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Honor is everything. Without it, the entire system crumbles into dust. 

Three decades ago, twenty disgraced knights from some forgotten backwater shithole kingdom set off to make something of themselves. It was a risk; it wasn’t the best idea, but all they knew how to do was fight and win. Within those thirty years, the twenty knights had built a mercenary company that numbered nearly forty thousand strong and had operations in twenty-three nations. Those knights, minus a few brave knights that fell in past wars, had formed an elite fighting unit, and soon it was booming into a full-fledged mercenary, banking, and commerce empire. It once had a name that has been all but forgotten. After so many years, it had become known simply as The Company. 

* * * * *
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“I hate working with him. He is a right awful cunt,” Blackhand said to his second in command, Sergio de la Espada, known as the Iron Prefect. “He has Longknife as a captain, not one of mine.”

Sergio was a thin, but muscular man with a short beard, trimmed to less than an inch, and shortcut hair. He looked more ethnically tied to the southern nations with a slightly more bronze complexion and darker hair than Blackhand.

“And yet, Lord Conrad says we have no choice but to send troops and gold to Jefe Antonio,” Sergio replied, handing the order documents to Blackhand.

Blackhand inspected the order and scoffed.

“Conrad wants me leading the force.”

“Lord Conrad,” Sergio corrected.

“Yes, yes. Lord Conrad,” Blackhand smirked. “I voted for Duke Felipe.”

“I remember, sir.”

“No matter, Lord Conrad is the Patrón, so we have to do as he orders,” Blackhand said, leaving the papers on his desk. He looked at Sergio, his castellan, who was effectively the second in command. “Send for a messenger. I have something that will need to go directly to Lord Conrad, and to do that, I must arrange a meeting through his castellan.”

Sergio bowed and then exited the room to follow his boss’ orders.

Blackhand sat back in his chair and rested his forehead in his hand. It was a unique situation that he found himself in. He was a jefe within The Company, and he was comfortable in his seat of power around a geographic region, under Duke Filipe Millan. This was a position that afforded Blackhand, authority, money, and respect. Under him, several captains would run operations in the cities and towns they controlled. Usually in the forms of smuggling, gambling, protection, and mercenaries. Some dealt with mind-altering substances, and others in the oldest profession of providing temporary comfort. Blackhand in turn controlled each of the captains, taking a portion of the profits, and he had earned every bit by being a successful provider and a victor himself. Whether through commerce or in battles, few could claim as many victories as he.

Blackhand sighed. He rubbed his dark brown beard, speckled with strands of red. He had let it grow around four inches in length. While he kept his hair short along the sides and back, he preferred to let the top grow a little longer, giving him something to run his hands through when he felt anxious. 

“That damned Antonio can’t run a mercenary band to save his life, and now I have to step in for him,” Blackhand scoffed. “What will his captains think? It’s bad for business when others have to step in.”

He looked around his office. The only other thing making any noise was the crackling logs in the fireplace. 

Blackhand threw his hands up in frustration. “And now I’m talking to myself because of it. I need a vacation.”

Two hours later, Blackhand was on his way to his estate, riding in a carriage with Sergio. The dirt road provided a slightly bumpy ride, and the air was crisp. The winter season was setting in, and the temperatures had already started to drop. The cooler air was even more noticeable at night.

“We’ll leave at first light in the morning. Pack for a southern summer,” Blackhand said.

“Vasha. A despicable place,” Sergio mentioned.

Blackhand glanced out the window of the carriage. “It is,” he said, not looking at his associate. “But it is one we have to bring back into the fold. Jefe Antonio is fucking it up.”

Sergio was less than enthused. “It’s ruled by damn oligarchs. Vasha oligarchs.” Sergio sneered at the words.

“Yeah, they are the worst.”

“Especially Count Yuri,” Sergio added. “He rules the lot of them with an iron fist.”

“And he is why Jefe Antonio can’t move in completely. Which is why we’re heading to the hellhole Vasha in the middle of the summer,” Blackhand grinned. “Those temperatures can make Hell seem cold. Aran was good to us, but it will soon be time to pull up stakes, so off we sail to the next job.”

Sergio pulled a wrapped bundle from his satchel. “Before I forget, this is the latest take from here in Aran.”

Blackhand accepted the wrapped bundle, knowing its lucrative contents. “Thank you,” he replied before putting it in his own canvas bag.

The carriage continued on down the road, bumping up and down from the uneven path. It was a main trade road that ran through the city of Parla, and directly to the old fortress that Blackhand used for his home. He often found old castles, fortified and historic, to use for homes until he was sent somewhere else.

Arriving at the main gate, Blackhand and his entourage found a messenger waiting for them.

“Jefe Gerald Blackhand?” the man, atop a brown horse, asked. 

The rider was dressed in all black, with the Company’s sigil on his left breast and Duke Millan’s sigil on the right side. He had a small crew of men around him. All dressed the same. 

“I have a message from Duke Felipe Millan.”

Blackhand exited his carriage, Sergio close behind, a dagger in his right hand by his side. Sergio stepped up and retrieved the message for Blackhand and then sheathed the blade.

Messengers in the night were not very common, and never to be ignored, nor taken lightly. 

Blackhand opened the letter and read it to himself. He looked up at Sergio. 

“Sergio, send Captain Cortes down to Vasha. We won’t be able to make it.”

Sergio gave Blackhand an odd look. “Lord Conrad gave an order.”

“And Duke Millan has superseded that order. “We have to prepare for our duke’s arrival,” Blackhand answered, holding up the missive. 

Ten days later, with Blackhand and his entourage looking on, Duke Millan stepped off his caravel ship dressed in his finest fur and leather coat, emblazed with his personal coat of arms on the left breast. His attire, right down to his trousers, was of the finest materials, in this case imported high thread Biset cotton pants and a fine silk tunic. His gold rings shone in the bright sun and the golden livery collar marked the focal point of his outfit. It was that collar which told the world he was important and that he had status. Those that knew the heraldry of the double golden wine goblets and skull on a black field knew it to mean that he was a high-ranking member of the Company. As a duke, he was one of nineteen men under the Patrón of the Company. 

He stood on the dock for a moment surveying the port and the ships lining the dockyard, his salt and pepper hair wafting slightly in the sea breeze, before walking toward where Blackhand was standing. Millan was right around six feet tall, not too stocky, but his weight had increased since his time away from the battlefields. 

He was a duke now, and that alone gave him the freedom to send other men and women to fight battles while he stood behind and watched. However, his scars, given to him over decades of fighting in wars, were very much present and a reminder that he was not one to challenge. At least not easily. 

He greeted Gerald Blackhand with a nod and an extended hand. Gerald took the hand and kissed the Company ring in one fluid bow. 

“Welcome to the Armored City, capital of Aran and the seat of the Sile Empire,” Gerald said, lifting from his bow.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Millan said as the pair walked toward the dockside market. “I trust it isn’t too much of a burden.”

Gerald grinned and gave a soft chuckle. “Not at all, my lord. We are happy to host you for as long as you wish.”

Millan stopped, turned to Gerald, and smiled. He placed his left hand on Gerald’s right shoulder. “I’m happy to hear it, but I always want to be sure. I was once in your position, and I know what you have to go through when your duke visits.”

“Thank you, sir. However, I am always happy when you come. We have a great time,” Gerald laughed.

Millan laughed along with Gerald as the pair continued their walk. Up ahead, Sergio held the carriage door open for the two men. 

“My lords,” he bowed as the men entered the carriage. He followed them in and sat next to his boss, Blackhand.

In the carriage, Duke Millan held a stoic expression. The vehicle moved along the stone road and through the city, bumping and jostling along the route.

“I understand you were ready to move to Vasha, but that’s not the best plan right now,” Millan said, breaking the usual protocol of pleasantries and starting with business right away. “Lord Conrad isn’t seeing that right now. His mind, it is, how do your people say, he has ghosts in his brain.”

Gerald Blackhand, a man not of Paisluna heritage, understood the meaning of ‘your people’. Often, the dukes would remind their subordinates that they weren’t the same. Even Sergio wasn’t fully of the same heritage but was half with his father being from the Paisluna region. 

“I mean to say he is not fully well. Mentally,” Millan added. “He is plotting too dangerously with our men that aren’t blooded.”

Gerald nodded. “I see. So, having us move?”

“It was a ploy to kill you.”

Gerald and Sergio both were shocked.

“He is trying to get rid of everyone that’s not Paisluna blood. A few dukes agree with him, but I, and a few more dukes, we’d rather keep our current organization as it is. We are making more money this way,” Millan reassured the two men. “More money, and more victories mean more influence for the organization. I have the backing of other dukes, and we will stage a coup and place me at the top. Your skills have insured our success.”

“I appreciate the confidence,” Gerald replied. “Though I do feel that I might have doomed one of my captains to death.”

Millan shook his head. “Our friends were able to steer Captain Cortes to safety,” he smiled at Gerald. “You are a good earner, and a good leader. Your men respect you and losing men like you would be a bad business deal,” Millan added with a smile.

Blackhand and Sergio both eyed the duke, wondering how he knew it was Cortes that was sent. Both decided to remain quiet for the moment.

“So, my lord,” Sergio began. “How would we have been killed?”

“The Vasha oligarchs,” Millan said, twirling his hand as he spoke. “They made a deal with Lord Conrad to rid the organization of those Conrad felt weren’t worthy of their place. That service is in exchange for mercenaries and lower tariffs on some trade goods. The killings have already begun.”

“Did this have anything to do with Dukes de Soto and Alarcon’s feud?” Blackhand asked.

“That feud didn’t help,” Millan replied. “It left
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