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Prolog

The slender man enjoyed strolling in the
Grand Plaza among the greatest works of art produced by an Empire
that had, so far, lasted nearly five-hundred years. Snow covered
the mountains to the north and the air was crisp, as it always was
in mighty Das’von, the King of Cities, the heart of his Imperial
Realm.

He wore a beautifully tailored wool jacket,
oozing quality, with buttons that marched perfectly down the front.
His brown hair, thinner now than all those years ago, rustled in
the cool breeze. “I hoped to retire long ago,” he said to the
powerfully built dwarf soldier who walked beside him.

The warrior wore brilliant gold armor and
carried a heavy shield painted with the symbol of a fiery hammer.
“You can do anything you desire,” he said as they walked down one
of the apparently endless paths that wound their way through the
four-square miles of the plaza.

“My work is unfinished,” said the man with a
sigh and a slight shake of his head. “I fear it will always remain
so.”

“The world is at peace. Most nations are
willing and eager members of your Empire and those not so are left
to their own machinations. It has been such since before I was
born, since before my grandfather was born, and before his
grandfather even. For as long as men have roamed the world it
seems.”

“Not that long,” said the Emperor with
another shake of his head. “Although I suppose it might seem so to
anyone born less than five-hundred years ago. It is also not as
peaceful as you might imagine,” he continued before stopping at a
delicate sculpture depicting a tall woman with flowing hair, her
right breast bared, and a small baby in the crook of her arm.
“Although that is not why I built all this. Peace is a good thing
but it is not everything. Men must be free to pursue their ends
without interference. Without meddling from other men, powerful
creatures, or intrusion from the state. Despite my lofty goals, I
have created the most powerful state in the history of the world.
Perhaps the most powerful state that will ever be.”

“You allow nations and men to do as they
will. Nations are free to leave the Empire at any time and have
done so on occasion, although they always return.”

“No,” said the man shaking his head and his
plain brown eyes tore away from the statue and looked to the
mountains in the distance. “The power of my name and of your hammer
hold nations to the bosom of our Empire more than you realize. The
people chaff under my rule.”

“Your daughter, you mean,” said the soldier
with a shake of his head and a hint of a smile. “She is a woman and
is thus somewhat mercurial.”

“She takes after her mother,” said the man
also grinning. “You never met her. The life sustaining magic did
not work as well upon her as they have upon my children and me. She
was a halfling and they are resistant to such things.”

“I never knew her but I’ve seen the
paintings. There are many here in the plaza.”

“Queen Doria takes after her in both beauty
and temperament and there is little even I, Emperor of the world,
can do about that. Still, I suppose the world is a better place
than I found it. I will continue the attempt to realize my ultimate
imagination. What else is a man to do?”

The dwarf soldier said nothing to this and
the two continued to walk through the plaza stopping now and again
to admire the beauty around them. There were new pieces coming in
regularly and the sheer size of the plaza meant that no one could
see everything, even with a lifetime that seemed endless.

“Corancil,” said a deep voice as they rounded
a corner in which beautiful roses by the dozen, in a variety of
colors and shapes, grew in less than orderly rows.

The dwarf moved in front of the Emperor and
drew a heavy axe that flowed with golden light.

“King Minos,” said Corancil recognizing the
minotaur instantly. He was nearly ten feet tall with massive
muscles and a face that bespoke no deceit. Corancil noted that one
of the two tremendous horns that usually protruded from the head of
the creature no longer appeared in its usual position. “To what do
I owe this pleasure,” he said while nodding his head deeply.

“Many nations have sworn allegiance to your
rule,” said the creature and it spoke slowly and carefully.

“Not yours,” said Corancil with a smile.

“We are a taciturn people. Slow to trust and
even more leisurely to take action.”

“Your nation is yours to rule,” said
Corancil, the two meeting each other’s gaze without flinching.

“So you assured my father more than a century
ago,” said Minos in his deep baritone.

“And he has kept his word,” said the dwarf
who moved back a step to stand beside Corancil although he still
held his axe at the ready. “The Firehammer Guard alone could have
gutted your puny realm should we have desired.”

Corancil smiled, “What my friend here says is
true, but sometimes truth need not be expressed to be known,
particularly when dealing with equals of intelligence and
character. Let us talk alone. King Minos means me no harm, so I
suspect.”

The guard nodded his head, “Your commands
will be obeyed, always and without question.” He turned and walked
away from the two.

“Might I ask about your mutilation or is it a
private matter?”

The minotaur reached toward his head and the
missing horn for a moment but then returned his hand to his side.
“A decision has been reached by my people after all these years,
and my mutilation is the bond by which we swear.”

“Such was not necessary,” said Corancil.
“Your word is more than enough, the word of an honest man, of an
honorable man, is beyond any other material thing. You are a people
of honor, a people of character, and you are a worthy ruler, King
Minos.”

“It was not done to assure you of our
intentions. It was done to gift you for your kindness these many
long years. My people wish to join your Empire. We are possibly the
last of the nations to do so. Today, I swear that we will never
leave it. There will most certainly come a distant time when the
Empire is crumbled, my people know of time better than most, and
when that time comes we will stand by your legacy. We will honor
the promise I make today; my people will honor it for all eternity.
We are slow to make decisions but once made they are
inviolate.”

“What is this gift then?” asked Corancil his
eyes perhaps showing mistiness.

“You are, as always, a direct man,” said the
king smiling, reaching to a cloth container at his side, and
pulling out a gray horn. It was nearly two feet long and clearly
matched the one still attached to his head. Strange runes covered
the surface of the hollowed horn and gold capped the open end. The
mouthpiece was made of silver and filigreed with impossibly
delicate floral designs. “We enlisted the aid of long banished
Hovslaag for the manufacturing of the mouthpiece. The dwarves of
Craggen Steep allowed him one last use of the Deep Forge.”

“The price for such a thing must have been
beyond exorbitant,” said Corancil reaching forward to take the
horn. “It is a creation of inestimable beauty and second only to
your words of alliance in my esteem. Thank you for both it and the
loyalty of your people; I will cherish both for the rest of my
days.”

“In the darkness of time, long after the
immutable change that life must inevitably bring, when your Empire
is destroyed and forgotten by all others, should you, or your
successor, blow the horn, my people will hear it,” said King Minos
and his words resonated throughout the plaza as if spoken through a
horn. “In the darkness of the forgotten world. In the blackness of
eternity immemorial, no matter the distance, no matter the passage
of time, we shall hear you, and we shall come to aid you or whoever
blows the horn.”

“Hopefully I will never have to use it,” said
Corancil marveling at the majesty of the gift.

“It was ensorcelled by the great Elf King,”
said the minotaur his hand reflexively reaching toward his missing
horn again.

“Indeed, the price you paid for such as this
is beyond calculations.”

“When you blow the horn not only will my
people hear it but so too will all true friends. No false ally, no
deceitful general, no army planning a betrayal will know of it and
they will not come to you. Only trustworthy allies will hear it,
and thus you need not fear their loyalty.”

“Such an army would be invincible,” said
Corancil holding the great horn in both hands. “I cannot express my
gratitude in words.”

The king bowed deeply, his head touching the
ground, “I pledge my people to you, today, tomorrow, forever. In
the darkness of time we wait, we do not forget, we do not waver,
and we stand with our friend.”


Chapter 1

Horns blared as an arrow flew over the tall
stone wall and embedded into a support beam near where a group of
men stood surveying the battle. It had black stabilizing feathers
and the shaft was painted with red flames.

“There,” said one of the men, completely
ignoring the arrow, who wore a heavy breastplate made of steel and
a helmet of the same material as he pointed toward a tall wooden
tower that slowly moved toward the east wall of the citadel. “We’ll
not want to let that get too close.”

“Fire arrows?” said a younger man who wore
golden armor and a helmet with large wings upon it. His white cloak
flapped in the breeze.

“No, your Majesty,” said the general with a
shake of his head. “They’ve brought up archers to sweep the walls
clean. We’ll want to sally out. The Wolves I think.”

“Not our own men?” said the young king whose
face was devoid of whiskers, and he frowned.

“No, your Majesty,” said the general with a
firm shake of his head. “It’s a dangerous job and we don’t want to
risk our men.”

“Also it’s got to be done right,” said
another soldier, who stood behind the two, his voice a low
whisper.

“What was that?” said the king, his frown
deepening and turning to face the young soldier.

“Nothing,” said the general with a sharp
glance at his aide. “You there, run to Captain Aurelius of the
Wolves and tell him to sally out and destroy that tower.”

“Yes, sir!” said the young man and
immediately went dashing down a long set of stone stairs that led
to the main courtyard of the fortress. Once there he rushed around
a tall building where a dozen soldiers in heavy armor stood beneath
a banner of pure white. They watched him go and then began to talk
eagerly to one another.

He ran past dozens of soldiers, all under
silky white banners, and eventually arrived at a small clearing
between buildings where a group of fifty men stood. The banner of a
wolf fluttered in the light breeze and a tall man with brown hair
smiled as he saw the approaching soldier.

“Now then,” said the man, as he untucked his
helm from under his arm and put it upon his head. The fifty men
around him immediately did the same with their helms and pulled
steel shields from straps at their sides. “I assume you’ll be
wanting the Wolves to tear into the enemy with our customary
ferocity?” he asked with a nod to the wall.

“A tower approaches the east wall,” said the
aide looking in that direction. “The general wants it
destroyed.”

The captain said nothing and he and his men
stared at the boy with snarls upon their faces.

“A tower approaches the east wall, Captain
Aurelius,” said the boy correcting his error while looking back and
forth at the rugged men of the gathered company. “The general
wishes it destroyed.”

“Excellent,” said the captain with a grin.
“Get ye over to the sally port and man it yourself. It’ll be fast
business and I’ll not tolerate one moment waiting for it to open
when we return. Is that clear, boy?”

“Yes, sir,” said the boy and dashed off
toward the east wall.

“You heard the lad,” said the captain looking
over his company. “We’ll want to get out fast, form up, and
double-quick it to the tower. Three deep of twelve men. Once we get
there it’ll be axe work,” with this he looked at a massive soldier
who grinned back at him with perfect white teeth. The lad towered
over his compatriots although his chin only had a few wisps of hair
upon it. His shoulders were broad and his chest a massive thing.
His eyes were light brown and had a serious look for someone not
yet out of his teenage years. The captain looked at another of the
soldiers, “You keep your squad in reserve behind us in case we need
to carry anyone back to the sally gate.”

“Yes, captain,” said the man with a nod of
his head.

“Come along now,” ordered the captain and all
fifty of the men walked briskly in the same direction as the aide
went a moment before.

The tall lad stopped to grab a heavy axe from
the pile of weapons and slung it on his back before joining his
comrades.

“Let’s go, Volorious,” said a much shorter
man with black hair. His beard and moustache were trimmed to
perfection and his hair looked freshly cut. His eyes were sparkling
green and his grin was of the sort that women could not resist.
“I’ll need your broad shoulders to protect my beautiful face. You
cannot imagine how many ladies would be devastated if something
happened to it.”

The brown-eyed boy smiled and gave a curt nod
of his head, “Aro, if only you were as good with a sword as you are
with your, how shall I put this, reed.”

“I think reed might be overstating it,” said
an older man who wore leather armor rather than the heavy chain
armor of his compatriots. His hair was gray around the edges and he
carried a long wood staff rather than a sword.

“Envy does not become you, Tarragonus.” said
Aro with a grin and winked at the older man. “You have a mighty
staff; you should not be envious of mine.

“I’ve seen yours and I’ve seen young
Volorious’s as well. A reed is an apt comparison.”

“But Volorious is a good ten inches taller
than me so it goes to reason that his staff might be larger as
well,” said Aro still grinning with his perfect smile. “But if you
take the size of the man into account, mine is clearly
superior.”

“If you boys would pay attention to the task
at hand rather than your members …,” said the captain watching as
the men got ready to move to the sally port.

“Yes, captain?” interrupted Tarragonus with a
grin. “Finish the thought?”

Captain Aurelius laughed, “I suppose I might
as well ask the wind to stop blowing. You’d think in a city this
size you boys could find more than enough women to sate your
lusts.”

“They’re all quite devoted to Thrimbar the
White,” said Tarragonus still smiling. “A more religious group of
women I’ve never found. The solders with their white banner patrol
all the streets and houses of ill repute are against the law. Of
course, I’m a married man but the men tell me things.”

“Against the law is one thing,” said Aro with
a wicked little smirk and a smile. “But I’ve found it’s the
religious ones, most strictly raised, who are the easiest to tumble
with a few words and a sip of wine. As for brothels, I prefer the
illegal ones. You can skip out if services aren’t up to standards,
they can’t report it to the authorities.”

Volorious shook his massive head but couldn’t
stop a grin from appearing on his face. “Aro would find a beautiful
woman in a pile of horse dung.”

“All right, lads,” suddenly came the
commanding voice of Captain Aurelius and this time his tone was not
jovial. “They’ll have a screen of men up to protect that tower.
I’ll want the first line made up of heavy men, Volorious, you take
the center. Charge in a wedge formation and scatter them. Don’t
bother with the swords too much, leave that for the follow up
lines. Just break through the screen and get to the tower. Archers,
wizards,” this with a look to Tarragonus and another man. “You take
out anyone who offers resistance from the tower itself. They’ll
likely have a wizard or two up there although they’ll likely run
once we’re upon them. Clear?”

“Clear, sir!” shouted all the men as one.

“Good,” said Aurelius with a nod of his head.
“This must be quick and be ready for orders to fall back. There are
ten thousand soldiers out there that could descend upon us and that
right quick. March,” he concluded and led the way toward the sally
port.

By the time the mercenary band arrived there
were already several hundred of the city soldiers with their white
banners waiting and the young aide who originally ordered them to
the attack stood at the ready.

“Ready?” asked Aurelius with a piercing gaze
on the boy.

“Ready, sir,” said the boy and nodded to a
couple of sturdily built soldiers wearing jerkins bearing a white
dove. They began twisting a large crank that stood just inside the
door of a small building nearby. In correlation with their motions
a door in the thick wall began to creak open. Even before it was
halfway clear Aurelius led the soldiers through with a motion of
his head.

All fifty men rushed out of the narrow gate
and formed into three lines, with a fourth in reserve. Volorious
stood the center of the front line. He carried an immense steel
shield in his left hand and a long blade in his right. The sunlight
glinted off their armor and Aurelius took the few moments he had
while the men lined up to orientate himself toward the approaching
tower. He moved to the front of the forward most line and pointed
with his sword, “At the run,” he commanded.

The fifty men immediately leapt forward with
the front line taking the shape of a flock of geese on their way to
warmer lands. They thundered across the gap between the city and
the approaching tower at a steady clip.

A group of men wearing thick black cloaks
covering heavy armor noted their approach and hastily moved to form
a line to impede the attack. One of the men had a fancy uniform and
he shouted orders trying to get the men organized. A pair of
archers reached for arrows in their quivers but a blast of
lightning from the staff of Tarragonus killed them both where they
stood.

At that moment Volorious reached the men
trying to desperately form a line. He punched forward with his
shield and the massive impact sent one man flying backward through
the air. At the same moment he raised the pommel of his sword and
caught a second man under the chin. This one went straight to the
ground without a sound and the first of the mercenaries rushed past
the downed man. A man in the second line of mercenaries paused long
enough to stab the down man, as did half a dozen others to other
fallen foes, but the main mass moved forward with the steadiness of
an ocean wave.

The men in the tower saw their protecting
line disintegrate and immediately began to evacuate the thing. The
men on the lower levels jumped down while those higher up began
frantically descending in an effort to get back to the main line
before the attackers reached them. Only one man, a tall fellow with
red hair and a strong jaw, remained at his station about halfway up
the tower.

A moment later the Wolves arrived and hacked
down the stragglers that hadn’t manage to evacuate in time.

“The axe,” commanded Captain Aurelius to
Volorious and another large soldier. “Take out the right leg and
the rest will fall. Set fire to it while they’re doing that,” he
said over his shoulder to Tarragonus.

The wizard immediately pointed his staff at
the tower and began to shout out words of power. Meanwhile
Volorious pulled the axe from his back and began hewing at the
thick legs of the tower with mighty strokes that sent wood
fragments cascading in all directions. His compatriot cut at the
other side of the leg but his blows paled in comparison.

Aurelius looked upon the tower and spotted
the red-haired man still standing there, his hand at the sword on
his side. “Come down from there,” shouted the captain. “You’ve
shown your bravery, we’ll let you escape back to your lines. You
have my word.”

The man shook his head, “This is my station,”
he shouted back and turned his gaze back to the city ahead.

A few more blows from the powerful arms of
Volorious and the tower began to teeter.

“Last chance!” shouted Aurelius taking time
to look back toward where the main army, their black flags
fluttering in the wind, waited. He noted movement as a group of men
began to organize to charge toward the attackers. It would be too
late to prevent the fall of the tower most certainly but perhaps
they might catch the famed mercenary band in the open and destroy
them.

The man in the tower shook his head
firmly.

“Very well,” said Aurelius with a salute.
“Push it over,” he ordered and a few men did just that. The tower
came down with a horrendous crash. Aurelius looked back to the city
and then to the soldiers on the hill. He gauged the distance with
an experienced eye and determined there was time to spare to make
it back safely to the shelter.

“Well done, lads,” he shouted. “Back to the
city as quick as you can. Volorious!”

“Yes, captain,” said the giant boy his brow
sweaty from the exertion but hardly even breathing hard.

“Fetch that fellow out of there if he’s still
alive. Be quick about it.”

“He’s the enemy, sir?” said Volorious before
he could stop the words.

Aurelius smiled, “Enemy he is, today at
least, but he’s a brave man and the world is a better place when
men of courage are upon it. Fetch him out.”

Volorious nodded and dashed into the
splintered remains of the tower looking for any sign of the black
cloak the brave man wore. He spotted a flicker of dark material
under a pile of splintered wood and with a mighty heave that saw
his muscles strain at the effort, threw it aside. There, bleeding
and unconscious, lay the red-haired man. Volorious grabbed him by
the collar and, with a fierce effort, dragged him slowly clear of
the debris. Once the last of the obstacles were out of his way, he
bent down, picked up the man, threw him over a shoulder, and began
lumbering back to the city gate.

By now the soldiers of the besieging army had
organized themselves and were approaching at a steady although
cautiously slow pace, apparently aware that an ambush might lay in
wait. Most of them were watching the last of the Wolves retreat
back into the city but several were alert of enough to spot the
straggler.

“Over there,” one of them shouted pointing
toward where Volorious carried the unconscious man toward the
city.

A number of archers unlimbered their bows and
a second group of men took off sprinting toward the lone soldier.
As they drew back their bow string a volley of arrows from the city
wall took flight. The enemy archers had time for only one poorly
aimed shot toward Volorious and then fifty missiles from the walls
landed all around them sending two men to the ground blood spurting
from deep wounds.

“Shield men!” shouted a commander but it was
too late as the archers were now in full retreat away from the
danger. One of their shots grazed Volorious in the leg but by far
the greater danger was the dozen or so fast-moving soldiers quickly
closing the gap.

Back in the city the young aide stood at the
top of the wall looking down at the fleeing man and tried to judge
the distance between him and the pursuers and how fast he would
attain the safety of the city. “I need to close the sally port!” he
yelled down to Captain Aurelius who stood at the gate, also looking
out and judging distances.

“Do it and I’ll kill you myself,” he shouted
back and then nodded his head toward his men. “Let’s see if those
soldiers there are as brave as their friend upon Volorious’s
shoulder,” he shouted while looking back to his men and then strode
out into the open toward Volorious. “Come along!” he yelled at the
men pursuing Volorious with their swords drawn as they ran. “Come
and kill my friend there. I’m waiting!” he shouted and started
walking forward.

The pursuing men looked up and several of
them immediately halted and began to look around. The others seemed
to want to continue the pursuit but with their number almost halved
they too slowly ground to a halt. They looked at Aurelius with firm
gazes but then a particularly rough looking soldier with a long
scar along his chin smiled, “I know you, Captain Aurelius. You keep
your lone Wolf. I’ll live to fight another day.” With that he
brought his hand to his forehead in a salute and the men began to
wend their back to their lines dodging the occasional arrow that
came at them from the parapets.

Volorious arrived within the city walls a few
moments later, the wounded man still on his back. He was breathing
hard and blood covered his jerkin which was ripped in a number of
places, apparently from the debris of the fallen tower.

Captain Aurelius was the last man into the
city and he called up to the aide, “Close the sally port now.” Then
he turned to Volorious and smiled at the young boy. He was
breathing hard and kneeling by the enemy soldier he set down on the
ground nearby. “Well done, Volorious. You’ve the making of a
captain, you have. I can’t live forever!”

“Not me, captain,” said Volorious with a
grin. “The fighting is too much fun. Who wants to just stand around
giving orders all day and letting everyone else bring the
pain?”

Aurelius looked up at the walls for a moment
and the men in armor who patrolled them. Then to the mercenaries
around him and he also thought of the thousands of civilians who
stood both within the city and the camps around it. Then he
considered the countless soldiers who wore swords at their sides
and lived from day to day, from fight to fight, from battle to
battle, not knowing if they would be dead the next morning or not.
“You’ll get tired of it eventually, Volorious. It’s all the same in
the end. No matter who we fight for or against, no matter the
righteous nature of our cause, it’s all the same and that grows
dull.” His eyes were lifeless and tired as he said these words but
then he looked down at the wounded man and smiled, a small glint
returning to his gaze. “Is he still alive?”

Volorious shrugged his shoulders, “Don’t
know, captain. Didn’t have time to find out.”

The young aide appeared at a small door in
the outer wall and came over to stand with the mercenaries, “Well
done, Captain Aurelius,” he said nodding his head and grinning
broadly. “I saw it all. I’ll report your success to the king
although I’m certain he already knows. Hail, Thrimbar the White,
for he has guided your blades and axes this day. His spirit, His
will in us all.” With that the boy saluted and dashed off.

“Thrimbar the ass-wiper,” said Aro with a
grin and some of the other mercenaries laughed although a few made
little motions with their hands. “Oh, come now lads, it was not
Thrimbar the Divine that guided our swords, our destiny, our
victory today. It was our arms, our legs, and the commands of
Captain Aurelius. When you trust the divine Gods to see you
through, you’ll only end up dead. You must trust your own arms.
Isn’t that right, captain?”

Aurelius nodded his head and stuck out his
chin with a smile, “It’s always best to trust yourself and your
friends before your count on unseen force. Today we serve the
devoted worshippers of Thrimbar the Divine but perhaps tomorrow
we’ll serve some other god. It’s good the gods are not fickle or
they would strike down such unfaithful wretches as ourselves. Come
now, Tarragonus, take a look at this man and see if he can be
resuscitated. He is a brave fellow and there’s a chance he’d like
to become one of us. We’ll take a brave lad, won’t we fellows?”

The men nodded their heads and Tarragonus
immediately knelt over the wounded man and began to peel off his
clothes to expose the various wounds. “Get a stretcher and let’s
get him back to our hall. It’ll be easier to treat him there than
out in the open like this.”

The captain nodded and a pair of men lifted
the wounded captive. Soon they were on their way back to the large
hall that was part of payment they received in order to fight for
the armies of the city.


Chapter 2

“How’s the lad doing?” asked Aurelius as he
and Tarragonus stood outside the great hall smoking long cigars as
they stared out at the night sky. The camp fires of the besiegers
gave off a constant and hazy smoke that obscured the stars but
still untold numbers of the little bright dots illuminated the
night. The air was murky and sounds from within the besieged city
were muted thanks to the draconian curfew extended by the religious
leaders of the citadel.

Tarragonus pursed his lips and blew out a
ring of smoke, “Not too bad, captain,” he replied after a short
while. “He was nearly crushed to death but he’s a strong one. He’ll
pull through if we can tend to him for another week or so, but I’ve
heard some grumblings about that.”

“Call me Jon when were not with the men,
Tarragonus. We’ve been together enough years now I think. It won’t
hurt discipline to be a bit informal even if we’re overheard.”

“I recall when I couldn’t remember to call
you anything but,” said Tarragonus with a smile. “When did you
become captain of our little band? Was it five years ago?
More?”

“When Captain Tomkins took an arrow to the
eye while we were fighting for that orc warlord with the yellow
beard. Remember that bastard?”

“He was a tough one,” said Tarragonus with a
smile and a nod. “I remember him well. Did we win that war or lose
it?”

Aurelius laughed, took a long drag on his
cigar, and shrugged his shoulders, “There’ve been so many I can’t
keep track anymore. We’ve won more than we lost, and even when we
end up on the losing side, the winner admires us enough to hire us
on for the next one. It’s not a bad job if you forget about the
getting killed part.”

Tarragonus smiled, inhaled deeply and shook
his head with a laugh, “Yeah, but the getting killed part does tend
to cross one’s mind now and again.”

“Now and again,” repeated Aurelius also
laughing. “The pay is good though and for men like Volorious it’s
either war or a miserable life of hard labor until his body is
broken. Not much of a choice one way or the other, a short life
lived fully is better than one of lengthy misery.”

“Volorious is smarter than he looks,” said
Tarragonus nodding his head and thinking of the big farm boy. “I
know what you’re saying, I know it’s true, but he was pulling a
plow for that nobleman when we found him and that’s probably where
he would have ended up in the long run. With us he’ll most likely
be dead in a couple of years. He’s always at the front, always
risking his life.”

“He’s a brave man; if he’s as smart as you
say, maybe he will be a captain one day.”

“He’s not a quick thinker,” said Tarragonus
looking back to the inside of the great hall where a loud laugh was
followed the shriek of some girls the men managed to smuggle in.
“He’s a plodder, like a plow horse, but he gets there if you let
him. And he’s good at heart. He says he likes killing and fighting
but I don’t see it. We’ve known men like that, eh, Jon? Men who
joined up just so they could hurt others. They make the worst sort
of soldiers and end up costing a good man’s life in the end. No,
Volorious isn’t one of those.”

“I suppose not,” said Aurelius with a shrug
of his shoulders. He pulled the cigar from his mouth and looked at
the burning end. If they were not coveted mercenaries such a luxury
would not be allowed in the besieged city. “He seems decent, I’ve
no complaints so far and he’s learning the sword well enough. We’ll
see. This war between the Divine White Thrimbar and the Demonic
Black of Jojus has been going on for as long as a man can remember.
There’s good money to made for mercenaries in this region. We can
stay for as long as we’d like and there will always be work.”

“Do you even know what are they fighting
about? It’s the Thrimbar the White for our side. The God of all
that is good if those priests are to be believed. And Jojus the
Black, a demon as you say. All that is evil and wrong. But what’s
the war actually about?”

“I believe there is some sort of a relic that
belonged to Thrimbar but was stolen by Jojus ages ago …,” started
Aurelius.

“That’s right,” said Tarragonus, snapping his
fingers and remembering some of the lengthy speech they were forced
to listen to when they first arrived inside the walls of the city,
before the war turned against Thrimbar and it was besieged. “But
wasn’t it the other way around? Didn’t the demon create some
terrible artifact that would destroy the world and Thrimbar hid it
somewhere it could never be found? Now the Jojus worshippers are
trying to find out where it is because the high priest has the
secret in some ancient and hidden temple?”

“That doesn’t sound right,” said Aurelius
squinting his eyes and moving his mouth back and forth. “I thought
it was the other way around but maybe I’m wrong. I’m not sure. Not
that it makes any difference anyway. They want to fight each other,
good for them. More money for us.”

“There may be shortages of food, and
firewood, and water, but there’s no lack of war,” said Tarragonus
looking up into the night sky. Even at night the heat of summer
permeated the besieged town and water rationing quickly turned the
mood of most townsfolk against the mercenaries who received a
largely unlimited supply.

“No, there’s no shortage of war,” repeated
Aurelius. “You say that demon worshipper with the red hair will
need another week to fully recover?”

“That’s about right,” said Tarragonus with
another puff on the cigar and a small shrug. “I’ve given him some
pretty strong poultices but his internal organs were damaged in the
fall. He was bleeding inside and things like that don’t heal as
easily as a slashed arm or a broken leg. We lost Andruv when we
were retreating to the citadel and he was our best healer. It’s not
my specialty. We need to hire on a new man soon. We were lucky no
one was seriously wounded in that sortie.”

Aurelius nodded his head again, “We may have
to get that demon worshipper out of the city and back to his lines.
He was a brave fellow and I’d very much like to see him join our
company if he’s willing, but he’s an enemy soldier according to the
priests and they’ve been asking some inconvenient questions of
late.”

“We’re the Wolves,” said Tarragonus with a
grin and held the cigar high as if in defiance of the curfew. “What
will they do if we refuse to turn the lad over?”

“We’re one small company in a big army. Yes,
we’re useful, but fifty men against ten thousand? These people are
religious fanatics, Tarragonus. You are not the one that has to go
and negotiate with them ever day over some slight or another. The
men didn’t pray properly at the shrine on the third hour of the
fourth day of the fifth month of the Thrimbarian blah blah blah.
I’ve dealt with their nonsense first-hand. I’ve seen them send
young soldiers, just boys, off to who knows what torture because
they did things any young boy might do when isolated from female
companionship for months on end.”

“You think they’d risk losing our services
over one captured prisoner?”

Aurelius nodded his head, “I suspect so. The
new king is young and ambitious and not fully under the control of
the priests. He wants to make a name for himself. You know we’re
not the only mercenaries in this army and I’ve heard there are more
on the way. He dreams of glory but does not yet know the reality of
the world and of defeat. He will learn, but in the meantime we are
in the here and now. Can the prisoner travel?”

“Not on his own,” said Tarragonus with a
shake of his head and a frown. “He can feed himself pretty well but
he can’t take a piss or a crap without help. He can sit up is about
all. He won’t be walking for at least a day or so and then it will
be for short distances.”

Aurelius frowned and looked at the ground
beneath his feet, “Well, it probably won’t be that bad. I can stall
them for a few days or so at the very least.”

“What won’t be so bad, captain?” said the
deep voice of Volorious as he exited the hall to come stand next to
the two. He towered over them both by a good six inches and neither
of the two was a small man. He was also almost as wide as both of
them put together.

“Why aren’t you in there having fun with the
lads? You earned it, Volorious. Wine, women, song. All the best
things in life.”

The massive young man smiled a bit of a goofy
grin that gave away the fact that some of the wine, at least, was
working its way through his system, “The wine is good and the food
is better but Aro has cornered all the pretty women for himself,
captain. There remains nothing but scraps for the rest of us.”

Aurelius laughed, “That one has a way with
the women, it’s true enough. You can join us out here then. I’m an
old man and Tarragonus has his lovely bride back in a village
somewhere if I’m not mistaken. She’s a fine woman indeed. You were
lucky to find her as a young soldier and luckier yet to keep
her.”

“Greta is the finest of women, captain” said
the druid with a smile. “A finer lass no man has ever laid eyes
upon, but I’m not good enough for her. One day I’ll be dead and
she’ll find a steady man who can provide, a reliable man who will
be there every day and every night. That’s what a woman needs.”

“You sell yourself short, my friend,” said
Aurelius with smile as he patted Tarragonus on the back. “You’re a
fine man and, as I recall, she is just as fond of you as you are of
her. You could have brought her along. It’s not unheard of for
mercenaries to have wives along. True, the camp life isn’t all that
wonderful but you could have at least had her company on some
nights. A woman’s arms are a fine place to rest.”

Tarragonus shrugged and said nothing as a
couple of civilians, walking slowly and carefully, made their way
down the street and past the soldiers.

“Isn’t it past curfew?” said Aurelius to the
man who looked to be quite elderly and walked with a cane. His wife
seemed somewhat younger, although still far older than any of the
trio of soldiers, and was helping him walk along.

“He likes to walk at night and no one is
going to stop us,” she said with a grin that only an older woman
who has no fear of authority can make.

“Aren’t you afraid that Jojus the Black might
be prowling about?” asked Tarragonus with a glance to the sky.

The man laughed so hard he started a coughing
fit and it was long seconds before he managed to contain
himself.

“What’s so humorous?” asked Tarragonus with a
grin as he watched the old man’s smile slowly return after the
hacking episode.

“Jojus the Demonic Black, Thrimbar the Divine
White, what difference is there to us ordinary folk? I’ve lived my
whole life in this town and sometimes the Priests of Thrimbar
control it and then the Warriors of Jojus capture it after a bunch
of nice boys get killed. I’ve survived the change six times now.
Six times! Three under each of them and it doesn’t make a bit of
difference who the priests worship, divine or demonic. What matters
is if the governor or the mayor or the local priest or whoever
happens to be in charge is a good man, is what matters. Demon
worshippers? Angel worshippers? Not a bit of difference. Go to
church, say the right words, don’t matter if you mean it or not, no
one’s listening close anyway, if they’re listening at all. Then
you’re on your way without a worry. Not a bit of difference. Best
governor we ever had was, golly, dear, when was that, when our
youngest was just born, fifty years past?”

“Forty-six, dear,” said the elderly woman
patting him on the arm. “It was a very hard winter that year, but
hardly any babies died. He’s a good lad, little Abraham. He left
this place years ago after he served in the armies for a few years.
Didn’t like all the wars and moved away. He sends messages now and
again. He’s married now, children of his own. It would be nice to
go see him but with the war it’s hard.”

“That’s right,” said the man with smile and
put his hand to his chin with several quick nods. “Terrible winter
but the governor, what was his name, dear? He was a smart one.
Didn’t believe in either Thrimbar or Jojus, said it was silly to
pray to the gods when what was needed was grain storage. Yep, built
those grain silos inside the city to the north of the main citadel.
Still standing they are. Fed the people all that winter. There was
enough to feed everyone, even the poor. Stockpiled lumber as well,
he did. Dear, what was his name? Bilbeno? Bellbino? Something with
a B wasn’t it?”

“Amleton, Count Aaron Amleton. He was a
cousin to the king. A good man. There are a lot of people in town
named Amleton. Babies born that winter were named after him. Most
of them would have died, they would have any other year. I lost a
few myself back when I was still young, a bad winter was always a
terrible thing on the little ones.” A sad frown came across her
face.

“Yes,” said the older man and tried to snap
his fingers but didn’t quite manage to make any noise. “That was
it, Ambleton. I knew there was a B in there somewhere.”

The elderly woman smiled and gave a wink to
the three soldiers.

“My legs don’t work like they used to but my
mind is still sharp like a new pair of scissors,” said the man
grinning broadly at his wife. “You should listen to me lads, get
out of here, get out of this life. It’s just war and more war and
all for that silly horn that probably doesn’t exist in the first
place. Even if it did they don’t really want it, they just want
more war.”

“More war is good for the likes of us,” said
Aurelius putting his hand on the pommel of his sword. “It pays
better than plowing a field and it’s a lot more exciting than
working every day and raising a family.”

“You’re still young,” said the woman patting
the captain on the arm with a smile. “You’ll see babies aren’t so
bad and I promise you one thing about babies,” she laughed. “You
won’t be bored!”

Aurelius and the other two soldiers laughed
and the old woman smiled, her eyes suddenly faraway.

“Captain Aurelius?” came a voice from the
darkness and soon enough a squad of soldiers, all wearing white
cloaks, appeared in the gloom. The leader was a tall man with pale
skin, blonde hair, and a short and closely cropped beard. He wore
priestly robes that were thick and had many symbols in gold
emblazoned upon them. His blue eyes darted over to the elderly
couple and he started to say something but the mercenary captain
interrupted him.

“I’m Aurelius, who are you?”

“I’m Bishop Tuon and I’ve been sent here to
take your prisoner for questioning.”

“He’s too ill for that, I’ve already
discussed the matter with your superiors.”

The pale-skinned man simply smiled, a wan
thing that barely showed any teeth, and shook his head. “I have
discussed it with my superiors and you will turn the man over to
me. My men will carry him if necessary. Do you need me to show you
the orders or will you take me at my word, I swear upon the Eternal
Glory of Thrimbar that I speak the truth? Is that not good enough
for you?”

The elderly man and woman had slowly backed
away into the shadows of the building and Volorious put his hand to
the hilt of a long sword that he wore at his side.

The other soldiers noted the move, put their
hands to their weapons, and began to slowly fan out.

“There is no need for violence,” said
Aurelius putting up his hands with a shake of his head. “We’ll
consider turning the man over to the mercies of your church after
he is well again. As I said, I’ve already had this discussion with
your superiors.”

The pale man smiled again and simply shook
his head, “You do not understand, captain. I have spoken to the
highest authorities that exist in this world and they have direct
access to higher powers than you can know. I have prayed on the
matter and heard the voice of Thrimbar the Divine in all His glory.
You will hand over the prisoner and you will do it now. If you do
not do it peacefully then my men will do it with force.”

Aurelius again shook his head and a confident
smile appeared on his face, “I will not hand him over peacefully
and if you and your men think you can take him by force then I
welcome you to try.”

The bishop looked at his men but at that
moment another few mercenaries appeared at the doorway with grins
on their faces and swords in their hands, “Problem, captain?” asked
one.

“No problem,” said Aurelius shaking his head.
“These fine men were just leaving.”

“We’ll leave but you’ll come with us to
explain why you defied the authority of Thrimbar!” said the pale
man his voice no longer calm and his fists tightly clenched at his
side. “You’ll come with us to answer to the Highest Authority.”

“Don’t go, captain,” said Aro. The wily
soldier appeared with the men at the door. “I’ve talked to some of
the girls. They mean you harm.”

“Don’t worry,” said Aurelius with a shrug and
a snorting little laugh. “They wouldn’t hurt a mercenary captain.
No other mercenary band would agree to help them following such an
action and the war would be lost soon after that.”

Volorious put his hand on the chest of the
bishop and pushed him back with a powerful shove. The man went head
over heels into the mud and looked up with a snarl before Aurelius
intervened between the two. “Stand down, Volorious. Nothing is
going to happen to me tonight.”

Aro shook his head and the winning smile he
wore suddenly looked more like a feral dog’s snarl, “Don’t go,
captain. I’ve been hearing things from these girls. Don’t let him
go, Volorious.”

Volorious stood there, his gaze shifting
between Aro, the captain, and the soldiers in white.

“Nothing will happen to your precious captain
tonight,” said the man on the ground and two of the soldiers began
to help him back up. “No trial can take place without at least
three bishops and even then the king is probably already in bed
with one of his lady friends.”

“Or two,” muttered a soldier behind him but a
fierce gaze from the bishop silenced the man.

“No, you have nothing to fear for your
captain tonight but you do have to fear for your own lives,” said
the bishop, the small smile returning to his face as he wrinkled
his nose and looked over the men. “Yes, you could probably kill me
and my companions, but ten thousand soldiers wait in the wings to
avenge our death. If you wish to die tonight, then, by all means,
go ahead and prevent your captain coming with me. If you wish to
live, then you’ll allow us to resolve the matter in a way that is
satisfactory to all parties. I leave my fate in the hands of
Thrimbar the White.” He said the last looking to the sky and
spreading his arms wide.

Volorious paused for a moment as all the men
stood in tense silence and then nodded his head, “If he is not
treated well, I hold you responsible, Bishop Tuon.”

The man sprouted that wan smile of his and
brushed a blonde curl of hair from his forehead with a quick motion
of his hand, “I will keep your threat in mind when dealing with
this matter. What was your name, boy?”

“Volorious,” replied Volorious glaring at the
man with blazing brown eyes.

“Volorious,” repeated the Bishop and glanced
to one of the young soldiers at his side. “Make note of that name.
There might come a time when we need to remember it. Now, Captain
Aurelius, you will come with us peacefully so we can settle the
matter of your prisoner once and for all?”

Aurelius nodded his head, “It would be my
pleasure, bishop. Should I take my toiletries for an overnight
visit or will I not need them?”

“I do not think it will be a visit where you
will need such things, but if you think you might be staying
longer, do not let me dissuade you from packing whatever you think
necessary.”

Aurelius frowned at this and his eyes
narrowed, “I think I’ll be fine with what I have. Lead the way,
bishop.”

“That was a mistake,” said Aro shaking his
head and looking at Volorious and Tarragonus as the group
disappeared into the night. “We need to get out of this place right
now. Those girls aren’t lying. The new king is angry about the
prisoner and the clergy has already started talking against us. One
of the girls is a regular with a cardinal.”

Tarragonus looked at him through narrowed
eyes, “They wouldn’t dare do anything to the captain.”

“They would and they will,” said Aro pounding
his fist into his hand. “That priest or bishop or whatever he calls
himself gave in too quickly once he saw we weren’t going to hand
over the prisoner. They don’t like us Wolves, those men of the
cloth. The soldiers appreciate us but the people in town hate us
because we have access to all the food and drink we want. The
priests want to curry favor with the people. They’ve been saying
things about us for weeks now and this was their excuse. We should
go after the captain and rescue him, then get out of this place.
Take our weapons and go. There’s no place for us here with the
White.”

Tarragonus looked at Volorious whose face was
filled with rage and put up his hand to stop the farm boy, “If we
go after them they’ll kill us most certainly and it won’t do any
good.”

“So we should stay here and wait to die?”
asked Aro shaking his head. “They’ll come for us, tonight, I know
it. We shouldn’t have let them take the captain and we shouldn’t
stay. I won’t at least. Let’s decamp, get out of here while we
can.”

“No, not that either. We should safeguard our
wagers. Let’s pack up the entire company, everything, and set
watches. I’ll plan an escape route through the city to the walls
and we’ll be ready to evacuate if it comes to that. If not, then
we’ll just have lost out on a little sleep.”

Aro nodded his head but his face still
expressed doubt, “That’s not unreasonable. Whores sometimes lie I
suppose.”

“Get the men organized. Where’s the nearest
barracks to here? We’ll want to post someone to watch it in case
they start to mobilize. That’ll be the sign to make our way out of
town. I’ll scout a path for us. One they won’t expect.”

“If they’re smart they’ll cover the obvious
routes,” said Volorious speaking slowly and carefully, his hand on
his sword. “They’ll post someone to watch on us as well, maybe one
of the girls, or the porters who bring food and wine.”

“True enough,” said Tarragonus with a nod of
his head as he looked around to the nearby buildings and their
rooftops. “You’re a smart lad, Volorious. I know everyone thinks of
you as an oaf because of your size but don’t let anyone else
dictate who you are. Keep thinking like that and you’ll go far in
this life. Now get rid of anyone who is not a Wolf. Mercenaries
only tonight, have everyone pack their belongings and be ready for
the march. Volorious, you’re far too big to scout anything out and
that bishop knows your face. You just lounge around outside here
and make yourself visible. One of the others will pack your gear.
They might have someone watching from an overlook.”

Volorious nodded his head, “Yes, sir.”

“I’m no officer,” said Tarragonus with a
grin. “You don’t have to sir me.”

“You’re acting like one, sir,” said Aro
nodding with respect. “And if the captain isn’t going to be coming
back someone has to take command of the company.”

Tarragonus frowned and looked at the ground
for a moment before speaking, “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.
Now get moving, Aro.”

Aro nodded his head and his normal smile
returned, “Sir, yes sir!” he shouted and dashed back into the
barracks.

Meanwhile Tarragonus turned to Volorious and
smiled although his fingers twisted nervously around each other as
he spoke, “Everything will be all right. They’re not going to hurt
the captain.”

The former farm boy just grunted and a
grimace of anger appeared on his face, it was so intense, so
malicious that Tarragonus took a step back and put his staff in
front of him in a defensive position, “I know you’re mad at that
bishop fellow, but he was probably just following his orders. No
need to have such a murderous look upon your face.”

Volorious relaxed his expression for a moment
and turned to Tarragonus, “I am angry, murderous, that’s true, but
not at the bishop, or the soldiers, or you, or Aro, or the enemy,
or even the bats that fly over my head." The rage slowly returned
to his face as he spoke and his jaw clenched while he shook his
head back and forth, "No, my anger is for someone else. If they
kill the captain like Aro thinks. If I just let him walk away. If
that happens, I’ll never forgive that man.”

Tarragonus leaned his staff against the wall
and took a closer look at the young soldier. They found him working
in a field for some nobleman or the other and Aurelius immediately
realized his potential and spoke to the landowner. A huge lad,
bear-like with massive shoulders and thick arms, working the field
is always good
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