the city of King Sveslav, a place of dubious
fame, full of superstitious and wicked inhabitants. Given the late hour, the
drawbridge of Gorod was closed. From the top of the high walls, adorned with a
dense network of pillars, three lights could be seen, dancing trembling in the
breath of the icy wind.


Each pillar
stretched from the bottom of the moat to the top of the fortification, and
every second pillar was topped by battlements. These mighty reinforced
structures lead to pointed arches, connecting one to the other in a splendid
portico with a living roof of wisteria. This decoration was now reduced to a
nightmare of twisted and knotted branches, like the bones of a deformity
regurgitated from the deepest underworld.


A mighty tower
rose austere, proudly covering the drawbridge like a large shell, decorated and
made visible by a series of flaming torches. On the flat top of the door, just
below the pointed gothic tympanum, the words could be read: "Nothing is
eternal", the motto of King Sveslav, which took a sarcastic meaning as it
was as long-lived as a mountain because of the curse inflicted on it.


"Lower the
bridge, I have returned with friends," cried the Nocturne arriving in
front of the gate tower.


"The hour
is dark, I would not open you even you were the resurrected Lord of the
East!" a voice from the austere fortress replied spitefully.


"And if
that same dead King of the Kings of the East, Lord of the Black Portal, ordered
it of you himself, at the head of four hundred thousand men", High
intervened, almost amused. A movement was heard from the walls and a torch with
a thin linen cloth tied to it was thrown by a small catapult to illuminate the
open treeless space.


"You don't
have all those knights, Risen Lord of the East," mockingly replied the
voice.


Holaf could
barely stop laughing, receiving a solid elbow in the ribs from Queen Anastasia
who was in his arms.


"Open up,
you foolish idiot, or once we enter I'll hang you from a gallows!"
threatened Jarg, shaking his hair angrily, like a white lion's mane.


"I demand
to speak to the officer of the Nocturnes on duty in the stands!" called
the knight of Gorod, growling nervously. The answer was an example of uncouth
obtuseness, worthy only of the least educated of men:


"I can't
understand what you're saying, sir! I think it's because of the hair on your
face that blocks your mouth making you mumble! You and your fake King of
Nothing will have to wait there until dawn like everyone else!"


At these words
the Nocturne gave a mighty roar, bending like a demon about to attack. His
scream rang out so loudly that it travelled a long distance in the ghostly
silence of the night.


"What are
you barking at, you beast? You don't scare me at all: the total command of the
Cursed Race is over! King High has fallen who knows where and with him his
ideas of tolerance!" the man shouted obsessed and delirious, causing
laughter among the battlements.


"Did you
hear that, my brother? You are dead and none of us knew it," exclaimed the
Lord of the North, smiling.


"Such
behaviour is truly regrettable! Could you tell us your name, great
knight?" ordered bitter King High.


"Of course!
At least you should know who has slammed the door in your face! I am Alexander
Kurnik, commander of the human militia of Gorod," replied proud officer.


Once again Holaf
took the list out of his pouch and for the second time and gave a knowing
glance to the God-Slayer. The situation would have remained blocked until dawn
and perhaps beyond, but the mighty cry of the hairy-legged knight was noticed
by an officer of the Nocturnes in the tower.


"What is
happening, commander, are you fighting with my men again?" he asked in a
deep, animal-like voice.


"You have
no rights here. The outer defence is in the hands of Gorod's men," replied
the boorish commander.


"Who goes
there?" the Nocturnal officer ordered.


"I bring
reinforcements, captains, and surprises, for at my side the Lord of the East
breathes again, with a powerful army made up of Nordic men and Death’s
Heads," cried the knight from the opposite bank.


"What
welcome and joyful news! The Sovereign of Tombtower will be thrilled to receive
such tidings! I will lower the bridge", replied the Nocturne with a gloomy
snarl, ignoring the complaints of the militia commander.


Alexander would
never have dared attack a Nocturne with just a few men, because the Cursed Race
made up for its reduced numbers with the use force and speed. Sveslav's sons
were superior to the men even when they were infants.


The heavy door
of reinforced wood was lowered obsequiously for the steps of the Kings,
resounding loudly above the drumming of the hooves. The welcome left something
to be desired, as blocking their way they found a group of the militia with
unsheathed swords and ridiculous shields with the human silhouette painted in
black on the purple and gold field of Gorod.


"Who
allowed you to ruin the emblem of the city like that?" asked God-Slayer
annoyed to have found snakes in the bosom of his lands.


"Commander
Alexander," replied one of them stammering, kneeling before his Lord.


"You're
still alive, so that is a bunch of lies," exclaimed a second who also
knelt before God-Slayer.


While everyone
was prostrating themselves before those who deserved it, the head of the
militia arrived arrogantly, and trying to pretend surprise he exclaimed:


"By the
great and One God, you are alive!" but his theatrical performance was far
from adequate, nevertheless he had more lines to recite:


"What a joy
to see you safe and sound! The situation is no longer as idyllic as before, my
King. The Nocturnes enslave us to fight their war, please help us!"


"He is a
dirty liar! Men hide, while we die to defend everyone, only eighty of the
hairless ones have joined the fight!" growled the commander of the
Nocturnes giving a slight bow.


"Of course,
eighty and how many "hairless" as you contemptuously call us, are
still alive? I'll tell you, fifteen! These children of the devil use us to
flush out the enemy ...". The political commander with all his political
ability was roughly interrupted by the Lord of the North, unable to bear such
snivelling:


"You are a
disgrace to our race! Threats from all over the world cause death in the lands
of the Empire, destroying entire cities and bringing mourning to loved ones,
and you refuse to take up your swords to defend yourselves! Eighty left and
sixty-five of them will never return to their homes, for now they sit at the
table of the heroes enjoying eternal glory. What will you have once you are
dead? A precious plaque on which it can be read, "A great man, fallen in
defence of the city," as you of the militia like so much. It is merely
stone - for dogs to piss on!" Holaf appeared so furious that Anastasia
felt she should intervene, covering with her hand Holaf’s magmatic eye, which
had opened of its own volition.


"Now you
will follow us to the presence of the King of Gorod, so that no one violates
his authority in these lands!" decided the Lord of the East, solid as the
stone of Black Portal. "Men, camp on the parade ground, at the door facing
the fearsome land of the dead! Our captain of the Nocturnes here will escort
you, while I, King Holaf, the third Master of War and King Zot will go to
confer in Tombtower!"


The city of
Gorod was very well built, but gloomy with its grim buildings. The wooden
houses were all spaced from each other and each house had a large courtyard, at
the border of which were often erected high palisades. These walls reflected
the wealth of the inhabitant: there were simple ones, of wooden planks a little
higher than a man, up to very high ones, stone buildings with turrets and
private guards. All of them had forests of sharp poles, placed at an angle at
the base of the defences as if to block the approach of monsters, masters of
the cold and gloomy hours. These precautions were only foolish legacies of the
deeply rooted fears of the poorly educated inhabitants. The Nocturnes had not
carried out indecorous acts against the frightened and resentful humans for at least
twenty years. But these humans were easily incited for hidden motives.


"My King,
why do you call for my presence before Sveslav?" the head of the guards
asked fearfully.


"To you he
is King Sveslav! Commander, you must know how to address the man who rightfully
occupies the throne!" the Long Sword harshly reproved him.


"Knight, I
do not recognize you as an authority! And I assure you that I find it very
difficult to venerate a being sitting on a throne of human heads,"
Alexander answered arrogantly without even recognizing the Lord of Trondheim.


"Quiet,
rogue, if you speak in this way to my Sovereign again, your teeth will be sown
on the pavement of the road!" threatened the Dragon, more nervous than
usual.


The town centre
had many tree-lined areas. The birch trees of the forest surrounding the walls
could be seen everywhere even between the houses, their slender skeletons
interspersed within the town. The city had a double wall, the largest located
outside. A smaller one, built in the heart of the town, was connected to the
walls of Tombtower. Outside the tower, rich and useless nobles with their
towers and walls dominated the poor with the iron fist of the human militia. In
the second circle the Nocturnes and their cursed offspring had isolated
themselves in a ghetto, having nothing to do with the rotten blood of their
corrupt fellow citizens.


The second wall
built of solid local stone was assembled with a mortar dyed with a purple
pigment. This choice gave it a most unusual look, rarely seen in the whole Empire,
strongly contrasting the white lunar glitter of the rock with the dark tone of
the mortar.


Numerous towers
with a simple structure of wooden beams were raised over the wall to protect
men. The enormous door had the symbol of the three scratches identical to the
one on the red bodice given to the Dragon and to the one represented on every
flag and standard.


"Open the
door to your Lord of the East," said High, convinced that he would have no
effect.


From the top of
the stands a soldier protected by golden armour threw himself onto the ground
on all fours, like a feline leaping down from a branch to catch his prey.


"Is that
really you, my King?" exclaimed the astonished Nocturne rising unharmed
after a flight the height of more than twenty men. "Open the door: the God-Slayer
honours us with a visit!"


As the door
moved extremely slowly, the warrior that had flown down from the sky gave a
dark howl and then escorted them over the threshold. Thirty or so snarling
beings had gathered to see if it was a joke or if the owner of Black Portal
really was still alive.


"Praise to
the Lord of the East, a man of his word," a knight without a helmet
uttered, amidst hard to understand mutterings. He proudly displayed his
deformed beast's snout covered in scar tissue. Two respectable fangs emerged
from his lips, extending towards his eyes. His nose was little more than a
disfigured hole, well off-centre on his face, and of his ears there was no
trace, hidden in thick, long, brown hair. Such an aberration also struck the Dragon
Head, to whom these creatures seemed to be the target of a curse that was far
too ruthless for whatever their guilt may have been.


Not all of the
offspring of the devil and an anathema stood upright. As they grew older their
spines curved and their shoulders and forelegs showed signs of hypertrophy. But
the wicked spell did not just disfigure their appearance; even their minds were
darkened, reaching, after a painful regression, a primordial state. The people
of Sveslav called this decay the Assumption to Instinct. In reality, this
process was a descent into the most retrograde and atavistic shadows; a return
to the mere murderous propensity, well-represented in such creatures.


When an older
Nocturne took the path towards becoming a beast, he was locked up in the
dungeons of Tombtower waiting for his death or for a war. In the dark fetid
place, saturated with humidity, the decline of what was human continued in the
Nocturnes. They became decayed, dragging with them memories and inhibitions,
just as the storm of the northern sea snatched drakkars from their quiet
moorings. The Tombtower was full of such ravenous beings: growling and anger
pervaded the gloomy rooms, calmed only by death.


The houses of
the sons of Sveslav were different from those seen beyond the second wall. They
were also built with wood but low and wide, with long eaves that touched the
ground. Many buildings were covered with moss and soil, making them look like
the dens of large wild beasts. Huge braziers were placed here and there at the
crossroads to help the few humans received, because the Nocturnes could see
through the mantle of the dark hours with their yellow eyes.


A few human
families had received hospitality without limits and lived in typical houses of
soft but radiant colours that offered a timid burst of joy among the trees. The
tall tree trunks in the inner circle of the walls had been left free to grow
and the town had adapted itself around nature. There was no real plan for
building, nor were there well-defined roads, but only paths between shrubbery.
This heart of pure vigorous vegetation surrounded the gruesome walls of
Tombtower, erected beyond the canopies with its twin towers and the tall forked
keep in the centre of the woods.


"This is a
chilling place for any hostile spirits who should come there," commented
the Dragon, having realized that he was followed by many large beasts.


"Never in
the history of Gorod did a threat get as far as the Woods of Sveslav, as this
area of the city is called. The inhabitants do not like visitors, but do not
fear any evil, because never has any threat to the crown of the East been
advanced!" High assured them all while remaining watchful all the while.


King Zot had
often visited the Sovereign of Gorod and some beings bowed slightly to him,
greetings that were returned with respect by the extravagant monarch of Grudak.
Not many people recognized High, or if they did, they didn't pay him any
respect. God-Slayer had always done his best to maintain good relations with
the Cursed Lineage, but the Nocturnes generally repudiated any obedience to the
crown of the Black Portal and even more so towards the Emperor, preferring that
of Gorod. Nevertheless, the treaty with the High Tower, wanted by High's father
and later renegotiated by God-Slayer himself in favour of King Sveslav, had
brought such advantages as to convince the father of the Nocturnes to swear
obedience.










Chapter
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Tombtower


 


 


The walls of Tombtower
were the only ones not hidden behind a doorway. The ghostly passage reminded
the unfortunate wayfarers and enemies of the extreme punishment awaiting in the
case of a violation of the threshold. A warrior posted before the entrance
bowed low, in keeping with protocol before the royal guests, and growled:


"Welcome,
Sovereigns of nearby cities and distant Kingdoms, your arrival is
providential!"


"Good
morning to you, Grand Master of the Beasts! How long it has been since our last
meeting! How are you?" King High replied giving a deep bow, courteous as
always.


"A long way
from the Assumption to Instinct! My Sovereign of the peoples of the East, the
Lord awaits you in the crypt of the throne," replied the cold beast,
hidden behind the usual turban helmet in his case in burnished metal, to
distinguish his rank from normal soldiers.


"Show us
the way and we will follow you, but remember our limits," exclaimed Zot.


"Of course,
I am well aware of the many shortcomings of your race, but I am pleased to see
three men who are without the tendency to betrayal," said the Grand Master
astoundingly.


Beyond the open
threshold of the walls, similar to those of the city but without the marvelous
wisteria, stretched an enormous labyrinth. This maze of narrow, cramped tunnels
was not only developed horizontally, but there were also deep holes and
passages connected to an infinity of passages.


"Pay
attention to where you put your feet: there are many tunnels connecting the
overlapping corridors. Not even a Nocturne would survive a fall into one of
them!" warned their guide dutifully.


The air weighed
more heavily on their lungs than the armour on their shoulders. The
concentration of oxygen was rarefied so that breathing was difficult even when
just walking. The strong odour of mold, like that of the dungeons near the
moat, attacked the noses of visitors. From the infinity of intersecting
passageways they passed along the way, creepy deformed muzzles poked out,
sniffing at the guests and the terrified militia commander, then retreating
into the shadows.


Nocturnes
crawled rapidly over the ceiling, like spiders, and then slid quickly into a
well, as soon as the shaky amber light of the torch illuminated them. There was
not a window or a single opening for the light of creation enlivened this
fortress. The moss grew white and thick as if it were upholstery for the dark
corridors. The passage was long and winding, as well as being fraught with
hidden pitfalls. Several times men were forced to jump deep holes that went
straight down into the belly of the earth.


"Now I
understand why there are no doors to the entrance! I would have lost my way
after about ten turns and all these passages make orientation impossible,"
commented the Dragon, pervaded by an unusual feeling of excitement.


The black stone
intestine-like passage ended in a large, grim, dark room, dominated by a statue
of Sveslav in the center in polished bronze, reflecting the rare light of the
torch of visitors. Six rows of twelve columns rose at either side of the
effigy, solidly towering over them in military formation until they disappeared
into the darkness of the vault, from where a few drops of a thick liquid with a
necrotic fragrance dripped. A drop fell on the shoulder of the third symbol of
Trondheim:


"My Kings,
what could this horrible sewage be?"


"My friend,
I'm sorry to tell you that it's the drool of the Nocturnes hidden in the
darkness far above us," replied the icy High, not wanting the fear in his
heart to flourish.


"So I was
drooled apon? Fantastic! If they ever come to Trondheim, I'll spit back from
the top of the Arkantorre!", whispered the third Master of War carefully
into the ear of King Holaf, who gave a pleased smile.


Having passed
through an immense door, which was magnificently decorated with high reliefs
narrating the story of the curse and the glorious family Ciaradei, they were
welcomed by loud howls and roars to the Crypt of the Throne. A vast square
room, as dark and gloomy as the heart of the Nocturnes, with the floor roughly
carved into the rock of the hill on whose top stood the Tombtower.


The space was
divided by twenty-four columns that were so high that they were lost in the
shadow of the summit, similar to those seen above. The supports for the ceiling
were arranged in a cross pattern, symmetrically dividing the floor of the room,
to support the infernal drooling vault. As far as could be seen, the walls were
covered in niches, from which growling and a wide range of animal noises came.
Disturbing eyes reflected the light of the torches, moving and staring at the
Sovereigns, who came to confer with their King.


In the centre of
the room, between the columns, stood the throne of human skulls, the last
reminder of the nefarious past of belligerence between the two races, now
subject to the imperial will. Next to that enormous and chilling monstrosity, a
hooded man sat on a simple chair with a large habit with a vast head-covering
concealing his identity.


King Sveslav
Ciaradei, the second with the same name, also called the Returner, Hero of the
East Breach, High Priest of the Dead, Lord of Tombtower and of the city of
Gorod and, finally, Custodian of the necropolis of Necros, sat among the silent
human remains.


"To what do
we owe the pleasure of your visit and the delight of seeing you alive, Lord of
the East?", asked a snake-like man cloaked in a burgundy habit adorned
with gold, without revealing his name.


"What leads
us to this place is not your business, and finding myself alive is due to the
failures of many. I do not believe that I know you, and therefore I will not
speak to you, for here the only true Sovereign sits well above your head!"
the God-Slayer calmed his ardour with his solid statement. "King of the
Nocturnes, we have come before you to bring you help and receive help in
return. The hour is late and the enemy moves unseen among our lands and the
marble of the palaces! As a sign of respect and good will, in addition joining
you in the fight for the crypts of Necros, I bring you a small but precious
gift. A traitor of the crown of Gorod and Black Portal!", exclaimed the God-Slayer
thundering in the room with its monumental echo.


King Sveslav
moved forward, leaning his elbows on his knees and bending his back; his
imposing silhouette was barely visible, blurring in the twilight, and his voice
continued:


"Speak on,
Master of the East, I am listening to you with interest!"


High took a
quick step toward his Vassal and narrated:


"We have
come across an unpleasant fact on our way to your home. A fake merchant
betrayed himself, revealing to our eyes an entire network of spies and
corruptors. A putrid rot has spread beneath our feet, corroding the columns of
our good alliance, perverting the white bastions of mutual respect raised with
such difficulty with the filthy seed of doubt!"


"My Lord, in
order to make such accusations, surely you will have proof, at least the names
of these ethereal spies?" the hooded being again intervened with his
serpent-like tongue.


"I am the
third Master of War and I would like to hear your name. You are a man of boundless
arrogance," growled the Dragon as he stepped forward.


"Perhaps
you are confused. I am not arrogant but skillful! It's serious to throw mud on
men without allowing them the chance to defend themselves," replied the
occupant of the humble seat, bypassing the question.


"My King
Sveslav, I greet you from the North, I am Holaf Erlingson and I address you as
your peer, disturbed by the events. Please listen to what your Lord will tell
you, without allowing this parasite to utter a word!" Long Sword presented
himself, offering a slight bow.


"King of
the Kings of the North, I appreciate your gesture and even more your help, but
the homunculus reluctant to present himself was elected by men to attend
meetings in Tombtower. I cannot ignore the will of the people who are on the
verge of revolt," Sveslav answered with a low and almost bitter voice.


"My Vassal,
I respect you for these words, but the list of infamous that has been found is
long and for Gorod includes three names of traitors in the pay of the enemy. I
ask you to summon him now, the one who responds to the name of Arkadin
Isembaiev to question him in the presence of the highest offices of
Gorod!", ordered the God-Slayer concealing his true intentions from the
two traitors already present.


"I'm sorry,
King of the East, but that person fights with the last men of courage in Necros
by the side of my son Yulian. I cannot deprive myself of a single warrior
there!", Sveslav dryly denied the request of the God-Slayer.


"My ally, I
beg you to listen to our Sovereign: he never did anything that was not in the
interest of all. You yourselves commented with satisfaction on the excellent
changes to the concordat, snatched from the Emperor because of his efforts.
What would it cost you to trust again those who have never disappointed
you?" King Zot asked with great cunning.


"You see,
my Sovereign Sveslav, they come bringing with them the only man with whom trade
relations flourish and use him to convince you of malice, without offering
evidence to support their words," the Human Counsellor commented,
apparently without emotion.


"You
criticize the Lord of the East and the Lord of the North, insulting them with
your disgusting insinuations. Traitor, show us the evidence behind your
accusations!", thundered the Dragon Head, angry enough to make the hammer
of arms vibrate at his belt.


"Father of
the Nocturnes, I would never denigrate or offend you by lying to you. At least
allow me this," intervened High with a firm but calm tone, while he placed
his hand on the shoulder of the furious, cumbersome Trondheim Champion.


"I would
never deny your father's good work, nor yours!" replied Sveslav, giving
credit to the God-Slayer.


"So once
again, listen to me for the good of all: this scroll bears thirty-eight names
divided between sixteen cities of the Empire. The list goes far beyond our most
nefarious expectations! There are even spies in Trondheim and Doom Hammer, not
to mention Tulsky, Rost and Kitan!"


"Gorod also
suffers from a vast infection: three are the names of the boorish individuals
in the pay of the traitor of Varius, led by more devious forces. Maximilian
Penkov, Alexander Kurnik and Arkadin Isembaiev are the bearers of the mark of
infamy", revealed irascible King High pointing the finger at the two
present.


"Lies! I am
the commander of the militia, what advantage would I draw in betraying
you?", shouted trembling and waxy Penkov.


"You have
no evidence to support your accusations, the list is certainly false!",
hissed the politician nervously, lowering his hood.


Sveslav came
down from the throne, walking the twenty-four steps of skulls and bones that
raised him above the heads of all, revealing himself in the light of the torch
held by Holaf. His deformed face displayed large fangs escaping from his lips
and crossing each other, two upwards and three downwards. His only working eye
looked at the list in the hands of the King of the North with great attention.
The Lord of Gorod was a little taller than the Long Sword, but his shoulders
had begun to curve and grow larger, revealing the first stage of his the long
decline towards the lust of others' lives. His dark purple dress, fell wide to
his feet, enveloping him, having been modified to protect his back as it
changed. The powerful beast man, had a wide forehead adorned with two prominent
bone ridges, and he caressed his long black goatee and returned to sit silently
on the throne.


"My Vassal,
what has become of your ardour? You can’t let yourself be cut down like a dead
tree and allow the current of events carry you, like a dead body in the river!
I remember well your outbursts of anger defending your ideas as right against
all opposition!" exclaimed the Lord of the East amazed by the submissive
behavior of the Sovereign.


"The times
you are speaking of seems so far away that they no longer even appear real to
me anymore," replied the resigned Sveslav, bent over his throne and like ivy
on a tree trunk.


High,
disconcerted, observed Holaf and then Zot who was also speechless. The Dragon
shook his head, visibly disappointed by this inexplicable and unnatural
cowardice. If serpents were discovered at home it is not natural to react in
this way. Anyone would hurry to crush them like vermin.


"Do not
condemn me, warrior, with your grim wrath! You have not seen all the winters my
eyes have seen or suffered the punishments of my blood," exclaimed the
Lord of the castle, his eyes having caught the red armour of his army.
"May I ask you where you got the breast plate of the founder of my family
and first of this name, Sveslav Ciaradei?"


"It was
given to me by the King of Red Ice, reluctantly depriving himself of it, but a
military object of such precious workmanship suffers and degenerates if it is
left on a stand in a collection!" the Dragon's Head answered sincerely.


"That
armour belonged to my ancestor whose name is mine and from whom the dynasty
descends. It was he who stirred up the wrath of the wizard of Brestvart,
bringing down a curse on us all!" Sveslav narrated, becoming quite
annoyed.


"My King,
if the presence of such a heirloom bothers you, I can wait in the
antichamber!" the Dragon suggested showing all the care he was capable of.


"No, a wise
warrior, there is no reason for us to drown in memories. Stay here," said
the King of Gorod with a sudden change, once again without energy.


"Vassal,
your children would like to see you strong and determined as they watch from
their black niches!", provoked High seeing no other way.


"The King
of Gorod shows more wisdom than the Lord of the East. It is something unheard
of, but pleasant!", commented Alexander, acid and treacherous as a snake
in a trap, from the throne under the King.


"That's
enough, let's restore order," cried the God-Slayer. "I, the High
Marshal, Lord of the East, Hero of the Citadel, General of the East Wall and
Destroyer of the Ardils, find you, Alexander Kurnik, and you, Maximilian
Penkov, guilty of treason against the crown of the Kingdoms of the East and
...". The proclamation of the King of the Kings of the East was
interrupted by the frightened Maximilian:


"My
Sovereign, you cannot condemn us without trial and defense!"


"You're
wrong! A foolish fornicator with the devil, I am in possession of all kinds of
titles to issue sentences, especially now. Thanks to your hidden master we are
at war and war has its own rules," replied King High with a look full of
anger and resentment.


"It's
unheard of! King Sveslav, I command you to intervene and put an end to such
heresy!", shouted Alexander shaking his finger at the Lord of the East.


"Do you
dare give orders to me? Keep your place, slimy being! Disagreements between men
are not my business, I have a treaty to which I will adhere scrupulously. In it
I undertake not to harm any man under any circumstances," replied roaring
Sveslav, unleashing part of his dormant determination.


The God-Slayer,
serious, with his forehead wrinkling, was stoic in all his pride and began to
speak as one giving a sentence:


"In the
name of my father, my father's father and the ancestors before them I sentence
you to death quickly and painlessly!"


Maximilian made
an attempt to escape, but the Nocturnes, as fast as wolves on the hunt,
launched themselves from their dens in the walls and fell from the dark and
inscrutable vaults, their steps echoing strongly, blocking every way out.


"You can't!
The Emperor will have your head on a pike if you commit such a crime,"
said the politician sitting at the feet of King Sveslav, still convinced he
could save himself.


"Are you
not aware of the situation, King in the shadow of the skull throne? The Emperor
no longer marches at the head of the United Men's Empire; the entire union of
Kingdoms has collapsed under the weight of corruption and the conspiracies of
many like you," exclaimed the Lord of the North.


At that moment
even Alexander realized that he could do nothing more and he played the card of
mercy by confessing:


"Forgiveness!
My King, forgive me, it was Maximilian who involved me in the conspiracy and
the money was plentiful! And who can claim not to be tempted by it? I, with my
work, have never caused damage to your realm. Varius, it was Braxton of Varius
who paid us. It's been for more than two winters now that he has been covering
us with gold! The whining of that slimy being did not affect anyone. He is
rotten to the core just like the God of deception, his mentor.


The Lord of the
East, over the roaring murmur of the Nocturnes and the stunned silence of the
King of Gorod, decreed:


"The
punishment, in a quiet time, for such crimes would be exile, but now we are no
longer at peace and your longed-for war demands a rightful tribute! The God-Slayer
approached the King of the Cursed Race asking: "My Vassal, would you do me
the honor of standing up and confirming the sentence?".


Sveslav moved
slowly and clanked metal along the steps with many skeletal eyes. Dark and
gruesome in its deformity, he began to walk in a circle around the two
traitors.


"I, King
Sveslav Ciaradei, recognize you as guilty according to the laws of mankind and
faithful to the treaty with the Lord of the East, I refer you to his
magnanimous person!" sentenced the monstrous King in a mutter.


Roars and howls
came from the many sons, but to King Holaf clearly did not follow their
meaning, whether of approval or blame. In the noise made by the Nocturnes, like
madmen, the God-Slayer came forward and sealed the matter with blood:


"For such
abject and slimy beings, death would be a merciful punishment! I carry so much
anger in my heart, in discovering necrotic cancers among my subjects, that I am
tempted to torture you until death comes sweetly to soothe the sufferings
inflicted on you!"


The Demon of
Trondheim would never have believed such words coming from the lips of his
brother if he hadn't heard them himself.


"My Lord of
the East, with your permission, that of my King, and the permission of the
Sovereign of Gorod, I could relieve you all from the problem. My conscience is
so unholy that I have shadows of black crows of death for all the corpses left
on the battlefields. Nothing would change for me: three more or less are mere
numbers, over which I have not been concerned for years. If you agree, I could
carry out the sentence with a light heart!", said the Dragon, as he if was
talking about eating an apple, freezing the blood in the veins of all,
including the Nocturnes.


"Dragon,
what are you saying?" asked shocked High.


"Isn't it
this reason that you were so joyous, when my Lord Holaf ordered me to accompany
you?" answered the third Master of War with a question.


"You are a
good soldier and friend, and you have saved me many times. I would always like
to have you by my side, but certainly not to be my executioner!", replied
the God-Slayer rapidly.


"My
Sovereign, such words fill me with pride! So now I offer myself as a friend to
lift your soul from remorse, my King Holaf from the shame wasting energy against
an enemy who is insulting him, and King Sveslav from breaking his vow!"
smiled the Dragon, cold even when compared with a mountain of drifting ice in a
sea of hatred.


"Carry out
the order, my Champion!" cried the Demon of Trondheim, looking elsewhere so
as not to give the traitors the honour of being admired as they died.


The God Crusher
strained, agitated at the Dragon’s belt almost loosing itself from its ring. A
couple of quick steps and a twist of his torso, like a harvester amidst ripe
corn, were enough to stick the back spike of his weapon under the man’s ear.
The same ear that had heard a great deal of untoward news. The eyes of the
commander of the militia turned upward, and his body collapsed to the ground,
carried there, almost delicately, by the executioner. From its own yearning,
the weapon hammer began to glow slightly, melting bones and soft tissue as it
continued its horrifying task.


The red blood
flying away, fearful of the arcane power manifesting itself, veiled the rough
ground almost as far as High’s feet, who instinctively moved away. The
politician tried to retreat but was pushed into a circle formed by the amused
Nocturnes. Then one of them suggested to the condemned:


"Isn't it a
sword that hangs by your belt?"


Alexander,
trembling pulled it out as the third Master of War descended upon him like a
vicious night falls on all land.


"Stay away
from me, monster disguised as a man!", the Councillor shouted desperately,
seeing the hammer, pervaded with its pale incandescent light, moving in front
of his face.


The rustle of
the reaper followed the laconic cry of the enemy sword, twisted and torn apart,
flying onto a rock. The screams of the man spread rumbling through the Crypt of
the Throne, where the Dragon in an inhuman gesture of cruelty used the
incandescence of the sadistic relic to burn the flesh of the traitor in a
tragic and slow march from his belly to his ribs.


The flesh
crackled, tearing and bursting in a gruesome spectacle giving off a disgusting
smell. Even the bones were not able to resist the touch of the head of the
hammer of arms, still immersed in the smoking flesh of what was now a corpse.
The last screams of the condemned man bounced around the black walls, reaching
the door where the whole army waited for its Kings.


Sersy looked at
Tyra and burst into tears, as if she had guessed everything, stunning the young
princess. King Sveslav, shaken by a tremor of warrior’s a past glory, glanced
at God-Slayer and commented satisfied:


"It seems
that we, the Nocturnes, are not the only beasts! Your knight will always be
welcome at Tombtower!"


A mighty beastly
cry was offered by every Nocturne present, calling as one man, giving a signal
that vibrated beyond the fortified rocks of the fortress. At this sound every
subject of the Cursed Race howled from the towers and the defensive walls,
including the commander waiting with the army. As the expression of joy faded,
King High enquired:


"The third
Master of War is a warrior of singular abilities, ideal in adverse times such
as those we experience now! Tell me, my Vassal, what drove you to seek help at
the court of King Zot and not from Black Portal?".


"The
capital of the East has always been our enemy: without your guidance no man
belonging to the Dark Keepers would have worked for Gorod! King Zot has always
had excellent relations with my lineage, so the choice seemed obvious to
me," replied Sveslav.


"King of
Tombtower, is what assaults you from the gloomy lands of the dead of Necros
returning?" Long Sword intervened considering the possibilities.


"No, Lord
of the North! We have always stopped the undead. They are like you humans, you
just cut them to pieces and they are useless. These evils bloom from ancient
scriptures, from stories dating back to the time of the heretical crusades, and
then fade into the memory of all beings, becoming myths and finally fairy tales
for children," replied Sveslav moving with soft steps in the gloomy
silence of the crypt.


"King of
Gorod, I ask you: if we were to help you overcome the threat of Necros, would
you come to our side against the orcs threatening the entire Kingdom? In
return, I would negotiate the treaty again, seeing more humanity in you than in
many Vassals!", proposed the Lord of the East, impetuous and proud.


"The Cursed
Race has already shed too much blood for ungrateful men! For centuries I, and
for millennia my ancestors, have with the armies of Gorod watched over the
restless spirits of the dead of Necros. Now is the time for the people
dominating the Empire to take part fully and risk their own persons!"
Sveslav muttered a little incomprehensibly because of his deformities.


"Is this
your final word?" Zot asked.


"Yes, my
friend!" the father of the Nocturnes stated briefly, returning to the
throne.


"If you
close your eyes, as so many have done, in case of the war being won, you will
pay the price like everyone else! While in case of defeat of the human troops,
are you sure that you will be left alone by the orcs only because of your
failure to intervene?", warned the God-Slayer in calm tone but with a
sharp tongue.


"In any
case, we do not have enough troops to contain the threat of Necros nor the
threat from heaven, and still you demand more blood from my children against
the green, brown and black faces?" irascible Sveslav thundered from his heap
of old bones.


High did not
show a single tremor in the face of this excess of anger, recognizing through
the shaking mane and spitting drool the roaring true King Sveslav.


"My Lord,
the tomb is awaiting all: men, Nocturnes, traitors and all forms of life. Among
the ranks of the orcs there is no place even for their own blood! Moreover, the
problematic West must be taken into account. The sooner we reduce the threat of
the rude orcs, the sooner we can march against Old Tumulus and Catacomb!",
King Holaf vehemently asserted, attracting the attention of Sveslav.


"What is
happening in the west? Those human beings have no pride at all! How is it
possible that they have armed themselves to fight?" Sveslav asked,
applying generalized preconceptions.


"King of Gorod,
I have no idea exactly how events evolved, but I can tell you what Kaarn
revealed to me at Grudak in the Inferno of Peat. That disturbing being spoke of
the total destruction of the Great Port by the traitors of Old Tumulus. The
cursed Sovereign Lucius has moved his well-trained legions without any scruple,
massacring his own countrymen of the West. As you can deduce through your own
methods, the hour is late! It is so late that it has cost countless helpless
lives", reported the brave Holaf in an attempt to shake the King of the
Nocturnes from his wheezing silence, "the Nordic men have arrived in
obedience to stipulated pacts, but also for their own convenience. No one will
be asked to bow their heads, if their heads are impaled on a pike as an ornament
for the walls of the Thousand Gates!"


"We will
now go to your son Yulian and perform all that is necessary to make us a united
people! You think about what must be done," exclaimed King High as he
moved away from the Crypt of the Throne.


After the third
Master of War's show of strength, many Nocturnes lined up with the four men,
escorting them to the exit. One of them, walking like a quadruped on a wall,
demon like, presented himself in a confused voice, shaken by growls:


"I'm the
commander of the Nocturnes in defense of Tombtower! Our King is all too wise, a
drop of wickedness often anticipates his moves, avoiding future problems. I
will beg him to reason and fight with you, Lord of the East!".


"Thank you,
Commander! The runes have spoken with visions of enormous gravity: if you and
the South do not join the fight, we can do little with the North divided on two
fronts, if not three!", said the King of Black Portal.


As they came to
their army, the God-Slayer summoned the deputy commander of the militia of the
city of Gorod and dismissed him, giving a mandate to a high-ranking Nocturne to
search for a replacement, provided he had nothing in common with the deceased
traitor.


"Open the
gates to the land of perdition," howled their companion. The drawbridge
quickly fell, but without any sound, treated as if it were a rare object of
great value.


"To war, my
brave men! The Valkyries await their heroes. Make sure that as few as possible are
taken. We will still need such brave hearts!", Holaf added looking fixedly
at Jarg, Sovereign of the Cold Wood. He was thrilled and cried out inciting his
Barbarians to die valiantly, shaking his own white beard that looked like the
coasts of the Overland.


A red-eyed Sersy
saw her knight approaching with his blood-stained hammer coagulated by its own
heat and asked:


"My Dragon,
are you all right?"


"Of course,
my divine lady! To what strange presentiment do I owe evil thoughts?"
replied the Master of the third symbol.


"The
horrifying scream that reached our ears, carried by an echo, and the howls that
followed!", whispered the dark beauty.


"Do not
fear, Sersy, nothing can harm my flesh as long as you support me!", the
Dragon reassured her, striving to utter sweet words, following the advice of
the Bear. The eyes of the third Master, after a passionate kiss to his
brunette, looked for his brother of the fourth rune. He was sitting on the
chariot and moved his hand, turning it first to the right and then to the left,
and commented laughing:


"Nice
attempt, I give you a good mark for commitment, but your choice of words and
timing were not exactly the best!"


"But wasn’t
your tongue frozen during your overnight stay in the wilds of the Inferno of
Peat?" the Dragon's Head playfully silenced him. Tyra embracing her
husband commented to the other:


"Third
Master, do not say such wicked things to my husband! His life was saved by a
miracle!"


The blonde
princess gave the Bear a loving kiss, as she caressed him, and he whispered to
her:


"My
beloved, it was a tragic night, but the thought of not seeing you again, of not
being able to lose myself again in the blue of your eyes, gave me the force to
resist!"


Sersy embraced
her Dragon and sighed:


"You see,
that's how you should do it too!"


"My
darling, give me time! I can't go from swearing and sacrificing lives to
picking flowers, declaiming poems as easily as drinking a jug of cider,"
grumbled the Dragon's Head, holding his beloved close.


Necros engulfed
every member of the army with its gloomy horrors right from the start. The
oldest necropolis of men went as far as the walls of Gorod, showing badly
damaged arches and broken by the weather, with its dead master inside.
Everywhere there were tombs of various sizes leaning against each other,
shaping a landscape full of dark openings dug into the bare stone. Small
doorways made of two door jambs and an architrave of rough stone froze visitors
with their dark aspect.


No sepulchre
appeared sealed, but traces of ancient gravestones, used to close the burial
chambers, were still seen here and there, sadly left to themselves. The burial
mounds had various forms: from small and round ones, cloaked in grass, now
covered with snow, to huge ones, several floors high and with several openings,
able to hold entire clans fallen in the ancient battles.


The treacherous
and uneven ground, similar to the back of a rock dragon, prevented King Skoll
from carrying his weapons, still wrapped in their mysterious cloth. These
weapons, created by the great skill of engineers, were abandoned with great
regret within the walls of Gorod.


Among the tombs,
the snow and the skeletons of frozen plants there were numerous fires burning,
around which the cold and tired Nocturnes huddled, exhausted by battles. As
they marched towards the front, they passed beside of the hospital, where bedridden
seemed to be dying, struck down by large circular holes of strange origin. The
Nocturnes were trying to extract an unknown object from a screaming warrior, in
the grip of strong convulsions. There was plenty of red blood human like blood.
It slowly dripped from under the operating table onto the stones at the
roadside.


"What
weapon is capable of inflicting such wounds?", King Holaf asked the
Nocturne escorting them.


But the answer
was given by a more suitable voice, of one who had just reached the rearguard
to rest, following a recently ended skirmish.


"It's
damage done by the bone spears of our enemies," replied Yulian, also
called the Wolf, because of a very generous mutation of King Sveslav's eldest
son. In fact he looked like a wolf and not random mix a of races. He also
possessed a thick homogeneous mantle in contrast with most Nocturnes.


"This is a
welcome surprise! I only expected reinforcements from King Zot, certainly not
from the North, nor did I expect to see you, my Lord of the East, given the
insistent voices about your death! After all, Arkadin has always advised me not
to believe anything the human politician had to say at my father's court,"
commented the prince and heir with satisfaction.


Holaf and High
exchanged a puzzled and confused look.


"Before
talking about the battle and the enemy, Prince Yulian, tell me what you think
of Arkadin Isembaiev," asked the King of the Kings of the East.


"Your
question raises questions, but the answer doesn't matter. Arkadin is one of the
few humans from Gorod who joined us in the battle against the horrifying enemy.
He has lost many valiant men, including his son, and I have no complaints about
him," Yulian replied convincingly.


"Could I
speak to him?" High claims.


"Certainly,
my King," exclaimed the Nocturnal Prince, the only one without a helmet
among his entire lineage, ordering, "Go and call him!"


They did not
have to wait long and their waiting was enlivened by the white soft floating
snow that drifted from clear clouds to distract their weary minds. The gentle
wind rustled through the loopholes of the helmets, freezing their breath onto
their moustaches, creating miniature ice cathedrals. The soldiers who had just
arrived were intent on checking damage to their shields and armour, details
that were not very auspicious for the immediate future.


"Large
enemies," commented the Wolf Head beside the Dragon.


"It would
seem so, my brother! Be careful, I'm not yet ready to see you go up to
Valhalla!", recommended the third strangely expansive Master of War.


"What has
happened to you? Has the lady softened your hard heart?" asked the first
of the Masters, surprised.


"No,
certainly not. It is me who is desperate for some humanity! Sersy wants
caresses and loving words, but I am a warrior and the sweetest sentence I ever
addressed to a woman before her was "How much do I owe you?" replied
the Dragon quickly returning his usual Nordic male behaviour.


"You have
learned to kill better than anyone else, now you will also learn to love. Fear
not, my brother," said the Wolf, a wise and friendly man.


"My Lord! I
told Prince Yulian not to believe word of your death," exclaimed a
cheerful man with the round face typical of the East, brown shaved hair and
brown eyes. So much manifest and sincere joy took High by surprise and forced
Holaf to open his magmatic whirlwind to understand such a person. The flames
licked towards him hungrily in a fiery vortex, revealing the history of
cutthroat but also a man with a healthy morals. Long Sword closed his eye and
reported:


"He is Arkadin
Isembaiev, but on the list his name appears as a man to be found and not as a
corrupt individual!"


Arkadin, feeling
upset after the deep violation by the sadistic flames, fell to the ground pale
and confused. Yulian demanded an explanation, giving in to a roar of anger
typical of his blood:


"What does
this mean? Arkadin, I trusted you! …".


"And you
did well, prince! This man has never betrayed the banner of Gorod", the
Lord of the North interrupted him.


"How can
you be sure, King of Trondheim? What are you hiding beyond that closed eyelid
inside that frightening eye?" the heir to the throne growled, drooling
copiously.


"You keep
your secrets, and I’ll keep mine, prince, but know that Arkadin did not
denounce the two corrupt people lurking your lands only because he lacked
incontrovertible evidence!", replied Long Sword mysteriously.


"What! Two
traitors! How many fetid woodworms devour the soft wood of our beloved
society?", barked the prince beast at the limit of human control.


"Firstborn
of Sveslav, the disease of corruption was eradicated in the Crypt of the
Throne, under the eyes of your brothers, by my will and the approval of the
Sovereign Regent. Once the war, now closer than man or seer can predict, has
been resolved, I promised your demoralised father new concessions as part of a
new treaty," the Lord of the East informed him.


"Who
carried out the sentence? For my father would never violate the covenant,"
Yulian wanted to know.


"Forgive
me, Prince of the Nocturnes, if I ask you, what is the reason hidden behind
such curiosity?" cautiously inquired the Lord of the North.


"Simple
gratitude", the warrior of noble birth replied immediately.


"I have
borne the burden! So that no useless thoughts might be put forward to my Lords,
too overburdened with other worries, to linger even a moment on what to do with
the infidels!", the Dragon asserted, coming forward with pride and vigor.


The great
half-man and half-wolf fighter came close to the third Master of War and
perceived his courage.


"No
weakness or a tremor in this man, despite the fact that my face has terrified
so many self-styled heroes," Yulian shouted, calling the attention of the
troops. "My Nocturnes, there are three men with fearless hearts, three
warriors to whom I would give my services! A proud howl rose leaping from snout
to mouth amidst the unequivocal applause of approval.


"Prince
Yulian, I've seen far worse and I don't find you horrifying! On the
battlefields I've faced much worse-looking results, but never as valorous as
you! Your deeds ring out from the strings of minstrels up as far as the ice of
Trondheim!" said the Dragon, like a wild animal tamer, without ever
looking away.


"They say I
am the beast, but you smell of death and destruction as only demons can! In any
case, I am happy not to be the most horrible thing you have ever seen. And I
guarantee you that the enemy beyond the wooden barricade will show you a new
meaning of the term ‘horrifying’!" muttered Yulian.


"What
troubles you, prince?" King Grigor of South Winter wanted to know.


"The number
of Kings I see now and I hope to count the same number of crowns tomorrow! The
enemy is rapid. It is the product of an evil God and a deformed monster, and
freezes enemies at the first encounter and does not permit reactions. Come to
the fence and observe their bodies yourself!" the prince of the Nocturnes
invited them to verify his words.


Many rushed
through the makeshift camp of the fighters to get to the top of the palisade.
Bent over, like lions moving through thick vegetation, not to be seen, Holaf
and High were the first to raise their eyes over the parapet and to be
overwhelmed with dismay as never before in their lives. These aberrations
seemed to be nothing other than the result of hallucinations, nor could they be
found in the twists and turns of the troubled history of those lands. They saw
a bust of a human being with head and arms, but with a thin, greenish-toned
spider abdomen instead of legs. The eight legs, more than three men long, came
out horrifically from the spine along the back. The skin of the beings appeared
cerulean, marked by a thick network of purplish veins. The faces were deformed
and varied: some with fangs, others with la lot of eyes. The only constant was
the disgusting aberration of a cross between a man and an arachnid.


"Is their
color due to death?" asked King Skoll shivering.


"No, my
King, these monsters were walking until a few hours ago! If you saw them up
close, you would notice scars and sutures, sores and purulence, spread all over
their bodies, worthy of the worst butchers among the healers. An old man from a
village, past the desolation of Necros, told me about similar beings found in a
cave and dedicated to sheep farming. Their shape was not like this but the
style of workmanship was the same. They appear to have been assembled from
pieces of corpses and horrifying creatures!".


The God-Slayer
and Long Sword looked at each other without speaking, never having even dared
to think of such opponents. Even the usually wearisome and arrogant Kings Jarg
and Grigor shook their flowing hair without knowing what to do. The proper
question came from the least expected mouth of all. Tyra candidly asked:


"How do you
kill these revolting beings?"


Yulian was
delighted to hear the question posed for him by one who, through local customs,
never approached a battle except to heal the wounded or mourn the dead.


"Who would
you be?" the prince wanted to know.


"The
princess of South Winter," the blonde girl answered proudly, resembling
her father in her air of being a heroine of the situation.


"Well,
princess, your question is asked with great cunning! You must understand the
vulnerability of such beings, since they are protected by quite a weak
exoskeleton. Even human soldiers have been able to reap victims among them. The
anthropomorphic body is useless. You can pierce it hundreds of times and all
you get is a decrease in offensive abilities. The insect abdomen conceals the
organs, but don't ask me how they are distributed in that pile of dark orange
pus! It revolts me even to think about it."


"So the
arse is the weak point! And what weapons do they use in battle?" the
Dragon intervened with little refinement.


"Everything
at their disposal: legs, swords, stings and those with jaws are capable of
inoculating a necrotizing poison with immediate effect. They fight by moving
rapidly, able to climb over to stab you with their legs and then lift the
trapped victim. If you have the strength, cut off their legs. They are harder
than the body but if they are deprived of them they are at the mercy of our
steel! One last thing: they weave webs between the rocks to capture soldiers
and use them as incubators for their offspring. It is a death you would not
wish upon even the worst of your enemies!"


The situation
seemed difficult, almost desperate, and despite the large number of soldiers
and Nocturnes, the sight of the enemy did not encourage the spread of good
morale. Only the Demon of Trondheim and the Dragon appeared solid and confident,
one because of foolhardiness and the first because of his virtue.


"My King,
when those beings come to arms, you should use your eye, or I don't think many
of us will survive!", suggested the third Master of War, impetuously, with
his arms outstretched against the wind, as he watched the enemy lands.


"My
champion, I would very much like to admire the shining ardor of the hammer of
arms and hear its proverbial smashing sounds!", smiling Holaf replied,
erect on the barricade with his hands on his waist and his hair whipped by the
wind.


The sun began to
set, slowly and inexorably, beyond the peaks of the Heap of Bones, high and
impartial observer of many sad events. The Bear’s Head arrived before the Lord
of the North and suggested:


"My King,
what if we sent the ladies beyond the walls of Gorod? The whole necropolis
could vomit monstrosities on us! It is not certain, because until now these
tombs have remained silent, and we can only hope that they continue to be so."


"You speak
the truth, fourth Master, but if just one adversary should appear from behind
us, I will consider you to be a voice of doom for the rest of your life,"
exclaimed the strangely cheerful Long Sword.


"So you
would not carry such an evil nickname for long," added the prosaic dragon,
aware of the immense risk if such an event occurred. The task of sending the
three ladies to safety fell to the Lord of the North, who carefully chose the
correct justifications:


"Anastasia,
my love, you are still recovering. You and the Hairball, can be considered
exempt from the fatigue of this battle. You will be more useful at Black
Portal! You, too, princess, Sersy and Lady Elisabet, must move back: we have
plenty of medical support and, having seen the enemies from afar, I doubt they
will be greatly needed."


"My King, I
ask permission to stay and fight!", exclaimed Tyra vigorously.


"I cannot
grant you such a request. I need your husband to serve me concentrated on
himself. He would give in to the temptation to protect you!" the Lord of
the North denied her request with sincerity. The blonde lady spoke again, but
the royal reply did not change at all.


"Come,
sweet princess, we will watch the battle from the walls!", Anastasia,
visibly angry with her husband, invited Tyra to follow her.


"My only
reason for living, what is happening to you? What injustice did I do to you to
earn such a look?" Holaf gently asked concerned.


"Lord of
the North, for now you do not need any more worries. But you should know that
you have hurt me in deciding the fate of our daughter Witte without consulting
me. If your enemies don't kill you, it's not certain that I won't!" she
replied, beating her axe on the stones. The splendid rancorous Valkyrie looked
like an injured animal, angry and mistrustful.


Tyra, having
heard the harsh response of the Lady of the North, approached the King of
Trondheim and gave him an affectionate and unexpected embrace and then
reassured him:


"Your Majesty,
keep yourself happy and in one piece! Once the darkness is over, the Queen will
be her usual self. I give you my word as a woman!"


"You are
kind, princess, and I hope you are not wrong!", sighed Long Sword in a sad
thoughtful voice, watching Anastasia move away with Olrund. "Now go, go!
The enemy will not wait! And we want you to be safe to manage the battle
without fear."


The ladies said
goodbye and ran to join the Queen of Nordic Queens, fading into the
increasingly threatening shadows of the night.


"You have
done the right thing!" exclaimed High as he approached to hearten his
brother.


"I hope so,
but if it turns out to be a huge mistake?" replied Long Sword, surprising
High.


"Forgive
me, brother, but I do not understand! What are you referring to?" the
Eastern Lord asked for an explanation, feeling left out.


"Because of
the marriage between Witte and the Volsungs, my wife is no longer speaking to
me. And she still does not know who will most likely be the husband." the
Lord of the North revealed in a thread of voice.


"Brother,
over such a decision I would never allow myself to express an opinion. It is
certain that Queen Anastasia will give you a lecture. I was talking about the
order to remove the ladies and wounded bear," the God-Slayer said ironically
in an attempt to lighten their thoughts of the battle.
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The allies did
not even have time to plan a strategy. The advent of the black curtains of the
night, furrowed by the wet white snowflakes, brought with it the howling of the
Nocturnes as a warning of the enemy's moves.


"To the
barricades," ordered King High.


"Infantrymen
and knights, create a wall with shields! Archers, second in line and pierce
every horrible creature that sticks its head over the top of that barrier!
Crossbowmen, ready to fire your bows effectively!" the Demon of Trondheim
methodically arranged the different tasks summarily dictated by urgency and
common sense. "Jarg, don't get yourself killed until I order you to do
so!"


Among the
shadows of darkness, only the Nocturnes, who climbed the peaks of the mounds,
and Holaf, thanks to his powerful eye, were able to see what was coming. In the
darkness of the gloomy night that enveloped Necros, the stones moving on the
rocky ground were the only delicate sounds to be heard. Even the wind had
subsided, fleeing to hide and not hear or see the awful beings about to attack.


"They are
the most disgusting things my eyes have ever seen, my good brother,"
commented the Lord of the North, swallowing bitterly.


"Can't you
decrease their number with your eye? Judging by the sounds of the moving
stones, there are too many of them," requested High.


A snarling
prince Yulian cried out:


"Shoot, my
brethren! Fire on those procreations of the devil!"


The Nocturnes
shot fiery arrows at the enemy, lighting the sky with magnificent flames. The
shooting star effect they created fell to the ground, where Gorod's experienced
warriors had filled three ditches with oil. The fire spread quickly and
brutally. The flames surprised and overwhelmed the enemy, revealing their
appearance to the eyes of the soldiers and with their fangs, stripping the last
shred of hope from the bleeding carcass of the soldier’s morale.


"Do not be
afraid, men of the North! Death is as great as the overwhelming enemy!"
King Holaf called, knowing perfectly how to fill their souls with ardour.


"For the
North and its allies!" King Grigor thundered, standing above the palisade
tinged with the red glow of the flames.


The disturbing
feeling left the hearts of the warriors. Their courage was re-woken and freed
from the shrine of fear by the cries of the Sovereigns. Eivind moved to a mound
in order to enjoy a better view and organise his orders to his archers and
crossbowmen to fire more effectively.


The enemy's long
legs moved quickly among the flames and had no great problem in climbing over
the channels of burning oil to lean against the wooden palisade. This defence
had been improvised. It was mostly built with barrels and planks found here and
there and certainly could not guarantee a great deal of resistance.


"Attack!
Nothing is eternal," Yulian shouted, throwing himself from the mound he
had climbed onto, wielding a big sword without a point.


The Prince of
Gorod threw himself at his opponent, hovering in a lengthy flight. He came at
his enemies, like a lightning bolt on the mainmast of a drakkar amidst the
stormy waves. The wide and squared blade sank into the abdomen of a big
opponent, ripping out its exoskeleton and pouring fetid liquid orange mucous
and manure onto the stones. The arachnids climbed the defence line without
emotion, constantly moving, making it very difficult for the archers to shoot
at their targets.


"Nocturnes,
retreat or we won't be able to strike," cried Geir from his position to no
effect.


"Act as you
can, prince, we can’t wait any longer!" ordered King Holaf now returned to
the shelter of his shields.


The enemy came
into contact with the battle line of the men, showing the futility of such a
tactic. Their extremely long legs allowed them to attack comfortably over the
protection, striking the tightly lined up men.


"Into the
fray! The strategy of the wall is not holding," ordered the God-Slayer,
watching the unholy creatures pierce the soldier next to him.


The Demon of Trondheim
lead the charge, at the screaming head of the wave aimed at breaking the siege
while risking their lives. In the growing chaos of the battle, the Nordic steel
of the King of Trondheim cut off a horrifying leg adorned with sparse pale
hairs, saving the life of a soldier. Eivind and the King he protected threw
themselves between the legs of enemies, striking ably at random but causing
very little serious damage. Despite the good heart of the warriors and the
flexibility of the Sovereigns, the insect limbed beings continued to reap
victims, spilling red blood among the snowy stones. Only the heavy armour of
Trondheim denied death its trophy at first, because of their heavier steel.


"Retreat!
We must reorganize our defence," cried King Rune.


"These things
won't allow us to fall back! Hit them in the legs as Yulian suggested",
the God-Slayer shouted, intent on his splendid dance manoeuver within the enemy
ranks.


The sword of the
brave High severed one leg cleanly, to set a good example, and then cut off a
second leg, highlighting how such mutilations diminished the effectiveness of
the enemy. The abdomen attached surgically to the human torso hung about with
thin threads barely visible in the glow of the torches, stretched to trap the
elusive King under its legs. These were unleashed by who knows what evil magic
from the scarified spine and incessantly tried but failed to trap the God-Slayer.


Many had a
different fate, nailed to the ground and immediately hit by heavy clubs and
maces, until the bones and flesh were broken. Their behaviour was disorganised,
as if in such aberrations there were two opposing wills. The cruelty of the
arachnids had not been seen in any others in the eyes of the Sovereigns. In
fact such creatures were grasping the wounded to feed on the still warm bowels,
while the hearts of their victims still permitted them to scream desperately.


The Bear was
pushed to the ground by the deformed head of a monster intent on trying to
plunge its poisonous fangs into other people's flesh. His fury broke on the
shield of Trondheim, where its teeth could not grasp, spraying out copious
greenish poison.


With his behind
in the gravel, having tripped over an amputated leg, the fourth Master of War
had his work cut out to survive the attacks of the stubborn enemy. It was the
Demon of Trondheim who intervened, making his long blade rustle in the air over
the head of the fourth Master, to stick into the gap between the jaws of the
enemy. The regurgitation fully hit the two warriors of Trondheim, decorating them
with fetid sticky filaments. The King did not give up on his wish to boast a
victory and pushed the Fate of the North into the unspeakable ugliness the
within the entrails of the arachnid. Its legs tried to kill the Lord of the
North, but the brave Bear rose up and used his shield to deflect the blows to
the ground, allowing his King to end the life of the filthy being.


"Let's
fight in pairs," Holaf exclaimed, satisfied with the interaction that had
just taken place.


"We are
more than they are, we can afford it," replied the Bear's Head short of
breath.


Geir, seeing the
allied line move back, pushed by the enemy and noting that the Nocturnes had
moved to fight on the mounds, cried out to his subordinates:


"Shoot
freely with all that you have at your disposal against the enemies attacking
the palisade!" The arrows of the United Lords' army began to fly over the
friendly helmets, sticking into the hideously mutilated torsos as they
approached.


The Dragon
intervened at the last possible moment, snatching an exhausted Ilian from an
enemy sting. The hammer of arms, not very exuberant that night, exploded the
beast’s abdomen as it was intent on pursuing its victory over the young boy.


"Move your
arses and go to the walls, you're exhausted and you'll find nothing but an icy
death," cried the furious third rune of the North to the soldier of
Grudak.


As the monster
began to stagger, scattering its orange fluid, creating an obstacle for its
fellows, the good Ilian picked up his sword and limping because of a wound moved
into the rear to catch his breath.


An enemy club
full of spiked nails hit King High. The heavy thud ringing on his wooden
shield, drew the gaze of Holaf and the Bear, while the God-Slayer lay stunned
among the rocks. The monster took the Lord of the East from his icy bed and
brutally beat him against the side of a mound, keeping him suspended in
mid-air. Its aberrant snout with its copious flow of saliva carefully examined
him with its five round black eyes, randomly placed on his face. From its abdomen
it extracted an enormous hollow spine covered with a slimy effluent and moved
to attack the King of Black Portal, under Holaf's helpless attempts to come to
the rescue. The dark Dragon's left hand grabbed the slimy sting on the enemy's
back, and was dragged under the enemy's belly towards the King at the mercy of
death.


The legs of the
third rune of the North leaned against the rock on which High lay immobilized,
using it as a prop to block the powerful movement of the terrifying injecting
needle. The arachnid did not notice the move and tried to continue the course
of the needle, but this threat was brought to a halt by the halberd of the
Demon Chief of the Red Ice Capodemons. The long cusp of his weapon penetrated
into the tapered and hirsute body of the spider and gutted its flesh pouring
its purulent content onto the fearless Dragon. High was left to fall and the
Trondheim Champion released his grip on the huge slimy spike only when he no
longer felt nervous tremors coming from it.


"Thank you,
my saviours! I continue to believe that I am no longer young enough for such
adventures," exclaimed the shaken God-Slayer, recovering his shield and
sword from the ground.


"Don't say
that! It was you, with your demonstration of where to hit these beasts, who
gave men courage," commented the Capodemon.


"I owe you
a favour, Red Ice warrior!" exclaimed the Dragon, rising amidst the
nauseating enemy offal.


"My name is
Goren and you owe me nothing, I am the one who has now paid for what happened
to the Finger of Fate!" replied the red warrior throwing himself into the
fray again.


"You, the
third Master of War, are incredible both with your angry, ardently coloured
hammer, and as a common knight! No one could have done what you have
achieved," praised the Lord of the East.


"It is a
pleasure to save you every time, my King, but now I would prefer you to follow
me so as we could save each other!" the Dragon replied ironically.


"I will be
as close to you as your shadow, until you become too much for my human
limits!" agreed the relieved and objective High.


The
collaboration between warriors seemed to be covering the necropolis with
horrible evil fruit, spreading the landscape with broken legs and gutted
bodies. The price of victory against the arachnids imposed its own cost in mourning,
leaving bodies so badly damaged that their belonging to one or the other army
could only be guessed at.


Yulian, tired
and covered in horrible trophies all over his fur, approached the Lord of the
East and commented bitterly:


"It's not
over, they'll be back before dawn. They attack us twice every night, and they
make an assault in broad daylight!"


"My prince,
then we have very little time to waste: the broken defences must be restored
and the ditches filled with oil, which proved to be a good idea," said
High who was in pain, next to the Dragon Head, who was also tired.


"We must do
better! Look at how many of our allied soldiers lie butchered on the ground. If
we go on like this there won't be enough of us to repel the orcs!"
commented the third Master of War.


"All the
doors of the mounds should be torn down," exclaimed King Holaf, surprising
everyone.


"But your
subjects venerate these places!" Yulian noted, pleased with the idea.


"For
generations your lineage has faced the unholy actions of such perplexing
demons! Once sealed, Gorod and your Kingdom will also benefit," replied
the Lord of the North, focusing purely on the military factor.


"My
brother, don't you think you're exaggerating? Destroying an entire necropolis
could awaken ancient malevolent forces," intervened High, torn between
ordering the sacrilegious act and preserving the integrity of the necropolis.


"Think, my
brother, we can't hide among these tombs forever. Our destiny will be fulfilled
at Black Portal, where we will face an arduous threat from the fanged muzzles.
The last thing we need is to have such beings lurking behind us!" the
Demon of Trondheim voicing his reasons in the absorbed silence of all the
others.


Rising, the
Dragon commented:


"King Holaf
speaks the truth! Let's knock down the lintels so that the entrance tunnels
fall in."


Yulian, passing
his hand through the thick hair of his throat, revealed:


"I have
wasted years in the fruitless attempt to convince my father to do this, but
clinging to the concordat with you, my Lord, he has always refused. Now I know
that it would have been enough to turn to the crown of Black Portal. What a
pity that we didn’t meet before, my God-Slayer!"


"Tactically,
it might not be the final solution, but it would still buy time to solve the problems
in the capital of the East," King Skoll said favourably.


Yulian, hearing
for the first time about a war on their own borders, wanted to know what it was
about and which enemies were in the opposing ranks. After hearing all the
details, he was puzzled:


"The Empire
has apparently sunk into evil times and excesses entirely. If my father should
deny you Gorod's support, I will guarantee mine! Half the Nocturnes will be
well able to face a few orcs!"


"Thank you,
my prince! Your support reassures us, but now let's get rid of those goddamn
mounds," shouted High.


The exalted
screams of those present called everyone to arms and the orders spread, like a
tidal wave of between ravines, bringing laughter where no longer even hope
dared to dwell. Large poles were used as long levers to force the lintels and
separate them from their positions for a millennium. Once the first vast
straight stone had been removed, with a dull thud the roof of the mound began
to collapse, closing the way to the depths of the underworld with rock and
earth. Many tombs were sealed by the new emerging alliance in the hope it would
happily last.


"At this
rate, our backs will soon be secure," commented High, looking at the
industrious ant-like soldiers.


"It's not
my back that is worrying me", Holaf replied mysteriously, as he cut
through the night darkness with his eye of magma.


The arachnids
attacked quickly and silently, catching the defenders unprepared while they
were intent on sealing the tunnels. The warning howls of the Nocturnes rose too
late to position themselves on the field, but at least the surprise was not
total.


"This way
is the right one, my Kings! They have never carried out two attacks in such a
rapid succession!" Yulian shouted enthusiastically, throwing himself into
the fray with his rough but effective sword.


Holaf looked at
High and gave him a slight push, joking to reduce the tension:


"We're
lucky, brother, a double dose of spiders for us, lots of protein!"


"My
brothers, move! Do you need an invitation?" exhorted the exalted Dragon,
throwing himself between the legs of an arachnid, to break one of the legs with
the energy of his hammer.


The Bear's Head
joined his brother of the third symbol, dodging the mighty blows of an enemy
club, while it faced two of the strongest Masters without too much difficulty.
The sharp end of one leg targeted the breast plate of the Trondheim Champion,
slipping towards the chain mail of the shoulder. The pointed bone spear broke
through the metal rings, piercing his side. The scream of the warrior resounded
deeply in everyone's hearts as he fell to the ground and the Bear did his best
to keep the creatures away from his wounded brother.


The Nocturnes,
mixed among their enemies and men, spared no effort, creating a roar of battle,
mixed with screams, pain, swearing and steel. Soldiers were partially devoured
and abandoned, still able to crawl for a few meters, feeling life slipping away
slowly, amidst atrocious suffering. The Nocturnes were not doing any better.
Much of their blood was spraying on the ground and the now vermillion snow.


The old King
Jarg was wounded in the face: one of those creatures stuck a finger armed with
long claws in the slit of the helmet, taking out an eye. The King of Cold Wood,
with his white beard red with blood, did not retreat. On the contrary, urging
his men, he led them into the wildest attack. The crude and undisciplined
Barbarians proved to be unstoppable in melee; they were more lightly protected
and were better able to dodge the eight legs and gain ground, tingeing
themselves with purulent orange.


The Wolf
followed by the Leopard came to the aid of the Bear in saving the Dragon, and
swearing and furiously angry as was rare for the Wolf. Everywhere, the
arachnids swarmed, crushing their enemies and devouring their flesh. Even Cold
Wood, despite his ardour, was forced to return to his friends' side. Olgherd
took his father by force, dragging him safely over the front line, in the
middle of the battle.


"We are
surrounded, we are being massacred!" cried Prince Gunnar to the God-Slayer.


Geir had been
relegated to a smaller area of resistance, where a handful of War Masters and
Capodemons were trying to save the archers of South Winter, who were not at all
capable at swordplay. Even the eighteenth Master of Trondheim with his Bull's
helmet was overwhelmed and hit by paws and weapons; finally, when he was
knocked to the ground, the worst of deaths wished for came to him. A big
inoculator was pushed under the black breastplate of Trondheim, which gave no
opposition, being too deformed and distorted by the blows suffered. The abdomen
of the spider pushed its ravenous larvae into the human belly with visible
contractions, so that they could feed.


Prey to
excruciating pains, the contortions of the seventeenth Master grew with each
new spasm. The screams he gave and the convulsions that were as bad as they
could possibly be, finally brought him to unconsciousness. The Snake, ninth
symbol of the Trondheim intervened, screaming like a demon in the wind: his
whip-mace- smashed his brother’s abdomen putting an end to his torment, pouring
out guts by the light of the torches.


With difficulty,
the Snake Head dragged the unconscious Bull’s Head among the ranks of the
archers, to remove him as a target of the enemy, who did not miss the
opportunity of wounding the leg of the willing saviour. Blood immediately
gurgled from the mouth of Bull’s Head, who was jerking and shaken by severe
pain and uncontrollable shivers. His colour by the warm flickering light of the
torches seemed like the earth, while his eyes shook like a blade striking a
plate.


"Burn his
body or the larvae will kill everyone!" Yulian thundered from the fray.


A War Master
poured oil over it, smashing one of the thousands of lanterns scattered by the
Nocturnes to light up the camp and annoy the enemy. When the ninth Master
approached with a torch, Geir took it and said:


"I'll do
it, I’ll finish it. You can't kill your own brother." The merciful arrow
from a crossbow stuck itself into the skull of the poor unfortunate man, just
before he was set on fire.


The arachnids
did not stop pushing and killing the troops of the North and the East. The new
shield wall, once again totally disorganised, proved its ineffectiveness.
Soldiers were grasped over the top of the defence, thanks to the long legs of
the foe, and snatched from friends, like an eagle grabbing a hare.


Poison injected
into the body of a Nocturne carried off from the battle lines disintegrated its
flesh, transforming the warrior into a dripping wreck. The spider did not drop
its victim after biting him, but kept him suspended over his companions, so
that his flesh and blood mixed in a horrible red solution and dripped on them.
This depravity had the desired effect, anointing the soldiers with terror and
defeatism: many abandoned the fight, trying to retreat at the expense of the
entire army.


"Let's
retreat," ordered King Skoll, who was busy cutting off long legs with a
sharp weapon hidden in his metal arm.


"And where
to?" shouted Grigor, overcome by fatigue and intent on avoiding bites from
the jaws of the enemy.


Fyodor
suggested:


"My Lords,
to the mounds! The Nocturnes fight with less effort!"


"Of course,
my friend, but only because we are holding the big one!" stated King High,
rapidly moving to a bulge in the front line, to bring a bit of courage where
the evil had killed that too.


Holaf, with fury
elevated to a virtuous level, wielded his sword, chopping off all possible long
legs, helped by the Head of Bear and Marek, Prince of Cold Wood. Every horrible
creature they faced was mutilated and abandoned there among the stones covered
with death and blood. Long Sword hoped that no matter how battered, frightened
and on the run, men, seeing their enemies almost helpless, would assault them
and finish them off. But this did not happen: the morale had now disappeared to
hide elsewhere, abandoning their hearts to despair and their heads to
reminiscences of primordial survival.


Eventually the
arm of the Demon of Trondheim began to waver from fatigue, and in the dark of the
night he saw his men corrupted by the most atavistic evil afflicting humanity:
cowardice. He saw soldiers pushing, sacrificing companions, to survive for two
more grains of sand in a very wide necked hourglass. He heard the God-Slayer
spur the men on vigorously, offering himself as an example, even though he was
at the limit of his strength. He was overtaken by the Dragon Head with his
unsupportable language, just at the darkest moment of the battle. And finally
the Lord of the North, looking up, saw the light of dawn in the distance slowly
moving over the gloomy layers of nightmare.


Disturbed, Holaf
felt his heart accelerate rapidly, like the drums at a party. His hearing
became limited and the mouth dried, as his senses became confused. Flames
sprang from his eye. In the shadow the flames were brighter than a star in the
sky. Long Sword had never seen fire like that: each and every enemy was grasped
by the will of the relic and consumed with calm and sadism.


The arachnids
sought salvation by fleeing en masse, trampling and stabbing their long, hooked
legs into companions, reducing them just as men had done earlier. The lust of
the eye was not to save a race, but as a foretaste of the blood of both and
this end was denied only by the will of Holaf.


No enemy was
able to escape the King's anger. Twisting through silent suffering, their fetid
flesh burned, erupting in visible tongues of fire. The vision of dawn showed a
carpet of contracted and woody beings in an immense blackened area, as if the
sun had leaned against the earth.


Holaf floated at
about the height of a spear, wrapped in flames and darkness, leaving little
idea of the well-loved King. His open arms clinging to his sword and shield
returned close to his body, indicating the progressive return of the Demon of
Trondheim to a more human form. None of those present had the courage or
presence of mind to move to help the one who had just saved them all.


The only ones to
move were the Dragon and High: the pair of them, in unison ran through the soft
carpet of corpses to reach Holaf where the King lay surrounded by spiders,
still being consumed by small fires. The acrid smell of the burnt flesh made
the air almost unbreathable, while the smoke became more evident with the
advent of the pale sun of the morning.


"My
brother, how are you?" shouted an agitated God-Slayer, sweating and having
difficulty breathing. Yet the mighty Lord of the North lay unconscious on the
ground.


"Sovereign
of the East, let us take King Holaf where this smoke does not tarnish the air
with the smell of death!" suggested the Dragon without even seeming
shaken.


High nodded and
took his brother in arms by one arm on one side, while the third Master of War
lifted him on the other. His long sword, victoriously covered with enemy offal,
and his round shield fell to the rocky ground shaking the air with a ringing
sound as if they were bells celebrating the resurrection of the Bear's Head,
who remained petrified next to his King, as he rose to another plane.


"What are
you waiting for? Help the wounded and knock down the doorways. More will be
coming soon," shouted King Skoll, who has not yet perfectly understood the
mystical event.


Holaf was laid
on a cot and inspected by the healers, who found nothing more than scratches
and a big swelling. The King’s breathing was regular and his heartbeat had also
calmed down, pulsing solidly into the royal chest.


"We could
bleed him to find out if his blood is poisoned," proposed a healer to God-Slayer.


"I could
break your skull to observe the emptiness inside!" the Dragon brutally
threatened, making the healers run away, as they are always too willing to put
their hands on those who were only resting.


"My King,
the One God has been benevolent to us, but at what price!" exclaimed
Yulian, who had come to discover the truth about the condition of his ally.


"Prince,
what we have seen this night has little to do with the One or the Warrior Gods!
We are alive only because of the gift given by Cyfer, Inquisitor of Denethor,
to the Sovereign of Trondheim," said High, correcting him.


"In any
case, we are still alive with or without a divine intervention and now we must
think of our dead," Yulian commented.


"The dead
are dead and they don't care anymore! We are doing what needs to be done. Let's
close those disgusting tombs, my prince, and restore our defences, for the war
will soon come from the east and we will not be able to delay our march to
Black Portal!" the Dragon growled quite angrily, with a violent tremor in
his right hand.


"You are
right, warrior, first we must see to the good of many!" Yulian said
thoughtfully, referring to the urge to block the earthly graves so as to be
able to march with the Lords of the North and East towards Black Portal,
leaving Gorod in peaceful waters.


The sky was
almost completely clear, leaving the snow of the day before to mix with the
horrendous fruit scattered all over the tombs. The wind whispered sweetly,
flowing through the openings of the helmets to caress the worn faces of the
exhausted men, as if it were the touch of a tender lover. The lintels continued
to be torn down, while one after the other the tunnels fell in with a deep
thundering sound.


"What are
you doing?" asked Tyra, who had arrived at the first light and was too
worried to stay safe beyond the walls.


"The right
question would be what you are doing in such a horrible place," exclaimed
High, who was amazed to find the young lady there.


"I am
missing my husband, I don't want him to run away with some handsome
enemy!" joked the smiling blonde.


"Princess,
leave the battlefield and thoughts like that! I have seen the enemy, you
certainly do not risk betrayal!" replied the busy Deicide supervising the
men, while erecting the new barricade.


"Sister,
what a good fortune brings you here!" Geir cried out happy to see her,
sitting among the wounded.


"By the
Warrior Gods! My brother, are you all right?" asked the agitated princess
of South Winter.


Her sharp voice
rang out clearly, cutting through the lamentations of the injured and the
silence of the corpses, until it reached her husband's ears. The Bear's Head
looked around, searching for a blonde head in the frantic swarming of men,
smiling when he saw it and felt as if the struggle and pains of the hard battle
no longer mattered. The Wolf's head pushed the fourth Master, teasing him:


"Go,
brother, your cissy strength is of no help to us! The Bear's Head nodded
laughing and thanked his companion in arms of the first symbol with a wave of
his hand.


Tyra, after
finding only minor damage to her brother Geir, began to search for her own
battling father. Grigor was intent on discussing how to act with his peers,
while Eivind was busy medicating the Dragon as best he could. The Dragon had an
injury on one side but was already miraculously healing after only a few hours.


The princess’s
blue eyes, like the northern sky, came into contact with the face of her
beloved. He was filthy and upset, but ran towards her with his armour still
decorated with horrible orange liquid and clotted blood. With each jolt, the
icy metal clattered, while his cape waved filthily, showing the obvious signs
of battle. Even though the sight was not a chivalrous fairytale, to the
beautiful princess’ eyes, full of love, her husband seemed splendid and heroic,
a great idealisation of the reality of the moment.


"My Lady,
what brings you to such a place? It's more dangerous than you could
imagine," asked the Bear, embracing her.


"Everyone
asks the same question! Is it possible that you all forget that I may be
worried about losing you?" muttered the pretty blonde under her breath.


"It did not
happen, my love, thanks to King Holaf and his unmatched relic," hinted the
fourth Master of War.


"So the
enemy is powerful?" asked Tyra worried.


"Not as
powerful as our Lord! If you had seen him, floating over the enemy heads
wrapped in flames and smoke, burning the creatures without giving them a
chance!" her excited young husband reported.


"And what
is the condition of the King of Trondheim now?" Tyra wanted to know, but
the Bear’s Head did not answer. King High intervened in his place:


"Princess,
it would be better if you left. The Nocturnes are agitated, it would seem that
the enemy is approaching again!"


"Tell me
what I should tell the Northern Queen and Sersy?" asked Tyra.


The God-Slayer
looked at her and spoke:


"Tell Sersy
about the slight wound of the Dragon, but also mention the fact that he is
swearing as usual and is angry as only an angry Warrior God can be. Tell the
Queen of Trondheim that you could not talk to King Holaf because he was busy."


"Never! I
don't want to lie," complained the blonde.


"If
Anastasia finds out about her husband fainting and she will rush here, wounded
and of little use to the cause. She will end up getting herself killed. Better
to omit the truth for her own good rather than sticking to the truth and
creating problems in such a precarious situation," explained God-Slayer
sincerely.


"I
understand, my Lord, I will not disappoint you", Tyra replied smiling
sweetly.


The blonde
kissed her husband passionately and offered kind tributes to her family,
leaving the front line to return to safety. The ground shuddered violently,
making the footsteps of the princess uncertain. She turned to King High and
looked at him with shiny eyes and dismay. A second upsurge moved the earth and
all the souls above, causing stones and dust to slide from the mounds and
courage fly from the hearts that were becoming less and less fearless.


"Go, my
love!" cried the excited fourth Master of the War, feeling new surprises
were in store.


But Tyra didn't
have time to take a step: the ground arched and cracked under a primordial
thrust. Breaking the crust of ice and rock, the gap swallowed stones, earth and
the bodies of the deceased piled up in the rear and pitifully buried. Tyra lost
her balance, falling towards the black abyss. But her life was saved only
thanks to the feline intervention of a Nocturne. The beast-like creature,
taking a long leap, grabbed the girl carrying her to safety screaming.


"Are you
all right, beauty?" roughly asked her hirsute saviour from his horrific
mask.


"Thanks to
you and to your talents, yes!" she answered a little troubled.


There was barely
enough time to take the princess to the ranks of the allies, before one last
apocalyptic movement split the ground, throwing aside huge boulders and stones.
It turned out to be a gargantuan unclean being: a death demon with his
corpulent figure stood in front of the army, showing himself in all his plagued
and putrid deformity.


Tall enough to
hide the door of the city of Gorod behind him, the demon remained erect with
his head bowed. In his hand did not hold weapons or protect himself with armour.
He had only a chain mail helmet on his head and a rusty chain mail tunic, torn
and worn, hanging from a corroded belt, which was also in very bad condition.
The bluish skin decorated with black veins and impressive wounds swollen by
purulent necrosis, covered with circles burning with infection. Unbearable
smelly sludge dripped from every wound to deposit itself and mucous on the
ground, offending any sense of smell at a distance of meters.


"What
gloomy incest could have given birth to that horrible thing?" shouted Jarg
with his eye bandaged and aching.


"I've never
seen one before," Yulian said almost catatonic.


"Archers,
set fire to your arrows!" ordered the Lord King of the East as loud as he
could. "Move King Holaf and whoever else can be moved to behind the fence."


Geir stood up
and ran to the head of his host of archers, all with their arrows set on fire
and the bowstrings held ready to shoot towards the enemy.


"Right,
soldiers! Be precise and let that garbage know what it is like to burn!"
thundered the firstborn of King Grigor.


"For the
united peoples of the North and the East, we will not give a single metre to
the hordes of the underworld!" the Capodemons cried in unison at the head
of the Red Devils, capable of a more solid spirit than most of the other
troops.


The gigantic
being took a step, revealing enormous fatigue in walking. His flabby skin full
of stretch marks swung about, like a good wine shaken in a cup. High looked at
Geir, ready to rain flames on the unclean being, and gave a dry nod of his
head, hoping that was the solution. The prince of South Winter screamed out the
order to shoot, and each bow relaxed sending the arrows away but not very spectacularly
because of the glow of the morning.


But the lines of
fate wanted a different outcome for same action: the monster opened his fat
arms, raising a smooth face with the three reddened eyes randomly distributed
under the rusty rings of the chain mail. The entity seemed to move in search of
the best trajectory for the impact as if he longed to be hit by the flaming
points. Hundreds of arrows penetrated his skin, pulled so tight that it was
transparent, causing destructive tears as they flew.


Giving a deep
and frightening laugh, the giant exploded with all the power of the great mass
of mephitic and rotten gases contained in his body; the displacement of the air
shook the cloaks and banners, carrying away the breath of death. An ungodly
slurry with the disgusting colour of abandoned carcasses poured to the ground
from what remained of the demon, advancing like the lava flow of a volcano.


Corrupt bones
could be seen inside the enormous thoracic cavity, showing nothing that could
indicate life or fate. The gigantic demon staggered, now silent, collapsing to
the ground in a great crash, giving impetus to a joyful roar from the mouths of
men and Nocturnes. Smiles blossomed on the faces of the Red Devils, who had
been resigned to the extreme sacrifice.


"That's all
it is! A colossal pile of shit capable of nothing more than a couple of steps
and nothing more!" cried arrogant Grigor embracing Eivind at his side.


High bent his
head and smiled, Tyra rejoiced next to him in the arms of her Bear, who felt
like adding:


"My King,
for once even the enemy has miscalculated the situation!" The God-Slayer
gave him an affectionate pat on the shoulder without adding anything and turned
to check where King Holaf had been taken.


"Look,
comrades in arms!" cried Goren pointing to the fetid mush still in
turmoil.


"What are
those?" Yulian asked totally stunned by new enemies.


A foolish Black
Feather warrior came close, and with the tip of his sword he pierced the
purulent yellowish tide with its dark shadows and then reported:


"My Lords,
nothing is hidden in this hideous vomit!"


As he lifted his
gaze from the formless mass, a coarse creature with the appearance of a lamprey
without eyes but with a powerful circular mouth hurled itself at the man. The
soldier of Black Feather was thrown onto the rocks. The worm-like predator, the
same colour as the fetid amniotic liquid from which he had come, threw itself
on its target without leaving any time to react. The soldier’s arms moved
searching for freedom, but every gesture and cry ceased rapidly under the bites
of the abominable being.


"Back,
there are thousands in that sea of rubbish," warned a second soldier who
rushed to help his unfortunate companion. In truth, many more than a thousand
creatures, the enemies regurgitated by the demon were revealed, multiplying
exponentially, they gave rise to a horde of homicidal eels.


"To go
back, soldiers! Climb to the top of the mounds," ordered King High, pointing
to the highest tomb nearby.


The Dragon
carried the senseless Lord of the North on his shoulders and barely managed to
climb the unstable rocks of Necros. The warriors pushed themselves, frightened
and persuaded that by now they had death behind them, more than ready to
harvest souls.


"Let me die
fighting!" King Jarg shouted harshly, swearing rudely while his sons Marek
and Olgherd sweated as they dragged him with to the top of the graves.


The Bear carried
his wife and brought her to safety, but she was thrown from his arms when a
distraught man from Gorod pushed them. The fourth rune of Trondheim raced to
help the fallen lady, commenting bitterly:


"Fifteen
inhabitants of Gorod in an army and what does one of them do? He throws my wife
to the ground!"


The Northern
blade came to the rescue to sliced up a lamprey ready to catch Tyra, dividing
the beast in half. The being instantly regenerated both halves, giving rise to
two different worms.


"My love,
move your beautiful behind and climb! Here there is no chance, because these
beings, revive themselves even if they are chopped up!" incited the Bear’s
Head concisely, using the flat of his sword to dissuade a second enemy
attacking them.


A knight of
South Winter came to the rescue, helping the aching princess to tackle the
climb snatching her from the wave of wormy death. A horrible invertebrate clung
to the fourth Master: his mouth fell on his helmet, like a jute sack on the
head of a kidnapped man, obscuring the vision of the warrior. The fourth rune
of the North cried out something before falling pulled down by the tide of
worms, but no one grasped his meaning.


The Wolf's Head
did not hesitate for a moment and ran to rescue his brother to the desperate
cries of traumatized Tyra. The altruistic soldier, after having brought his
princess to safety, threw himself like a landslide to bring his strength to the
first Master of War in the arduous attempt to steal the Bear’s Head from the
slimy creatures. As much effort and strength as the Wolf's Head put into
bringing death to the lampreys, he was unable to grab the hand of its brother
in arms before seeing him fade into the waves of rotting worms.


"My
brother," the first Master of War cried out desperately and furiously, as
he was almost overwhelmed. But his cry was obscured by that of the Dragon, who
descended with the vigour of a lightning bolt from a stormy sky covered with
bloody mist, to attack the ungodly beings looking like an ageless mountain.


The incandescent
God Crusher thundered its destructive fury annihilating everything around its
bearer. The Head of the Dragon did not go towards his companions but struggled
among the enemies, burning them and swinging powerful hammer blows on them. He
went to the centre of the infestation, where the lampreys swallowed him up,
obscuring his disturbing silhouette with its vermillion vapours.


High was slow to
realised that a tragedy was occurring, when the Wolf no longer had any strength
and the Bear could no longer be identified. But at the centre of the
foul-smelling, slimy interweaving of the long yellowish bodies, the gloomy
voice of the hammer of arms could still be heard. A sinister crackling began to
be heard, coming from the very spot where the Trondheim Champion had sunk into
the underworld. The lampreys began to thrash about as they tried to escape, but
the centre of the mass swelled out and a very strong light broke through the
tangle of bodies in frantic motion.


The beam of
light as intense as the sun, temporarily blinding everyone at the same time as
it radiated sweet warmth on the icy day. All men and Nocturnes were forced to
turn their gaze away, as if a Warrior God had arrived on earth among the
crackling of the enemy flesh. Holaf, who had just regained consciousness but
was still stunned, tried to observe with his magmatic iris in the light of a
thousand fiery stars. He saw an enormous creature burning with the mighty wings
of death, exterminating the evil creatures joyfully. However, the use of his
relic once again caused him to faint.


When the light
faded and the warmth was again annihilated by the rigours of winter, the
soldiers could see the three Masters of War among infinite corpses of dry
worms, now as weak as the leaves fallen in autumn. The Dragon, still covered in
red smoke and the God Crusher greedy for death in his hand, stood erect and
motionless, the rock melting under his weight. The Wolf helped the Bear to get
up and did not hide the fear he felt, saying:


"Brother, I
never felt such a shock in my heart! Fear dominated me and only I could hear
the teeth of those ravenous beings screeching on the steel of my gorget. If I
hadn't had such good armour, I'd be dead now! But what happened?"


"I think it
was our brother Dragon who saved us, but I'm not sure, because I didn’t
understand anything!" answered the Wolf.


Tyra threw
herself around her husband's neck, pouring fragile drops of joy on his dirty
armour for fear of losing her beloved husband. They all began to move away from
the top of the tumulus, like trolls in transhumance, silent and drooping,
shaken by their inability to understand what they had just been through. Now at
the centre of the hillocks of Necros was a vast smooth basin of molten rock,
where the enemy tide had gone. High reached the fourth and first Master of War
to ascertain the state they were in:


"Soldiers,
how do you feel?"


"My Lord,
we were better off before: the slime of those horrible creatures is filled with
advanced putrefaction, and their grips were so strong as to make the plates of
our armour screech. Luckily for us their teeth were not able to break through
the Nordic steel, but look at the Bear's gorget, they almost sawed it
through!" replied the Wolf's Head.


The God-Slayer
did not pay any attention to the neck protection polished by thousands of sharp
canines, because his gaze was caught by the third Nordic rune. The Dragon
passed from mound to mound, giving a monstrous hammer blow to each lintel. With
each blow of the mystical steel the stone liquefied, causing the entire vault
of the inner burial chamber to fall in, not just the collapse of the entrance
gallery. From the depths of a tomb, an arachnid, fast and aggressive, escaped,
trying to strike the third Master of War with every means. Dragon's black
heart, skilfully dodging several assaults, made an easy game of moving in on
his aggressor, turning him into an orange coloured alchemic fire.


"Should I
go and talk to him?" asked the Wolf, less shocked than the Bear's Head.


"I have no
idea! But given the strength of a God that he has, when he walks among men
cloaked in a mantle of red mist, I would like him to remain so. We need him to
be like that ", answered the pragmatic God-Slayer.


Yulian
approached the Lord of the East wanting to know who that man was:


"Is he real
or produced by spells? In his body he holds the fury of an entire army if not
more!"


"I fear it
is not the wrath of men that pervades his veins, but rather that of a demon,
and it terrifies me! As long as man is able to dominate such arcane urges,
everything will turn out well for us. Consider only this battle, prince:
without the Lord of the North with his eye and the third Master of the War supported
by the God Crusher we would all have passed away in one way or another!"
King High replied with sincere realism.


"No
complaints about such relics, until they are the ones to be feared," said
Yulian, watching with admiration, the angry Dragon seal each mound with
incredible speed.


"Certainly,
when we are in the presence of such beings, our race seems so small!"
exclaimed Marek, Jarg's second son.


"No man is
to be underestimated! Take, for example, the young Ilian: he has no powers, but
he still used all his force in the arduous and fruitful searches for the Bear's
Head, even though all of them were by now pervaded by the certainty of a tragic
epilogue!" commented Skoll, observing one of the dried up creatures
closely.


The wild Master
of the third symbol spent an entire day collapsing most of the tunnels in the
dark streets. The last tomb imploded at nightfall, leaving behind a long trail
of devastated arachnids scattered on the bare rock. The entire necropolis
seemed wounded by the disappearance of the thousands of doors, but the silence
reigning within those ruined crypts gave courage to all.


Necros was
famous not only for the horrors and harassment coming from beneath the earth,
but also for the so-called "Song of the Dead": a rare symphony
composed by the air flowing through the communicating chambers of the various
burials. It sounded like the litanies of the monks of Earth. Despite the loss
of such a picturesque and evocative event, the soldiers spent the quietest of
nights they could remember and not a whisper or a landslide came from the
collapsed tombs. They lit large fires to dissipate the gloomy arms of the
twilight, eager to cling to everything, and nothing bothered them, not even the
distant howls of mastiffs, masters of the cold hours.


Jarg, wounded
more severely than he wanted to admit, fell overcome by his efforts into the
loving care of his children. King Grigor, embraced by his heirs, was torn
between the pride of a Nordic father to see them so talented and sorrow for
having dragged them into such an undertaking with the ancient flavour of
heretical crusades. Prince Gunnar and Fyodor discussed frivolities by the fire,
so that they could push away the very unedifying visions crammed into their
heads.


Tyra and her
beloved consort had set themselves up in a cave devoid of horrors and
accustomed themselves to fulfilling their marital duties without straying too
far from the watchful eye of King Holaf. The King of the North, recovering from
his efforts, did not want to know what was going on but certainly wished to
know where the two young people had withdrawn, so as to be able to intervene
quickly in case of danger or necessity, without groping in the dark.


"My
brother, thank you for bringing my army back to its place," whispered Long
Sword.


"Thank you
for saving us all! I shudder thinking back to Kaarn's words: that being knew
exactly what would happened."


"Do you
know what happened?" replied the thoughtful High.


"How could
I forget it? Nothing has escaped my mind. I am not like the Dragon, who does
not faint but is unable to see what is happening. I abuse my human form, being
overwhelmed by endless fears. I'm sure I levitated like Cyfer and in those
moments I perceived the power of the ancient ones flowing through my veins.
Angry, wicked, uncontrollable, they led me making me eager to cause distress to
every living being!" said Holaf in a grim mood and with a pale face.


"My King,
you have basically just explained exactly how I feel every minute," sighed
the Trondheim Champion, sitting next to him.


"I cannot
but regret such a statement. You deserve joy and serenity, not pain and
fury," replied King Holaf by placing his hand on his shoulder.


"How are
you, warrior? Does your side cause a lot of discomfort?" High kindly
enquired.


"To tell
the truth, my King, I have nothing but a scar, yet another one! I have always
recovered well from my wounds, but never with such speed," said the third
Master touching the perforated chain mail tunic.


"I'd say
it's a good thing, your mighty arm will have hundreds of enemies to strike down
before the end of the war," said Long Sword smiling.


"Before the
war is over, my King, would you like to spend some time with your wife, or do
you need the rude soldiers to protect you?" provoked the splendid Queen
Anastasia.


High jumped up
to kiss her hand delicately, and then disappeared among the warm lights of the
torches. The third symbol of Trondheim bowed to the Valkyrie and asked:


"How do you
feel, my Queen, your leg is getting better?"


"Yes, thank
you, my Master, I only feel a little stupid discomfort still," replied
Anastasia briefly.


"My
Sovereign, be magnanimous with the Lord of the North, know of his courage and
strength which he used to save us all!" the third rune symbol interceded
spontaneously and immediately headed towards a very attractive silhouette in
the entourage of the Sovereign of Trondheim.


"So,
husband, you have shown the power of the Demon," Anastasia deduced,
sitting next to her husband.


"It would
seem so! But I am not happy about that now, because the actions I undertook
earlier as I was convinced of their necessity have led to quarrels with
you," replied the great Sovereign, capable of defeating a whole horde of
arachnids, but unable to live without his better half.


"To whom
did you promise the hand of Witte, my Sovereign? Whom do I have to kill, tell
me!" the warrior mother demanded to know in a faint voice.


"My love, I
am certain you would not be capable," commented the cryptic Lord of
Trondheim.


"Husband,
you have a moral obligation to tell me what flashed through your head when you
entered into such a pact without consulting me! Have years of battle clouded
your judgment? What happened to the promise to decide everything important
together?" his wife filled his ears with questions, clenching her teeth in
furious anger. Holaf took her cold hands and, staring into her blue eyes, told
her:


"My love, I
have reluctantly promised our daughter. In exchange I will receive the
defensive weapons for our city. King Wolfmar Volsun would never have given me
such weapons unless in exchange for a princess to marry one of his sons.
Without the weapons we would not have been able to defend the Empire ...".


"Who cares
about the Empire? It's the family you should have thought of! The Emperor would
sacrifice us to the last child for his salvation," Anastasia bellowed,
interrupting her husband. Holaf with a sweetness and patience never imagined of
him smiled and continued:


"Without
such siege weapons, any damn monster passing by with the intention of killing
the Emperor could destroy our city, shedding the blood of our children and
friends, but above all would tear me from your heart and your arms, and this is
not possible, my beloved!"


The Queen could
do nothing else but calm herself at these words, moved by the unconditional
love bestowed upon her by the reflection in the grey Nordic eye.


"All right,
Holaf Erlingson, I acknowledge that you know how to reach the heart of your
impetuous wife! But you still haven't given me the name of the suitor for
Witte's hand," the splendid Anastasia asserted with renewed gentleness and
politeness.


"Love, I do
not know his name. The agreement provided for Witte to marry the first of the
Volsunghi princes able to impress me. But to this day no Variago mercenary has
revealed himself to me" Long Sword told her sincerely.


"My
darling, tell me: are the stories about their size true?" the warrior
mother asked worried.


"The father
almost exceeds me by twice in height," Holaf replied nodding.


"But in
that hard head of yours, hasn't the question arisen of how they will conceive a
child?" Anastasia complained, very concerned, catching her husband
unawares on a subject that had never occurred to him.


"Do you say
they have huge ‘swords’?" the Lord of the North was embarrassed.


"I'm not
the genius who saw them," replied his wife, shaking her head.


"Love, what
can I know about such things! I will certainly not go lifting the tunics of
Wolfmar's children, evaluating their protected goods!" exclaimed Holaf
horrified only at the thought.


"Then I
will have to do it, my dear husband! I will never allow giant to violate our
daughter!" exclaimed the Queen of Trondheim seriously before embracing her
husband. "I feared the worst for you when I saw, from the walls, a sun
lying on the ground! Sersy and I were terrified."


"That glow
was not mine, but produced by the Dragon's Head, so strong and bright that it
could blind men and melt stone. I pierced the light barrier with my relic and
what I saw was hopefully the result of my fear," the Sovereign recounted
in a low voice.


"What was
revealed to you in those flames, my love?" the Valkyrie wanted to know.


"Ancient
anger and hatred, longing for blood with large flamed wings and long horns of
darkness," replied Holaf briefly, feeling a tremor as he saw Sersy and the
Dragon embracing, while the God Crusher jerked irascibly at his belt.


The couple
talked together in the icy cold night between the tombs, first as distant as
two friends, then close together with their eyes fixed on each other and
finally embraced as one being. A pale and voluptuous steam framed the two
Northern Sovereigns, giving the observers a rhythmic sense of their discussion.
The cold hours passed as they exchanged a word, a kiss and a caress, waiting
for the rosy sun to arrive in a sky spotted, like a dairy cow, with black
clouds pushed by the wind.


The army took a
few more hours to make a more careful inspection among the tombs, finding at
least ten more without the signature of the Dragon. The Nocturnes adopted a
lever to remedy the omission, causing those to collapse as well.


"My Lord of
the East, I need a couple of days to prepare the troops and supplies necessary
for the war. I doubt you can wait, even though you would be most welcome!"
reported an ever so satisfied Prince Yulian.


"Heir to
Gorod, do not deceive us by promising to join us and in the end denying
us", warned God-Slayer.


"My King, I
can understand your fears in such dark times, however the word of a prince is
sufficient! I will not withdraw from undertaking what we spoke of last
night," replied Sveslav's eldest son.


"Excellent,
my subject! To fight at your side has been an honour for me! Your soldiers
totally deserve the fame of great warriors that has hovered around your army.
Much less deserving, to my eyes, are the foolish rumours against you, a legacy
of ignorance and cowardice!" congratulated the King of the East, saying
goodbye, as he desired to return to his beloved halls.


"Majesty,
offer me the kind gift of not denying any slander against us, indeed increase
it if possible! Such stories keep the wealthiest, biggest and most hungry
parasites away," Yulian replied, jerking in a strange way that could be
interpreted as laughter.


"Great
glory will await us all, Prince of Gorod! The North is satisfied to have allies
with such an undeniable warlike nature!" were the words of farewell from
the wounded King Jarg.


"You honour
your Gods even if only by breathing, King of Cold Wood!" Yulian replied
courteously with the typical slurred speech of the Cursed Race.


The Lord of the
North rose up on a mound and harangued the troops:


"Men,
enough of wasting time! Black Portal awaits us in need of help! A new step
towards glory and a further step in deaths towards Valhalla!" The soldiers
responded with a vigorous battle cry and quickly recovered their possessions.


The third rune
of the North came out of a niche with Sersy, both of them not very satisfied,
re-arranging their clothes. The Dragon Head looked at his King, opened his arms
and smiled while sighing.


"You will
have time at Black Portal to spend in superb companionship," exclaimed the
apologetic Long Sword.


"My Lord,
you could give me a little more sand in the hourglass: with all this steel it
is an arduous task even just urinating, let alone doing other things!"
roughly asserted the Dragon Head, making Sersy blush because of the laughter
produced.


Even the fourth
rune of Trondheim had his work cut out, having to dress himself quickly, and
asked Tyra for help. But his wife was in the same condition and did not want to
answer him, limiting herself to looking at him in an annoyed manner.


Fyodor, passing
by, kindly offered to help the princess:


"My Lady,
Bear's Head permitting, if you like, I'll do your armour up!"


"Leave my
husband to his and help me, please!" pleaded the blonde who got stuck with
the under armour.


"Knight of
the East, be very careful where you put your hands!" warned the fourth
warrior of Trondheim.


"Don't be
afraid, Master, by now I consider you a friend and I would never touch the love
of a companion!" reassured Fyodor.


"How many
honourable knights have you seen lately? " commented Tyra by tying up her
shin guards, without realizing that she was making the task of her kind helper
arduous by her continuous movements.


"Turn
around, brother, so that I can help you to put on the steel of Trondheim,"
exclaimed the Wolf's Head.


"First
Master, you have no idea how much I appreciate such assistance," puffed
the smiling Bear.


"In return,
I want to be introduced to a beautiful friend of your wife," joked the
first rune of the North.


Tyra next door
wasted no time and stated:


"Nothing
could make me happier than to see my husband's brother joyful alongside a good
wife, but the only good friend I have is Sersy."


"No, thank
you, she's been claimed and I don't feel the slightest need to quarrel with the
third Master of War," replied the Wolf's Head playfully.


"You always
have your sisters, my love! The eldest is married, but if I remember correctly,
Gurly is free and very attractive", provoked the warrior with rune number
four.


"Did my
sister Gurly look good to you?" Tyra was amazed.


"She has a
beautiful face," replied the Bear honestly, putting on his damaged gorget.


"Have you
looked closely at my sister, dear husband," the annoyed sweet blonde
asked, walking away without waiting for him.


A resounding
slap landed on the nape of the fourth Master of War, a kind gift from the Wolf,
who ordered:


"Brother,
move, run immediately and apologize to your sweetest wife!"


"It was you
who started the conversation," protested the fourth warrior from
Trondheim, massaging his head.


"Of course,
but I was talking about friends! And even the stones know they should never
compliment the sisters of their loved ones," said the Wolf.


"That's not
true, you've invented this rule just now!" the Bear replied polemically,
as he ran to join his young wife.


Fyodor commented
good-naturedly:


"Luck
always goes to those who don’t have eyes to see it."


"You're
absolutely right, warrior of the East!" mumbled the smiling Lieutenant.
"Now we had better start moving or we’ll have no part in death and I don't
want others to claim my place!"


Fyodor answered
nothing. Death did not attract him and he would have willingly given his place
in the presence of the One God to anyone.


The army, with
the Lord of the East in the lead, went back over the devastated lands of
Necros. Where there used to be charitable beds for unfortunate restless
corpses, now there were only pitiless ruins, collapsed under the weight of the
damp earth. The third warrior of the North did not remember anything and
remained impassive in the face of the enthusiastic reverence directed at him
for having saved the entire army.


Sersy hesitated
in giving weight to the stories, far too similar to the mythological deeds of
the Gods, told by the soldiers with the sole intent of adding even more grandeur
to the Champion of Trondheim. Anastasia proceeded painfully next to her love
who was also tired and exhausted by the abundant abuse of his relic.


"My dear,
is your wound painful?" the Sovereign of the North enquired.


"Don't
worry, my King, my leg will hold up for a few steps," replied the stubborn
Queen.


"You
shouldn’t push yourself or you will risk serious trouble," said Holaf and
took his beautiful wife in his arms, despite her pride. The tired legs of the
Lord of the North trembled even under the slight weight of his beloved, but
help arrived thanks to the first Master of War who came to the aid of the
Sovereign with the Snake Head and a litter requisitioned from the Nocturnes.


"My King,
let the Queen sit here, so you too can rest! We still have energy in abundance
that we can use. We have not been alone in destroying an enemy army!" the
Wolf kindly stated.


The two monarchs
took a look, and Anastasia, abandoning her useless pride, said:


"If it is
not a nuisance to you, I will accept it with reluctance and gratitude!"


"Don't
hesitate, my Queen, you will rarely have the chance to take advantage of such
porters!" joked the ninth Master of War.


They came to the
city of Gorod, which was celebrating, having already heard and felt grateful
about the partial closure of the mounds. The population waited with gifts for
the knights who had come to their rescue, offering them flasks of wine and
casks filled with beer, as well as local vodka, a real delicacy for the Nordic
warriors. At the edge of the street, where the heroes of the moment passed, the
soldier of Gorod who had caused the heavy fall of the beautiful blonde was
recognized. He knelt before her, carrying in his arms a huge basket of gifts
among which stood out bottles of delicious high quality alcohol.


"Princess,
I am filled with shame for what happened and joy for the rescue and happy
ending! Would you accept this present as a plea for forgiveness?" the
local knight offered obsequiously.


"You do not
need to make such a gesture. And by agreeing I would not like to take away
important supplies for the winter. But know that you have no sin to atone for
in my eyes!" replied the beautiful princess of South Winter benevolently.


"Take the
gift, please, it would make me feel much better!" insisted the man standing
up.


"Then I
will accept it with joy, as a gesture of collaboration and friendship between
our peoples," exclaimed Tyra imitating the radiant deeds of enlightened
Queens of history. The man donated a coveted glass bottle of crystalline liquor
to the Wolf’s Head and one to the White of South Winter, as both had made great
efforts to remedy in the situation while the last prize went to the third
Master of War.


Yulian escorted
the army to the gates to the capital of the East and invited them again:


"Are you
sure you don't want to wait in safely for our troops to prepare? You could
cleanse yourselves and get your fill of food in the meantime!"


"Prince,
thank you, but time is against us! Black Portal and King High's family must be
secured, there are many preparations to be made and a miserable number of
grains of sand remain for us. We count on you and your Nocturnes. Remember that
the disappearance of every form of life is certain if we give in now!"
King Holaf kindly refused the invitation offered.


Yulian offered a
deep bow, saying farewell to the Sovereigns and every man who gave himself for
the salvation of all. He also promised to have one hundred and forty-seven
graves excavated in the military cemetery of Gorod, to give a fitting memorial
to the warriors who fell among the horrors of Necros. In fact, the Nordic
troops who had died should have been burned, but Head of the Dragon fulfilled
this task involuntarily, when he destroyed the tombs offering them as only
symbols. King Sveslav did not even come to greet the generous army as they
departed, strongly disappointing the God-Slayer, leaving him gloomy and
thoughtful.
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The sky was not
cleansed of the black clouds, pushed to the north by the southern wind like
herds of wolves, nor did the temperature give the soldiers respite. The frost
continued to gather on the moustaches of the hirsute men. A long snake with
steel scales and the kaleidoscopic plumage of different banners was drawn
across the green Battle Plain. This overly bare and poorly guarded heath lay
crushed between the mounds of Necros and the mountains on the eastern border of
the Empire. The danger for the Kings of the Kings was now represented by the
mastiffs, seen in unprecedented numbers in the valleys beyond the Inferno of
Peat.


"My
brother, what upsets you, taking away your words and your smile, just now as we
are on final stage before arriving at your home," asked Holaf seeing the
Lord of the East gloomy and continually shaking his head violently.


"I am at
home, brother, but I hardly recognize it: the black barren mountains with
smooth slopes are the only thing that remains unchanged. But I am terrified at
the memory of the mastiffs. If they were to assault us en masse, what would
happen to us?" replied the depressed God-Slayer, seeing villages set on
fire and corpses abandoned at the side of the roads as if they were nobody's
children.


"Dear
Brother, you can't give in to misery over some horribly burned bodies. We're at
war! You have seen Midgard full of dead bodies, Finger of Fate destroyed and
plundered right into the heart of the city because of a corrupt and treacherous
prince. Seeing a few devastated souls almost cheers me up!" reporting the
facts in their brutal simplicity, Holaf perhaps had emphasized the only thing
to think about in such a situation.


The East,
although preparing to be the scene of a colossal battle with an aura of epic
glory was at the moment in better condition than the far North, which had been
attacked mainly in its nerve centres by the orcs in order to bend the will of
the warriors. However, the self-esteem of the proud and irascible people of the
Arctic Lands resisted, upsetting enemy plans and reaching as far as the defence
of the capital of the East.


The wise
strategic guidance of the Kings and the valour of many proved effective in
sliding an impressive army in between vicissitudes and ambushes. Six northern
armies were led to war in the territories of the proud but stubborn and not
very co-operative Vassals of the East. High understood that he had behaved
insensitively, upsetting the serenity of all for the sake of a few souls, when
the north, once again, paid the highest price in terms of human lives.


"Brother,
you are right, all things considered the situation is not bad, and with your
support the victory will be firmly grasped between our steel fingers, however
slippery and elusive it may seem!" exclaimed the refreshed God-Slayer.


"Finally
you are yourself again! My brother does not give up until even the last pale
hope has vanished," replied the Lord of the North with satisfaction.


The Battle Plain
took its name from an ancient war that took place right among those flat lands
and enjoyed little edifying fame: mostly because of the undead fleeing from
Necros, who were generally looked after by the Nocturnes, and partly because of
the robbers hidden among its lush shrubs. In similar times, when gigantic
monsters poured rivers of ravenous rot among the living, brigandage was less
important in the eyes of travellers, making the choice of which to face very
simple. Moreover, the orcs explorers must have made a good meal of those
criminals, since they had not even seen them on the run.


For a short time
now, the small but idyllic Maskava River had been making its song heard from
its rocky riverbed, dug through the black local stone with difficulty. Numerous
stony spikes impeded the strange current, sufficiently vigorous to create large
waves, absent for a long time in watercourses.


The usual red
disease was also visible in that river: the vegetation on the banks of the
Maskava was no better than that encountered elsewhere, drowning the hopes of
many to be able to admire blue ribbons with silver reflections once more. In
the distance, it was already possible to gaze upon the four watchtowers on the
stone bridge built by the first Eastern Lord, Pietr Sergeevic Kruscio, allowing
travellers to cross the voracious waves without any risk.


The bridge
stretched out imposingly between one bank and the other of the river without
any central pylon, giving rise to the most ambitious span ever used for this
type of structure. Its four watchtowers stood firmly and steadily on the banks,
buried widely and deeply in to the ground, plunging far into the rocky subsoil.
The peculiarity of the structure, in addition to the single span, was the
possibility of lifting the bridge span in two sections, as if they were in love
in the act of extending their arms towards each other.


Each tower
displayed itself in all its grandeur, built with an unusual red clay brick
finishing and with an octagonal layout. The structures were divided into three
different architectural sections. The lower section was rough and responsible
only for repudiating enemy troops and had a remarkable defensive base that
blocked any tunnels from being dug in the soft flesh of the riverside. The
central part was separated from the previous one by a frame of glazed tiles
decorated with magnificent paintings. These works represented the deeds of the
Lord of the East, patron of the tower, with fine workings in impeccable taste.
Each tile was set in a niche of white marble of the exact size of the face of
the octagon. Above this splendid decoration stood the second section of the
tower, with a square floor plan and smaller in size. Each side had only one
window, narrow and low, more structurally similar to a slit for archers than to
real architectural elements designed to illuminate the interior. These openings
were framed by precious granite columns from the south-east, skilfully carved
and surmounted by small arched tympanums. The entire exterior of the second
section was divided by ribs for reinforcement, which had been given the task of
embellishing the aesthetics and preparing the housing for mosaics. Shining with
their numerous golden tesserae, the square mosaics represented the ten banners
of the main cities of the East, and next to them in many other multi-coloured
tiles were the names of the rulers. A wide decorated frame was built above the
prismatic central section, widening the base of the tower in order to create a
balcony with a parapet for the lookouts. The last section at the apex of the
structure was again octagonal in plan, but even smaller in size. This part
appeared to be little more than a mere observation point, able to accommodated
no more than two soldiers.


Between the pair
of towers on the west bank and those built on the east bank there were
connecting walkways. At the midpoint of the passageway to the capital it
widened to accommodate a very large pyre of wood, called the "Fire of
Return". Similar woodpiles were lit to signal the expected return of the
Sovereign to the Fortress of Fate.


"Who goes
there with such an army?" shouted a lookout hidden behind the arrow-slits.


"I am High
Marshal, the Lord of these lands," replied the long absent monarch in a
loud tone of voice.


"My
Sovereign? Boys, the God-Slayer is at the gate, move your arse and lower the
bridge!" ordered the over-excited man, leaning out of the tower to watch
the return of the King.


Another voice
was heard, low and hoarse, croaking:


"Set fire
to the signal so that the Lady of the East can rejoice!"


While the
bridges were gently lowered over the red waters, the playful bonfire began to
produce smoke and gaudy orange and red tongues of fire.


"You see,
brother, endless vicissitudes and atrocious risks have not kept you from
returning to your domestic hearth at last, at the time granted by the Warrior
Gods, to oppose the threat!" exclaimed Holaf smiling as he saw how many
festive armigers appeared from the four towers.


"If
everything has been done in the best possible way, the credit is yours and that
of the Kings in our wake. Without forgetting, of course, who did the bulk of
the work: the men of the armies!" High granted merit to those who deserved
the honour for their praiseworthy actions. The Lord of the East now felt at
home, indebted to the living and even more to the dead for the many sacrifices
made, so that he might reach his beloved lands.


As the bridges
touched, creating a safe passage, an awkward, limping old man hurried to
approach covered by his black basin helmet.


"My King, a
monster sits on the throne and commands without listening to counsellors and
princes! The name of this man escapes me, but just the sight of him generates
horror!" the faithful subject reported.


"I am aware
of this, armiger, but tell me: are you certain about his work?" asked King
High, who was curious.


"I have
nothing more than soldier's stale air, rumour has it that the fortress is
preparing for a long siege. A friend of his in stone armour has crossed the
bridge, a moon or so ago now, in the direction of Black Portal. Vasia on the
opposite bank claims to have seen him pass through the East Gate and disappear
into the mists of the Barbaric Lands," the old man reported.


"Are you
sure of this information?" Grigor from South Winter intervened with an
inquiring gaze.


The old man
turned to the other bank and, shouting like a madman almost drowning out the
sound of the horse’s hooves of the knights in transit, he called:


"Vasia, you
saw the ugly creep in the stone armour, didn't you?"


"Yes! I
shit myself when he me showed his face, like dead man’s!" replied a rough
voice from the tower. The old warrior turned red in the face and thundered:


"Moderate
your language, you ignorant goat, we have the King of the Kings of the East
with us!"


"Sorry, my
Lord, I did not recognize you from here, I thought you were at the head of the
column!" apologized to the distant soldier from the tower.


"Don't
worry! There's nothing to forgive, but know that I would have heard you anyway
even if I had been at the head of the army," replied the God-Slayer,
unable to hold back his laughter because of the entertaining scene.


"Your man
screams so loudly that it would be possible to hear him as far away as
Trondheim, my brother," commented Holaf, who was also amused. Anastasia on
the back of Dawn Reflection tried to give herself a detached air, but her
beautiful lips curved towards her cheeks.


After a moment
of relaxed hilarity, the Lords consulted each other and finding confirmation in
their memories of every word uttered by the lips of the man.


"Cyfer
seems to have hinted at the presence of an Inquisitor intent on slowing down
the orcs, but I don't know which one it was," said Holaf.


"Yes, my
brother, I think it can be none other than Stern! Since Kaarn met him in the
Inferno of Peat," King High reasoned out loud.


"In any
case, it doesn't matter now, let's go home, my good friend, at least you'll be
able to introduce me to your wife. You talk about her all the time but never bring
her with you!" Long Sword joked.


"You, on
the other hand, always have Queen Anastasia at your side!" replied High
sarcastically, turning his eyes to the imperious silhouette of his city seen
beyond the dark shadows of the Black Forest and then concluded: "If she
had not come to our rescue at the Rock Road, I would never have known if the
stories about her legendary beauty were in any way true!"


"Thank you
for your compliments, Lord of the East, your kindness never fails! However, at
this moment I would prefer to hear from your lips what awaits us within the
woods of this wild place." Anastasia chose to postpone their polite
conversation to more appropriate places, to avoid running into the ambushes
lain by fetid creatures.


"My Queen,
the Black Forest is a dark, harsh and strong forest, in the shadow of which
animals of all kinds find shelter. For centuries this forest has fed the
inhabitants of the Kingdom: wild boars proliferate there as if they were
rabbits. There are very picturesque stories about disturbing presences, that
dominate the shadows of that bush, but these days there is certainty to back up
these memories. It is possible that tree or cave trolls live there: it is a
vast and feared area, few venture into its depths", said God-Slayer, minimizing
the rumours.


Zot, riding
among his peers, behind the Kings of the Kings, coughed to call attention to
himself and intervened:


"In Grudak
there are rumours of wizards who still live among those rough leaves: an arcane
fortress hides its ruins among the thick forest tangle. Occult forces order the
destiny of our world and there we could find answers!"


"If I
remember correctly, even among the fetid swamps of Inferno of Peat you of
Grudak hide a village of sorcerers," said King Skoll perplexed.


"Of course!
You can only see it on the darkest nights, when a single firefly could replace
the moon with its light and be seen as far as Poltava!" replied credulous
King Zot.


"Wisdom is
always hidden where the weak minds try to understand unexplained events and the
strong see only weakness! The sayings of the ancestors and their stories
conceal more truths than the chronicles of the United Men's Empire,"
exclaimed the Lord of the East, diverting the speech to other shores, to avoid
the irritable and touchy King Zot being offended by the jovial mockery of his
peers.


"How can
you say that, my Sovereign?" Grigor asked, having never read the ancient
chronicles.


"If you had
stopped to scroll through those pages, you would have known of the heroic
defence put up by Sir Grigor Seeker, Lord of the West, to the detriment of the
lives of his soldiers and contemptuous of the danger to their safety!"
King Skoll intervened, polemical and in agreement with the God-Slayer.


"That is
why I have never read them, so as not to hear such things! The dear Lord of
Abovemountain hid himself at Doom Hammer, near the walls of Khorgorath, risking
at most a death from boredom or overeating!" replied the crude King of
South Winter. Both Eivind and Geir had criticism to offer and spoke in unison:


"Father,
don't boast of being a quite a mediocre scholar. Try your best even at that!"
The answer of the blond King with his long rough braids was neither erudite nor
refined, more like a truly ignorant goat.


After the rough
talk between father and sons had subsided, the talk wandered over various
subjects. They were all in the midst vegetation that had not been ruined by the
horrors that were rampant elsewhere. The Kings and men all swayed in the
saddle, at times pulling each other along to give themselves strength, as they
were completely exhausted by the bitter battle of Necros. In many of the burial
mounds in the necropolis they had seen a companion snatched from them without
being able to do anything to save him. Others had believed that they had come to
the end of their time and instead of remaining to fight, standing firm to win
the favour of the Warrior Gods, they had been overwhelmed by terror and now
they were ashamed of it. Running away was never acceptable for a Northern warrior.
Such men were thought of in the same way as prostitutes: everyone knew of their
existence and many visited them, but always calling themselves by different
names to be able to deny having ever gone there.


The Sovereigns
did not even seem to be concerned about the problem of the morale of their
soldiers, since by now the solid walls of Black Portal appeared close. The Lord
of the East was born in the west and in his conception of war, retreat could
also be strategic, while prostitutes were certainly none of his business. The
order given amongst the mounds of Necros had displeased many, having only given
rise to a hasty escape, perhaps lacking in heroism, but effective in bringing
about the desired result. Without that daring manoeuver, there would not have
been enough time for the Dragon to unleash his potential and save them all.
High could not have known of the intervention of the third Master of War,
however he had been accustomed placing his faith in the providence of the One
God ever since he was a child.


The welcome atmosphere
his home relaxed the God-Slayer leading him to surrender the command to his
Nordic peer, offering valid reasons:


"My
brother, I do not know why, but my concentration has disappeared as fast as the
clouds in floating over our helmets. I would prefer you to take the lead:
although my lands seem relatively quiet, I don't want to carry you all into an
ambush!"


"No problem
about this request! I note your relaxed face with pleasure! The deep furrows on
your forehead have disappeared!" smiling Holaf accepted the burden without
doubts.


"I can’t
even remember how long it has been since I last enjoyed Oksana's sweet embrace.
I just hope Lord Norder hasn't locked my children away somewhere - they're as
stubborn as their mother and Inquisitors are not very inclined to put up with
that or give explanations!" replied High with joy showing on his face at
the memories of his beloved.


Anastasia
intervened disconcerted:


"Could an
Inquisitor arrive at such barbarity? In short, he already sits where he has no
right, I hope that the Gods will not allow such acts!"


"My love,
the beings of Denethor are quite unique! They have intervened many times,
coming to our aid and in the rivers of ancient sands their incalculable
interventions have allowed the human race to dominate. However, they are not
new in causing the disappearance of Kings and Emperors, staining themselves
with rare brutality. There are gruesome stories about their King Belial, so
cruel and strong that he can kill us, mere wretched humans, just to show off,"
said the Lord of the North almost excitedly.


"My
husband, you seem really attracted to his myth: you quiver like a child on the
first day of military school!" Anastasia provoked him. High when he heard
such a phrase, he shook his head slightly and smiled, now accustomed to the
extravagant Nordic habits.


Fyodor made his
way quickly, nervously riding next to the Sovereign of the East, on his way
back from the avant-garde.


"My
Sovereigns, the Wolf's Head has found traces of a malevolent nature. They are
no longer easily recognizable, but whatever it is had with huge legs and great
weight," reported the archer of the East, struggling to calm his horse.


"Where are
they headed, my only survivor?" High wanted to know regretting a great
deal in his heart that he had brought home only one soldier.


"It's hard
to see where they're going: they came out of the side of the wood, they took a
hundred steps along the marshy path, and then they slipped back into the
rustling greenery. The first symbol of Trondheim is trying to understand what
led them to come this close to Black Portal, but we assume they are explorers
in transit," explained agitated Fyodor thoroughly.


"Do you
think it would be more prudent to stop?" asked King Skoll, trying to spot
any enemies in the trees.


"Perhaps it
would be prudent to wait for the Wolf's Head, to hear what he has to say!"
King Rune stated, with a gloomy air. His voice always had a mourning tone.


"We're a
Northern army, why should we be afraid?" Grigor shouted excitedly taking a
far from regal pose to put his muscles on display. A useless act, because they
were hidden by his armour. "If King Jarg were here, he would agree with
me."


"Probably,
King Grigor, but Jarg is still on a hospital wagon. Haven’t you had enough of
death and blood yet?" Anastasia asked with elegance and grace.


"Certainly,
my Lady, but war involves many sacrifices and sorrows, while at the same time
offering the way to Valhalla!" answered the blonde King obsequiously.


"And do you
yearn so much to enter the life of the otherworld, abandoning your love and
offspring, to pursue the eternal duel of death?" the Lady of the North
lightly provoked the King.


Grigor remained
silent for a moment, with a curious flat and absorbed expression on his face.
His eyes scrutinized Rune and High, and then he turned to Holaf, and without
finding support, Proud Winter asserted:


"My King,
the Queen speaks like my wife, using great words and twisted phrases to twist
me to her will!"


On another
occasion, a relaxing laugh would certainly have flourished, but the situation
became tense and Olrund could be seen rising aggressively move herself beside
her beloved mistress. The roar of the enormous bear resounded powerfully among
the foliage moved by the icy wind. The undergrowth shook and quite a few shrubs
were freed from the grip of their covering of ice. A slight revelatory smoke
showed itself among the thick vegetation.


"Who goes
there?" cried High grasping his sword, but no answer was given.


"Stop,
whoever you are, let us hear your voice or we'll shoot the crossbows!"
ordered Grigor, beckoning to Geir to prepare the men.


"Don't
shoot, knights, I'm not your enemy, but an explorer abandoned by his
companions!" exclaimed the man raising his hands.


"Are they
all the hands you have?" inquired Grigor, leading to a little mockery from
his two sons. "What is wrong with you? It wouldn't be the first
four-handed person we have come across, neither would you be the only one who
can change shape!"


The man among
the branches waited a moment before answering, given the strange question:


"Yes,
knight, I cannot raise any more hands! You must have come across horrible
creatures to fear more than two arms in one body. Mountain Shatterers also
crossed your path?" asked the nameless man.


"Come
forward, soldier, show yourself and tell us your name!" King Holaf called
in his powerful, loud voice.


A man of about
forty winters emerged from the thick foliage, dressed in black armour with red
trim, typical of Black Portal. He held a shield as dark as the night and in his
hand he carried a sword with a bloody edge. At his side he carried a simple and
effective dagger. A few wounds poured thin drips of blood on his face, while
his lower lip appeared very swollen and torn.


"What
happened to you, knight?" God-Slayer wanted to know on seeing the
vermilion of the man’s vital fluid.


"Lord of
the East, you are home! What a joy! From the moment the Return Fire was
spotted, the Queen sent six teams of three explorers to search the area. In
recent weeks we have had quite a few raids by green skin explorers. In my
opinion these beasts were seeking you! But they were groping in the dark, since
they did nothing but eat some farm animals, some wild ones and sporadically
attacked small settlements." the knight of Black Portal caught his breath
for a moment, pushing his shield behind his back. " There are at least six
of them wandering in these woods right now. One I have killed over by that
tree, a second has pushed me to the ground breaking my lip". The man
stopped again and spat a large amount of blood from his wounded lip.


"Now where
are the beasts headed?" asked the Lord of the East.


"My King, I
cannot tell you exactly: when I fell, I could no longer see my companions,
while the orcs disappeared into the forest!" the soldier replied slightly
shaken.


The Wolf came
from the forest, silent but thoughtful, and reported what he had discovered:


"My Lords,
there are fanged beasts among the foliage! Not many, to tell the truth: I have
killed three of them and one has escaped me, but I have also brought back two
corpses with armour similar to that man. At the moment I arrived the beasts
were eating them while they were still alive. Judging by their avidity, it's
been a long time since those beasts had eaten: they carried their usual nets on
their backs, but they were completely empty".


"Just as
well you are all right, my Master! How many times do I have tell you not to
move alone?" King Holaf shook his head. "You Masters of War, are
strong and indomitable but often take on too much, and will end up leaving us
without swords or friends!"


The Wolf's Head
was amazed to hear himself referred to as a friend and bowing his head risked
defending himself:


"I
apologize to all of you, my Kings! If I can explain my behaviour, I would like
point out that Fyodor is the last of the soldiers of the East to survive the
trip and I did not want to allow him risk anything more!"


"I thank
you, Master, for your kind thought, yet your life is now dear to us! After so
much suffering, the battlefields have joined and forged us, like a blacksmith
giving life to a sword. The war in its horrible greatness has given rise to
brotherhood, and Fyodor has no greater right to life than you have!" God-Slayer
answered with great feeling.


During the rest
of the march among the severe branches of the Black

Woods they were certain of a real enemy presence among the once benevolent
shadows. Such awareness made it difficult to be joyful as they came
increasingly close to the walls of the capital of the Kingdoms of the East. No
one thought it appropriate to joke, because the orcs and their brutality were
clearly present in the memory of each one.


The climate was
not very favourable as was often the case in the East, so that each soldier
produced large clouds of white steam, as though they were long extinct dragons.
The wind was rising in strength and fury, shaking the branches of birch and
pine trees vigorously making them look like duellers on parade ready to do
battle. The sound of their long weapons rang like bells, passing the time with
their dark chimes.


"Is there
still far to go?" asked Skoll worried, watching the sky, now almost
totally gloomy.


"Don't be
afraid, my King, soon the defensive wall of Black Portal will welcome us with
its lights!" High replied, making no effort to hide a hint of jubilation
in the usually soft tone of his voice. The God-Slayer struggled to hold back
his joy at the thought of hugging his beloved bride, already imagining their
first long and passionate kiss after many moons away. He wanted to make love to
her, and stare at her only to lose himself in the intense blue of her eyes.


The black walls
of the capital showed themselves in all their grandeur as soon as the forest
began to thin out, revealing in its entirety the size of the fortress of the
East. Black Portal was not only the most important city in its territory, but
it was there that many Emperors wanted to control the so-called East Breach.
The fists of a titan had torn this break in the mountain chain of the Giants'
Tombstones in more ancient eras. It proved to be the quickest way to invade the
Empire. In the past, hordes of barbarians led by unscrupulous leaders swarmed
from the lands of the East, bringing wars and devastation into the heart of the
territories now subjugated by the Imperial will.


These continuous
raids forced the then Sovereign of the East and his Vassals to build a town as
a frontier on the north side of the Breccia and a colossal fortress on the
south side. The city expanded with the passing of the moons and the ice, attracting
merchants with their riches and foolish competitions to be the first in
everything. This race favoured the rapid development of a powerful city full of
luxury and beauty, extending along the border of the breach up to the shadow of
the colossal walls of the Fortress of Fate.


Such an
expansion produced the need for walls, mainly erected not too high, but very
wide s and exaggerated disproportionately in the successive regencies. The
large orcs commanders in this matter played a key role. Because of the fear
aroused in the hearts of the rich and authoritative merchants, they demanded to
have walls built to defend them from such large beasts. Now these defences
stood not too far below the peaks of the injured mountain range, concealing the
Portal of the East in the gigantic thickness of their walls.


The west side of
the city was hidden like a mouse in the shade of the walls: red brick, not as
high and with lower defences, because in theory threats would never come from
the centre of the Empire.


In the eyes of
the tired men, who had miraculously survived the battle of Necros, even the
defences in red livery seemed like a promising dream. Their fairly classic
workmanship stood well angled with a mighty base, above which emerged
reinforcing pillars leaning against the walls. Also in this case, the brick
facade was covered with precious mosaics, depicting the enemies defeated in
their attempts to violate the city. The building had been attacked several
times but only overcome on one occasion in history, when the defences had not
yet been installed. Beyond the numerous sword-shaped pillars, the battlements
rose up and above they were covered by terraces with green copper tiles. Under
the protection of these the orange flames of the torches were already flaming.


The sky was now
tinted first red and then blue, darker and darker, until it all gave way to the
black mantle of night. The King appeared on the threshold of his house, when
the dark shades of night had cloaked everything with insistence, not allowing
them to glimpse the splendid decoration of the door.


The drawbridge
lay low and well-lit thanks to two rows of torches, while the joyful festive
atmosphere that filled the entire city could already be clearly heard. Trumpets
rang out and the sound of the band covered the happy voices of the festive
people in eager anticipation of their Lord. On the wooden passage Alderecht,
High’s the first-born, who had inherited every characteristic of his father
except patience, moved nervously as he waited. The Lord of the East, as soon as
he recognized him, galloped to his beloved son, shouting:


"Alderecht,
what a joy to see you! Much has passed since my departure, but now I return
overcome with joy to be in your company and affection!"


The prince ran
to meet his father, also radiant:


"My Lord,
my beloved father! Rumours told us you were dead, while others said you were a
traitor, arrested by the imperial militia. But fortunately you are now at
home!"


"Son, who
has told you such blatant lies?" the Sovereign wanted to know while
embracing his heir.


"Some
nobles and court dignitaries," replied the devoted prince.


"I must
question them, absolutely," said the King of Black Portal, worried about
enemies hatching within the walls of palace. But the Crown Prince spoke to his
father and surprised him:


"Such a
wish can no longer be fulfilled! The Inquisitor Norder, now seated on the
throne like a lion lying on his prey, has preceded you."


"What has
emerged from the interrogation?" asked High, quite interested. But
Alderecht shook his head and spoke gloomily:


"That being
does not speak to us, neither to me nor to the Queen, your wife! Perhaps with
you his obstinate silence will change into conversation."


"I am not
sure that I have any more power than you, dear son," commented the Lord of
the East.


In the meantime,
the entire army arrived at the door, with the royal family occupying the first
ranks. At the head, the great size of the Lord of Trondheim could be clearly
recognized, with his wife in his arms.


"My beloved
boy, I bring with me our strong Nordic ally, King Holaf Erlingson, with his
proudest Vassals, for the hour promises to be dark. In any case, I will talk to
you separately about these matters. Now let us go to the Fortress of Fate, to
be with our family!"


"Of course,
my father, but let me thank the King of the North Kings and all his Kings for
bringing you home safe and sound," replied Alderecht bowing to the First
Vassal of the North and to the King of Grudak who came before him first.


The army crossed
the red terracotta portal, passing through the shadow of the gate tower. From
the vault decorated like the starry sky hung a splendid wrought iron brazier,
built to look like two skeletal hands, black and flaming holding the wood in
their palms.


Beyond the
wooden portal with bronze tiles, depicting the Sovereigns of Black Portal of
the past, they were greeted by a host of festive subjects. The whole parade
ground was crowded with inhabitants, all with lighted candles in their hands.
Many lights reflected before them making it look like the vast and magnificent
of the celestial vault in the eyes of Long Sword. Once their beloved Sovereign
had arrived, the crowd let itself go, shouting and screaming, and many of them
howled to make their voices heard, all offering good wishes and flattery to
good King High.


The motto of the
ruling dynasty was shouted several times. "Providence protects us,"
hissed the wind of the East, also overwhelmed by patriotism. On the street the
black insignia with its white sword waved from every building. Not a single
house was without it, and certainly no streetlamp lacked its long black banner.


Because of the
festive citizens, the wide cobblestone streets of the city were difficult to
pass through, even the colossal main street. The wide road, designed to impress
the minds of visitors, was lined with imposing buildings at least three floors
high. These wealthy residences were adorned with columns, pillars and kokošniki
tympanums placed as a crown to each window. The facades were not flat and
simple, but modelled and divided according to very mixed architectural and
tonal styles. It was not uncommon to find golden onion domes placed at the top
of the lantern at the apex of a tower with many three-mullioned windows. There
were five braziers at every corner throwing their jaunty shadows on the
palaces, painting dark symbols of childhood fears everywhere.


In large
numbers, austere statues of ancient Sovereigns and heroes of the East watched
the bright, festive crowds like inquisitors, submitting them to a silent judgment.
The Great Black Square welcomed the whole army with shouts and festive music.
There was not a single subject with a gloomy face or suspicion to be seen as
far as the eye could see.


"Brother,
they are very fond of you!" exclaimed Holaf satisfied, observing the
excited crowd.


"It would
seem that my people have missed me! I find it hard to recognize them, comparing
the deserted streets of the distant day when I was elected Lord of the
East," commented the satisfied God-Slayer.


The Great Black
Square, the jewel of the city, was all built in stones colour of the grimmest
nightmare, alternating with other black stone mirror blocks reflecting
crow-like colours. In this structure an incredible effect was created thanks to
the many ceremonial pyres, arranged around an obelisk raised right in the
middle of the clearing. This block of black quartz came straight from the heart
of the mountain, revealed to men by the breach opened by the titan.


Such a splendid
formation was carved with the features of the Tree God and raised in what
centuries ago was the greatest pagan temple of the East. The veneration of the
Tree Gods was suppressed and banished with great speed by the Sovereigns of the
East, afraid of not being able to control the barbarians devoted to these divinities,
but the stele of superb workmanship was preserved, while the temple was razed
to the ground and covered by the present complex.


The entire army
paraded through other squares and streets of considerable artistic value,
before arriving in sight of the colossal East Wall.


"I took a
small detour to show you the place from where we will break the armies of the
orcs!" explained High, pointing to the top of the black opaque stone
building, so imposing that it vanished into the dark night sky.


The wall was not
enriched by any decoration and consisted of two circles, one against the other;
the inner part of the fortress was also the highest and almost double the
height of the outer wall. The outer defence was built with many towers like its
bigger sister, and each of them was armed with trebuchets. The entire
fortification rested on an imposing sloping base. Towers of rare strength were
incorporated the external defences, pushing themselves proudly up to the top.


Moving along the
fortified border they reached the East Gate, the only way to cross the lands of
men towards the unknown. The gigantic portal seemed to have been created by the
titans, but in reality it was only the projection of the ego of those who in
the past created the building. The doors, made of steel-reinforced wooden
beams, reached an incredible height and a thickness of about four men. The
inner facade was totally covered with bars, because since the advent of the
Marshal family in the Kingdom the only opening was a small door the size of a
man cut into the door.


"Nice wall,
King of Black Portal!" exclaimed the blond Grigor full of envy.


"We of the
East do what we can," replied the playful God-Slayer, observing the spark
of hope burning in the eyes of his allies.


"Tomorrow
we will go to the top of the gate tower in order to study an effective
defensive plan. With such a wall we will make life difficult for any evil
creature who means to threaten us!" suggested the King of Trondheim, still
the commander general of the troops.


"Tomorrow
we will come here and plan everything, but now we must hear from the lips of
the Inquisitor Norder what news he has for us!" exclaimed High, making his
way south to where the Fortress of Fate stood.










Chapter
28


Preparations, Offenses
and Vodka


 


 


This fortification
showed itself to the eyes of the soldiers, tired after the long journey and by
the continuous movement of festive people. The population was as warm and
welcoming as a comforting warm hearth after a snowstorm. In reality, in such a
building there was little sense of hospitality: the austere walls in solid dark
stone appeared solid, inflexible and icy as death. The presence of strong
military rigour was immediately visible from the top of its defences. Framed by
silent armigers in dark helmets, the battlements were guarded by a great number
of warriors who were indifferent to the joy that was spreading through the city
at their feet.


The door of the
Fortress of Fate was made of steel and required immense strength to close it,
helped only in part by counterweights. The defence usually found by possible
invaders was provided by a very strong grid hidden between the large blocks of
stone of the tower door. The steel of this grid was of Nordic origin, precisely
forged by the mercenaries of Volcano Island and, as designed, able to block a
giant, without major problems.


Jens, High's
second son, waited behind the Spartan gateway, wearing the steel armour of the
Dark Keepers, and called out, with tears in his eyes:


"Father, I
cannot describe to you the joy felt in my heart when I saw the Fire of Return
from the tower of the fortress! I did not believe, even for a moment to the
insistent voices that spoke of your death!"


"My beloved
son, I am very pleased to find you in good health," replied High, who was
also moved, embracing him so strongly that the steel plates rang.


"Father,
you will have to tell us everything. We want to know what shadows have kept you
so far from us!" exclaimed the second prince with emphasis.


"Of course,
my blood, tomorrow you will take part as a spectator in the organization of the
defence. But at the moment I would like to know what Norder has to say to
me," said the Lord of the Fortress resolutely, calming the claims of the
princes.


The parade
ground behind the walls of the Fortress of Fate was large enough to accommodate
the entire Nordic army that had come to their rescue.


"My
faithful allies, billet the men where they will be most comfortable! And you,
Alderecht, please advise the cooks to feed and quench the thirst of these indomitable
soldiers. While any of the Kings among you who would like to, please follow me,
as I go and to speak with Lord Norder!" King High gave his orders, not
disappointing any guest.


The Sovereign
made his way through the rude and dark halls of the East: there were plentiful
decorations abundant in every room. Many stuccoes were interspersed with
precious geometric inlays on the ceilings. Reinforcing ribs radiated powerfully
from the top of the ceilings, drawing blood-red streaks, highlighting the black
walls.


Each section of
the vault was covered with splendid paintings by artists now unknown, who had
been given the task of depicting the power of Sovereign Death among men.
Impressive pictorial cycles of gloomy subjects showed bodies dismembered and
impaled by the thousands at the foot of the Eastern Wall, always with a gloomy
skeleton-like figure rejoicing or playing instruments during the massacre.


"Certainly,
my brother, it must have been difficult to raise children in such rooms,"
commented Long Sword, although he found the macabre dance a decoration to his
liking.


"My dear
brother, I have closed 90% of these rooms for years and forbidden the princes
access to the Black Room of the throne: it was a great effort but it has born
its fruits," said the Lord of the East proudly.


"A demon of
hell was hired to paint the frescoes of this fortress!" was King’s Rune
limited contribution to the discussion.


"Perhaps
you are right, my ally, but in the end we can consider it suitable for the
times in which we are living today!" said the host, polite as always.


The six
continued in their march, rapidly passing and admiring the succession of new
horrors. The only sound that could be heard was the thud of footsteps on cold
funereal black marble floors. Fireplaces were very rare in those icy rooms and
when they were found, they lay sadly extinguished, or they showed themselves by
highlighting the anatomical details from which they were made: in the marbles
rows of skulls emerged with truculent details such as eyeballs, square holes or
shreds of meat eaten by crows. Every detail was so well crafted that it
deceived the eyes of the observers. The flames created an air of disquieting
amazement in the rooms with their creepy decorations, but the stunning and
marvellous decorations with hints of disgust had still to be revealed to the
eyes of the royalty.


In addition to a
solid portal completely covered with fine bronze statues, now blackened by the
oxidation of time, the tormented Black Room was revealed to their eyes. It was
a large rectangular complex, divided into three parts by two rows of columns:
the side naves were smaller in size compared to the central one, but of equal
height.


At each column
rising high to the ceiling, four effigies of giants were leaning against each
other, forced to bear the weight of the vault, while winged demons with their
armour edged in the colour of blood were removing their bronze skin. The sight
of their muscular fibres, swollen by effort and stripped bare by the brutal
work of the demons, blocked the guests' breath in their throats. Even the blood
had been created and a flood of it dripped in the form of realistic glass
paste.


From the giant’s
arms, bent to support the imposing weight, shreds of skin were hanging to half
the height of the room. Hooked chains hanging from them, inflicting further
havoc on the giants, carried groups of six devils carrying jars filled with
oil. These decorations were certainly the most gruesome braziers Holaf's eye
had ever seen.


The throne stood
on the sculpture of another giant, lying on the ground with his head back,
almost dead from the myriad of spears that pierced his body. From the giant’s
pierced belly the entrails emerged, made of glass paste, and some bones crushed
with the usual super realistic details. It was precisely from these elements
that the throne of the East rose in all its macabre splendour. It was
completely inappropriate with regard to the strait-laced demeanour of its
legitimate occupant.


Thoughtful
Norder, like a usurper, lay across the peculiar seat: darker than anything else
seen in the room. The Inquisitor was covered in mystical steel armour in the
natural colour of the material, but ruined in several parts by rust, which made
the surface rough. Thanks to the military relic he wore, the Inquisitor had
become incorporeal, making him one of the most fearsome opponents.


He carried with
him a sizeable two-handed sword and wielded it as if it were a normal weapon,
by virtue of the remarkable physical abilities of its master. That blade
radiated a slight green haze, suggesting that it was a powerful relic. The
Inquisitor's face was not protected by any helmet at that moment, as Norder was
not particular about concealing his supernatural essence. His basin helmet lay
in his lap. His head was adorned by a large crown of dragon tusks. His face was
prey to an arcane spell and neither his eyes nor his nose could be seen. Only
his huge mouth twisted by the hooked teeth was visible, but it had never opened
as far as history recorded.


"Greetings
to you, Lord Norder, master of the Shadowed Jaws, relic of the power which
still today is not manifest!" High spoke, bowing slightly in front of the
Inquisitor.


"I am
Denethor's Norder and never before have I been forced to interrupt my litany to
clear up your problems!" exclaimed the powerful emissary of Belial Cerno,
using arcane methods that are not possible for poor men. The being communicated
without speaking, he did not open his mouth or move a single muscle of his face
but communicated directly into the minds of his listeners.


"I am the
Lord of these Kingdoms and as such I ask you to return the throne of the Black
Portal to me", exhorted the Lord of the East firmly and not at all
frightened.


"The
throne, however well decorated it may be, does not suit my nature! I will
return it to you with great pleasure, nobleman," replied Norder
immediately, standing up. "Bravo, King of Red Ice, you have obeyed me by
escorting the two Lords to their destination, this gives you hope!"


"I am Holaf
Erl..." but the Lord of the North was brutally interrupted by the
Inquisitor:


"I know who
you are, just as no other name escapes me. I am only sorry not to see King Jarg
Borgson, I hope he has not fallen at Necros!"


"No,
Inquisitor, King Jarg was wounded but will not miss the coming battle!"
replied Long Sword, irritated by Norder’s lack of consideration.


"What can
you tell us, O powerful creature, about whom we are dealing with?" asked
Skoll, shaken by the presence of the being.


"The enemy
is vast and its forms are manifold. I have discovered and carried out
punishment for the corrupt adversaries hiding among the people of the palace.
Dozens of bodies hang penitently from the keep of the Fortress of Fate,
expiating their sins and unspeakable secrets from the shadows drop by drop,"
replied Norder.


"You have
executed the traitors! And this is unquestionably good, but have you understood
their secrets?" King High enquired, pervaded by the righteousness of this
exemplary punishment.


"Money
flows from Varius to corrupt the Empire, just like necrosis within a healthy
body! It is not clear that everything truly originates from the Thousand Gates
and Catacomb. The only certainty is that Braxton Taccer is like a tick
spreading poison!" revealed the Inquisitor with his voice echoing in the
heads of the listeners, like a cry in the deepest cavern on earth.


"And what
can you tell us about the multi-coloured enemy and ten thousand clans,"
Holaf asked.


"The orcs
are not my concern at this time, Northern Lord. My brother Lord Stern has taken
on the arduous task of hindering their advancement and, as you can see for
yourself, he has done so with great success. On his imminent return, he will
inform you with undeniable clarity on the state of the snarling enemy
troops!" explained disturbing Norder, strangely verbose and complete in
his explanation.


"What do
you, Inquisitors, know about our future?" blonde Grigor arrogantly asked.


"We only
know what we are told! Belial, our Sovereign, is the only one who has the gift
of partial foreknowledge and tells us nothing, other than what is necessary,
about what he sees! The Inquisitor of Denethor stopped for a moment to gather
his possessions together. "You, Lord of Trondheim, have been providential
in questioning the runes. While you, King of Fortress of Fate, while not
placing your faith in Warrior Gods and magical bones, you have done every man a
great service by recognizing the place of battle! But both must be careful! Evil
always snakes through putrid human nature: thirteen armigers lie torn apart at
the East Gate, for being in the pay of Varius. They had the task of opening the
doors to the enemy!"


High’s face had
a disappointed expression and at the same time he was furious, at hearing of
the untrustworthiness discovered among the ranks of his Dark Keepers. Holaf,
less emotional, risked a question:


"How will
we recognise others if they exist?"


The Inquisitor
came quite close to the Lord of the North and replied with another question:


"Do you
conceal Guldurk's ninth eye behind that eyelid?"


"Yes, it is
my enormous burden," exclaimed Holaf touching his face.


"That
being, with only the power now in your possession, re-evoked the demons of the
shadows, his sons, and exterminated entire peoples with one glance! You are
only required to find the lies of the human soul. This task is well within your
capability," Norder harshly replied in his astonishing tone of voice.


"What
should we do, turn the eye on every single being in the entire city looking for
the guilty?" asked King Rune sarcastically.


But the
Inquisitor ignored this provocation and walked to the door.


"Where are
you going, Lord Norder, we need your mystical abilities now more than
ever," exclaimed King Skoll astounded at his precipitous departure.


"My powers
are needed elsewhere now. I see thousands of civilians, presumably innocent,
with their lives at risk," replied the Inquisitor.


"How much
time do we have to prepare the defences of Black Portal?" High wanted to
know, brutally changing the subject.


The great
warrior of Denethor observed the Lord of the East while putting on his helmet
and only stated:


"Everything
depends on how skilful and effective Stern's intervention proves to be. You
must ask him the same question!"


All the Kings
had doubts and questions to satisfy, but Norder slipped through the portal without
even opening its doors, like water through fingers.


"I told you
how frightening and incorporeal that being was," exclaimed Skoll,
satisfied that what he had claimed had been shown to be true.


Amidst comments
and terror, expressed without too much reflection by the Kings present there,
Oksana, Queen of Black Portal entered the macabre throne room. A beautiful and
charming woman, close to her husband's age, she showed the signs of her years
with dignified elegance and without any shame.


"High, my
husband, it is good that you are still alive! I feared the worst, even though
Lord Norder spoke of your imminent return!" exclaimed his beautiful wife
with her heart on her sleeve.


God-Slayer, much
more expansive than his moderate wife, embraced her vigorously, like a lover
who had been away from his betrothed for a long time.


"My
beloved, I missed your glances, as an explorer feels the lack of air when
overwhelmed by an avalanche in a thaw," said the Lord of the East,
offering a strange comparison to his wife.


"My
husband, don't exaggerate, there are others listening!" Oksana tried to
calm him while High kissed her neck.


"Take no
notice of us, we’ll get out of your way," said Holaf, turning his right
hand with his index finger extended to order his Vassals to move back. But the
guests were stopped by the imploring Queen:


"Stop, my
Lords, I would like to know the names of those who have shown so much
friendship to the throne of the East and to Black Portal!"


High pointed to
Long Sword and presented him:


"My wife, this
is the Lord of the North, King Holaf, who came to our doors with his wife, now
among the troops organizing the camp for tonight. Followed by King Skoll of Red
Ice at the head of a large army and defence machines to protect the wall! The
brave warrior with the rough Nordic appearance next to him is King Grigor of
South Winter. He and his men have already given so much to the common cause.
The taciturn Sovereign in black responds to the name of King Rune of the Black
Feather, come to us from the far north-east of the Empire. Surely you recognize
our Vassal of Grudak King Zot! And not present, because he is wounded, is King
Jarg of Cold Wood who awaits on the parade ground".


"To all of
you, my Lords, may I offer my gratitude and that of the entire people of the
East, for having brought our Sovereign home safe and sound and for having
arrived in so many friends to shed precious blood in the defence of our
walls", exclaimed Queen Oksana with infinite gratitude, bending her blonde
head until she was almost on her knees.


Holaf
immediately replied:


"Queen, my
heart is filled with brotherly blood towards of the Lord of the East and I
would never leave you alone against an enemy, whatever it is. But on this
occasion all our destinies will be extinguished in this place if there is no
unified defence. The Lord of the South, King Godwin, rides to the positions we
occupy, providing us with support within a short time. They will certainly
come. We only have to resist the enemy until then!"


Worthy of her
title, Oksana grasped with great nobility the revelation of how serious the
situation was, remaining silent with only her trembling hand revealing her
fear. She looked at her husband, hoping to receive words of comfort, but such
sweet and longed-for sounds did not come.


"If the
days to come will be so dark and soaked in mourning and tragedy, we cannot let
the opportunity to celebrate the King's happy return to the throne of the East
escape us! Tomorrow evening there will be a great feast in all of the city,
because in the future we will only have tears," said the Queen of Black
Portal sighing deeply. Oksana called the slight figure of the Great Chamberlain
of the Court to her and ordered him to have the rooms prepared for the
dignitaries. The man, wearing a dark hat, did not waste a moment and
disappeared from the severe throne room.


"My
beloved, we don't have much time. We have to prepare to repel the orcs!"
exclaimed High, happy to be at home and very honoured for such a celebration,
but afraid of the grains of sand flowing through the waist of the hourglass.


"We will
celebrate! You'll have time all day tomorrow to settle every army pawn, but
this night and tomorrow evening you'll stay next to your wife," replied
the Queen of Queens of the East with royal firmness.


The speedy
servants made the rooms available in minimum time and the well-organized little
Grand Chamberlain distributed them efficiently. The bedrooms were in bleak
style. The solid dark wood furniture was shamelessly macabre, consisting of a
large number of human parts. Wooden heads, chopped off and hung by their hair
were carved with great skill. They clutched mirrors between their teeth and
down the sides dripped red glass paste. The braziers on the ceiling were made
of steel, suspended on chains and hooks identical to those of butchers, and
among their iron flesh burned joyful basins of oil.


"My
brother, I apologize for the furnishings, but the Sovereign who liked these
works, certainly had no children!" said High, embarrassed.


"No
excuses, good friend, for that King. I believe he lacked a great deal more than
children! Even though I must admit that I find his idea of style of
fascinating!" replied an amused Long Sword.


"You say so
now, but when your wife arrives soon you may change your tune!" replied
the God-Slayer saying goodbye with a nod to his Nordic ally.


Everyone's
appetite was satisfied and no soldier lay on a makeshift bed. The Dark
Guardians were sent to their homes and the barrack rooms were filled with cots
and straw to welcome each tired warrior.


Tyra and her
husband were placed in the rooms of dignitaries like those of the Kings, and
despite the gruesome decor no one complained. Sersy was given the room of the
oldest Princess with her own Dragon, who was finally pleased to be able to lie
with his dark-haired beauty without being suddenly called to arms.


The mantle of
the black night, helped by dense cloud, which obscured the light of the stars,
delivered all creation to atavistic primordial fears. Through the corridors of
the Fortress of Fate the icy East wind hissed howling, filling the long endless
night hours for the insomniac Kings. The heavy snoring of the soldiers echoed
between one gust and another near the barracks and armouries.


Tyra's light and
moderate voice could barely be heard near her room, blending with loving sighs
that had been postponed for a long time. More boldly, the third Master of War
and Sersy, who did not bother to conceal their passion behind their closed
door, could be clearly heard by the patrol guards in that corridor, leading to
envious smiles.


Not even
Anastasia and her King of the Nordic Kings worried about being too discreet in
abandoning themselves to loving acts, usually best hidden in the privacy of
discreet rooms. No sighs or moans came from the Royal rooms of the God-Slayer,
although they did not neglect their conjugal pleasure, in perfect harmony with
the nature of the Sovereign of the East. The reserved Queen Oksana never gave
cause for smiles to anyone other than her beloved husband.


Although Black
Portal did not lack brothels, some of which were among the most renowned of the
Empire, no soldier had the energy to leave the Fortress of Fate and his own
straw bed.


Black Portal was
an active city. It exploded like a volcano from the Overland, spreading life
and noise in its burning cloud of industriousness. The Queen of the East had
risen early, leaving her husband to the flattery of sleep for some more time.
Oksana discovered that she was not the only woman of noble birth to do so, as
Tyra, Sersy and the Queen of Trondheim were taking part in energetic sword
training under the watchful and critical gaze of the two Masters of the third
and fourth symbol.


"My
Sovereign," exclaimed Anastasia, interrupting the tension for a moment.
"I wanted to thank you for your superb accommodation and generous
hospitality!"


"My Lady of
the North, it was the least I could do to partly repay you all!" replied
the Queen of the East with grace. "Now I will leave you to your training,
I have a banquet to organize and I do not know yet how many other things to
check!"


"Certainly,
my Lady Hostess, do not linger in our company and continue to carry out your
countless tasks!" the Valkyrie spoke to her with impeccable manners and
courtesy.


Holaf was
certainly not a man to waste time in sleep and had taken a still sleepy King
Skoll with him to inspect the powerful defences of the East.


"It seems
almost impossible, my Sovereign, to have to worry ourselves over the strength
of such a wall," exclaimed Skoll between one yawn and another, with no
attempt to conceal them with his hand.


"You tell
the truth, it's an incredible fortification! I have no idea how many trebuchets
defend this wall," said Holaf, admiring, observing from the top of the
main low defensive battlements.


"There are
one hundred normal trebuchets in the lower wall and ninety immense trebuchets
on the as many towers of the wall, where we are now! Only from the highest
fortification is it possible to go down to the external lines of defence, and
ingenious systems can be put in place to destroy weapons, in case they are
taken and turned against the wall!" recounted the first Master of War in a
very satisfied tone of voice.


"You, too,
are unwilling to sleep, Wolf's Head?" asked Long Sword, pleased with the
tactical information.


"My Lord, I
am a Master of the War of Trondheim. I have been forged in preparation for the
miserable days, which we shall have to face. I do not want to waste my life
lazing about. Moreover, it seemed to me the least I could do was to study the
place where we will risk our lives!" the first rune of the North proudly
replied.


"Probably
my Red Vipers could well defend the trebuchets in the upper part of the
fortress. There are not sufficient numbers to assign one to each defence, but
starting from the door I'd position both left and right until there were no
more!" proposed King Skoll.


"Would they
be able to hit targets on the ground effectively from such a height?" the
King of Trondheim enquired.


"Of course,
my Lord! But it's not the fighters on the ground who frighten me. I'm more
afraid of the arrival of the Alps! Those damn werewolves could create endless
problems for us," said the Red Ice King.


"Once
you've positioned yourselves, then would you be able to defend your weapons
from those flying beasts?" asked the Wolf.


"Without a
doubt, Knight. My Red Vipers are masters of fighting characteristics never seen
before in any defensive or siege weapon! However, if beings like dragons were
to come, I would not guarantee any results," Skoll proudly confirmed.


"The
dragons are extinct, and if one of those beasts should still appear, I will
reduce it to a fillet of lizard," cried arrogant Grigor, who had arrived
alone to see the defences.


"What do
you think, King of South Winter, of this fortification?" asked the Lord of
the North.


"I can’t
see why we should be worried," replied Tyra's father, conceited as ever.


"I agree
with the distribution of the Red Devils and their weapons on the trebuchet
strongholds in the second order of stands, but I would like to keep the
Capodemoni near the gate with the Masters of War and the Armoured Infantry of
Trondheim. I strongly believe in the impassability of the wall, nevertheless
the East Gate, however strong and well-reinforced, will be the main objective
to defend!" said the Lord of the North.


"Where are
you going to deploy the Dark Keepers, my brother?" asked the God-Slayer,
who had just arrived in his armour, wearing a new no longer worn-out cloak.


"Good
morning, Lord of the East! I thought of giving them an important role, placing
them on the walls with the Red Devils, the Black Feather warriors and the
Finger of Fate Trolls. The Barbarians are too undisciplined for such a task. I
would prefer to keep them as reserves in case a sector of the wall gave way,
with the good will of King Jarg!" King Holaf explained his plans firmly.
By now he was mentally ready and inclined to command.


The Sovereign of
Trondheim had gone through the different possibilities of attack and defence
thousands of times in his head. For each new problem brave Long Sword had been
able to find a solution with rare skill. The King of the Nordic Kings had
calculated every eventuality with the sole use of the forces they were certain
to have at their disposal, not having news of the arrival of King Godwin with
reinforcements.


"Which
sector will my men have?" asked King Zot, who arrived at that time at the
gate tower.


"Lord of
Grudak, your Death’s Heads will hold the southern sector of the wall. If the
battle goes against us, they will protect the Fortress of Fate, and try to save
the royal family and as many civilians as possible!" ordered Long Sword.


"A delicate
task, my King, are you sure of what you are asking of us?" Zot replied.


"Yes, I'm
sure! Your men are able to fight in narrower areas. The armour they wear is
light and flexible, giving an advantage to fighting through alleys and
corridors. If there is ever an impact, we will withstand it with the heavy
infantry!" the Lord of Trondheim explained with unarguable logic.


"I hope the
Prince of Gorod will not fail to arrive for the war! His Nocturnes would be
fundamental, if the Gate of the East were to be violated", the concerned God-Slayer
commented thoughtfully.


"Should
they arrive, they will have control of the North of Black Portal, where the
Giants' tombstones become wider, blacker and taller. The enemies could decide
to pass there, if we had to hold firm the passage of the East" the Demon
of Trondheim said with such conviction that the Wolf to beat his fist on his
breast plate.


"My Lords,
with your permission, I will go to inspect the city to look for possible
secondary lines of defence!" proposed the first Nordic rune. No crowned
head objected, allowing the Master to run like a wild animal.


"I will
immediately begin to position the Red Vipers on the top of the walls with their
ammunition!" said King Skoll giving himself a task.


"Of course!
Use the loading cranes for the balls of the trebuchets. Then I will send you
extra stones, you never know!" exclaimed the Lord of the East, very happy
to see the defence plan taking shape solidly.


"While you
take care of these things, I will try to explain to the King of Cold Wood why
he and his men will be the last to chop up orcs," Holaf grumbled, smiling.


"You, my
Lord, always have the most difficult task," King Rune said in an unusual
hint of joviality.


Frenetically,
the men worked, having removed their steel to reduce fatigue. They piled up
large balls of pure stone at the top of the wall and at the foot of the same.
The Red Devils worked tirelessly on the battlements to erect their innovative
weapons ready to defend the vital trebuchets.


Holaf, from the
top of the fortification admired the road that had been dug into the hard
surface of the mountain range. The grey sky of the East did not block his view
with mist or fog and only the inhospitable wind blew in its incomprehensible
ideas in his face.


"Brother,
what is on your mind? What are you worried about?" High asked, exposing
his regal figure and hair to the gusts of wind, resembling a knight from fairy
tales.


"To tell
the truth, everything seems all too easy. The wall is mighty! It could not be
greater, not even if it had been erected by the Warrior Gods themselves! The
defences are solid and very well positioned. The men, in the face of so much
obvious power have their morale at the highest level possible. Not to mention
the battlefield, which is favourable to us: the passage is wide, but it
channels itself all the way under our towers without offering an escape route
and the trebuchets are able to strike the enemy without respite even if we had
to dismantle the West Wall for ammunition to defend ourselves!" commented
the optimistic mighty Holaf, wearing the fleece of an silver wolf, by now
tattered, shaken by the wind as was his brown hair.


"Don't
worry about ammunition and leave my West Wall alone! We've got enough stones
for each and every weird, disgusting, coloured muzzle that comes close to the
walls," joked the good High.


"So this
war promises to be more easily won than your majesties ever hoped," asked
King Jarg, limping, his white beard still tinged with red.


"How do you
feel, King of Cold Wood?" the two Kings of Kings enquired in unison.


"I have
just one eye, I battle just to breathe again and want to kill more orcs most of
all!" replied the old warrior King.


"You will
have your well-earned vengeance and the Gods dear to you do not want your death
as well," replied the God-Slayer in a calm voice.


"As for the
idea of killing more opponents than anyone else, as you yourself could see in
Necros and before at the Finger of Fate, the race ended even before it
began!" complained Grigor, sighing. He was the only one who thought he
could compete with the Lord of the North or with the incomparable Dragon.


The preparations
for the battle were fervid, but not overshadowing those of the celebration for
the welcome return. Among the lanes of the largest city in the East there was
an abundance of extremely pleasant scents, inducing stomachs to murmur. The
fragrant smell of freshly baked bread invaded the lively, noisy streets.


Tyra, after her
hard training and a fresh bath, wandered through the city streets and the hard
faces of the East. The blonde princess, followed and lulled by her husband's
sweet care and the frivolous chatter among the women and with Sersy, was amazed
by the exotic aromas. The unknown delicious scent of eggs and sugar, cooked on
the grilled spit of the typical shakotis attracted her young curious eyes. An
old woman sat in front of a big fire in her shop, winding the dense dough on a
spit, while her helper, almost a child, turned it around.


The people were
busy decorating the buildings and the windows with black and white ribbons, the
colours of the royal family. Others slaughtered the pigs in order to replace
the meat offered at the banquet, unknowingly evoking past and future horrors
with the blood reddening the courtyard.


The sun’s curved
course in the sky was complete and the darkest shadows appeared. Thousands of
torches were lit on the walls of the dark Fortress of Fate. Its typical profile,
dominated by the three spires of the basilica of Vladimir I, was tinged with
the warm play of flame-like colours in the sky as the day faded.


Fyodor left the
house kissing his betrothed and suggested to her:


"My
sweetheart, I must go to court to carry out my duty, come with me. The Lord of
the East will not refuse you!"


"But I have
no suitable clothes or jewels for such a reception," the girl replied with
her eyes full of sorrow.


"You have
clean clothes with no mends, as well as your excellent manners, worthy of the
highest courts, and you yourself are the most precious jewel! So do not
hesitate any longer, my flame of the East. Do not be anxious at the idea of
presenting yourself to our Lord!" the worthy knight persuaded her with
words of love.


The two of them
set off on a journey among the population, which was already overcome by toasts
in vodka and craft beer. The scent of smoked meats and the crackling of fat on
the embers attracted people to the feast, bringing cakes of bread, filled with
every good product of the earth. There was not a single corner or crossroads
lacked large bonfires and gatherings of citizens praising their Sovereign with
propitiatory hymns and folk songs. In the windows of the shops and of the
houses, magnificent designs of ice appeared as ephemeral decorations. Long
white teeth of ice hung threateningly from the eaves, sometimes falling to the
ground in a snowy crash.


Fyodor and his
future wife Alina met up with Prince Gunnar, who was very haughty and not
appreciated by the local brawlers after some statements he made. The faithful
Fyodor intervened, snatching the prince from his fellow citizens, who did not
like being stopped.


"You are
one of us, how come you defend such a wretch?" shouted a drunk instigator.


"Gentlemen,
this man has fought by my side for the salvation of all! And I assume that he
can be understood and pardoned, if he has offended you!" Fyodor took the
Prince’s defence.


Butcher's knives
and meat hooks appeared, looking very menacing and not at all charitable, but
from the nearest dark alley the tenth Master of War emerged, his enormous body
adorned for the feast and he said:


"Gentlemen,
you will soon have more than enough blood to wash your faces in! But if you
really can't wait, these two soldiers are my protectors! The Threehorn was not
there by accident, but had been sent by King Holaf to take care of the young
and exuberant Gunnar.


"I'm not
afraid of you, I'm a man of the East!" a corpulent individual blurted out.


"I believe
you, sir, but if you care to look at the signs on my shoulder, you will note
just how many records there are of knights who unwisely did not fear my
appearance!" warned the Threehorn showing his battle mace. Given the many
ornament-like studs on the black armour, tragedy was avoided in a cold night
kissed by a red sunset, a foreboding of great events that were not necessarily
evil.


Trumpet blasts
called for the enormous, sumptuous banquet to begin. It was offered by Queen
Oksana in honour of her beloved. Groups of musicians entertained the guests,
showing great skill with stringed and wind instruments, providing a happy
musical background to the reception.


Tyra and Sersy
were offered the gift of splendid evening dresses by the Sovereigns, while Holaf
gave Anastasia a splendid dress in red and white brocade to enhance the beauty
of his wife. Dressed so lavishly, the Valkyrie of Trondheim aroused the envy of
the less beautiful and elderly ladies of the court of the East.


"Love, I
feel as if all eyes are looking at me, as if I was naked!" whispered
Anastasia, more radiant than any other lady present.


"This is
because of my armour," joked the Northern Lord. "You are an
incomparable beauty, it is natural that everyone looks at you!"


"What a
wonderful vision, my Queen," exclaimed the Head of the Bear with the
elegance that only he was capable of, among the Masters of War.


"I thank
you, fourth rune, and your little wife is adorable. With a little more training
she could become an excellent Valkyrie!" replied Anastasia, hiding her
embarrassment behind the technical comments of a Master at Arms.


The music
suddenly stopped, allowing the Sovereign of Black Portal to clear his voice
elegantly:


"My welcome
guests, my faithful allies and dear friends! We gathered tonight, picking the
last ripe raspberry from its bramble to enjoy its delicate flavour, before
being overwhelmed by the rigours of winter coming towards us in the form of
evil tidings. I thank you also on behalf of my beautiful Queen, for having come
to take part so numerously! Let's drink as much as the good One God will allow
us to take, in the battle with alcohol and let's feed ourselves until we can
eat no more, because the future holds only ravenous wolves around our
sheepfolds. No matter how motivated and greedy the enemy is, here he will find
the icy embrace of the East and the icy fist of the North to persuade him he
made the wrong decision to attack us!"


Holaf lifted his
chalice overflowing with cider to the sky and shouted:


"Skål!
To the men united under the flags of loyalty and brotherhood for our common
salvation!" The King of the North, looking at High, drank his libation and
beat the chalice hard on the table, shattering it instantly.


Long Sword
opened his eyes wide, not accustomed to such delicate crystal glasses, while
Anastasia slipped away to avoid the shame of her beloved husband's goat-like
manners. The God-Slayer burst out laughing and threw his chalice to the ground,
spreading splinters of glass on the black marble floor to avoid embarrassment
between the two allied friends. Oksana applauded, ordering:


"Musicians,
we are celebrating!"


The feast began
again and the frivolous event took shape. They were joined by High’s two
beautiful daughters: Anastasya and Ecaterina. The two girls freed themselves
skilfully from the courting efforts of pompous nobles, sons of dignitaries and
counts, and threw themselves enthusiastically around their father's neck.


"My dearest
papa, where have you been all this time?" asked the oldest, Anastasya.


"It doesn't
matter where you've been, what matters is that you're now at home!" the
youngest one corrected her disapprovingly.


Both daughters
had beautiful features typical of the East and looked like their mother in her
youth. The second was plumper than the first, while Anastasya, courted by many
young men, appeared more cheeky and aware of her own beauty.


"My
daughters, I missed you very much and often I brooded in fear of not being able
to hug you again! Finally, everything flowed like the waters of the Maskava
River under the East Bridge," his father said joyfully.


The less bold of
the two girls, closing her eyes with joy, asked:


"My dear
father, among all these nobles and knights are there any hidden suitors for our
gracious hand in matrimony?"


"Ecaterina,
my beloved joy! Now is not the time to hope for marriages. The future is as
dark for us today as it has never been over the centuries. Once the impending
war has been won, I promise both of you that I will devote body and soul to
satisfy your rightful dream of a good husband!" the Lord of the East
promised smiling.


The elder of the
two embraced him whispering:


"Don't
worry now about such nonsense and just concentrate on what is most important
for all of us!"


Jorghen, the
fourth devout son of the Lord of the East, interrupted the gossip of the two
sisters:


"My beloved
father, I ask your forgiveness for having only now come before you. I was
looking for you among the dark branches of the Black Woods with my men south of
the Kingdom, when my lookout saw the Fire of Return on the horizon. I feared
that I would have to submit to the orders of my brother Alderecht!"


"And you,
my son, would have accepted the command of the first-born, wouldn't you?"
King High immediately wished to be reassured. Jorghen gave a hard look at his
father and replied with a half smile:


"My
Sovereign cares about useless things! The love in my heart will never fail my
family! So you can sleep peacefully!"


The father gave
a start for a moment, then muttered with a sneer:


"Peaceful
sleep? I haven't had much: first the young Vladimir, then the trip to the
Citadel and finally learning of an unexpected threat!"


"What
threat, my Lord? Do you understand what is happening beyond our borders? Our
uncle, King of Istraa; we have had no news from him in a long time! Rumours
have it that the city entrusted to him has been destroyed and that all the
inhabitants have been devoured by the orcs", his son hesitantly informed
him, still wearing his armour decorated with enemy blood.


"Young man,
calm your questions and put your torments to bed for tonight. I have no idea
what happened in Istraa, but we will find out in due course! Now relax and, for
God's sake, don't mess with that beautiful lady next to the big warrior of
Trondheim!" High blocked the impulses he heard in the tone of the prince's
voice regarding the war. He also thought it appropriate to warn him to keep his
tongue and eyes in their proper place.


"You must
have great respect for that knight, Father! Or maybe fear him?" commented
the fourth-born.


The Lord of the
East’s face became gloomy and, coming closer to the ear of his son, he
whispered:


"I respect
the man, for I owe my life many times to him. At the same time I fear his
hammer of arms! Having seen what he is capable of, I would be a fool not to
harbour such a feeling. Wait for the first hand-to-hand battle, my son, and
then you too will learn to fear him!"


The curiosity to
learn more about such a man grew in Jorghen, but the speech was ended by the
youngest and most controversial son of the God-Slayer, intent on staring at
Tyra with a depraved, intimidating gaze.


Young Vladimir,
dressed in black steel with red edging, showed himself to be a strong youth, if
a little robust. His gait was slightly twisted because of a childhood illness,
to which no remedy had been found. His back was curved and his sloping
shoulders merged into over-developed arms, caused by exhausting exercises with
his sword, shield and pike. His long, well-kept, light hair framed his pale,
smooth face. Vladimir wore a sword and three daggers hanging from his belt, as
if he always felt threatened. His left hand never left the pommel of one of
these weapons.


"Good
evening, knight, what can I do for you?" asked the princess of South Winter
feeling deeply embarrassed.


Tyra was
radiant, wearing a gorgeous dress of an intense blue with antique pink corset.
She attracted the gaze of many young men. Prince Vladimir, with a quick step,
like a stone marten intent on catching chicks, approached the blonde lady
without ever moving his gaze from the young woman's breasts. Tyra, momentarily
left alone among the thousands of guests, stepped back and ended up crashing
into the Lord of the East.


"Princess,
you are a superb vision this evening! I see that you have met my
Vladimir!" the young man’s father intervened with foresight.


The blonde lady
smiled, heartened to have found the God-Slayer right behind her, and answered:


"My Lord,
so he is your son! It is a pleasure, prince, my name is Tyra and I come from
South Winter!"


The young man
scrutinized his tense father as if in the face of danger, and then looked at
the blonde beauty, exclaiming contemptuously:


"I don't
care what a whore’s name is! I'm only interested in if she knows how to move in
bed and I certainly don't want to know what you're doing with my father!"


"What on
earth is wrong with you all! I'm a princess, not a prostitute from a
brothel!" snapped the young bride taking her leave, shaken by the
justified nervousness of contrite King High. With a rapid stride, she headed
towards her Bear, who had also turned, like everyone else, at the shriek of his
young wife.


Holaf stopped
her father Grigor, who had thrown himself into a charge like a bull or rather a
big threehorn. The fourth Nordic rune called on every drop of common sense
flowing through his body, not to demand satisfaction from the young bachelor.
The Dragon observed the faces of those involved and, not perceiving dangers or
a hint of a duel, limited himself to lovingly clasping the shoulders of Sersy,
who was amazed.


A loud crack
resounded in the silence of the room chilled by the vile words of Prince
Vladimir. The Lord of the East, with authoritative coldness, first struck the
rude young man, and then upbraided him with bitter words:


"You do not
deserve all the love with which you are surrounded! The princess of South
Winter has graciously greeted you to receive in return boorish offenses from an
undeserving prince. You ignored the Greys, hired to teach and mentor you, make
fun of those who love you and insult my guests! Now I have endured too much
from you, my problematic son. If it is the ugliness and adversity of war that
attracts you, soon you will soon have an overabundance of it!"


The God-Slayer
pointed at his son whose eyes were blood-red with anger. God-Slayer was silent
and irate for having had to slap him, when such manners were not congenial to
him. The heavy silence of a serious moment fell on the crowd. Even the
crackling of the flames in the fireplace seemed to cease and the wind did not
dare to interrupt the pathetic scene. The voice of the King of the Kings of the
East rose vigorously, amidst the withheld breath of the ladies and the hard
looks of the knights, forged by fire and blood:


"When the
winds of war blow steel and stones against the Gate of the East, you will be
under the command of General Nikita, in charge of protecting the low defences
from the enemy. You will not enjoy any privileges. You will not even be saved
from a flogging, if you deserve it!"


The verdict of
the disappointed King echoed like a death sentence to the ears of those
present, except for the twisted mind of the grim prince. Vladimir, with his
left eye half closed and his right eye wide open, commented coldly in a voice
like the steel of nails for coffins:


"The time
has come to deliver your youngest son to history, father! I had almost lost
hope of being able to join in the battle."


God-Slayer
remained unyielding in his powerlessness to bring about redemption or cause any
glimmer of reason in his beloved son. Oksana again called the musicians to
continue, but this time she could not conceal the tears of a wounded mother.


The feast
resumed with the usual noisy contribution of the guests, who became more and
more drunk with each new piece of wood burned by the fireplaces. Entire, very
precious stocks of game were consumed while the private reserves of wine and
vodka of the Sovereign dripped bitterly away.


The great
majority of noblemen of rank simply didn't care about anything and hadn’t
noticed anything. They just filled their bellies as if they were stuffing
turkeys. Not even the tense and worried glances of those who had chosen war for
their work could be seen, because not seeing was the least distressing
decision.


The exhausted
fire in the fireplace signalled the victorious moment for all the alcoholic
flavours, rather than natural sleep. The large and macabre banqueting hall,
with its vault decorated with skeletons intent on greedily devouring innocent
weeping people, gradually emptied. Lying on the ground or lying on huge chairs,
the greedy drinkers were the only ones who remained.


Tyra and her
combative husband were the first to leave, followed by the family of the
offended blonde. King Skoll had long succumbed to fatigue, by the time the two
Kings of the Kings also retired with their respective spouses. Sersy and the
third rune of the North did not spend much time with the pompous guests,
preferring their by far more pleasant private meeting.


Fyodor and his
future wife were joyfully hosted by the Lord of the East in the palace. They
were given an identical apartment to that of the Royal family. Jarg and his
sons were among the losers in the struggle between man and vodka. They became
dishevelled trophies, to say the least, of arduous battle with alcohol, lying
across the thrones of the great hall. King Rune, as usual, vanished into
mystery between one toast and another, while Grudak's Zot retired because of an
unexpected, unidentified illness, almost at midnight.


It took a long
time to satiate the tired soldiers of their accumulated lack of sleep, and no
less effort served the Kings or the Queen Anastasia who was still in pain.










Chapter
29


Drums, Drool and Fires


 


 


The darkness of
the night peeked through the red glass, with historical figures telling
funereal stories. Then the first clear rays of sunlight arrived, giving a
brushstroke of pinkish watercolour to the black skin of the dark hours. The
ivory sky of the East, in all its cold purity and pungent morning coolness,
where the horizon melted into the earth in an indissoluble perpetual manner,
showed a minute dot to the eyes of the numerous guards. Human eyes, not able to
see as much, had to wait some time before discerning an unmistakable
silhouette.


"That's the
Denethor thing, the one what frightens you," exclaimed a crude armorer to
his commander. The officer carefully watched the rapidly shifting shadow
amongst the snows in the mountain pass and ordered:


"Call the
Lord of the East! Prepare to open the Opening of Men, the Inquisitor returns!"


It took a moment
to make the God-Slayer leap out of his warm and welcoming bed, and even less
was needed for King High to call an unenthusiastic Long Sword, who had been
interrupted in the midst of marital affection.


"I hope to
I have been taken from my beloved wife in such an abrupt way for a good
reason," complained the Lord of Trondheim, while running in the wake of
High, he tried to make himself more presentable.


An exhausted
being returned through the East Gate. He was so worn out by his exploits that
he collapsed to the ground with a crash. He was helped and his thirst quenched
by those present, while the Kings of the Kings were arriving in haste.


"Inquisitor
Stern, what has reduced you to such a state?" High asked short of breath
for having walked all the way at a great pace.


"King of Black
Portal, I worked hard to fight the threat of the orcs in order to delay the
epilogue. At first I was surprised by the scant forces I found. However, I went
beyond the now defunct Barbaric Lands to the shores of an unnamed lake, and
found them there," Stern replied, interrupting himself momentarily.


"Who did
you find, Inquisitor? The orcs?" Holaf spurred him on to relate the story,
trying to get to the crux of the matter.


"Abominations
of colourful skins in quantities never seen before. Green alongside black
surrounded by browns, all marching to extinguish your already meagre vital
flame," Stern added with difficulty.


"Can you
tell us the numbers of the enemy? How much time do we have before they
arrive?" asked High very worriedly.


"They will
soon be within the reach of your weapons, but even though you are so powerful,
I doubt victory will smile on you," the Lord Inquisitor chilled their
hopes, disarming everyone.


The two Lords
silently consulted each other with a long three-way gaze, but Long Sword asked
again:


"The size
of the enemy? Even an approximate idea. It's important to know the number of
enemy troops!"


The ghostly
warrior with his torn cheeks just shook his head and told the story:


"Two
hundred thousand times I tried to stop the enemy, exhausted lives one after the
other, causing hundreds of deaths each time, but despite this, there were too
many still leaning against my shield!"


"You said
two hundred thousand of your lives and they were worth nothing," exclaimed
Holaf his eyes wide and his heart performing a deadly dance.


"You
wouldn't have enough soldiers, not even you armed every infant in the Empire
with everything," exclaimed Stern with no fear of being harsh. "You,
humans, will defend the wall as you certainly planned, I will support you by
protecting the Fortress of Fate as much as I can and the defenceless
population. Everyone will have to sacrifice themselves: men, women, the
elderly, children and even fat and useless nobles, and even in this way not one
will remain alive!"


Holaf became
irritated and roared out:


"I do not
accept defeatism in my ranks! I have made a long and arduous journey to help my
ally in the East, and I do not intend to die without having fulfilled the will
of the Warrior-Gods!"


"You
confuse defeatism with an objective view of the forces in the field, by those
who are not bound by fear!" commented Lord Stern limping heavily.


High gave orders
to the militia general who had just arrived:


"Take every
person who is unable to use a weapon to safety! All the other citizens must be
armed and spread equally beyond the Eastern Wall. My Dark Keepers are enough to
watch over the black battlements, but should they fail, should the One God
punish our pride in such a way, every man, woman and child must be able to
defend their own lives!"


"I will
generate in myself sufficient lives to hold the Red Wall of the West and the
gate, so that there will be no fugitives or defections. No superhuman being or
anyone of a milder nature will be permitted to abandon this city," the
being of Denethor warned gloomily and unshakably, without fear of revealing his
role as an isolating executioner.


Long Sword
looked at the enormous closed gate. Shaking his head he commented in a small
voice:


"Even so it
seems so strong that I had no doubts about it at all"


Stern retired to
the rooms of the Fortress of Fate asking not to be disturbed for any reason at
all.


The Kings, their
hearts heavy because of the many doubts and extra afflictions finished
supervising their men who were busy with arranging the supplies and ammunition
for war. The positioning of the troops along the walls was cheered by a kind,
spontaneous action: the people, as they moved to protected positions or to the
Fortress of Fate passed by the Eastern Gate to offer food and drink to the defending
army.


The trumpets of
Red Wall rang out unexpectedly, like an iron mace suddenly striking a face in a
dark alleyway. Holaf stood up, with his mouth still full, to see what led to
the trumpet blast in the cold winds of the western lands. His long hair shook,
looking like the mane of a northern horse on the run. His habitual, large beard
trembled with his ardour while his mystic eye showed itself to his brothers in
arms. The boiling vortex of magma pushed the vision of the Lord of Trondheim
further than any human would dare to go.


"A group of
horsemen are arriving," exclaimed Holaf, cheered by the unexpected
surprise.


"Whose
banner are they carrying?" High wanted to know, impatient because of his
limited human eyesight.


"Their
banner is not yet clear to me, but I do not think it is Godwin or any King from
the South. They are moving from the North", practical Holaf replied.


Then the
excellent eyesight of God-Slayer came into play as he began to distinguish the
troops advancing from the high tower of the gate of the Eastern Wall.


"My Lord,
the West Gate say they are friends with a yellow flag with red stripes!"
called a watchman who was watching the chaotic movement of the soldiers on the
opposite wall carefully.


"I believe
it is Gorod, coming to carry out his promise", commented the Lord of Black
Portal with satisfaction.


"I don’t
think so, my brother. Yulian promised all of his Nocturnes and those are not as
many!" the Lord of the North commented without taking his eyes away from
the horizon.


A second trumpet
blast called their attention to distant watchmen.


"My Lords,
the brick walls tell us to look south to see new forces arriving!" the
Dark Keeper on guard rapidly translated the signals the coloured flags were
sending.


"These
forces are numerous!" called Holaf, although he was still unable to
discern just who they were.


"The Holy
Army of King Godwin would certainly arrive from that direction," stated
the heartened Lord of the East.


"My Sovereign,
I don’t believe it is the right shape for the army of the Sepulchre of the
Gods. I have seen them in the past and they march covered in an aura of
blinding light! Their gold-plated steel lances trick observers from a great
distance and they march with a carriage with their reliquaries that is an
unmistakable vision!" explained the soldier of Black Portal.


"My
brother, their banner has a green background with an ochre tower and Quiet
River!" described a doubtful and surprised Holaf.


"Vyborg and
its army?" God-Slayer enquired incredulously.


"That is
just what it seems to be! All we have to do now is to understand their
intentions. After all, his son Boris died under our command and pray the Gods
that he does not come seeking revenge!" commented the King of Trondheim
worriedly.


"My Kings,
the West Gate says that the flag is a disembowelled body on a background of
red, white and gold, of Kuskovo and confirms Vyborg to the south!" the
good observer confirmed.


High looked at
Holaf and spread out his arms, saying:


"Let us
leave the task of positioning the troops to the Vassals here and take ourselves
to the opposite wall!"


"Show us
the way, Lord of the Castle, at least we’ll have an idea of what we are facing!"
exclaimed the Lord of the North, brushing crumbs of black bread from his beard
with a blow of his hand.


The gallop from
East to West was rapid, taking the main road, which was cleared of civilians so
that the supplies for the wall were not blocked. The Kings were pleasantly
surprised to find a series of palisades and barriers set up by the Wolf’s Head.
These defensive lines would slow down an eventual invasion by enemy warriors. Holaf
raised his fist to the sky when he saw his First Master of War busy positioning
men from the city militia and improvised recruits who were part of the
citizen’s defence. The Wolf replied by striking his breast plate with his fist
and bowing deeply. He was well aware of having pleased his Sovereign.


"Now I see
why the Wolf wears rune number one and not the Dragon!" commented the
impressed High.


"The first
rune is offered only to those who have exceptional skills in every discipline
of war. The Wolf's Head will never equal the third Master of War as a warrior,
but he is a complete soldier and perhaps could govern a county without any
problem, given his level of judgement. The Dragon could not easily rise to the
first rune. Perhaps tomorrow the Bear's Head will be honoured. For years the
Masters of War have gone without their first symbol," replied Long Sword,
explaining a new strange fact about that closed and gloomy fighting order.


The two Kings of
Kings arrived on the tall and slender red brick tower, surmounted by another
octagonal level with arches and onion roof, covered in red and black tiles.


"Open the
bridge! We are friends from Kuskovo. We came as soon as possible at the request
of the King of Gorod," shouted a middle-aged man, who stepped forward to
the edge of the moat.


"Identify
yourself, knight!" ordered the diligent lookout, leaning out from the
openings under the dome.


"I am Kozma
Karkarov, the eldest son of the King of Kuskovo. I bring you talented warriors
from the East, eager for glory and action!" the man introduced himself.


High beckoned to
lower the bridge and rushed towards the parade ground to greet the welcome
guest. As the division of soldiers crossed within the city limits, the bridge
was closed speedily in fear of the intentions of Vyborg.


"Welcome to
Black Portal, knights of Kuskovo, you are like water on the fields in a summer
of drought! In any case, I must warn you, my subjects, of the arduous task:
there will be no victory without paying heavy tribute!" High received them
perhaps harshly but sincerely, as he quickly took the external staircase to the
battlements.


Kozma looked at
him and realized that he had arrived at a critical moment, so he ordered his
men to wait, and dismounting from his horse he ran after the God-Slayer onto
the defences.


"Dear
Holaf, this is the prince heir to the throne of Kuskovo, Kozma!" the Lord
of the East quickly introduced the man as he leaned from the tower to observe
the green troops, now close by.


The prince of
the East was almost speechless, finding himself unexpectedly before the most
famous King of the Empire:


"For me it
is a great honour! I never expected to be able to meet you, Lord of the North!"


Long Sword gave
him a not very regal slap on the shoulder. It was certainly not part of Royal
protocol, but much appreciated by the warrior prince.


"Any man
who risks himself in this way for his fellow men, in my eyes is already
deserving of respect!" commented the great King of Trondheim, and in
staring into his green eyes noticing the possibility of them being about the
same age going by the wrinkles on his face. "I thank you on behalf of
everyone for coming at this critical moment! You will take care of the north of
the city, but now forgive me for a moment, for the Vyborgs at the gates are
concerning me!" The prince, inspired, bowed and took a step back, very
pleased with the words he had heard.


The long beast
of green steel wandered towards the drawbridge gates, bristling pikes with
dulled edges. The cloudy sultry sky, ready to rain, did not cause the usual
reflections on the gathering of weapons. King Demitry stepped forward, wearing
the same armour as his soldiers, except for his helmet, which had a visor
shaped like a crown at the top.


"What a
strange thing this is! Since when does a grieving father have to wait in a
ditch in front of a closed bridge?" shouted the no longer young King.


"Only a
precaution dictated by the changes in these times, my good ally!" replied
with grace and diplomacy the Lord of Black Portal.


"A
barbarous custom even for men of the East. Perhaps you are learning too well
from your Nordic traveling companion," commented Demitry, continuing to
ride a nervous white horse. "I gave you a task and an escort, in addition
to my son, in return I received a handful of wounded men bringing bad news.
Then a crow arrived tearing my still pulsating heart from my chest, carrying a
message written by the mighty right hand of the Lord of Trondheim! What had
happened to my men?" asked the King at the foot of the walls.


"Make your
intentions clear, Your Majesty of the Free Realm of Vyborg, so that I may
understand whether to consider you as a friend as Prince Boris, your son, was
to me!" intervened Holaf with the little touch of North, as rough as the
shark skin of the northern seas.


Demitry looked
at him, pointed at his soldiers and replied:


"I will
fight to honour the loss of a child. I wish to go into battle alongside those
who have made Boris a heroic man, making me a proud father!" The Sovereign
interrupted himself for a moment holding back his tears. "I want to
celebrate the memory of my son, following in his footsteps, at least partly
atoning for the shame of never having given him credit in life. I like to think
of satisfying him, carrying out to the end the ideals he believed to be
fundamental!"


Holaf looked at
High, who without needing to speak gave the order to lower the drawbridge to
let their armed friend in.


"Boris was
like a son to me and you can become my brother if you wish," cried the
Lord of the North from the battlements of the tower to the King of the Green
Hills.


The Lord of the
castle escorted his allies and their armies to the tower gate. The streets of
the capital of the Kingdom of the God-Slayer began to look like the many cities
in anxious anticipation of the malevolent fate imposed on them. The people who
were working to dig trenches, with their breath clearly visible because of the
harsh cold weather, did not offer any welcome to the new troops. No citizen or
defender at the time thought of anything but how to survive the impending
battle and to pray to their Gods whatever they were.


From the
stronghold of the gate tower, with its enormous trebuchet and Red Vipers, the
two Lords illustrated every detail of the basic battle plan.


"You have
devised a very well thought out defensive project: we have huge weapons placed
on top of an almost incredible fortification, what should we fear?" Kozma
asked contemptuously.


"I don't
want to seem too sure of the situation, but everything would seem to be in
order, even if Vyborg is not home to generals and defenders but to traders and
rest," exclaimed the King of the Free Realm.


"My Kings,
I can't lie to you! According to Inquisitor Stern the defence is desperate, the
main objective must be to prevent the invaders from spreading beyond the
Eastern Wall. If this is not possible, numerous lines of defence will wear out
the enemy in the streets of the city," explained High with an unconvincing
belief in the possible victory.


"You seem
resigned to the belief that we're lost, God-Slayer! What's bothering you so
much?" the King of Vyborg wanted to know, wearing a metal plate on his
right arm burnished black to indicate he was in mourning.


"The Lord
of the East is not submissive, he appears only tired and worn out by fears for
the impeding doom of his people" stoic King Holaf intervened. "If
they were to break through along the border, we will fight house by house,
without any fear of what the next day may bring, because tomorrow will not come
for us!"


"These are
words of those who fear the worst and have nothing left but their pride,"
Demitry commented harshly.


"At least
we can be proud of opposing the will of an occult puppeteer! Not like the
entire West with its head under sheets of fine fabric, trembling and crying in
a vain hope that the evil will not catch up with him!" intervened the
Dragon who presented himself there to give his report.


"Very happy
to see you, soldier!" exclaimed King Demitry. "The young brunette, I
hope she's doing well."


"My eyes
rejoice to see you and your armies hurrying to honour ancient alliances! Sersy
is now resting. She is learning the art of sword fighting. These days it is the
best investment!" replied the warrior of the third symbol.


"I'm glad
to know you are still together and healthy," concluded Demitry, returning
his attention to the battle plans.


"My Kings,
I bring you information. The explorers report that they have not discovered any
threat within the confines of the Kingdom of Black Portal," said the
Dragon in a brief and efficient manner.


Holaf shook his
head while High commented:


"I would
have expected a diversion beyond the Red Walls or an attack on two fronts. I
don't know what to think of such a lack of enemies."


The third rune
of Trondheim spoke again:


"That's not
all, the men sent outside the Empire have not returned! They only had to find
the enemy army and then escape. We have no news of them."


"Do you
have any idea how much longer peace will last?" asked Prince Kozma torn between
the imperturbability of King Holaf and the thoughtful Lord of the East.


The Demon of
Trondheim observed the horizon between gusts of wind and the white vapour of
their breath before responding:


"It is many
lunar cycles that peace has left these lands! Only we, human beings, have been
as blind as we are foolish, believing ourselves to be the only rational beings
in creation. Envious eyes and fangs have schemed against our arrogance, and
soon we will be presented with the bill for having underestimated them".


"The enemy
will come within hours, optimistically by the next late afternoon!" the God-Slayer
replied more concretely.


"It would
seem that we arrived just in time," the King of Vyborg congratulated
himself.


"King
Demitry, I will place you just north of the gate, between the troops of
Trondheim in the central sector and the area on the mountain slopes under the
control of Kuskovo and Gorod, if that's not a problem for you," proposed
the Lord of the North.


"No
objections, I came to the East to fight, I daren't pretend to know more about
war than the two best Generals of the Empire!" accepted their ally.


The two Kings of
the Kings dismissed the Prince of Kuskovo and moved to more appropriate and
confidential rooms in order to discuss and speak of the deeds of the lost son
to his good father.


The discreet sun
gave up its place on the stage like a sad singer after a performance, dimmed by
grey clouds. The cape of the black night stretched out with its claustrophobic
silences and increasingly terrifying voices. A thick mist moved from the tops
of the mountains into the breach against the Eastern Wall, like a tide between
the docks of the port. When the darkness was total and the lights of the
torches waved horizontally, just like flags in the wind, they noticed the noisy
absence of an insistent travelling companion.


"Strange
emptiness in this dark land," exclaimed the Wolf's Head, no longer intent
on organizing the resistance of civilians.


"Brother,
you're right! There is an emptiness left by the lack of the usual howls of
mastiffs, present until last night. This worries me," commented the Bear's
Head, insomniac because of the adrenaline before the battle.


"I am
hoping it is favourable sign. I appreciate its absence!" began the second
Master of War sitting high on the battlements, while eating an apple.


"I have no
idea whether this is a promising beginning or not, but all of you have seen how
such disgusting beasts have climbed over the walls of Midgard and South Winter.
They could be waiting behind our silent and patient backs, and then come over
the relatively low red brick walls!" the Dragon intervened with a tragic
interpretation.


"Brother of
the third symbol, do not give way to such thoughts! The explorers have been
looking skilfully for days in the foliage and caves of the Black Forest, but no
one has ever been caught or reported enemies!" replied number one of the
Masters of Trondheim.


"The only
certainty is that seeing an Inquisitor so exhausted that he can't stand upright
freezes the blood!" commented the fourth symbol while warming himself near
a brazier.


"We are the
Masters of War of Trondheim! My brother, no one ever won against our ranks, and
never a single enemy could withstand the wrath of the Warrior Gods enclosed in
our hearts!" he exclaimed wound up and arrogant as only the third warrior
of Trondheim could allow himself to be.


"Brother
Dragon, in my heart at the moment there is more human fear than divine
fury!" answered the Bear’s Head smiling.


"And yet to
look at you, fourth rune, you seem completely calm!" commented the Wolf’s
Head.


"He would
not be worthy of such an important title, if he acted like a philosopher of the
West!" snapped the Dragon with hatred for the missing Kingdom, making the
Bear and the first rune of Trondheim laugh.


"You, the
third brother, show plenty of vigour and roughness, but you forget that our
weapons are not sleeping relics. If they hurt us, no one can sew up our
injuries in real time. That is why we, the poor humans, fear pain!" said
the second Master of War, incomprehensibly irate.


"I'm afraid
I don't understand you," he exclaimed surprised at the possible admission
of fear by his proud brother.


"Of course,
you only understand the sound of your hammer!" replied the Leopard,
jumping down from the battlements with a feline leap and walking down the
ladder to descend.


The Wolf placed
a friendly hand on the shoulder of the Dragon, who was quite angry, and
whispered to him, taking the form of a kindly spy:


"Brother,
let it pass, envy of your great shadow has confused him, and it has obscured
his reason."


"My good
third brother, you have saved everyone's life on more than one occasion.
Without you we would never have reached Black Portal or seen the dawn at the
Rock Road! The second Master of War has always distinguished himself for his
ferocity and his ability in a duel, just like all of us. You are the living
legend," exclaimed the Bear's Head, trying to reassure his older brother.


Fury, ire and
jealousy suddenly disappeared when the hairy, rough-looking men wearing animal-like
fleeces heard a deep rumble.


"Did you
hear that, brothers?" asked the Wolf's Head, but no answer was necessary,
for a second sound echoed among the cries of the wind. A thunderous roll
followed, and the three men went up to the parapet in their terrible helmets,
to see a red fire spreading on the horizon, like the flames of hell pouring
onto the ground. The fog made it difficult to distinguish the number of
enemies, as it appeared reddened by the many torches in advancing slowly.


"Call King
Holaf and King High," ordered the Wolf's Head.


"There is
no need, my dear friends, we are here with you," replied the Lord of the
North, observing with both eyes just what the thick mist was hiding before
them.


There was the
thump of the drums, as dark as the worst of nightmares, as well as the equally
gruesome irascible grunts of the most powerful enemy commanders. The horizon
turned orange because of the fires lit by the fetid creatures. These fires
spread with calm cunning, like volcanic lava, all gathering in the gully of the
breach.


"Let the
trumpets of war sound, not a single fighter can retreat from his duties in our
hour of need," ordered the Lord of the East peremptorily.


The ringing
trumpet call bounced on every corner of the city, awakening even those who had
the ability or the audacity to fall asleep. The blond King of South Winter
rolled out of his warm bed, already wearing steel and, yelling like a true man
of the North, he incited his offspring:


"Move your
arses, my children, death offers new thrones at the table of the Warrior
Gods!"


Grigor shook
Eivind so roughly, as soon as he woke up, that he gave voice to a series of bad
words never been heard before from the mouth of that prince. His father gave
him a strong blow on his shoulder, full of pride, and exclaimed:


"You are
dressed like a Radzyvil, you fight like a Radzyvil, and now you also speak like
one of our family!"


"Truly, my
father, my grandfather never pronounced such words in his life, only you excel
in such a poetic expressions," Geir recalled, exploding into thunderous
laughter, an excellent outlet for their tension.


Tyra rushed to
the gate tower, where Anastasia was already speaking with the Sovereigns.


"My sweet
wife, you should flee to the Fortress of Fate!" said the Bear’s Head, pervaded
with the fear of losing his blond love.


"Excuse me,
darling, but my place is between you and the enemy blades!" the princess
resolutely replied. The fourth Master of War embraced his wife and gave her a
long passionate kiss.


"Who do we
have? How many are challenging our shields?" the impetuous Jarg asked with
an animal-like roar, fully armoured and escorted by his two sons: Marek and
Olgherd.


"My ally,
your longing for death may have been satisfied. The enemy is preparing for us
with an army so vast that it cannot have a definite number," replied the
Lord of the East with little satisfaction.


"If there
are so many, all the better, more glory for everyone!" King Jarg
countered, covered with his pride as a Nordic warrior.


"My Lords,
our only hope must depend again on the mystical power of the Demon of Trondheim
and his Champion," exclaimed King Zot, struck by the inauspicious vision
granted by the mist.


Rivers of
soldiers with black plate armour edged with red swarming, like wasps in defence
of their hive, along the battlements. The morale of the men could be defined as
anything other than excited and optimistic. Many were the defenders overwhelmed
by understandable panic once they reached the battlements. Those who turned to
try to escape were simply led back to their position by their companions,
without any questions or punishment.


"This
battle is not coming to life very well", Holaf whispered to High, looking
perplexed at the slimy disease of terror that was being transmitted among the
soldiers without any limits.


"Don't be
afraid, my brother, the Eastern Wall will not collapse because of drums, drool
and bonfires," replied the God-Slayer, becoming stoic in the hour of need.


"Should we
start launching stones?" proposed Skoll worried about such a large opposing
force.


"Soon the
flaming star will grant us a better view for shooting and coordination of the
forces, then we will begin to spread death!" replied the Lord of the East.


The wind,
screaming the enemy's anger, blew powerfully from east to west, in opposition
to the ideal trajectory of the trebuchets. The black banners of Black Portal
shook furiously as if to communicate the tough human defence to the invader.


"How many
will there be, my love?" Tyra naively asked her bear.


The fourth
warrior of Trondheim carefully observed the flaming fog, now filled with humps
and gloomy swinging figures, turned his eyes lovingly towards her and, shaking
his head, whispered:


"I fear too
many, my beloved! If the door were to collapse, allowing such beasts to spread
throughout the city, we will have little hope of not reaching Valhalla!"


The South Winter
princess, with her eyes wide open, appeared on the parapet, swallowing bitter
mouthfuls of fear. The blonde, dressed ready for war, hearing the growling and
the horrible, incomprehensible language of the enemy, was filled with
uncontrollable panic. Her face shook like a fruit abandoned on a tree at the
mercy of the wind, her heart accelerated violently in her chest and her skin,
usually of a lunar pallor, became almost transparent.


"You will
be next to the Queen of the North and Olrund. The Wolf intervened with great
delicacy, strength and a smiling face to reassure the young woman.


"Right!
Those there are only troglodytes and goats, they will never know how to build
siege weapons or shelter against our trebuchets!" said King Zot,
belittling the enemy cunning.


Thousands of
soldiers took position, faithful to their onerous task, despite the mockery of
the enemy drums. Numerous and well concealed by the fog, the enemy army came
within range of the defensive weapons, in part proving the King of Grudak
right.


Through divine
intervention, the angry force of the wind gave the army a clear sky in deep
blue, dotted with timid lights dimming with daylight. The rigors of the cold
showed no sign of abandoning the battlefield, revealing the presence of
soldiers in the stands through the white vapour of their breath. This certainty
of food appeared to the attackers as an invitation to a banquet, stoking their
thirst for human blood. The sound of the evil enemy drums rang out rhythmically
but boring, like falling grains of sand through the neck of an hourglass, an
indication of the end of human lives.


The irritated
wind stopped suddenly, God-Slayer looked at Holaf and immediately gave the order
loudly:


"Uncover
and load the trebuchets!"


Large flags of
the Black Portal were parted by what in theory were huge trebuchets, but
revealed, in fact, groups of triple throwing batteries, placed on a single
platform.


"Fantastic
those machines!" exclaimed Holaf struck by the remarkable surprise.


"These are
the Aurora trinity trebuchets, a masterpiece of engineering of the East!"
thundered High prouder than a father at the first victory of his son.


Twenty or so
soldiers began to rotate the big winches, with gears designed to reduce effort
and increase swinging speed. A large squared steel shield, painted with the
family emblem and piece number, fully protected the mechanism and servants.


"My Lords,
turn your eyes to the dawn, for she is lifting her bloodthirsty red banner into
the sky, as a prelude to the massacre!" said shaken Marek.


"Of course,
rivers of blood will flow today, but the Gods will all have to be satisfied
with the vital fluid fetid of the orcs!" King Skoll replied impetuously.


The sad whisper
of the Dark Keepers and the Defenders changed, raising to heaven a roar of
jubilation at the sight of the enormous trebuchets testing their mode of
operating. Joy went wild rampant, pervading every heart and every mind, as
unstoppable as the wind in the halls of the Arkantorre.


"Men, we
shall not cede a single stone of these lands without first soaking the
surrounding ground in black blood!" cried the Lord of Trondheim,
unleashing the mighty Fate of the North and pointing it towards the Warrior Gods
to call their attention.


"May no
soul believe that it can reach my gates and enter them without the permission
of the Lord of the East! Until now I have kept you safe, we have trained and
equipped ourselves to face this day and no one can defeat us!" God-Slayer
proudly harangued his Dark Keepers. A great roar flowed from the local troops
and in unison they cried out:


"Providence
protects us!"


"So be it,
if this is our coffin, I am proud to be a hero alongside the greatest men in
the kingdom!" King Jarg growled with all the voice at his disposal.










Chapter
30


Like a God


 


 


The blue of the
night became blood and then fire, and finally greyed in an ancient tone of
sadness. The silvery clear sky, as could only be found in the East, allowed the
best view to the servants of the strongholds, but the mist still hung over the
ground to hinder the precision of the shots.


From the fiery
mist emerged the large orcs commanders, like rocks in a sea of green
oscillating foliage, copying the waves of the northern sea. About two hundred
meters from the East Wall, as far as the magmatic eye could reach, wrinkled
brown orcs, green and black skins piled up like stones in the bed of a river.


"Now I see
what the Great Chamberlain of the High Tower referred to first and then Boris,
when they spoke of a green tide," exclaimed High, amazed at the vastness
of the enemy army.


"All the
races of the orcs of the East, all the tribes of those horrible parasites,
gathered in the shadow of the green crest of Durgundrut," commented Long
Sword.


"My
brother, with your gift do you see an orc the size of a giant?" asked the God-Slayer,
worried about the power of Krator, King of the orcs.


"I have
never seen so many old beasts with their tusked jaws! But at the moment I can
see no one, my brother, that is particularly big, yet not even I can see the
end of the army!" cold Holaf replied, looking at the horizon with very
little joy in his heart.


"By the
beard of the men of the North! How many are there of these are these disgusting
beasts?" Grigor and his two sons asked, arriving last.


"Good
morning, my tardy Vassal, does the vision satisfy you? Are there enough enemies
for your thirst for glory and that of King Jarg?" provoked the Lord of
Trondheim, preferring to resign himself to the inevitable and make jokes about
it, rather than give in to defeatism and panic.


"The Gods
have granted us a good death, I think! What more could I want?" Jarg
growled among heavy laughter. The less happy Grigor looked at Eivind and Geir
and then suggested:


"Let's load
some beautiful rubble from the houses onto those gigantic machines and send
them all to the other world extremely fast!"


The God-Slayer
answered with a smile:


"You from
the North stop wanting to destroy my city just to throw it at the heads of the
enemy! That way they won't have to do anything to conquer Black Portal, they'll
just have to wait for all the bits to arrive! I prefer to use ammunition that
is broken into pieces to hit as many targets as possible simultaneously. As the
Lord of the East finished wishing for this, he lifted his arm, just like the
image on the black flag of an armorer, and this gesture was repeated from the
top of every stronghold.


"Let's
start this war! Let this day, today be counted as the first of the battle for
Black Portal," cried the Demon of Trondheim vigorously.


King High
lowered his arm like lightning, as if to tear an enemy from neck to knee. The
arm of the trebuchet hissed frostily with the gears squeaking quickly. As the
rope extended, entire clouds of rounded spheres, the size of a skull, hovered
in flight, blurring in the flat grey of the sky. The noise of the men,
galvanized by force shown by the weapons of the East, covered the grunts of the
boastful orcs.


Among the enemy
ranks against the future of humankind, panic spread, like wine from a chalice
overturned by mistake. The browns in the front lines pushed against their
companions in a maddening way, forcing a large commander to growl with fury.
The fanged executioner grabbed a moving soldier by an arm and dragged him along
the ground for a few meters, and then exploded him with a powerful blow. In
this way the orc tried regain discipline through terror, not worrying about the
approaching spheres.


The enemy
captain, more capable than his peers and companions, was able to dodge the
first stone, but the spherical shape bounced. The rock ball brought death to
the enemy's ranks, deforming the black iron protections that had never been
seen before, splashing guts and blood out of every gap. The commander did not
show further proof of dexterity and was struck by other spheres until he
appeared as nothing more than a stain of black fluid.


"Fire at
will, as long as they are all within our range!" ordered King High
enthusiastic to see the mighty germ of panic corrupt the enemy.


"I would
have thrown huge stones, but I must admit that the balls work very well!"
commented the blond Grigor, shaking his son and caretaker Eivind by one arm.


The sharp voice
of the gears continued to obey the screams of the servants, producing the acid
rustling of the arms and the throwing basket. These sounds soon became a
pleasant background noise for the defenders. The constant tambourine-sounds of
stone spheres continued to shake the field, pouring out innards and smashing
skulls. The damage to the besiegers was such as to raise a dark mist,
consisting of dust, snow, blood and parts torn from the enemy bodies.


"Tell the
defenders of the low wall to lengthen the range of their shots with each new
salvo!" ordered the General of the West Wall loudly, showing a rare
ability in command.


"My
brother, I must offer you my compliments, you appear to be the perfect master
of the field for now!" exclaimed Holaf stunned by the remarkable success
of the action.


"We have
understood the need for similar tactics since the first assaults on the wall.
The fortification is so high that it affects the thrust of the archers almost
below the walls, so the trebuchets were the best solution," replied busy
King High.


The spherical
harvesters descended into the green hordes like Nordic hail in cultivated
fields, generating incomprehensible screams and thick gurgling between one roar
of death and the next. The strongholds of the high wall worked incessantly,
rising and falling like the arms of a fishermen intent on pulling in his nets.


While enemies
stacked up the wounded and dead as macabre protection, the most powerful orcs
began to respond to the engineering of men and their shooting with the strength
of their muscles. The balls thrown to defend the Empire were returned, and in
spite of themselves, became attacking threats thrown by the orcs commanders,
green and black, onto the walls and against the lowest batteries.


An observer on
the low wall, leaning out as part of his task, was hit in the face. His helmet
with its sparrow-beaked visor flew away, hitting the wall behind him and
bouncing back among his companions with its bleeding contents. A signalman
raised a flag with its white sword and quickly the soldier in charge of
communication, placed on the battlements of the gate tower, shouted:


"My King,
the first to die among the allies!"


"Honour to
the first blood, because we will not be able to drink a toast for all!"
the Lord of the East thundered at the top of his voice. Each soldier on the
tower repeated the same sentence, spreading the news through the stands like a
shiver down their backs.


"Twenty-three
tower, lower belt, technical failure," reported one of the coordinators of
the firing line.


"One in one
hundred and ninety does not frighten us, moreover one of the small ones!"
belittled the God-Slayer, more worried about movements he was now seeing among
now more organized the enemies.


"What are
they doing, brother?" Holaf asked. Like all the men of the North he was
used to orcs capable of no more complex tactics than "charge, jump and
kill".


"A wall of
corpses to cushion the fall of the balls! I'm sure that it is Krator's mind
behind all this, only he still hasn’t revealed himself!" busy High
answered.


"My King,
will the defences hold up?" Tyra naively asked.


"It's too
early to say: the enemies are too many, but for the moment they are not very
effective!" replied the Lord of the East.


High was pulled
to the ground by Holaf, just in time to save him from a round sphere hissing
towards his head. Its impact with a shield placed to protect the batteries made
a strong metallic sound as it bounced off. A servant looked in amazement and
commented:


"Shi...
those beasts can throw them this far!" The man ran to retrieve the ball,
scratched and dirty with blood, to throw it back into the basket and send it
back to the thrower.


"Thank you,
my brother! A similar blow and goodbye King of the Kings of the East,"
commented High who almost had not even understood the risk he had run.


"Pay more
attention! I would count this rescue as a miracle," replied the Lord of
Trondheim, rising.


"Look! That
scum has some trick in mind to lead us into trouble," cried King Skoll.


Among the green
tide, now no longer protected by the crazy mist, there was evidence of work
being done: big orcs moved hidden by their little companions in the shadow of
the bleeding corpses.


"If we were
to aim at their wall," proposed King Grigor uncertainly.


"The flesh
would block the blows, perhaps it's better to stop the firing of the
trebuchets." commented High, perplexed as he did not understand what the
enemy was doing.


As the defensive
machines stopped their hammering to the detriment of the orcs, the beasts
screamed indecipherable phrases, and the roll of the drums rose again. At the
first of their dead they had gone quiet. From the motionless mass of corpses
and lamenting wounded came a new form of protection: once the macabre defence
collapsed, the bodies it had been built of were trampled underfoot by enormous
fanged muzzles dressed like a mobile wall. The rough but efficient armour
protected the powerful muscles, with which they carried outsized square iron
shields, painted with red jaws, white fangs and green lips. The very heavy
enemies were moving slowly across the battlefield, watching from a narrow crack
between one plate and another of their sheltering shields. At each step they
placed their feet on their dead, making ribcages snap and sprinkling the damp
soil with new blood.


"By the One
God! What the hell are those horrendous creatures doing?" Kozma wondered.


"Do not
give in to panic, my brave warrior! Black Portal does not fear foolish tin
boxes!" the King of the East incited his men loudly.


"Let's
throw some beautiful granite balls," King Grigor again proposed, pointing
anxiously like a child to a group of eight huge spherical boulders.


"My good
friend, these weapons serve for other targets, but I will surprise you, trust
me!" the God-Slayer replied smiling arrogantly. "Aim stones onto the
front lines from the low wall. If the first shots bounce, don’t worry! But all
the strongholds that can throw against the central sector, prepare to launch
the Block of the Penitents!"


A yellow flag
waved quickly followed by one that was half black and half blue. The triple
batteries were linked together by three long poles, so as to bind the arms in a
single machine. The enormous counterweights, which hung down the tower, were
unhooked. They bounced back and inflicted such a blow that dust flew inside the
halls. The servants with the cranes hoisted a long column of granite, caged
with a thick metal reinforcement covered in spikes. This object was harnessed
to the throwing ropes, while a long chain was tied to an enormous rock of stone
projecting inside the wall as a counterweight.


"The block
is ready to shoot from the tower gate!" the servants barked. In the
distance, you could hear the same phrase travel from the first tower to the
north and from the nearest tower to the south. The God-Slayer remained silent,
meditating, while observing the enemy advance.


The projectiles,
thrown from the low batteries against the approaching shields, did not inflict
great damage. The most of the stones simply bounced off the steel of the armour
carried by the older orcs. The second throw managed to dent a few plates, or at
best to blow away a handful of rivets.


The rumble of
the drums followed frantically, filling the undisciplined enemy infantrymen
with adrenaline. The more the abominations pushed beneath the human walls, the
more the black wedge with its fluttering sea green shadows outlined itself in
the eyes of the Kings, like a tidal wave from the North, able to make an
embankment collapse, pushing itself through the invisible cracks.


"Those
armoured orcs are pulling the enemy to where our weapons are no longer
effective," Jarg observed, almost happy with the probable battle.


"Don't
rejoice too much, my ally, we still have our skin to sell!" replied High
raising his arm, with his eyes fixed on the advance of the enemy wedge.


The noise of the
orcs became louder and louder and clearer, as the men, small and cowardly, hid
behind the battlements and the shields. The expert eyes of the Lord of the
East, like a majestic eagle, scrutinized the prey from the top of the gate
tower: he stood like a rock and his arm shivered then fell rapidly. With equal
emphasis the flag-wavers signalled the towers from which of the strange object
would be launched.


This time the
lever of the trebuchet was not unhooked, but seven men with large clubs struck
wedges into rings hooked to the inner parapet. As the plug was pushed out of
its seat, the entire protruding mass was called forward by gravity. The scream
of the chain was intolerably loud, and with a crunch, the three arms on the
stronghold swung in unison, throwing the enormous pointed rock with difficulty.
The hiss of the great weapon drew every eye to the scene, because it wanted to
be admired, as it decreed its sentence. Like a deadly cloud, the Blocks of the
Penitents hovered in the sky, covering the weak sun in its winter clothes with
their anger.


Such a roar
produced by a human weapon had never been heard until then. The impact, just in
front of the enemy creatures, lifted the snow that had been deposited long
before together with a wave of earth. The orcs were struck by the rebounding of
most of the blocks, and the sharp points created havoc on each snout along
their trajectory. Only one of these weapons twisted in flight, not having
enough rotation but then it still landed within the enemy lines. The weight of
the rocks was almost unbelievable and, once launched from such a height, even
at the largest orc was unable to stop their flight.


The blocks
ploughed along the ground, easily piercing each creature that tried to oppose
them. Like agricultural ploughs in the defenceless soil of the East, the deadly
weapons sowed death and dismay among the ranks of the coloured skins, breaking
their thrust.


"How many
of these objects do you have?" Holaf asked incredulously, staring at the
rectangular silhouettes ploughing through the green enemy waves, like a drakkar
defying the swell of the sea against the wind.


"Not many,
my brother, only two more, but the problem is the huge mass that is needed to
launch them, because once it drops, it breaks up and can only be used to fire
at the beasts. And we don't have any reserves," replied High, satisfied
with the shot and the results it obtained.


"So it's
not possible to repeat the shot from the tower in a short time! What a
pity!" commented King Demitry.


"I'd hit
with them with the broken ammunition, now they are on the run and
unprotected!" shouted King Holaf ahead of his peers.


"You learn
quickly, my good brother!" joked the God-Slayer smiling because of the
excellent sally.


"Yes, we
don't have any trebuchets like that in Trondheim, but I've organised launch
batteries in times gone by, and I still remember the rudiments!" the Lord
of the North answered proudly.


The masses of
men who had been terrified up to that point gave way to screams and joyful
cries as if the war had been won and their lives were saved. But peace had
never been so far from those lands before. The throwing of stones continued
throughout the morning and beyond, both from the Eastern Wall and by the
muscular captains of the orcs.


They also began
to count slight losses in the ranks of the men, caused more by stupidity and
arrogance than by effective enemy action. Mostly the rocks thrown by the fanged
muzzles crashed into the wall then fell with a thud, no longer dangerous, onto
the stands of the low defences.


The afternoon
arrived screaming with dismay at the carcasses, which were spread out in
thousands, one on top of the other. The enormous blocks, covered with beings
pierced and in slow agony, filled the silence of the entire valley with the
quavering cries of the dying. Only the wind dared to pitifully stroke the
fallen, sunk in their grim blood; not a crow wanted to eat fetid flesh nor a
rat tried to avenge its fellow beings devoured by the orcs.


Black was the
dominant colour present in the already dark passage torn between the hooked
night-coloured mountains with their immaculate peaks. Crow-coloured stone was
all scattered among brown shrubs and now even the whiteness of the snow was
blurred with the enemy’s dirty vital fluid. A macabre interweaving of innards,
bodies and limbs covered the ground in a manner not unlike the tangle of
branches of a wisteria on the walls of a villa.


"These are
the days when it is worth becoming a professional warrior!" the Dragon
began with great bravado, referring to the massacre with unwavering eyes.


"My
brother, how can you sleep at night with similar images in your mind? I need
time to come to terms with such horrors!" asked the not overly
enthusiastic Bear’s Head then, close to Tyra, who refused to look.


"For me
what I see today is normal. In my family there are generations of warriors.
There is no mercy or guilt in my heart! Only anger and dedication to Trondheim
and my Sovereigns guide my work," said the third rune of the North.


"You are
extraordinary, brother! For you everything flows over your armour, as if it
were gentle rain. Perhaps everyone in such a time should be at least a little
like you!" replied the admiring Bear's Head.


"You,
little brother, have many things in common with me, but you also know how to
better grasp every aspect of life. That is why I sometimes want to be like you.
But in war I have no qualms, I follow orders, I kill those who must be
slaughtered and if this weighs down co-sciences, it is a burden for those who
have one!" said the Dragon, frost-hard, with a macabre smile on his face
because of the spectacle before them, while caressing his war hammer by his
side.


The firing of
the trebuchet by the men decreased because of the enemy's reluctance to
approach the Eastern Wall again.


"Explorers,
out! Go and recover as many balls as you can carry, but without ever moving
away from the range of the archers' shots" ordered the God-Slayer, taking
the opportunity of the considerable distance of the enemy.


"There are
so many balls at the foot of the defensive base that you could still throw all
night long," commented King Grigor, looking out between the battlements of
the gate tower.


We’d better have
the trebuchets overhauled by the master builders, to see if there is any damage
from today’s work!" was the far-sighted advice of the always careful King
of Red Ice.


Sporadic and
inconclusive, the non-human initiatives continued through the dusk, as if they
were testing the level of attention of their enemy, but it never failed. At
each charge the trebuchets responded with sparse launches of round killers, now
so deeply carved into the putrid enemy hearts that a strong effect was no
longer even needed to achieve a hurried retreat. From the top of the mighty
defences you could not guess the actual extent of the massacre, but only
imagine the results.


High showed no
satisfaction over the massacre, in his attempt to inspire men to respect the
defeated. The King of Trondheim, on the contrary, did not try to conceal a
certain satisfaction at all, induced by the overwhelming victory won against
the first wave. King Holaf was perfectly well aware that he hadn't won anything
yet, knowing full well that the orcs would soon be organized differently.


"My beloved
husband, Lord of the East, if this huge tide of coloured faces were to turn to
the Wall of the Closed Breach, would the defences be similar to these?"
Anastasia asked, looking at the map with a worried air.


"Prince
Kozma, the protection of the area assigned to your father in what state is it
now?" High turned the question to the person directly concerned. Kozma,
caught slightly off guard, babbled for a moment and then claimed:


"In
excellent condition! Explorers patrol the immediate vicinity, and the tiny gate
portal does not allow the transit of even a man on horseback! It is necessary
to dismount to cross the border. Our soldiers guard the stands in force day and
night, but nothing can be compared to the defences of Black Portal!"


"So it
can’t be called a weak point, very well!" sighed King High relieved.


The time came
for candlelight, when darkness, shrouding everything, led to arcane fears, the
legacy of youth among the rude thoughts of soldiers. The grey sky became dark
and meditative, showing clouds of a menacing colour on the horizon. The dying
cries of the enemies at the end of their lives were heard more than anything in
the wide valley, dominated by the austere peaks.


Shy lights gave
way to large fires in the stands, and then even the strongholds closest to the
Gods lit up with flying sparks and the play of orange flames. The night was
foreseen to be colder than the day. The water in the goatskins began to freeze
and swell and the soldiers were forced to bring them closer to the fire in
order to quench their thirst.


The rigours of
the not very mild winter of the East, lashed by icy gusts, homage of the
Barbaric Lands, certainly did not make the warriors happy. The population
rescued the armies of Vyborg, donating warm garments and shaggy coats so as not
to have to listen to the chattering of the teeth of the green knights.


It could not
said that the aid that arrived in the East was welcomed by the climate, but
they were certainly comfortable. They were stationed in the assigned sectors
and organised folkloric bonfires with a high alcoholic content. This was not a
sad interval for the population, as they looked for any entertainment so as not
to think about the looming threat.


The patrol
seemed never to end, as they scrutinized the absolute and interminable black,
reigning past the battlements. Long Sword continued to find such a silence and
such an absence of lights incomprehensible.


"By all the
Warrior Gods! Those disgusting creatures can’t see through the dark fabric of
the night can they?" thundered the Lord of the North nervously.


"You are
right, my King, no orc is able to dispel the dark of night, but you can! If I
am not mistaken, " Skoll said.


The Lord of the
North unleashed his relic, as bright in the dark hours as a lighthouse in the
port of Trondheim. The flames burst out in search of any pain in the middle of
the night, thinning out the gloomy mantle before regal eyes without providing
any explanation for such enemy apathy. Holaf closed his eye with difficulty
and, shaking his head, asked in a low voice:


"What are
you organising, you disgusting beasts?"


"I have no
idea what happens in that heart of darkness, but the enemy is approaching.
There are so many cursed ones that they fill the wind with their nauseous
smell! Until just now, the air flowing into the naked valley smelled of moss
and humidity, now it is corrupting my nostrils with dirt and rottenness,"
exclaimed the Wolf’s Head in a harsh voice.


High did not
wait for a consultation with his sword-brother, for he too placed the utmost
trust in the first rune, and cried:


"Battery, I
want a jar of oil lit in the middle distance!"


Immediately the
industrious servants set to work and in a short time a burning clay container
pierced the night sky with its light. The artificial comet painted a parabola
followed by the eyes of the Kings, to crash like thunder to the ground in a
wave of burning magma. The shot led to only a beautiful lonely fire amidst
horrible silence of death. As a precautionary measure, God-Slayer had other
jars shot during the night, but none of them showed anything important, only a
few explorers on the run.


The morning,
with its gentle manners and soft colours was elected a messenger of the
apocalypse. As the sky faded from blue to white and then turned a healthy red,
like a bridesmaid flattered by an attractive prince, fate offered its reply.
Black, like centuries-old oaks and square like the Nordic peoples, hundreds of
siege towers were rising, just the right size for the Eastern Wall. The rumble
of the drums began in the valley once again becoming arrogant, as the valley
filled with eager beasts craving blood.


"Cursed be
the black orcs and their lineage!" thundered the Lord of the North
spitting on the ground in contempt.


High noticed a
different structure slowly approaching. It seemed less tall but much wider.


"Brother,
you who can see things in more detail, what the hell is that low and wide heap
reflecting flames?" worried the Lord wanted to know.


Holaf unleashed
the flames of his eye and answered:


"My
brother, a very large ram with the muzzle of an orc with burning flames in its
jaws! I never saw a more powerful machine than that!"


"Valhalla,
prepare to welcome me," exclaimed Jarg, approaching the stairs to descend
among his Barbarians. The two princes of Cold Wood, not very enthusiastic about
the idea of rising among the heroes, followed their father, disconsolate but
stoic.


"What stubbornness
afflicts your Vassal of Cold Wood my brother?" High asked smiling, always
perplexed by the strange customs of the North.


"Do not pay
attention to King Jarg. He is a great warrior and this is confirmed by the fact
that he is still among us despite his years, but he is going a bit crazy in his
old age!" revealed ironic Holaf.


Tyra looked at
the faces of the Kings and knights there and smiled at almost all of them remaining
relaxed and cheerful, although the enemy drums could be heard as they became
clearer and clearer on the wind. The blonde lady, not understanding, wanted to
know:


"Excuse me,
my Sovereigns and Warriors, what are you rejoicing about? What makes you happy
at such a sight? I understand the Dragon, the more worrying the situation, the
more exalted he becomes, but you all seem almost crazy!"


"Tyra! My
love, how can you think of using such words about the Kings and Lords?"
the Bear's Head immediately reprimanded her amidst the laughter of the Dragon
and of King Holaf.


"Young
princess, you have walked on the battlefields for too little time to know that
the bigger a siege machine is, the slower it can move, and consequently it
becomes a much more attractive target for skilled servants!" intervened
the first Master of War smiling.


The men of the
battery on the gate tower, without even needing orders, were already loading
the very big balls which King Grigor had been wanting to use for a long time.


"Finally, I'm
satisfied," commented the blond Sovereign of South Winter, working hard to
help push the incredible spheres.


"Finally,
the time has come for every weapon, and such a vehicle certainly needs strong
blows to make it capitulate," said the Lord of the Black Portal
emphatically.


"Fire as
soon as you can," ordered Long Sword impetuously, but High contradicted
him:


"Men, wait
for my order!" the voice of the God-Slayer imposed itself over that of any
other. "Better not to risk, my brother, we don’t have enough of such
boulders!"


Holaf smiled and
commented admiringly:


"Now I
understand why Black Portal was the first to attract the enemy into battle:
you're a superb field commander, which makes you a fearsome opponent for the
continuation of the war. Because of this virtue, the enemy is fighting against
what you represent!"


"Do you say
this is the reason for the very many rescues in extremis, you and the Dragon
were forced to carry out?" the playful God-Slayer asked.


"No, those
actions were because you overestimated your physical strength! If an enemy is
more powerful and you still fight him, then it is up to us to save your
arse," jokingly replied the Lord of Trondheim, dispelling the tension with
a joke as usual. This false insinuation painted a smile on the faces of those
present who certainly knew all about the fighting skills of the King of the
Kings of the East.


The exaltation
of the orcs lifted their voices and their sing-song grunts, which seemed more
vigorous with the decreasing distance from the wall of the big flaming muzzle.
The war drums shook with such force that the wind could not express its
opinion. On the horizon, black clouds were moving towards the Eastern Wall in
such a swift manner as to cast doubts and create a strange impression, feelings
reinforced by unnatural changes of direction, not seen in simple clouds.


"My Kings,
those clouds appear very unusual, watch how they jerk and change shape,"
King Skoll noted.


The magmatic eye
hurled itself at the strange phenomenon, adorned with its invisible flames,
twisting in its yearning for other people's pain. Holaf was petrified for a
moment, overwhelmed by the repeated request of allies and friends to tell them what
he could see.


"My
friends, what I see you will not please you at all! Such an aberration against
nature rarely dares to present itself," said the great King of Trondheim,
miserably.


"My
brother, do not keep to yourself any important news, I beg you!" the God-Slayer
insisted with polite emphasis, with his arm still raised and his gaze fixed on
the enormous battering ram.


"They are
not natural clouds but of a flock of Alps, sent by hidden lords to support the
most impressive attack in written history," replied the cold Lord of the
North, as he was blown about by gusts of wind like a classical icon of a Nordic
hero.


Skoll only
needed a glance, a nod, to quickly rush to his Devils. He was so quick that he
reminded them of an Arctic fox launched in pursuit of a snow hare.


"Prepare
the Red Vipers, men! We have not come here to enjoy the climate," cried
the Red Ice King at the top of his voice.


"No, of
course, my Sovereign, the weather in these lands is as bad as ours!"
commented Goren ironically.


King Skoll's secret
weapons were finally uncovered as the sheets that always concealed their shape
were removed, causing great amazement. These weapons did not look like
catapults or siege weapons, but simple bronze vipers with glossy red lacquer.


"How do
those things work, without bending or twisting ropes?" asked Grigor, who
was very attracted, even though he was torn between skepticism and enthusiasm.


Skoll took a
metal cage, with thirty tubes inside it and showed it to his interlocutors
explaining:


"Each of
these is called a package and contains thirty cylindrical bows. These conceal a
steel arrow and an alchemical charge to shoot it. My alchemists have been able
to stabilize and perfect this solution over the years, losing many fingers and
sometimes ending up torn apart by the power of the formula. Finally, they were
able to create the Red Vipers! Everyone remained silent, observing that strange
cage, without understanding its power.


"You will
see, my allies, soon your eyes will admire the best and most advanced siege
weapon produced by human minds!" exclaimed proud King Holaf, the only one
outside Red Ice to have seen such a prodigy in action.


"My Kings,
the werewolf vampires are coming! What are the orders?" asked a soldier
from the Dark Keepers.


"Be calm,
men! If I remember correctly, in the East you are all excellent archers!",
exclaimed the Head of the Wolf, referring to the black shadow looming closer
and closer.


"Excellent
marksmen, my Master!" proudly answered the soldier protected by black and
red steel.


"So explain
to me why I don't see a single arrow or bow," the first rune of the North
replied provocatively.


The knight
waited for the order given by the lips of his King, but he was too busy
counting the meters travelled by the enemy. Holaf vigorously shook the man of
the East crying:


"The Lord
of Black Portal is busy, you now take orders from the North! Fire as many
arrows as you can: the flying Werewolves seem like many and I wouldn't like to
underestimate the threat!"


While the
soldier of the Dark Keepers began to wave a signal that had not been seen
before, Holaf turned to the young but skilful Geir:


"Prince,
your skills as an archers have always brought you good fortune. You command the
firing of all the bows! Geir bowed and brought his hand to his chest, copying
the Masters of War, before carrying out the order.


The golden play
of reflections from the growing sun, beyond a sea of enemies, stopped smiling
into the eyes of men, disappearing behind a thick, dense blanket of clouds. The
black threat of fangs and flying claws soon fell on the positions of those who
defended their lands. The werewolf vampires with their shrill hisses hid at
great altitude, concealing themselves in the grey vapour of hatred laden with
rain. The long, hairy bodies appeared and disappeared in the clouds, like the
dolphins among the waves of the sea. Thousands of beasts flocked, flying over
their target, quarrelsome biting each other, sometimes generating a slight fall
of scarlet fluid.


"Blood is
raining from the sky, the Gods are all angry with us!", cried a Finger of
Fate fighter seeing his arm furrowed by red strips of lifeblood.


"If you do
not stop shouting rubbish like that, I will be very angry with you, not the
Gods!" the Demon of Trondheim reproached him, threatening him with a closed
fist.


With foolish
beliefs, born of ignorance and the limited schooling of the troops when they
were young, Holaf preferred to give control of the Red Vipers back to those who
knew how to manage them effectively, and have time to worry about the rest.


"Lift as
high as possible, my Devils, kill those damn beings for me! They are fruit of
an unmentionable incest!" King Skoll thundered like the tide between the
rocks, closing the visor of his helmet.


An unusual noise
offended the ears of every man there. A dry roar preceded a hissing and a twin
explosion was heard. The Red Vipers were able to throw arrows in rapid
succession, striking their targets at a great distance. The bronze creatures
spat out vivid fire towards the enemy hidden by the skies, pounding at hearts
not accustomed to such noise.


A black malström
fell from the clouds, in the form of the typical cone of a deadly whirlpool. In
thousands, the werewolf vampires swirled through the arrows thrown at them from
the Eastern Wall. The large winged creatures swarmed and concentrated on the
centre of the fortification, where there was only one opening.


Many defenders
were grasped by the mighty curved claws and snatched from the comfortable
ground, to be torn apart in quarrelsome aerial evolutions. Their innards fell
over the ranks of their companions as a mere warning of death, annihilating
their willingness to fight. The Red Ice Devils exploited their weapons to the
fullest. While three warriors served the firing mechanism, six others struggled
to reload the cylindrical bows with their unstable fluids to continue the fire
of arrows. The vampires obscured the faint light of day, descending on the gate
tower, like the darkness of Ragnarok. Holaf, bending under his round shield and
wielding his long sword, shouted:


"The enemy
definitely wants to break through the East Gate. He will have assessed the
impracticability of coming in any other way! But High didn't notice anything,
as he was intent on making a good shot at the battering ram.


"My Lord,
you should bend down and protect yourself," the Wolf's Head advised God-Slayer,
who was standing erect like a cypress in the midst of the swirling storm.


But the Lord of
the East did not follow even such sensible advice. He knew perfectly well the
risk to which he was exposing himself, but considered it the right price to pay
for a good shot. It didn't take long for him to become a greedy target for the
small, almost blind eyes of the big flying beings. He seemed to be the prime
target of the vampires, for many were interested in him. The enemy flew down
with his claws ready towards the God-Slayer, landing like lightning on the
target, but the man with his divine reflexes dodged the blow, allowing only the
claws to rasp on the steel of his shoulder.


"Be
careful, my brother, your dedication is remarkable, but you will not be much
use to us as a dead man!" Holaf bellowed, intent on finishing off a
horrible creature that had fallen on the tower.


The powerful
bites of the Red Vipers often pierced a target, and then not happy with felling
one, went on continuing their course through a second body. The vast holes they
made forced any Alp that was struck to kiss the ground or the wall with
violently, falling in a twisting mass to become prey for the pikes.


Prince Geir did
not spare his archers, but these slender weapons only made the large beings of
another time angrier. In a suicidal flight, some of the Alps threw themselves
among the masses of men at arms placed in the crowded stands, knocking many of
them down. The long canines and the strong muscles of their mandibles allowed
them to inflict severe damage and incapacitating mutilations on many knights,
before being stabbed so much that they died.


King Rune rushed
down the stairs with a Nordic energy, seeing the lower strongholds in great
difficulty. The superb black sword of Rune stuck itself into an alp busy
chewing the skull of a destroyed and bleeding poor soldier. The beast almost
didn't even have time to realise that a blade that had penetrated his back and
it turned belligerently with its scarred snout covered in fresh blood, before
collapsing with no more life in his vitals.


"Men, to
me, let us protect each other!" the Nordic King dressed in the colour of
the darkest abyss ordered like the true leader he was.


High, persisting
stubbornly in exposing himself to the cravings of the enemies, saw death come
quickly with two large and yellow fangs: an alp swooped out of the twisting
whirlwind of dark hump-backed bodies to get the better of the stoic King. Holaf
could not intervene, being too far away and distracted by other events, but the
God Crusher did not miss its mark. The weapon had a will of its own, no
different from that of his carrier and inflicted a powerful blow to the temples
of the winged mammal. The leaping Dragon first jumped out, growling, then
withdrew inflicting blow of rare strength that crumbled the animal’s skull.
Small fragments of flesh, bones and blood flew everywhere, covering the third
Master of War and the Lord of the East with broken mush. The headless body of
the werewolf collapsed to the ground in spasms and with gushes of blood, after
taking a couple of steps.


"Again,
knight, I owe you my life!" exclaimed High, rising up hastily to see where
the target he had been waiting for had got to.


"At the end
of the war I will ask you for lands and castles, but for now you take care of
yours and I will take care of mine!" joked the third rune of Trondheim,
sinking the back point of his hammer in the flesh of a vampire, which had
landed to grasp a Viper, silenced because it had run out of ammunition.


"Now! Let's
throw those boulders over and break their morale so deeply that they escape
into the gloomy shadows from which they come!" ordered God-Slayer,
lowering his arm to unsheathe his sword.


The squeaking of
the gears was a hymn to victory, arms gliding to rustle among the werewolf
vampires. The first giant ball missed the target by just over a man, but
crashed on a column of orcs beyond the shadow of the battering ram. The giant
boulder did not roll more than a dozen times, but the roar and force of the
impact were enough to break ribs the and explode the lungs of the closest
enemies as well as to crushing many.


"Well,
they're spitting blood so they're not going to survive for long," exclaimed
Grigor as he saw the big orcs crumpling near the place of impact.


High was not
interested in these effects and apprehensively followed the trajectory of the
second shot, which was a little late. The boulder fell on the battering ram,
adored by the orcs as a deity. With meteoric force the spherical monolith
penetrated the shields of wood and soaked skin that were hung to protect the
sides of the enemy machine. Strong cracking noises came before the surge of the
flaming head, sculpted in the shape of a bundle of enormous trunks. The fiery
jaws with their iron tusks first turned towards the sky, and then swayed
untidily and collapsed to the ground. Instead of blood the burning coals were
vomited by the orcs effigy. The monstrosity had now collapsed, before being
definitively destroyed by a second human offering. The entire structure was
twisted, between creaks and screaming orcs in flight, the sides collapsed,
making the construction fall on its side not unlike a large mammal that had
been knocked down.


Giant trunks
collapsed on the lines of the green orcs, while the wrinkled browns swarmed
chaotically towards the horizon, meeting death at the hands of their
commanders. It had never been uncommon to see large black orcs devouring or
killing the most retrograde browns, but it was difficult to imagine a massacre
like this one. The fugitives were dismembered by the elders and their pieces
thrown among the troops as a macabre warning of what any traitors could expect.
The decimation was so brutal that it even stunned the two Kings of Kings.


"I never
saw the orcs undertake such a massacre within their own ranks," exclaimed
the Lord of the East.


"To be honest
I had never seen so many orcs, so neither have I ever seen such
behaviour!" replied Holaf pleased with the demolition of the battering
ram.


"My Lords,
we have destroyed the fetish idolized by the enemy. That has certainly has
improved our morale! But there are still hundreds of siege towers left,"
noted the Wolf's Head.


"Could we
hit them with the remaining giant balls?" asked King Grigor under his
shield to avoid the vampires still on the hunt.


"The bows
have run out, my Lord!" shouted the Chief servant of the Red Viper on the
right of the tower, while still the thundering of its twin froze the enemy
blood, knocking down Alps as if they were leaves shaken by the wind of the
East.


"Geir,
bring some archers to the gate tower," ordered the God-Slayer, leaning
over the parapet towards the brave prince, intent on coordinating the firing of
arrows from the lower level. Geir nodded assent and pointed out to an archer
the way to the top of the walls.


After a few
moments, two groups of archers fired with precision at the swarming vampires in
the air. For as many winged monsters as were shot down, many more always
remained, and now they attacked the trebuchet, demonstrating tactical abilities
that were a long way from the primitive knowledge and also the strategies of
the black orcs, even though they showed some skill.


"First
tower of the north out of use, my Lord!" communicated the very agitated
flag-waver. High evaluated the distance to the enemy hordes and looked around
with a doubtful of what to do. "My brother, these flying rats are tiring
my patience! Whoever guides the will cannot be too far away. Use your magma
iris to expose that coward!" proposed the God-Slayer, bending under his
shield to avoid the claws in rapid passage above them.


"I can try,
but I can't guarantee anything, and I certainly don't want to go so far as to
faint," replied not very satisfied the Lord of Trondheim, who was very
attentive to the ever-increasing will of the demonic eye.


Gratitude and
jubilation seemed to spread the flames of the eye into a climate of extreme
pain that covered the entire valley. The smell of fear came to them both from
the weak and susceptible men and from the big beasts, forced to trample in the
mud of blood and corpses to reach death under enemy fire. The mystical flames
began to devour frenetically in an a feeding frenzy, flying wildly from the
furious relic. As dark beings crossed the gloomy skies, King Holaf saw them
covered in flames. Tornadoes of fire descended everywhere from the corrupt
vault of heaven, to envelop every living being. Unthinkable voices flowed
through the mind of the Lord of the North, but one of them impressed him:


"Concentrate,
Demon of Trondheim, guide the flames only to the Alps and extract every last
drop of their souls!"


Holaf tried to
do as the ancient voice suggested, but the will of the eye was certainly not
easy to direct and several times escaped his control. Among cries,
lamentations, sufferings and anguish all greedily devoured, Holaf found life,
tiny and newly blossomed unbeknownst to its creator. It was not fear or anger
that guided the heart of Long Sword in controlling the will of the magmatic
eye, but the desire to protect the new soul. The Sovereign of Trondheim
screamed more powerfully than he had ever been heard to scream before, uttering
strange words in a language no one could understand. The eye offered all sorts
of anguish in opposition to the will of its bearer, even showing him his
beloved wife close to death and in pain, but the strength of the man to whom
the demonic eye had been entrusted did not waver, bending the cravings to his
command.


The vampires
burned as they flew by and fell like ashes in a large fire without flames.
Little did the eye find there to feed itself upon with such primitive and basic
beasts, causing them to suffer a slow and macabre mortal agony. Great wounds
appear on the dying bodies crashing to the ground: there was not a single drop
of blood flowing, but only injuries worthy of the most corrosive substances
known to alchemists. The Alps, disheartened by the mystical power of the eye,
gave shrill cries, which were so devastating that the pitiful men just wanted
to put an end to them. Holaf, after seeing thousands of lives lost at the same
time within the cravings of a burning sky, closed his eye to avoid the desire
for further death.


The mighty King
of the Kings of the North fell to his knees, among the remains of the enemy and
the blood of his friends. He appeared pale and sweaty, breathing so heavily
that it shook the plates of his armour.


"My love,
how do you feel?" Anastasia asked and observing his inability to react
fell over her husband like a cage.


Holaf could not
answer, as his ears were still full of other voices and screams, just as his
mind had been crammed with thoughts that were not his own.


King Skoll
ordered Goren:


"My trusty
knight, go to the furthest positions to the north and south to and ask for most
of the bows and compounds to recharge the Red Vipers to be given to you. The
orcs are only interested in the East Gate, so these weapons are needed more on
the central towers!"


"My King,
those tall wooden and metal constructions sluggishly approaching will try to
attack the walls at every point of the fortification. If you will allow it, I
would ask to have only some of the ammunition delivered to me so that no one is
left unguarded," Goren, with foresight, pointed out.


Skoll looked to
King Holaf, who was being cared for by his wife, but immediately realized that
he would receive no help from him.


"Your
Capodemon's plan seems very good to me, Red Ice King," exclaimed High with
his eyes fixed on the enemy troops.


"Excellent,
Lord of the East, so be it!" commented Skoll, giving a resounding clap
onto Goren's shoulder, who then left quickly. "What plan have you made to
stop the siege towers?" asked King Skoll.


The God-Slayer
looked at every single enemy tower and then turned to his questioner and
answered:


"We'd have
an unused weapon to try: the idea is unusual and its functionality doubtful,
however we are running out of options. We can hit the exposed troops hard with
the broken ammunition and the rubble, but the siege towers seem to me to be
heavily protected!"


King Grigor
approached the parapet to observe the approaching green tide and noticed how
the enemy manoeuvres had lost much of their vigour after the collapse of the
colossal battering ram, as had the chaotic shouting and the war drums. The
enemy was still close to the defences, but now with an uncertain heart and
doubtful of how to cross the Valley of the East.


"My Lord,
let's try this new weapon," exclaimed excited King of South Winter his
greasy blond hair blowing in the wind. The Lord of the East nodded, smiling, as
he was surprised to see such enthusiasm again, and he commanded:


"Give the
order to prepare the batteries to launch the Cilices!"


The flags of the
beacons changed colour many times, passing from stronghold to tower. Once
again, the three-armed trebuchet was tied and weighed down with monstrous
counterweights and additional ballasts.


"Make sure
you hit every siege tower with a Cilice," cried the God-Slayer, helping
his servants to turn the winch to hoist the new weapon.


A large pair of
rough boulders, not exactly spherical, connected by a large chain with pointed
links, was brought to the top of the fortification. Holaf, seeing the new
weapon, lifted his fist as a sign of approval, still not being totally capable
of reacting.


"I knew
you'd love it, but I also hope it will work," commented his doubtful sword
brother.


The Demon of
Trondheim nodded with his head, kissed his wife and got uncertainly to his
feet; he embraced Tyra and the Bear without saying anything, after which he
cried out as an example to the men:


"Now we’ll
put an end to the desire of those horrendous beings to besiege us! They fall
under the blows of our stones and steel and never will they think they can
invade the Empire again!"


The boulders
were loaded into the two outer baskets, while the chain was left free. Once
again the order to fire was given by the brave Lord of the East with his
merciless arm. When the limb rushed quickly through the wind and the trebuchet
threw its onerous weapon towards the nearest siege tower, a roar of voices,
praising the victory, rose to heaven. The large stones in flight pulled the
lashing chain away from the battlements, giving off flying sparks, as the
links, bristling with sharp points tore across the stones of the pavement.


A shot worthy of
the servants of the East took the rough balls with the stretched chain into the
sky, dragging it against the tower. A deadly embrace wrapped itself around the
structure, breaking through the iron plates crushing it violently. The beams
were ripped apart and the uprights gave way at the impact of the Cilice, then
the chain flew among the orcs, destroying the bodies and throwing their guts
everywhere. The upper part of the tower slid towards the back of the structure,
collapsing on the heads of the great commanders in charge of pushing the
enormous machine.


The confusion
caused by the wreck once again brought scenes of panic and cruelty among the
orcs, to the joy of human eyes. The shouts of delight given by the warriors on
the battlements were so powerful that they reached those who were waiting
behind the lines. The sound was carried on the wind to soldiers waiting for a
sign at the palisades of the rear guard.










Chapter
31


The Tide Grows


 


 


Their arms
raised to the sky and their weapons shaken vigorously as a sign of victory did
not last long, for a low sound of a horn carried away any exultation.


A heavy black
voice, like death, came from the East furious with anger, making smiles
disappear from everyone's faces, leaving them with incredulous expressions and mouths
ajar.


"My
brother, this calamity absolutely must be remembered!" exclaimed Holaf
with difficulty leaning against the battlements.


High turned
around and stopped coordinating the firing of the Cilices. He lifted his arms
immediately and let them fall to his hips, holding back words that were
extremely unusual for him.


"Giants
from the Overland! But what are they doing so far south?" the third Master
of War commented bitterly.


"They come
to die in foreign lands," King Grigor barked with all his usual arrogance,
to hide his natural fear.


"Now I
would allow all my daughters to marry any Volsungo in exchange for weapons able
to slaughter such beings," said the Lord of the East shaking his head
slightly.


Holaf opened his
eye wide and pointed the beautiful Valkyrie to King High reminding him of his
controversial decision, but Anastasia responded with a flashing angry glance.
Long Sword did not dare to add anything else to such an awkward comment, which
touched invisible, but still bleeding wounds.


Once again, the
growl of the gigantic horns sounded, like a stormy wind blowing onto the
slender flames of the burning humans. The incredible size of the giants stood
at least four times above the heads of the older orcs commanders, comfortably
reaching the height of the lower defensive belt.


"And I
thought it was a very high wall," commented the Lord of the East, bitter
and sarcastic.


"Everyone
is convinced that they have tall and thick, giant-proof walls, but when the
giants do arrive everything takes on a different perspective," Dragon’s
Head said with a certain incomprehensible satisfaction, observing the tall
anthropomorphic beings advance quickly.


"But
weren’t those things extinct?" asked King Zot, very unhappy with the new
discovery.


"Yes, in
the east giants haven’t been seen for ages! However, these there are not native
to our land, but have come from the far north to raze the fortifications to the
ground and break our morale," replied High bringing his hand to his
pensive chin.


"Such
beings will crush us effortlessly and devour women, then defenceless infants as
a second dish," mumbled King Grigor.


"My Lords,
I can count only five of them, luckily," reported the first Master of War.


"Great, at
least we don't have a whole tribe of such beasts in front of us! What do you,
men of the North, suggest we do?" asked the God-Slayer, hopeful of hearing
solutions and good advice.


"The giants
are enormous and do not trust in their slowness, because this is lacking only
in the rumours of storytellers. They protect themselves heavily and with
difficulty we will strike them down using normal swords. We could throw every
stone in our possession at them to stun them and when one of them crashes to
the ground, assault them in great numbers, just like ants do with much their much
larger prey", Holaf proposed, observing the enemy.


"But their
skin will be very hard!" Fyodor replied.


"Not in
every part of the body. Their necks are not harder than ours, even the abdomen
is not all that resistant. They can be sliced like any other living creature,
only it takes much more time and more technique!" replied the third Master
of War, reporting the stories of his father's father.


While the Kings
and the Masters of War were discussing what to do, the ground began to tremble
strongly. At each shock, handfuls of dust and pebbles broke away from the walls
and tinkled on the armour of the men. With each new vibration the hearts of the
defenders were flooded with terror, like a sinking drakkar hit by a storm.


The five very
large beings were now close enough for the mighty iron protection plates to be
seen. They were oxidized and attacked by rust, but as thick as a man. Their
faces could not be seen, being protected by crude pot helmets with slits made
by cold drilling. From this rough armour came cries and laughter in an
incomprehensible language, full of hissing sounds and deep guttural tones.


Heavy leather
clothing covered every part left unencumbered by the protection of iron and
made their eyes seem even more chilling. The five immense enemies advanced
holding huge cudgel weapons in their fingers, two for each of them. The most
vigorous one, with a threatening frequency, raised a colossal iron club,
shaking its metal against the united peoples.


"We are at
the end of the day, my Lords! If we stop these five opponents, the orcs will
run like flies!" cried the good Grigor trying to instil courage in the
men.


Holaf climbed up
onto the parapet, between one merlon and the next, lifting his characteristic
curved-horned silhouette. Fate of the North pointed its sharp point to the most
advanced giant and the Lord of the North thundered:


"Men! Keep
in mind the incontrovertible fact that the greater the opposing enemy is, the
greater will be the glory of our triumph! We have nothing to lose, for if we do
not win today, we will have no further hiding place. Nothing can be dug deep
enough into the belly of the earth to endure!" The wind moved his long
brown hair as if he was on the prow of a drakkar among the foam of the Nordic
waves. "Now I would very much like to see a nice shot of anything at all
against those huge pumpkin-heads! All the better if it has spikes and is
enormous!"


"For the
North and the East! Let's find out what colour the brains of those beings
are," cried the third Master of War, freeing his hammer from the belt at
his waist.


"For the
brave defenders of Black Portal, so that their glory may echo through the
centuries", King Rune shouted from the low wall, with his sword in his
hand.


"At my
command, fire the newly loaded Cilice towards the first giant," ordered
High, with the face of one who wanted to believe in miracles. "Lower wall,
every trebuchet should fire whatever it has against the siege towers!"


Holaf climbed
down from the parapet and called his wife to give her a passionate kiss, then
whispered something into her ear. Anastasia smiled and gave her brave husband a
second kiss.


"Come,
young Tyra, the Valkyrie can do nothing against similar giants. This is for
demons and dragons!" commented the beautiful Queen of Trondheim, taking
the blonde princess by the hand. Tyra tried to stop her, but Anastasia did not
give up and pulled her away from the imminent danger.


"Thank you,
my King, I'll be more comfortable knowing she is safe," said the fourth
Master with grateful relief.


"My brave
Bear's Head, go as far north as possible to the wall to the three central
towers carry and as many heavy balls as you are able to lift!"


"Would I
not be of more use to you here, my Lord?" asked the Head of the Bear,
almost offended.


"No, my
friend, you will be more useful to me where I send you. The East Gate will not
be able to resist for long against such enemies. We need suitable ammunition
and we only have seven here!" Holaf replied in a sorrowful low voice.


The fourth
Master of War beat his fist on his chest and slid like a shadow at dawn down
the stairs. The Dragon's eyes did not miss a minute of that strange order: the
King of the North seemed to have deliberately moved the Bear's Head away, but
the reason for this escaped him. However, it was not the custom of the third
Nordic rune to meddle and he did not ask any questions.


The voices of
the giants were now echoing in the air, making hearts shake as their steps made
the earth tremble. The orcs screamed and rejoiced, making a rumbling noise by
banging weapons onto their shields. The icy wind blew against the building,
carrying with it a veil of sad grey cloud, from which white flakes began to
fall lightly and float down. Wood squeaked, while steel crackled, throwing fire
and sparks from the right tower.


"Who
fired?" asked amazed and annoyed High.


"South
Battery! Cilice shot, my King!" replied the frantic flag signaller, as he
pointed to the shot flying in a parabola.


"Correct
the shot," ordered the agitated God-Slayer.


The giant saw
the Cilice coming and thought a nice way to return it would be to hit it with
his mace.


The giant made a
rapid movement with his arm moving through the air towards the object, but he
missed the stone hit the chain. The steel links cracked and shuddered, giving a
new trajectory to the stones tied to them, causing them to come together,
hitting the helmet of their big target. The collision sounded like bells at a
party, deforming the cheeks of the crude protection. The giant staggered to one
side, putting his foot straight into a group of green orcs, squashing many of
them.


The giant took
off his helmet, showing a wrinkled face with a protruding, bony forehead. The
large nose covered in excrescences dominated the face, standing just above a
huge mouth with oversized lips. The chasm was clearly visible, even though it
was immersed in a long beard of bristly black hairs, left rough and uncared
for. The gigantic humanoid spat a piece of molar as well as a flow of blood on
the orcs below, which they did not like. The commander of the enemy formation,
already decimated, hit the giant’s leg with his cleaver where only skin
concealed the flesh. All the survivors threw themselves at the giant, who had
no choice but to crush them, like cockroaches in dungeons.


The vibration of
the rush of the four giants, who had done their best to help their attacked
companion, caused the a part of the battlements, already damaged by the stones
thrown by the orcs, to collapse. King High took advantage of the distraction
and cried:


"Hit the
one with his head bared!"


A slight
adjustment in rotation of the trebuchet and then the first stone was freed,
longing to quench its thirst in the enemy blood. The huge round boulder
whistled through the air thrown against the temple of the unknowing target,
striking home. Victoriously, spurts of blood splashed into the air, followed by
a cluster of splinters and fragments of an eye. The smashed eye poured its
contents over the giant’s face, while his jaw tilted in a far from natural
manner. The intact iris turned to the sky, as the giant collapsed like an
avalanche over his much smaller allies.


The orcs were
not given time to escape, as the mass crashed to the ground inert stretching
out heavily on the fanged ranks devastating them and at the same time knocking
down a siege tower. The impact was so violent that it cracked the walls of
houses within Black Portal, causing some to collapse.


"Yes, by
all the Gods," cried High, seeing the excellent result, beyond his most
rosy expectations, momentarily losing his natural calm and composed manner.


The news of the
event travelled from mouth to mouth, from the high wall down to the youngest of
the reservists, within the bowels of the city. As the joy spread its wings to
the wind, also the story of the skill of God-Slayer in conducting the defence
flew like a hawk beyond the stands, assuming, with each new exchange,
full-bodied embellishments by skilled storytellers: at the Fortress of Fate the
rumours attributed the colossal thud to the defeat of a titan. At the Western
Wall, the few remaining in defence with the many created by Stern, heard of
entire armies annihilated thanks to the use of a gargantuan secret weapon. But
the truth, for those who could look beyond the parapet of the East, was very
different and much more icy.


"Great, one
of those big arses has fallen to the ground! I bet ten dinars we’ll see a
second incapacitated, if only burning arms could set fire to their
beards," exclaimed the Dragon raising his hammer to heaven.


"I'd like
the jars of oil to be placed immediately into the launching baskets,"
Holaf shouted before his brother of arms could speak, this time agreeing with
him.


A giant, after
shaking the fallen man unnecessarily, picked up his helmet and threw it angrily
toward the southern tower, guilty of having fired the fatal blow. The impact of
the gigantic helmet echoed in the valley, drowning every other sound; the big
piece of metal hit the masonry, devastating it. A thunderous noise preceded a
thick fall of debris: the parapet and the battlements crumbled, hovering in the
air, while the pavement of the tower partially collapsed.


"Stronghold
fallen!" shouted the signalman, sheltering himself behind the shield of
the trebuchet to avoid the shattered pieces that had reached that point.


The helmet that
had been thrown bounced over the wall and rolled down, and then struck a
building just beyond the fortification. This was the first damage to the
population of Black Portal, taking to hell its toll of innocent souls. Soldiers
and stones fell from the high defences onto their companions below, exploding
on impact like sacks overfull of bloody flesh. Some implored for help, clinging
to what was left of the tower, while others lay crushed among icy stone and
warm entrails.


"Let's
shoot the oil jars and give those evil children of another era a taste of the
flames!" thundered the angry God-Slayer for the loss just suffered.


The three arms
of the trebuchet hissed quickly in the air, making yet another turn. As always,
the hellish flames were fired by the trained men of Black Portal Nero at the
four remaining giants, now so close that they could be hit even by strongholds
further away from the East Gate.


The fires burned
on the thick armour, but only one of the four was hit where they wanted. The
shaggy hair, anointed with decades of carelessness, greatly appreciated the
purifying fire, exploding like straw on the roofs. The giant in the beginning
only hit his chest with one hand, convinced that he could extinguish the
multi-coloured fire, but was granted no results.


The acrid smell
of the vile burning material and the thick smoke saturated the enemy helmet,
forcing the giant to uncover his head, engulfed by the painful human stratagem.
The anthropomorphic mountain began to cry out, hitting his face hard, and
moving with the unpredictable steps of a macabre and unknown dance, a painful
gift from his enemy. With each gesture, directed more and more by panic, his
enormous feet trampled on brown or green skins, generating a wave of defections
within the ranks of the men’s enemies.


"Brother,
hold on!" cried Holaf, just before a giant shook the Eastern Wall with
tremendous vehemence.


The resounding
blow shattered the structure to its foundations and the broke up the earth
around them. Much of the parapet of the lower stronghold was torn apart by the
blades of the iron club, and many men were crushed and dragged until they
became part of an incomprehensible macabre artwork. The scarlet of human blood
ran swiftly through the gaps of the floor, instilling terror among men,
unprepared to face of so much force.


Geir, unharmed
and on his feet, got up screaming, pointing to the helmet:


"Archers to
me! I want all the arrows in your quivers to go through those loopholes!"


A cloud of sharp
arrows diligently hurled themselves against the threat, without waiting for the
usual order to fire. The stones of the trebuchet placed on the first tower to
the north came to offer their aid, and rarely an intervention could have been
more providential. Along the entire central section of the fortification, the
dark green of the enemy tide was now leaning against the defences, while the
siege towers, still numerous, were coming close, preventing direct shots by the
trebuchets.


Of the five
giants only one was lying lifeless on the ground and another figure was
severely burned, blinded metaphorically by anger and physically by the flames.
The impairment of this being did not prevent him from struggling towards the
East Wall, right in front of the gate tower, hitting out with his hands in the
attempt to obtain a rapid revenge. The very courageous Dark Keepers dodged each
blow and then struck hard, hoping to pierce the limb as soon as it hit the
stone. Disturbing cracks began to show in the lower circle, extending as far as
the second part of the wall.


"Here we
are, my Lord, we have cages and more ammunition! Having seen the enemy, I
preferred not to pick up only bits and pieces," cried Goren, coming out
wearily with a crate in his hands filled with ammunition for the Vipers.


"Excellent,
my Capodemon! The situation here goes from bad to worse, but still lights of
hope float in the air!" exclaimed Skoll, taking on the role of a King and
working to bring the many chests next to the two silent Red Vipers.


Among cries,
hisses and thundering of stones the crunch of wood and the metallic sound of
shaken chains could be clearly heard. One of the giants had fiercely attacked
the gate with his club that tried solidly to resist.


"My Kings,
siege towers in contact to the north, enemy infantry is invading the lower
circle," a frightened beacon pointed out.


Fear was now
spreading like volcanic lava on the coasts of the Volsunghi Island. The
nefarious feeling had taken a slight hold even on the hearts of the Masters of
War and the crowned heads, disillusioning the most learned on the possibility
of holding the enemy for a long time. The only one who never gave in to a human
feeling was the Dragon's Head. He cried out enveloped in his mist:


"In this
way we will certainly lose, a sign must be given to those filthy beings!"


Holaf did not
have time to ask for explanations of what he intended to do, because the third
rune of Trondheim descended the stairs, heading out through the rubble and the
dead in the low stands. High showed his regal figure, like the Long Sword,
exposing himself to the whistling of enemy arrows, now numerous and splattering
on the stones of the parapet.


They saw the
dark silhouette of the Dragon running towards the nearest giant, screaming
every kind of insult his mouth could speak. The Trondheim Champion threw
himself, dodging a war hammer, which many were not able to escape. Their
massacred and bleeding bodies slammed onto their companions once again. Their
armour was deformed, squeezing worm-like guts from the joints of the steel,
yielding to the force of the giants of the most extreme North.


The third Master
of War resumed his run along the red cobblestones and jumped onto the parapet
to throw himself towards the blinded giant. In his hand, the God Crusher shook
angrily, shining with its own light. The warrior seemed to be held up in his
flight by ethereal wings of red mist that floated around him in great
quantities. The sadistic relic's longing for death knew no bounds, causing the
head of the weapon to strike the enemy iron, generating a strong light. The two
Kings of Kings were forced to retreat, surprised by the light produced, while
the scream of the warrior of Trondheim seemed to turn into the roar of an
extinct animal, attracting the attention of all those present.


The giant
grabbed the small man covered in mist, but the strength of the beast was not
sufficient to withstand the third Nordic rune, who incomprehensibly, was able
to drag his enemy to the ground. The fall created an earthquake. Stones rolled
from distant rocky slopes and even a part of the East Wall bent at the tremor,
revealing the rooms of the firing archers.


The glowing
hammer was seen to draw a perfect curve in the dense haze generated by the
collapse of the wall. An unexpected explosion raised damp red debris to the
sound of incomprehensible screams. Nothing more could be seen of the Dragon, as
he had sunk into the enemy's chest shaken by distressing spasms. The pain
reached uncontrollable heights, persuading the giant to slip his fingers into
the hole in his chest to extract the warrior.


The third Nordic
rune certainly didn't find himself at home and emerged to follow more
appropriate directions: a heavy blow exploded the side of the enemy, launching
fragments of bone and shreds of bloodied meat all the way above the walls. The
victorious move of the Champion of Trondheim was echoed by the cries of
jubilation from those who could see and the cries of terror from the enemies in
front of him.


The breath of
the third rune appeared heavy, wrapped in a blood-red fog, at each exhalation
the red incorporeal mantle expanded and then withdrew little during the next
inspiration. The warrior stopped for a moment kneeling with his head bent, as
if he were exhausted, in front of a tide of orcs petrified in dismay.


The remaining
gigantic beings didn't care about their dead comrade, as they were intent on
crushing men or raging against the East Gate, now at the end of its strength.
Screams rose, as did the grunts, often covered by the voices of the steel and
shields. Hordes of inhumane orcs descended with anger and force through the
siege towers, while the defenders spent every last drop of resistance, before
receiving King’s Rune order to retreat to the high wall.


Skilful servants
were able to break down some siege towers already connected to the walls,
causing them to collapse under the blows of powerful trebuchets. The gate tower
was besieged by giants, while the first tower to the north had exhausted all
boulders while knocking down enemy machines and could no longer intervene.


"My
champion, come to me! We'll pull you up with a rope," Holaf shouted at the
top of his voice in the midst of the raging battle. But the Dragon’s Head did
not hear, or did not want to hear. He jumped up and threw himself with his axe
and red war hammer into the enemies who had surrounded him. The blows of the
ferocious relic guided by man's skill resounded as if they were synonymous with
victory in the minds of the soldiers.


"Look at
the Champion of Trondheim: he has gone into battle as he did at the Finger of
Fate!" cried a White of South Winter, pointing to the black clouds of
blood.


"Now no one
can defeat us, comrades! We will push these boorish creatures back into the
filthy den from which they have emerged," cried Gunnar, unsheathing his
slender blade.


Their morale
grew to such an extent that it was not even affected by the first launch of the
enemy catapults, which had now arrived at a shooting distance.


"My
brother, I will go down among my men. The gate will not last long and the stones
are no longer effective!" exclaimed the Demon of Trondheim embracing the
other King.


"My good
brother, do not let yourself be killed! Or my life will be unimaginably worse!
Who can I joke with if not with you?" replied the God-Slayer, having felt
in the embrace the farewell greeting of one seeking a good Nordic death.


By now the hiss
of the stones offered only the taste of fear; enormous rough boulders crossed
the Eastern Wall to break into the houses. Debris and cries of pain quickly
spread through the once pleasant streets of Black Portal, beginning to make the
capital of the East look like any other city under siege.


The powerful
shocks inflicted to the gate by the giants with the blows of their clubs
cracked its solidity, as the constant flight of arrows annihilated the
optimistic thrust of the defenders. The fate of the human souls of the
protectors was governed only by the constant incitement of the God Crusher with
its grim explosion of baleful rage. Holaf was tempted several times to open the
door and throw himself into the assault to add support to the third Nordic
rune, but such a move would have proved ruinous. You do not throw the entire
crew of a drakkar into the sea to rescue a man fallen overboard.


From the stands,
the thousands of arrows shot by the humans rustled through the late afternoon
air. Their effectiveness was undermined by the heavy armour of the black orcs,
now brought to the front line to make use of the advantage given by the
superiority of their armour.


What could not
be achieved with wood, was achieved by one of the primordial elements given to
men by their creators: large stones pushed by men’s arms, beyond the ravaged
parapets of the walls, rushed willingly towards the crowding enemy. The height
was sufficient to give power to the objects, landing with such a powerful
impact as to heavily the wound the colourful beasts, even if not smashing their
bones.


"Men, here
I am!" exclaimed Holaf with his reassuring voice, reaching the silent
square beyond the East Gate.


The Trondheim
Armoured Infantry next to the Capodemons and the Masters of War awaited the now
obvious epilogue. Their faces appeared tense and often frightened, as was
natural, given the size of the enemy. The King of the Nordic Kings tried to
encourage in them the necessary determination with a speech:


"Knights,
brothers! Having reached the last drops of life, today the Warrior Gods
propitiate our glory, sending us against enemies worthy of their mystical
powers. At the end of this battle there will no longer be a single free niche
on the wall of the heroes at the High Tower. The more I look around, the more I
see heroes, even if no statue celebrates you for the moment! We, today, on this
inauspicious day of inexorable death, will fight under the gaze of the moon,
among the ruins of human fidelity. But we will be able to demand retribution
the next day against those who did not come to our aid!" the powerful Lord
of the North stopped, dodging at the last minute a large piece of wood torn
from the ruined gate.


Through the
large hole thus created, the big dark shadow of the gigantic enemy head watched
the knights who were frightened, but not yet tamed. The Demon of Trondheim
requisitioned a pike from his soldiers and, with an athletic gesture he threw
it strongly while calling:


"Knights,
let us show these ignorant creatures how much the strength of men has not yet
failed! For centuries we, the inhabitants of the North, were right to pile
their horrible bodies in the depths of the sea!"


The spear passed
through the door, hitting the eye-hole but not the eye. The giant, screamed so
loudly that it caused the minute hearts of the defenders to tremble. He kicked
the gate, which was now completely unstable. It only took two blows to bring
down the left half, which collapsed on the ground and lifted the small amount
of snow that had fallen into the square. The sound was impressive and the
movement of air was similar to the felling of a huge plane tree by greedy
builders. The orcs' noise burst in with the same fury as cats, when they slip
their noses into the crack of a door that has not yet completely been opened.


"Men, in
position!" King Holaf recalled the hearts of the soldiers, grasping his
sword and shield.


The screaming
chaotic mass threw itself with its swaying green crests at the centre of the
defence. The enemy attack did not break the Armoured Infantry, nor did it cause
the White archers to flee. They had been placed by King Grigor in the sector
closest to the gateway. After a long wait, the usual rumble of steel and the
macabre dances of war arrived. The opposing masses seemed to oscillate
following the criteria established in a choreography offering deadly fruit.


Holaf dealt with
numerous enemies, spraying the ground with their black and dense blood,
violating their bodies with the same hatred that led to the destruction of
temples during the Crusades of the Heretics. The sword of the Lord of the North
drank the flesh of his enemies, turning the outcome of the battle against those
who invaded the Black Portal.


Amidst the most
disgraceful curses and the lamentations of the wounded, King Grigor launched
himself into the fray with his faithful son in tow, striving to win themselves
the merit of great warriors. However, no matter how much effort they made in
reaping enemies, the green tide pushed them back to the buildings. Too many fanged
muzzles poured in from beyond the walls, breaking the containment area created
by the defensive armies opposed to them. The enemy beings, just like the waves
of the stormy sea, broke down every embankment and rampant through the streets
of Black Portal and forced their way among the ill-prepared population.


"Try to
repel them! They have pierced the containment!" said the Demon of
Trondheim, cutting off heads in like a fisherman intent on cleaning his catch.


Goren, descended
from the wall in the wake of King Skoll and immediately did his best to carry
out the order, calling to him a group of Capodemons. The orcs now seemed as
unstoppable as they in fact they were, despite the bottleneck made by the walls
of the tower-doors. Like water between their fingers, the assailants escaped
the iron grip of the Armoured Infantry, spreading death and devastation and
unusually lighting the first fires on the straw roofs.


Jarg did not
want to wait for the call of his Lord and feeling excluded from the chance of
fame he ordered the army of Barbarians of Cold Wood:


"Men, they
are forgetting us, they want all the glory for themselves! Converge at the door
and win yourselves a death worthy of the Warrior Gods!" King Jarg's crude
and very undisciplined warriors responded, vigorously hitting their round
shields with their weapons and offering the motto of their tribe to the wind:
"The cold protects us!"


The unexpected
reinforcements were not at all unwelcome, coming to the battle as the enemy
began to massacre armed civilians. The stupid green orcs with their jaws still
full of bloody human flesh, were overwhelmed with surprise by the axes of Cold
Wood.


King Jarg,
despite the impairment of his sight, took out many victims, gutting their
abdomens to throw piles of horrible offal to the ground. A green man knocked
down in this way took his guts in his hands and tried to retreat, falling down
dead only a few steps further on.


In spite of the
intervention of the Sovereign of Cold Wood, the situation continued to fall
into chaos: groups of colourful-skinned orcs slaughtered civilians behind the
lines, covering the cold streets with chewed-up corpses. The mighty armies of
the North were forced to retreat again because of the arrival of large armoured
orcs, which could not be contained by a barricade.


These
rambunctious creatures threw themselves with the will of warriors into the
ranks of Trondheim, wielding enormous weapons, to which countless deaths were
attributable. The Head of the Wolf attacked one of them and attempted to lead
him to the shadow of the wall, where from the top of the defences the second
Master of War was waiting to throw down a large stone.


The enormous
enemy with his impenetrable armour took the bait and, in a vain attempt to
strike the Wolf's Head, followed him blindly. His blows crashed onto the icy
ground or into other fighters, exploding their bodies and turning their armour
into bloody coffins.


The stone was
dropped quickly and silently, completing the plan of the first rune. The beast
was struck cleanly and broken in two, split, like an agricultural ploughshare
divides clods of earth, amidst great splashes of black slurry. The large head
collapsed to the ground on its right side, while the rest of the body, with the
spine exposed, first flexed towards one side and then stretched out to the
other covered with guts and other horrors.


Untrustworthy
fate did not even give the two of them time to congratulate each other, as a
giant bent monster burst over the wall. The being stood up, soaring into the
sky at dusk, after a day of death, as few days had been in the chronicles of
men.


King Holaf, as
he stuck his blade into the throat of a black orc, saw night falling on him and
threw himself to the ground into the blood just in time. The enormous enemy
mace rustled over him, reminding him of the howling of the storm among other
incomprehensible rival cries. The giant's weapon spared no one, neither men nor
beasts, striking indiscriminately along its trajectory. The bodies struck by
the impact were projected on the facade of a building nearby, creating a fresco
in macabre shades of vermilion and brown.


At the attack of
such a weapon there was no shield able to block it: the luckiest were reduced
to dripping mullets, while those who were less fortunate were stuck between the
many blades to suffer until impetuous blows hurled their bodies beyond the
roofs of the houses. The giant's fury knew no limits or qualms, hitting
everything that moved around him. Long Sword, getting up, stained with filth,
saw the massacre, work of the beasts and heard their loud delighted laughter.
Disgusted by such repulsive sadism, the Lord of the North decided to use his
eye.


"Wolf,
second rune, to me!" cried the Demon waving among the enemies.


Only the first
Master of War answered his King's call. Leopard's Head, while seeing Holaf make
eloquent gestures from the top of the wall, turned to the other side.


"Tell me, my
Lord, how may I serve you?" asked the first rune of Trondheim, while he
was trying to block the blow of a brown in spite of his shortness of breath.


"That giant
must be stopped while there is just one! Without siege engines or trebuchets,
the only way I can hope to snatch the victory is to burn the flesh with my
eye!" Holaf explained despite the rigours of the battle.


"My King,
often after such a feat you often faint!" replied the Wolf, worried and at
the same time busy slitting the neck of a green skin.


"That is
why you are here," replied King Holaf shortly.


"Yes, of
course, my commander! But only I can't guarantee you life, I need at least one
more Master of War", answered the Wolf’s Head.


"Do all
that is in your power, my friend, time is not with us," said the Lord of
the North, unleashing the flames of his eye.


From the slit of
the demonic helmet came an unusually bright light, golden-yellow, part of the
mystical iris. Invisible flames covered the ground, running fast full of vital
yearning toward the goal chosen by the bearer of the relic. The will of the eye
strangely did not oppose him, making its master realize that the relic liked
such a task.


The gigantic
destroyer, unaware, continued to fight furiously, like a bear breaking the
trunk of a tree concealing a honeycomb. The men were no longer able to oppose
such an enemy and simply swarmed in all directions in an attempt to avoid his
mighty blows. Despite this, a lot of armour was crushed and the entrails torn
to pieces, and thrown to the wind leading to many astonished glances. The
ground began to weep with red fluid, giving rise to puddles and lugubrious
rivulets in vermilion shades.


Wrath, pain,
longing and disastrous ignorance acted as a banquet for the hungry flames, in a
fervour to consume and feed on so much wickedness and suffering. The giant
seemed to be accustomed to the most miserable perversions and cruelty, adept of
ancient cults of unsustainable creeds. The Demon of Trondheim was overwhelmed
by a feeling of disgust never experienced before, tempted to turn away. Holaf
bent down, opening his visor just in time to vomit through the steel what
little he had eaten.


"My Sovereign,
what's the matter with you?" asked the first Master of War apprehensive at
seeing his own General so affected.


"Nothing
serious, my friend!" the good Holaf minimised, and began again to battle
the enormous enemy.


The enormous
being fed the flames of the iris for so long that it created great problems for
the Lord of the North, as he tried to maintain control of the vigorous
virulence of the eye. Finally, however, the irascible flames of the malevolent
parasitic fire came to an end. They found nothing more to consume and began to
corrode the flesh of the target, considering it useless. The giant began to
scratch between a blow and a proud laugh. But his greatness was nearing its
fall, now violated by the immense power of the arcane relic of a demon. The
chilling spasmodic cry gushed forth loudly from the hirsute lips of the
invader, broken by acute unbearable pain.


The being
removed his breastplate and helmet, letting them fall to the ground. The
enormous metal pieces bouncing heavily evoked the collapse of the Great
Basilica of the Citadel, with its huge screaming bells falling in the
churchyard during the assault of the titan. Even the leather undergarment was
untied in a vain attempt to eliminate the heat, showing a naked torso to the
dark evening's frost. He collapsed like a boulder in a torrent. The fleas
covered with steel in a chaotic race no longer mattered for the giant by then.
His enemy consumed him beyond the faculty of sight, inflicting desperate
suffering on him. While on his knees he held his muscular belly and called out
to his fellows.


From the gate
that had been torn apart, another giant passed with difficulty, with the
intention of rescuing his companion, but he could do nothing. While he was
watching his fellow giant’s aching abdomen, it swelled suddenly and then tore,
causing the skin and blackened flesh to pull apart. A strong regurgitation
shattered the dying giant, bringing hellish compounds out into the open air,
mixed with the being’s own blood.


The victim
collapsed under the eyes of his stunned companion, while his insides flew
quickly and frantic cries covered every other sound. The being brought his
hands to his eyes, agitated and breathless, and gurgling with bloody bubbles he
died surrounded by the roar of war. His mouth spread open and showed signs of
burns, and his eyeballs exploded because of the grim will of the arcane relic.
The gigantic unbelieving rescuer ran away from the body that had been shattered
by a strange and unknown form of decomposition.


Holaf fainted
overwhelmed by the fatigue and weight of his burden. This was the moment so
feared by the first Master of War. The Wolf ruined the sight of a green skin,
caressing its uncovered face with the cusp of his sword over its eyes: the
obedient steel brought eternal night to the left first and then turned off the
light in the remaining eye.


The warrior
chosen to defend and help the Lord of the North ran among the corpses, as Holaf
lay helpless in a lake of other people's blood. The task of protecting the
unconscious King immediately seemed impossible, since the enemy still passed
through the East Gate in thousands, raging over everything.


"I need
assistance!" the first rune of the North stoically defended the collapsed
Long Sword.


Many soldiers
were fighting around there, but few were able to respond to such a request, as
they barely managed to stay alive. The orcs exceeded the number of defenders by
dozens and not all men were able to fight any more.


The Wolf's Head,
while busy in causing damage to the enemy attackers, clearly saw the Threehorn
so tired that he risked being overwhelmed while attempting to come nearer. He
saw the Snake’s Head, closest to him, intent on desperately trying to reach him
among all those clawed legs, shaking blades and clubs. The first rune of the
North knew where the fourth Master of War was, far away and certainly engaged
against the enemy, and beyond the wall, the deep thuds of the God Crusher could
be heard, too far away to be able to call him.


The one he did
not see was his second brother, who had disappeared from the stands at the
call. Weaving his way between crude swords and blunt axes, the blade with the
task of defending the Lord of the North he covered himself with glory, offering
black blood to the ground turning the earth around him into a dark pool. But
the helpless target seemed too tempting and important even for the stupid orcs.


The two
remaining gigantic beings passed through the violated gate, to spread terror in
a city now gutted by the catapults. In the midst of the roar of the battle, a
braying grunt emerged from each tusked mouth to dominate it all: not a single
coloured muzzle missed the chance to make those unusual sounds between a
crushed skull and a bite of sweet lukewarm flesh. High from the top of the
defence they noticed an anomaly that emerged from the western parapet, without
understanding what was happening. The unstoppable spread of the green tide was
obvious to God-Slayer's eyes, forcing mourning and despair on the citizens.


"My King,
we no longer have rocks to throw!" warned the battery servant.


The Lord of the
East waited a few moments and replied icily:


"Dismantle
the battlements, use the rubble and use the corpses of the Alps, I want to see
cockroaches in flight if necessary!"


For such an
order no flags had been thought of and it was urgent to spread the word with
the verbally. The low terraces were mostly lost and the men were still fighting
only to give their comrades a chance to retreat.


"Ready to
bring down the vaults over the stairs of the second circle! Let's make those
coloured worms descend with their towers," ordered the God-Slayer in
unusually colourful language.


"My King,
the giants are heading west towards the brick wall! What can we do?" asked
Fyodor.


The good High's
answer was short and full of fear:


"My friend,
may the One God help us!"










Chapter
32


Valhalla


 


 


The enormous
silhouettes of the monumental enemies could be seen moving through the dusk,
illuminated by fires and blazes, cutting through the streets of the city like
the keel of a drakkar cuts the waves. A trail of broken buildings and thick
dust showed the way they were going, as well as expressing their will to break
through the weak masonry. Hordes of orcs followed the devastation, reaching the
second barrier and attempting to spread through the vastness of the United
Men's Empire.


Providence
certainly protected the small and exhausted defenders, for in the darkest
moment came, like the warmth of a hearth in an icy sunset, happy tidings.


"My King,
the torch of the West is signing good news!" cried the messenger joyfully.


"What news
do they offer us in the light of the flares?" God-Slayer asked
immediately.


"Reinforcements
from Gorod at the gates, Gorod has come to our aid!" cried the excited man
in his black breastplate.


"Good! To
our relief, Gorod and Prince Yulian have kept their word. Tell the west wall to
turn the Nocturnes onto the giants!" decided the tense and thoughtful lord
of the Castle.


While the men
destroyed the battlements to throw the stones against the invaders, enemy
anchors with ropes arrived from the lower circle. The siege towers had proved
excellent for the low wall, but ineffective for the invasion of the upper part.
However, the orcs were excellent climbers, thanks to their muscular arms, and
were also stubborn opponents.


"Cut the
ropes and remove the anchors!" ordered an officer of the Red Devils in the
service of the Vipers.


On the wall
everything seemed more orderly and relatively solid, but on the ground things
were different. The Wolf's Head began to feel the effects of fatigue, while
King Holaf was still not moving. In the end, the strange noises made by the
enemy ceased only when an enormous orc of many winters broke through the
defences. He was clearly seeking the Lord of the North, for he turned his
attention to no one else. The ninth war master with his snake’s helmet noticed
a black orc making the same sound that had just ceased, while pointing to the
Wolf's Head and the man he was protecting.


"First
brother, be careful, that thing has come for our Lord," cried the Snake’s
Head with all the breath in his body.


The Wolf heard
the warning, but he was surrounded by greens and browns he could do no more
than resist. The black creature in armoured steel approached with great steps
covered in the movement of the yellow glow of the fires. Not a single glimmer
of skin could be seen between the chain mail and plates dirtied with green
brushstrokes. As dark as a night without the glitter of stars, the grim shadow
of the great enemy loomed over the Northern warrior.


The first Master
of War appeared tired and now curved because of too many battles fought and,
knowing that he was in this condition he tried to escape dragging his beloved
King. The defender cut off an arm of a green that was too bold, baring the
innards bleeding, with its black smell and white smoke. The Wolf exhausted himself
in a desperate attempt to move his Lord near to the houses, in the hope of
seeing reinforcements arrive. He clearly felt his energy leaving him, his heart
beat rapidly in his temples, while his breathing became more and more fatigued
at every step. His armour turned into a cage rather than a protection and his
mantle dragged like an anchor, pulling him down.


The orc Hunter
of the King, acting boastfully, laughed loudly and chased his prey like a cat
with a mouse. That enemy did not use worn-out weapons, like almost all of his
companions, but a long, large sword as well as using a shield of the correct
proportions. His black helmet, like the one used by the army of Trondheim, did
not have a gorget in order to show his teeth and was topped by a very long crest
of green horsehair.


With a cat-like
leap, the Hunter of the King's attacked the first rune with a solid kick,
throwing him several meters back. Faithful to what his Lord had asked of him,
the Wolf did not lose his grip, dragging his Lord, whom he was protecting, with
him, so as not to abandon him to an inauspicious fate. Blasphemous curses
dripped roaring from the jaws of that being in their dry and incomprehensible
language. Then he stood up as a monument dedicated to the extermination of the
monarch.


The Wolf found
himself in the rubble of a house. His life had been spared only because the
impact had been cushioned by a collapsed straw roof. The warrior struggled to
move, lifting his visor and then coughing out a large cloud of scarlet blood,
but he still managed to get up. Marek of Cold Wood, with three of his
Barbarians, came to his rescue, as welcome as the spring breeze scented with
linden trees.


"Damn
filthy beast, take it out on those who can still defend themselves, you have no
dignity!" shouted one of the soldiers that had just arrived, while without
any fear he launched himself into an assault on the colossal orc. Prince Marek
helped the wounded first rune of Trondheim to free himself from the straw and
suggested to him:


"My Master,
I am aware that I am offering you an unthinkable solution, yet if you escape
you could save the King's life, and nothing is more important in the near
future than his ability to command!"


The exhausted
warrior of the first rune answered:


"As much as
I hate to admit it ..." the Wolf's voice was choked by the bloody cough,
"I no longer have the strength to offer to the cause!" The soldier
with the animal helmet had a thread of blood on his lips and tried to clean
himself with his hand, but the red mark of death spread onto his face.


"Find the
way to the Fortress of Fate! There, few orcs arrive and Stern's iron fist
spares no one. You'll be safe within those walls, you've already done a great
deal and there's no shame in such a retreat!" advised Marek, pushing the
Master of the War towards the only passable way, even if this would have meant
defeating his demons, and making a northern man realize that dying in battle
was not the right end.


The
green-painted hunter showed himself to be more able than imagined: he seemed to
have been trained in the art of fencing by a human master. Quick and attentive,
the beast almost floated, trying not to be even touched by his three daring
assailants. The orc's blade struck like a lightning bolt, hitting the big
target of a Cold Wood knight. His side was torn open, like an oyster is by a
greedy customer, cutting through the heavy mesh of chain mail of the warrior.
Only a small part drank the lukewarm blood and did not even stop to continue
with its feast, pulling back as if it were shy. The soldier of Cold Wood swayed
for a single step and, stumbling among the corpses lying on the ground, fell
and became one of them.


Marek took
advantage of the only opportunity to throw himself under his enemy’s legs and
strike at the veins in his groin, but the sound of a high metallic scream
blocked the clever but risky move, leaving the daring prince at his enemy's
mercy. The orc knocked the blunt knob of his sword on Marek's head, heavily
denting his helmet. The force of the blow was such that the rivets of the
finely engraved mask gave way, revealing the destruction of the prince's face.
The Hunter of the King grabbed Jarg's second son, who was unable to react, and
crushed him between his fingers finally throwing the body away.


Fate decreed
that this horrible gesture gave the Leopard the possibility to make the worst
move possible. The disgusted Warrior Gods allowed Marek's bloody body to land
at the stealthy feet of the second brother, intent on his ugly escape. The eyes
of the Wolf's Head could not believe such a thing and his mouth thundered with
the strongest language of divine condemnation:


"How
pathetic! You are despicable! You bring the deepest shame upon the rank you
have been given and the memory of all our ancestors! I bring all the curses
possible onto your head and I will hunt you down as long as I live."


"Then for
me it is a good thing that you have reached your last gasp!" cried out the
second Master of the War provocatively, pointing at the beast, about to attack
after having taken the life of the last Barbarian.


The Wolf's Head
gathered as much strength as he had at his disposal, laid the unconscious King
on a pile of straw and whispered to him:


"Look how
far you have come, my Sovereign, now I will try to earn you a few more metres.
I will wait for you in Valhalla, watching every step you take!" Holaf
could not answer, yet a shiver went through his body, seeming to the Wolf to be
a final greeting from his benevolent Lord.


The strength of
the first Master of War proved to be unwearied and without any delay the tiny
man began to fight the well-trained mighty beast, as he never stood still. As
skilful as he was, the Hunter of the King was unable to cause problems for the
renewed fervour of the Wolf's Head. The beast’s steel hissed without finding
hits target many times. As the rapid warrior of the first rune sent home blows
beneath the armpits of the beast. Nordic steel began a quarrel with the heavy
chain mail of the enemy, coming out dyed brown.


A chilling scream
came, like the newly discovered taste of fear, from the arrogant enemy: for the
first time he realized that he was not invulnerable and that size and strength
did not guarantee him superiority. The Wolf noted, as if he were a real animal,
the scent of despair, confirmed by the retreat of the Hunter. He leapt, elegant
and feline, not wasting energy with useless cries, tinkling as he ran, covered
by his round shield. The first rune of Trondheim jumped from the corpses and
stretched out his sword-bearing arm towards the face of his curved opponent,
sticking the sword where the teeth were put on display to terrify. Blood gushed
forth joyfully, like the gravediggers at a death, drawing black arcs with
strong gushes. It was at this moment that the first Master of War slipped
exhaustedly under the legs of the orc to escape, standing up like a vengeful
hero.


"You have
fought superbly!" cried the ninth warrior raising his arms above his the
serpentine helmet, rejoicing at the futility of his dash.


The Wolf did not
have time to respond, for a perfidious whistle took his breath away. A vile
arrow shot by an unknown hand pierced his neck, where steel was not as heavy to
make fighting more comfortable. The first Master felt the blow, his shield
fell, and uncertainly he took three steps to balance himself. He touched his
neck with his hand and immediately understood the seriousness of the situation.
The devout man tried to speak, but nothing but incomprehensible bubbles and
blood escaped from his lips.


The Serpent's
Head accelerated his pace with a strange expression still on his face. He saw a
shadow of a man fleeing between the buildings, but could not reach him,
preferring to help his brother and his own King.


Fate granted
revenge to the Hunter of the King, who, clawing his way through life, inflicted
a mortal blow to the mocked Wolf. The enemy blade split his torso into two
parts, unaware of putting an end to the suffering of a great warrior. His
violated body fell to the ground in the dark of the night, covering him in a
red shroud.


Anger guided the
ninth rune of Trondheim, leading him to attack the black beast, now exhausted
but still about to carry out his task. The struggling orc, reduced to crawling
thunderously through the horrors of war, was blocked by the Snake’s Head. He
did not hesitate even the blink of an eye to walk up to the enemy’s panting
back with the aim of sticking his blade between his helmet and body armour. The
beast’s heavy arms stopped gaining ground with a jolting guttural growl,
finally collapsed to the ground after one last blow.


The burden of
the unconscious King was borne by the Snake, giving him protection, but only
after recovering the sword of his fallen brother. From the wall High continued
to throw boulders and stones in the hope of seeing an end to the enemies. The
nocturnal mantle certainly didn't help to distinguish or speak of how many
opponents were actually lined up beyond the walls.


"My King,
the lower stands are lost! Now the battle is taking place in the tunnels to the
high wall!" exclaimed a shaken officer in charge of firing.


The God-Slayer
did not delay ordering again:


"Knock down
the tunnels and destroy the lower strongholds! We need all we can get at the
moment, but cannot worry about our weapons."


"And the
men in the passages, my King?" asked the interlocutor doubtfully.


"Let them
retreat! If any orc should reach the top we will knock him down. I will not
sacrifice a single warrior for a futile cause!" the Lord of the East
replied stoically with his heart in pieces, seeing his city in the grip of the
devouring fire. The flames had consumed almost every building and gave an
infernal aura to what once seemed to be paradise.


Lord Stern,
through one of his bodies, allowed in the reinforcements of the best men of
Gorod from the West Wall. Yulian dismounted from his horse, while his brothers
organised themselves on the parade ground. The communications officer took him
aside and spoke to him:


"Welcome,
Prince Yulian, your presence brings honour to the lineage from which you
descend! The city is invaded and the lower defences of Eastern Wall are lost.
Communication between the strongholds is chaotic and messages are often lost in
the turmoil. Trondheim and Red Ice are fighting in the middle, just to the
north South Winter is fighting, and on the mountain slopes Kuskovo awaits your
reinforcements. King High Lord of the East asks you to do your best in trying
to bring down the two remaining giants!"


Yulian growled
lightly, exclaiming:


"The wall
was considered to be insurmountable, fortunately, otherwise everyone would have
passed through easily! From which horrible and disgraceful land have the giants
come?"


"King Holaf
states that they are beasts from the Overland, called to battle by those who
command and govern all this horror," replied the soldier.


"The light
of the fires is already visible before the Maskava River. It looks like a dying
sun that has crashed between the black peaks. We will do everything in our
power to stop those beings, but tell the Lord of the East not to expect
miracles: we are only warriors and no relic supports us in battle!" replied
the prince of Gorod dressed in a strange armour with circular loopholes.


Yulian turned to
the tall silhouettes of the monstrous invaders standing out against the light
of the flames and ordered:


"My
brothers, let's leave the horses outside the walls and move as suits nocturnal
beasts! Those enormous beings are our primary target, let's taste their flesh!"


Every soldier in
his the unusual gold-hued armour roared strongly in unison: "Nothing is
eternal". They slid silently through the streets of the increasingly ruined
capital of the East approaching their goal. Wrinkled browns were already moving
stealthily through the shadows of the alleys, cutting every throat they
encountered. The improvised defensive lines had held up for many hours, more
than the most optimistic predictions foresaw, but finally they too had
collapsed before the incredible number of enemies.


No barricade
could withstand such a rapid invasion, penetrating among the troops like oil
moves over the surface of the water, indefinitely. Only the Fortress of Fate,
defended by Prince Kozma's Death’s Heads and the Inquisitor Stern, still stood
intact.


The two giants
made their way through the houses, devastating them like the waves of the sea
do to sand castles made by children. No warrior was equal to their strength,
except for the Dragon’s Head. Yulian jumping from one thatched roof to another,
fast and dark in the night, now almost at first light, was struck by the
enormous size of the enemy.


"My
brothers, let's attack the shorter one, but don't hang about, a single blow of
your steel and jump away!" ordered the heir to the throne of Gorod, tired
by his efforts.


Each of the
Nocturnes roared again, unleashing their own bestial ability to move, and
despite flames and debris slid through the shadows. The first Gorod soldier to
dip his blade in the enemy's blood was Yulian, who leapt up to the designated
target, right onto his shoulder to strike at the base of his neck. The blade
was able to pierce the thick leather, the only defence left to its master, inflicting
a slight cut. A very minor wound, but sufficient for the pain to be felt and to
crack the enemy’s pride.


Yulian, howling
like a wolf, from which he derived his nickname, again launched himself in the
assault, fast and tiny, he seemed like a swallow trying to stop a bear. The
Nocturnes, after a moment of uncertainty, imitated their prince, hurling
themselves rapidly and sharply at the big enemy, surprised by so much fury.


The giant began
to waver, shocked the incomprehensible screams that were clearly offensive in
their intent, wielding his weapons, but striking nothing. The ability of Yulian
and his brothers to jump from one building to the next, bringing the attack and
then moving away again, put the beast in serious difficulty.


His armed hands
whipped nervously, but however skilful and fast he was, the being was no more
dexterous than a normal, well-trained man, let alone a Nocturne. The Cursed
Lineage of Gorod looked like horrible animals, but from the kingdom of the
beasts it also retained strength and speed. Each Nocturne was able to jump into
the enemy’s face, run along their clubs and dodge before a blow fell.
Nevertheless, despite their clear athletic superiority, their swords were of
little use because of the great thickness of the iron armour.


"My prince,
it’s like beating at a solid gate! We're wasting energy, getting scratches and
bruises," shouted a Nocturne commander, sitting on four limbs on a roof.


"Copy me
and do not allow yourself to be crushed! I will think of a stratagem to
eliminate the beast, or at least to get it to remove its protection," said
the prince as he went towards the Eastern Wall, where he hoped to find answers.


As Yulian moved
away, his soldiers continued to annoy the enemy, lit by the fires close by.
Gorod's warriors looked like fleas besieging an enormous dog in the eyes of
their heir to the throne. The black spots threw themselves boldly, in an
attempt to cause as many wounds as possible, but most of the time they made
sparks instead of gushing blood.


On the
devastated, burning streets of Black Portal the situation was tragic: thousands
of orcs, if not more, flowed through every door, shelter or hole, killing any
breathing creature. The wicked and despicable beasts did not hesitate to
harvest souls and to stuff themselves with the flesh of those who were still
moving and screaming desperately. The pavement of the streets was now scarlet
or black, but always sticky and adorned with trampled on innards and
slaughtered bodies. It was impossible to put a foot down without profaning bare
feet or causing more pain to those who lay on the ground dying. Groups of men
from the militia backed each other, trying to defend useless and isolated
bridgeheads.


The soldiers of
Black Feather had been squeezed into a large building with the top floor torn
off. From that missing roof they threw stones and shot arrows in an attempt to
postpone their death.


No shield wall
had kept the line, not even that of Trondheim with the Masters of War. The
organized battle had turned into a roaring chaotic mass of bodies, intent on
gutting each other. Yulian recognized King Jarg screaming, who was greedily
slaughtering every enemy that approached him with his big mace, in the midst of
the melee.


"Lord of
Cold Wood, excuse me bothering you!" exclaimed a Nocturne jumping next to
him and tearing an arm of an orc about to strike from behind, with his powerful
claws.


"If you
come into my sight while mutilating enemies, it is no bother at all,"
replied the white King, as he brought down his weapon, piercing the skull of a
green skin with the spike on the back of his mace. A welcome cascade of grim
fluid burst out of the roughly-made gorget, when Jarg removed the weapon and
dropped the trembling monster to the ground.


Yulian grabbed
the uncovered head of a black orc with a scarred snout and quickly dug his
thumbs in the eyes of the enemy. The screams resulting from this act attained
the intended objective, attracting the eyes of those who were fighting there.


Defeated, the
black fell to the ground wriggling like a worm on a hook. Acute cries of
unspeakable pain were confused with the screaming of steel and the deep thud on
opposing shields. However, Yulian wanted to give an example, just a warning for
the many there not to challenge his strength: the prince, after having rotated
his thumbs into the eye cavities to extract the maximum pain, stuck his claws
into the temples of the wretch.


Screams of
madness preceded the final act of the macabre spectacle, the beast’s snout was
torn apart, torn with brute force. The natural joints of the cranial plates
crunched and parted, revealing the primitive brain, breaking away. The crushed
eyeballs slid through the holes at the bottom of the violated cavities and lay
dangling on their nerves next to the purplish tongue tinged with black fluid.
Even the crude Jarg was struck by such barbarism and lost for words, but the
grim evidence twisted the ravenous will of the enemy making them retreat,
giving a breathing space to the vigorous old man.


"King Jarg,
how have you brought down the giants? I was told that you defeated three of
those beasts!" Yulian wanted to know, with the macabre mask and its floppy
and torn skin still in his fingers.


The clear eyes
of the brave Nordic Sovereign had seen all sorts of horror on the battlefields,
but rarely savagely studied brutality like that just experienced. King Jarg,
almost enchanted, with his eyes on the gloomy fetish, passed his hand over his
now filthy beard covered in fetid blood and replied:


"Prince,
the first fell under the blows of the trebuchet, two others - to be honest - I
had no idea that they were dead. But that's good for us! Try to find out from
the Lord of the East about the gate tower: from up there he directs the
shooting of those few weapons still in operation.


Yulian, without
saying anything, jumped, throwing the horrendous warning at the feet of his
enemies, and leaping from one ruin to another, he disappeared between the
buildings. The prince of the Nocturnes certainly never ceased to aim heavy
blows at any who came near him and, leaving an unusual trail of death behind
him, arrived at the foot of the tower, from which flowed joyful orcs of every
race that plagued the lands of the East.


The first red
rays of the rising sun showed above the dark horizon, pinched between the bare
ground and a gloomy sky full of anger. The arduous task for the Nocturne of
Gorod was to climb the wall to the upper terraces, as every opening had been
tightly barred and could not be opened.


"Prince,
it's a pleasure to see you," exclaimed the good Skoll, while the blade
hidden in his steel arm caused a lush escape of blood and entrails from the
flaccid belly of a wrinkled brown.


"King, how
did you kill the giants?" shouted the Nocturne, sticking his squared
weapon into the forehead of a drooling green enemy.


"The first
one fell to the defences of the wall," reported the King of the Red Devils
skirmishing against a new opponent.


"Yes, I
knew about the first one, I would like to know about the other two!"
Yulian, irritated, sticking his claw into the neck of a black orc and stabbing
it under its heavy pectoral plate with his sword. The blunt blade came out of
the back, causing an outflow of vital juices along the double hollows of the
sword. The mighty enemy, despite its wounds, tried to bite its aggressor by
shaking vigorously, but Yulian's claws went deeper, cutting off flesh and
veins.


"The second
one was defeated by the Dragon's Head, obviously by himself!" Skoll
shouted running out of breath, duelling with a well equipped big black.


The monarch
seemed to be in such trouble to the Nocturne that he decided on a rapid
intervention: with a leap of feline agility, the monstrous beast-like man put
himself between the duellists with perfect timing. The Red Ice Lord fell
exhausted among allied and enemy corpses that covered the square in front of
the gap.


A macabre
quagmire of flesh reduced to mush, dirt, blood and snow had formed slimily on
the pavement of every street, making it difficult to move. At every step
warriors risked stumbling over dead bodies, shortly joining them, and the
danger of slipping and ending up as part of that dreadful mixture was all too
present.


Yulian parried
the sword with strength and determination, but was forced to retreat and not
dodge the enemy blows, to protect Skoll. The long-fanged black ogre grunted
vigorously, lazily dripping, swaying threads of foul-smelling drool. Blood
flowed to the muscles of the monster beneath its dark skin, allowing it to push
its big axe making Yulian fall to his knees. The Nocturne had been forced down
but, not tamed, he shouted through gritted teeth, shaking with the effort:


"King
Skoll, move by all the Gods!"


The Sovereign
freed a leg from a corpse and, grasping the Prince of Gorod around the waist,
rose with his halberd from behind the figure of his defender. The icy steel cut
through the slime, penetrating where only human flesh in theory should have
reached. A sharp metallic sound, like the kiss of two opposing swords in a
duel, preceded the lifting of the enemy helmet, pushed by the tip of Red Ice
halberd, which emerged between the bones of the skull, after overcoming the
enemy’s will.


The beast
stopped pushing against Yulian and the orc brought a hand to the back of its
head, but no time remained for it. All it could do was fall to the ground, like
a sack of wheat without support. The Nocturne helped the exhausted monarch to
get up again and asked him:


"My King,
where can I find the Dragonhead? His relic would be very useful for us!"
Skoll smiled as he was escorted safely to his friends, and kindly answered:


"Prince,
the gifts of such a man would be indispensable to anyone today! However, the
Dragon is where only he should be. Can you hear the solid faraway thuds, like
stone landslides in the high mountains?"


"Yes, of
course, my King, our ears are much finer than human ears," replied the
proud heir to the throne of Gorod.


"That's who
you're looking for, the distant echoes, produced by the angry voice of the God
Crusher!" the Lord of the Red Devils informed him.


The two circular
loopholes of the turban helmet stared incredulously at the good Skoll, and the
man-beast behind asked for clarification:


"Is the
third warrior from Trondheim out there fighting alone?"


The red skinned
monarch of the Devils simply nodded, while Yulian shaking his head inflicted a
sword stroke on an overly intrusive brown, severing his leg.


"Prince, if
you have the chance, retrieve a Red Viper from the Eastern Wall and use it
against the giants! We haven't had the chance and now we're running out of
time, the strength to use one without its tripod has never been an option. You
could take it on your shoulders and use it as best you could," advised
King Skoll now safe among the ranks of the Red Devils, the only ones to still
able use the shield wall effectively.


"What would
Red Vipers be?" asked Yulian, having never seen them apart from when they
were covered in Gorod.


"I owe you
a favour, Prince of the Nocturnes, you have brought back to us our King safe
and sound!" exclaimed Goren, returning to the ranks with two tired
armoured infantrymen of Trondheim. "The Vipers are weapons and the nearest
ones you'll find on the gate tower. I myself supplied them with ammunition
earlier, just before the invasion of the giants!"


"Great! So
I have no other difficulty but to climb the wall!" Yulian said with
sarcastic irony observing the huge wall.


The Eastern Wall
was invaded by orcs; the lower terraces no longer held any living man, only
corpses trampled underfoot and piled up to guard the stone walls or the
destroyed strongholds. Once the access passages of the lower section had
collapsed, the enemy tactics had chosen ropes with grappling hooks from the
east, while the city side was invaded by thousands of growling creatures. They
crowded the stairs, pushing in their exaltation to kill and satisfy themselves.


The heir to the
throne of Gorod was tired by the climb and burdened by the awareness of not
having much time to waste on the climb, since at every grain of sand falling in
the hourglass more and more his brothers would have died in an attempt to slow
down the two giants.


"My King,
something is climbing the walls using only the force of his arms!"
informed a very worried Dark Keeper, watching the enemy horde crowding at the
door of the stairs. High surprised, went to check and saw the ally from Gorod
halfway up the wall.


"But what
the ...". The Lord of the East held himself back, took a breath and said,
"Throw him a line, quick!"


This assistance
was very much appreciated by the prince, worn out by the march first, and then
by the battle and by this last enterprise imposed on him by the Warrior Gods.


"Thank you
for the rope my Lord, I thought I was in better shape," exclaimed the
Nocturne as soon as he reached the summit.


"Thank you
for keeping your word," replied High, taking the liberty of giving a pat
on his shoulder, as is usual between old friends.


"Taking
everything into account, whoever is not fighting between these walls, I fear,
will regret it for the rest of his short life, the evidence of cowardice at the
cost of all honour!" Yulian replied with the little breath he had
remaining.


The God-Slayer
was absorbed in observing the extent of the enemy from the broken parapet of
the East. They were clearly visible in the pale, sad light of the morning: the
end of the green tide could now be seen. However, the news was not very
comforting, since there was still a huge tide of tusks. So crowded were the orcs
between the astonished mountains, no room could be seen to add a single
opponent. The Eastern Wall was filled with fanged muzzles and the growling
horde with their shuddering gait spreading like the waves of a storm in the
streets of Trondheim.


Only where the
third Master of War continued to land his meteoric blows, you could see bare
ground. On his own, the third Nordic rune had slowed down the invasion during
the first few hours, but now he had moved away from the gate, so much so that
he could hardly be seen and was of little use in blocking the entrance.


"My Lord,
you will excuse the haste, but I need a Red Viper with ammunition to shoot down
the monstrous enemies! You know what I'm talking about?" asked Prince
Yulian in his mumbling voice.


High raised his
arm pointing to the only weapon still capable of causing offence, now silent
for lack of adequate targets.


"Here's
what you're asking me for. Take it if you can and make good use of it,"
exclaimed King High, dull and demoralized.


"Son of
Gorod, have you seen any men of the Black Feather in the streets of the
city?" King Rune questioned him, wounded and exhausted, after trying to
hold the lower walls.


"Sovereign,
if you look west, right at that tall building with the broken roof you can see
a some of your knights barricaded there. My beast's eyes can see that there are
many warriors in the shadow of your banner proudly flying in the wind. Be proud
of their conduct," informed Yulian, intent on lifting the enormously heavy
weapon, the length of more than one man.


"Tell me,
my prince, do you have any news about the Lord of the North?" worried High
wanted to know, no longer having the slightest idea of where his sword brother
had ended up.


"I have no
news about the one you ask me of. As you can see for yourself the situation is
frightening down there. However, in this Empire, no one can compete against the
Demon of Trondheim. I'm sure he's gutting enemies in some alleyway,"
replied the optimistic Nocturne. The Viper weighed heavily on Yulian's back,
requiring of him the maximum possible effort. Observing this, High asked:


"Men, we
need a daring volunteer to carry the ammunition for our rescuer!" But
despite the polite request of the Sovereign of the city, very few turned around
and no one dared to offer themselves.


"How are we
going to get with the stairs clogged with orcs and cadavers?" noted a Dark
Keeper with a low glance.


"Knight,
the descent will be rapid, the earth calls for our bodies! It will be up to the
ropes to deny her our blood," Yulian explained.


The man watched
the nightmare battle of death and hatred prevailing in the streets, his eyes
rose to the sky, walking through one of the hundreds of columns of smoke,
produced by the many fires, he exclaimed:


"Well, my
prince, I will do my best not to get in your way!"


"Come on a
brave man among the knaves, great! Little man, what is your name?" commented
the heir to the throne of Gorod, howling loudly.


"Anton
Sidarof, son of Alexej, guard of the East," the soldier answered proudly,
swallowing liquid courage from a small steel flask.


The two fell to
the ground, but Yulian let go of his grip much earlier, landing like an oak
tree torn down among his foolish enemies. Gorod's joyful sword became an
extension of Yulian's belligerent will, severing sharply the fingers of a
reckless brown. The beast lost the fingers of its strong hand and its weapon,
but still remained to fight, trying to cling awkwardly to the mighty Nocturne.
Fate turned against him, decreeing defeat by beheading the primitive orc.


The situation
was much more serious than could be deduced from the top of the wall: the
enemies massacred every person regardless of sex and age. The corpses mixed
with the wounded lying on the ground, trying to gather in their innards, often
grabbing those of others, being overwhelmed by the panic of death.


Everywhere there
were knights in the grip of the trauma of amputation engaged in searching for
the missing limbs, crossing the sea of bodies like shadows of ships without
direction. From every corner, the moans and groans of soldiers crushed by
terror were, a difficult thing for the warrior’s ears of the intransigent
prince to understand.


As Yulian was
able to create an opening, Anton also descended, drawing his sword while
waiting for the ammunition to arrive at the Viper. For him, the enemy welcome
rained down from the sky, in the form of dark arrows: a black orc aimed many of
them to whip around the brave soldier. The volunteer was certainly not the most
talented of the men, but neither was he a fool and he made good use of his
shield with the city emblem.


"Be
careful! That disgusting archer has begun to enjoy targeting us," warned
Anton bent over and struggling to walk among the violated corpses.


A sneaky dart
hit the light shoulder strap of Gorod's golden armour, causing a groan of pain
to escape the jaws of the princely beast. Not only would the arrow have liked
to drink such rare blood, but also the archer himself. The intervention of the
fourth Master of War put an end to the shots: the steel of Trondheim shot
through the chest by way of the heart and then elusively retreating. Only a
couple of dark gushes remained as vital signs in the enemy body. The big orc
fell from the raised rubble, from which he had hurled his worn-out arrows,
falling down like the rubbish thrown from the windows of the most retrograde
villages.


"Thanks for
the help, Nordic man, we could use to lose your sword for a long time to
come", exclaimed Yulian, while he bit the stem of the arrow to avoid
injury or blood loss.


"I should
be looking for the Lord of the North," commented the Bear while he was
destroying another enemy engaged in catching a Capodemon.


"Your King
is not on the wall, word of the God-Slayer! He threw himself into this carnage
and at this moment no one knows his exact location. There is war everywhere in
the city and I assume it will be very difficult for you to find him! By my
side, you could knock down the giants, or at least help me try!" growled
the successor to the throne of Gorod in battle.


"You shall
have my services, prince! Show me the way, but remember that we do not jump on
the roofs, we are barely able to climb the palisades!" The good fourth
Master of War replied with a touch of irony.


The biggest
giant was now battling with Stern's considerable power, but as he was war
weary, even the Inquisitor of Denethor didn't get much of a result. The West
Wall, the last barrier in place to contain such a disaster, could not hold up
for very much longer. The terracotta bricks exploded under the heavy blows of
the giant's weapons, revealing the considerable thickness of the fortification.


The city
militia, into whose care with the defence of this wall had been entrusted,
could do little or nothing. They were little more than a pleasant diversion for
the enormous assailant. The giant, noticing archers with burning arrows placed
on the walls, sniffed out the stratagem and extracting a knife, cut his thick
and reddish beard with lamentations and incomprehensible curses. With the pieces
of beard, he struck the warriors who had been collected in a placed on the
battlements, knocking them down with the weight of the long, wiry hairs tied in
a braid.


The Nocturnes
followed one another in assaulting the second giant like mosquitoes, who had
now lifted his helmet after a torch had been shoved through the eye-slit. The
Cursed Lineage, proving they had a great hearts, had suffered large losses:
many were the brothers crushed on the stones of the surrounding ruins. One of
their commanders was dying, impaled to the spire at the top of the ruined bell
tower of the nearby cathedral, staining it with red blood.


It was precisely
from that high structure close by that Yulian and his two daring companions
decided to try their luck. After having seen and the massacre increasing in a
laborious and bloody march through the city streets, they faced the endless
steps of the bell tower. The doors of that church were well sealed and no one
responded to their desperate appeals to allow them to pass. Yulian, wounded but
certainly not incapacitated, jumped, putting his foot on a flying buttress,
pushing himself towards a now destroyed multi-coloured stained glass window.


As far as the
interior of the sacred place was concerned, it seemed to his eyes like a miracle:
a crowded church breathed in terror, suffering in absolute silence, to the
point of tricking new arrivals into thinking it was empty. Women and children
were crushed together, looking like chicks in hen houses. Only a few knights
and a handful of brave militia men were there to protect such a haven of
innocence.


Some coloured
faces lay on the ground dead and there were also the corpses of the defenders,
while there were as many being cared for by the hands of a resolute priest. The
man of faith waved his arms, calling Yulian to him. When the big, monstrous
warrior came close to the priest in his white cassock, he hissed in a
snake-like voice:


"Go away, I
beg you! The lives of so many people depend on not attracting attention!"


"I
understand your reason, man, but a monster known to be the enemy by your One
God is bringing death to good people and it will certainly not be providence
that will put an end to its plans," replied the polemical pagan prince.


"The will
of the One prevails over the knowledge of our narrow minds! You should
understand this better others, belonging to a Cursed Lineage, which has at the
same time been given, by divine benevolence, greater abilities than normal
men", replied the clergyman.


"Father,
your vision of history is interesting and it would be worth listening to you,
but currently my unbelieving brothers are dying on your tiles. And I would like
to put an end to that!" the prince growled in an angry tone. "You
could all take these innocents into the cellars!"


The priest shook
his head and said:


"From the
underworld disgraceful nightmares have arisen to punish the blindness and
perversion of men, who have been more intent on accumulating wealth than on
watching over each other!"


"The same
fate as the crypts of Tombtower and the eternal dwellings of Necros. So in the
eyes of your God we all appear brothers and sinners to the same degree!"
commented the sharp Nocturne of Gorod by opening a small side door. "Now
we will do what has become urgent and then we will use our strength and blood
to protect all these innocents from the greedy ignorant wrath of the fanged
beasts!"


"Do what
you think is right, for it is the will of the One God! We will pray that He
will protect us all," countered the priest giving his consent.


"At the
moment I see nothing but a pagan from the North, a man from the East and a
cursed son of Gorod to protect you all!" provoked Yulian having some
difficulty with the language.


"Great
soldier, you do not notice him, but he still lives in your heart, moves the
hairs of my beard and guides the actions of all of us!" preached the
priest in a tone of voice worthy of a confessional.


Yulian seemed
not to be touched in the slightest by the faithful words of the man, and he
followed the Bear's Head, replacing the heavy burden on his shoulders. Anton's
eyes were filled with amazement, having never seen such a crowded church, even
though he was a regular visitor.


From the stained
glass windows, that shook at every step of the giant, a colourful silhouette
could be seen hovering over the assaults of the Nocturnes. Slight dust fell
from the vaults, landing on the frightened women and children. Mothers were
hardly able to hold back their own tears and those of their children, making
everyone's heart tighten at every rebel cry.


Narrow and
awkward stairs took the three daring men with the Viper into the bell tower,
where the bells were swinging slightly in the wind. The priest, in order not to
attract the attention of the enemy, had wrapped the bell-clappers in rags,
avoiding any kind of accidental tolling. Opposed by the icy climate and the
sharp lashes of the wind, Yulian and the fourth Master of War placed the weapon
without knowing exactly what to do.


"Think it's
the right distance?" asked the Prince of Gorod of the warrior from Trondheim.


"To tell
you the truth, no, my prince, I did not pay due attention to the use of such
machines, so chance must guide us!" replied sincere Bear’s head in an
uncertain voice.


"The firing
range of the Vipers is at least three times this one. I saw how it works, when
they were spitting arrows at the werewolf vampires," the tired Anton
reassured both of them.


"All right,
that's good enough for me! Now let's make sure we put an end the breathing of
that huge lumbering being!" exclaimed Yulian, aiming at the enemy
silhouette, rushing among the destroyed buildings confused by the torrid black
smoke of the fires.


The prince of
Gorod gave a long high whistle, barely perceptible to human ears, which
received a similar reply. Immediately the small figures of the Nocturnes
stopped swarming rapidly like flies around the target. The giant lifted its
helmet and crashed it onto a building, transforming it into a pile of crushed
stones and broken wood.


The Red Viper's
song thundered joyfully and clearly in the glorious air: the arrow propelled by
alchemical fluid shook the bronze mouth of the weapon nervously, taking Yulian
by surprise. The bite of the Nordic weapon was able to find its way to the
opposing flesh, hitting it in the abdomen. The enemy's armour did not resist
the penetration of the Red Ice steel adequately, allowing itself to be broken.
The gigantic anthropomorphic being bent over bringing one hand to his belly.
His expression darkened, changing from its previously joyful and proud look.
Its very tiny eyes tightened in pain, almost disappearing under its prominent
eyebrows.


"Fire
again, prince, I don't think such a weapon can knock it down with a single
shot!" the fourth worried war master incited him to send a repeat shot.


The monarch of
Gorod, without saying a word, positioned himself again and pressed the release
lever several times. The jaws of the Viper flamed with a new voice and life
full of joy, throwing the deadly gifts to be delivered to the wounded giant.
The flight time was short, yet interminable in the eyes of the three talented
men. The metallic chiming announced two hits on the giant’s chest and a scarlet
cloud rose from the enemy’s neck caused by the third arrow.


"Well shot,
my prince," exulted Anton preparing with a second heavy cage.


"I would wait
before being too cheerful, now he’ll get angry and jump on us!" exclaimed
the Bear's Head with worried air.


"How do you
know that?" Yulian asked interested in the deduction.


"I have
always lived in Trondheim! From the city's defences you can often see these
creatures swimming to our shores. Usually, once wounded, their anger is
unleashed," explained the more experienced Master of War.


"How many
shots do we have left?" the prince of the Nocturnes wanted to know.


"Three
cages of thirty shots each," Anton rapidly informed him.


Without delay,
the Prince of Gorod made the Viper thunder again, throwing the remaining
magazine against the twisted shape of their opponent. The penetrating weapons
broke into its chest, neck and skull, causing fatal damage to the enemy.


The enormous
body collapsed to its knees, knocking down a two-storey building, and then fell
over onto the surrounding roofs. From the black holes, waterfalls of enemy red
blood flowed, while the flesh was still trembling.


The three
victors were not even allowed the time to rejoice: Yulian took Anton and Bear's
Head by their arms and threw himself out of the bell tower. The cry of the two
men caught by surprise was suddenly interrupted by the pitched roof around
them: the impact was very solid, leaving them all with no air in their lungs,
but the move had the desired effect of saving their lives. The last remaining
giant had done his best to help his companion, knocking down the bell tower
with a blow of his club. The bells flew against the Western Wall, sticking like
granite balls into the red bricks.


While the three
heroic warriors, stunned by their action, were enveloped in the dark shadow of
death, the enormous creature before them raised its weapon to the sky, despite
the useless intervention of all the Nocturnes to stop the unavoidable blow.
Just at the fateful moment, when they had already made amends for their sins, a
powerful snarl resonated commandingly in the valley, from the east. The
frightened giant immediately ran to the Western Wall, damaged but still
standing, and beat the tower with all the force it had, until the tower almost
gave way.


King High, from
his privileged position, saw and immediately recognized the colossal mass of
the tyrant Krator, the supreme orc of Durgundrut. Krator was slightly shorter
than the giants, but the width of its shoulders gave it an unmistakable shape.
The colossal being began running wildly, without any concern for the many orcs
soldiers, crushed by his ringing feet. The orc tyrant also tried to step on the
Dragon on his path, too he was skilful to be become a victim of such a tactic.
The warrior with his firey war hammer not only dodged the enormous foot, but
also hit it, breaking the hostile metal shoe. From the fortification, prey to
tremors and collapses, the God-Slayer, seeing himself in danger, ordered
loudly:


"Everything
and everyone, fire at that enormous monster!"


The clanking of
gears and the squeaking of the arms were concentrated only to the detriment of
the titanic King of the black orcs, but without any effect. The most long-lived
of the black wretched beasts crashed into the gate tower, ripping it from top
to bottom right to the foundations. Like ripe fruit on the branches of a tree
shaken by the wrath of the wind, many men were dragged into the void.


Krator stretched
out his disproportionate arms and climbed through the lower debris, taking
handfuls of his soldiers and throwing them to the top of the fortification as
if they were pebbles. The massive hail of enemies took the defenders by
surprise, overwhelmed by not too happy greens, browns and blacks. Some flew
against the enemy iron almost dead because of the strong grip of the furious
King or because of the throw that was too high or too hard. Quite a few orcs
flew over the wall, screaming, spraying drool, to fall like boulders smashing
to the ground. Krator was certainly not an enlightened Sovereign. It only cared
about winning and achieving its goal, whatever it was.


High, intent on
hand-to-hand fighting, had had the lucidity to guess the meaning of the cry
previously given by the enemy leader, but nothing more could be done now. For
he had seen the orcs stop trying to fight and spread through the city, ignoring
the men present. The green tide was pushing, like real water, towards the
Western Wall to break through to the lands of the Empire.


"My Lord,
we can use the stairs. There is not a single coloured snout presiding over
them," shouted an Eastern defender, engaged in duelling with a stupid
wrinkled brown.


"Men, sound
the retreat!" ordered the God-Slayer, eviscerating a green skin without
armour with a stroke of his sword.


"The
signalling trumpets have been lost," the communications officer informed
him.


"Use the
flags," countered King High, while fighting a mighty black orc.


The man took the
retreat flag and began to wave it hanging over the torn parapet. One of
Krator's legs joined him, crushing him like a fly on the table. Pieces of flesh
and bone flew from the grip of the tyrant of the orcs, striking the Lord of the
East.


"Away from
those walls," cried the God-Slayer with all his strength, knowing that
nothing could be done against such an enemy.


High feeling the
pressure of events, overcome by the leadership of an entire wall of
strongholds, could not see King Grigor or his two sons. The Sovereign of the
devastated city searched for them among the corpses on the tower, but was
forced to flee. The tyrant Krator managed to rise onto the mighty tower
destroying the trebuchet still in use there. The good Sovereign of the East,
with his heart broken by the sadness of not being able to defend his borders,
descended the stairs. He rushed into the rooms of the walls near him, calling
to the soldiers in those hallways nestled like frightened rabbits to move to
the vault of the Fate Fortress. In his heart the Lord of the East now feared
for his children and his beloved wife, perhaps not all barricaded behind the
last bulwark still standing.


The real cruelty
of the battle was still not revealed to the tired eyes of the Lord. He had only
been able to see an overall picture, but it was the details that took his
breath away. High at the foot of the stairs, sticky because of the abundance of
black coagulated sap, could hardly bear the impact of what he saw: injured
people were struggling, complaining crawling amongst the omnipresent death,
often being trampled by unaware duellers.


The horde of
orcs by now dominated the city intent on carrying out atrocities and barbarism
without any limits. In every direction there corpses martyred by the desires of
the enemy to be seen. The large orcs commanders used their great strength to
break through the walls of the buildings, where living people were huddled in a
final attempt to save their lives.


"My King,
what are your orders?" cried a soldier of the Dark Keepers to the
astonished Lord of the East.


High could not
believe his eyes. Hardened by the command of the Eastern Wall, he had deluded
himself that the situation was much blander. Now his Royal eyes, seeing
atrocious tragedies, were full of horror, distilling an elixir of toxic anger,
drinking it in with his broken heart.


"Men,
retreat towards the Fortress of Fate. Its walls have no fear of any
enemy!" shouted the God-Slayer, awakening from the disgraceful and
oppressive nightmares of reality.


His renewed
determination led him to angrily reap revenge in enemy flesh, while the
colossal Krator was now sitting on the tower. The tyrant of the orcs reigned
over the broken structure, like a furious despot on a usurped throne. Screams
and grunts rained down from that enormous sharp snout bristling with fangs,
leading its henchmen into the massacre, while it rested comfortably. The Lord
of the East, with his heart afflicted like a father in mourning for the loss of
a son, commented bitterly while battling against a brown:


"If only we
were able to understand what orders that hideous being is screaming!"


"Better not
to know such a language, and to limit ourselves to killing any scum that may
carry the germ of it, in order to guarantee happy future free from such horrors
for us all!" Rune replied, shouting, having come to King High's side to
lend his strength, as he was quite at ease in the midst of the clamour and
blood. The splendid sword entrusted to him penetrated armour as if it were made
of intertwined rushes. At each blow, the black steel plunged into the hot and
fetid bowels of the enemy and then drew a wide dark line: a victorious and
ephemeral flag of brown blood, eliminating the stupid creatures with shouts of
victory.


The road to the
fortress south of the city was not unlike any other of the streets, avenues or
alleys crossed by the retreating men. High, with surprise, noticed that still
some strongholds continued to resist, throwing stones with trebuchets. The
gentle clattering of the gears followed by the rustle of the wooden arms had a
beneficial effect, giving hope to his Royal heart.


The Fortress of
Fate appeared heavily besieged: fanged muzzles leaned against the walls,
climbing over each other. However, the portal was intact and stoically resisted
the large orcs commanders, intent on searching for a weak point.


"Soldiers,
the Fortress of Fate contains all that is the most important for each of us!
Our children and wives or promised brides are there weeping, trembling and
helpless before the wrath of the enemy knocking at their walls. We cannot allow
such a sacrifice! This city is in ruins, it can even be said to have fallen,
that’s undeniable! 


But despite
that, the invader will not be allowed to make rubble of our families beyond
what has already been done!" the God-Slayer cried out powerfully with the
air of a God-Slayer of yesteryear, more aggressive and firm, like the man whose
sword triumphed in his youth over the Living God.


"Brothers,
comrades, let's break these coloured arses for the growing force of men",
the tenth Master of War thundered with infinite anger and little finesse. He
had been fighting at the foot of the gate tower with his brothers in arms until
just before.


The words of the
King of the Kings of the East penetrated like arrows into the minds and hearts
of soldiers. These heartfelt thoughts acted like dry firewood in a fireplace,
leading to vigorous flames in the ruined morale, giving heroism where only
tiredness now lay.


The Red Devils
alongside the survivors of South Winter formed a barrier, supporting the shield
wall again to keep the scum busy, while the Capodemons and the Masters of War
prepared themselves to withstand the impact of the commanders. Armigers of
every army with civilians in arms and militiamen of the city rushed to the
support of the knights at risk of death, because they had no choice but that of
honour.


Prince Gunnar,
who joined the army around the God-Slayer, gave him an instinctive embrace and
then slipped up the stairs of a tower without saying anything. The large
contingent with its strong leadership and stoic resistance moved with
difficulty towards the Fortress of Fate, with the sole intention of freeing its
perimeter from its enemies or at least weakening its grip.










Chapter
33


Have Faith


 


 


Unbeknownst to
allies and enemies, the South was by now not far from the clamour of battle.
Godwin had certainly not forgotten his promise and even less shad he forgotten
his friends. He was now marching ready to face the imminent conflict.


The troops of
the South, after having sailed along the Flat Coasts, passed the great port of
King Tad. It would have been easy to exploit the immense number of piers in
that city, but they avoided them so as not to get caught up in the traffic of
merchants and adventurers. The well-stocked fleet of vessels flying the flag of
Rome went to the westernmost mouth of the river Vhola, with the intention of
navigating its waves. This plan was undone by the presence of the red waters,
which would never allow the transit and would have devoured every man.


The road carried
the reinforcements through the territories belonging to King Hans Herstal,
Sovereign of the Holy Walls, who amazed his own Lord by joining the crusade
without even needing to be asked. His soldiers, called Shields of Faith, waited
outside the city walls ready for the road in a polychrome group of strange
colours.


The army of Holy
Wall wore a heavy, long-sleeved, chain mail, adorned by a brightly coloured
tabard. On it there was the golden cross of the One God on display at the top
of a stylized brick wall. The men protected their legs with chaps in a unique
reinforced fabric, made of peculiar hexagons in metal. Their hands were hidden
in thick leather gloves, while their heads in the icy steel of the helmets, to
which was affixed a reinforced mask in the shape of a religious symbol.


Godwin was
filled with satisfaction seeing his Vassals respond with such speed and
enterprise to his request: after all, he was not the Emperor, the only power
that had the right to order armies to move beyond the borders of the Kingdom
they belonged to.


The enormous
army of the South travelled along the road over the Great Flood Plain in a few
days, to reach beyond its borders. Tulsky welcomed the friendly troops into the
devastated territories granted to them: thousands of black plumes of smoke
dominated the horizon, filling the air with a bitter mixture of death and
burning. This vision was the first warning in the eyes of the Righteous that he
was marching in a direction illuminated by the One God. Many joined the Lord of
the South to follow him in the glory of a new crusade, yet few truly believed
that there was indeed a war to be fought until now.


Kiril Grosny,
known as the Sadist, Lord of the Twin Bastions and owner of the rights to the
only bridge built over the river Vhola, welcomed the distant rulers. No one
would ever have expected such kindness and similar grace from the
much-discussed King Kiril. The Monarch born in the East, after having sent his
troops to free his family's possessions, waited only for the chance of revenge.
And the proposal offered to him by the Righteous, to join the war against the
disgusting beasts at Black Portal, sounded to his ears as welcome as an
invitation to dinner. Lancers of Tulsky lived in a situation of ready
deployment and were enthusiastically waiting to shout, "Deep into the
guts!" following their candid leader.


The long and
insidious march of the impressive army was forced to suffer a desperate and
disappointing halt at Harbat. The Lord of the South received his first refusal
there, cloaked in good reason, it must be said, but still a refusal.


Continuing
through inhospitable lands and lashed by the cold climate of the East, the
soldiers of the hot South were forced to slow down their march to indulge in
warming fires. The painful military advance finally reached the trees of the
Black Forest, where enemy troops were stationed waiting for orders. Surprised
by the arrival of human reinforcements, they resisted without any result apart
from becoming macabre and bleeding decorations.


Godwin and his
army emerged from the dark trees like a sea god from the waves, attracting
every eye, thanks to the reliquary chariot and the litanies of the monks linked
to it.


Incredulity was
painted on the faces of the Lord of the South and his Kings, when their eyes
saw the devastation inflicted on the capital of the East. As long as the thick
foliage blocked the view of the walls of the Black Portal, in all hearts still
resided feeble hope, a slender light of not having to face a real war, but a
simple skirmish between men and ignorant orcs.


Despite the
expectations of the Allies, the Gods were all feasting at the sight of the
largest green tide of any era known to the minds or found in books. The
colossal plumes of smoke floated upwards, leaning with the wind, rising as if
to reach the high realms of the ethereal One God, as requests for help from his
immense power.


The wind lashed
out strongly at the remains of the houses, showing an all-too-human sadism in
spreading the greedy tongues of fire. By now, there were very few the buildings
without flames that had been lit and even fewer were those that had not
suffered fractures or structural damage. The cries of the suffering came,
ploughing through the air, riding on an impalpable wave of dark terror, able to
clutch at the terrified hearts of the South. The most desperate and defeatist
comments could be already heard flowing from the lips of rude soldiers, who
became as helpless as infants at the sight of the truth.


"We have
come a long way, risking death in the winds for those who would not even lower
the drawbridge for us!" whispered a soldier not too far from the ranks of
the Holy Army.


The Righteous,
even though he had heard the malevolent comment, preferred not to respond to a
single tremor but spurred his trusty Balter, advancing at a good trot. Candid
and inflexible, the Lord of the South led his forces out into the open at the
head of his faithful Vassals. In the shadow of a leaden sky, intent on covering
them not with pure rain, but a disturbing grey pulp of burnt ash, Godwin drew
his sword and pointed it to the drawbridge of the West. The vibrant steel
whistled through the air, slicing fears and moans, while the Righteous cried
out in his flat, heavy voice:


"My
faithful Vassals and stoic allies! The One God has given us life, loving us as
His own offspring and only asking in return that His will be done! Today my
eyes are filled with such a waste of lives and they realize how obvious the
divine will is. Like any good father, the One God asks us to put an end to the
massacre of his lineage. I myself feel obliged to cry out as forcefully as
possible in anger and vengeance for such an aggression!" Godwin
interrupted himself, turning towards the defeated city, he raised his sword to
the grey clouds and thundered with leviathan vigour: "We are the fist by
which the One God regulates good, eradicating evil in these lands. God wants
it!"


The questionable
religious vision, born of blind obedience to the archaic books of the King of
Kings of the South, gave energy to a wave of ardent feelings, rampant among
those who, fearing the One God, would never contradict his will.


"God wants
it!" replied the candid warriors of the Sacred Army as one man.


"God wants
it! And through your guidance, my father, he will be satisfied!" exclaimed
his son Eldred, beside his father.


"I do not
belong to your religion, but I agree with your God if he protects the
family!" thundered King Guntemar haranguing his soldiers in their
colourful tabards.


"The family
first of all", Prince Cajus shouted out the motto of the city of Mursal
with war-like fury. The whole army responded by repeating the motto, crashing
their swords and spears on their shields as they continued their march.


"Gentlemen,
there is no way of telling you exactly how much I esteem you for having
presented yourselves here, moved only by the trust you have placed in my words.
Time is running out for us like the souls of friends from their slaughtered
bodies. Now is the time to follow me to the ultimate outcome of our
journey," exclaimed Godwin with sincere gratitude despite being troubled.


"Allies and
friends, for those who had not gained the right stimulus, hidden among the
great lexical ability of the Lord of the South, what he meant was: move your
arse or we'll be late," translated the aggressive and impatient Prince of
Stahldorf.


If such words
had been shouted at an army of the West, indignation would certainly have
prevailed among the ranks of the high-ranking ancient warriors. However, the
South did not feel insulted or disgraced, but burst into delighted laughter,
being made up of men with little education, a vast heart, and accommodating
temperament.


"To glory,
my soldiers! There will be a reward for the living as well as the dead at the
end of such a battle," Godwin added, putting on his pot helmet with its
crest of eagle feathers.


The litanies
began to fall victim to the squeaking of the wheels rolling over the road of
beaten earth and mocked by the coarse voices of the excited soldiers. The seven
armies opened in a fan like formation similar to a peacock’s tail intent on
flattering the Goddess Death. Only the Dubri were not part of the group with
their herd of ravenous, restless leverons.


"Father,
Dubranek is on the run," exclaimed young Prince Rex.


"Stand
firm, my son, Walderman and his brother Wolfer do not want to warn the enemy,
arriving at the battle as usual. They will intervene at the right time, you can
be sure of it!" replied the Southern Lord, keen and prepared for the
battle.


Godwin usually
prayed for a long time in private before he threw himself into battle, but this
situation called for haste, forcing him into a jerky spiritual session in the
saddle. The Sacred Army took its place in the centre of the line, marching
perfectly, as if it were moved by divine powers. The Prophets of the Sword
occupied the front lines of the army, advancing with their heads bowed and
their hands joined like the penitents.


On the right
side, Hal Barat's blue force was flanked following the wise, old King Josef.
Beyond, Mursal showed a more marked warrior's fury with the blessing of their
Sovereign Guntemar, engaged in the arduous task of keeping the line. Jaer
closed the right wing with his experienced soldiers led by Prince Faust, while
King Yanneck and Counsellor Wiligelm trailing behind in an undignified manner.


On the left
marched the Sa Aran with its eccentric studded leather brigandine armour,
followed by the Sacra Mura, with one of the most numerous armies in the entire
Southern Kingdom. Tulsky, composed almost entirely of heavy cavalry, had seen
its ranks expand with the addition of Jaer's cavalry. They remained free of the
cavalcade, but at the right moment could gallop in line with the others. From
the Western Wall no one now had time to admire the view and observe the
reinforcements.


The orcs waited
for the giant's final blows against the exhausted containing defence, and ready
to spread, bringing mourning to every land. The enormous silhouette of the
enemy from the Overland showed itself to be industrious in the eyes of the
South, almost a dream produced by an alcoholic infatuation. Among all, the
warrior monks of Earth seemed to understand least, and to their reasoning such
a creature seemed only possible as the offspring of the devil and not what it
really was.


"My good
friends, we have indulged in too much drinking, I'm afraid!" Sigfred
exclaimed in a small voice shaking his head.


"I did not taste
any wine, yet I see the beast clearly!" said the Elder, shocked, squinting
his eyes as if there was sunshine.


"You, men
of the West, have never had the pleasure of meeting a giant from the Overland,
for this reason your eyes refuse to believe what they see!" Gotthard
intervened, clearing away the thick darkness of ignorance, in which the reason
of the allies groped.


Even Godwin felt
a slight sense of discomfort at the sight of such a gargantuan adversary, but
like the great King the Righteous was, he gave no sign of this.


"My
Sovereign, how can we ever defeat such a man?" cried a soldier from Sa
Aran.


"First of
all, that abomination has only the appearance of a man, but it is not one! We
are many and in our favour there is the will of the One and providence!"
replied Prince Eldred, moving next to King Irwin.


"If I
remember correctly, the motto of the Dark Keepers is "Providence protects
us!" and have they been protected? The city burns like an inferno, while
that being will prevail over all of us before he is brought down,"
complained an archer of the Holy Army.


"Men!
Everything, however unpleasant it may appear to our eyes, happens because of
the will of the One! Don't be so proud as to think you can decide your own
fate! That being before the end of this battle will lie bloodless on the
ground, rotting for months with the sole purpose of feeding the crows!"
thundered Godwin interrupting his prayers.


By now the
mighty thuds of the deadly blows imprinted by the enemy on the wall were felt
under the feet of the reinforcing troops, shaking their valour, while the seed
of fear germinated more and more greedily. Not only did the sounds of the
devastating action strike them deeply, but also crushed bricks and flying
debris reached them, striking against their shields. The grim mass of
steel-clad muscles rising above the walls, wielding its two-handed iron mace,
arched into the dark grey rain clouds. An elastic twist, at the limit of the
beast’s forces produced a great blow against the walls.


"Father, if
I had not seen this beast in person, I would never believe such a story,"
exclaimed Gore, protecting himself from the flying fragments with his white
shield.


The Righteous
did not seek shelter or answer, and, intent on speaking to the One God, he
continued to advance towards the walls.


"These
beings have always descended from the Overland to the cliffs of the Nordic
Strait, and at the same time the Kings of the North have lead their forces to
destroy their yearnings. Thousands of their remains lie in the waves, killed by
mortals just as we are, which is why I urge you not to feel afraid, the way is
already marked. Now there is nothing more to do but to follow it!" growled
the Prince of Stahldorf in a feeble attempt to hearten the soldiers underlining
the pure truth.


"You speak
the truth, warrior of the North! Even if gigantic, that thing is still composed
of flesh and blood. It can be wounded and killed, and this is a fact!"
exclaimed Fulk, surprising Gotthard as they usually disagreed.


The Lord of the
South, luminous in his white armour, continued his approach, spurring the
hesitant soldiers on with his imperturbable march.


"Father,
how are we going to cross the walls with that being fighting right in front of
the drawbridge?" asked Rex not very cleverly.


The Righteous
emerged from his religious trance breathing deeply, as if he had been
underwater for a long time and smiled at his son with the air of someone who
already had all the answers and ordered:


"Stop the
march! Not one more step must be wasted or it will lead to useless losses!"


The felling of
the gate tower in the red brick wall made an enormous noise. The giant, with
enormous anger and violence, struck the tower and its splendid multi-coloured
dome, making the last contingent of the green tide tremble, just like the human
hearts. The mighty club broke the bricks, as if the gate tower were merely a
snowman, tearing apart the entire upper structure. The lantern collapsed on
itself, while in a puff of ochre dust the battlements and a part of the
defences flew away. Seeing the colossal block of rubble near them, Prince
Eldred, Godwin's third-born son, cried out alarmed:


"Retreat
into the woods!"


But no one had
time to go much further: the upper part of the tower collapsed right where the
Lord of the South was standing motionless, fearing no evil. The impact
resounded powerfully, shaking the earth a strongly several times. The cloud of
dense dust rose enormously, in spite of the sparse rain, blowing out from the
ruins as they collapsed. Bricks hailed down with their sordid voices striking
the ground, piercing the blanket of smoke created around the King of the Kings
of the South.


"Father!
Where have you gone? It's all right to have faith, but if a mountain collapses
on your head, moving to avoid it is not cowardice!" Rex exclaimed while
busily looking for his father, throwing himself head first into the falling
dust.


The other three
sons also moved forward, but with more attention, taking care not to hurt the
horses among the fallen bricks. As soon as the fog of destruction was dispersed
by the rain, three dark silhouettes were glimpsed through the white smoke:
Godwin was easily identified by the feathered crest on his helmet next to a
curved limping figure and the agitated Rex, intent on looking for his father.
The Lord of the South became clearer and clearer, as if he were landfall seen
through the mist, returning to his unharmed men, carrying an injured man on his
shoulder.


"Healers to
me! Take care of this man who has felt the effect of the war before he even saw
it!" shouted the Righteous just before whistling, calling to unharmed
Balter and the horse of Prince Rex.


"How are
you, my Lord?" asked an incredulous King Josef.


"Perfectly
well, my faithful Vassal! The One God is with us in this war and He has just
given you proof, making me stop the march. If we had not stopped now, many of
us would be dead," replied Godwin, raising his sword by its blade, to
carry the cross of war before the men.


The Southern
Lord mounted Balter and galloped along the entire line of his army with this
symbol in his hands. Each member of the Holy Army bowed his contrite head
whispering a prayer.


"Soldiers!
Men! Today we have reached the abyss of hell, as it regurgitates all sorts of
horrible unholy beasts within our lands. These creatures are now gripping the
heroic defenders of the East and the North, unaware crusaders of the common
good. We are called to fulfil our destiny, carrying on our shoulders the burden
hitherto borne by the backs of others. I do not ask you to attempt the impossible,
but I demand to have the chance of watching, as you spread the word of the One
God using the icy steel of our weapons, to reach straight into the heart of the
ungodly enemy!" added the righteous galloping along the front line.


"Luckily he
doesn't ask much of us! I want to see how you can push a sword into the heart
of that giant!" Rex commented sarcastically in a small voice.


"Shut up,
Undead! It's not the time to make jokes!" his brother Gore reprimanded
him.


"You are
still very much upset by my being rescued, good fellow, if you give me that
nickname!" provoked his combative younger brother.


"Knights of
Tulsky, proud allies of the South, beyond those doors my people die! Let's
create some widows among the fanged muzzles, always allowing there are females
among those hordes of monstrosities!" exclaimed the Sovereign of Tulsky,
imitating, in his own way, the proud Godwin.


The vengeful
King Kiril, surprised by a new collapse caused by the giant, did not have time
to return among his lancers. This time the mace hit the gate, with no mercy,
now without any defences or reinforcements. The wood already damaged by a great
deal of force, began to creak, then bend and finally, snapped and broke,
throwing splinters everywhere.


The orcs did not
even wait for the doors to fall before crossing the threshold, and rapidly,
like domestic felines, they poured over the debris like a landslide. Screaming
and undisciplined, many ended up crushed in the rubble, others threw themselves
into the water of the ditch, ending up prey of the red waves, happy to be able
to devour everything, even if fetid or leathery.


"Father,
the moat holds them back! Those foolish beings did not take into account how
they would cross when destroying the drawbridge," said Eldred, slightly
cheered by this.


Godwin did not
add to this sentence, preferring to wait and concentrate, ready to order the
charge at precisely the right moment, yet the moat proved to be a very good
ally, continuing to digest every beast that entered it. Since the situation
remained static, the Righteous conferred for a long time with Kiril; they
exchanged hissed words so that Rex, curious, was able to understand the sense
partially. The confession of the two continued undaunted, until it was
interrupted by a powerful roar from afar. The gigantic orc Krator had climbed
up onto the ruins of the tower, waving his arms like a madman. The grunts of
the tyrant orc echoed to a second great enemy commander, also standing on
another dilapidated building.


"Have you
noticed, my Lord, there is turmoil beyond the city gate," exclaimed Fulk,
never distracted.


"Are the
archers very far from the walls?" asked the Southern Lord, worried by
seeing the giant shake its huge helmet.


"No, my
King, we must advance at least a hundred steps before hoping for some
effect," said the trusty Absalom moving to stand by his Sovereign.


Incredibly, the
giant bent his great height beyond the devastated walls and picked up two huge
orcs in heavy armour before throwing them carefully over the moat. The mammoth
creature repeated the same action three times, giving a solid blow to the
morale of the soldiers who had joined as reinforcements.


"And what
the hell might those be?" asked the white faced Franz.


"Elderly
orcs in full armour: the older orcs get the larger they become," replied
Gotthard, having had experience of fighting against the Nordic races of fanged
muzzles.


"Judging by
their size, they're amazing grandparents," joked Rex, not knowing any
other way to limit his nervousness.


The six giants
of steel and drool moved against the South, with uncertain steps. Godwin's army
seemed impressive even to the eyes of those soulless beasts, perhaps more
attracted by the freedom of the surrounding territories. Their uncertainty was
removed when the giant threw an even bigger mighty black commander. The beast
grabbed one of his subordinates by the head, shaking him forcefully until he
fell to the ground, as if he were drunk. With incomprehensible growls and blunt
grunts, and gestures that were eloquent to human eyes: the left paw pointed to
the lines of the South, while a cold and rusty blade caressed the throat of the
green skin on the ground.


"I don't
want to sound like a know-all, but I don't think they're here to visit and
admire the artistic beauties of the East! What should we do, my father?"
Rex asked, drawing his splendid noble sword.


"Son, let's
wait," replied the Righteous briefly in his flat voice with a reassuring
absence of fear.


"Fine, but
what if they were to press us like grapes?" the young prince insisted
polemically.


"You, I
hope, will be able to dodge them: I'm not ready to be a father in
mourning!" Godwin said without looking back.


"Comrades!
Keep vividly in mind always," cried Gotthard, taking the floor and rising
in his saddle. "The brown orcs are foolish, if you move in front of them
they will not see you clearly, giving you the chance to knock them down. Aim
for their arteries, armpits, knees or groin, but don't let yourself be
squashed!"


"How do we
distinguish them under that armour?" one of the few Earth knights present
wanted to know.


"The browns
are the shortest, with the most disgusting stench, trust your nose! I see four
of them there as well as two green skins and that huge black misbegotten
beast!" replied Prince Gotthard, not bothering to curb his impetuosity.


"Do the
others have weak points?" a very interested Prophet of the Sword wanted to
know.


"Not many,
knights! However, the idea first suggested for the giant is always valid: for
centuries the men of the East have been tearing up their flesh and we will not
fail!" King Godwin intervened ending the speeches.


The seven enemy
steel giants went into battle, barking incomprehensible insults full of
arrogance towards the motionless human line. The shaking terrain marked the
pace of enemy force, as they plunged into the quagmire, caused by the intense
rain mixed with ashes.


Godwin shook his
sword in the air, making its hissing voice heard, and ordered:


"My men, at
this moment you will see who acts in the light of righteousness and which
creatures grope among the shadows of perdition!"


"God wants
it," cried Absalom.


"God wants
it," answered the entire Holy Army in unison, drawing their swords.


Eldred also
began reciting the fanatical religious motto with great exaltation, while he
clumsily struggled with difficulty to wield his sword and manage his steed.


"I'm not
really sure that I'm following the will of the One God, but if you're all so
convinced of it, God wants it!" commented the young Rex, hiding the
horrible mutilation of his face behind his steel helmet.


The seven
enormous horsemen of the apocalypse crashed into the ranks of the
reinforcements, like the keel of a drakkar on the sand. The mass of the enemy
in heavy armour imposed its own dues of blood on the much smaller men, not
giving any discount to the white warriors of the One God. Swords could not
penetrate such thick defences, even if they were able to create havoc in the
flesh near the joints.


The Lord of the
South did not withdraw from the fray, despite the fact that his role was of
primary importance. He stood by his Vassals, at the head of the men, to show
the right way to behave. His skill in the art of swordsmanship made the
Righteous an almost impregnable target, even for the black orcs. Several times
the crude blade of the dark beast was lowered full of sadistic ambition, but
inevitably ended up satiating itself on earth or some other blood.


King Godwin
rapidly dodged any attack, giving powerful blows in return to the groin of the
enemy, with the hope of cutting some artery. The regal hopes gave no joy at
all, as the blows were unable to break through the faithful clanking enemy
skirts.


The young
indomitable Rex imitated his father, fighting almost as if he were a mirror
image reflecting his heroic father refracting the image, creating difficulties
in coordination for the great black enemy. The synchronised movements between
father and son were close to incredible, an illusion, which was the result of
hard mental training and moves studied beforehand. The two white knights, one
guided by faith and the other by courage, crossed over between the legs of
their adversary, confusing the beast with the speed of their action.


It took a short
time to dye the white tabards of the Sacred Army with scarlet and brown blood,
as many were the dead among men and there were several deep cuts on the green
skins. The two greens, in spite of their wounds, fought a fierce fight, reaping
victims in a merciless manner and feeding on the meat of the South. Eldred
tried to put an end to the massacre, committing an error of pride in
underestimating the fighting ability of the enemy.


"I will put
a stop to your craving, you disgusting creature," exclaimed the prince of
the Sepulchre of the Gods, shouting as he rushed into battle.


The green skin,
bare-headed so he could eat, cracked a dying soldier between his jaws with
gusto, like dragons painted in ancient tomes, and beat on its shoulder with the
flat of its weapon, and then immediately made it rustle among the soldiers.
Many warriors were struck and moved like the leaves of autumn under a sad windy
sky, including Godwin's third-born son. With his behind deep in the mud,
gripping the metal plates of the flap of his armour, Eldred was slow to get up,
struggling backwards in the sticky soil.


The opportunity
to taste Royal flesh was snatched from the large green snout to the sound of
swearing and hammering. Flooding the air with unrepeatable ugliness and the
enemy with painful blows, Gotthard attracted not only the enemy’s attention,
but also a wonderful memory. Stahldorf's sturdy steel fell on the muzzle of
that impious creature and shattered two of its tusks, winning the useless
return of the poor soldier who was by then dead. The desecrated body collapsed
to the empty ground, his soul no longer dwelt among the vermilion bones of the
soldier’s ribs. Among meaningless grunts, the still standing Nordic prince held
out his hand to the Southern prince lying in the mud, helping him to lift
himself to a position more suitable to his rank.


"Follow me,
prince, and we will destroy it!" cried Gotthard without noticing the
stunned look on Eldred’s face, as his lips gave no response.


The warrior of
the northern city did not like to linger and launched himself into the attack
of the enemy position that was in trouble. The swords and spears of the allied
armies came to bring force to the indomitable southern infantry with its light
armour. The pointed weapons facilitated the task in no small measure, managing
to insert themselves in numerous quantities between the unprotected sections of
the armour.


Grunts and
beastly growls merged with human curses and devotions, giving rise to a mixture
of chaotic sounds, evocative of the gloomy moment. The human steel brought down
a brown, undone by Jaer's pike men. The beast was stabbed by so many weapons
that it could do nothing but drool. It tried to break the strong spears by
shaking them repeatedly. The creaking wood flexed, but its elasticity dissented
with the beast’s will and inflicted more damage.


Absalom quickly
approached the enemy and struck its abdomen with his icy sword, stabbing the
point into its right side and forcefully pushing the steel to plough its flesh.
The fetid black blood flowed out first, followed by nauseating bowels that
poured steaming to the ground, like slimy ropes that slipped out of its hand.


The multitude of
pole arms in action were only retrieved after seeing the last vital shiver of
the feebly disappear from the enemy. Gotthard, with a Nordic zeal, was still
chasing beast with a broken muzzle, hitting it right where the broken fangs
added to the pain. At every unsuccessful attack by the orcs the beast received
another a hard blow, able to bring a germ of fear even to that empty being.


Fulk did his
best to support the Stahldorf warrior, at the head of a group of blue Hal Barat
knights with sharp spears. The enemy iron stood firm against the determined
steel hook as the wood of the poles bent then finally found their way to
victory, slipping between the rough plates of the armour. Deep into the neck,
under the armpits and even in the lower abdomen, the long weapons were able to
become shorter by sinking into the flesh. The green orc fell to the ground,
dragging with it some stubborn knights, who did not want to lose their weapons.


Gotthard ran
quickly to the target, intending to put an end to the life of the monstrous
being. The green snout, at the end of its strength tried to defend itself, but
the hammer of the Nordic prince stripped bare the defenceless brain to destroy
it.


The Prince of
Stahldorf stood up and raised his hammer to heaven, showing himself to the
Warrior Gods covered in blood. He attracted the eyes of many, shouting out his
fury and to the eyes of his comrades in arms he seemed like a leader of olden
times. The fierce vision of Gotthard, caressed by the wind and kissed by the
rain, pleased the soldiers, giving voice to a cry of jubilation.


Godwin and Rex
could not enjoy this outpouring of happiness, for their opponent was neither
stupid nor slow. The black beast had not let himself be distracted by a few
cries, continuing the duel against his two adversaries. Nothing could be seen
from the enormous black’s pot helmet nor could blows be struck. Unlike the
models that covered less that were more widespread among the brown and the
green skins, the enemy had not left any gaps in his armour. No accessible gap
or badly repaired damage offered a weak point for possible attack. The
Righteous began to fear the growing weariness that was beginning to burden him
and his young son.


"Soldiers,
we need immediate relief from this abomination," cried the Southern Lord
in the hope of receiving some help.


"Father, we
must be honest with ourselves: we will not find a single man willing to take
our place in the whole Empire!" Rex pointed out the harsh reality of the
facts. He was so fatigued that he was almost grasped by their opponent.


However, the
young prince's statement was proved wrong: an enormous and dark shadow rose
over the heads of the soldiers in line, and the roar of a leveron identified
its race. Walderman had not retreated from the war and intervened, causing a
great uproar in the heart of the Sovereign of all Kingdoms of the South.


The angry claws
of the feline lashed the torso of its enemy as fast as it had come, the animal
moved behind the great black inflicting new damage. The nervous leveron hissed
loudly, threatening its prey, even though it was about half the size of the
enormous orc. The behaviour of the animal showed its discomfort, perhaps
because of the freezing cold of the East or because of the offensive stench
coming from the fanged muzzles. Godwin, noting that the black beast was in
difficulty trying to protect itself from the attacks of the aggressive feline,
thundered:


"Lancers of
Jaer, to me! Run that disgusting being through!" A small group of red and
white striped horsemen freed themselves to rush to the call of their Lord.


The big black
commander growled phrases that were incomprehensible to human hearing, but
certainly not to those like him who were on the ruins of a lookout. A
responding grunt arrived, and far more worrying was the reaction of the giant
to the brief conversation at a distance. The enormous anthropomorph pushed a
section of the wall, already ruined, into the red waters of the moat throwing
after it all kinds of bulky debris he happened to find.


"My Lord,
they are trying to create a bridge and spread out everywhere!" cried
Josef, who had stood aside feeling the uselessness of his old age, which became
a burden in when facing similar enemies.


"Let them
come, my good friend! Providence will guide our swords straight to their
hearts, absolving them of all sin," replied Godwin distractedly as he did
not want to become a trophy of the big commander.


Although the
leveron of the Crown Prince of Dubranek was a tough opponent, the black beast
still managed to claim victims with its sword. While suffering a slash from a
paw and a blow that inflicted no damage, the black beast grabbed the few men
who had come to help the two exhausted Kings. The enemy blade gave no mercy nor
allowed complaints, as it was brandished with extreme violence. Only rarely was
it denied a spray of blood.


The furious
rival creature still moved freely, and it was that it rejoiced in every man
split in two or trodden into the ground. As if he were the standard bearer of
death, the orc piled up around him numerous bodies dripping with vermilion
fluid from their merciless injuries. The continuous roundabout among the allies
ended up burying them in the ground and mixing them with the earth, crushing
them into a sordid red quagmire.


"We could
have used a few more claws," exclaimed Rex taking a deep breath.
"With all the Juggernauts following you, Prince Walderman, are you the
only one with sufficient ardour to move against such an abomination in order to
help us?"


"Boy, think
about fighting! I wouldn't waste, my breath in complaints, if I were you.
Everything will happen exactly at the right time!" replied a very busy
Walderman.


The giant behind
the Western Wall continued to cause large splashes and scarlet waves, throwing
boulders unconcernedly. The ravenous fluid splashed onto the fields, onto the
stones and sometimes onto the filthy orcs in transit in the vicinity. The cries
of the beasts grasped in the water carried the sound of pain to tremendous
levels, choking shrilly, as the tiny carnivorous beasts reached their lungs.


"That
revolting scum is doing our work for us! If they carry on like that, I doubt
there will be many enemies left to fight!" commented Sigfred in a daring
moment of pause from the hard battle.


"Brother,
don’t even think of such events, for you will be very disappointed! That
enormous sinner alone will require a calamity to bring it down. Have you
realized how much effort these seven orcs are costing us?" Melkior, who
was also at rest, asked in a tone of reproach.


"Yes, of
course, these are very difficult enemies, but how many can there be over the
brick wall?" replied naïve Sigfred leaning against his great axe.


"Judge for
yourself: the towers of black smoke are rising in number that they cannot be
counted. The Eastern Wall was unrivalled among the border fortifications, but
now, despite this, it lies in ruins. I think the situation is much more serious
than the worst imaginable hypothesis!" Melkior offered his wise
observations, choking the answers of his brave companion in his throat.


The Woodcutter
of Earth fell into a thoughtful silence, sinking into a feeling he was
unfamiliar with: fear. At the sound of falling metal, the men following the
impetuous Gotthard had a moment of victory against another green skin, putting
an end to the hegemony of that race over the fighters coming from the south.


The retreating
browns remained, little convinced that they could survive, and the mighty black
orc, now tinged with red. The browns fled north in a desperate attempt to save
their lives. But Prince Faust didn't like this idea at all, as he threw himself
and his daring men to block their way, pushing the enemy back towards the
highly trained warriors of the Sacred Army.


"Men of
Jaer, not a single step back! We have not made this journey to surrender. I
want to see seven large piles of dead meat on the ground!" thundered King
Yanneck, while remaining well away from the enemy blades.


The sneaky
Wiligelm, Counsellor following the Sovereign of Jaer, kept whispering short
sentences to his ear. The subject of these whispers was not known, but this
suspicious behaviour did not escape the notice of the Righteous, even though he
was busy fighting.


Rex picked up a
sturdy pike from the quagmire and stuck it under the helmet of the black creature,
busy squashing a poor soldier within his steel armour. Underlined by desperate
cries, blood and offal flew away from between the big, knotty fingers. Part of
the lungs made their way to the base of the neck, giving it a red hue, as
happened with the rare torture inflicted on prisoners convicted of serious
crimes.


The indomitable
Undead attacked the beast’s fighting ability incisively, managing at least to
cut off the leather chinstrap of its helmet. This event was followed up by a
well-ridden leveron landing on the back of the enemy and with a single paw tore
off the protection. The heavy thud threw splashes of mud towards the Southern
Lord, who saw it as a good sign. The point of Godwin's sword screamed through
the air, to intone a sharp requiem. The blade, guided by providence, cut into a
large area of the beast’s neck, causing a strong flow of vital sap.


The orc
instinctively brought a hand to his neck to stop the bleeding and so continue
the fierce battle. Rex, disagreeing with the enemy’s intentions, pushed the
pike through the gurgling black drooling jaws sticking the pike deeply into its
palate. The colossal orc fell down after a few steps and many cries, sliding to
the ground like a tower crushed by the stones thrown by a trebuchet.


Through the icy,
gusty wind and the thick cloak of unholy rain, the joy of men reached the foot
of the Pile of Bones mountain chain. When the orcs, emissary of death fell,
Godwin pushed himself on top of the wide body, pierced its eyes with his steel,
and finally lifted his sword to the grim clouds calling to the surrounding
souls shouting:


"God wants
it!" The motto was shouted back by every soldier with the same degree of
faith, but of different origin, falling under the spell of the religious
charisma of the Righteous.


The men barely
had time to put an end to the grunts of the surviving wrinkled brown by the
hand of the Prophets of the Sword, when the enormous giant laid the last stone
of his construction. By now the moat was no longer a barrier and the giant,
crossing first, tested the bridge, bursting in complacent laughter. Thousands
of green-crested orcs followed him, in the grip of hilarity, conscious of
victory.


"What do
those beasts ever have to laugh about?" Deemer commented contemptuously,
flanked by his father.


"They
rejoice because they will soon be redeemed from their absurd perversions,"
cried the Southern Lord, instilling fighting spirit into the terrified hearts
of soldiers at the sight of a slowly advancing green tide.


"It seems
more to me the joyous laughter, similar to that of the fat nobles of our
courts, sitting down to a sumptuous banquet," commented Rex sarcastically.


"What do
you understand about war, be silent and obey our father," rebuked Gore,
who has always been contemptuous of his younger brother.


"Prince, to
be honest I myself had the same feeling as Rex! Notice how they move arrogantly
and how many horrific muzzles there are?" Walderman intervened from the
back of his restless feline. "I think they outnumber us by far!"


"With
Tulsky we are eight complete armies, including the defenders, nine! How many
can there ever be?" replied Gore.


"You're
showing yourself as too proud my son! Having unshakeable faith does not mean
underestimating the enemy, closing your eyes so as not to see something that
would freeze your heart," Godwin wanted him to learn humility, but at the
same time he tried to encourage him on to abandon childish certainties.
"Among the flames and ruins of that city, the Dark Keepers, the men of
Trondheim and other armies have fought without shirking any possible attack.
I'm sure there are countless drooling beasts hidden in the smoke and ruins,
otherwise they wouldn't have arrived as far our positions!"


The stain of
green orcs was spreading through the devastated houses from the barren lands
outside the walls through the ruined East Gate. Like the sand of an hourglass,
the tide flowed, jubilantly swaying over the defences.


Even the
Dragon's Head, still cloaked in purple mist, was forced to return into the
devastated city. The God Crusher had fought well killing every orc that came
within arm's length, and now those coloured faces avoided him preferring to
carry their cravings among civilians. The Champion of Trondheim had silenced
the gigantic catapults and brought down more enemies than had been killed in
total within the walls. However, even the third Master of War in pursuit of an
enemy could not help but come to a halt, dismayed, at the sight of the
devastation inflicted on the capital of the East.


Suddenly, the
man overcame his anger, subjugating the will of the hammer. As the moonlight
breaks through black storm clouds, the light of memories dispelled the veil of
hatred in the darkened mind of the Trondheim Champion.


The thoughts of
the Dragon’s Head ran to his Sersy and to his King and the Bear, scattered
among the flames of war, but there were also scraps of thought for other
friends and brothers of arms left to fend for themselves. In him, fear and hope
turned into anger, causing him to growl, like creatures extinct in other eras.
His voice not only became tangible, but gave moved the air shaking the gate
tower under which he was standing.


From the throne
of silent rock the massive Krator descended, sliding like a crumbling mountain,
until it stood in front of the third Nordic rune. The orc, believing that he
had won the battle, was showed himself proudly even though he had not yet seen
the enemy, but he immediately corrected this carelessness. The tyrant of the
black orcs had not lived for so many geological eras only thanks to his own
strength, but also through a remarkable capacity for judgment.


Krator, seeing
the grim man wrapped in his restless mist, turned until he hit a building,
shaking down dust and debris. He roared strongly, calling fresh troops to him,
to be sacrificed to the ecstatic yearning of the war hammer, still greedy for
lives. Dozens of browns and greens showed interest in the third Nordic sign,
making him realize that he had a bounty on his head.


Sticks,
cleavers, fangs or muscles could not win over the warrior pervaded by arcane
forces. The weapon with its incandescent brilliance shone with impatience with
the desire to bestow new deaths. The considerable size of the Dragon's Head
remained motionless under the vault of the ruined passageway, waiting for his enemies.
His expectations were not disappointed by the rough muzzles full of fangs, for
which a man was still considered an easy prey, not taking into account the
significant variations existing in the human race.


Screams and
cries drew close to the Champion of Trondheim, showing resolute intentions of
destroying the glory, despite the flames and fog protecting his silhouette. The
Master of War of the third rune moved in the instant when only at arm’s
distance from the rusty weapons, hitting the nearest on the head. The thunder
made by from such a gesture, echoed in the wide passage of the tower; dust flew
from the unadorned vault, which in turn was covered by funereal decorations of
bleeding flesh. The cast iron helmet of the orc that had been struck stuck itself
in the belly of a companion, discouraging the others from advancing and
reminding them of the thought of ancient powers.


Now it was the
turn of the third Nordic warrior to run towards the herd opposite him, moving
straight into the centre. For these beasts their vision turned red and the air
heavy, cloaked in the deadly mist spread by what had once been a man. Black
blood dyed the stones of the passage to the noise of thunder and
incomprehensible growls, offering them the gift of freedom from the tyranny of
Krator.


The despot of
the orcs recognized in such a man the wrath of all the Gods and was overcome by
the tightening spirals of despair; he remained unable to move and terrified,
while from the tunnel orcs entered in large numbers and ended up as molten
metal sheets and floods of blood. Krator looked around, seeking a way to
escape: the Eastern Wall appeared too high and steep to climb now that the
first level had gone apart from on the outside and the way to the West was
uncertain.


In the past, by considering
every possibility, including escape, the gigantic leader had become the God of
the orcs, a position it still had no intention of renouncing. Shrieking at the
top of its lungs, while wielding its sword like a scythe in a wheat field, the
orc of Durgundrut made its way through the crowd. Its conscience was certainly
not weighed down by the number of fanged soldiers slaughtered by its passage:
the only hope was that the Nordic warrior would not halt its flight.


The noisy
evasive manoeuvre ended up killing many orcs, burying the third Master in
pieces of their corpses, but delivering the cowardly tyrant to the wild east.
Meanwhile, as the invaders had all poured unimaginably through the weeping
streets of Black Portal, only one individual ran to the distant homelands of
the ancient orcs.


Scattered within
the city streets, still full of life and hoping to be able to admire a future
dawn, King Grigor and his two sons fought like any man would for their lives.
There were plenty of knights, armigers and soldiers still breathing, but the
fraternity between peoples was now lacking, giving way to more practical but
questionable thoughts: "Better to you than to me!"


"Father, we
need to find a shelter where we can rest. Fighting endlessly is not
possible!" tired and beaten Geir complained forcefully.


"Son, be
quiet, I'm about to take my fortieth life!" hissed the blond King hiding
behind a pile of poor dismembered corpses.


"My King,
you know that I would never deprive you of well-deserved glory, but I fear Geir
is right!" Eivind intervened, exhausted and wounded in one arm while
previously saving his stubborn parent.


Talking to
Grigor did not seem very useful to his two sons. The King replied exactly as a
fanged muzzle would have done: growling and cursing using unspeakable words.
The Sovereign of the South Winter, also weary, seized the moment and lowered
his sword on an unsuspecting enemy. However, the rapid hissing of the blade
rang sourly and was blocked by the thick armour of a mighty black orc.


"Father,
have you gone completely mad?" cried Eivind, grabbing his King and
forcibly taking him away from the enemy's clutches.


Seeing the three
flee, the colossus threw himself after them into a terrifying chase. The narrow
path trembled with every inhuman step, causing stones and rubble to fall from
the high buildings onto the fugitives. The beast continued with his uncertain
gait often leading falling against the walls of the buildings, causing further
collapses.


"That was
certainly not that beast I was aiming at," exclaimed King Grigor, out of
breath. "When I looked out, a brown orc was walking towards us, he was the
designated victim!"


"Keep the
explanations for later, now you need your breath for other purposes!" Geir
at the head of the three, silenced him.


The old orc
commander seemed to want the life of Tyra's blond father at all cost, not
giving up on the chase. As soon as the beast was distracted, falling with his
legs into the air into a building, an arm covered in armour appeared from an
opening.


"This way!
Quickly!" whispered a human voice. The unknown man in the shadows grabbed
Eivind and Geir pulling them out of the very unfriendly street.


"I
understand, stop pulling me like a two year old," complained Geir
shrugging off the help.


In the
improvised shelter, the three royal persons of South Winter could not believe
their eyes over who they saw there.


"My Lord
Holaf, what are you doing here?" cried the devout Grigor stunned and
happy.


"Be quiet,
you rough man of the North! We save you and you repay our gesture by guiding
the enemy to us", the ninth Master of War reprimanded him, hissing like a
snake.


"Calm down,
my faithful warrior," the King of Trondheim appeased all the souls.
"My friend, after having stopped the third giant with the power of my eye,
my body gave way and I fainted to the ground, ready to become a meal for the
beasts. I have recently regained my senses and found the ninth symbol of the
North was already watching over me in this niche!"


"My King, I
can see the sword of the first Master! Did he go out to explore?" asked
Eivind, carefully not overlooking any detail.


"No, boy,
my first brother is no longer with us!" answered the mighty Snake’s Head.


"The first
of the Masters of War sacrificed himself to save me, with his heart full of
fidelity to the Trondheim flag and friendship towards me. If it hadn't been for
him first and then for the present warrior here, I'd be dead now!"
whispered Holaf sadly.


Having heard the
news so abruptly shook the three newcomers. The Wolf's Head had always shown
great respect for each of them and had often saved their lives. The First of
the Masters had earned great esteem thanks to his tactical and combative
skills, put to good use several times, saving many lives.


"We must
recover the body," exclaimed Geir, his eyes bright.


"I will
return to the place of his death when the battle becomes less fierce! At that
moment I was stunned and only picked up his sword, but I could have dragged his
body to safety," on the Head of Snake took the blame on himself.


"My
soldiers and friends, we will weep for our Wolf later, that's a solemn promise!
However, now he himself would urge us to use our best efforts to win such a
battle. What can you tell me about the course of the conflict?" King Holaf
intervened, in his heart he was broken by the loss, but on the outside he
remained as stoic as the great General he was.


"My Lord,
little or nothing unfortunately! The giants have broken us, and as if such
beings had not been enough, a gargantuan enemy commander has come forward - I
don't know from what black hell pit – and with his advent the East Wall has
definitively been broken. At the moment, no more than two or three forts
continue to function, throwing the stones of the wall itself," said King
Grigor, squatting next to the Lord of the North seated with his head bowed.


"The
situation on the streets is therefore chaotic as in this area?" asked the
Head of Snake turning.


"Warrior,
the orcs are in command everywhere, there are too many of them for us! It's
rumoured that it's only the Fortress of Fate holds out against the enemy, but
how much truth there is in this I really don't know!" Geir replied,
causing the exhausted Long Sword to raise his head.


"You give
me hope for the salvation of my wife, and that is already a great thing!"
commented the King of Trondheim, breathing deeply.


"My
Sovereign, I would not wish to give you any vain illusions in place of
invigorating expectations," Geir replied worriedly, lowering his gaze.


Holaf moved his
hand, indicating that he should not continue. It was enough for Holaf to bask
in the sweet warmth of a reasonable hope so as not to think of his fallen
friends.


"As soon as
I have regained my strength, we will head south to the fortress. If I know the
Lord of the East well, he will be marching there to save his beloved
wife," King Holaf ordered, persuading himself with a nod of his head.


"My
Sovereign, forgive my bitterness, but those traitors of the South have not come
to our aid. They must be in the pay of the West. What can be expected of
mercenaries and conquerors if not betrayal!" cursed Grigor unjustly,
reckless as always.


"You have
no proof to describe such ungodly scenarios, Lord of South Winter. Sir Godwin
will come. He may already be at the gates, intent on fighting or will be so by
the hour. The Lord of the South is not a snake and having promised, he will
certainly come to our aid. The Righteous never failed to carry out a vow, and
that is a fact!" the Lord of the North reproached him.










Chapter
34


I Will Never Again Dare
to Complain About You


 


 


King Godwin, at
the gates of the city, did not want to wait for the full deployment of the
enemy forces.


"Soldiers,
now is the time to be guided by the light of the One God into the flesh of the
enemy! These impious creatures move ahead with sluggish arrogance, persuaded
that they have already broken our morale because of the losses they say we have
suffered. Let them awake to the grim truth of being in a limbo made of their
blood, for neither they have taken into account our faith nor the vigour and
strength of our bodies", the Righteous breathed deeply and twisted his
neck to relax his muscles. "We are the children of the One God and, thanks
to his benevolent gaze, we do not fear any evil and as dusk falls late this
afternoon we will raise our banners on poles stuck in their fetid carcasses!"


The harangue
enlivened their souls, so that the various mottos of the many Lords who had
come to arms resounded in the air. The noise of steel on steel rang out,
chattering coldly at every step of the colourful wave, hurled against the slow
green tide. A wedge of clear faith was drawn at the centre of the southern
line: the Sacred Army, placed at the head of the charge, supporting by facts
and prayers all the courage needed to defeat the invader. The other armies, darker
in hue because of the colours of the banners and more disgusting because of the
words spoken, followed the men of faith without the slightest hesitation.


The impact
between the two sides was powerful. The sound of snapping wood and the cries of
fury attracted a surviving warrior on the Western Wall. The black-fisted white
banners swayed wildly, shaken by the fighting of their bearers amidst hordes of
dark enemies. Next to the capital of the South, many had presented themselves,
struggling to get there, to rekindle a faint light of hope in the men of Black
Portal.


"The
Sepulchre of the Gods is behind us," cried a warrior of the defence
loudly.


Others were
watching the chaotic melee outside the city walls, and their hearts were filled
with joy at being blinded by the faint glare of golden spears.


"The South
has arrived, the war is no longer lost!" thundered a fighter of the city
militia. Golden rays of hope spread among adults and infants, busy defending
the remains of the city from the epidemic disease of fanged beasts. Smiles and
cheerful cries bloomed, rising to the sky, entrusted to the wind and passing
from one building to another, filling all their mouths like the juiciest of
gossip. Friendly arrows began to whistle from behind the battlements towards the
last ranks facing the Righteous, across an increasingly narrow gap. The strong
and well-conducted human thrust guided by the Lord of the South had caught the
orcs off guard, making them retreat and crush together on the banks of the
moat.


"Let us
teach these beasts a lesson! Let us teach them how important personal hygiene
is." Gotthard ordered in a loud voice, though he had no right to do so.


The idea did not
displease the Kings and many voices echoed the proposal of the Prince of
Stahldorf.


"Advance,
soldiers, as if there were a man with your wife behind a closed door of the
bedroom," exhorted King Guntemar, demonstrating to all that he had
certainly not forgotten how to use a sword.


Hundreds of orcs
fought with the first rows of knights, inflicting serious damage. Limbs were
amputated throwing vivid splashes of blood and high cries of desperate pain.
Joyful sparks flew swiftly, fleetingly, highlighting the lack of mourning among
the human ranks, engaged in pressing the horrendous drooling enemies.


"Pikes and
pole weapons in action to do their duty!" ordered King Godwin with all the
breath he had available intent on equalizing the number of antagonists.


In the tight
fray the Righteous preferred to put away his cumbersome sword and use his
hands. His red spiked gloves did not give any mercy to the uncovered throats
and even less grace to exposed bellies, sinking into them as if they were made
of nauseous bath foam. Unhesitatingly eviscerating those who appeared before
him, the Lord of the South was able to instil terror in his adversaries,
causing them to flee. At the sight of the orcs shaken by uncontrollable pain as
they vomited black blood over their opened guts on view, Eldred commented:


"Father,
what you are doing is not charitable. Even these filthy beasts deserve a quick
death!"


"You are
right, son! You act as your heart commands you, but do not hold the illusion of
receiving a just death from your enemies," replied the Southern Lord
abruptly, sticking his arm into the side of a green snout.


The orcs lifted
its arm to the sky, ready to land his club on the royal shield, dropped it,
sagging like a sheet fallen from the clothesline. From the large hole dug by
the red fist blood flew like a fountain of spring water, giving the illusion
that some dark evil was bubbling from its chest. Godwin came up to his son
Eldred and placed a heart, torn from the enemy on his breast plate and said:


"These
beings do not consider us brothers and will never respect you other than for
your strength! Do you want to be virtuous? Great, I'll be proud of you, but
take advantage of your intelligence and their weaknesses: badly fitted armour
gives access to soft tissue, do not forget this!"


"I do not
understand, the priests teach to forgive and grant mercy ...", the young
man replied, but Godwin interrupted his speech:


"Son, the
priest tells the truth, but now he is not under the sharp edge of the enemy
blades! Mercy is divine and I am only a humble servant of the One God."


The Righteous
hid himself rapidly behind his protection, just in time to make a heavy blow of
a cleaver shake it. Godwin, unbalanced, fell among the dead and dying, while
Eldred remained stunned and motionless, perhaps traumatized, not even realising
what was happening. The black ogre, as he approached the fallen King, burst
into a macabre laugh, turning to enjoy the victory over the ‘Disemboweler of
orcs’.


A thin and not
even very long blade saved the life of the King of the Kings of the South,
penetrating the slit for the enemy eye, too busy in strutting foolishly. Rex,
with a square sectioned rough dagger and tiny guard, massacred the enemy’s
muzzle, piercing it with feline movements.


The orcs
shivering in pain took the weapon from the prince's hand, who wisely preferred
to move himself and his two relatives away. The angry blind enemy was granted a
torn body and a severed head, as he frenetically waved his arms about in a
desperate search for those who taken his sight.


The foolish
screams of the black creature were calmed through the intervention of Absalom,
providential as usual. He, using the flat of his sword, struck the ugly dagger
stuck in the beast’s eye, as a ship’s carpenter would do with a nail. The
commander of the Prophets hit the centre of the miserable enemy brain,
perfectly defeating wrath with cunning.


"God wants
it, disgusting being!" thundered Absalom, recovering the useful weapon of
the prince with a powerful kick to free the point.


Rex stepped
forward to repel a disoriented brown who had been dealt a great blow to his
skull. The orc roamed unarmed through the fray, losing copious blood from under
its perforated and deformed helmet. It was the often invoked charity that moved
the young scion's arm putting an end to the incomprehensible cries of the
swaying target.


"Here you
are, my prince, your ... . What the hell is this?" asked Absalom,
returning the object to its rightful owner.


"Thank you,
knight, it's my invention, I call it ‘Merciful’," replied the Undead
fatigued by the attack of an enemy.


"Did you
really give it that name?", asked the commander of the Prophets of the
Sword, surprised.


"Of course!
I like the name and I love the irony, given its use", Rex replied, making
his sword whistle through the air until it cut his opponent's throat.


The brutal melee
lasted for a long time: several times the lines of human fighters turned,
gaining precious metres at a high price. Under a weak rain with a sharp touch
of crystalline needles, due to the freezing evening, the pressing of the
rescuers had the desired effect. The orcs, perhaps exhausted by days of battles
and massacres, were accompanied up to the edge of the moat from which they had
distanced themselves.


Heavy splashes,
followed by chilling, incomprehensible cries, gave the soldiers the impetus to
use the very last of their forces. Extra vigour was given to the manoeuvre,
imposing a forced bath onto the coloured muzzles thrown in among the carnivore
waves. The horde was overwhelmed by panic: among the enemy ranks, defeatism
slid proudly, corrupting the arid black-blooded hearts.


A heavy gathering
of bodies was created chaotically, some who still longed for flesh and death
and those who felt that their saddlebags were already full of death. The browns
tried to return to the walls, while the greens made their way towards war with
the sound of steel. Many fell under a stronger ally, others died pierced by the
arrows shot by men in defence of the Western Wall, and even more vanished into
the moat.


The unexpected
happened when the giant, left alone and without orders, was climbed by the
allied beasts making him angry. Up until that moment, when he was left to one
side arguing with a long-lived black commander, the colossal adversary shook
the annoying creatures off and swearing in his own tongue, crushing the human
manoeuver, hitting their line with his war club. For the knights of the South
there was no way to fight against such violence apart from dodging the blow, a
practice made difficult by the fact that the enemy was gigantic.


Rex was thrown
to the ground by a pulped body, thrown at him from the immense weapon. The body
arrived in flight, striking the youngest prince of the Sepulchre of the Gods.
It looked like a pillow as nothing was in its correct place or kept in its
usual rigidity.


Rex moved the
face of the body away from his own, to avoid drowning in the other man’s blood
that was flowing abundantly from every orifice, and tried to move the heavy
mass away. Godwin's son felt shaken, feeling nothing solid in that creepy sort
of human blanket, where not even the steel was rigid as the armour was chain
mail. The young warrior barely got out of the way, while the Lord of the South
repelled his enemies, giving him time to get up.


"Thank you,
Father, for your help," the prince exclaimed in shock, continuing to
linger with his eyes on the corpse.


"My son,
you can thank me later, now we all need your warlike exuberance!", replied
Godwin dry and fatigued by the duel.


The giant's
action gave renewed impetus to the horde of orcs, enabling them to push the
human lines back towards the Black Woods. The ungodly abominations with filthy
fangs took the initiative again, giving many knights a truculent death. Large
black orcs, veterans of many winters, barely reached the front line of the
northern sector, where Prince Faust fought indomitable at the head of his army.


Too strong and
with good armour the old black faces inflicted losses in every horrendous way
available to them. Men were grabbed by arms and legs and ended up dismembered
among growls and joyful grunts. The torn limbs and bodies were thrown among the
lines of the troops waiting to fight the invaders in order to shatter their
morale. Despite the heroic reaction of Prince Faust and his soldiers, the black
wedge of death with the old orcs at its head split the lines on the southern
bank in two.


"Men surrounded
on the northern flank", Yanneck shouted from safety in the rear guard,
seeing the banner of his son shaking among the warriors who had ended up in the
trap.


"Father,
unit in danger, we must think up some plan immediately!" Prince Gore
spread the inauspicious news, engaged in a skirmish with wrinkled browns.


"Men in
danger, you say? Aren't we all?", Godwin answered objectively, a moment
before sinking his blade into the uncovered face of a rival. The southern steel
happily stuck in between enemy bones, making clearly heard victorious snaps. To
free the steel, the Righteous twisted his blade with force, allowing him to
retrieve it with copious streams of blood. The enemy's skull was split, causing
the divided parts to dangle, still held only by skin and morsels of flesh next
to the neck. The horrible pendulum looked like a devilish censer, intent on
sprinkling the vital ungodly fluid on those who were fighting nearby.


"Prince
Walderman, can your leverons do nothing against the giant?" cried the
Righteous with the last remnants of his voice.


"I doubt
it, my King, and I do not understand what my brother Wolfer is waiting for
before intervening!", replied the Prince of the Dubri on the back of his
furious feline.


The animal that
came from the arid Land of the Beasts was facing two orcs soldiers like a cat
with a mouse, perhaps more intent on playing rather than spreading death. The
mighty claws literally tore away the plates of the enemy armour, often opening
deep furrows in the colourful flesh. The ease with which the Juggernaut fought
seemed so overwhelming as to create a void around it.


Despite the
sparse but vivid flames of the South, the barrier created by Godwin for the
city was now covered with the dying, perhaps thousands of soldiers. Herds of
enemies slipped away to the south and north, turning their backs on the fight.
More and more orcs abandoned the now dead streets of the devastated Black
Portal, to escape like liquid between fingers to hunt down defenders,
disappearing in the mist of the river Maskava.


The giant
followed undaunted continuing to break shields and lives, playing happily as he
drew red lines on the breast plate of each and every one of the many souls he
took. No weapon in the possession of the men of the South could cause serious
damage to such a monster. The giant seemed to delight in crushing any form of
life that approached him.


"If we do
not stop that abomination, soon there will be no more horsemen at your command,
my King," exclaimed Absalom, having fought as ardently as hundred men, but
now breathless.


A powerful
multiple roar came from behind the Kings, and shadows swarmed as rapidly as
ghosts among the friends, queuing to immerse their nails and fangs into enemy
flesh. Wolfer had waited until dusk to join the battle, thus taking advantage
of the leveron's night vision. Dubranek's armies were, in Godwin's eyes, like
the scent of pines and mosses for a seafarer from Trondheim when lost in the
waves of the Nordic Strait. The strength of the Juggernauts gave momentum to a
few, as the giant still continued to strike, with less effectiveness, at the
small shadows around him.


The rain
stopped, tired of making the efforts of talented humans more difficult in the
efforts to stay upright or avoid being bogged down. The wind stopped. It too
had tired of perpetually mocking the red eyes of the warriors with ice and
sharpness, but the battle did not end. Too many filthy orcs still attacked the
massive action of the Juggernauts and the last feeble human resistance. The
knights, as the dark nocturnal veil began to fall, limited themselves to
dodging the blows, making rare treasure of the little energy left to them.


The orcs,
foolish beyond any conceivable understanding, despite being blinded by darkness
and now dull through fatigue, continued to wield their weapons inflicting no
damage to the complete emptiness. Even the giant lost momentum, being
overwhelmed by sleepiness.


Godwin had the
soldiers around him retreat as quietly as possible, leaving the enemy to hunt
ghosts. Only the leverons, outside the red defensive circle, and the Nocturnes
among the bloody rubble of the city, exploited the icy dark hours to catch
their opponents. The green skins often stopped after a furious charge against
nothingness. Rex and his companions could catch the glittering of eyes or hear
breathlessness, but no one was so foolish or indomitable as to engage in a
duel. Godwin himself was in an exhausted state, and, barely moving alongside
his trusted King Josef, whispered to him:


"My Second
Vassal, what has fate decreed for your army?".


"Only very
bad news, my Lord, that giant has laughed at our impotence! It would have been
better to arrive late but with siege weapons," replied the King of Hal
Barat, the only one to be frank enough to criticize the Righteous.


"If we had
dragged trebuchets and siege weapons with us, the journey would have been three
times as long and we would never have enjoyed the advantage of the embankment
of the moat. To face such a horde on the Great Flood Plain would have meant
certain defeat!" the Lord of the South put forward his ideas, placing a
friendly hand on the shoulder of his faithful nobleman.


The cries and
grunts soon fell silent in the enveloping nocturnal mantle. Only the crackling
of the fires and the faint lamentations of the wounded lasted for a long time
as the music accompanying that striking, tacit truce. Even the Juggernauts
began to tire in the fight against their enemies convincing the two princes of
Dubranek to order a retreat to allow some rest for the exhausted felines.


"It feels
like we are fighting against our own shadows," exclaimed Walderman, who
had arrived beside the Lord of the South. "My leveron has eaten hundreds
of those disgusting dogs, but there is no end in sight yet!"


"How many
can there be within the two walls of Black Portal?" Wolfer abruptly asked.


"I don't
know, my princes, every piece of news given to me has been shared with all of
you. However, whatever awaits us at the first light, it cannot be very
different from the horrors we have suffered until now," replied the King
of the Kings of the South, puzzled and visibly gloomy. "Excuse me, but now
I would like to allow myself time for prayer. There are many souls for whom I
must invoke divine forgiveness and even more for their salvation!"


Having said
that, the meditative King Godwin moved away, followed by a dozen or so Prophets
of the Sword. The Righteous, in his heart, knew that he could do no more than
he had done, but he continued to worry about the time taken for the journey.
Arriving a single day earlier could have produced better effects and perhaps
saved thousands of innocent lives. Often the Southern Lord, while religiously
absorbed in prayer, asked his One God to reveal to him the reason for so much
cruelty throughout his life, but no answer ever came to lighten the burden of
his faults.


Godwin remained
in private conversation with the One God for hours, trying to dispel the
shadows and relieve the burdens afflicting his heart. This dialogue lasted
until the light began to touch creation. It had come all too quickly for men in
struggle since time immemorial. A dark, rough, animal yawn awakened the great
leader of the South from his religious ecstasy. He spoke out aloud, looking at
the sky, still unsure what to do:


"Of course
you never satisfy my prayers ever, but I hear you and I see you in every
creature of good spirit!"


"Who are
you complaining to, my King?" asked Absalom, surprised by the unusual
behaviour of the Righteous.


"Don't
worry, my knight, it was just an outburst after imploring for a solution
against the giant all night and receiving in return a wake up call from that
very fetid mouth," Godwin answered smiling.


"Men, to
arms! It's not a holiday, and even if it were, I'm afraid you'd have to
postpone your festivities!" King Hans thundered like a hurricane to his
soldiers, who were crowding up next to each other.


The big giant,
standing up after his rest, stretched himself, twisted his head around,
emitting a long series of cracks from his neck. He slipped on his helmet and
gave an abstruse speech. Loud uncontrolled laughter spread its wings, flying
high among the enemy lines, where nothing of what had been muttered could be
understood except the eloquent gesture of the enormous being who pointed to the
Lord of the South with his thumb down.


"Father, I
presume you have just been denigrated by our enemy," exclaimed Prince
Gore, dismayed.


"I fear I
have just been chosen for the giant's breakfast," replied the Righteous
with inadvertent emotion.


"I will
never allow you to face that filthy mountain of garbage alone!" said Rex
with the shiny eyes of a young man not yet ready to lose his beloved father.


"Don't
worry, my dear children. Providence protects us all and I cannot escape the
will of the One God", the Lord of the South reassured his offspring in his
own way, not allowing any feeling to show.


"My King,
if you throw yourselves into a river in flood, your inevitable death can be
attributed to the gesture that put you at risk, not to the will of your
God", growled Gotthard, not fully understanding the faith of the
Righteous.


"Yes, of
course I have thrown myself into the tumultuous waves, but for whose sake did I
take such a senseless decision? I have never committed the sin of pride and
believed that I can understand everything about the magnificent painting that
is the plan for our lives drawn by the One God! In any case, I will throw
myself alone into this river, without dragging any of you to the bottom, and I
hope I will be given at least enough time to understand how to bring down that
beast," replied the Lord of the South, ready for martyrdom to make life
easier for his subjects.


Godwin kissed
his children and made many recommendations to each of them, enough for at least
ten winters. He grasped the forearms of his companions of Earth strongly, now
few in number, and showed them how much he valued them. Fulk whispered sadly in
a low voice, like the last breath given by a dearly beloved who had just died:


"Fighting
by your side has been a real honour, my King, I am glad to have met you!"


"The honour
dwells in my heart for having been able to guide you! You are an excellent
commander and a superb warrior!" replied the Righteous while releasing the
iron grip on his wrist.


The brave Gotthard
came up to the Southern Crown and, prostrating himself on his knees, exclaimed:


"Order me,
my King, and I will follow you against the giant, the Valhalla awaits me
covering my deeds with glory! Moreover, I strongly believe it is a much more
suitable arrangement for a fine warrior like you are, instead of arriving in a
glow of boring candour".


Godwin burst out
laughing and answered:


"I would
never order you to be so reckless, your heart will still be able to serve my
peers and be of great assistance, I can assure you. Moreover, my beloved
friends and Vassals, it is not certain that I will be defeated in this way.
Have you so little hope and trust in my Gods?".


The giant cried
out roughly spitting long threads of dense saliva, and then hid its filthy
snout furrowed by enormous scars behind its heavy helmet. The Southern Lord
protected his face with his white pot helmet with its eagle feathers, grasped
his shield and sword and took the first steps on the path of heroes.


The sky was
tinged with dark colours and grim grumbles came followed by vigorous flashes of
lightning that snaked among the enemies, like ancient reptiles. Stormy gusts
blew from the lands of the East, bypassing the city still in flames, bouncing
impetuously against the enormous giant. Even the God of the Wind did not want
to witness such a duel, pushing against Godwin and directing him towards his
soldiers. The Righteous proudly turned to the army and raised his hooked steel
to the divine eyes, shaking the shield with its the black fist. "God wants
it," cried King Godwin loudly, but there was no response from his
terrified companions. Their eyes, many of which were shining with tears, which
broke up the reflection of their courageous King, watched as he moved towards
the abomination without delay or uncertainty.


To the howling
of the wind and the roar of thunder was added the tumultuous trampling of the
attacking horses: the entire cavalry of Tulsky, screaming curses of the most
disgusting nature, hurtled beside the King of the Kings of the South. Their
goal was the not yet prepared lines of the slowest orcs. They were, if
possible, even more foolish at that early hour. The impact of the men grew
beyond the clatter of their armour and overwhelmed the coloured faces with
their spontaneous charge, so that their Sovereign the only one to fight.


The arrogant being
from the Overland watched his chosen victim bouncing his club in one hand,
while his head turned to one side over his shoulder, he showed himself to be
proud and certain of victory. The giant decided to warm himself up by rushing
against the Lancers of Tulsky, reaping their bodies like a scythe in a field of
ripe wheat. The cries of the vanquished were heard clearly through the noisy
series of blows, swearing and disgusting grunts. The enormous anthropomorph
spun around among the troops, first lowering the club from the sky and then
keeping it low to caress the bloody ground. Many were reduced to a red spot
without distinction and thrown beyond the walls of the city. Each new turn of
the enemy threw bodies in the form of a crude, vital rain on the soldiers at
either side.


Godwin, almost
in contact with his opponent, had now finished his mental conversation with his
One God and had resigned himself, knowing that he was not alone on the gallows.
The dark eyeholes of the enemy helmet framed him, amidst laughter and
meaningless sounds. The powerful muscles of the enemy’s arms angrily changed
the trajectory of the club, causing it to crash to the ground a few meters from
the Lord of the South. The impact raised a great deal of mud, so strongly the
blow had been given, but Godwin did not take a step back, walking resolutely
towards his fate.


Even more
resolute than the Righteous, an unexpected emissary of providence hurtled upon
it, graceful as a blackbird among the branches. A man of inhuman height jumped
with feline grace onto the head of the enormous enemy club. The new arrival
continued running along the handle, wielding a much larger sword than that of
the Lord of the North. The unknown steel cut off the fingers of the giant’s
hand as it made a vain attempt to grab him. Three fingers fell, spilling red
blood and the fourth still hung faithfully by a strip of flesh to the palm, now
rendered useless with only one weak finger.


The screams of
the no longer arrogant being rose chillingly, while the speedy stranger jumped
forcefully from his opponent's forearm, sticking the tip of his colossal weapon
into the enemy's breastplate. The blade clothed with mystical powers worked
together with gravity, cutting the iron and the adversary’s flesh, as if it
were fabric sliced by a razor. From the blade of the weapon came a red mist,
very much like that given off by the third Master of War.


When he reached
the ground, the very tall man took two jumps, to get away from the enormous
defeated abomination, joining Godwin for the show. The innards of the giant who
had arrived from the Overland unrolled, falling in a fetid bloody mass towards
the quagmire, like ship’s cables used to tie up to piers. The giant collapsed
to its knees, facilitating the escape of its bowels, then falling backwards and
remaining partially upright due to the rigidity of his armour, while his life
expired like that of his victims.


The voices of
the men screamed euphorically, praising the unknown bean-pole, carrier of
disbelief and hope.


"Who are
you, great warrior?", asked the Righteous, quite disturbed by the
naturalness with which that being had brought down the enemy.


"The
correct question is where is King Holaf: I came to war to impress him, not you!
Even though I didn't mind saving you," he replied in a strange way and
even stranger unknown accent.


"I believe
he is at the Fortress of Fate, or at least that's where I would go to withstand
such a horror!" replied Godwin, relieved to have heard the friendly nature
of such a fighter.


"Thank you,
Lord of the South, see that you do not get yourself killed! I still see a lot
of big targets, and if I were you, I wouldn't face them alone!", commented
the oversized man protected by a covering armour in a purplish grey colour.


The shoulder
straps looked like the biggest and heaviest ever seen by the eyes of the
Righteous, always attracted by the particularities. One of them was black with
a thick red border, while the other was white with a swallow-tailed Greek cross
in the middle. A disturbing skull, anatomically perfect, was at his waist as a
belt for his fauld and tasset made with admirable workmanship.


The warrior gave
a long whistle, towering over them and watching towards the Black Forest,
remaining motionless waiting for an answer. Godwin was interested in these
actions, hoping to see more soldiers like that arriving. Hope, which was not
given much oxygen, broke like crystal at the appearance of an enormous feline
with very long hair. The animal moved the skeletal branches of the grim forest
aside, showing itself in all its size with extreme reluctance.


"Move, you
coward! Can’t you see how urgent our movements are?" cried the tall
warrior, spreading out his disconsolate arms.


"Do you
ride that animal?" the Southern King asked astonished, making small talk
in the middle of the fray.


"Yes, he is
my faithful companion in all my adventures, but he hardly ever attacks enemies
above his abilities, leaving me on foot like a little foot soldier!" the
giant slaughterer replied in an unsatisfied voice. "Barsik, move your hairy
ass, the theatricality of your entry has been going on for far too long!"


The feline, as
if he could understand perfectly, breathed heavily, and then sprang into action
so fast that the Lord of the South did not have time to understand the move.
Godwin found himself next to the enormous domesticated animal, intent on
purring to his master and rubbing his big head on his master’s chest.


Its coat was the
colour of the Arctic ice and varied in its whiteness from a tone of pale blue,
worthy of the reflections of the most beautiful aurora. The camouflage ended
with tufts of darker hair with cerulean tips and grey spots, like those of a
common leopard. The eyes of the animal were big and lively and seemed
iridescent like the rarest and most expensive pearls. On its ears and on the
sides of its cheeks, tufts of long white hair gave the feline an extravagant
look.


The outsized
warrior mounted on the back of his fantastic animal with the long, hairy tail,
and with nothing more than a half bow, spurred his companion towards the city.
Just one leap was enough to hear the roar as they reached a third of the
distance needed to arrive at the walls. The stranger defended himself and his
steed wielding his enormous sword. He did not allow attacks nor were his blows
denied by any armour. The pair reaped orcs like a sword could kill infants.
Every enemy material that came against such a long blade yielded to its
strength whether it was wood, iron or steel. Everything melted like ice in the
summer.


Rex, overwhelmed
by a heavy and cumbersome enemy, called his father to battle, shouting:


"When you
feel like it, my father, we all need your deeds urgently."


The Lord of the
South extended his arms outstretched to the sky and stared at the unknown grey,
asserting:


"I will
never again dare to complain about you, I ask your forgiveness! As usual, I
acted as a blind and complaining human being. Having said these words, the
Righteous did his best to free his own brave son from the black ogre, to give
him some rest.


The blade
belonging to the King of the Kings of the South slid icily into the evil
smelling armpit of the enemy, making a fine metallic sound resonate from the
back of the body armour. Pulling out the blade, the fanged beast fell to its
knees spitting filthy blood, and for Prince Rex it was a real pleasure to
angrily hit him in the neck. The bones gave way, but not all the flesh was cut,
and with a dark spray of fluid the heavy body staggered for a moment, and then
collapsed backwards with the head dangling, like a medal pinned to his chest.


"What name
did the mighty man who ran there answer to, father?" asked Rex curiously
between one breath and the next.


"He did not
introduce himself, but having saved me and the One God only knows how many of
my soldiers, I doubt that any criticism can be made of him. However, the feline
is called Barsik!", Godwin answered still admiring the deeds of the
unknown man in the distance.


"Barsik,
did you say?", Gotthard asked breathlessly, leaning bent over on his
knees, after knocking down orcs until he lost count.


"That is
what was revealed to me by the knight on the hairy feline!", confirmed the
Righteous as he approached the Prince of Stahldorf.


"If what
you have been told is true, that kitten is one of the last Váli on ice lands
and its rider answers to the name of Rjurik Volsun, the third-born of Wolfmar
Volsun, Lord of Rostorov! This news flooded the hearts of both Godwin and Rex,
leaving behind the sweet taste of salvation.
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The colossal
ally from the north, fearing nothing and yearning for glory more than anything
else, became the enemy of any orc commander. He could see from the dizzying
heights reached with each leap of Barsik. The will of his ancient and brutal
Gods took him to the gates of the cathedral, where the forces of the Gorod
Nocturnes had failed because of the prolonged length of the battle.


Yulian fought
fiercely on the roof of the structure, immersed in an unequal struggle by the
overwhelming enemy hordes, alongside many of his soldiers and the Bear's Head.
The invader with many coloured skins and green crests still filled the streets
of the city so much so that they built towers of infantrymen, one on top of the
shoulders of the other, to allow the troops to reach the highest roofs.


As if it were a
granite ball thrown by a trebuchet, Barsik threw himself roaring onto one of the
three pyramids of rough orcs, causing it to collapse on itself. The feline did
not fight in the same way as Dubranek's leverons, all anger, strength and
nervousness. The Váli used cunning, taking advantage of the unparalleled speed
of their leaps to strike the enemy forcefully, in their blind spots. Barsik's
roars silenced those of the orcs, leading to a disturbing bubble of silence
around the besieged cathedral.


The civilians,
crushed inside the sacred place, did not dare allow themselves a single breath,
chilled by the vision of the shadows of their enemies piling up beyond the
narrow windows. These dark silhouettes, mere omens of death, were brought down
one after the other, making the shadows vanish from the windows. The noise of
steel and grunts still came from the front door, but now the doors were no
longer shaken and tried by the harsh stresses imposed by the impious creatures
as they attempted to violate the sacred place.


Yulian, having
knocked down yet another green skin with the same inhumanity which was part of
his way of waging war, took advantage of the unexpected aid, as the ugly
coloured muzzles could no longer reach the top of the structure.


"Where are
the enemies?" asked the Bear’s Head, astonished, and more tired than he
had ever felt before.


"It seems
that your brother warrior has come to our rescue. Who else could have stopped
so many abominations!" exclaimed the prince of Gorod mistakenly.


"The
Dragonhead is not here, I can hear his thunder coming from the east towards the
gate. So I have no idea what force is helping us," commented the fourth
Master of War, preparing to stick his head out of the roof. With great caution
the fourth rune of Trondheim peeked quickly not wanting to offer an easy target
to the enemy arrows, and what he saw left him speechless.


"What can
be seen on the ground, Knight of the North?" asked Yulian, who was taking
part in a duel against the last enemy resistance on the roof.


"I don't
think that what my eyes see is true," whispered the Bear's Head, "I
see a living legend at our door, which has become an insurmountable barrier!"


The curiosity of
the Prince of Gorod was so great that he gave faster and less cruel deaths to
his enemies, in order to fill his eyes with this rare vision.


Rjurik and the
trustworthy Barsik were reaping victims at will: the mass of skinned and
chopped up dead bodies increased, moaning with every blow of Prince Volsungo,
who moved to protect the portal. The cat from the Overland continued its rapid
patrol of the perimeter of the immense structure, inflicting death and damage
on the orcs encountered on the way. Barsik never bit the soft tissues of the
pestilential prey, limiting itself to working with its claws, in order to avoid
having to spit horrible mouthfuls of rotten, fetid meat. The massacre perpetrated
by the extravagant couple was such as to induce even some black-skinned
infantrymen to flee. Usually they were unable to feel fear or with their minds
too clouded by the frenzy of warfare to discern their enemies based on their
strength.


Only a large
black commander stepped forward in all his impetuosity. He was probably the
champion of the siege of the cathedral, emerging from the shadows of an alley
not far away. The black monster ranted, mimicking with great theatricality his
own anger and thirst for revenge, about to attack the mercenary of Volcano
Island.


"It is the
proper time to face a big one," exclaimed Rjurik talking to Barsik, intent
on digging into the belly of an orc in agony, with its claws. The feline puffed
strongly arching its back and shook his head, pointing at the enemy.


"Don't be
afraid, my friend, I don't need your help to defeat a pile excrement like
this!" commented the Volsungo, before moving with great steps towards his
opponent.


The manoeuver
for the attack was so rapid that the big enemy was given time for nothing but a
vain attempt to put up a shield. The protection of the enemy commander was made
of whole trunks of birch trees reinforced with steel, but it seemed like
nothing to the sword of the valiant Rjurik. The rusty iron body armour suffered
the same fate: the immense thickness did not serve, wood, skin and bones all
sadly yielded to the unstoppable weapon of Prince Volsungo.


The enemy
commander was lethally run through, but in the last moments of his life he
tried to win a taste of that very rare flesh. The mercenary growled loudly,
raising his sword among the splashes of blood and scarlet mist. At first the
orc was also raised up and in tremendous pain, but then it fell back to the
ground split into two bloody and foul-smelling pieces. Rjurik turned and
noticed the spectators on the roof, hiding among spires and onion domes, and,
waving to them with his hand, he asked:


"Knights,
where can I find the Lord of the North?"


"If you
seek my Sovereign, I will follow you," said the Bear's Head, concerned
about the fate of King Holaf.


"I would
not want to be disrespectful to you, warrior, but you would never be able to
follow me," replied the Volsungo.


"Wait for
me a moment, prince, I'll catch up with you right away!" replied the
fourth Master of War.


But before he
was able to give the due homage to Prince Yulian and Anton, Barsik with Rjurik
on his back jumped on the ruins of a broken down building, joining, with a
bounce, the Nocturnes on the roof. The showy entrance was typical of the
Volsungs, aware that they had no equal among any race of breathing beings.
However, Rjurik approached the Bear gracefully as he alone could among his own
people:


"My brave
warrior, you will never be able to jump from house to house like Barsik. If you
try to follow me, you would only find yourself in a deadly race through streets
overflowing with enemies and corpses. Tell me where the Demon of Trondheim is
and I will join him in battle!"


"I admit I
can't hope to follow you on foot, Prince of Volcano Island, but wouldn't your
kitty carry me on his back?" the fourth symbol of Trondheim asked
awkwardly.


Barsik stopped
smelling a fallen Nocturnal and growled darkly, then huffed and shook
nervously. Rjurik, caressing its mighty back, replied to the warrior:


"My Váli
will certainly not carry you! Even less so after I addressed him with that
stupid, pet name. Tell me, wherever I turn my gaze, time is fundamental and you
are aware too, that you have lost the battle! The Lord of the North may need
support!"


The fourth
Master had not yet realized they were defeated. He knew the battle was
degenerating among the dark alleys, but no longer seeing the last giant, in his
heart he hoped that the victory was spreading its wings to their advantage.


"My
Sovereign should be at the top of the gate tower of the Eastern Wall, always
admitting and not taking for granted that this structure is still in our
hands," replied the Bear’s Head, looking around, shaken by the actual
devastation noted only now.


"No,
knight, in that place you mention there was only the God-Slayer. The one you
seek had already descended among the common mortals to sweat while reaping
victims to stem the rampant tide. If I wanted to track him down, I would go to
the Fortress of Fate!" the prince of the Nocturnes intervened.


Rjurik pointed
to Yulian nodding at the answer he had given and gave a salute, touching his
visor with his hand. Barsik took a nimble leap to the building next door and
then the next, moving away quickly in a south easterly direction, looking more
and more like a cloudy shadow in the fumes of deaths of the fires.


King High had
reorganized the men into a large, well-protected and efficient military square
to take them back to the walls of Fortress of Fate. The gates still held up
intact against the brute force of the orcs commanders, at work to break up the
doors. Also in this case the enemy infantrymen had become more cunning,
climbing on top each other until they created stairs to reach the battlements
on the walls.


Although the
bloodthirsty beasts were able to partially invade the stands, their climb to
success was shattered by Lord Stern's monstrous power. His bodies dominated the
walls in their thousands and, supported by the brave Death’s Heads, they pushed
the invaders back to the ground, with great thuds and terminal splashes of
black fluid.


"My King,
the doors of the Fort won't last long," Rune exclaimed, immediately coming
to fight behind the men of South Winter.


The barbaric and
brutal skirmish did not pardon an error by any warrior: the orcs used every
weapon in their possession, even violent head butts with the aim of stunning
and killing men exhausted by fatigue.


"Fight
against your weariness, my warriors, think of our dear ones and remember that
you hold in your hands the fate of those who still survive within the walls of
the fortress!" incited the God-Slayer, sticking his beautiful sword in the
exposed neck of a black orc. The steel choked an angry scream in the throat of
the beast, releasing the mortal hold the orc had on a Red Devil. The vermilion
warrior fell to the ground sinking into mud and blood but immediately picked up
his sword and stuck it into an enemy abdomen, ignoring his exhaustion.


"Move to
the rear guard, soldier," ordered Goren, taking his place, because he knew
he could not afford stupid deaths.


The halberd of
the Chief Demon rustled tearing the air and breaking the helmet elected as a
target with the point giving a dull thud. The blow ended the enemy sufferings,
increasing the unevenness of the ground covered in remains and heroic blood.


"We will be
able to reach the walls in time, my King," exclaimed Goren with the
intention of spreading good hope.


"I hope so,
my warrior! It seems that every cursed invader has arrived in the square in
front of the Fortress of Fate, to make us mourn the affections of our domestic
hearth," replied the Lord of the East without apparent emphasis.


High, being an
expert on wars and having a fine capacity for evaluation, knew he could not get
to the gate in time, however he wanted to believe that the Death’s Heads could
hold on and in the force of the mighty Olrund, hidden in a courtyard of the
fortification to save her. To the eyes of the archers barricaded in the
surrounding buildings the fight appeared like a being with a life of its own,
intent on tearing the flesh on all sides, devouring it madly. The screams and
roar of steel silenced the wind and the drums, now far to the west. With every
human step taken in the direction of the sancta sanctorum of their affections,
new mourning was added to the now overflowing cup of the Goddess Death, the
only joyful being in such situations.


With a strong
crack, the right side of the gate of the last fortification still untouched,
gave way, freezing the hearts of men on both sides of the walls. The large
commanders finally broke down both gates, throwing the remains behind them.
Only the forged steel grate remained motionless in defence of the first court,
nothing more than a temporary inconvenience in the way of the three colossal
enemies driven by a longing for death.


The pikes of
those who, in order to safeguard the last barrier, had lined up with courage
and despair, pushed hard in a praiseworthy but unsuccessful attempt to pierce
the enemy attackers. As the besiegers grabbed the grating, the defenders pushed
the spikes against their armour, generating nothing but ephemeral sparks. It
was Stern himself who grabbed spear and stuck it into the eyehole of the middle
one. The steel ripped through the opening throwing itself into the darkness behind
the protection. The big black orc cried in pain, releasing his grip on the
grille, which closed again, shaking with great joy because of the denied
transit.


"You must
turn your attention to their eyes! Our weapons are not powerful enough to break
through such thick armour", thundered one of Stern's many bodies to the
soldiers gathered in the first court in the extreme attempt to last another
day.


"As each
new enemy comes forward, you of the front lines must stab through their
eyeholes. It's not important how much damage is inflicted. The important thing
is that we want them to bend backwards, allowing the pikes of the second and
third lines to arrive at their flesh between the gaps in their armour,"
ordered Anastasia cold and methodical as she descended into the court among the
men.


King Zot, seeing
the Sovereign of Trondheim come limping to take her place among the fighters
devoted to martyrdom, shouted at her from the top of the inner walls:


"My Queen,
that is no place for you, come away and let the soldiers fight!"


"You're
right, this is not my place, but yours! Mine should be by the side of the Lord
of the North. Apparently none of us is where we should be!" the Valkyrie
answered as cold as the winters of Trondheim.


At such a
sentence King Zot, proud and not cowardly, replied:


"Wait for
me, my Queen, I join you to face death! If I am not killed by the orcs, your
husband will do it because I was unable to dissuade you. Therefore, it is more
fitting for me to run towards an inevitable event with the honour of a King!"


The Valkyrie
raised her axe to the Eastern Vassal as a sign of approval for his dignified
choice. The tactic suggested by the stupendous Anastasia gave fruit extending
the life of many people.


As soon as the
filthy enemy legs touched the defensive bars, the men in the first row of
fighters would rapidly strike, aiming at their faces. Not all the weapons hit
their targets, but they were effective in foiling the enemy. Spaces were opened
up, free from the faithful metal exposing its filthy content. The icy steel
sank deeply into the muscles of the black ogre, until it stuck into its spine.
The enemy, wounded in the face and pierced in the belly, shook himself,
trembling with anger pain so forcefully that the man carrying the weapon was
thrown away and the pike broke in its abdomen.


The same fate
was suffered by his green-skinned companion, who, elected as the best target,
received twelve blades as a gift, some of which broke through to the other side
of his body, through his bowels. The beast fell to its knees regurgitating
blood, yet clinging to the defensive grid. Its painful breathing, worsened by
the effort and the wounds to the face, worked together to spray large black
clouds at each exhalation, reminding the more fearful of magical powers.


"That being
possesses demonic gifts. It is creating a mist like that of the Champion of
Trondheim!" a terrified Death’s Head declared retreating uncertainly.


"Courage,
soldiers! You make me ashamed in front of the Queen of the North?" said
King Zot, who had come seeking a duel.


The Sovereign of
Grudak grasped a pike and cried:


"This is
only an orc and his mist is nothing but the sign of his defeat! The King of
Inferno of Peat drove the spear into the eyehole from which the fake magic
flowed, putting an end to the enemy's wheezing.


The dawn of
salvation was reluctant to arrive: thousands of coloured muzzles moved through
the streets, looking for dying men to eat, or live ones to turn into meat. The
bulk of the invading troops migrated west, pursuing their plan of depopulating
the lands of men to regain what was once theirs.


King Godwin,
outside the walls, saw the foreshadowed defeat, observing that every hard won
metre was immediately lost. Many orcs also walked through the streets of the
warriors until they reached the outside of the city, and then moved fast like
big and clumsy ostriches to the river Maskava, or south to Tulsky, which was
virtually unprotected at the time.


The situation at
the mighty Fortress of Fate seemed more conventional: the invading commanders
were stubborn, wanting to break through its defences at any cost. Enemy troops
fought on two fronts, crushed close to the walls by the constant manoeuvring of
the Lord of the East.


"It seems
imperative to bring down the commanders and those two big black orcs in heavy
armour," shouted the God-Slayer now almost at the end of his forces
because the battle had lasted so long.


"Yes, my
Lord, but with what weapon? Human strength and the good heart of men are not
enough for such beings," replied the tenth rune of Trondheim, scissoring
his two spiked maces across the face of a small green skin. The impact was so
strong that the enemy’s skull exploded, twisting its useless iron protection.
Blood flowed in great spurts from under the helmet, which had been crushed so
badly that the two sides kissed, while the unclean being the colour of moss was
staggering.


The Threehorn
observed the line of invaders leaning against the wall of shields and realized
that there was almost total lack of pikes, falcions or any pole weapons in the
defence. The prolonged battle had used up all these weapons, as they were the
first to suffer the impact of the opponent's charge. The mighty Master of War
shook his head, finding himself short of options to knock down the enormous
enemies, attacking the passage of the Fortress Fate.


It was at this
very moment that a special salvage rope was thrown into the hands of the
sailors at the mercy of the waves of death by the smallest of all the warriors
of the North. Gunnar, who had disappeared until now, had actually reached the
top of the Eastern Wall, near a siege engine still in operation. The young
prince had persuaded the Dark Keepers serving the piece to modify the trebuchet
to aim within the city walls, and large stones fell overwhelming the beasts in
the centre of the line of the filthy green crested orcs. Arms and legs were
torn up and chests squeezed like oranges in mid-winter. This gave oxygen to the
lungs of King High and the men at his command, exhausted and drifting on the
waves of the green tide.


The Prince of
Midgard, with his tooth pick sized sword, directed the stones away from the
front lines to avoid the slightest risk of deaths from friendly fire. He too,
was not a newcomer as far as war tactics were concerned and knew well that he
had to try to hit the big orcs mixed in with the abominable rabble.


"Prince,
aim at the door, you must flatten those two still active giants!" screamed
the God-Slayer unnecessarily, given the din dominating the square. Gunnar
signed to the Lord of the East that he could not hear, waving awkwardly and
pointing at his ears with one hand.


"My King, I
know the signals of communication between the battle zones! I'll be your
interpreter," a tired and no longer youthful soldier of Black Portal
offered his services, beginning to use his entire body like an experienced
dancer. When the knight next to Gunnar saw these movements, he disappeared from
the battlements. The trebuchet turned to attend to the ruined gate of the
Fortress of Fate with its precious contents, still intact only thanks to the
courage of the defenders barricaded inside.


The rustle of
the arm sang as a prelude to death, throwing an entire merlon into the air full
of smoke and pain. The shot did not disappointed for precision, landing just
outside the passage, breaking the big block into thousands of crazy parts. The
boulders, which came from the corpse of the merlon, hit the enemy backs
violently, as they were still engaged in the war at the gate despite the deep
lacerations.


The second shot
crashed perfectly into the access tunnel, striking precisely the brown on the
grid still clinging to it. The energy of the blow pressed it against the
defensive metal making its lardy body explode. Guts and flesh were pushed
between the steel squares falling through the half closed shaking protection.
Blood splashes and parts of putrid pulp arrived as far as dirtying the armour
of the splendid Queen.


"By the Gods!
How much crap can be compressed inside such beasts!" exclaimed shivering
Anastasia, now black and adorned with soft nauseous shreds.


Zot, on the
other hand, was happy with the vision, despite the widespread smell of gastric
juices from the explosion of the stomach, making the courtyard very hard to
stay in. Many men on the front line, dirtied, could not help themselves and
contributed to the bad quality of the air, regurgitating the little they had
eaten. A great cry of happiness escaped the God-Slayer, admiring the perfect
aim of his servants, which gave comfort to the warring bastion.


"Excellent
intuition, Lord of the East," complimented King Skoll, retiring from the
fray to regain a minimum of strength. A large green skin orc had bitten the
artificial arm of the Red Ice Sovereign, damaging the mechanism for extracting
the blade.


"Damn those
coloured muzzles! The craftsmen of Volcano Island will ask a fortune to repair
it. The Warrior Gods themselves have been working against my limb!"
lamented the brave sorrowful Skoll.


The boulders
flung from the Eastern Wall gave a certain serenity to the manoeuver of the
Sovereign of the destroyed city, as they hissed sharply to the ground, then
making the surface shake repeatedly. The impetus of the orcs lost momentum.
They began to be afraid, always joyful when they found exposed flesh where they
could inject their poison.


"Men! The
cowards flee from the side alleys, be careful not to let yourself become
surrounded!" Goren thundered carefully and precisely, indicating with his
halberd the right hand side of the square. The human archers, barricaded in the
neighbouring buildings, tried to hinder the herd as it moved around, firing at
will.


However, the
orcs were not preparing to carry out a subtle plan invented by their primitive
minds. They were simply fleeing as if they had already been defeated. A slight
failure was also revealed in the rear of human formation: although the numbers
were minimal, some soldiers deserted, fleeing to the north. The last stubborn
enemies of the troops stationed to defend the rear guard of King High's
manoeuver were persuaded to leave when the Dragonhead came.


The knight no
longer covered himself with red mist nor was his hammer of arms in flames, but
his blows still claimed victims. The men exulted at the arrival of the third
Master of War, believing that the battle had now been won. Only God-Slayer
noticed the heavy swaying of the Champion of Trondheim and his unusual curved
posture, never seen before in that man, and ordered:


"Tenth
Master, go and help your brother, he is no longer able to fight!"


The Threehorn
moved quickly, not wanting to arrive too late, but the orcs were now afraid of
the Dragon’s Head, escaping the mere sight of the God Crusher shaking in the
wind.


"Die all,
you disgusting beings!" the third rune of the North growled in a metallic
voice, so exhausted that he could no longer walk.


It was the
mighty Threehorn who had to lift the Dragon, calling on every muscle in his
body. The effort was such that he joked:


"My brother,
all you had to do with orcs was kill them, not eat them all!"


"You know,
tenth brother, when you move a lot, your appetite is greater!" replied the
third ironic warrior of Trondheim.


As the two came
to the shelter of their shield friends, King High approached the exhausted
Master and, kneeling in front of him, said:


"You have
become part of the history of this city. Without your heart we could never have
resisted such an enemy horde. You have been the foundation of our
survival!"


"My King,
it does not suit your rank to be kneeling in the bloody quagmire," replied
the Dragon, removing his helmet to take deep breaths, "I have served you
with joy, for by saving your city I have saved you, the Lord of the North with
his wife and my Sersy!"


The fatigue
strangled the speech he was making in his throat and making him bend his waxy
head to recover for a moment. As soon as he could speak, the Dragon wanted to
know:


"My
Sovereign, where is the Lord of the North?"


High bent his
head and shook it in reply:


"I do not
know, my Master, he wanted to throw himself into battle the way he always does,
next to the Masters of War as soon as the gates were torn apart. I have no news
of him, nor do I have the slightest idea of what happened to the Bear's Head,
the Wolf's Head or the Leopard. The rapid evolution of events, the smoke and
the cries of battle have swallowed up the position of many, including King
Grigor and his two sons."


The Dragon
remained silent for a moment and then stated:


"It is the
nature of war to ruin families, cities and entire kingdoms. Now it is
imperative to destroy every lousy enemy, then we will find our companions, if
not in this life, in Valhalla!"


The Dragon's
cold vision of the situation explained clearly eventualities that had not even
been contemplated by the God-Slayer until then. High did not feel ready to say
goodbye to his sword brother and it took no small effort to quell the beating
of his heart at such a thought.


The joy of
soldiers grew as they watched the vast force between them and the fortress run
away like barn rats under the lights of lanterns. God-Slayer felt his blood freeze.
Not only did he risk losing his beloved family, but also in the ashes of the
city. Even King Holaf could be lying bloodless. The Western man in charge of
the East shook from his mind similar thoughts with the same force he had needed
to extinguish the living Gods in his youth. High jumped up and pointed his
blade at the gate and cried:


"Let us
slaughter those abominations, a demonic incest between wizards and
trolls!"


The sky seemed
enthusiastic about the glory shown by every good heart and it opened up,
granting respite at least from the icy waters to those who died in the blood
mud. The blade of God-Slayer fell furiously, guided only by the royal will,
crashing into enemy bones breaking them without remorse.


The mood of
human souls seemed to hover high in the firmament, where once the birds raced
majestically, driven by the new flames of ardour of the irrepressible Masters
of War. These warriors were credited with holding the shield wall. The black
Masters of Trondheim, capable and brutal, found themselves cooperating well
with the Capodemons and the Red Devils, able to knock down, with limited
losses, even large orcs commanders.


The fallen,
however, were close to apocalyptic in numbers: an entire city had fought,
without fear of fate, against the inhuman wave of the green tide of the enemy.
But it left behind, as a warning, the red silt of death on the ground. The
defeat was clear to every man, as clear as the need to save the Fortress of
Fate and its protectors was revealed to them. Not so much because of the value
of an unshakable royal effigy, the guide of the Lord of the East was well
present and vigorous, but as a symbol of new life! The ark of affection and
future generations could not be violated and turned into an altar to a sadistic
wreck.


The enemy, with
its colourful skins, seemed to be struggling, regarding both virtue and
command. The rusty weapons continued to strike against the miserable men, but
with much less incisiveness than before. Now it was the defenders who hunted
down the invading beasts, breaking the hegemony of the orcs on the battlefield
to the sound of steel clashing. Into this horror poured nauseous offal. It
began to dye the purple mud with the black grim sap of the usurper.


Orcs still
crowded in the square in front of the Fortress of Fate, forced there by the
arrival of the army of Vyborg through the side streets. The tumult of the war
showed no sign of calming down. Human skulls were crushed, together with their
helmets, between the large and powerful fingers of blacks, leaking their
precious content to the ground. Pounded flesh, crushed bones and mangled guts
covered the porphyry with a demonic dark nauseous sludge. The screams of the
wounded remained silent to the ears of the healers, for whom now the only task
that remained was to be one of the infantrymen in the rear guard having
exhausted every type of medication. To this not very idyllic picture must be
added the corpses with their purple hues, abandoned over the previous days as
meals for strays.


Every arrow in
the possession of the defence had hovered in flight and were repeatedly
recovered by the archers and then shot again into the fray of ignorant beasts.
King High, waging war past the front line, covered himself with glory, becoming
an example for those behind him who fought. He had no equal in the skills of a
warrior nor in fencing, but nevertheless many followed him, creating a group of
reapers beyond the line of shields.


The screams of
jubilation grew stronger and became true exaltation, reaching the ears of a
huge irascible and frustrated black orc. The beast made its way, arrogant among
its allies like an elephant among the stems of dry grass in the savannah. King
High had elected himself as the bearer of hope, leading men to a partial
victory, saving the fortress. He was a symbol of annoying and all too
ostentatious love, an emblem to be destroyed, even in the eyes of the stupid
browns, let alone the finer minds of blacks.


The great shadow
of death fell behind the God-Slayer, who turned to pierce a green skin already
on the ground. The enemy club whistled through the air as it swung down like
fate, against the soldier of Trondheim, next to the Lord of the East, throwing
the corpse on him. The force of the blow was so great that it knocked King High
several steps away from where he started. He was bruised and stunned by the
impact, but the death of his neighbour involuntarily offered him mercy as the
man who fell on him softened the blow.


The great black
orc did not wait a moment and moved to damage the God-Slayer as he lay on the
ground, taking no notice of the tenth Master of War moving towards him. In the
tiny head of the giant enemy there was only one thought whirling around, that
of putting an end to the heartbeat of the brave symbol of human resistance.


Battered, High
tried to rise, but an ill-timed unbearable pain was presented itself in his
right leg, causing him to fall back on his side. The black commander, totally
covered in steel, did not wait for an invitation or offer knightly courtesies,
but lowered his death machine thunderously. Before the terrified glances of
those present, the iron club sank into the ground cutting through the layer of
corpses that covered it, but did not reach the steel or flesh of the God-Slayer.
He was dragged away by the Dragon's Head, who crept stealthily out of the
shield wall.


"How do you
manage to always save me? Luckily I am not of Nordic faith or should I curse
you for the many times you have deprived me of Valhalla!" joked King High,
not being able to do anything else.


"If you
want, I'll push you back to that place, at least that way a place at the table
of the Warrior Gods would be certain!" answered the third Master of War,
in an exhausted tone as he pulled his friendly King over the defensive line
with the last of his strength.


The black
commander, deceived by his pride, did not like this trick at all. As he became
aware his blow had missed, his anger drove him to assault the shields with such
energy that the first two men flew away and those who followed them fell to the
ground. The giant orc at the head of a group of black daredevils with green
manes on their heads threw themselves into the open breach within the human
defences.


The enormous
feet of the black commander in the front line gave extreme unction to the
soldiers, as they were intent on trying to understand what had mown them down
like grain. The screams of the wounded penetrated the souls of their
companions, sowing horror in their torn hearts. Once again the Dragon helped
the King of the Kings of the East to save himself from the enemy fury, but this
time he was running out of strength and time.


"My King,
stand up! To die lying down does not do your image justice!" cried the
third rune of the North lifting the God-Slayer. The shadow of the enemy again
obscured their sight: the beast arched its back, holding its club with its arms
raised, ready to strike a blow strong enough to break a mountain.


"Strike us
down, you mangy dog, and let's put an end to all this!" growled the brave
warrior of the third rune.


The opponent's
arms fell like an avalanche trying to strike the blow, but they fell in a
fountain, cut off by the beautiful Fate of the North, as providential as its
master. The lord of Trondheim arrived just in time to put an end to the
cravings of the aberrant orc, convinced that it was the dark sunset of the King
of the East, but ending up being clutched by death itself.


The beast,
waving the stumps and spraying black blood, was overcome by the syndrome of the
"phantom limb" and tried to grab the demon of Trondheim. The enemy
only poured blood over King Holaf, receiving in exchange a merciless steel
weapon in its throat. The blade of Trondheim massacred the worn-out metal of
its gorget, driven with anger by a screaming Long Sword until he cut through
the spine.


The Lord of the
North just had to shake his weapon to cut off the head of the commander, who
had descended with the aim of breaking human spirit, but was cut down by one
who embodied the very hope of the soldiers. The Demon of Trondheim picked up
the horrendous decapitated muzzle by its sparse and stringy mane and lifted it
up to heaven. Displaying it with his left hand and he cried:


"Men! Look
at their exterminator! It was convinced that he had now tamed us, but what fate
it has met in challenging us! Look at it now, how it seems much less haughty.
It does not arouse fear, exactly like all of them!"


The truculent
trophy, waved as if it were an intriguing flag of filthy blood, re-ignited the
warlike flame in the hearts of every knight, also burning because of the
reappearance of their Nordic leader. King Holaf, arose from the rubble like a
shadow from the woodland leaves at nightfall, bringing freshness and confidence
that had diminished with the flow of the green waves. Long Sword picked up a
pole of broken pike and planted it into the skull before sticking the
"totem" into the abundant flesh of the body, which was still warm and
shaken by tremors.


"My
brother, where have you been so long?" asked High, relieved to see him
healthy.


"Sleeping
like a useless infant, because of the cursed power of the eye!" replied
the Nordic King of Trondheim harshly angry with himself.


"Credit
must be given to Cyfer and to the gift he gave to you, if the werewolf vampires
have not killed us all. It is also because of his intervention and your virtue
that one of the giants has been defeated!" commented the ninth Master of
War, approaching the Dragon’s Head to hand him the sword of the late Wolf. As
the third rune of the North saw the abandoned blade he asked:


"Is my
brother dead? Where is the body, I must see it with my own eyes and recover his
helmet!"


"Dear
brother, I don't know exactly, but I want to help you in your search! It was in
the area of the passage under the gate tower," offered the Head of Snake
contritely, driven by guilt for not having been able to do anything.


"Go, my
warriors, and bring the body of the first Master of the War back to me, fallen
to defend me from overwhelming enemies there!" King Holaf ordered. The two
left as quickly as possible, as far as the small amount of strength left in the
possession of the Dragon allowed.










Chapter
36


An Unlikely Screen


 


 


The joy of the
fighters spurred on by the return of the Lord of the North did not last long.
This feeling was torn from the hearts of all of the knights by icy claws and
metallic squeaks. Among the rare alleys not controlled by the green knights of
Vyborg, a mass of heavy, roughly shaped plates of armour sprang up, piled up on
an enormous orc.


"Another
armoured fanged snout! How, by the goddamn devil, was he able to escape the
trebuchets?" cried King Grigor roaring, as he returned with his two sons
in the wake of King Holaf to the battle.


"My dear
Sovereign of South Winter, I believe that you have missed a lot. The
strongholds have long since stopped supporting us. Only the one behind our
backs still throws stones sending enemies into the underworld," said God-Slayer
in a breathy voice, so weak that it was almost incomprehensible.


The extremely
heavy enemy disregarded the human line, swayed slowly and noisily towards the
Fortress of Fate. Bricks flew from the walls as they no longer had a single
arrow, but the effect obtained against such armour was like a mere handful of
gravel.


"Tell the
stronghold to prepare to fire, I want a nice merlon aimed straight at the head
of that slow orc with too many winters behind it!" ordered King High
sitting on a corpse with his bleeding leg.


The Dark Keeper,
who was able to communicate by means of signals, carried out his duty and the
trebuchet positioned itself again, ready to strike. The Demon of Trondheim
threw himself into the fray, now possessing plenty of energy to break skulls,
but he felt sure he could not bear o use the power of the iris again. While
Long Sword and all the others were juggling with rusty weapons and filthy fangs
of fetid mouths, the wounded God-Slayer waited to lower his arm.


The colossal orc,
armoured so heavily as to be unrecognizable as a member of its race, brought
its cumbersome body in front of the gate. King High's arm signalled to fire and
yet another merlon taken from the Eastern Wall rustled through the air
immediately. The shot fell precisely on the enemy's back, breaking into a
myriad of stone splinters. The giant collapsed to the ground, thundering like
an avalanche on the slopes of the North, amidst the cries of the servants proud
of their work giving gestures of victory, visible from the terraces of the
fortress. The living ram defied death and fate, barely lifting itself up,
helped by the last orc commander still there. Rapidly the order to continue
firing stones was issued, but the answer from the stronghold was not the one
expected by the God-Slayer.


"My Lord,
they communicate from the tower that they do not have ammunition ready! The
orcs have come up to them along the wall and they have not been able to
dismantle other battlements in time," said the soldier of Black Portal.


High looked
around and shook his head because of the few options he still had:


"Tell them
to abandon the defence, make sure that it cannot be used against us and retreat
to the Fortress of Fate!"


Seeing the last
machine capable of supporting the brave men fall thunderously from the tower,
smashing to the ground, did not encourage fighting hearts. Moreover, the orcs
benefited from it, thinking their victory was close, they began to push
greedily against the shield wall, which was already in some difficulty. The
tired Red Devils, like their White comrades, became shaky and were pierced by
enemy blades. It mattered little to the invader where it struck, being without
any chivalrous honour, because men were seen only as a meal, although able to
defend themselves somewhat.


The beast
covered in steel arrived in front of the entrance to the Fortress of Fate, tired
but not tamed. The great orc sank his hands into the guts that had been
squashed into the grate and left still adorning the bars like macabre warnings
of death. The orc shook vigorously causing fine dust to rise, making the bars
move from the mortar between the stones, a prelude to the inevitable.


"Men, to
me! Now our moment has arrived among the bricks of this space to earn the
esteem of the Warrior Gods and the right to sit at their table. Don't be afraid
or considerate of your enemies, for you won't get anything in return,"
Anastasia said, calling Olrund to her side from the gate that connected the two
courts.


The bear raised
herself to her full height, but because she was not wearing her breastplate
because of her still open wounds, she too would have had little chance of
surviving. The powerful roaring of the nervous and limping war-bear reached the
ears of the Northern King. The sound blocked any chance of happiness from
flourishing in his breast. Holaf understood Anastasia perfectly and knew she
would never allowed her hairy childhood companion to be deployed in such a
condition if it hadn't been the only thing she could do.


Anastasia,
limited in her movements because of her wound, embraced the bear's neck and
whispered to her:


"My friend,
our paths divide here, I'm afraid. We’ll meet again in Valhalla. Let's show
these sinister creatures spraying drool and greedy longings what it means to
annoy a Valkyrie of Eternal Ice!"


The bear nodded,
roaring energetically and shaking vigorously, before returning the Queen's
embrace as if she were her older sister. The time for greetings was pulled from
under their feet, as the grate was torn from its foundations by the brutal
force of the enemy.


"My Queen,
it was an honour for me to be able to serve you!" King Zot proudly
exclaimed, and then invoked their motto. Also Lord Stern, tired and only able
to walk by holding on to a halberd, commented on arriving among the dying:


"Who could
have foreseen such fate! To die beside a warrior woman, a bear of Balmung, and
a handful of frightened men! Yet I am happy to have exhausted myself for your
survival, albeit with poor results!"


"I thank
you for these words, Inquisitor Stern, although I am not entirely sure they are
compliments!" replied sarcastically the beautiful Valkyrie of the North.


The orc broke
through the grate, throwing it to the ground angrily, so it landed on the first
fighters. The weight of the enormous beast caused tremors in the ground, as the
beast turned its interest towards the Queen and her bear. The enemy's impact
was so unstoppable that even Olrund collapsed onto the cold ice of the court.
When the round black eyes saw the huge fist fall on the brave woman, the
desperate anger of the bear echoed deeply among the ruins, filling the hearts
of those who could still feel anything with impotence.


An explosion of
golden sparks filled the court to saturation, spreading like flames to the
stands and beyond the gate from where the enemy came. Rjurik jumped down from
the walls, where he had been waiting for the right moment to use his shield,
Brest, which was capable of disconcerting powers. The defence intercepted the
blow directed at Anastasia a moment before she was struck and reduced to a heap
of bones crushed and bleeding guts.


"It is a
pleasure to meet you, Lady of the North, I am Prince Rjurik Volsun, son of King
Wolfmar!" The mercenary stopped to spin his gargantuan sword with its
evocative name of Ragnarok, one of the most powerful relics known to men.


The blade
cloaked in red mist did not show any evil or whims, splitting the enemy into
two parts, just where the thickest and impassable part offered itself. Lively
sparks from the friction came before the heavy thud and filthy entrails poured
onto the ground like horrible dog food thrown from a bucket. The orcs that had
already penetrated the fortress walls, on seeing their new adversary, froze,
allowing Rjurik to speak again:


"I am the
youngest son of the Lord of the Volsungs of Volcano Island, pretender to the
throne of Rostorov, Hero of the Citadel and - I hope soon - husband of your
daughter Witte!"


The Queen was
shocked by the moment chosen by the incredible warrior to present himself and,
as she stuck her axe into the snout of a too intrusive green she replied:


"I thank
you for saving me, but I fear I must disillusion you with regard to my eldest
daughter. I would never approve of such a union, despite the offer made by my
wicked husband!"


Rjurik launched
himself into the fray next to the Valkyrie, who was overprotective regarding
her offspring, knocking down heaps of enemies at each blow. Brest, the shield,
repeatedly gave off splendid sparks, working to protect not only its owner, who
was almost invulnerable, but also the limping Queen of Trondheim. Such
flamboyance attracted every eye to the prince of Rostorov, tall and dominating
among the impious creatures, like Titan among the palaces of the Citadel.


"Who is
that prodigious being?" asked King High, standing up to see the stars that
had fallen to the ground.


"My
brother, I will soon introduce you to my future son-in-law," replied the
Demon of Trondheim in a satisfied tone.


"So that is
a Volsungo! I can believe they're deadly in battle," commented God-Slayer,
putting his hands on his hips like a man with time for frivolous gossip and not
in the bloodiest battle in living memory.


Rjurik's power
lay not only in the possession of two military relics, the dream of any knight
or adventurer, but also in his ability to perceive the dangers around him and
then be able to suddenly launch a counter attack. The Prince of Rostorov
created a macabre dance, floating around the beautiful Anastasia, protecting
her and providing her only with targets that were already dying. This fine show
of agility and fury brought a heavy gift of death and panic among the colourful
enemies.


The filthy green
crested orcs fled shrieking, leaping hastily through those streets still in
their possession, to escape towards the western breach. The pressure on the
shield wall became bearable, allowing some sections to give support to the
heavy defences on the ground in the horrid quagmire. The action of the Nordic
mercenary left even the usually all too talkative King Grigor breathless,
tired, but all in all, unharmed and happy to see the end of the battle.


"It would
seem, my father, that in this world there are many warriors with fighting
skills superior to yours!" Eivind playfully provoked, weary to the point
of not even being able to hold up his head.


"With
weapons like that, even your poor brother Eskil could do well," replied
the blond King of South Winter, through his breathlessness and a grimace.
Prince Geir, as exhausted as only a seagull flying from the Overland to
Arkantorre could be, commented doubtfully:


"Father, I
presume that such weapons are not easy to wield. Have you felt their weight?
That knight appears to me to be a very capable fighter!"


The subject of
the speech of the three nobles came up against the wall of shields, among
splashes of black blood and bowels revealed in the cold wind. The mystical glow
from the shield at each blow against the enemy's action diminished in intensity
and frequency, making the great mercenary's manoeuvres less effective. The
festive men raised their shields to the eyes of the Gods, offering slogans in
praise of the ally and the magnificent Queen of the North with him, returned
unharmed to her husband. Anastasia limping dragged herself with difficulty to
Holaf’s side. He did not hesitate for a moment before embracing her and kissing
her dirty and parched lips.


"I feared
that I had lost you in the fury of war, my love," exclaimed the Queen with
tearful eyes.


"And you
almost lost me, my adored half! I am alive only thanks to the sacrifice of
many. More than all, my heart, tears, blood and pain are caused by the
immolation of the first Master of War, who heroically fell by my side in the
moment of greatest need," the sad voice of Long Sword answered, clutching
his wife with loving vigour.


Anastasia did
not know what to say. The unexpected news shook her soul to its depths,
releasing tears onto the splendid royal face. Slight shivers shook the proud
Queen's shoulders, causing her to be ashamed enough to cover her face with her
hands.


Rjurik placed
the enormous Brest shield next to the two Kings, providing them with the most
unlikely of screens, in order to allow her to release her emotions because of
the situation. The tenth Master of War stood by Goren, both of them exhausted,
staring at each other with nothing to say not wishing to run the risk of
harming the souls of others.


Armigers and
besieged knights began to flow from the buildings, recalling the slow stagnant
waters on the ground after a flood of the sacred river. They filled the streets
left empty of life but overflowing with death. A few sporadic groups of orcs,
not yet tamed or little satisfied by their burden of mourning, crossed steel
with the human survivors, now in the majority in the city streets.


"My King,
where are all these damn coloured invading muzzles running to," asked
Grigor from South Winter, speaking to the God-Slayer.


"I assume
those filthy beasts have breached the weak red brick defence in the west, and
now the green tide is pouring freely into the United Men's Empire,"
replied a distraught Eastern Lord, looking at the corpse of a Dark Keeper lying
at his feet.


"Lord of
the violated city and of the North, let me introduce myself only once, I am
Rjurik Volsun, called the Fortress by friends and the Door to Death by enemies.
With my own eyes I saw the door of the West destroyed by the giant, but I am
pleased to give you the good news of the demolition of this devastating being.
This sword of mine won over his flesh, leaving him bloodless as a mere monument
to war. He will now rot, feeding dogs and insects until the right epilogue
arrives. Moreover, I wish to tell the Lords that they are not as alone as in
reality they feel, overwhelmed by all this horror. I have seen the immense army
of the South coming to the rescue!"


At this
unexpected news the Lord of the East and the Lord of the North looked at each
other and in unison exclaimed:


"Godwin has
come as promised."


"How is the
Lord of the South? Have you met him, brave Volsungo?" Long Sword asked
with obvious trepidation.


"Your
friend is definitely in fine shape! He was going to fight the giant on his
own!" announced the Prince of Volcano Island.


"Probably
the One God will have wanted it", High risked a joke, smiling.


This harmless
phrase gave them the chance for thunderous liberating laughter, flowing from
the lips of King Holaf still close to his wife. Anastasia no longer shook with
tears but laughter, perhaps seemingly out of place to the eyes of the few who
were not soldiers by trade, but survivors. This almost foolish laughter spread
from mouth to mouth and often flowered on Holaf’s lips after tragic battles,
where he had seen his fighting companions die. Not a lack of respect of the
living to the fallen, but a thunderous thanksgiving to all the Gods, creators
of human destinies.


"It would
be better to secure the Fortress of Fate, my valorous Prince Volsungo!"
exclaimed King Holaf, with his lips still turned upwards to his eyes.


"As you
wish, Demon of Trondheim, however, do not forget the commitment made with my
father!" answered the mercenary rapidly, raising his shield and then
beginning a deadly race towards the last stubborn, impious creatures, busy
entering the court of the castle.


High gave a
brief, very eloquent nod in reference to Prince Rjurik and what he had reminded
them of. This gesture did not escape her and was understood even by the Queen
of the North, who mumbled unhappily:


"I will
never grant my sweet Witte to such a being, not even if he was the strongest
warrior of the whole Empire!"


"My
darling, try to see the uncomfortable position in which Trondheim finds itself.
His father is not a man we can afford to deceive: King Wolfmar, if he does not
get what has been agreed, will move against the North. And I can assure you
that there will be no way to escape!" King Holaf tried to reason with his
wonderful wife caressing her face.


"My Queen,
rumours about Prince Rjurik say to he is good and upright and not as bloody as
the rest of his lineage," said High reporting the little he had heard
regarding the Volsungo.


Even King Skoll
allowed himself to express an opinion:


"My Sovereigns,
I know with absolute certainty there is little fraternal love among the heirs
of Volcano Island at the expense of the youngest brother, Rjurik".


"What is
the cause of such hatred towards him?" asked the curious Queen Anastasia.


"Among the
people of the island it is said there is competition between Rjurik, the smallest
of the Volsungs, and his brother Wotan, of the same father but different
mother. The brave knight who came to our rescue did not remind us, for good
reason, of all his nicknames," Skoll interrupted and approached the two
gentlemen and then whispered with a low voice, "the two older brothers the
call him ‘Bastard’ because of his human mother, the King’s second wife, after
the death of the first Queen!"


The news made
Holaf realize the true reason why King Wolfmar wanted so much to find a human
wife for his children, perhaps to settle family differences.


"So Rjurik
is actually different from his Volsunghi brothers!" exclaimed Anastasia
surprised by the revelation.


"Yes, my
Queen, voices insist that although the height of the prince is lower than that
of any other inhabitant of the island, he has greater strength and a more solid
capacity for judgment. He was the one who snatched the Brest shield from the
icy heaths of the Overlands from their impenetrable defence. Rjurik was chosen
as a companion of adventure by the Váli and not Sigfrid, and even less so,
Wotan. Finally, only the young prince Volsungo received the Ragnarok sword,
forged with the blood of ancient demons. No one else would ever be able to
carry such relics. Both weapons in the possession of the mercenary are endowed
with infinite powers, but also have very strong, but contrasting wills!"
concluded King Skoll who was very well informed about the prince, boasting a
rare friendship with a craftsman of the Nordic allied kingdom.


"What
guarantee can you offer me that he will not treat our little girl badly?"
Anastasia protested energetically, with her a hard warrior’s face.


"Now can
you all see the reason why my children are still living under my roof? For
years I took the blame, but now you can no longer say ’Holaf does not want his
heirs to marry’" exclaimed Lord of Trondheim laughing happily, while his
wife went red in the face with shame.


"Don't be
embarrassed, my Lady. You are among friends and we make jokes to avoid looking
at the horror in which we are immersed!" consoled the good-natured God-Slayer,
opening his arms to indicate the widespread massacre in the square.


"If I can
take a stand in defence of the Volsungo, in your eyes my dear Queen, the
macabre life-span, normally granted to mothers-in-law among those tall beings,
must be declared. Not many wives still have their mothers living, while Rjurik
has protected you countless times during the journey between the Fortress of
Fate and us!" commented Skoll.


"Red Ice
King, makes you so sure of such a great number of rescues in my defence?"
asked offended the Nordic Queen touched in her pride.


"It was not
my intention to insult you or to diminish your skills as a Valkyrie! However,
watch now how Rjurik is fighting: not a single light comes from his shield,
while before a whole series of stars seemed to descend to earth!" Skoll
added an incontrovertible explanation to what he claimed.


"He would
not seem to be so evil, but I still have reservations," commented the
beautiful Anastasia, widening her arms and then dropping them back to her
shaped hips, as she watched the prince's warlike manoeuvres, able to cause
countless deaths with little effort.


By now, the
battle for the once splendid capital of the East seemed to have reached its
last vain ardour. The purpose of the orcs had finally proved to be to gain
access to fertile lands rich in human prey, a goal in which they were perfectly
successful, despite the sacrifice of many fanged beings.


Holaf and High
exchanged glances sporadically, perhaps in search of words, to soothe the
disappointment and sorrow carved on both faces, but the right words were
difficult to form. Rjurik with the Masters of War and the Capodemons broke the
siege of the Fortress of Fate and from the walls, cries of joy faded at the
sight of the fallen scattered everywhere.


The court was
not in the same condition as the city thanks to many factors, including the
daring defence of King Zot and his Death’s Heads. Not a single enemy corpse was
spared from the blows of their steel, moved by fake mercy, but truly full of
revenge. Many enemies were only injured, then sent to their hell, while they
crawled between the tortured bodies of the defenders and the carcasses of their
peers.


The entire
garrison defending the fortress moved along the Eastern Wall, now destroyed and
reduced to a useless pile of bleeding rubble. On those battlements stupid brown
orcs were still fighting, not realizing that they were the only ones left to
cross swords in the far east of Black Portal. All the disgusting fanged beasts
had dragged their bodies towards the lines of King Godwin, who, with his
armies, was engaged in thinning out the impressive mass of fleeing invaders.


"Father,
these bastards never seem to end," cried Rex, exhausted by the continuous work
of stabbing enemies.


"Son, have
no pity or reserve! Every orc that escapes our blades could kill good
people", Godwin tried to motivate his son, now totally covered in
raven-black blood.


The line of
armies from the south had been pushed back towards the edge of the Black Forest
by the green tide. Hordes of wrinkled browns, directed by green skins or by
black orcs, were sacrificing themselves against the troops of the Lord of the
South. A sacrifice in order to give time to the more evolved races to flee,
spreading out among the peaceful villages still dormant in the blind illusion
of normality.


A large brown
orc, driven by furious anger, was able to strike Prince Deemer with great
force. The once white armour of the young man fell apart on impact, giving way
to the rusty barb. The prince was harpooned by a club and shaken about among
his companions, inflicting stabbing pains on him. From the violent shaking he
was given, his helmet slipped off, showing his vermilion face covered in
regurgitated blood and his head hanging as if he was already dead.


It was Absalom's
sword that pierced the furiously screaming beast in the lower abdomen. The
black knight with a red fist sank his blade in a good halfway, tearing every
part that was in that lardy body. The great enemy let his club fall, together
with the pierced Prince Deemer, before making a clumsy turn and collapsing to
his knees.


Absalom
charitably ended its life by reciting a prayer of good death. He lowered his
sharp steel onto the prostrate enemy, penetrating from the side of its neck to
chop through the ribs, which gave strong snaps and then continue deep down. Not
the pile of black and smoking innards, but the stomach torn by the revealing
blade gave a sight of pure horror: from that horrible formless bag came
undigested parts of human skulls and limbs, one of which had the ring of the
Defenders of the East still on a finger.


The commander of
the Prophets of the Sword did not hesitate at such a sight and rescued his
delirious prince from the soft mud. The situation seemed serious to the eyes of
the healers following the Holy Army, because the spike had gone deep inside.
The One God wanted the young man to be cut down by the only brown with a newly
forged club: the barbs had just seen the light and still smiled brightly, not
corrupted by rust and germs.


"Incredible!"
commented the Master healer, removing the body-armour now fixed to the enemy
weapon.


"What has
surprised you, making you smile at such a tragedy?" asked Absalom in tone
of reproach, as he stopped to quench his thirst for a moment.


"My Knight,
look for yourself," invited the healer, showing him the heavy armour of
the wounded young man, with its torn platelet. Even the rough and hardened
Absalom was speechless at not seeing the rostrum inside the plate.


"The prince
uses a double body armour! The first layer was pierced dissipating the impact,
while the second defeated the enemy weapon," Absalom exclaimed smiling to
himself, touching the deformation of the inner layer, which did not project more
than one finger from the normal curvature. "So we were afraid for nothing,
bravo, my little prince!"


"What's my
son's condition?" his father immediately wanted to know while fighting a
black orc.


"He is only
lying unconscious, nothing worrying say the healers!" reported the
commander of the Prophets, happy to be able to bring such a tidings to his
Lord.


"Luckily
the One God still doesn't need my son!" the Righteous sighed, calming his
heart filled with the gloomy enemy of fear.


"My Lord,
after such a beating it is hoped that no soul will be needed by any divinity to
be a judge of our deeds!" Absalom replied, pushing his sword under the
armpit of an enemy.


The situation
beyond the broken red rubble of the walls was still evolving with a florid
display of death and horrors, engaging the proud allies of the South in an
arduous struggle. Many, perhaps too many, ended up victims of the fetid beasts,
being grasped, while still alive, by their filthy fangs. The bites of the orcs,
even if not deep or sharp enough to remove parts of the unlucky victim, left
wounds that rotted in a short time due to the saliva, thought to be poisonous.
The truth dispelled this idea, for in that viscous yellowish slurry between the
enemy’s jaws there was only a great number of germs, able to necrotize the
flesh in a few hours, without any poison.


When the men of
the South, exhausted, lost further ground in favour of the brownish attackers,
to the rolling of their war drums, the wind of the North came. The voice of the
wind did not whisper through the foliage, shaking them vigorously, but rather
cursed loudly causing the rubble of the fortification to fall in time with
human steps and anger of Nordic warriors, crushing orcs with ardour. Of course
Holaf and High were never going to remain at the mercy of events, waiting to
see how many beasts were brought down by the Righteous and his soldiers.


The dark banner
of Black Portal rose once again on the broken tower of the gate, shaken
irascibly by the gusts of the Easterly wind. Next to it came the red two-headed
Trondheim snake, announced by mighty ringing Nordic horns, echoing proudly to
instil fear among the beasts. Other banners followed, helping to compress the
invaders like simple iron in a forge, between the steel of the Nordic hammer
and weapons of the Southern anvil.


Rjurik came late
to melee outside the gates, praised by a group of survivors, who had been saved
from a siege by his intervention.


"Father,
the Lords are holding the manoeuver, look! The allies are coming down from the
wall," cried young Rex almost at the limit of his strength.


Godwin,
completely overcome by tiredness, aimed blow of his sword at a brown that did
not even trouble the beast and then collapsed to his knees at the mercy of the
enemy. His youngest son present threw himself with his sword outstretched,
arriving at the right moment to parry the fateful slash to his father's head.


The angry
vibration of the blade was well heard, as it was subjected to the thrust of the
oak club, sounding like a recall to life for the anxious Lord of the South.
Given strength from the last of his forces, Righteous’s fist grasped the enemy,
removing its soft wooden helmet. The sinister Royal limb gave a punch with its
spiked fist right onto the enemy's fearful eyes, splashing the orange pupils out
of their natural position; at the second blow bones creaked and the brain was
exposed giving an abundant flow of blood and suffering grunts.


"Always be
just and merciful," exclaimed Rex, provoking his father for his excess of
frenzy.


"No, son,
only for my own personal delight," the Southern Lord answered truthfully,
causing the youngest of his warrior sons to give him a satisfied smile.
"Rex, my beloved, you are not the greatest believer among my children nor
the most diplomatic, but as a fighter you remind me of myself at your age! You
have not limited yourself to helping me several times in these days of hard
battles. You have proved to be worthwhile and indomitable, making me proud
beyond all imagining!" The boy embraced his curved father hard, with nothing
to say, overflowing with joy at hearing these words.


The orcs gave up
the fight, seeing their commanders being defeated one after the other or pushed
into the red carnivorous waters of the moat. The cries of the latter were
raised like the smoke of the still burning city, leading hordes of fugitives,
full of fear, to suffer the same fate.


The God-Slayer,
who had arrived with the Lord of the North and his wife at the ruins of the
tower of the demolished gate, tried to see his friend Godwin among the fray.


"He should
always be recognizable, with that helmet," commented King High, absorbed
in his thoughts.


Long Sword
watched the green screaming mass in retreat, in the grip of the large army of
allies coming from the south, with its colourful battle dress saturating the
vast expanse of grass. They looked like multi-coloured liquids in shaken basin,
and he couldn’t understand how his sword brother could hope to see the
Righteous.


"Lord of
the East, have you hit your head in battle? You can hardly tell which are the
invading commanders from such a distance, how could you think to pick out a
single man!" commented Holaf playfully, receiving a slight shake of her
head in reproach, from his wife.


"My
brother, I was hoping for a hole in those gloomy clouds to shine a beam of
divine light right onto his head, just as the sun tears through the leaden
mantle after a violent thunderstorm, to give light to the survivors,"
smiled the King of Black Portal.


The battle
showed the first signs of a cessation of hostilities within the walls. Only a
few patches of horrible orcs still offered to fight, seeking to escape from a
desolation that had never been seen before.


With the sky
ready to darken, to stretch a funereal mantle over the ugly torn bodies, superstitions
began to emerge from the most unthought of places. Collapsed huts revealed
school-age children dressed as soldiers with red faces, marked by tears.
Cellars returned entire families to the corrupted rotten air, having escaped
the frantic thirst for death of the enemy. Even among the piles of corpses of
the secondary lines, fake corpses were revived, with little honour, but
certainly alive!


Flames lapped
the majority of the city's houses, greedily consuming their large beams and
floors, impregnated with resin to make them last in the humid climate of the
East. The fires tinged everything with a yellow infernal light, making the
shadows of the living struggle on the walls, as if they were deformed devils
coming from beyond the grave to plunder souls.


On the Eastern
Wall, the relatively fresh army of the Death’s Heads inflicted a harsh tribute
to the last pockets of enemy resistance. They slaughtered each coloured muzzle
and stuck their heads on pikes, which became a macabre decoration for the lower
wall, a mere warning to those who were escaping towards their own lands.


The Nocturnes
left the cathedral and the neighbouring positions, to hunt out, with their fine
sense of smell, enemies still hidden in the rubble of the city.


"Thank you
for coming to our rescue, Prince Yulian!" exclaimed Anton sitting on a
pile of fallen bricks, with his soul disheartened by the knowledge of their
defeat.


"Sorry,
what did you say?" distractedly asked a Nocturne faithful to the throne of
Gorod.


"I was
thanking you for your efforts to bring about our survival. I believe I have not
yet done so", repeated the man of the East in a faint voice.


"Don’t
mention it, knight! Why else do we make pacts or alliances?" the mighty
being replied, in his slurred speech, behind his golden armour.


"Why do you
look so lost, Dark Keeper? You are alive! You helped me and Prince Yulian to
bring down a giant and the war will not end with this one night", the
fourth Master of War took a breath, looking south towards the Fortress of Fate,
visible and partially illuminated by the fires dominating the city. "The
battle should not be considered a complete defeat. These people are still
crying, so the orcs have not carried out their cravings by killing everyone.
Also you can hear steel clashing and heavy swearing towards the red wall, so
you and I will head there, while the Nocturne checks carefully between the
houses!" ordered the Bear's Head to the daring man.


Anton stood up
taking his belt with both hands to put it into place, took a large breath of
air, corrupted by nauseous stenches and made acrid by the fumes of the fires,
and then exclaimed:


"Providence
protects us! Guide me, my commander, and I will follow you!"


The two men
began to move with care between the alleys in front of the small square of the
great basilica. Immersed in such a claustrophobic maze, where the darkest
shadows prevailed, the battle was still alive. Noise of swords and words not
suitable for the ears of any good believer merged with screams and grunts in a
very unfriendly tone.


The fourth rune
of Trondheim with graceful movements, walking between the collapsed bricks and
the fallen corpses, arrived at the crossroads where the noise of the struggle
was still continuing. The Bear's Head, put his head out, ready for the retreat,
to see who was sword fighting against whom. Before his eyes, an exhausted
Barbarian of Cold Wood, intent on resisting a good-sized green skin, was
revealed. The warrior of the fourth rune did not delay or think of
self-preservation but jumped into battle, screaming with fury. The blade of
Trondheim penetrated the wide shoulders protected by rags alone, the steel
slipped on a plate of bone, ending up piercing a lung.


The green, not
expecting an attack from behind, instinctively tried to turn around, but the
Barbarian did not allow him to flee, sticking his axe in the side of his neck,
where only rings tied together created a weak chain mail. Nordic steel dragged
the worn-out iron down into the flesh, exploding bones and muscles. Sprayed
blood splashed onto the nearest wall, like the decorations of a hellish citadel
or the questionable work of a crazy artist. The orc fell on all fours and then
slammed its metal nose into the rubble at the feet of the exhausted warrior.


"How are
you? You're hurt?" the Bear's Head with too much consideration.


The man from
Cold Wood showed a large dent in the mask of his helmet. From his thick mail
helmet, typical of the warriors of King Jarg, a heavy beard appeared and with
every breath a red fog of breath.


"Maybe he
was wounded by a few blows to his face," Anton hypothesized, not hearing
an answer.


The green and
white soldier removed his helmet and pulled down his mail cap, revealing a
broken nose and a crushed cheekbone in the colours of death. Olgherd was hidden
behind all this swelling.


"Prince,
you need swift and capable care," exclaimed the fourth Master of the
Trondheim War, pointing the way to the red wall.


"Probably!
I can see nothing from my left eye and my face hurts so much that it evokes all
the demons of the underworld. However, it would be a good idea for me to find
my father and my brother," replied the King of Cold Wood.


"Prince
Olgherd, if I know your father, the King, he will be heading where the war
calls for his deeds! So follow us to the western border of Black Portal, where
they can treat you and if we don’t come across the men you are seeking, I will
help you to find them among all these fetid ruins!" suggested the Bear.
Olgherd hesitated for a moment looking around, but finally persuaded by pain or
fatigue he nodded his head.


The black
embrace of the night came as the sun slept beyond the Heap of Bones Mountains,
leading to a pause in the battle that was taking place outside the walls of the
violated capital of the East. The exhausted men of the South joined up in order
not to let too many enemies escape, but the complicit shadows saved dozens of them.
Only the unwise brown orcs remained in the field, sometimes giving powerful
blows into thin air, at other times hitting their companions by mistake.


Only the Red
Devils, supported by the Masters of War, followed in their search for prey,
struggling in the dark until their strength gave out limiting their pace and
their will. In a short time the only certain visions in the night remained the
lines of the Lord of the Sepulchre of the Gods illuminated by joyful fires and
to the east the troops of the brave Holaf to the west, perched on the gloomy
walls wrapped in flames and smoke.


The lamentations
of the wounded sounded loud in the nocturnal silence, wearing out the hearts of
their companions. Lucky ones were found by the War Masters and dragged onto the
rubble of the Western Wall. A similar act of charity was carried out by the
talented Absalom with the Prophets of the Sword, whenever it was possible to
act, rescuing many comrades. The freezing night passed slowly as they were
perennially on guard, nevertheless pardoned by the wind. Very few were able to
close their eyes, their ears filled with the still numerous blasphemies and
incomprehensible growling in cool hours.


"Good
night, Lord of the East, good night, Lord of the North!" Godwin cried out
powerfully, before going to bed with his three sons, still able to fight.


"Good
night, Lord of the South," two voices echoed from the destroyed city. A
jovial smile came lightly to the face of the Righteous, happy to have heard the
words of his peers still capable of such cries.










Chapter
37


Last Blood


 


 


The next day
came, cold and calm, the sky delicately clearing, as if it were afraid to
uncover the horrors contained in the dark box of darkness. The red sun began to
kiss every dead man lying in the mud, like a distraught widow. An innumerable
quantity of kisses would have been needed, but certainly there were more
muscular masses of orcs massacred or simply overcome and chosen as a meal by
nocturnal animals.


Godwin had
awoken at dawn with the intention of exploiting every useful second to put an
end to such a bad situation. His heart quivered hoping to discover that he had
carried out, with all care and attention, the task entrusted to him by the One
God. His helmet with its large feathered horns smoked at every breath, so harsh
had become the cold, while his arm trembled with his sword in his hand as he
looked for enemies to hit in vain.


To the eyes of
the defenders, the new aurora showed the end of the battle for Black Portal. It
was a sort of draw, not a decided victory, given the mass flight of the enemy
within the confines of lands free of such monsters. However, such a battle
could not be counted as a defeat: the giants had been slaughtered and their
huge carcasses had turned into rotten monuments to war, stinking up the air of
the city with the scents of their bowels.


Of the green
tide nothing remained now other than a macabre dark slurry full of corpses, to
torment the already poor soil of the East. But for the three Kings of Kings the
most irrefutable and important success lay in every man still alive and in a
close bond of blood forged between the armies.


Rjurik had been
awarded with the "last blood" donated to the War Goddess, a deity
worshipped by the Volsungs. The joyful sword Ragnarok had been the ferryman
between life and death for the last great orc commander, now gutted with its
smoking black bowels disturbed by its lardy wrinkled brown rind.


"This is a
great day of glory, my Lord, you should rejoice!" Gotthard exclaimed in
full voice with all the arrogance and contempt of a young Nordic warrior.


"Prince of
Stahldorf, I do not see joy in so much death," replied Eldred contritely,
"but only sadness!"


"No, my
son! Despite the undeniable dark shadows of desolation, today can be counted as
a day of jubilation! We, small and miserable humans, through the will of the
One God, have moved divine anger against those ungodly unfaithful beasts. Yes,
there are so many muzzles lying on the ground that their descendants will be
unable to forget such a defeat," Godwin intervened in a vigorous tone of
voice. "Men, join me in shouting "God wants it!"


All of them, no
matter where they came from, shouted in one breath the much-loved words of the Righteous,
causing a shiver of amazement down their spines. The roar that rang out
attracted the gaze of the much more tired defenders of the Black Portal,
perplexed by such a show of enthusiasm.


"What ever
do they have to shout so loudly about?" mumbled King Skoll, his eyes
almost closed as he struggled to get up from his bed of earth.


"They
rejoice for the end of hostilities, not a single disgusting coloured muzzle can
be seen from the red wall as far as the eye can see!" replied King Rune,
who arrived at the breach in the night after having gathered together his
surviving soldiers.


"Are the
Lord of the North and the Lord of the East among you?" asked the King of
the Kings of the South, moving with his men among the corpses of battle as far
as the edge of the moat.


"Certainly,
Sovereign of the arid lands, follow me!" King Skoll invited, giving a
slight bow.


Godwin and his
son Rex climbed the rubble of red bricks and felt heart pangs as they saw the
devastation inflicted on the city. The Lord of the Sepulchre of the Gods
lingered to take in the sight, but the full and powerful voice of the Demon of
Trondheim awakened him from his meditation:


"Come, my
dear Godwin, and do not fix your gaze on such visions! For days the enemies
have been throwing heavy boulders with their catapults."


The Righteous
hastened his step toward his peers as fast as the ruins allowed, but first he
knelt before the beautiful Nordic Queen presenting himself:


"My Lady of
the North, I am Godwin Wellinton Lord of the South, arrived as promised to join
your husband in battle. This young man is my son Rex!"


"I
immediately recognized you, Lord of the South, even though I never had the
honour of meeting you! My husband and King High told me so much about you and
so often that I had the illusion of having known you for a long time,"
Anastasia replied with her usual grace, though dressed in steel and covered in
blood.


"My Queen,
I offer you my most cordial regards!" Rex kneeled reverently, removing his
helmet, similar in style to the Nordic helmets, showing his blonde hair
inherited from his parents.


The Queen could
not avoid seeing the gruesome disfigurement of the young face, lingering on his
white teeth on display.


"Rex, cover
your scar or you will upset our beautiful Queen!" ordered Godwin placing
his hand on his son's shoulder.


"No! Please
don't lift that kerchief", Anastasia objected, stopping the prince's
hands. "I ask your forgiveness, Prince Rex, any intention of offending you
was far from my thoughts. I just did not expect the sight of such a trophy on
the face of such a young man!"


"My Queen,
you owe me no excuses of any kind! Usually, the veil to conceal this mark is in
place, but it must have fallen down under the helmet without me noticing,"
replied the scion politely, astonishing the Valkyrie with his fine manners.


"My dear
Godwin, in the name of all of the once splendid city of Black Portal, I welcome
you to the Kingdoms of the East and I offer you the gratitude of my subjects
for what you have done to our advantage", exclaimed the Lord of the East
kneeing.


"Get up
immediately, King High Marshal, Hero of the Citadel, General of the East Wall,
Destroyer of the Ardils, that is not the right position for you to take!"
asserted the Righteous in a strong, flat voice.


King Holaf,
giving a delicate kick on the foot of the kneeling God-Slayer, grumbled:


"You did
not prostrate yourselves to me, when I led my knights alone among a thousand
pitfalls, in order to save your city!"


"I will
kneel before the banner of Trondheim and in the presence of your Lady, but you
are my brother and among brothers we help each other without expecting anything
in return, including obeisance!" jokingly replied High getting up.


The teasing
argument would have lasted a long time, if Anastasia hadn't intervened by
asserting:


"I knew
about my husband's roughness, but I didn't think it could prove contagious,
infecting even the Lord of the East! Does this seem to be the time and place
for childish quarrels to you?"


Those present
burst out laughing, seeing the expressions of the two Kings of Kings turned to
stone by the hard warning.


"My Lords,
fortunately still alive!" commented the Head of Bear, coming with Anton
and Prince Olgherd after a night hidden in a basement.


"What a
relief not to have to count you among those risen to the Valhalla!"
exclaimed King Holaf as he approached. "What are you doing here? Your wife
is waiting for you at the Fortress of Fate with her father-in-law.


"Of course,
my Sovereign, but I need to rest for a moment!" replied the fourth Master
after walking slowly, helping the prince in obvious difficulty.


"Send a
healer quickly," ordered King Godwin in a loud voice to his soldiers, now
dedicated to the search for survivors among the orcs who were dead or soon
would be so.


"My father?
Have you seen him, mighty King of the North?" the waxen-faced young man,
now stricken by his wounds, asked worriedly.


"I have not
seen King Jarg since the beginning of the battle, when he was offended by the
position assigned to him. I hope he is still breathing and hasn't moved to be
with the Gods to make fun of us mortals!" replied Long Sword helping
Olgherd to sit, while a healer began to inspect his face.


"My son,
you are still alive!" the white Sovereign of Cold Wood thundered with the
strength of an erupting volcano, coming out, his shoulders supported by of two
of his Barbarians, among the soldiers gathered there at first light.


The King was
covered in black slurry and appeared to be limping in one leg, to which the
armour no longer provided protection. A bandage soaked in blood held the limb
tightly to two wooden planks, suggesting a broken bone. From his left arm
copious purple juice dripped. Behind the flow of blood a profound and not very
reassuring bite could be seen. The two Barbarians escorted the tough King next
to his son, so that he would receive adequate care.


"Father, no
Valhalla even this time for you!" commented the Prince of Cold Wood in a
weak voice.


"No, son,
it would seem that the Warrior Gods are reluctant to call me, persisting in
allowing me to survive every disgusting battle", replied the old Sovereign
in vexation.


"In any
case, my Vassal, I presume that the time has come for you to stop taking part
in battles. Seeing your leg is broken, I doubt you will be able to continue in
this war," said the Lord of the North, as cold as the wind of the
Overlands.


"May that
never be! You will not relegate me to a bed to wait for physical and mental
decay! Rather, I will bind myself to the saddle of the horse to launch myself
against the enemy ranks! It will take a few moments, but I will be a shining
fire in the eyes of the Warrior Gods," cried the proud fighting monarch
furiously.


The smiles and
admiration generated by the Nordic arrogance of the King of Cold Wood soon made
room for grief and anger. Head of the Snake and the Dragon came from the
devastated city with faces as dark as death. The latter walked gloomily with
his head down, blotting out the joy in the hearts of the soldiers who turned to
him to praise his greatness. In his arms the third rune of Trondheim cradled
the earthly body of the Master of War of the first rune wrapped in a sheet,
while the ninth warrior of the North carried in his hands a humble sack of jute
dripping blood and despair. The great man of the ninth symbol bowed before King
Jarg and his son Olgherd, placing the coffin at their feet, and then got up
without speaking.


"What does
this gesture mean", Jarg asked, not wishing to believe the possibility of
the death of his second son. "Where is my son Marek?" whispered the
old father, looking around with wet eyes in a vain attempt to find him.
"Marek, my son," shouted the King of Cold Wood, clinging to the hope
of an error, the wrong person’s body.


"My King,
your son is a hero to men and to Trondheim. He must also be so within your
heart! I saw him himself defending the Lord of the North in difficulty, saving
his life from the most fearsome of the orcs that came within these walls. The
beast seemed specially trained to exterminate the most valiant and capable
among us, and he turned his greedy gaze only to the crowned heads. Prince Marek
and his Barbarians sacrificed themselves, claiming honour for our race and
glory to the Gods, among whom they are now certainly to be found!" the
Snake narrated.


The old father
fell to his knees, regardless of the pain of his broken leg, and crawled
through the debris and mud to the sack. His eyes full of tears, without fear of
being considered weak, for he wanted to see for the last time the face of his
son.


"My Lord
Jarg, the face of the prince is still totally recognizable, but I do not
recommend that you look at his corpse. Death has given him a tremendous
expression and all the pain is perfectly carved there as a result of his
wounds!" whispered the Head of Snake pitifully, in an attempt to dissuade
King Jarg from looking into the coffin.


The bent
Sovereign stubbornly did not want to hear reason, and so he lowered his gaze to
the remains. The desire for truth lasted for a moment, then a loud scream,
intense but of brief duration was heard as if his heart had broken. The old
tearful parent fell onto his back and, with his hands to his breast, and shut
himself away in his heartbreak, with nothing more to say. Olgherd, sitting to
the right of his father with movement and colour worthy of one about to ascend
to the Gods, asked in a low voice:


"Has he,
who can boast of the death of my brother, suffered the same fate, or is he now
running free and joyful through the lands of men?"


"I myself
put an end to the deaths being spread by the orc, Hunter of the King,"
replied the ninth Master of War, beating his fist proudly on his chest.
"But only the final blow came from my hand. The first brother broke the
beast’s will, tearing away his pride with the steel of his sword, before being
murdered!" The Head of the Snake did not use polite terms or quiet tones
to denounce the murder. On the contrary he chose the most direct and evident
way possible.


"It's a
damned war, son, many have been murdered, you yourself have dirtied your hands
with such a shame!" Wiligelm stepped in uninvited, standing before the
Lords in the wake of King Yanneck.


"Who are
you to be so daring and contemptuous of your own life that you throw it away,
coming before me in order to spread mud on my brother's work!" growled the
Dragon Head, putting the body on the ground to grasp the vibrating hammer at
his belt.


"I didn't
mean to offend, but only to emphasize the misuse of the word ‘murder’ among an
infinite number of violent deaths," replied Wiligelm serpentine and slimy
like the earthworm bait of a fisherman.


"And I have
no intention of sparing you after what I have heard. After all, among the many
violent deaths what would change if I add one more to the plate of the Gods?
They will be grateful to me!" replied the third rune, already moving towards
a mortal act at great speed.


"My
Champion, I beg you, no more blood on the ground of Black Portal!"
implored King High, disappointing the Lord of the South, who did not like that
blundering and devious Counsellor in the entourage.


"This is a
battlefield, my sharp-tongued politician, and you have no say in this, let
alone any rights! Another hiss from your forked tongue and my Master will be
happy to snatch it from you by passing it through your abdomen", King
Holaf thundered with a hard look, like the stones of the Hell Hole. The heart
of the Sovereign of Trondheim lay twisted in pain, but you could barely see it
shining through his rough skin and Nordic steel.


Anastasia in
tears knelt by the corpse of the Wolf's Head and incredulously noted:


"Such an
arrow would not fit the weapons of the orcs. Their cross-bows have a different
shape and shoot larger points, with worn feathers, not with neat red bristles!"


"My Queen,
my Kings, I have seen with these eyes a powerful shadow flee through the smoke
of the square, immediately after the shot was fired! For this reason I do not
fear the divine judgment or the judgment of boorish men full of redundant pride
in saying ‘murder’," forcefully asserted the Head of Snake once again.


The fourth rune
of the North sat a little apart, with his head in his hands and his wet eyes
low, almost ashamed of being human. The Demon of Trondheim shook his head and
looking at the furious Dragon barely able to keep the fighter from hitting the
offensive politician, he promised:


"My Champion,
place our troops! I swear to you, on how much my heart still holds dear, to
shed light on such an event. I mean to impose the magmatic eye on all the men
who have survived the Black Portal! Now, however, I ask you to find soldiers
still with some strength and raise two funeral pyres, as Nordic tradition
requires. I will not leave these two bodies to stray dogs or to putrefaction,
nor even less to mistaken paradises!" Godwin approached his friend of
equal rank and placed his hand on his shoulder, without saying anything, to
avoid uttering empty sterile words of sympathy.


King High felt
confused, as if he had been split into more than one person, pervaded by often
conflicting kaleidoscopic emotions: in addition to anger, blame and
discouragement there was room for the joy of knowing his beloved wife was
alive, and the shame of still being able to enjoy life, while many had ceased
to breath. This jubilation of whirling feelings made him uncomfortable with
himself, making him feel out of place.


"My Kings,
all resistance in the eastern part of the city has been brought to milder
levels!" Goren interrupted the funereal moment of standstill, reporting
what was written in a dispatch.


"Thank you,
my Capodemon! So is the way to Fortress of Fate now safe?" asked King
Skoll, trying to bring everyone back to the harsh reality of the end of the
battle.


"Presumably
yes, there is no mention of enemy groups wandering through the skeletons of
buildings near the East Wall," replied the Red Ice Warrior as effective as
ever.


"Let's head
to the bastion of the East. The only structure to have withstood the fury of
the invader, to keep our spouses and dear ones safe!" ordered King Holaf
re-emerging to action, after a long and silent three-eyed dialogue with the
Dragon.


"I will
wait here for the pyres. If you could be kind enough to reassure my Sersy about
the health and ardour of her knight," exclaimed the third rune of
Trondheim. He then made an unusual gesture for such a rude warrior. He amazed
every eye that could see him, by sitting next to the fourth rune and embracing
him, as any good older brother would do in the face of a difficulty of the
youngest. The Bear's Head collapsed into a controlled and dignified weeping.
Never did such sincere brotherly love fall in liquid form among the stones, as
if the tears were seeds of an invisible tree, enveloping the Masters of War
with their leafy branches of ripe fruit.


The Kings
entrusted the command to the princes or generals, to terminate the last
thorough sweep and carry out the search of the enemy possessions, in order to
find useful information. The Fortress of Fate still stood solid and dark among
the devastated palaces of the city, awaiting the return of its Lord. Other than
the guts and the fallen battlement, now placed as a silent guardian, the small
square had already been cleared by the Death’s Heads, allowing a restless Tyra
to come out into the open.


Olrund had
curled up right in front of the gate and pretended to have fallen asleep, but
watched over the threshold waiting for the arrival of her Queen. As she saw the
group of crowned heads coming, she lifted her head and, breathing deeply, noted
the scent of the person she was waiting for. A powerful cry came out of her
black lips, showing off her impressive abilities.


"What has
got into that bear? She seems agitated," said Sersy, afraid of Olrund as
she lacked a guide or hesitation.


"She must
be hungry! It's also lunchtime and certainly, my friend, you have more flesh
than me with those breasts!" joked the South Winter Princess to ease the
despotic anxiety in her heart.


"My
daughter! Don't be afraid Sersy, the bear won't eat any of you. If she really
was hungry, if I were her, I would choose Geir!" King Grigor continued the
joke, tired and with many pains, but nothing more.


The prince, when
called upon, raised his head from his bed of straw for horses, rubbed his
sleepy eyes and shook his hair combed by fate, without understanding the joke.
His father beckoned to him to continue what he was doing without delay, just
before shouting:


"My Lords,
what a relief it is to see you all in one piece!"


The Demon of
Trondheim and the Queen of the North burst into the open space, followed by the
Lords of the East and the South, behind whom many crowned heads were advancing.


"Oksana,
where are you, my beloved?" cried the God-Slayer not very nobly, within
the four walls of the court.


The loving voice
echoed powerfully, until a red window of leaded glass opened. From the
mullioned window with a black dividing column rose the beautiful wife of the
Lord of the castle with her two daughters beside her.


"My love,
what a liberation to be able to see you in good health! You are concealing
nothing from my eyes?" asked the Queen of the East apprehensively.


"My
darling, have no fear for my person. Only weariness and scratches afflict me.
However, I have no news about our children, for whom my heart is in pain!"
said the sincere father, fearful of suffering the same fate as King Jarg.


His wife
withdrew for a moment, confusing herself among her daughters, and then gave
happy tidings, like gusts of a warm spring breeze:


"My beloved
husband, untie the knots afflicting your breast, for our descendants are all
firmly enclosed by the black walls of the Fortress of Fate!"


The God-Slayer
looked at Holaf in bewilderment, not understanding how they could have come to
safety so quickly.


"Where are
they, my Queen?" asked High, torn between conflicting feelings, afraid
they had run away from their assigned places.


"Come in,
they are waiting for you in the Hall of War," the Queen among the Queens
of the East answered happily.


The noblemen's
footsteps went through the austere gates of the macabre fortress, leaving the
escort of soldiers in the court, as they were now no longer necessary. The
Bear's Head stopped in front of the tears of his young wife, melting like the
wax of a candle, after a long time of suffering ardour. His iron arms did not
allow even the first tear to touch the ground, intervening by hugging his
blonde wife with great feeling:


"Let your
feelings go, my splendid star of the North, weep with joy and defeat all the
demons accumulated until now!"


The Bear stood,
with his head lowered, his eyes reddened by recent tears for his brother who
had fallen in battle. Tyra, noticing the redness around her husband's
iridescent green eyes, hugged him with greater strength and asked:


"What could
happen to you that is so horrifyingly to make you look like a shameful and
elusive man? I thought the War Masters didn't know how to cry."


Sersy heard
these words and approached the couple and, with all due respect and care, asked
the question:


"I'm sorry,
if I am meddling in such an intimate moment, but I can’t see the Dragon and,
having heard what the princess asked of you, my heart suddenly stopped!"


"Do not be
afraid, sweet Sersy, your man has taken care to let you know of his good health
through King Holaf. But the King’s mind is burdened with an infinite number of
thoughts and must have forgotten to carry out this task. My brother of the
third rune will come in a moment, be calm and of good cheer!" replied the
fourth Master, trying very unsuccessfully to smile. "Among the many who
will no longer appear before our eyes is the Head of Wolf. These last words of
the fourth rune shook the two ladies deeply.


"I still
don't understand how it is possible that a warrior of his level could have
fallen because of a handful of coloured arses," commented King Grigor.


The Bear's Head
threw a look of vengeful fury at the uncouth Sovereign and thundered:


"It was not
an orc and not even the most powerful enemy warrior, according to those who
could see the battle, but a bastard of a damned traitor, who disappeared
immediately after firing the fatal shot!"


"What are
you saying, my brother?" called Leopard's Head in a loud voice, as he came
through the unbroken door. "Has the first Master been murdered? Who saw
the murderer? We must capture him and feed him to the pigs!"


"Brother, I
thought you were hunting out enemies among the ruins," said the Bear
amazed to find the second rune within the walls of the fortress.


"I was
there until recently, but the area around the manor now seems clear and the
remaining strength is very poor in both arms and legs. But tell me who
witnessed the impure act and is able to recognize the killer of our
brother?" insisted the second rune of Trondheim very interested.


"I don't
know, the Snake was very angry and I didn't dare ask, but, as he will have
finished helping the Dragon build the funeral pyres, they will join us soon.
Perhaps the third brother already knows now and is on the hunt!" replied
the Bear’s Head still hugging Tyra, dumbfounded and in tears for the loss of
the pleasantest of knights.










Chapter
38


A Forced March Is Urgent


 


 


The voice of a
storm seemed to arrive in the usually meditative rooms of the Fortress of Fate.
More than ten Royal personages of various ranks walked after the dark King
High, making their steps resound like thunder. God-Slayer’s head was crowded
with questions whose answers he feared, but his honour would never have prevented
him from tearing the truth even from his children's lips.


The doors of the
War Room were not opened, but broken apart by his desire to verify with his own
eyes the condition of his children. Alderecht and Jens were as quick to move as
crickets in the summer, while Jorghen rested on a side seat near the throne,
next to which the princes' weapons were laid.


"Father,
forgive me! I am not worthy to bear your name, the section entrusted to me did
not hold up. I have disappointed you," exclaimed Alderecht contrite, on
his knees, according to the custom of other eras.


"Get up,
son! In case you hadn't noticed, I'll tell you: no sector held up, yet we are
still alive to redeem ourselves from such shame!" asserted the East Lord,
wise as usual.


As the Kings and
princes in charge of the armies took their places around the table in the
centre of the hall, King High watched his children silently. He noticed the
strange perfection of Prince Jorghen's armour compared with the filthy armour
of his two other offspring.


"My son,
when did you find time to clean and polish your armour?" asked the Lord of
the castle.


"I don't
understand, father," answered the young man with political skill.


"Look
around you, there are over ten knights in this room and not a single one of them
has armour that shines playfully in the glare of the lights except yours!"
noted God-Slayer, giving rise to a slight murmur of blame among those present.
The doubtful Lord of the East insinuated: "Did you go to the place I
entrusted to you?"


"Of course,
father, I would never disobey you! I also have a parchment attesting to my
position on the Eastern Wall," Jorghen replied by pulling out a scroll to
offer it to his inquisitor.


King High took
the piece of paper and read it disgusted:


"You have a
lot of evidence, then, you are not hiding anything?" the disappointed
parent spoke with anger between clenched teeth. "Maybe in one of the
pretty pouches clinging to your belt you also carry a paper with the signatures
of those who saw you fighting?"


"Father,
what injustice have I done to you? I have followed your orders to the
letter," the prince raised his voice, more accustomed to political arts
than to those of good government.


The Lord of
Fortress of Fate thundered like the water falling in the Mouth of the Dead:


"Keep your
tongue, unworthy being! I have armed six-year-old infants, sending them to
death, while you run from the fight, like a mouse in your own hole at the sight
of the cat on the hunt, disrespecting every defender of the city!"


The young man
began to give an argument self defence, but in exchange he received a thrown
sword covered by its scabbard. The weapon fell noisily to the ground making an
inappropriate sound, causing the cowardly son to flee in a hurry.


"Leave the
room and never show yourself before my eyes again," said the bitter and
disheartened God-Slayer.


Alderecht
recovered his possessions and, bowing before leaving, recalled:


"Father,
remember to go to the infirmary to pay homage to Vladimir. You will be proud of
him, even if he now sails in difficult waters. But don't tell our mother, she
knows nothing!"


The news pierced
High like a cold blade in the abdomen, pushed calmly between the flesh to
extract the maximum pain. A complete silence fell among the Sovereigns,
overwhelmed by such a gloomy outcome for the reigning family of the destroyed
city.


"Go,
brother, here we will discuss what to do, but you have more urgent tasks, which
you must perform!" exclaimed Holaf placing a hand on the shoulder of his
friend.


High nodded and
slowly moved towards the door but finally stopped and turned around to say:


"My friends
and allies, know with certainty that I will be present alongside the North and
the South! What you have done for my subjects will have its well-deserved
return and the Dark Keepers will pay the price with joy and I with them!"


The whole
assembly fell into the deepest silence with sweet-and-sour sensation, like the
uncertain defeat just suffered. Not a single one of the Kings could avoid
feeling upset for the Lord of the East, who had always been known by all to be
a man of great heart. It is one thing to know that you have lost many knights
in an inevitable invasion but different feelings result from the risk of losing
a beloved son.


"Sorry, if
I interrupt your respectful silence!" intervened Rjurik battling with the
table, as it was too human-sized for him. "I, with the blessing of the
Nordic Lord, would like to remain for a few dawns to chase away the invader. I
have seen, as I travelled to you, great orcs commanders at the head of numerous
troops fleeing along the valley to the north!"


"Young
Volsungo, I do not think such enemies are such great problems for the Arctic
Lands, given the impossible ford on the river Maskava. The Black Portal bridge
will certainly not have let them pass through!" Wiligelm opened his mouth
with his usual unwarranted pedantry and arrogance.


"You, just
looking at you, seem to be neither a soldier nor strategist, at most a snack
for my Barsik!" Rjurik silenced him, opening the visor of his helmet.


The evil
politician smiled and bowed his head, taking a step back from the table to
occupy a place that was just as important for him. The prince of Rostorov took
the floor again, showing everyone a volsunga map, so detailed that it showed
simple paths and sometimes individual plants:


"I do not
see anyone at this table or in this room, who is ill-prepared despite seeing a
bad individual who is carrying out the will of others. I am sure I can count on
the wisdom of your minds in convincing you to disbelieve in the boastful claim
that the orcs have been blocked by the garrison defending the bridge. The
problem exists, my Kings and Princes: those beasts will sow death among the
villages, irrigating their evil germ with the blood of the innocent. If I
manage to uncover the commanders, and I will kill them for sure and then the
younger ones will begin to wander alone and disorganized, causing problems,
which at the moment, can be considered negligible.


"So be it,
mighty ally! I give you my approval and our gratitude for having helped us in
such dark and tragic times!" exclaimed the Lord of the North, full of
admiration and appreciation.


"After you
have carried out your decontamination, move to the gates of Trondheim. There
the most bitter challenge awaits you!" ordered Anastasia surprising her
husband. Rjurik smiled from his mail helmet, his eyes sparkling with the
typical golden colour of all the Volsungs, and answered:


"Thank you,
my Queen! I will come not to reclaim what has been promised or forcefully
extracted by my icy father in order to honour the word that was given, but I
will come to Arkantorre to earn that gift through heartfelt merits!"


The Valkyrie
opened her deep blue eyes wide, astounded and satisfied with the answer she had
heard, for it was unthinkable that such noble words could come from a rough
inhabitant of Volcano Island.


"My Lords,
there is an urgent need for a forced march towards the Mausoleum of the Fallen!
Gloomy clouds cover more and more land, firmament and sea with the fulcrum in
the skies above the Thousand Gates. After the fall of Great Port, grim ships
with tears and bloody sails sail north, circumnavigating the island of my
fathers to go where not even the drakkars of our ports dare to sail! Explorers
sent to the coast report of great manoeuvres and siege weapons with the
ultimate aim of harming the north at the behest of King Huron Draigo, Sovereign
of the Catacomb. His armies await the support of the darkest ally of Old
Tumulus in the shadow of the White Forest " the Prince told a harsh audience
of Sovereigns, curdling their blood and indicating on his map every known
position of the enemies.


King Holaf shook
his head and heavily thumped the table with his hands. His arms trembled a
little, not out of fear but of anger on becoming aware of just how the war was
knocking on his door, greedy for lives.


"Cursed be
the Lord of the West! Stupid ignorant creature dressed in useless tinsel and
vacuous excuses!" thundered Long Sword.


"A curse
for such a disgusting man? A waste of energy, my friend. Grigor of the West
does not even deserve to be thought of! He now holds very little sand in his
hourglass, with the enemy in Great Harbour now, his capitulation is only
question of time," commented King Godwin, torn and divided between the
dark reality of the facts and the joy of seeing that negligent advocate of all
evil capitulate soon.


"As much as
I hate the West, I am convinced it is impossible to leave these kingdoms in the
clutches of the enemy. The armies of the West will be necessary for the survival
of all," exclaimed King Skoll, always with shrewd foresight.


"The armies
of those malingerers will never get off their arses and go to war! It would be
better to have them skinned with the betrayers in order to cut down their
numbers!" Gotthard snorted with his usual impetuosity.


"My valiant
subject, these people must be helped in any case, in the name of an alliance
that has now become so thin that it is like a thread of spider-web. The people
of the West deserve to know what will come to them shortly. The ability to
decide, whether to fight at our side and perhaps survive or die alone later, is
their exclusive prerogative," replied Anastasia to the Prince of
Stahldorf, bringing a welcome balance to his unquestionable ways on such
occasions.


"We can
warn the filthy reluctant banners of the inept Sovereign of the West",
proposed Prince Walderman standing up. "Our Juggernauts cannot go where
the war is directed, my Lords. They are cats from warm climates and already
suffer a lot from the icy winds of the East! However, the southern part of the
Empire is in no less danger! While you march towards the enemy in the north,
hordes of fetid orcs will be roaming among the poor inhabitants. Leverons can
kill such beasts for all of us and then set sail for Earth or Bios, where we
may be heard!"


"That
sounds like a good plan," exclaimed King Godwin.


"Yes!
Certainly if you were able to carry out half of what you have said, the
citizens of the East and the South would reap the benefits and the days of
their lives extended," said the Lord of the North, observing the map of
the Volsungo. "Prince Rjurik, for what reason do you say we must go to the
Mausoleum of the Fallen?"


"My
Sovereign, observers report arcane relics in the hands of enemies, among which
the Flamberg of the Thousand stands out: a sword of such great power that it
has no rivals but a few other mystical objects. However, rumours say that they
have in their possession the Jagdun Hammer, weapons which were, until a few
moons ago were only mythological! It seems there are other artefacts with
occult powers and rough cravings, buried with the Fallen. In addition, that
many ships to the far north do not bode welling my opinion," replied the
mercenary prince, not concealing his concern.


"You speak
of the hammer that belonged to the Malevolent God?" asked King Guntemar
incredulously.


Rjurik nodded
and said nothing more, for everyone could see how serious the situation
appeared.


King Zot stood
up and, beating his fists on the table so strongly that it shuddered, growled:


"Gentlemen,
if the Red Sorcerer were to be re-evocated, what chance would we humans have of
beating him?"


"Calm down,
my ally, this news must be confirmed and there has never been talk of
resurrecting anyone! If then fate decrees such a scene for us, my Fate of the
North and I will also go down in battle, welcoming death with my icy Nordic
steel in my fist and covering my flesh. In the end, we will be the winners, for
a world bereft of all living beings is a nightmare that I would willingly do
without", the Northern Lord thundered as cold as the wind from the
Overlands, able to revive their warrior souls, throwing fiery pride into the
flames of human courage.


"I renew
the vow of my sword and the service of all my devils to you," exclaimed
King Skoll, standing proudly.


"I will
certainly not withdraw from the fray. Stories and poems will be told about this
war and my name must be among them!" the mighty Gotthard rose to join the
army, pleasing both Holaf and Godwin.


"Hal Barat
will always follow the banner of the Lord of the Sepulchre of the Gods! But my
men need adequate clothing or they will die of hardship in vain!" the old
monarch of the South shrugged, rubbing his arms at the mere thought of the
harsh climate of the north coast.


"I will not
follow you at the moment," the dissonant voice of the Lord of the Free
Realm of Vyborg rang out. "I will lead my army to the South Winter to pay
homage to the body of my Boris. From there I will move north and I will return
to you in the city of Trondheim!"


"I thank
you, Sovereign of the Green Hills, for what you have done until now, despite
the terrible mourning that has afflicted you," replied King Holaf, bending
slightly and extending his arms.


"Imagine,
my ally, I must protect my investments! And you owe me a lot of money for that
girl," joked the good Demitry, unaware of any secrets between wife and
husband.


"What
girl?" thundered Anastasia, jumping up like an arrow from a bow.


Holaf turned his
eyes to the sky and dropped his shoulders in resignation:


"No woman
has ever made me break my absolute fidelity to you, my only love! I owe money
to the King of Vyborg for helping a friend regarding a girl, but here is not
the right place to talk about it."


"Take care,
my husband, not to give me the twin horns on your helmet! I will not stand for
it," exclaimed the Valkyrie, in her heart as angry as a bear in a cage,
but seeming as calm as the waves of a placid river.


"Do not
fear such a favour, there is no reason for it. Once this council of war is
over, I will explain the situation in every tiny detail!" Long Sword
coldly reassured his jealous consort. She remained silent with a magnificent
dark look and the expression of one who is holding back many words in her mind.


"I, King
Yanneck Horn, will come with you! I absolutely do not like the idea of leaving
the conflict to others, to wait for the trembling light of my candle to die
down as the wick burns out!" the Lord of Jaer offered himself
surprisingly, satisfying his silent son sitting on the dark seats at the edge
of the room.


"I do not
think it is the right thing, my King! I understand the feeling, within your
heart, yet the north is no place for men of the south! Moreover, doesn’t such a
large gathering of forces marching to visit a deceased being of a past age seem
excessive to you?" Wiligelm intervened again, without having been called
upon, walking around the table.


"May we
know who authorised you to speak? And what is your name? You show the ease and
security of crows alighting on the corpses of battlefields!" King Skoll
complained annoyed.


Immediately
Yanneck risked a defence, but his move was interrupted rudely by the Demon of
Trondheim, who exclaimed:


"Don't
waste your energy, ally of the South, it's not the time the nor the place for a
defensive harangue! He must only give us his name, and he has not been lacking
in words so far, always speaking before being invited to do so!"


"I thought
I had already paid my respects, when you threatened to have my tongue torn off,
King of the Kings of the North, but I'll tell you immediately: my name is
Wiligelm Lankaster, Imperial Counsellor transferred years ago from the Citadel
to the most humble and warm kingdoms of the South!" announced the man,
revealing aggressively a certain rancour along with his perfidy and smiles.


"Welcome to
our presence, Counsellor!" replied Long Sword politely. "Now I must
point out the seats around the edge of the hall to you, where people with
principles of incontrovertible value await silent, and I urge you to copy them
or my threat will be carried out!" The now flourishing beard on King
Holaf's face gave him an even greater roughness, further increased by the
patches of filthy orc scattered on his person. His voice resounded in the
silence of room and the Councillor withdrew shrewdly.


"My Lords,
I ask to speak," exclaimed Prince Faust.


King Godwin,
with a simple sign of his hand, still protected by its spikes, invited him to
give his opinion.


"Thank you
for such an honour, my Kings! My garrison and I would be happy to be part of
the march to the Mausoleum of the Fallen. I consider it right to face the many
pitfalls inherent in such a journey, to offer a certain reply to the events of
these months! If my good father were to give weight to the words of this
repulsive politician, he would have to return home without his son and many
men!"


"I like the
boy, he's got courage!" King Grigor commented, as he arrived in the room
with the Dragon's Head and the princes of South Winter. "We of South
Winter will be by your side, my Lords. Too many have fallen among my people so
we must demand revenge and win glory!"


"You, the
owners of luminous crowns, think too much of glory and too little of life, for
this reason politicians are more long-lived than monarchs!" evil Wiligelm
whispered in the ear of the Sovereign of Jaer.


"Generally
speaking, you are right, but if you are ready, I can show you immediately the
exact opposite of what he says!" sentenced the third Master of War, very
little inclined to grant freedom of speech to such characters.


"My
Champion, I ask a courtesy of you!" announced the King of Trondheim,
interrupting himself for a moment. "Throw that garbage out of this room.
And if you want, use very uncivilized ways. My ears have endured the flatulent
smell of his words for too long!"


The Imperial
Councillor did not even have time to defend himself. The hand of the rude
Master of War clawed his slender arm, impressing his fingerprints on it in an
icy vice. A violent tug unbalanced the man, making him fall. However the
strength of the Dragon did not hurt the man, just dragged his dead weight
beyond the doors of the room. Despite the inelegant complaints of the
Councillor, reciprocated by ugly with unrepeatable meanings spoken by the third
rune, the order was carried out and the assembly was relieved of an unsuitable
element.


"If you
please, my Lord," exclaimed the Master of War of the third rune, giving
way to King High as he returned from his visit to his wounded son.


As the God-Slayer
entered the room, everyone present wanted news of the prince.


"My allies,
my friends, I have little good news to give! My son hangs over an abyss between
light and shade. The wounds given by worn-out iron are large, but what concerns
us more than anything else is a bite to his belly. Vladimir is not waking and
his mother, informed by me, is lying, distressed at his bedside," the
Sovereign of the Fortress of Fate explained apathetically.


High placed four
dark coloured wooden boxes on the table, on which lay the white sword with its
red edge, and offered:


"I would
like to reward you all with gold, land and honour, but I can only give you the
gratitude of an entire city! You have risked and suffered at my side, offering
the highest sacrifice in the world to the altar of war. There will never be a
gift great enough to allow my heart to feel that it has repaid you!" God-Slayer
interrupted himself for a moment, with his eyes wet with paternal concern,
falling into an indolent silence. He emerged like a phoenix from the ashes,
after long moments of interminable reflection, proclaiming:


"King Holaf
Erlingson, Lord of the North, Hero of the Citadel, Hero of the High Tower,
General of the Northern Wall, I confer on you the Cross of Guardian of the East
of first class, for merits in battle!"


The Sovereign of
all the Sovereigns of the East offered the King of Trondheim a splendid medal
in the shape of a cross with a glittering silver border and black internally.
In the centre was engraved the banner of the eastern capital.


"King
Godwin Wellinton, Lord of the South, you will forgive me if I skip all your
titles, there are too many to mention them one by one! Now I bestow upon you
the same cross as your peers, for having accomplished an deed of pure brotherly
love for me and for every survivor of this city!"


The Righteous
stood up and bowed, receiving, as he deserved, the highest honour of the
Kingdoms of the East.


The Lord of
Black Portal offered the penultimate gift to the unsuspecting Prince of
Rostorov:


"To you,
mighty prince Rjurik Volsun, for having rained down from heaven with your Váli,
like a messenger of Providence. For having protected the Fortress of Fate,
sancta sanctorum of our loved ones, I honour you with a well-deserved reward!"


The last medal
was granted to the one who never would have aspired to such recognition because
he possessed no royal titles, the only one present because of his dedication
and not for any other reason.


"To you,
Master of War of the Third Rune, Champion of Trondheim of the dragon helmet. To
you, always excessive and furious, how indomitable and indispensable for our
lives! For having risked everything without ever claiming anything, for having
done everything in your power, stopping a horde of orcs with your hammer and
having defeated a giant, passing through it like meteorites through the leaves
of the forests, I joyfully award you the Cross of Guardian of the East. You are
the first uncrowned knight to be able to wear it!" the Lord of the East,
not being able to pin the medal to steel, delivered it directly into the
unbelieving hands of the great soldier with the macabre trophies still covering
his armour.


An ovation broke
out from all those in the room, to underline what had been done by the third
rune of the North and by the God Crusher. The moment of jubilation was
appreciated by all, as a way of releasing tension. But they were interrupted by
the arrival of King Jarg, on a shield, carried on the shoulders of four
Barbarians.


"I, King
Jarg of Cold Wood, claim a place in the next battle! I have a son to avenge and
no human or God can deny me this!" growled the mighty old man.


Holaf stoically
looked at his own Vassal and stated:


"You have
an heir and all of us have a friend or family member to whose memory we wish to
raise towers of vanquished corpses! Your place has never been in question and
after what you have said, I would help you to tighten the straps to tie you to
your horse!"


The King of Cold
Wood with his white beard, now soaked in enemy blood, nodded with a war-like
look and cried:


"To the
death! To the death for the north, the south and the east!"


All thundered
the same words in response, with ferocity, clarifying with incontrovertibility
the unified intentions now established.


"So what
was decided by your lordships in my absence? Where will we turn with the armies
of the new order, constituted among flames, shadows and death?" King High
wanted to know absolutely, leaning on the table with his hands to observe the
map of Prince Rjurik.


"Our goal
will be to bring help to the north and, to be precise, to the citizens of
Morgul. The Inquisitor Cyfer told me, the last time fate intertwined our paths,
that he was moving towards that city to defend it from the armies of the
Thousand Gates or Catacomb, now I do not remember which!" The Lord of the
North was interrupted by King Irwin of Sa Aran:


"My
Sovereign, does not an Inquisitor of Denethor currently reside in this
fortress? We might ask him a few questions."


"My dear
Vassal, you do not know the Inquisitors! You may ask him any question you like
in any lexical form, morally clear in mind and intent, but in return you can
expect to receive half answers, only formulated to confuse our miserable
minds!" commented the Righteous having had the opportunity of speaking
with Asmoday.


"In any
case, Lord Stern no longer dwells within the flat walls of the Black Portal. We
met him on his disturbing animal crossing the ruins of the red brick defences,
but he told us nothing!" reported the Dragon Head.


"That
changes little for us," exclaimed the Lord of the North, looking stoically
at his companions. "We have a duty to the Barbaric Lands, a very heavy
burden, but it must be fulfilled. We must control the Mausoleum of the Fallen
beyond the fortifications of the Long Wall. King Ivar Ivarson, tenth of his
name, will not deny his support for this task. We cannot allow hostile forces
to profane that structure, pouring out the horror it contains. We already have
to fear the colourful-skinned enemy, at our backs and that is far too much!"


The dark King
Rune stood up before the assembly to warn:


"I will
stop my crows at Black Feather! I don't intend to take them to their death in
the extreme cold of the Barbarian Lands. We will wait in the warmth of the
hearths of home for a few days to restore our spirits. Then we will leave for
Trondheim to join your march towards Morgul. My Sovereigns, you will enjoy our
support to face any enemy that threatens the Northern Kingdom or its allies.
However, the popular belief about the site, as a home to arcane nightmares, is
certainly too much for my superstitious soldiers!"


Holaf remained
silent, not expecting such defection from the ever-generous King Rune. In spite
of this, Long Sword could do no more than answer:


"As you
wish, my dear Vassal, the trust I have in you is so well-established that I
have no doubts at all about you! If you think it wise to wait for us in the
Nordic capital, there we will meet again and then move westward or in any other
direction that becomes a priority!"


The gloomy man
in black bowed slightly and then sat down again, meditating on his throne.


A heavy silence
fell, thick and stupefying, as if a nefarious awareness had filled the minds of
the Sovereigns, rippling the quiet, tired waters of their mood. The flat tone
of voice typical of King Godwin broke this atmosphere of reflection:


"My
Vassals, if you do not follow the column to the north, I entrust you with the
task of freeing the land of the orcs who have fled! Support the valiant prince
of Rostorov, liberating him from all this filth and scum, that is beneath his
abilities so that he can eliminate the commanders and reach our side in the
Arctic Lands as soon as possible". The Righteous interrupted and placing
his finger on the map pointed precisely to Morgul. "From this city evil
will try to overwhelm the Nordic people, giving suffering and steel in exchange
for souls and blood. Their horrors must not cross the defences of the city,
because the position of this town lends itself as a good starting point for us
to face the cursed traitors of all men!"


"Do not
forget, my Lords, the black ships en route to the end of the world! In these
places nothing good or tame resides, and such a journey by our enemies could
only foreshadow inauspicious news. We have all seen what demonic power can
descend from the Overlands! The irrefutable proof of what I am saying has been
shown to you by the four giants of the North. If, instead of such a small
number, an entire army were to come, what could we do other than sacrifice
ourselves to the Goddess of War or any other cult willing to receive your
pleas?" The words of the mercenary prince carved a gap in the certainties
of the Kings, wide enough to remind them of the passages torn into the
mountains by the kicks of the titans.


Everything
seemed to become dark and blurry, making them feel the same sense of
helplessness and restlessness brought by the discovery of the green tide beyond
the lands of their empire. The enemy's plots were as thick as spider-webs,
ready to receive ill-prepared victims. The Demon of Trondheim harboured in
silence the distressing sensation that they were all sick moths entangled in
the threads of a hostile destiny now.


"So
everything is decided! We will go north, to break the arse of the most powerful
sorcerer ever found in human chronicles!" thundered bold King Grigor,
throwing golden seeds of open smiles among the dark faces.


"I hope it
won’t be the Red Sorcerer who breaks the bones of our pelvis in a new and more
imaginative way," commented Rex smiling from his place at the edge of the
room, where he had remained silent throughout the meeting.


"Don't
worry, prince, if such a misfortune should occur, it will only be by the will
of the One God!" provoked the old Jarg.


The blond scion
of the South shook his head and rapidly countered:


"I fear
that you, and my father first of all, overestimate our interest in the One God!
In my opinion, not everything is moved by him, only we are too miserable to
hear his true requests!"


Everyone threw
him a fleeting glance, caused by amazement to hear such wise words spoken by
the youngest and, in theory, the least informed person present.


"Prince,
you have the makings of a warrior monk of Earth! When this unholy heresy is
over, you could talk to King Titus, Abbot of the Fortress Monastery,"
suggested Fulk satisfied.


"I thank
you, but I decline the invitation! Chastity is not for me: attractive female
curves interest me more than the prospect of remaining kneeling for hours
praying badly to my One God," replied the sincere and polite young prince.


"Bravo,
boy, this is speaking like true a Nordic man! Yes, Lord of the South, you have
done a great job in raising your son: strong, aggressive, sincere and
clever!" cried King Grigor exaggerated, as usual, giving a vent to
relaxing laughter to flow from the lips of the Kings.


King High
interrupted the laughter, shouting at the mercy of new vigour, similar to his
style of yesteryear:


"I have no
idea why so many horrors have come against us! Maybe it is just fate or maybe
negligence, but I'm sure of one thing: very few of us will not have a statue on
the wall of the heroes at the High Tower of the Titan. Our effigies will endure
forever, like our history. Such deeds will be told as a mere warning to the
future Emperors not to persevere in ignorance! The God-Slayer stopped and took
a couple of steps towards the door and, opening it, ordered loudly: "Hot
drinks and libations for every man about to leave. Give them any winter
clothing you have that could protect them from the rigours of the Trondheim
climate!"
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