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Prolog

The man sitting on the throne had
closely-cropped, gray hair, thin both in front and at the top. His
brown eyes moved slowly left and right as he looked around the
gaudy chamber; he blew a long blast of air through his nose, and
then he frowned. Even when seated his long torso meant that his
head rested high on the back of the chair although his shoulders
were hunched, making him appear shorter. His eyes were plain brown
and spidery wrinkles surrounded them spreading out to his sunken
cheeks. Only his firm jaw indicated any vitality.

As his long sigh finally came to a
conclusion, the sound of swords crashing against shields rang out
from down a long, marble tiled hallway and then there was a loud
scream of anguish. From the same hallway more clashing swords and
running feet echoed into the throne room.

The man in the chair didn’t even look in the
direction of the sounds and made no effort to rise from his chair.
He frowned again and looked at his age-freckled arms and hands
which lay on the armrest of the great throne upon which he sat.

More time passed and more sounds of violence
came from the hallway, and after a particularly loud crash a
powerful dwarf with the symbol of a fiery hammer on his shield
entered the chamber and strode purposely over to the man on the
throne. He did not kneel but nodded his head slightly to the aged
man.

“Emperor, we are betrayed, the Golden General
leads our own people against us. We must flee,” he said his voice
calm but his cadence fast-paced. The soldier did not look over his
shoulder as he continued to speak, “Das’von is aflame with
rebellion. The Empire is in danger.”

“I will stay,” said the Emperor as his right
fingers gently rubbed the silky material that covered the arm of
the throne upon which he sat. It was large, perhaps, but smaller
than those of the various kings over which he ruled. He could
easily put an arm on each rest and his head came near the top of
the elaborate carving of a leaping cheetah that rose high above the
chair back.

“Then I will stay and die with you,” said the
soldier snapping to attention with a grim expression on his face.
“The Firehammer Guard will never abandon you. So my ancestors swore
a thousand years ago and so I pledge today, in the name of Craggen
Steep, in the name of Delius!”

The Emperor smiled and nodded his head while
closing his eyes, perhaps remembering a bygone time. “Loyalty is a
noble trait and one you and your ancestors have displayed again and
again over the ages. As you say, the Guard has been loyal to me for
a thousand years. It is not easy for me to remember back all those
years. It was probably some ancient ancestor of yours that led the
original rebellion against the High Council. Time has not been an
ally to my memory or, the evidence suggests, my ability to rule
this empire and to bring my vision of this world to its
people.”

“My people overthrew the Firefists and
marched from Craggen Steep to be at your side. I know the legends
well, Emperor.”

“Emperor,” said the Emperor with a frown on
his face. “I had hoped to only temporarily take that title until
the people were free to lead their own lives without guidance,” he
shook his head and snorted out a disgusted sort of laugh. “A
thousand years, gone, and the world none-the-better.”

“You will always be Emperor, there can be no
other,” said the warrior as the noises of battle behind them
suddenly grew louder and more urgent.

“Perhaps,” said the Emperor his hand once
again coming to his chin and the frown lessening to some degree so
that he wore no expression at all. “Perhaps this is true. In any
case, I have made mistakes. I miscalculated. The people are
oppressed enough they think revolution is their only
salvation.”

“They are fools. For a thousand years we have
had peace and prosperity. They are simply spoiled children who know
not the desolation and destruction that will come from their
actions.”

“It is enough they want to be free,” said the
Emperor gently smiling and nodding his head. “That fact is enough
to tell me that I have failed. Failed for now at least.”

“No,” started the soldier but the Emperor
held up his hand.

“Stop. There is no time. I ask you to gather
your brethren and return to Craggen Steep. Corland will fall and I
wish you and your kin to survive. Seal up the city once more.
Perhaps far in the future you will be called again. Remember this
land we call Corland. Remember the Emperor was just a man. A man
who was fallible, like all men.”

The dwarf bowed his head but did not drop to
a knee, “Your commands will be obeyed, always and without
question.” He snapped off a salute and marched out of the room
without a further word.

“I do not command, I merely ask,” said the
man on the throne with almost a whisper. A few seconds of quiet
passed and then a tall man with blonde hair and shining blue eyes
entered the room. He wore a heavy suit of banded armor with green
epaulets at the shoulder and looked around the room with a puzzled
expression, “Your guard is not here?” he said to the man on the
throne and fingered the hilt of a dark blade at his side.

“You are the commander of that guard, General
Pallor. You are the Golden General,” said the Emperor nodding his
head and smiling. “You have planned well and that pleases me. You
wrote the orders that ensured they would not be here at this
crucial moment.”

“I made such orders, it is true,” said the
general nodding his head and frowning. “But there was your personal
bodyguard to account for as well. I could no more order him from
his duties than I might order a summer storm to abate.”

“Such power is within my grasp,” said the
Emperor with a look to the ceiling above as if to call down a bolt
of lightning.

“Corancil,” said the general suddenly
dropping to his knee. “None of this need come to pass if only you
will listen. The dragonkin must be exterminated before they destroy
the entire empire. Since the death of Sakatha they have been in
open rebellion and you do nothing.”

“Those who betray their principles so as to
stay in power hasten their own destruction,” said the Emperor with
a smile and started to reach forward with his hand as if to tousle
the man’s hair, but then pulled back. “I have known you since you
were born. I knew your mother before she was born and her father
before that. It is difficult not to think of you all as children. I
have lived a thousand years and I am tired, exhausted. I feel the
weight of the years and do not envy the ancient rule of the
Elementals. Their rule, their lives, make mine appear to be merely
a blink of the eye. I will not suppress the dragonkin. They have
legitimate complaint. Their leader was murdered.”

“Murdered? He attempted to kill you, your
daughter! He was killed for his treasonous behavior. You must act,
Corancil. You must treat the rebellion of the dragonkin as a
reality. They will overthrow everything you have built. A thousand
years annihilated!”

“Perhaps,” said the Emperor with a small
smile and stayed his hand before it reached forward again. “Perhaps
not.”

“This is why it has come to this state of
affairs. It is your … apathy. Something must be done and if you
will not do it then I will. Three-eyed Dioly has foreseen the fall
of the Empire.”

“Dioly is wise,” said Corancil with a nod of
his head and an aimless wave of his hand. “I knew his mother, and
his mother before her.”

The golden-haired man rose from his kneeling
position and his hand went to the sword at his side. “I do not want
to do this, my Emperor.”

The man on the throne frowned, shook his head
slightly, and his gaze came suddenly into sharp focus. The years
seemed to disappear from his face. “Come, General Pallor. Andrius
as I called you when I bounced you upon my knee. Tell me, what
lessons have you learned from me over these long years?”

“What matter lessons?” asked the general as
he pulled out a long, black sword in which burned deep strange red
rune symbols. The great sword let out an almost musical note as it
cleared the scabbard. “There is no more time. If I do not fulfill
my duty the Empire will fall. The dragonkin will enslave all the
other races in their xenophobic rage.”

“What matter lessons?” asked the Emperor and
bowed his head. “I have failed more completely than I imagined.
Come now, General Pallor, your sword is great, forged from the ore
recovered from the body of Korakdum. You arranged for this moment,
my young friend. I ask you to finish what you started.”

General Pallor raised the sword high over his
head.


Chapter 1

Four men, three in dress military uniforms,
sat around a massive oak table on which was etched a symbol of a
fist. It faced the man at the head of the table who was not in
uniform but instead wore a fashionable wool jacket with ivory
buttons. Each of the high-backed chairs bore the same fist symbol.
A crystal chandelier hung above them filled with glow stones that
emanated a soft, white light. Around the chamber were solid thick
side-tables made from oak upon which rested silver platters filled
with delicate food and golden goblets ready for filling.

“It is said the ship is nigh on invincible,”
said the man directly to the right of the civilian at the head of
the table. He had short but thick black hair and spoke while
leaning back in the chair and bringing a glowing cigar to his lips.
He inhaled deeply and gazed across the oak table. “If we send our
navy to destroy this … this creature, we risk failure, we risk
weakness. It is a delicate time with the vassal states. They are a
degenerate people but capable of great violence and might cause us
no end of trouble if they sense the kingdom has weakened.”

The civilian at the head of the table looked
up slowly revealing deep green eyes and a lower lip that curled
down. “It’s true, admiral, that we risk defeat but nothing can be
gained without risks. If we are afraid to behave with boldness then
our enemies will think us weak. Perhaps they would be correct in
this assumption. This creature with his so-called invincible vessel
is some sort of giant. A giant! They are an inferior species,
degenerate descendants of humans who debased their blood with ogres
and their kin. Tactical ability is not within their intellectual
capacity. They rely on their great strength to carry the day. I
think it will not be too difficult to find a way to defeat such a
beast with superior strategy.”

“My Guide,” said the first man addressing the
speaker at the head of the table, “Our spies indicate the ship has
traveled around the entire continent from the island nation of
Cawl. These are the people that broke the hold of the Merchant
Executors, our allies. The king that leads their ship is not only
powerful but of great cunning. No one could have made such a
journey otherwise. No island nation would be capable of breaking
the chains of Sea’cra without wisdom to go along with strength.
Giants may be inferior creatures, this is certain, but not ones to
be easily dismissed.”

An older man with a graying beard and a chest
full of medals spoke next while fingering a dagger he twirled
around in his hand. “They seek the Broken Throne. King Cawl seeks
to legitimize his claim to the Old Empire. We cannot underestimate
him, my Guide.”

“I agree, Admiral Anglus. I agree,” said the
dark-haired man with the cigar. “We must be cautious.”

The admiral looked up at the ceiling and
closed his eyes, “We should strike before they reach Caparal. The
long southern journey around the Doria Peninsula has no doubt left
them weakened. There are not many civilized nations between the
Horn of Frost and Caparal. Although we may despise the Republican
form of government of Caparal, we all know the spirit of the people
who make it home. This King Cawl will find many willing volunteers
in that nation and ones that know much of Stav’rol. They will warn
the king that we also seek the Broken Throne. He will expect an
attack when he nears our lands. If I take a trio of our finest
warships and sail south immediately we could meet and destroy them
before they arrive at the republic. I think three warships should
prove up to the task.”

“Admiral Anglus makes an excellent argument,”
said the general. “We should strike immediately if possible. If the
attack proves a failure or our ships cannot even find the Cawlians
then we will still have plenty of time to devise alternate
strategies.”

“If I fail or the sea giant proves victorious
in battle you can simply explain the loss as caused by a sudden
storm or some other such lie. That will be enough to keep the
vassal states in line. Stav’rol will survive, the Fist will remain
strong, my Guide,” said the admiral to the man at the head of the
table. “You, our Guide, will lead us, as it has been for two
centuries. The true men of Stav’rol will always follow the will of
our Guide. We are the chosen, those destined to bring back the Old
Empire and save the world from this endless nightmare.”

“If all the ships are destroyed and all lives
are lost we might explain it away as a storm,” said the leader of
the nation from his seat. His eyes narrowed and he shook his head
and grimaced as if having eaten something sour. The other men at
the table lowered their gazes and shuffled their feet. “But in my
experience there are always survivors. I was a boy the last time we
sent our armies north to the Ghoul City that was once Das’von. When
the survivors began to trickle back my grandfather was overthrown
and hanged at the Tower of the Sunless Day.”

“Then we must guarantee a victory,” said the
dark-haired man in the fine uniform. “We must send overwhelming
force. A dozen of our finest ships.”

“No,” said the admiral shaking his head. “We
have enough problems with pirates and the Snake Lords are restive.
They control the waves not even five miles outside our most
powerful harbors. We cannot send the heart of our navy against a
single ship. It does not represent a threat to Stav’rol, to the
Fist.”

The general spoke next, “Does not represent a
threat? Admiral, that is ridiculous. If this King Cawl is able to
do what we have failed to achieve for the last two centuries it is
a slap in the face of everything we have raised our people to
believe. We are the chosen inheritors of the Old Empire. Stav’rol
will rebuild where all others have failed. We must find the Broken
Throne and bring it here, to Stav’rol, where our Guide can sit upon
it. It is the single most important symbol of power in the
world.”

“Cawl and his ship have no plans to attack
Stav’rol as far as I’ve heard,” said the admiral with a shrug
although he glanced quickly towards the man at the head of the
table. “They plan on sailing past Stav’rol and to the ruins of
Das’von. They will be destroyed. Nothing that breathes can survive
in that City of Unlife. Have we not learned that lesson well enough
over the last two centuries? How many men have died trying to find
the Broken Throne, trying to bring it back home to Stav’rol?”

The Guide nodded his head and smiled. “I hear
you both, general and admiral. It is a delicate situation and one
that requires all my consideration. Admiral, prepare your three
finest ships to sally forth and attack this sea giant, this King
Cawl, and his ship. General, arrange for your most able men to be
aboard those ships so that we might capture it and take this
would-be king prisoner. Perhaps he knows of some secret and ancient
way into the Ghoul City. Perhaps he has some cunning after all. It
is wise not to underestimate such a foe, even if he is of a lesser
species. General, admiral, you are dismissed to make your
preparations. Young man, stay and speak with me for a moment.”

Two of the three men, not including the one
who had not yet spoken, stood and raised their fists high above
their heads, “Hail, my Guide!” They then turned smartly and left
the room leaving only the two remaining occupants, the Guide and
the silent fellow.

The last remaining soldier wore the uniform
of a low-ranking officer and a heavy sword hung at his side. He was
young, perhaps barely into his twenties if that, and he watched the
other two leave with darting eyes. His palms were sweaty and he
continually rubbed his hands against his woolen pants.

The leader of Stav’rol turned his gaze to the
young soldier, smiled gently, and leaned back in his chair, “I
imagine you are wondering why you were asked to participate in this
meeting, Captain Herrman.”

The man nodded and focused his crystalline
blue eyes on the supreme leader of his nation and his ultimate
commander, “Yes, my Guide.”

“Please, call me Erik,” said the Guide.

The blonde-haired man blinked his remarkable
eyes twice and swallowed deeply.

“You have nothing to fear, Dietrich.”

“I am but a captain, my … Erik,” said
Dietrich as he continued to wipe the sweat from his palms although
managed to hold the gaze of the most powerful man in all of
Stav’rol, perhaps in all the world.

The Guide rose from his seat and walked over
to a long table filled with glass decanters. Different colored
liquids filled each. He pulled the stopper from one and poured a
generous amount into two golden goblets. “Bourbon?”

“Yes, my Guide … Erik.”

The Guide returned and set a glass next to
the young soldier, “It always surprises me how my mere presence
makes men of your fortitude quake. You’ve seen a dozen fights,
killed seven-foot tall battle-hardened orc warriors in single
combat, led the finest soldiers in the world on the field of battle
and yet the presence of your Guide makes you nervous. I am told
that you are the finest of the young soldiers in my armies. The
eyes of the nation are upon you. My eyes are upon you. Your valor
and your skills are praised by everyone who has ever served with
you. I have nothing but excellent reports. You have nothing to fear
and everything to gain here. I bring you the opportunity of a
lifetime.”

The young soldier nodded his head and
swallowed down a mass of air that built up in his mouth.

“Can I safely assume you would like to pick
from among the best girls for a woman to bear your children?”

“I do well enough with women,” said Dietrich
with a smile and a shrug. “I am not particularly difficult to gaze
upon.”

“I do not speak of a momentary pleasure, I
talk of marriage, a wife to bring you untainted children. A common
soldier, one with a tainted lineage, cannot hope to entertain the
daughter of a high-born official. Even a brave captain such as
yourself. You need connections to make such a marriage and such
children possible. A son born of this union might even grow up to
be a Guide someday.”

“My blood-taint is weak compared to others,”
said the man raising his eyebrows and leaning forward in his chair
so that he was at its edge.

“I do not say otherwise,” said the Guide
spreading his hands and smiling easily. “I merely say that such a
taint, was it your great-grandfather who married a half-elf girl, I
think might well disqualify you from marrying the best woman of
Stav’rol. This weakness would be passed along to your children.
With the proper friends all that can be wiped away with a single
decree.”

“I had not thought of children, of a wife. I
am but twenty-one. The life of a soldier is one of momentary
pleasure before the return of stark terror. I must admit that I
also had not imagined a blood-taint could be removed by such a
simple thing as a decree.”

The Guide smiled and nodded his head,
“Anything can be changed with a decree. Anything. Where the Fist
has power, nothing is impossible. We are not ruled by High Councils
or Elder Statesmen or even some elected group of officials. I rule,
I am the Guide. What I say is law. What I do is right. This means
efficiency in legislation, efficiency in action, total and complete
control of the state and everyone in it. That is my power. Perhaps
I did not ask for this power, perhaps I did not even want this
power, but it cannot be denied that such power, in the hands of a
determined man, is the best possible government. Everything else is
weak and subject to change at the slightest whim of weak-minded
legislators. No, I have the power, what I say is law. If I say your
blood-taint does not exist, that it never existed, then it is so.
This is my power, this is the power that makes your palms
sweat.”

The soldier stood and raised his fist high,
“My Guide!”

The man in the chair smiled and patted the
tabletop with his hand. “Now, young Dietrich, we must decide what
is to be your mission.”

“I obey your command, my Guide!”

“I know that you do. I am slightly concerned
by this King Cawl. I did not trust the general and admiral enough
to express myself with complete honesty. I’m relying on your
discretion, Dietrich.”

“He is a giant, of a degenerate lineage,
corrupted, stupid, he has nothing with which to cause you fear, my
Guide!”

“What you say is true but, that being said,
it is important not to underestimate your enemies, Dietrich. The
early history of Stav’rol is filled with such folly. It is true
that we men are of a superior blood. We are stronger and better
than the other races be they elves, dwarfs, goblins, or giants. The
average human is smarter than the average giant but the superior
giant is better than the average man. This is the fact with which I
must concern myself. I lead Stav’rol. The fate of the nation, of
perhaps a million people rests in my hands. This giant, this King
Cawl, is a not an average giant. He is superior in all things to
any other of his race. He is clearly a half-breed for it is
reported that he is not as tall or powerful as others of his kind.
He has human blood in his veins and he is a dangerous foe. I will
not underestimate him. For too long my predecessors refused to
acknowledge that our enemies might be competent and it has held
back our growth. I will not be making the same mistake. I will
recover the Broken Throne, I will defeat the Republic of Caparal,
and I will bring back Imperial rule to the world.”

“My Guide!” shouted the soldier raising his
fist yet again, and his eyes blazed with energy. “What is your
command?”

“I suspect that our ships will be defeated by
this giant. However, Admiral Anglus is correct in that we cannot
sail the entire fleet against the giant. There are delicate
negotiations going on with the Snake Lords and the pirates are a
both an enemy and a useful tool.”

“What do you command of me, my Guide?”

“You will join Admiral Anglus in his attack.
If the giant’s ship is defeated all the better, but if our fleet is
destroyed or driven off you will manage to be captured by the
Cawlians.”

The firm-jawed soldier simply nodded his
head, “I will do so, my Guide. What are my orders if I am
captured?”

“The captain of our enemies, this Cawl, is
reportedly a beast prone to granting his former enemies mercy. In
this he is, obviously, weak. You are to surrender to the ship and
then claim you are disenchanted with life in the military of
Stav’rol. You are to use your blood-taint as the reason for these
feelings. You cannot be promoted to the highest levels of command
because of a mistake your great-grandfather made long ago. This
gnaws at you. You will join with the giant, become a trusted member
of his crew, accompany them to Das’von, and help him in any and
every way you can. That is until you reach the Broken Throne.”

“I understand, my Guide,” said the soldier.
“Then I am to betray them. I am to get the Broken Throne for
Stav’rol. I am to bring it back to my nation, to my Guide. Then I
will be rewarded for my loyalty.”

“Exactly,” said the Guide smiling broadly and
standing to gaze upon the soldier eye-to-eye. “I will do my best to
aid you in any way possible. Another Crusade is being gathered to
eventually march to Das’von and wait for you outside the city. When
you succeed, your reward will be great. Who knows, with your
blood-taint removed, your future son might someday Guide our
nation. Our Empire.”


Chapter 2

The soldiers gathered up along the deck while
sailors busied themselves in the riggings far above. The three
great ships of Stav’rol rode the waves with great gulping leaps.
The men wore thick breastplates adorned with symbols of the Fist
that matched the massive banners that waved from the tall central
mast.

One of the ships passed by the enemy vessel
the previous night and fired a few wild shots that resulted in no
substantial hits. In the morning it had rendezvoused with its
allies and now they were ready to attack and destroy the Cawlian
vessel.

The three ships gathered in close proximity
and the soldiers stood on the deck at attention awaiting orders
while the sailors managed the sails in the riggings. Ahead in the
distance the great Cawlian vessel plunged forward towards them.
Still far out of range of the archers stationed high above the
decks on the spars and even beyond range of the mages with their
wands who waited in the bow.

“Today is a great day for Stav’rol!” shouted
Admiral Anglus through the hollowed horn of a great antelope that
he used to amplify his words. “Today we defeat the enemies of our
nation. The Guide is watching you. Show your bravery and ….”

“Beware the missiles!” shouted a voice from
the foredeck warning those aboard of an attack.

“What is this?” said Anglus turning his head
sharply to look at the enemy ship still so far in the distance. It
had changed its profile as three long arms now rose high in the bow
where before there had been but the clean lines of the masthead.
Even as he watched the wooden prongs began to retract back towards
the ship, perhaps somehow cranked down by the sailors.

“Here they come!” shouted another voice and
the admiral’s eyes looked up to see half a dozen dark shapes
plummeting towards them. Two of the shapes were long and narrow
like a diving falcon while the other four were spherical. As the
long shapes came into focus he noted they were spinning rapidly
around their own axis and then one plunged into the ocean
twenty-feet behind them while the other disappeared into the deck
of the ship to his right.

A moment later the four spheres hit the ocean
waves and burst for a moment into flames and then vanished beneath
the water.

Aboard another vessel, the Fist of the North,
stood Dietrich wearing his heavy armor and carrying a thick shield.
Beside him stood a boy of perhaps twelve or thirteen who wore a
light-leather jerkin emblazoned across the chest with an upraised
fist. His eyes were wide as he watched the fiery missiles disappear
beneath the waves.

“Steady there, boy,” said Dietrich and put
his hand on the lad’s shoulder. “Is this your first battle?”

The boy nodded his head.

“You’ll be fine, there’s nothing wrong with
being afraid, just don’t let it stop you from doing your duty, the
Guide is watching.”

“Yes, sir,” said the boy his face relaxing
into a smile.

“They’ve fired again!” shouted half-a-dozen
voices at once as the strange arms rose sharply towards the sky
with a motion so swift the eye could not follow it. Another six
dark missiles rose high as the sailors aboard all three ships began
to respond to commands.

“We need to separate!” shouted the captain of
one vessel distinguished by heavy epaulettes on his shoulders and a
tall hat shaped in a triangular fashion. “Hard a lee!” he
shouted.

Long before the three ships could alter their
course in any appreciable fashion the six missiles plunged down
into the Fist of the North with shattering accuracy. One of the
spinning shapes hit the base of the mainmast where the thickest
section of deck held up the massive spire and went through it like
a crossbow bolt through a duck. Two of the spheres exploded in the
sails setting them instantly ablaze while a third smashed into the
deck not ten feet from where Dietrich stood.

Through some strange twist of fate, perhaps
the angle of the descending sphere and the pitch of the deck, fire
spewed out at a slant that engulfed the young boy and left Dietrich
unscathed. The boy shrieked and turned to Dietrich, his face
already melting as the fire ate through his body and Dietrich tried
to reach forward to help but the flames drove him back.

A moment later the deck of the ship, whose
sails were shifting as the sailors attempted to swing her around,
gave off a horrible shriek and splinters exploded from a crack that
suddenly appeared. One of the splinters tore into Dietrich’s arm,
two more bounced off his heavy armor, and a ringing in his ears
indicated that his helmet deflected yet another shard.

A dozen men nearby went down in a bloody
heaving clump as a dismembered arm flopped near one of the fallen.
Dietrich tried to turn but the deck suddenly heaved beneath his
feet and he slid to the starboard bulwark and only managed to grab
it at the last second with his good arm.

He dangled for a moment and, gritting his
teeth against the pain, managed to unstrap his heavy breastplate as
he kicked his boots trying to get them off his feet. A moment later
the ship heaved again and he felt himself plummeting through the
air. It probably took him less than a second to hit the waves but
as he fell he looked up and saw the great vessel tearing itself
apart as dozens of sailors plunged from the riggings and into the
sea.

Then he hit the water with a mind-numbing
crash that knocked the wind out of his lungs. The next thing he
knew, he was looking up from under the water and kicking furiously
trying to reach the surface. He somehow got there with a frantic
lash of his boots and sucked air into his lungs while continuing to
kick wildly. It was to no avail as he felt the weight of his sword
and clothes dragging him under. He pulled the sword from his side
and let it slip from his hand as he went under yet again. A few
furious kicks and he was at the surface gasping for air once
again.

The next time under he managed to untie his
boot enough to kick it free and a third dunking removed the other
shoe and his helmet. The next time he rose to the surface he was
able to stay up for a few seconds and spotted a piece of the ship,
a spar of some kind, nearby. The thing was burning at one edge but
that didn’t stop Dietrich from grabbing it with an outstretched
hand. The thing wasn’t big enough to fully support him but kept him
partially above water at the very least.

He used the respite to shed the dagger at his
side, his heavy belt, and his shirt. Finally he held the far end of
the spar under water to put out the flames and had a moment to look
around. What was left of the Fist of the North was upended and
drifting away.

He looked up and saw a second ship, he
couldn’t tell which one, completely ablaze with sailors leaping
from the side shrieking in horror and pain. The third ship was
moving away with all sails set. Then a wave rose up and tossed him
up in the air and his mouth filled with the tangy taste of salt
water. He coughed and spat for a moment clearing his mouth and
head.

When he looked around again he spotted a
dozen other survivors, like him, floating on pieces of flotsam cast
off when the ship went under. Horrible burns marred several of them
and one simply slipped off the spar onto which he held and
disappeared under the water his mouth opening and closing as his
eyes went wide.

As Dietrich watched these horrors he suddenly
felt a shadow and he looked up at the bowsprit of a massive ship
that was cutting through the water nearby. It took the form of a
leaping cheetah and he could make out strange lettering on its
surface. Then he spotted a figure standing just to the right of the
masthead.

He was a man, tall with green skin and long
hair tinged light blue like the sky on a clear day. Dietrich judged
that the man stood at least forty feet above his own position and
he stared at a point in the water not far from where Dietrich was
floating.

Dietrich turned his gaze to see where the man
was looking and noted a burning piece of lumber ten feet to his
right and a trio of wounded men scrabbling for a place on a broken
barrel to his left. He and these other two groups were spaced
enough to leave a small gap in the ocean clear of debris.

He looked back up just in time to see the man
leap headfirst from the deck of the ship. He was naked as he dove,
the sunlight silhouetted him against the great ship for a moment,
and then he plunged perfectly into the gap with a surprisingly
small splash.

Dietrich waited long seconds as the man
disappeared beneath the waves and then, just as he had given up
hope of seeing him emerge, the water broke twenty feet to his right
and the giant emerged with a man under each arm. That it was a
giant was clear as his face was square and massive and his arms
impossibly large.

With a double kick of both his feet the giant
propelled himself through the water at an impossible speed and was
suddenly at a thick piece of lumber. The giant simply lifted the
men from the water, draped them over the log, and then turned
towards Dietrich. The soldier tried to wave him off but somehow he
couldn’t lift his arms or say anything. A moment later he felt an
impossibly powerful hand lift him from the spar and then they were
swimming back to the large log. In a few seconds he felt himself
lifted to join the others.

Then the giant was gone. He watched for a
moment as the man swam off to help more of the drifting sailors and
then he became aware that someone was shouting at him.

Just to his left was a small ship’s boat
aboard which two sailors, in sea-green jerkins that bore the symbol
of an anchor, were lifting the other survivors aboard. Another two
sailors were holding their arms out to him and shouting something
he could not understand although he knew instantly what they
wanted. He raised his arms and felt himself hauled into the ship
where he was laid gently into the skuppers.

Another man, this one dressed in priestly
robes of some unknown god, was administering to the wounded men
with both spells and vials of healing draughts. Dietrich looked up
lazily, somehow everything was moving slowly with even the words
uttered by the man dragging out into impossibly long syllables, and
saw the man pouring a liquid onto his arm and then everything came
into sharp clarity with the shrieking pain.

The man shouted a few words and Dietrich
instantly felt relief from the burning. The priest smiled at him
for a moment, nodded his head, and then began to work his magic and
healing skills on more wounded men continually coming into the
ship. Dietrich leaned back for a moment, perhaps longer, for time
was not moving at its normal pace and a thump jarred him back to
consciousness.

He realized their little boat had hit the
side of the ship which must surely have launched it. Ropes snaked
down from above and the sailors quickly tied them in strange little
knots around brass hooks in the bow and stern. Then they were
rising quickly as another little boat, apparently having disgorged
its own boatload of survivors, was moving in the opposite
direction.

The priest who had been tending the wounded
moved to the bow of the skiff and paused for a dramatic moment as
the two little boats approached each other. Then, just as the two
reached an equal level, leapt from one to the other with a movement
of both extreme power and grace. Then he was gone as they rose to
the deck of the ship.

Seconds later they rose into the sunshine
which blinded Dietrich for a moment. He felt the movement of the
boat and then he watched as the sailors began to lift the wounded
men from the boat and into waiting hands.

Soon enough it was his turn and he felt
strong hands lift him into the air and a moment later he was on the
deck staring up at masts that were clearly taller and stouter than
those of the vessel from which he had been so rudely ejected.

Another of the priests bent over him and held
his eyelid open for a moment, then nodded his head, and said
something to a young acolyte at his side. He felt something cool on
his lips and then he felt sleepy.

How long he was unconscious he did not know
but it seemed only a few seconds later that a gentle hand shook him
awake. When he opened his eyes he saw the disfigured face of some
sort of goblin creature. The little beasts were the most degenerate
of all the races in Stav’rol, suited for nothing more than digging
in the mines and dying when they outlived their usefulness. This
one was clearly far bigger than most of his species with bulging
muscles but also uglier as it was missing part of its nose and a
nasty scar ran along its left jaw ending in a hole where an ear
must have once resided.

The thing smiled, more hideous than its
natural appearance, and offered a sturdy metal cup to Dietrich’s
lips. The warrior nodded his head and a moment later felt the cool
water passing down his throat. It was delicious beyond description,
sweeter than a woman’s kiss. After the goblin creature filled up
the cup again and allowed him to drink his fill he tried to say
thank you but his throat burned and he only managed to give forth a
hacking cough.

The half-breed smiled again, even more
awfully than the first time, and then took Dietrich by the arm and
tried to pull him to his feet. He felt dizzy but allowed the
mixed-race thing, he was clearly quite powerful, to haul him to his
feet. Looking around he saw that there were dozens of survivors on
the deck and crewmen tended to all of them, the most badly wounded
remained on the ground while those less damaged were slowly getting
to their feet.

The fellow who gave him water nudged him so
that he faced in the other direction and he saw the giant, green
skin now covered by a light jerkin but his long, straggly hair with
that strange blue sheen still loose and free, standing on a raised
platform near the bow of the ship.

One of the priests was talking to him and
handed the giant a golden amulet. The giant took the amulet and put
it over his head with a practiced motion and then turned to address
those gathered on the deck.

“My name is Captain Cawl. This ship is the
Prince of Corland. We are on a mission to destroyed Das’von where
we hope to find and retrieve the Broken Throne. It is likely we
will all die in this endeavor. We are all volunteers aboard this
ship. We have no room for prisoners but a great need for crewmen.
If you wish to stay you are welcome to join us. If you do not wish
to stay; a flag of truce has been arranged with your allies. If you
wish to return to that vessel please move to the ship’s boat if you
are able. If not, you will be carried.”


Chapter 3

Dietrich leaned against a nearby mast and
watched with eyes he could barely keep open as all the men capable
of standing walked over to the boats and began to board. His arm
throbbed under the bandages but didn’t appear to be bleeding. Those
capable of making their wishes known were loaded onto the small
ships until only Dietrich and a few unconscious survivors remained.
The goblin half-breed fellow watched Dietrich through narrowed eyes
as he saw his countrymen lowered from the side of the Prince of
Corland and back into the sea.

After the survivors were all disgorged, the
great sea giant Cawl moved towards the bow of the ship and into a
small cabin after which the crew immediately began to go about
their business. Dietrich watched the sailors, made up of
half-breeds, dwarves, goblins, and other degenerates, for a moment,
and was impressed with their professionalism and attention to
duties. He expected to see slovenly work and general laziness but
was unable, with this small sample, to find flaw in their behavior.
There were elves amongst the crew, humans, half-breeds of various
sorts, and up in the riggings a number of the tiny goblins who
seemed to go about their business with great dexterity. He was
distracted when the largish creature who had given him water said
something unintelligible.

It took a few moments of gesticulating and
pointing but Dietrich eventually realized they wanted to take him
below decks to the ship’s surgery where the priests would attend to
his wounds. The disfigured half-breed led the way and Dietrich
followed him easily enough below decks. While the ship was
significantly larger than the one recently sunk beneath his feet,
it seemed to have basically the same structure and organization. It
had taken almost a month of sailing for the fleet from Stav’rol to
find the lone Cawlian vessel and in that time Dietrich had learned
much of the ways of life aboard an ocean faring ship.

The half-breed said something in his
abominable language, although there did seem to be a hint of
familiarity in the words, as they arrived at a door and motioned
Dietrich through. Inside the remaining wounded lay on stretchers
and at least one, over which stood a sad-faced priest, looked dead.
Dietrich thought it might be the same priest who tended his wounds
but perhaps it was not.

He walked over to the man and tried to smile
while extending his good arm in an effort to shake hands. The
priest looked back at him with a tired expression on his face and
then showed him a hand covered in blood and ichor while shaking his
head. He said something else which clearly involved the word
no.

Dietrich felt his arm being pulled gently and
allowed himself to be led to a cot where he sat down heavily. He
wanted to ask questions, to make sure that the others were getting
the treatment they needed but he felt his eyelids drooping. Just
before he fell asleep he remembered the boy who stood next to him
aboard the Fist of the North. The twist of fate that burned the boy
into a lump of burned flesh and left Dietrich completely unscathed.
“The Gods are cruel,” he thought to himself and then fell into a
deep slumber.

He woke to the gentle rocking of the ship and
a sharp pain in his right arm, “Ouch,” he said and pulled away from
a young lad who looked no more than twelve or thirteen, apparently
almost completely of human heritage, who was prodding him with some
sort of belaying pin.

The boy, smiling broadly to display a full
set of even, white teeth, turned to a nearby priest, and said
something to him. This man walked over and began to unwind the
bandages from around Dietrich’s arm while leaning in close to smell
the material.

Dietrich had served long enough in the
military to understand infection and gangrene. He’d already been
wounded three times, although not seriously, in the service of
Stav’rol. He’d seen strong men die from small wounds that festered.
In a large battle there just weren’t enough priests to tend to all
the wounded. Those with enough wealth used their own priests and
used expensive healing poultices. It was often the younger and
poorer soldiers who died of such wounds.

After a moment the priest lifted his head and
gave Dietrich a reassuring smile. The man was a human with perhaps
some mixed blood as his forehead was broad and his nose flattened
like an orc. He said something to Dietrich but again it was
unintelligible nonsense. After this the warrior of Stav’rol put his
head back and once again found sleep.

He awoke sometime later to a dark room
although he felt a breath of fresh air coming from a pair of open
portals to his left. Dietrich slid his body upright and put his
legs down on the deck but immediately paused when he felt a moment
of nausea. It took several deep, slow breaths through his nose
before he was ready to rise carefully to his feet. He didn’t feel a
return of the sickness and so walked over to the portals and looked
up at the starry sky.

It was a clear night with a few wispy clouds
and the moon was clear and almost full low on the horizon to his
left. He heard the gentle sound of the waves against the hull and a
sailor singing a song from somewhere above. He didn’t recognize the
tune but it sounded not unlike those songs the sailors sang aboard
the Fist of the North. The words had a familiar ring to them and
Dietrich realized that even as far away as Cawl Isle they must once
have spoken the language of the Old Empire. Dietrich already knew
how to speak several languages and perhaps he could learn this one
just as easily.

Dietrich frowned as he thought of the sailors
he had grown fond of over the last month. They were good men and
boys. Most of them were dead now or badly wounded. The utter
annihilation of the fleet and the ease with which it took place
would cause trouble back in Stav’rol. He well remembered the
meeting from a month ago and knew that it was not beyond the Guide
to order anyone who took part in the battle to be silenced for the
good of Stav’rol. The responsibility of the nation fell upon his
shoulders and he had the power do anything for the best interest of
the nation.

Dietrich shook his head to clear it of the
ghosts that haunted him. His only goal, his entire mission, was to
ingratiate himself with Captain Cawl and to make sure his own
services were indispensable aboard this heathen ship. He must sail
with these half-breed degenerates and convince them he was their
friend. When he was first given the mission by the Guide he had
thought that the most difficult task would be to gain entry to the
ship but he managed that without too great a difficulty. Now he
would have to convince the sailors of his betrayal of Stav’rol. He
must make them his friend. He saw the way the half-breed warrior
watched him with narrowed eyes. The second part of the mission
would likely be far more difficult than the first.

The fact that Captain Cawl so readily
accepted former enemies into his crew was an amazing stroke of
luck. The crew must be badly depleted from their long journey to
allow such a thing without a moment’s hesitation. Suddenly
suspicious, Dietrich spun around and looked into the darkness with
narrowed eyes. Perhaps it was all some sort of trap. There were
spies watching him even now, looking for something that would give
him away. These degenerates had to know about Stav’rol; how devoted
its warriors were to the ultimate cause of human rule. That this
blood-tainted Cawl could make such an offer so easily spoke of
either desperation or foolhardiness.

His brief glance into the darkness proved
that there was no one else in the cabin except the wounded men. He
did not recognize them all. There were likely men from the second
ship and he would not know any of them, but the fact made him wary.
One might be a spy, planted here to lure out anyone whose betrayal
of Stav’rol was a lie. Such tactics were common in the many prisons
of his homeland. Even within a family one member might betray a
relative to curry favor with the powers that be. “I will have to be
careful,” he said to himself in a low voice. “I must be in reality
what I pretend to be.”

Suddenly he remembered the image of the
silhouetted diving figure as it pierced the water. Was that the
action of someone looking for spies? Were those the actions of a
blood-tainted monster? “Would I have done that?” he thought to
himself and imagined a defeated enemy drowning below him. Even
while another of the enemy vessels was still near enough to attack.
Would he have leapt forty-feet into a debris strewn sea to rescue
the men who were but a moment before preparing to do battle against
him? “If I had not been rescued I would surely have drowned,” he
thought to himself. “They didn’t need to stop at all. Why didn’t
they pursue the flagship and destroy it?” Now that he had seen the
power of the Prince of Corland he knew that it would not have been
difficult to destroy all three ships and allow the survivors to
fend for themselves.

The crew had not done so. Captain Cawl had
ordered his ship to heave to, had launched the boats, ordered his
men to attend the wounded, and personally rescued dozens himself.
This was not the act of a coward or a fool. These were the actions
of a brave and confident man. Who but a fool or a man who believed
utterly in his cause would allow enemies to become friends in such
short order with so few questions?

“I would be wise to follow the advice of the
Guide,” whispered Dietrich aloud to himself again and clenched his
fists. “Do not underestimate your enemy.”

“What was that?” sounded the murmur of a
voice from a nearby bunk and Dietrich spun about before he realized
it was one of his allies, a wounded sailor of Stav’rol.

Dietrich walked over to the bed where the man
lay. Bandages covered his entire upper body and his face was badly
burned.

“I was talking to myself,” said Dietrich
putting his hand on an uninjured portion of the man’s chest. “I am
Dietrich Hermann. I served aboard the Fist of the North before it
was destroyed.”

“Ah,” said the man on the bunk with a long
sigh. “It hurts.”

“Yes,” said Dietrich looking at the wounds.
He could smell the infection already. This man would not live long.
A week, perhaps a month. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“Were we victorious?”

Dietrich thought about the question and then
smiled and touched the man in one of the few places on his body not
burned or covered with bandages, “Victory is ours. The Fist cannot
be defeated. Our enemies quake and flee our banners. Victory is
ours.”

The man smiled and sighed. “I remember the
fire, the ship tearing itself apart. I fell from the mast. Then the
giant rescued me. He pulled me from the ocean even as I saying my
prayers to the Gods. I saw my mother, I knew that I was dead but
then I was alive. It is too bad such a man is the enemy of
Stav’rol.”

“He is not a man, he is a giant,” said
Dietrich in a quiet voice and looked around into the darkness
again.

“Yes,” said the wounded man and then coughed,
a dry, hacking sort of cough. “He was brave though, for his
kind.”

“He is that,” said Dietrich and tried to
gently brush what was left of the man’s hair back from his face.
“He is brave, that much cannot be denied.”

He heard the footsteps behind him before he
felt the hand on his shoulder. It was the disfigured half-breed
from before. The creature stood nose to nose with Dietrich and
looked at him with narrowed eyes and a furrowed brow. He said
something and motioned towards the door.

“I’m wanted?” said Dietrich and the
half-breed just glared back at him and then motioned to the open
door again. Dietrich’s hand went to his side where he normally
carried a small dirk but instead found nothing but his thigh.

The creature snorted out a laugh, “Knife,” it
said using an unfamiliar word but pulling a dirk from his own
side.

“Knife,” repeated Dietrich.

The half-breed nodded his head and handed
Dietrich the knife. He pointed to his chest, “Etrius.”

Dietrich took the knife in his hand and
looked at it carefully. It was made of good steel and worn from
use. A tacky cloth wound around the hilt and the blade looked
sharp. He tested the edge against the flat of his palm and felt a
bite that indicated a good blade. “Knife,” he repeated and then
pointed to his own chest, “Dietrich.”

“Dietrich,” said Etrius with a nod.
“Knife.”

Dietrich smiled and held onto the blade as
Etrius turned his back on the soldier and walked out the door while
saying something that Dietrich assumed meant, “Follow me.”

Etrius led Dietrich through a few narrow
hallways to a ladder that led to a trapdoor. They ascended and
quickly found themselves on the deck of the Prince of Corland. It
was a clear night and the salty breeze came quickly to Dietrich’s
mouth and nose. He sniffed deeply and saw that Etrius did the
same.

The half-breed pointed up to the bow of the
ship where a pair of sailors and the unmistakable figure of Captain
Cawl awaited. He was a giant, surely that much was true, perhaps
eight feet tall and weighing four-hundred pounds. He was not a man,
certainly not a man.

The Breakhold hills of southern Stav’rol
served as the border between The Fist and a militant tribe of orcs
called the Udorians. The area became neutral ground where neither
armed camp established a village or an armed presence.

Over the years a group of giants and their
degenerate half-kin moved into the area and both the orcs and the
humans allowed them to stay as a sort of detriment to full scale
military action. It was not uncommon for young soldiers of The Fist
to gain their first blooding in skirmishes against these giants and
Dietrich was no exception. As he strode forward to meet the captain
of the ship, the king of a foreign nation, he remembered back to
when he and his platoon brought down one of the beasts by chopping
its legs out from under it. How it had bellowed. It stood at least
ten feet tall but steel swords cut it down easily enough. Dietrich
smiled, squared his step, raised his gaze, and walked up the
captain with a strong stride.

“You served aboard the Fist of the North,”
said the giant in a perfectly understandable tongue. Dietrich noted
the giant still wore the little medallion around his neck that
apparently allowed him to be understood by those of a foreign
tongue and to understand other languages. “Go on, you can speak,
and I will understand. In the future it will be better for you to
stay among the crew and learn our language but that is for the
future.”

“I served on the Fist of the North,” said
Dietrich standing tall and gazing up at the giant. The creature’s
green eyes sparkled in the moonlight.

“Captain,” prompted Captain Cawl his brow
furrowing.

“I served on the Fist of the North, captain,”
said Dietrich.

“If you are to serve on the Prince of Corland
you will be but a common sailor. If you prove apt you will find
that promotions will come in time but you will get no special
treatment nor will you be subject to bias and hate. Your life
starts
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