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An Assassins Woe
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- The Broken King Saga -

By R.C.J. Dwane

“Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves...” – Confucius
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Chapter 1 - Plague
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Ice clung to the land, like shards of some beast’s claws, it ripped into the granite mountainside, talons standing up against the crisp blue sky like a long ancient and forgotten giant’s hand. The hut was quaint, stout, made of clay and stones, smoke spitting out from a squat chimney, with a lean-to set against it and a barn to the east. I watch from the tree line, stomach grumbling, but make no move to give away our position.

“You think they’re in there?” Scarra asks once more.

I nod. “Their tracks disappeared but I’m sure they came this way.”

We had been tracking this band of outlaws for a week now; at least a dozen of crooked souls pillaging innocent civilians of their food and wealth, if there even any to be had. For some of the people these bandits had slain had been known to me, and held little silver.

Winter was upon the land of Cannish, and Ovartt, a damned savage winter at that, for we had found a mother and her baby both frozen to death in the Temple of Skursk, their offerings of herbs ignored by the Old Gods.

“Brett, sneak around and check inside the barn, I want to know how many of the fuckers there are before we show ourselves.”

Brett—my huntsman and scout—nods, and then creeps down through the tree line.

I look around me, at the few warriors taken from my stronghold to eviscerate the bandits, the rest of my men still stationed in Cannish. So the fight would be in their favor, but I have learned long ago to never rely on the advantage of surprise to win a battle, or skirmish in this matter.

I watch as Brett appears on the gentle slope, creeping through the trees behind the barn like an ivory specter. Brett reaches the barn, and quietly slips inside. He returns a few moments later.

“Fourteen horses.” Brett strings his bow.

“Could just have spares? Cargo horses?” offers Scarra.

Brother Frost butts in. “I really think you should have remained in the last tavern, my dear.”

Scarra blanches. But she doesn’t look down at her bloated stomach, to where my son or daughter rested. “Mind your tongue, priest, or I’ll have it cut out.”

Brother Frost sighs and drinks from his wineskin.

“Brett, take five men and set up an over watch on the rocks above.” I instruct my men, and they set off to get to work. After a few minutes, the archers reach their location, and I signal for them to ready.

I light a torch, then silently approach the house, and toss the torch up on the thatched roof, then return to the tree line. I string my own bow, and while not as an efficient marksman as my huntsman, I am deft none the less.

After a few minutes the flames begin to spread. The door opens and men pour out into the dying light. I bring my hand down, and the arrows are loosed. The missiles rain down on the bandits where they stand; I quickly count a dozen men.

I fling my bow down onto the ground, unsheathe my sword and scream as I storm from the tree line. A big, burly man wields a great war-axe, its blade heavily rusted.

He brings his weapon to bear, in two fists, and his speed is savage. But I pounce aside, the blow harmlessly hitting dirt. My sword takes the man through the side, but he doesn’t seem to even notice. He brings his war-axe back around, the large blade almost ripping open my entrails to the air, but luckily instinct has saved me once more.

The bandit roars his defiance as he comes screaming at me, and I dive aside, missing his blow once more, and he is losing energy now, tired. I parry his next blow, and bring my sword around, beheading him, blood spurting up into the air. I look around and find only one of the bandits still living.

“Leave him!” I shout.

My men back away.

I approach the man. “You, throw down your weapons and yield.”

“Fuck you, Broken Man.” The bandit has yellow teeth, crooked nose, scars down one side of his face.

Movement overhead, but my eyes remain locked onto his, as Brother Frost jumps from the roof, bringing a cudgel down onto the back of the bandit’s skull, and he lets out a brief cry, before falling to the ground, unconscious.

Inside of the home I find a father who had been killed by a Blood Eagle, and his daughter and wife were in the adjoining room lying on a pallet of straw with their throats cut. These bandits were evil, to no mistake, but then weren’t all men who had foregone the ways of mankind, and instead squabbled out a living as rogues of the forests.

We bury the innocents in a shallow grave, covered in branches and rocks, for the ground is too frozen for a proper burial, but alas, times are hard.

“Luckily none of the bandits seemed to have the plague,” Brett muttered under his breath, as we placed the last of the rocks onto their graves.

“Aye, there’s that at least.”
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We head back east, towards my father’s homelands, or what I should now call my homelands, for my father lay in a tomb beneath my castle, along beside his forefathers. We find the repairs to be almost finished as we climb the steep ascent to my castle, a plateau of granite, making it a fine place to secure defenders from raids or attacks.

It had been some time since a raid had appeared in my homeland, as the brigands who inhabited the mountainous ranges to the west had been vastly depleted, because they had marched alongside me, fifty thousand free folk, who gave their lives valiantly to attempt to drive these southern invaders from our homeland. What little had been left of their forces now had earned a plot of land to work, overseen by my banner men, who would heed my call when I saw fit.

For war was upon Ovartt and Cannish, these southern invaders, the Ministry of Faces, would be upon the mainland come summer, as well as the vast army of Dukall which would ride from the west, either by ship via the port in Perkash, or through the mountainous ranges of Inis Mor, I am not sure.

But well known are the warriors of Cannish, and we will meet their wrath, and lock horns, and I will see all bow before me as their king, or they would feel the cold of my blade.
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Winter charges into season headlong, a blizzard storms outside, and this night the seers say the child shall be born. So we ready ourselves, and I sit beside Scarra. The wind hissing through the hearth is like a demon’s breath, and I couldn’t help but feel the eye of the Old Gods upon us.

The maidens aid Scarra, bringing her fresh linens and wetting her forehead. But this battle is hers alone, for a man cannot bear children, and I pace before the windows, as the screams intensify. Blood, so much blood and I am not squeamish but when it is your loved ones blood, there is more terror.

Soon the crying stops; and I go to the maiden, who takes out a babe and wraps it in furs.

“Congratulations, my lord,” the maiden turns to me. “It’s a boy.”
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Days pass us by in a feast, and my banner men flock in from all parts of my land, wishing to see the new heir to my throne. Albeit, I was not a king yet, as Goroth still held the Throne of Bones, but when I crushed him beneath my boot, and tasted his blood on my blade, then I would take my place upon the throne.

My thoughts turned to the traitor Marjesh, the Sun-Isle tribesman, who had single-handedly been the reason for my capture in Mala. He still had my father’s blade, Breathtaker, and I would take it from him and carve him a Blood Eagle when the time was right.

I look down into my son’s eyes. The hall falls silent, for I must name him. I name him Saidk, after his grandfather, a renowned warrior of ancient lore, and the seers say he will be strong, and just.
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The plague has riddled the land, and Cannish is weakened. I fear that Dukall will march on my land before she can once more regain her might, but I leave Cannish to march north to the Temple of Skursk, to pray and seek omens. Scarra remains behind to look after Saidk, so it is me; my huntsman and fifty of my best warriors who journey through the snowdrifts.

A week of riding and the tower of ice and granite appears on the horizon, I inspect the land as we approach, but none seem to have journeyed this far. I sit in the temple as the wind rips across the plains outside. I sacrifice an ox that we have brought with us on the altar, and the blood pools on the ancient stone.

Two days pass in silence and prayer, and that night the twin moons rise in the purest color of blue I have ever seen. The men speak of this as a good omen, that the Old Gods will cleanse the land of the southern oppressors.

That night I dream of a raging storm, of high waves covering Cannish, drowning all before it, and the waves beat against the temple’s walls. Crows flock about the sky, midnight gems hurtling through the murk.

I walk outside, wading through the ocean, walking on the water as if I were weightless. In the distance a figure appears, crystal white, it floats across the waves towards me. Something draws my eye and I see a blade appear above the waves.

My father’s dagger.

The figure comes closer, and I see it is Scarra.

You will lose me, my love.

Her words are ethereal, floating through my mind; she speaks without moving her lips.

“Is there nothing to be done?” I ask. “Is this the will of the Gods?”

She smiles sadly. The image blurs...
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We journey back into Cannish lands. My vision has me worried for Scarra’s soul. Was it the will of the Gods to rob me of the woman I loved?

I hurry into castle, and find Scarra in the hall, resting Saidk on her lap. I rest my hand on her shoulder and place a kiss on Saidk’s forehead.

“What’s the matter?” Scarra asks me.

I explain the vision to her, and she shakes her head.

“Have no fear in your heart, Skorm. The Gods are not always clear in their visions. You fear what may not come to pass.”

I held my doubts silent.
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We patrol the eastern boundary of Cannish. The villages are desolate, red paint is daubed on the houses that have succumbed to the White Spot plague, and they are many.

My men bypass the priests burning the dead in the village square with a wide berth, for none know how easy the disease spreads, and I mask my face with a cloth, as do my men, to attempt to shield us from the ill vapors in the air.

Walled towns are also affected, but at least they have the privilege of sealing their fate away. None know how many have succumbed to the disease, but Ovartt is more affected, for the southern invaders had sheltered in that land more than my homeland.

I fear that war will be upon us soon, and we are not ready.
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Chapter 2 – Preparations
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Winter passes into spring, and with it the land thaws. Crops are planted by those who have not been sickened, but their numbers are few, and I fear that we will have a bare harvest this year. I travel east, bringing Scarra and Saidk with me, for I must journey to my brothers in the Temple of Avern. The assassins’ brotherhood is flourishing, the numbers swollen to over two hundred, but half of which are simple novices.

Their time will come.
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The Temple of Avern is situated on a cliff side overlooking a lake below, with a town on the opposite side of a hill it is perched atop. We slowly approach the Temple of Avern, passing through the town, and I find that only a few doors are daubed with the red paint of the plague.

I find this alarming, for I had expected far more to have succumbed to the disease, and once inside the temple, I find brother Cammon in the central chamber, sitting alone.

“Tell me brother, how fares our brotherhood?” I speak, my voice echoing through the vast chamber.

Cammon looks up from the document he is inspecting, and smiles. “Brother Skorm!” He stands, and we clasp hands. “It is good to see you.”

“And I you, tell me, how the town on the opposite hill has avoided the devastating blow of the plague, for I had expected far more doors to be painted?”

He smiles crookedly. “We have found a cure, brother. Or at least a remedy to stifle the passage of the White Spot plague.”

Cammon brings me to the apothecary, and the brothers are well at work, fifty of which are fully inducted members of the brotherhood, brewing potions.

“We found a cure,” Cammon repeats. “By combining the Elder Leaf extract with various other herbs, the potion stifles the effects of the White Spot.”

“Then we must pass the word along,” I say. “Send ravens to Ienbrook and my castle, the local priests and apothecary’s can make this and dole the potions out to those inflicted.”

Cammon nods. “We only recently had a break through with the potion, as the poison was too lethal, but we found by mixing it with herbs of certain characteristics, that it could be made to be more subtle.”

I smile. “This cure, it might just be the saving of both Cannish and Ovartt.”

“We will send word, brother. I only hope that our potions will be enough to turn the tide should Dukall and the southern invaders march on our people once more...”
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With the arrival of spring, a raven arrives in my castle stronghold, sent by the Hangman. It appears the southern invaders, the Ministry of Faces, have built an armada of unimaginable scale, and he states that the enemy numbers must amount to well over one hundred thousand soldiers, all battle hardened and well equipped.

My forces amount to just shy of forty thousand, half of which are untrained militia of the Brotherhood of Ovartt. Ienbrook sends word, that King Goroth as summoned me. I must journey once more to the king’s fortress, and bend the knee.

I would slay the Bastard King for his insults, one day, but alas, for now I must play fool to his games.

So I am headed south, to Ienbrook.
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We march south through Cannish, then come upon the King’s Road, and journey east, to Ienbrook. The fortress is just as vast and impregnable as I had remembered, its high towers flying the king’s colors, red with a white stag upon it. Once they had flown my father’s sigil, black with a broken blade, but long gone are the days of yore.

The gate opens at our approach, and the streets are filled with watchers, thousands of people stare out from the countless windows, the streets are unnaturally silent, for these people know my name with fear and reverence. The Broken King was a bed time story that instilled fear in children’s hearts, and was both cursed and spoken in awe of in the many taverns of Ovartt.

For I had risen from the grave like my father had, and fought against the yolk placed upon my people of Cannish, against the tyranny instilled by the king of Ovarrt.

But I had chosen a path of peace between our lands, for war between us would have sealed both our fates, and we all would have fallen, beneath the boot of the King of Dukall, or the Ministry of Faces’ tyrant, this Supreme Nefaro.

Inside of the interior fortress, I dismount, and approach the carriage carrying Scarra and Saidk. She climbs down the steps of the carriage, carrying my son in her arms. We enter the palace, and then the king’s great chamber.

King Goroth is sat upon the Throne of Bones, his throne made from the bleached bones of his enemies. We approach the king, who is flanked by a plethora of armed soldiers. I bend the knee, and bow my head.

“Rise, Skorm the Broken, Son of Skral, Warden of Cannish.” King Goroth waves his hand.

I stand.

“How fares Cannish?” asks Goroth.

“It has been ravaged by the White Spot plague, many have fallen ill. The streets whisper of defeat ahead of us, but I say nay, we will rise up and conquer any who would see fit to place us in shackles.”

“Wise words, Skorm. My troops amount to just shy of fifty thousand; all battle hardened and capable of war in the highest degree.” Goroth waves his hand and an officer approaches his throne, the king whispers in his ear, and the soldier is dismissed.

“My men are ready also, the Brotherhood has swollen my ranks,” I say.

“Mere rabble, nothing but arrow fodder,” sneers Goroth.

“Give me the spring to train them, your grace.” I bow briefly. “And I will summon a force matching any on the battlefield.”

Goroth considers my words. “You have two months, Skorm, to train your men, for my informants tell me the Ministry of Faces is raising an armada, and this is all the time I can allot to you.”

I salute the king, bow, and then turn and leave.

Two months, not what I had been hoping for, but that’s how it goes with hope.
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Days pass into weeks of training the Brotherhood, my forges are at work, smelting the ore brought down from the mines to the north, and soon the militia will be outfitted in chainmail, sword and shield. I drill them in holding the shield wall, how to rout an enemy when it matters, and most important of all, how to face death in the eye.

For no coward would march behind me on the battlefield, I needed men of steel, not false promises.

The crops are planted also, I will fill the larders of the forts placed about Cannish, for when the two armies shall march on Cannish, I am sure they will lay siege to them. I inspect the fortifications being readied, around my father’s castle we build a stone wall, which has been carted from the quarries to the south.

Brett takes the most capable archers in the army for the front line, for their arrows will count the most, and there was no better man to train them.

In the east a storm cloud appears, and I stand on the wall, watching the army shift about below me, the palisade and pavilions stretch out into the horizon. That night as the storm rages outside, I throw a feast honoring my banner men, all of which are in my hall, and mighty songs are sung, those of old Cannish.

I feel the eyes of the Gods upon me once more, as well as my father and those who came before him. They call to me to one day join them, in the halls of Villach, and I would be death itself upon the battlefield, as when the time came for my end, I would not go lightly into that darkness.

*
[image: ]


As the weeks roll by filled with training my men, Saidk grows. I stand beside his cot, staring down into the face of my only heir. I would take upon the mantle of the world if it meant his safety.

One day he would become a warrior of might, just like I had done before him and Skral before me. Songs would be sung of his valor.

I place my hand upon his chest, feeling his breathing. How small and innocent we all once were, but these times were made for the strong. I would raise him like my father raised me, with steel in his bones, and would take his whippings with a smile.

Scarra appears beside me.

“He sleeps softly,” she whispers. I nod.

“I wonder what babes dream of?” I murmur.

Scarra takes my hand and leads me to the bed.

“Those thoughts aren’t fit for a mighty warrior renowned such as yourself, Broken King.”

I smile, placing my hands on her hips. “Then tell me, my love, what thoughts are fit for such a roguish man as myself?”

I kiss her.

We make love.

I lie on the bed, as I cradle her in my arms, and the wind whips through the windows like a giant’s breath.

How far we had come from the days spent in the Powder King’s employ. We had barely escaped with our lives, and I was sure the Red Bastard, Lord Scarlett, still curses my name for fleeing from his indenture, but I was no man’s slave, and my brothers of the Temple of Avern had saved my from a life spent in servitude.

I would not squander the chance given to me. I couldn’t afford to. I had the weight of the world pressing down on me, but I must struggle against the yolk placed unto me.

For I am the Broken King, like my father before me, and weakness is a trait unbeknownst to us...
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Soon spring gives way to summer, and with it the call to arms is raised. My banner men are already at my side, and we march south, into Ovartt, along the King’s Road, and approach Ienbrook. King Goroth is at the fore of his army, his large white war horse cantering ahead of his officers, the king outfitted in his notorious golden suit of armor.

“Skorm, good to see you,” nods Goroth, and I ignore his pleasantries, for he was no ally of mine, just a necessary evil.

“You’ve received word from your informants, I gather?” I ask.

The king nods. “The armada has set sail. They will be debarking on Ovartt soil within the week. We must repel them back into the sea.”

I sigh. “I just hope Dukall doesn’t march on Cannish while we are away at war.”

“We must place our destiny into the hands of the Gods once more,” smiles King Goroth.

“So we march.”

And we march south, to meet out fate, and destiny awaits me...
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Chapter 3 – Battlefields
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Villagers shower us with goods as we pass through Ovartt. Not many moons ago these same people treated me with ire and disgust, as if I were some monster they locked their doors from, and now they praise me. These were strange times indeed, when foes rode together under the same war banner. Who knew where the winter would find us?

As the week of marching comes to pass, we climb one more rising hillock. We come out upon a plateau, with the Cliffs of Narrah just west of us, visible on a clear day, but alas, today a mist hung over the land.

The ocean is visible, beyond the sloping land to the south. On the horizon are smudges, and after looking through a spyglass, the men agree it is the armada.

“We will pester their landing, nowhere shall be safe for them to come ashore,” Goroth tells his men that night in his pavilion.

I sit in the corner with my banner men.

“Did you see how many warships they have?” says one of my most trusted banner men, an elderly warrior of great renown, known simply as Ironside to his men. Ironside takes a long swig from his mug of ale. “I’d say their numbers outmatch us two to one,” he finishes.

I smile. “But our men are worth three of theirs.”

“I’d say our Cannish men,” he agrees. “But the Brotherhood? And this King Goroth is foolhardy; he thinks we can match the winds pace? They will draw away from us this night, have no fear. The wind is favoring them, blowing eastwards. They will reach Stockton’s beach by the morrow, and we will come upon them too late to assault them while their pants are down.”

I nod. “Wise words, Ironside. But we aren’t going to wait until morn, are we?”

Ironside smiles. “You will march through the night?”

I finish my ale. “If the Bastard King won’t take up the mantle of leadership, I will, and when his men look to me for guidance, I will undermine him until nothing but his shadow follows him.”
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My banner men and I sneak from camp, and rouse our men. We march east, through the night, leaving King Goroth and his half of the army behind. For only a fool would march through the night, and hope to attack a much larger force, even if debarking. But my men were not fools, and neither was I.

For in war, you must take action, and never second guess your decisions.

And these were times of war...

*
[image: ]


The sun rises to the east, the scarlet twin moons dipping below the horizon. With dawn, also the armada appears, and my men were correct in their assumptions of the Ministry’s forces landing on the beaches of Stockton.

We surround the beach, the edge of town just on the hillside to the north, and the enemy who have already landed line up ranks.

From here I can see their numbers match ours, they are outfitted in plate mail, much superior to chain mail, but alas, poor armies can be just as deadly in battle as rich.

I edge out in front of the ranks of my men, lifting my sword into the air.

“Men of Cannish!” I scream, my voice carrying well on the crisp morning air. “Today, we die for our homeland!”

The men clash their weapons against their shields in salute.

“For the Gods, and our forefathers!” I turn Ortha, my war horse, and bring my sword down. The men rush forward, and I dig in my spurs.

The ground rushes past, my heart beats wildly in my ears.

The enemy isn’t mounted, and I lead my mounted force to the west, where they are thinly ranked. I would break their force into two, driving them back into the waves by the press of cavalry.

Their front ranks come rushing to meet us, and the thrum of battle is deafening, like the drum beat of the Gods, it is.

My sword finds its mark, some blond, blue eyed boy of fifteen, but my sword cuts through the metal of his helm, splitting open his skull to the morning air. My mounted force breaks easily through their shield wall, and my men are expert horsemen, using their legs to steer, as I do, and Ortha rears up, her hooves crushing in a man’s skull like wheat chaff to a scythe.

A spearman comes
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