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Chapter 1
Dante and Isabella frolic in the meadow with their dog Mitz, a large wolf-mastiff hybrid who, at over eight and a half feet long, towers over the top of their heads. He is an intimidating presence, but as docile as a lamb and much enamored with his guardian’s children. In many ways he is a surrogate parent during their father’s frequent absences.
The children run at breakneck speeds through the meadow, oblivious to the dangers that lurk around them, as all children are inclined to do. Mitz barks loudly in a low-pitched deep timbre, enjoying himself but keeping a constant watch on the children as they dart very near large potholes in the meadow beds. The potholes host a dangerous colony of fiery empire ants, who possess the ability to squirt a neurotoxin at their victims, disabling them for future meals. Humans are not immune to their toxins and the unaware occasionally succumb to blindness when the ants squirt poison in their eyes. Whenever the children venture too close to the potholes, Mitz darts in front of them and re-directs them to a safer path. Naturally, the children confuse his behavior for playfulness.
Mitz’s ears perk up and he barks suddenly, alerting them to a familiar presence. It is Father. It had been nearly two months since they had last seen him. His post is an especially demanding one that requires a lot of time away from his family, much to the chagrin of the children.
With as much fervor as their task had consumed them, the children are equally as feverish in their sprint for their father. Mitz diverts them from another insidious pothole as they race through the field. Father routinely brings gifts for them upon his return and they are excited about the imminent wonders they will soon behold.
The children could not have imagined a more loving father. He has never raised a hand to them, although he does threaten that their mother would do so. The mere mention of this threat is enough to induce the children into more appropriate behavior; they detest the thought of father’s disapproval.
And on occasions when they do not behave in the absence of Father, he would make references to such behavior, causing the children to wonder how he could have possibly acquired such knowledge. It is almost as if the man had a sixth sense. His disapproving look with one eyebrow raised and his hands folded across his chest would be all that was needed to induce the children into confessing mischievous behavior. And then he would smile and forgive them unconditionally.
The children run quickly into their father’s waiting arms. Even Mitz leaps up into his arms. He picks them up easily, as if they weighed no more than a bag of feathers.
“Father, Father! We missed you, Dada!”
“And I too, you little pooters!”
The children laugh.
“Did you bring us anything, Dada?” asks Isabella.
“Now Now! Can’t a father get home first and make his stay before his little ’uns start pestering him for gifts?”
Dante is quick with a reprimand. “Isabella, can’t ye wait for anything?”
Father gives Isabella a stern look for a couple of seconds and she looks away, slightly dejected. Father then smiles and laughs out loud. Isabella giggles in response.
“I do have something for ye both, but tell me, have you both completed your studies?”
In unison, they chant, “We have, Father!”
“Very well, then.” Father reaches into his large knapsack and produces a medium sized box. Upon opening it, Dante discovers several small silver figurines, battalion forces molded into many different battle-ready poses. A large board boasts an incredibly detailed scene in front of a castle. An army can be seen behind the ramparts, ostensibly preparing for an imminent battle that is to be fought within the imagination of a gifted boy. Dante will have no trouble immersing himself in such a make-believe world.
“Wow! Never seen anything like it, so I haven’t,” says Dante.
One figure in particular catches his attention. This figure is taller than the other ones and has oval shaped glasses over his eyes, for what reason Dante can only surmise. Two large caliber revolvers are positioned on two hip holsters and another high caliber revolver sits on the other side of the hip. An empty sword sheath is positioned on his right side and attached to his belt.
In his hand he carries a double edged sword and the blades appear to be deadly and expertly crafted. He has mocha-colored skin. His cheekbones are especially high and his nose is prominent but not overpowering. A large, rounded jaw accentuates unusually large and supple lips. He appears to be both menacing and noble all at once.
As early as Dante can remember, he had heard stories of the Knights of the Round Table and their adventures.
“I see ye have noticed Merlin, Dante. He is actually a real figure. He has only recently been inaugurated as our Merlin, the first to assume the role in over two hundred years.”
“Never seen anything like ’im, so I haven’t,” says Dante, still awestruck.
“And in your lifetime you most likely never will. He is an extraordinary man. The consummate and preeminent knight. The lead. The Merlin. The stories ye have been told are all true. Take care with it. Perhaps twill become your talisman.”
“Thank you, Dada! I love me gift.”
“You are welcome, lad!”
“Me turn, Dada!” says Isabella, in a squealing, high pitched tone that annoys Dante.
Father looks at Isabella inquisitively, toying with her. “Hmm. Did I remember to get me little girl something?” asks father, playfully.
“Dada!” She looks crushed at the implication.
Father smiles and Isabella returns it. “Of course I have, little ’un!”
She squeals in excitement. Dante rolls his eyes in mock irritation. Father reaches into his knapsack again to produce two large dolls. Both are incredibly life-like and carved from dagwood, an incredibly resilient tree that has a natural shimmer to it. Father had presumably paid a handsome figure for the items.
It perplexes Dante that his father could have room for such items in his knapsack and still have the necessary supplies for his long journey, but he does not let his mind linger too long on such oddities.
The door to their cottage slams shut and they turn around to see their mother joining them outside. Upon seeing his love, Lucian’s face lights up in a radiant smile. In that moment he regrets nothing. Even Dante takes notice of his mother’s timeless and classic beauty. She has delicate, milky white hands, which smell of jasmine and honeycut.
Her hair is a lustrous auburn brown that radiates dazzling red highlights when the sun hits it just right. She possesses high cheekbones, big blue eyes that reflect gold specks in the twilight, and full supple lips. Her nose is small and feminine and her skin is as clear as a porcelain doll.
Lucian, the young, lustful father takes notice of her other heavenly attributes—an ample and perky bosom, small waist, curvy hips, smooth flat tummy, and a large, shapely ass. She is the perfect blend of athleticism and voluptuousness. Her maker had truly blessed her and tormented him with inducements beyond his ability to resist.
But her impressive physical attributes are not her only distinguishing characteristics. She is empathetic, kindhearted, strong-willed, selfless, humble, compassionate; and she is not an easily intimidated woman, as beautiful women tend to be sheepish in nature. She is incredibly succinct, direct, and does not waiver in her resolve. She would say what needs to be said and make no apologies for it. It is no wonder that Lucian had fallen in love with her and risked everything to be with her.
He purposely hides her away, along with his family, in order to avoid the inevitable repercussions that would ensue should they be discovered. The tiny town of Coifen is close enough to the major thoroughfares to be fairly accessible to the festivals, markets, and general hub of village life, and yet far enough away from the capital to avoid risk of discovery, or so Lucian believes.
“Children, go inside and play with your new toys.” They comply.
Mitz sprints after them.
Sophia runs to her husband. Every time he looks at her a lump forms in his throat and he is unable to swallow for a brief moment. Her beauty is mesmerizing. Lucian hopes that he will be able to see her through the rest of her life, but such things are beyond his control and subject to the whims of a capricious and cruel god.
“Lucian!” She jumps up into his arms and he swirls her around, eliciting her childish giggles and a bout of dizziness. He kisses her, gently at first and then more passionately as he is stirred.
“Me love. Me life. It’s been too long.”
“Much too, lover.”
She sighs. “How long will ye stay this time before ye are called back to your king for some indispensable servitude?”
“In that regard, I have some news,” he says with a mysterious smirk.
She looks back at him perplexedly. “What are ye sayin’?”
“I have some news. Twill announce it at supper.”
Her eyes light up and grow in dilation, her mouth slowly forming a smile. “Tell me!”
“Good news is to be enjoyed by the whole family, is it not?”
“Lucian Battias Commodes. Ye are a monster!”
He laughs. “Only to the enemies of the republic.”
“Ye are incorrigible!”
“Last one to the front door is a coonter!” He sprints for it.
Clearly expecting his mischievous ways, Sophia produces an allen bead, a fairly large piece of pliable rope which has many metallic pieces on it and several magnetized beads which forcefully close in on each other when the device is hurled at an assailant or predator.
She hurls it at Lucian and her weapon hits its mark. It wraps around his feet and then collapses in on itself, tripping him up in the process. He goes down like a rock, but manages to put up a hand to keep his face from hitting the ground.
Sophia triumphantly runs past him. Even as he hits the ground, he begins to laugh. His laugh is contagious and soon Sophia is laughing as well, jumping up and down in celebration. The kids join her in her revelry.
Lucian jumps up as if nothing had happened and joins in. “Little cheater!”
The kids chant, “Mommy wins! Mommy wins!”
While supper is being prepared, Dante and Isabella notice that their mother is especially jovial. She is always happy when Father returns from his post, but today is different. Normally her happiness is short lived as the circumstances are bittersweet. Father would return home sometimes for only a few days at a time and then be off to his post for months. Now Mother cannot contain her giddiness. She smiles almost continuously.
As the family sits down to dinner, Father chimes his chalice with his spork. As is customary, he stands up and makes a toast and raises up a glass of alespritz. “To Christ. To King. To Perpetuity, To Love. To Family, and a long and prosperous Life. Say I!”
The rest of the family chime in immediately afterward with barely a second in between. “Ai.” Father and Mother then drink their alespritz, while the children drink their water.
“In that vein, then let me continue. Three days hence I have given me termination notice to King Meneleaus. I shan’t be returning to court. Ye will have me as your father, here and always.”
Several seconds elapse in which the family are too stunned to say or do anything. Although they expected good news, they certainly did not expect this. Mother hugs father with a vise-like grip as if fate should have it otherwise. Tears glistens in her eyes and she is incapable of holding them at bay. The children are elated. They begin to chant, “Dada! Dada!” They jump up on him and smother him with kisses.
The following two years are the happiest of Dante’s life. Even two thousand years after the fact, long after his mortal body is gone and his preternatural body remains, his mind would still cling to the memories of those two years like a bright midday sun clings to the slowly dissipating vestiges of a dense fog.
Chapter 2
Dante is incapable of stopping time any more than the full moon has of catching up with the sun. Autumn takes hold of the Siemen Valley in Coifen, bringing inevitably cold morning temperatures. Dante awakes one fateful morning with a perplexing chill, his teeth rattling in his mouth.
Even Mitz, who thrives in below-freezing temperatures, is unusually affected by the cold. He pokes his head through the thick blankets and crawls under in an attempt to get warm. Under normal circumstances this may have been comical, but there is nothing about the situation that is normal; even the dead of winter does not bring about such mind-numbing cold.
And in those rare cases of below-freezing weather, Mother and Father would always keep a vigil on the fire, ensuring the house remained warm enough for him and his sister. In addition to the freezing cold, the air brings about another unpleasant sensation. It feels much thinner, constricting, and stifling. Dante finds it harder to breathe, as if a portion of the air had been sucked out. The air seems menacing. It doesn’t make any sense. And yet, nothing about this situation makes any sense.
Worry and an impending sense of dread fill him like an overstuffed water moccasin well beyond its stretching point. He can’t stay in his bed any longer. He has to find refuge. Surely Father will allay his misgivings and set his mind at ease. He jumps out of bed. As his feet hit the ground he is caught off guard by the bitter cold, letting out a small howl. He puts his hand to his mouth to further stifle the unexpected cry. Mitz pokes his head out and reluctantly follows.
Dante makes his way down the hall and into the kitchen area where his father is standing, oblivious to Dante. He seems enraptured with something outside the window.
Even though Dante has made a bit of a ruckus, his father takes no notice of him and continues to stare out the window. Dante is too frightened to say anything. The only reason he got out of bed was to be comforted by his father, but it appears his father is worlds away. Dread turns to terror and Dante feels his heart trip- hammering in his chest.
An inexplicable noise erupts from outside as if a thousand angry birds are beating their wings at once. The air becomes even more stifling and cold. Mitz emits a frightened whine. And yet father does not turn away. As Dante is looking through the large picturesque kitchen window, a menacing figure comes into view. He is dressed all in black and, amazingly, he appears to have a massive wingspan. The wings billow out and then beat imperceptibly fast, stunning him. Despite being frightened, he is mesmerized.
The dark figure is well over a hundred yards away, but Dante can still feel the stranger’s intimidating, piercing gaze; it sets his mind on edge and paralyzes him. By sheer force of will, he manages to control his bowels. He couldn’t have moved in that second to save his life. His mind is very near an abyss and it seems that only his father can keep it from going over.
His father turns around, tears glistening in his eyes. His face is ghostly white and he has a look of shocked incredulity on his face. This scares Dante even more.
After what seems like hours, Lucian seems to finally see Dante. “Boy, what are ye doing up?”
“What is happening, Dada? Pray tell.”
His father approaches him, bends down on one knee, and pulls Dante closer to him. Dante is dead weight. “Ye know how much I love ye, boy.”
“I do, Dada!”
“No matter what they say about me, no matter what they tell you, know that. I have always loved you and your sister and your mother. We were happy once. Twill not let him forfeit your life.”
“I don’t understand, Dada! Ye scarin’ me tripe, so ye are!”
What he does next only adds to Dante’s consternation. He removes a necklace around his neck and hands it to him. On the necklace is an emblem with a pentagram and the figure of a knight in the middle with a giant wolf. Much like his Merlin, the figure on the emblem has two high caliber revolvers.
“Ye are the protector of this family now. I know it’s a lot for you to handle, but there is no choice. I have to leave now. When ye least expect it, twill be there for ye, at a time when ye are completely out of options. I know not how and under what circumstances.”
Tears glisten in Dante’s eyes and he is unable to stop them from cascading down his face. “No Father, don’t go! Don’t go!”
Despite Dante’s pleas, Lucian cannot stay. He risks more sanctions if he does. The boy hugs him fiercely in a vain attempt to make him stay. Forcefully, Lucian unclasps Dante from him and walks out the door. Dante tries to follow, but his father puts up a hand. Lucian’s eyes change from blue to a black, orange-tinged hue. The metamorphosis frightens Dante so much that he backs up.
“Shut the door, boy! Now!”
Dante complies. Mitz emits a frightened whimper. Even he does not like this side of Father. Looking out the large, picturesque window, Dante is able to see all that transpires that fateful day.
Lucian walks out to meet the archangel he called “brother” once upon a time. Michael’s arms are folded across his breastplate in an intimidating manner. His furious eyes try to intimidate the fallen angel, but Lucian continues to hold his gaze and does not waver. Signs of weakness will not help him here.
“Lucian, is it now?”
“I know why you are here, Michael.”
“Do you have any idea what you have done? You have offended God in the most egregious way. There will be repercussions and they will be dire.”
“Grant me a stay, Michael. Ten years. Twill do anything you ask. Just please allow me to stay for ten years—these are the children’s formative years and they are in need of guidance.”
“Your arrogance continues to surprise, Lucifer! Are you really attempting to bargain with God? He does not negotiate, nor does he grant favors from one so fallen from grace.”
Tears began to glisten in his eyes. He bends down on one knee and then takes Michael’s hand. “I am begging you for leniency. Give me five years and I will abide by any sanctions that you wish to impose on me.”
Michael is inexorable. “Begging will do you no good, Lucifer. You are forbidden from even laying with a woman. Such an indiscretion could have been overlooked, but you have procreated with one and married one! You beguiling miscreant! God is angry! You should be glad he will not lay you to waste.”
“Michael, I used to call you brother. See me family to safety. They have done nothing wrong.”
“God does not punish the innocent. He will see them into ascension. As for this realm, their lives’ are forfeit, for you have sullied them. You will never see them again. That will be the first sanction. There will be others to follow, as our maker sees fit.”
“Please! Please! Not them. Take me! Take me!”
Michael snaps out his foot, catching Lucifer in the face, sending droplets of blood running down his neck. The move is imperceptibly fast and the human eye could not have witnessed it. Seconds later, all traces of the assault are gone.
“Twould be in Hades soon, were I you.”
From the window, Dante is stunned into silence. Michael billows out his massive wingspan and in the next second, he is gone. His father turns around and looks at him once more. That look seems to say everything. “I’m sorry.” But to clarify, he mouths the words to Dante.
Astonishingly, two large wings from his back appear and began to beat preternaturally fast and his father takes off like a bullet. And in the world’s most ironic twist, all hell would break loose as Lucifer exits Dante’s world.
Chapter 3
Close to the volcanic ashes of Mount Maldoon, Morgana is watching the proceedings with palpable excitement. Under normal circumstances her visions would not have extended so far, but Lucifer is an extremely powerful angel, albeit a fallen one. The sulfuric vapor is so powerful that it surely would have killed a mortal; she is immune. The vapor does, however, induce visions in her. At times, it is hard to decipher whether the visions are present, past, or future. She knows resoundingly that this scene is present. Herod must be alerted.
She exits from the mountainside and calls to Caius Cassius to return her to Lord Herod’s castle in Ruth. She grows frustrated when she ventures out and cannot find the imbecilic boy. He possesses none of the fortitude, intelligence, or ambition of his father: only an affinity for cheap whores and snake wrangling.
“Caius!” she yells. She waits for several seconds before calling again. “Caius!” this time with a bit more urgency. Finally, the stupid boy emerges.
“Sorry, me lady.”
“You are a fool, Caius!”
“Noted.”
They make their ten mile journey in about forty minutes, without conversation. To Morgana, Caius has hardly more status than a stable boy. And she would not deign to speak to those of such status unless it were necessary.
From over a hectare away, they can see the castle. It is large even by kingly standards. Meneleaus’ castle may well have been larger, but it is far less luxurious than Herod’s—and it does not even begin to compare to the level of technological advances Herod’s castle boasts. The steel drawbridge that connects the castle across the moat is steam powered and works four times faster than the standard drawbridge. Four Gatling guns stand atop the parapets to thwart attack from would-be invaders. Each fire over two hundred rounds a minute and only requires two soldiers to operate.
Land mines are situated atop the drawbridge to further impede invading forces. At present, they are disabled but, with a small crew, they can be easily activated. Over two hundred of the finest cavalry, Mounties, and speed shooters are always on hand. Herod requires that all his men are proficient in sword play as well because, once bullets are spent, it is often all you have to defend yourself. Nothing is left to chance.
Herod, himself, is a master swordsman and a speed shooter who can outgun nearly anyone, save for the Round Table knights, who rejected him. It is a source of deep cotention for him—that any group should choose to reject him from their circle is ludicrous to him, an abomination he would never forgive and must rectify by any means possible.
Upon seeing Morgana and Caius Cassius, the orders are given to lower the drawbridge. Little sound is produced as the bridge is lowered as all the bearings and gearshifts are kept immaculate, oiled routinely, and free from rust. When it comes to maintaining his image, Herod spares no expense.
After tethering their horses, they make their way into a large vestibule festooned with numerous tapestries so detailed that they nearly seem to jump out at you as you walk by. A marble staircase spirals up to the third story landing and when looking up at it, one feels small and inconsequential. Perhaps that was what Herod had in mind—that everyone should feel small in his presence.
Morgana, always succinct, comes right to the point. She does not bother with a greeting. Anyone else would have been reprimanded for the insult, perhaps even beaten. “I have news, me lord. Great news. The day of reckoning is close at hand. You will soon be able to assume your mantle of supreme dictator. The king’s advisor has left his post.”
“Lucian may be gone but the man is always close at hand,” cautions Herod.
“Not this time, me lord. Lucifer has been exiled, permanently so. He shan’t return, not ever. Now is the time to make our stand.”
Herod looks at Morgana with a fair amount of incredulity. “You speak truth?”
“Sever me tongue if I don’t.”
Herod walks around and rubs his chin in a pensive manner. He closes his eyes and sighs. “Too long have I been relegated to the shadows, wading through the left over muck of the chosen few.” He looks at Morgana, an obstinate gleam in his eyes.
“You must act quickly, me lord. Time is of the essence. There is a small window of opportunity here that will not remain open for long.”
Morgana looks at Herod in an instructive manner, much like a teacher would look at a pupil when trying to imprint an important point on their conscious. “To assume the mantle of one so powerful as he, you must eradicate his seed. There is no other way. Twill find them in the Siemen Valley.”
“Of course. See it done.” He says this nonchalantly as if he were merely deciding on what mare he would take on a hunting expedition.
“Caius!”
“Ai, me lord?”
“Make yourself useful. What loyalists do we have out in the Siemen Valley?”
“Bonaveer and the Reindeer Men. They are expert assassins. Bonaveer is getting on in age a bit, but is more than sufficient to do the job.”
“See it done.”
“Morgana, tell me son all that he needs to know.” He looks at his son in a condescending manner. “That is, if you can handle that?”
“The family is located in the Siemen valley in the tiny town of Coifen. Their home is located where a two hectare meadow meets the treeline adjacent to the small river of Perine. You cannot miss it. Sophia is an exceptionally beautiful woman. The entire family must be eliminated, especially the woman. Even now she is with seed,” says Morgana.
Caius bows. “Glad to be of service to ye, Father.”
Herod dismisses him with a casual wave of his hand, as if he were shooing away a fly.
Chapter 4
Before Lucifer leaves, he visits his most trusted neighbor, Arkin Van Scantertoot, a noted and retired plebeian who served in the king’s courts for many years. He has a small parcel right next to Lucifer and dotes on his family in a grandfatherly way. Lucifer has to be extremely brief; Michael will not tolerate anything less than brevity. He appears before Arkin in all his celestial glory with pale white, almost alabaster skin. His veins throb, nearly bulging beneath his skin. His black and orange eyes appear even more striking in contrast to the white surrounding them. He looks unnatural, other-worldly. Lucifer prudently retracts his wings. Arkin is frightened speechless. He hopes the man’s heart won’t give out for this task.
“Lucian, is that ye?”
“Ai, sage. It is. I know well how much you care for me family, so twill ask ye this only once on their behalf. Their lives are in great danger. Mortal danger. Will ye see them to safety? It will be the last thing I ask of ye, the most important task I can ask any man.”
The man looks at Lucifer as if he has lost his mind. At the moment he is beginning to believe that he has lost his own. “Can ye tell me why?”
“There is no time to explain. Twouldn’t believe me even if I did.”
From Lucifer’s groveling and forlorn countenance, Arkin cannot deny the man. He is more than curious to know what this is about, but he loves Lucian’s family more than his own, who had passed many years ago.
“Set your mind and warrant it done, advisor. Your family is me own, from this day on. Twill bring them to safety or until I am dead, whichever comes first.”
“I pray it won’t come to that, sage.” Lucifer’s massive wingspan billows out and he lifts off, much to the shock of Arkin.
Despite his befuddlement, he makes haste and takes off to the Commodes’ cottage on his horse, Misty. He hopes he will not be too late. He pricks Misty with his spurs and sends her into full gallop. On his way to the cottage it dawns on him that they do not own a fortified wagon in which to travel through volatile roads. His neighbor, Latimer, does have one. The trip is a bit off route, but it would be worth it to have the retired general in his corner.
Besides, Arkin doubts that the family possesses any iron-shooters or swords, nor the ability to use them with any proficiency if they did. Latimer certainly possesses both.
He would be needed should they run into any trouble. And Arkin has a hunch trouble is brewing. Lucian’s warning is quite dire and the man was never inclined to fanciful tales.
Naturally, numerous questions abound, but he cannot give them much thought at the moment. An entire family’s life is at stake.
As Arkin enters Latimer’s property, his two shepherd bulls bark out a warning, but once they see who it is, they wag and run to their friend. The rate at which Arkin speeds onto his neighbor’s property instantly sends off alarm bells in Latimer’s mind and he knows at once that something is wrong.
With no time for pleasantries, Arkin merely blurts out, “Trouble brewin’at the Commodes’ cottage. We need to get the family to safety. Can ye help? Will ye?”
“Set your mind and warrant it done, sage.”
“We need your fortwagon as well. Ken ye?”
“Ai.”
“How are you with the iron, General?”
“Not quite as quick as I were twenty five years ago, but I could shoot down about twenty armed men or so. Maybe eight good ’uns, if their luck don’t run out, that is.” He smiles deviously. For the first time in years, Latimer feels exhilaration. It’s true that the man wasn’t what he used to be in his prime, but he had nevertheless been diligent about maintaining his formidable abilities. He is well schooled in the art of warfare and retirement bores him.
“Well to know, old friend!”
Without further haste, Latimer readies his fortwagon and horses, some of the finest in the republic, a parting gift for decades of exemplary service. Then they make haste for the Commodes’ cottage as fast as the horses can carry them. As they round the bend of the cottage, they observe that a pervasive sense of urgency has already filled the household. Sophia is barking orders at her children while she tries to untether the horses for an imminent journey.
Upon hearing her son’s dire demand to leave the place at once, she was at first incredulous and in denial. Surely the boy was mistaken, delusional; and yet the sudden and inexplicable absence of Lucius seemed to confirm the boy’s assertions. The fact that she and her daughter had the same horrifying dream of a large-winged, menacing angel is what finally induced her into believing Dante’s unbelievable assertion and a call to action. They were in trouble.
As Latimer and Arkin approach Sophia, a look of shocked incredulity appears briefly on her face. “Arkin, Latimer, what brings ye here to us in such haste?”
They both remove their pine straw hats and nod as a sign of respect. Even with the need for expedience, they do not forget their manners. “The safety of ye and your kin, me lady.”
“I thank ye, gentleman. How did ye know?”
“Your husband warned us.” She lets out a long, exasperated sigh.
Before she can get a word out, Latimer interrupts her. “No need to explain, mais. If we survive the night, ye can tell us all about it. For now let us make haste.”
“Know well then that we are in grave danger, do ye not?”
In unison, they affirm, “Ai!”
She looks at Latimer. “I see ye got a couple of piece shooters and a sword as well.”
“Ai.”
“Then ye can add this to your arsenal to boot.” She produces a large pistol-gripped revolver with an ivory handle. The pistol is heavy gauged with twelve chambers. The caliber is smaller than the standard piece shooters, but the weapon is expertly crafted, a lethal piece for anyone schooled in its use. Latimer stares at the revolver with a fair amount of disbelief.
“Thank ye, mais.”
In just a few minutes the group rounds up only the most necessary items for travel. At the last possible second, Dante jumps out of the fortwagon to get some object that he apparently cannot live without. He is disheartened to have to leave his game piece that his father just recently brought him, but for luck he grabs the most prized possession of the piece—his Merlin. He also grabs the necklace.
When he returns, his mother has choice words for him. “Dante Leviticus. Make haste, lad!” Mitz jumps in with him and they are off.
Chapter 5
After scrutinizing the Leviticus’ property, Bonaveer determines that the family has absconded. The tracks of the fortwagon indicate that they are traveling south, downhill along the Rhine River. The cottage has no spare parts or tools to maintain a fortwagon and so Bonaveer further surmises that the family has not traveled in a wagon of their own. They are being aided by someone.
Traveling by horse alone would have made their progress much quicker, but the wagon would inevitably slow them down. The advantage, of course, was that it would provide protection from an ambush. The fact that they are riding reindeer would make it that much easier to intercept them.
Judging by the size of the wagon, Bonaveer surmises that there could be up to six in their party, excluding the family, who were of no concern, at least as far as any counter-attack was concerned. Fresh, wet dung dropped by the horses indicates that they could not have left more than a few hours ago.
They would intercept the family and eliminate them by nightfall or sooner. Perhaps it would be more prudent to mount a night time attack, although an attack by dawn is what Bonaveer prefers. Shadows cast by the rising sun could wreak havoc on a counter attack, yet the aggressor would be able to see enough to strike quickly. The nighttime is a major disadvantage for both.
Simeon, the second in charge, does not have the affinity for deciphering the clues to track. “Where are they headed, Bonaveer?”
“South, along the river Rhine. They have some in their aid.”
“How many?”
“At least a couple, perhaps as many as six, but no more. They’ve only been gone for a couple hours at most. I believe that we should follow slowly and intercept them at the bottom of the Siemen Valley, away from pryin’ eyes in this small town.”
“I suspect we will kill them as well if the situation demands such.”
Bonaveer looks at Simeon contemptuously as if he were a stupid child. “That just creates more complications. If we can’t avoid killing others, then we will. But we will avoid that if’n we ken. Herod is not a man keen on complications. Do ye know who he is?”
“Ai. Know of ‘im but never met ’im.”
“Trust me. A fool like ye doesn’t want to tempt the devil. Twill be the death of ye, it will. Now shut your piehole, before I shut it for ye!”
Simeon is not completely without wits. He knows better than to argue with Bonaveer. The man has a fiery and capricious temper. And what he had heard of Herod was not good. The man is said to be ruthless and does not tolerate failure under any circumstances.
Bonaveer mounts his reindeer and turns the massive animal gracefully on an arc. Despite their massive size, reindeer are highly maneuverable. Wild by nature and not nearly as docile as horses, they are difficult to train. Only the most resilient and patient of men can train them. Bonaveer is one such man. He once boasted that he had spent four years in the training of the confederate knighthood, only to be eliminated when his temperament did not measure up to their standards.
Simeon suspects that it is an embellishment and that it was probably less. Still, the man’s formidable gifts cannot be denied. He is quite intelligent as well as an elite killer. And he would not tolerate lip service from the likes of the lowly Simeon.
(2)
After several hours on the road, Arkin finally convinces Latimer to decrease their speed. They are making good time, but the horses cannot maintain such speeds for long. Latimer relents. The exhilaration that he had initially felt at the beginning of the ordeal had waned and now he is running on fumes.
If they could make it to the bottom of the Siemen Valley, there would be many directions they could go and it would be more difficult for trackers to ascertain their whereabouts.
The large town of Khatul would further give them options for escape. The large shipping hub of Corith is only a couple days away. Even Arkin, as ignorant as he is in the matters of warfare, knows that they are vulnerable on these roads.
They have to see to their guests. Arkin opens up the silverwood doors to the wagon’s interior and walks in. Despite the roominess of the interior wagon, the family is huddled together in a small group. Both of the children are laying on their mother, who has her arms wrapped around them. They are sleeping peacefully, for the time being. Mitz stands sentry at their feet, his big ears perking up as Arkin walks in. Once he determines that Arkin is no threat, he lays back down but continues his vigilance.
“How are ye doing, mais?” asks Arkin.
“As well as can be expected.” She smiles but it is forced. Her irises are blood-shot and puffy. Arkin’s heart goes out to her. In addition to her unparalleled beauty, she possesses an indefatigable spirit and a pure heart, a true rarity. Arkin doubts that he will be able to mount much of a defense, himself, but in this moment he knows that he would give up his life to protect her and her family. Without hesitation.
“Ye saw me husband last, did ye not?”
“I did, mais.”
“What did he say? Any indication of why he had to leave so abruptly?” asks Sophia.
“No. But it was not his decision. He was forced to leave, so he was. His only concern was for ye and the children. He loved ye very much.” The tears that had been building in her eyes and threatening a torrential downpour finally give way. She awkwardly wipes them away.
Arkin does his best to assuage her. “Latimer may be old, mais, but he is quite able bodied. The man is a formidable speed shooter as well as swordsman of some repute. I rather feel pity for the unlikely fellas that try and tussle with the likes of him.” She smiles at him.
“Ye know I learned how to fire the piece, meself.”
“Did ye now?”
“Ai. Ain’t too bad either. Lucian taught me. Can hit a cup pence from a hundred yards out, so I can.”
“Can ye now? Well, I do believe our pursuers may be outmatched.” He smiles at her and embraces her. The smile he gives her is forced and she knows it, but she appreciates the gesture nonetheless.
He walks back out into the seat bucket. Latimer’s two large sheps see him and turn in his direction, their ears perked and ready to pick up any nuance, no matter how minuscule.
“How doeth they fare, sage?” Asks Latimer.
“As fortune would have it, the children are sleeping. She is doing as well as expected, but worried much.”
“Do fear we may get into some hard business, so I do. Ye ever been in a fight, sage? A real tussle and not just one as a pube in the schoolyard?”
“No. I am no stranger to the martial arts, but I ain’t never shot a gun.”
“I’ve been in many fights. Close dog fights, sword fights, and heavy caliber skirmishes. I’ve seen it all. Allay me fears, friend. I don’t have to worry about ye turnin’ high-tail and runnin’ scamp, do I?”
“Never.” Determination radiates in those eyes and something else—truth.
“I do believe ye. Hard truth in your words. If we must meet our end, such an end we will give them. Ye ken?”
“Ai. You are the General. Declare to me and set watch and warrant, twill follow the best I can. If I can only offer me body as a shield, then twill do that much.”
“And your body would serve as a hefty shield, no doubt.” He smiles as he says this, making light of Arkin’s portly frame. “I ken ye could serve as shield for the wagon, if need be.” Arkin smiles at Latimer and then erupts in laughter. Latimer joins in and then affectionately pats him on the leg. It felt good to break the tension and suffocating anxiety. They both reckon that it could very well be their last chance at humor for some time, if ever again.
Chapter 6
Bonaveer catches up with the wagon. Traveling through the Siemen Valley can be a perilous journey and the group will have no choice but to slow down on the numerous switchbacks and steep slopes, or risk veering off the road and plunging off a ravine. Bonaveer and his men are under no such constraints. Instead of traveling on the road, the group can circumnavigate it and travel down the steep descent through the dense brush.
The reindeer are more than capable of traversing the unforgiving terrain. Like billy- jacks, their hooves are forked and have an adhesive that grips the terrain and allows them to go over anything. Horses are not so equipped.
Bonaveer pulls out his hyper-oculars and peers through them. A portly man is sitting astern while an older gentleman drives the reigns. As the wagon rounds the next corner, Bonaveer is able to get a better look at the older one. He is wearing military smocks and has two hard caliber revolvers, one on each side. On the left side of his tool belt hangs a sword.
Even from this distance, Bonaveer notices that the sword has a gold emblem on it, indicating that it is not only military, but high ranking military.
The man had to be at least a commander, perhaps even a general. Judging by the age of the gentleman, he could very well be retired. Still, he is not one to easily dismiss. And his movements are not akin to one who is of a decrepit nature. He appears to be stout, full of his faculties, and the manner in which he looks around hints that he is observant.
This one will have to be eliminated immediately. He is simply too much of a threat. Two large sheps sit next to him, further indicating a military position. Sheps are a rare breed and much coveted by the military. Civilians would have difficulty acquiring one dog of that breed, let alone two.
Observing the other gentleman, Bonaveer determines that he is not military. He is much too portly to be active military. And his camisole smock suggests that he works in the courts in some administrative capacity, whether currently or in the past. His rotund face makes it difficult to guess his age at this distance. Bonaveer believes that he will prove little in the way of a viable threat.
Bonaveer looks into the windows of the fortwagon. Detailed features cannot easily be discerned from such a distance, but she does appear to be beautiful. She has two children, one boy and a girl, a large mastiff by their side. He will be the most viable threat of the family once the military man has been dispatched.
Bonaveer motions his crew down towards a ridgeline where they will be able to ambush the wagon.
(2)
“We’re being followed, Arkin. Prepare yourself for a confrontation,” warns Latimer.
“How do ye know for sure?”
“Something is reflecting the light and there is an unusual glare, which can only be explained if someone were using some sort of telescopic device. Also, I observed minute movement in those trees. A large animal has made it and its progress is mirroring our own. Wild animals don’t track large wagons. Twould perceive it as an unlikely prey. They are riding large mckenzas at the least, perhaps even reindeer. Their movements are swift and sure-footed. Take heed.”
Latimer looks at him with fierce determination, his jaw set as rigid as a stone statue. “Follow me lead and be ready to act quickly.”
Arkin’s eyes dilate to nearly twice their size and he is unable to swallow. “Ai.”
(3)
Bonaveer does not want to take any chances with the military man. To eliminate the man first, he will need to create a diversion. He sends Simeon up ahead of the wagon to flank and surprise them. Simeon is a crack shot with the arrow and deadly accurate even at long distances.
The plan is simple. Bonaveer and the rest of his men will wait in the back and fire off a couple of rounds to create a diversion, while Simeon will deliver a kill shot to the military man.
Simeon gallops on ahead of the wagon and finds a thicket, the perfect place in which to ambush them. Sharp thorns prove to be cumbersome, but with much painstaking work, he is able to remove the largest thorns and climb inside. It is a good vantage point. He can see the wagon approaching over the ridge and coming into view.
Simeon has his own pair of hyper-oculars, but will use them only when necessary, to avoid a give-away glare. At one hundred yards away, it will be difficult to see Simeon, unless one knows exactly where to look. At that distance, Simeon can launch several kill shots.
(4)
Latimer has been in this situation before. Nothing completely prepares a man for the moment of hard action. Some men piss their pants at the pivotal moment and some even turn hightail. Peering into Arkin’s eyes, he does not believe the man will do either. Arkin’s heart beats precipitously faster and yet, simultaneously, he feels a razor sharp focus grip his mind. He is ready. Perhaps for the last time in his life.
As if to prove his point, several pistol shots ring out behind him. A couple of the shots ricochet off the side of the wagon, but none are accurate. They appear to be aimless. Latimer surmises that this assault is merely a diversion. More than likely, a group of pursuers are going to flank him from the head in order to catch him unawares. Latimer had used such maneuvers himself.
In response, he ignores the shots from behind and sends the horses into full gallop, veering slightly to the right. As he is swerving, an arrow inexplicably seems to materialize in the shoulder of Arkin. The man lets out an earth-shattering scream that reverberates in his eardrums painfully.
And almost just as quickly, another large arrow sails into the fortwagon, missing Latimer by mere inches. Arkin continues his high-pitched screams. Another arrow whistles into the fortwagon like a demon whisper, penetrating the driver’s seat bench with a dull thud. It just barely misses Latimer’s leg, which would have impaled him and precluded a swift counter-attack.
He has to act now. From this distance, he cannot see the bowman. In an effort to thwart the hail of arrows, Latimer pulls his iron and fires several bullets into the direction of the shooter. He then turns to Arkin. He has a look of terror on his face but his eyes resonate staunch determination. He will take orders. He is pinned and does not possess the strength to remove the arrow himself, nor the leverage even if he had.
“Arkin, I am going to remove the arrow from your shoulder. Ye have to take over the reigns. Do ye ken?”
Despite the excruciating pain he is in, the man appears resolute. “Ai. Do it and be done. Twill fight, so I will.” Latimer reaches behind the man, noticing the dark, viscous blood already present on his smock. He takes the arrow and breaks it off, sending torrents of pain throughout Arkin’s body. He tries in vain to stifle any noise, but emits a sharp squeal anyway.
He takes the other side of the arrow and breaks it off, careful to minimize the pressure on Arkin. The man is sweating profusely and has probably lost a fair amount of blood in the process. “Can ye move your shoulder?”
“Ai. Can move it but the pain is fierce.”
“I hope ye are a lefty?”
“I am ambidextrous. Have been all me life.”
Latimer produces the heavy-caliber shooter Sophia gave him. “Take it. And the reigns to boot. I’m asking a lot of ye, tis true.”
A lump forms in Arkin’s throat and he is momentarily unable to swallow. “Twill fight.”
Latimer smiles. “Ai. Know ye will. Twill give them a fight, so we will. I need to go.”
As if to emphasize this point, another arrow penetrates the wagon a full eight inches, at least. Latimer and Arkin look at each other frantically. Only six inches of silverwood oak separate the driver’s seat from the inside of the wagon. As to be expected, the family emits a brief scream, punctuated with much sobbing. “Are ye alright back there? Anyone hit?” asks Latimer.
Sophia yells back, “No, we are not hit.”
As nimbly as a man half his age, Latimer gets up and positions himself outside and then jumps onto the first horse, Chanticlere. She momentarily resists the uninvited intrusion on her backside. The wagon veers off in the other direction dangerously. Arkin is quick to counter the move and direct the horses back the other way.
Latimer hoists himself off Chanticlere and jumps on the lead horse, Trale, a powerful, fast stallion buck of royal lineage. Once on Trale, he unclips him from the harness and sends him ahead in a full gallop.
As they race ahead, he directs the horse in a zigzag manner to make a difficult target of himself. Two arrows zing past him, precariously close. He looks in that direction and barely discerns a figure in the thickets.
If he had not followed the path of the arrows perfectly, he never would have seen him. In a jaw-dropping display of speed and marksmanship, Latimer pulls his revolver from his holster and fires four shots in rapid succession.
Two of the shots ring out dangerously close to the assailant. One of the shots, however, finds its mark in the side of his head, shredding the man’s ear in one gory explosion. The other arrow shatters his collarbone. Although neither of the shots are fatal, the man is now completely incapable of firing back. He gets up as quickly as possible and tries to retreat. It does him little good.
As soon as he begins to withdraw, he inadvertently trips and falls face first into the thicket. He had removed several of the thorns when he made his vantage point, but he did not remove them all. As he falls, the barbs penetrate his face and he screams as torrents of pain erupt from every part of his body, his piercing screams as high pitched as a mating dodo.
His movements further give him away. Latimer can now see his disabled assailant completely. He continues to trip himself in his attempt to get away. Latimer fires two quick shots, both of them finding their mark in his head. The bullets rip a large, cavernous hole where his eye and cheekbone had previously been. His knees buckle and he falls dead.
(5)
Bonaveer observes that the hail of arrows stops after the old military man had untethered a horse and chased Simeon down. He can only assume the worst. Simeon has been dispatched. The old man is proving to be quite a worthy adversary.
As if to punctuate this point, the Jo turns on a skillful arc with his stallion and fires several bullets in his direction. Although they are haphazard shots, some nevertheless venture close to him and his team.
“Troy, take Halley, Cuthberto, and Romulin and ride ahead through the thicket and reconvene at the fortwagon. Twill take Crass, along with Butcher Dan and his remaining team to dispatch this old military cunt. Tate, you go straight for the wagon, cutting him off. No matter what happens, at least one team will make it to the wagon. Go!”
(6)
Latimer rides back to the wagon and sees approaching riders attempting to meet him head on. He kicks his horse into a full gallop. As he anticipated, they are all on reindeer, very large beasts of burden.
To keep them off balance, Latimer fires numerous shots from his gun in their direction, not hoping for a direct hit, but just to draw their fire in his direction. They fire several in response. One shot pierces a branch not far from his head. It does not deter him in the least. To misdirect him, the men ride in a zig-zag manner and then two abruptly ride off the road and through the dense foliage of the forest.
More than likely, the riders will be splitting off in order to reconvene at the wagon and ensure that the family is dispatched. Latimer’s fate is of little consequence to them.
As Latimer reaches the wagon, he peers inside and approaches Arkin. The man’s normal ruddy pallor is ghostly white. Despite the blood loss and excruciating pain, he still maintains an obstinate determination. “There is a clearing up ahead about two hundred yards away. When ye reach it, veer off into the clearing. Then take the horses and unbridle them from the reigns. Stand sentry at the wagon. Meanwhile, put the family on the horses downtroddle.”
“Twill not leave em.”
“Ye won’t. I will reconvene with them. They are trying to outflank us. We will counter that. Either way, we are the only hope they have. We must create our own diversion. Ye ken?”
“Ai. Set your watch and warrant it done. “
Latimer gallops off. Just as he is leaving, his sharp reflexes alert him to an approaching rider. The intruder is trying to be quiet in the dense forest, but the large beasts’ hooves are especially loud. He distinctly hears the un-holstering of a gun and then the click of the hammer. With lightning quick reflexes honed over decades of gun play, Latimer turns his head, reaches for his pistol, and fires off two rounds in quick succession.
One shot lodges into the man’s sternum and then exits, causing massive hemorrhaging.
The other shot lodges deep in his belly, causing him to cry out as blood seeps through his shirt, staining it crimson. Latimer ends his cries for good when he fires off another shot, finding its mark in his head. The man falls to the ground and is dead.
He observes two other riders. One rider attempts to flank him from the side and tries unsuccessfully to kill him from the dense underbrush of the forest. Such a shot is difficult, even for a marksman. Latimer glances briefly in his direction and then focuses his attention on the rider ahead of him. The rider unloads a couple of rounds on him and one grazes his shoulder, causing him to wince in pain. The shot does little damage though. Latimer returns fire with several rounds. The rider is forcefully expelled from his horse when two shots pierce his neck and chest.
The wounds knock the air out of him completely. When he hits the ground, he tries in vain to suck in air, but instead inhales a prodigious amount of blood into his lungs, forcing him to cough and wheeze uncontrollably. His vain efforts to resuscitate himself are cut short when Latimer finishes the job by putting another bullet in his head.
The other rider painstakingly makes his way out of the dense forest only to be greeted by Latimer, who is more than ready for him with a wave of gunfire. Before the rider can even begin to reach for his gun, Latimer fires four rounds into the man’s chest and neck. He would have been forcefully expelled from his horse as well, had he not gotten his foot hung up in the stirrup and wrapped around his ankle. With several rounds piercing his body in multiple mortal wounds, he slumps over to the side and hangs there, dead, as the horse rides off in a frenzy.
(7)
Despite Arkin’s pain, he does not deviate from Latimer’s plan. Using only one hand, he drives the horses up to the clearing in the forest, properly obscured from their pursuers. Once in the clearing, Arkin walks through the door of the wagon.
The children are huddled almost on top of their mother, who does her best to comfort them. Their dog Mitz, stands near their feet, ready to defend them to the death, should the situation warrant it.
As Arkin is about to make a plea for haste, several shots ring out and pierce the camper. Arkin takes up the big revolver and then busts through the door. As nervous as a newborn gilly, he fumbles clumsily with the weapon and tries to fire off rounds, nearly setting off the gun prematurely and blowing off his foot.
Sophia, sensing an impending doom, grabs the gun from him and shoots it at a rider who had just turned the corner in the road. Her shot finds its mark in the man’s adam’s apple. He reflexively clutches his throat in a vain attempt to stem the blood flow, coughs violently, and then topples over.
Another rider comes into view and counters with several shots. One of the shots unfortunately finds its mark in Arkin’s bad shoulder, breaking it and eliciting several excruciating howls of pain from him. Blood gushes from the wound and the man fears the rider hit something vital, perhaps a vein or major artery. He becomes dizzy.
“Take the horses, mais. Twill guard the wagon. Our pursuers will believe that ye are in there. It will create a diversion and, Christ willin’, allow ye to escape. Go west, towards the sea.”
“I can take ye.”
He looks at her gravely. “Twill slow ye down. Ye have the children. Go.” She kisses him sweetly. “Go. Now!” he says emphatically.
She wastes no time and unbridles two of the horses from their reigns. She takes one of the leads, another great stallion named Letnor, and a smaller mare in the back named Abbey. This one she saves for her kids; the smaller female appears to be gentler by nature but still stout and able-bodied.
Isabella cries quietly, but Dante seems more resilient. He is visibly upset, but he seems determined and focused on the task at hand. Arkin admires him. He prays they will all live to see another day. This day will be his last and he is determined to give the almighty the best that he can.
As soon as the family departs, he walks to the road where the last rider fell at the hand of Sophia. He picks up a long rifle and revolver. If he readies a shot beforehand, he might be able to get off one shot at the pursuers, perhaps even two.
The sheps stand sentry at the door to the fortwagon. Arkin doesn’t know whether they instinctively know what the plan entails or if they are merely waiting for their master to return to his wagon and protecting it for him in his absence.
As soon as Arkin returns to the wagon, he brings out the long rifle and readies it for the shot. After verifying that the slug chamber is full, he cocks the hammer and readies it. It is a cumbersome task given his disabled shoulder and the blood loss that makes him woozier by the second.
Several shots ring out near him. He looks to where the shots fired and notices several bullet holes in the fort. He hears the crack and the splintering of wood just inches from him and cringes. He begins to see double and then triple.
He lines up his sights, holds his breath, says a prayer to the almighty, and squeezes the trigger, aiming for the man in the middle. The results are instantaneous and deadly. An ear-deafening bang echoes throughout the forest and the devastating kickback from the shot knocks him on his ass.
Despite his lack of experience with the weapon, or any weapons, he hits his mark. The shot strikes the rider in the neck, causing a cavernous hole and uncontrollable spurts of crimson staining his drab, charcoal overcoat. The rider topples over with his head slanted at an impossible angle with fresh tendrils of muscle billowing out and his face still displaying a look of befuddlement.
Arkin awkwardly stands up, still woozy, half admiring and half disbelieving his handiwork. Before he can celebrate his victory, another rider replaces the fallen one and begins to fire successive rounds. Arkin, fumbles for the revolver and attempts to cock the hammer once again.
But at the moment that he readies it, his hand explodes, spraying cartilage and bone, and leaving a gory stump.
The sheps will not be willing target practice; they take off like a shot. The speed shooter takes only cursory notice of them. He finishes the job on Arkin by putting several bullets in his midsection. The man topples over and is still.
Fearing an assault from the sheps, the rider tracks the dogs and lines up his sights. They are moving unbelievably fast, but he is an expert speed shooter, capable of killing a moving target. He fires two consecutive rounds at the largest of the brutes. The dog lets out a high-pitched yelp and topples over dead. The other dog looks back longingly at its fateful companion and changes tactics.
The smaller dog moves even quicker and zigzags his pattern, making it difficult to line up a shot. The shooter tries, but unfortunately cannot zero in on the animal. Several rounds come perilously close to it, but all miss their mark.
The dog is now only a few yards away from the man on horseback. Just as he is about to get a shot off the animal does something unpredictable. He dives behind him. The shooter tries to compensate and turn his horse around, but he over-compensates and fires a wild shot, missing the dog.
Sensing his advantage, the dog sprints at full force and jumps in the air towards him. The move is much too quick and the man is unable to get a shot off. When the beast reaches the man, he sinks his teeth deep into the man’s hand. He continues to bite down on the hand with all his force, even as the two topple to the ground.
The man emits a high-pitched scream of agonizing pain and tries to punch the dog. Unfortunately, the strength he musters couldn’t have thrown off a small terrier, let alone a hulking canine.
With all his force, the dog bites down on the man’s hand and then rips it from his wrist as crimson spurts, staining man and beast. The dog drops the hand and lunges for his face, sinking his teeth deep into tender flesh.
Upon the initial penetration, one of his eyes pops, bursting with gelatinous ocular fluid and streams of blood. The man tries to scream, but the dog has blocked his mouth and he can only get out a few gurgled protests.
The man is powerless. The dog begins to shake the man’s face, ripping and tearing it, finally succeeding in ripping it off. The man screams in a hellish frenzy of nightmarish pain. The dog cuts off the man’s screams when he savagely bites into his throat and rips out his larynx.
With his jugular vein cut, the man crashes his head down and is still.
(8)
Cuthberto and Romulin are due to intercept the wagon, but Troy has not seen hither nor hide of them. He suspects the worst. The military Jo is indeed a formidable opponent. An impossible lump forms in the pit of his stomach, causing bile to rise to the surface. He dismisses it. He gallops in the direction of the piercing screams.
He enters a gruesome scene. Several riders had been dispatched, their bodies left in a bloody heap, their horses nowhere to be found. He looks towards the wagon and notices Timmins’ horse, standing near his body.
His presence alerts a dog who is standing near the body of Timmins. It is a large shep and its normally golden fur is stained with crimson. Troy shakes his head in frustration and then reaches for his revolver and fires successive rounds at the beast. Two of them hit their mark and the dog lets out a mortal yelp and topples over.
Troy ventures closer to scrutinize the scene. Upon seeing Timmins, he chokes back an expulsion of his latest meal, which threatens to burst forth. The man’s face has been savagely bitten off and his throat ripped out. He is barely recognizable as a human being. Poor sap. He cringes at the way in which the man had to go.
He approaches the wagon and observes the rotund sage who had been killed. The man had several injuries to his body, but the lethal ones were in his torso. Troy nonchalantly pushes the man aside and opens the door. Nothing. The family absconded. This was their own diversionary tactic.
God only knew how many of the men had been dispatched by the military man, but where was he? Troy hears an approaching beast. From the sound, he realizes that it is a reindeer. Thank God their leader had not fallen.
“The mais and the little ’uns are gone,” says Troy.
“I ken. They’ve created their own diversionary tactic. They’re headed downhill.”
“How many men are dead, Bonaveer?”
“Turk is the only one unaccounted for. Perhaps he has discovered their trickery before us.” He looks around in an attempt to prove his point. “Look there. Reindeer tracks. I can see evidence of the horses as well. Let’s reconvene with Turk and finish this.”
“Ai, Bonaveer. Tis high time and tide that we end this bloody campaign. Twas more than we ventured for, so it was,” replies Troy.
(9)
Latimer had not survived the brutal encounters completely unscathed. His head had been grazed, or at least he believed it to be merely grazed. Blood continues to seep from the wound in minuscule amounts, but it proves to be a constant aggravation. It drains into his eyes if he is not diligent enough to continually wipe it from his brow.
He had also been grazed on his oblique and the blood flow, though small, continues unabated. The pain and dizziness in his temples indicates that his injuries could be more than superficial.
He surmises that two of the band are still alive and well and on the hunt for the family, although he could have been mistaken about that as well. God help the family if he is wrong. Most of the brutes are long on iron skill but short on scheming, fortitude, and intelligence. Their leader, however, is a cunning, proficient and seasoned killer. He will be difficult to kill.
Latimer ventures closer to the wagon and sees the blood bath. Upon reaching the wagon, he spies Arkin, who has been shot multiple times in the torso. Latimer picks up a long rifle near Arkin’s corpse. The smell of the gunpowder from the rifle is fresh, indicating the man had gotten off a shot, most likely before his hand had been shot off. Arkin had proven himself to be a man of great reckoning. He did not falter in his resolve. He kisses the man’s head and makes the sign of the cross. “Ye were a brave soul, so ye were. Ye go now to Christ. May soon be joinin’ ye.”
After mounting his horse, Latimer notices the fresh tracks left by the reindeer. They could not have left more than a few minutes ago. Latimer puts Trale into a full gallop, appreciating his wisdom in choosing the resilient mare. Her stamina is unequaled by his other horses. The clearing eventually gives way to the dense forest again and Latimer is forced to slow down or risk a spill.
Chapter 7
Bonaveer’s hearing is especially keen and he is quick to note the echo of another pair of hooves. It is the military man. He has to get to the family and dispatch them or verify that Turk has accomplished it. “Troy, he’s coming this way. Go back and kill him.” Troy’s pupils dilate to twice their size. Their enemy’s formidable skills had visibly shaken him, though he would have been loath to admit it. Bonaveer cannot blame the man for his reluctance. And yet, even Troy is expendable. “Go. Now!”
“Ai.” He does not agree with Bonaveer’s decision, but knows it is futile to argue. He slows the beast almost to a stop and then swings him in a great arc. He would be at a major disadvantage with his foe, since he now must travel uphill.
In order to minimize the risk to himself and give him a better chance, Troy will have to venture further into the dense forest. The foe will have no alternative but to follow. Of course, Troy will also be at a disadvantage himself, not being able to gain a clear vantage point.
(2)
The large reindeer cannot easily be obscured, giving Latimer the upper hand. Why would they send only one of their men to tussle with me when he had so many disadvantages? Latimer knows the answer at once: simply because the objective is too important.
In his haste, Latimer had not the foresight to pack an extra case of shells, which could have proven useful at present. He reaches into his petticoat and pulls out approximately six. One of his revolvers is spent and he has only three shells in the other. He loads the revolver and silently says a prayer that it will be enough. He will have to use the remaining shells judiciously.
(3)
Troy is sweating so profusely that his eyes began to sting from the salty bite. His heart is pounding in his chest. This is the most dangerous task he has ever been commanded to do. Still, he ventures closer. Upon catching his first glimpse of the Jo, he instinctively reaches for his revolver and nervously fires off a couple of shots. They don’t come close.
(4)
Latimer is confounded as to why the man would fire from such a distance. He must have known how much of a disadvantage he has, having to traverse uphill. Perhaps he had a bad case of the jitters and is unable to focus. Well, if that is the case, Latimer will make quick work of him.
(5)
Troy cannot help himself. He continues to shoot recklessly at his foe. What did he have to lose? His arsenal is full, having two other loaded revolvers and another case of shells. He fires several more successive rounds, hoping for a lucky shot.
(6)
It is unlikely any of these haphazard shots will hit Latimer. Still, he does not believe in taking unnecessary chances. Prudency demands he divert from his path in order to make a more challenging target of himself.
As if to emphasize this point, a shot rings out and grazes his shoulder. The bastard succeeds in getting off a lucky shot. Latimer winces at the pain, puts a hand to his injury, and feels the blood. Luckily, it is superficial.
Several more shots ring out and Latimer senses that his foe has discovered that he has made a direct hit. He ventures even further off the path and deeper into the forest, eliciting protests from Trale, who whinnies angrily.
(7)
Troy senses that one of his reckless shots had found its mark. The man visibly rocks back on his horse and put a hand to his shoulder. And yet, just as quickly, the foe disappears into the thick of the forest. Troy can just barely make out his movements in the forest. It isn’t enough to line up a clear shot.
(8)
Latimer can barely see the man, but he knows where he is. He will use the fact that he is descending to his clear advantage. Trale continues to protest vehemently, suffering scratches in the deep brush, but Latimer pushes her onward nonetheless. Within a few minutes, Latimer rotates in an eighty degree arc and now approaches a vantage point. He can barely discern the rider, but he’s there. He stops briefly and puts his hand to Trale, trying to comfort the animal.
And then, he sends him into the hardest gallop as the terrain will allow. The beast seems to sense his desperation and pushes himself hard. As Latimer approaches his foe, he is finally able to line up his sights. The man stops and appears to be scrutinizing the forest in an attempt to pinpoint his location. Now is the time. He lines up a shot with his revolver, holds his breath, and pulls the trigger.
Just as Troy turns his head in the direction of Latimer, he is blindsided with a direct hit through the belly and screams loudly. He instinctively shoots back, but they are aimless shots and none of them find their mark. Observing the direct hit, Latimer shoots several more rounds at the man, striking his head and neck and ending his cries for good. He slumps off the horse. Latimer approaches him and confirms the kill.
Although none of his wounds are particularly serious, the fact that he has so many compounds his overall condition. Latimer knows that it will be difficult to mount an assault on the leader—at least not without an act of subterfuge.
He dismounts Trale nimbly, but winces as he hits the ground. He swats him off. The stallion is a valuable horse and someone will more than likely be the recipient of the great beast. He takes off his own smock and petticoat and changes into the dead man’s attire, a task that makes him wince in pain and gag reflexively. He takes the man’s iron then looks in his saddlebag and confiscates an extra case of shells.
He approaches the large animal, nervously, having never ridden such a large beast, or one with such a temperament. He puts his hand to the animal and strokes it gently. It whinnies in nervous anticipation but seems prepared to accept him as a rider.
Without further hesitation, Latimer mounts it. The reindeer jumps up unexpectedly, nearly sending Latimer to the ground. Latimer blanches again but this time in excruciating pain. Adrenaline and shock had done their job of blunting the pain, but now that had worn off, each movement of the reindeer sends torrents of pain shooting throughout his body.
(9)
Bonaveer decides it is best to wait for Troy. If he had been dispatched by the foe, which is quite probable, he will have to subdue him. The reindeer can easily intercept the family. The only viable threat at this point is the old man. As of yet, Turk is the only one in his party unaccounted for and he could very well be on his way to complete their objective.
Much to his surprise, Troy emerges from the dense foliage. He had apparently eliminated him. Bonaveer goes out to meet him but hesitates. Even from this distance, something seems off about him. For one, he seems to be riding too fast. And he is wearing his hooded cloak over his head. For what purpose? Bonaveer gallops harder, matching his speed. A dawning realization finally emerges and as soon as it does, Bonaveer reaches for his revolver and fires lightning quick, successive rounds at the intruder.
The foe fires near simultaneously. One shot hits home in Bonaveer’s collarbone, knocking him flat on the saddle and breaking it, causing him partial immobility. Thick blood spurts from the fresh wound, staining his grey-colored frock.
Latimer does not emerge unscathed from the first round of bullets either. He is hit through the chest, opening up another small deluge of sticky crimson spurts; nowhere near his heart luckily, but nevertheless a devastating wound. He clutches his chest reflexively, trying in vain to stop the blood flow, but to no avail. He will be dead soon. The reindeer bolts upright, knocking him to the ground.
Bonaveer is seriously injured, but not mortally so. He needs a healer soon before infection sets in. He approaches the downed rider, dismounts and cringes as his feet touch ground. Broken glass feels like it has imbedded itself deep in his shoulder. It is excruciating. He stifles a cry. He walks over to the man, looks at him and then points the revolver at him. When he does, Latimer unexpectedly shoots out his leg.
As Bonaveer hits the ground, Latimer lifts up his torso, pulling a switchback knife from his shirt pocket and pushes on the trigger, releasing the razor sharp blade. He plunges the knife deep into the neck of Bonaveer, who looks at Latimer with a look of consternation. Massive amounts of blood erupts around the knife and flows down Latimer’s arm. “Kiss the devil for me on the way to hell, ye murderin’ cunt!” This final act literally consumes Latimer and he is dead as his head hits the ground.
(10)
There is no visual of the other riding partners that are due to rendezvous with Turk. One party was supposed to eliminate the military Jo. Turk had only been on a few campaigns but knows there are always variables that cannot be accounted for; sometimes little ever went exactly according to plan.
Fortunately, he is still alive. He observes the family escaping on horseback. He can’t wait for the other party to rendezvous with him. He will have to eliminate the family now or risk the wrath of Herod. He has misgivings about butchering children, to be sure, but knows that it is certain death for him and his own kin should he defy Herod. One can even argue that by eliminating the family, he is saving his own.
Turk spurs his reindeer closer, venturing within a kill shot of the family.
Chapter 8
She is high-spirited, agile, and unusually quick—the most ferocious and adept hunter the pack has ever seen. Her coat is snow white and her haunting eyes are sky blue in the rim with brushes of overcast grey on the rims. Her intelligence is unrivaled by any other wolf.
Her stamina proves indispensable in long, drawn-out hunts. She is a rare alpha female, pack leader, much to the chagrin of the alpha male, the next in line. By all accounts, the position should have been his.
He deems her position as pack leader to be inappropriate and unacceptable. Although no one can argue her attributes, she is different. Her intelligence invokes jealousy, outrage, and even loathing, especially from him. The pack comes to an agreement that she will be exiled. Those who disagree with the alpha male and his followers are coerced into agreement through fear of banishment, injury, or even death.
And thus, a plan is formulated to rid her of the pack for good. While she is on a hunt, her cubs, left in the care of a surrogate, are butchered mercilessly. With no cubs left to care for, she will be forced into leaving the pack. They will make it clear that she is no longer wanted. She will be cast out.
She returns from the hunt with the spoils, a medium-sized buck that can satisfy the pack for days. They feast on the elk. As is customary, she picks up her share and brings them to the cubs, who had just recently been weaned off their mother’s milk.
Upon finding her cubs dead, the white wolf is stricken with grief and lays by them for two days, howling almost incessantly. Eventually, sustenance and dehydration move her and she emerges from her den and makes her way to the nearby brook. The pack all stand in a front to block her path. They are resolute and determined. When she ventures closer, they growl out a menacing warning. No further.
Vengeance is not innate in the canine species, but upon seeing the obstinate pack and their newly-appointed leader, seething anger overtakes her. She launches herself at the leader and a violent, gruesome struggle ensues. The pack looks on, enraptured, as the two wolves battle. Inevitably, the more formidable of the two emerges the victor—the white wolf.
With crimson staining her white coat, she walks off from the pack, her rare sense of vengeance satiated. The next day, she catches a medium sized rabbit and feasts on it. Being an adept hunter, she has no trouble finding prey. She can easily sustain herself, perpetually.
Yet, a pervasive sense of loneliness envelopes her in its mist. She is naturally sociable and misses her cubs and the camaraderie and interaction of the pack. She is a nurturer and at her happiest when she has someone to care for.
When she smells a plethora of strange and disturbing scents, her first instinct is to avoid it, but she is curious as well. Oil, gunpowder, blood and the sickly sweet smell of human perspiration and primal fear invade her nostrils, intriguing her, and something else—human cubs. Their terror seems to cry out for her- for anyone. Someone to intercede.
Like most wolves, she avoids humans, who are as vicious as they are mercurial and cunning. Physically, they are easy prey to overcome, but their intelligence makes them formidable and their vast array of weaponry are no match for wolves.
Still, her motherly instincts are strong and, against her canine inclinations, she ventures even closer and approaches a meadow clearing. She watches and waits intently as humans on beasts of burden are galloping at full speed. Her ears perk up as several shots ring out.
As they do, Sophia cries out and leans back in the saddle, letting go of the reigns in the process. The horse naturally slows down and then comes to a halt. Her side has been hit by one of the shots and blood streams from the wound in a fair amount.
In retaliation, she produces her revolver and begins to fire back. But before she can get off even three shots, she is hit again. This time in the shoulder and the kick back of the devastating shot propels her from her horse. Blood spurts from the wound and she fears that perhaps a vein has been severed.
Upon hearing the shots, Dante, who is driving the horse, doubles back. He hears his mother cry out, and as he looks back his suspicions are confirmed. Both he and Isabella cry out, “Mama!”
Fearing for her children’s safety, she yells back at them. “Isabella, Dante, Go! Now!” Dante slows the horse, but is indecisive. He has his sister to look after, but he can’t leave his mother. She fires off several rounds. Dante’s indecision disappears as his mother is hit again, knocking her to the ground. She has been hit directly in the gut. Crimson stains her camisole. He rides over to her. He will see her to safety.
Before Turk can fire off another shot, a surprise visitor bounds up on him—Mitz. The dog jumps up unexpectedly and seizes his leg in a vise-like grip, even as the horse whinnies and bucks. He emits an ear-shattering yell and then instinctively smashes the butt of the revolver down on the dog’s head, who continues to bite down harder.
With excruciating pain inducing him to action, Turk butts the dog on the head even harder. When that doesn’t work, he turns the gun around and shoots the dog through the head, who falls in a slump. The angle of the shot does not leave him unscathed as his leg is grazed by the bullet.
Dante runs to his mother, who is now completely drenched in blood. “Mama!”
“Dante, ye must go now! Ye must protect Isabella. Ye are the only one who can save ye both.”
Stinging tears run down his face in a torrential downpour. “Twill not leave ye Mama!”
Blood pours from her relentlessly and, with it, her life. “Ye must go.” She is unable to muster the sense of urgency in him with her words. She takes one last breath and is silent. “Mama. Mama!” cries Dante.
Dante kisses his mother and reluctantly leaves her. A part of him tries to convince himself that she is merely resting, but the logical part of him says otherwise. His attention is diverted when a shot and a whimper rings out from the rider. Dante looks in his direction and sees with a sense of dread his dog in a slump by the ground. He wipes away tears and mounts his horse but not before he picks up the revolver, which is still in his mother’s hand.
His dad taught him how to fire a revolver and it is apparent to all that the boy has a natural proclivity for the weapon. Firing in a fit of rage and sorrow, he is not as proficient with the weapon and he over compensates for his shots; two successive rounds go wild. A third shot pierces the rider in the leg and through the reindeer, eliciting agonized whinnies. The fourth and fifth shots pierce him through the head, ending his cries for good.
With the reindeer crashing down to the ground, Dante mounts his horse and rides off with his sister, who is without tears altogether. She is ghostly white and appears catatonic.
As fortune would have it, Turk’s reindeer falls on its left side; Turk’s good side. As the reindeer begins to fall, Turk lunges out of the stirrup and avoids being pinned underneath a split second before it would have crushed him. He pushes himself up with his left foot and as soon as his right foot hits the ground, he winces in seething pain. He surmises that he has approximately five rounds left.
He fires off three careful and deliberate rounds. The first one shoots Isabella through the torso, expelling her small frame violently from the horse. The second and third shots penetrate the horse in the neck, who topples over with Dante still in the rider’s seat.
His head hits the ground concussively, sending shock waves of pain through his brain and jamming up neural receptors, resulting in blindness. Dante is now sightless and trapped beneath a two thousand pound animal.
The white wolf watches all this, her vision unusually acute. She is too far away to preclude the demise of mother and daughter.
She will not abide while the young one is mercilessly butchered as her pups had been. Perhaps she can redeem herself for losing them.
Turk approaches the boy. What was supposed to be an easy and straightforward campaign has turned into a bloodbath. He walks to the boy as quickly as his injuries will allow, cursing with every agonizing step.
As he reaches Dante, he cocks the hammer and puts a bullet into the horse and then turns toward the boy. He hesitates for a brief moment of thought. The boy is innocent by all measures. What did Herod want with him? Who was he and what possible threat could he have posed for the king? It is not Turk’s place to question the likes of Herod Antipaz.
He looks at the boy contemplatively, unaware of the white wolf approaching him at an alarming rate.
“Christ forgive the likes of me, humble Turk. It is not without much misgivings that I have to do this to ye boy. Cry pardon, so I do. Ye will be with Christ soon. The falcon commands and we must heed his call.” The boy looks at him with a dazed look in his eyes, as if he isn’t seeing him at all, but merely looking through him.
“To hell with ye. Pull the trigger and be done with me. Ye have taken everything else.”
Turk brings the gun up and, as he does, he hears a menacing growl only a few feet from him. He looks in that direction and observes a white wolf with razor sharp teeth bared in a death threat. Blood loss slows his reaction time. He brings up his gun to kill the beast.
He only manages to bring up his hand a few feet and then it is seized in a death grip as the beast bites down hard on it. His gun is thrown from his hand by the sheer twisting motion. Turk screams as if he has suddenly become possessed by a dying hyena at the moment of his injury. The wolf is massive, but its jaw muscles are much stronger than her size would indicate.
She violently twists his hand again, severing it as blood pours from it like a gurgling fountain. Crimson stains him. Turk tries to use his other hand as a weapon, but it is in vain. Smelling Turk’s recent injury, the wolf viciously attacks his leg, holding and tearing it in another immense display of raw strength. It appears that the wolf does not merely want to kill the man but to punish him as well. Mind-numbing pain erupts in torrents through his body and, with it, his acceptance of defeat. And death. He is unable to stifle his effeminate cries, even as death envelops him in its grasp.
With so much blood loss, the pain soon abates and Turk grows numb, unable to muster any defense at all. The wolf observes this and with no more pain to inflict on the man, she seizes his neck and rips his throat out, ending his cries for good. She goes to the boy, who remains pinned underneath his horse.
He senses her. The stare of another animal, especially a human would have been disconcerting to her under normal circumstances, but this is different. She looks at him tenderly and cocks her head in a doting gesture.
“I’m stuck. Help me.” The plea is unnecessary. She grabs up part of his smock in her massive jaws and begins to pull but to no avail. She succeeds only in ripping his clothes. Sensing this, she begins to formulate another plan. Her intuition is strong.
She will have to use her massive strength to hoist the boy out. She turns his back to him, looks back in his direction and barks. Being in shock and blind blunts his normally acute senses. She barks again.
When he still will not comply with the plan, she wags her tail frantically, hitting him in the face numerous times. Finally, he understands and grabs her tail. She digs her powerful legs into the ground and pulls. Dante begins to feel some relief from the weight of the horse. Not realizing that she is succeeding, she overcompensates and pulls the boy for several yards on the ground. He emits a startled cry of pain.
Sensory overload afflicts him. The concussive blow to his head has blinded him. His mother died in his arms and he is fairly certain that his sister is dead as well. For him, it would have been easier if he had also perished. Perhaps God has other plans for him. Maybe he is here for a reason. Shock could have killed him, but he is more resilient than that.
His mind begins to compartmentalize all the problems that burden him and he realizes that he will have to take each problem at a time or risk a mental breakdown. First, he cannot not feel anything below his waist. The wolf, whom he cannot see, can nevertheless be felt by Dante and he is grateful for her presence.
He lays on the ground for hours, willing himself to move a toe, but he cannot. The wolf waits. Frustrated and forlorn, Dante begins to cry. Sensing the boy’s desperation, the wolf jumps on his legs. Surprised, Dante cries out and yells at the wolf to get off. She causes him pain—in his legs. A wave of relief washes over him. He has use of his legs after all.
Sensing his hope, the dog bites down gently on his feet. Dante feels it. He cries out in pain. And relief.
Dante wills himself to move his toes. Several minutes pass in which he cannot move them. And then it happens. He is able to move one toe. After several minutes more, he can move his entire foot. Another hour passes and Dante is able to move both feet and then his legs. Upon getting to his feet, he is as wobbly as a newborn calf, but able to walk. Thank God.
Walking without sight is scary for Dante, but with the aid of the wolf, he is able to do it with some confidence. Someone now has his back.
His moment of brief content is soon replaced by the somber task he must perform. He must check on his family. The wolf seems to sense his purpose. She weaves back and forth, brushing his legs, leading him to their corpses.
After several hundred yards, he finds his sister. He calls out to her in a vain attempt to verify that she is alive. “Isabella!” No answer comes.
Dante reaches down and feels the cold, unresponsive flesh. Tears well up in his eyes and sheet down his cheeks. He feels for a pulse, but knows that there will be none. He picks up her body and immediately feels the tacky residue of dried blood.
Dante cries incessantly as he walks with his dead sister in his arms. The task proves to be extremely difficult. He had still not gained back sufficient strength in his legs, but he is determined to give them dignity, though he wobbles uncontrollably.
Once again, the white wolf senses his purpose and leads the boy towards his mother. Dante gently and reverently sets down his sister and then feels the lifeless corpse of his mother. Her cold, unresponsive flesh brings more stinging, tears to his eyes. Dante goes to his downed dog, Mitz, and is unable to pick him up. He weighs nearly four times what his sister weighs. Several futile attempts only succeed in fatiguing him.
Again, the wolf senses the purpose in his frustration and aids him. She bites down on Mitz’s tail and drags the dog to the corpses of his mother and sister.
With the task complete, Dante sits down next to his deceased family. His tears well up again into a downpour, cascading down his face as his body spasms in hysterical sobs. Even now, a part of Dante feels foolish, giving into such drama, but he is as helpless to prevent it as he is to stop the tides from coming in.
He falls in a heap next to his mother and continues his sobs. Eventually, dehydration stops the tears and fatigue overtakes him. He sleeps.
Unbeknownst to Dante, the white wolf does not sleep through the night. It is impossible. The night grows cold and if the wolf had not hovered on top of the boy to give him warmth, he would have succumbed to exposure. The smell of fresh meat brings relentless scavengers from everywhere.
Once, a large vulture that flies too close to Dante is immediately snatched from the air by the wolf and nearly devoured whole.
As a devoted parent, she divides her time between hovering on top of Dante to keep him alive and then fighting off would-be predators. After a brief tussle with a hyena had proven deleterious to him, the message had been established loud and clear—stay away. Do not venture closer. This is sacred territory. The only beasts large enough to subdue the wolf anyway had most likely taken their fill on the numerous carcasses that were littered in a two hectare radius. Still, such an easy meal within grasp is hard to resist.
Chapter 9
Dante awakes the next morning, shivering uncontrollably. The wolf senses his discomfort and moves to give him body warmth. She is exhausted from the night before. Her motherly instincts however, push her past her basic physical limits. As a new mother, she dotes on the human child and will see to his every need.
Despite Dante’s agonizing suffering on every level, duty to his recently departed is of paramount importance. He needs to bury his mother, sister, and dog. He can’t leave them where they lie and expose them to mutilation by scavengers. Dante will not have it so. “Ye stay. Understand?”
Though sightless, Dante can sense the wolf’s tail wagging in affirmation. It is not imagined. He can hear and feel the undulations in the air, almost imperceptibly so, but palpable. His loss of sight has the effect of amplifying his other senses, almost supernaturally so. He can smell the meadow and hear the numerous vultures finishing off the corpses that are littered throughout the area. Dante has no trouble finding the assassin’s corpse. He has no shovel but does possess a sword. It will have to suffice. He pulls the sword out of its sheath and returns to his family, noting that the wolf has stayed put.
He begins to dig with the sword, which is cumbersome enough given his relatively small size and the fact that the weapon was forged for a grown man. Perpetually in tune with Dante, the wolf begins to dig, herself.
By midday, the two had dug a fairly deep hole. When he performs the difficult task of laying his family in the grave, fresh tears sting his eyes and he sobs, even as he finishes piling dirt on them.
“I have no flowers for ye both. Christ be with ye. Me mamma. Me sis. Ye go now to heaven. I know not why I was spared. If it be the Lord’s will to see ye avenged, then so be it. Twas spared for a reason. Until I see ye both again. I love ye. Always will. Me heart will burn always.” Fresh tears stain his cheeks. He casually wipes them away.
The fact that his family does not receive a proper burial to which they are entitled only adds to his misery. Though he knows it borders on sacrilege, Dante swears an oath to avenge their deaths. He knows that someone ordered their deaths, his especially. He only has a name. The falcon.
Dante smells a familiar and pleasant smell that reminds him of home. He walks out to the source, reaches out and feels the familiar budding flower and its thick stem, which is so strong and resilient, it has to be cut with a knife. The plant is beautiful, useful in many applications and can grow almost anywhere. It is safe to eat and can be used in the base of cooking flour. It is the camillia plant. Dante knows what he will call the wolf. Her name is Camillia, the most renowned and resilient of wolves. “Camillia, come hither.” The dog responds and nuzzles her large stout into his open arms.
After several hours at the grave site crying, dehydration and survival instincts prompt Dante into action. He goes back to the fortwagon to retrieve necessary supplies. This time the distance is much too far for him to navigate on his own. Even if he could see, he would still find it difficult to reach the wagon. The forest is a perilous place, especially at night. Camillia senses this and leads the way.
Her sense of direction is extraordinary. When he does make an error, she is quick to correct him with a nudge of her stout or a bite on his smock in order to lead him in the right direction.
They barely make it to the fortwagon before dusk. Once there, Dante begins to collect useful items for survival. With a dagger that he had taken from one of the dead, he cuts several strips of clothing and collects them. They will be indispensable for keeping him warm. He takes several friction rods and beaver fat, which can be used to start a fire and sustain it for long periods of time.
He would have found it impossible to find any of the objects on his own. Camillia, as usual, senses his purpose and directs him with a nudge of her snout. He needs only to say an object and then think about it and she directs him to it. Their bond appears to be telepathic.
He finds an assortment of cooking utensils, cutlery, branding rods and hunting knives, a sling shot, paper, kindling, pots of jams, dried meats (which Dante eats greedily and readily shares with Camillia), loafen, queso and starch pudding, which is in solid form, but when heated can be eaten as a custard.
Dante finds two large knapsacks and deposits all these items into them. They sleep in the fortwagon until morning. With the door locked, it is unnecessary for Camillia to keep a vigil and so she sleeps soundly but not more than a couple of feet from her new adoptee.
Dante sleeps peacefully, dreaming of his family and their happy life together. Unfortunately, he routinely awakes to the harsh reality of his miserable existence with his family dead and the realization brings uncontrollable hysterics.
And when he is too exhausted to cry any further, sleep overtakes him. His subconscious state has not aligned with his present state and the horrendous circumstances he is in, so he is jarred back into reality upon waking, causing him to relive the nightmare over and over again.
Camillia empathizes with him and whimpers when the boy awakes. In his dream state he still retains sight and waking up without it plunges him further into misery. His only refuge is his newly appointed guardian. She is the only thing keeping him from the abyss.
Despite the excruciating pain that afflicts Dante psychologically and emotionally, he is pragmatic, resilient, and determined to survive. He truly believes that God has spared him for a reason. A part of him wants to live for the sole purpose of exacting revenge on those that ordered the death of him and his family. Another part of him rebels against this destructive mentality. He is only a boy and justice is better left to those who are in authority.
His father is the advisor to the king. The king will seek justice for what has happened to Dante on behalf of his father. His father who was nowhere to be found when his sister and mother were viciously murdered. His father who was nowhere to be found when Dante had nearly been killed himself and lost his sight. His father who abandoned them.
The longer that Dante ponders these things, the harder it is for him to reconcile his feelings towards him. How could his father desert him like this? Why was he forced to leave him like he did? A deep knot in his stomach churns relentlessly and sends torrents of pain throughout his body. The pain is sharp and brings fresh tears to his eyes. Dante is intuitive enough to know that there is more to the story that he doesn’t know, but at the moment, he hates his father. A seething rage envelops him in its grip like an aggressive cancer; he is powerless to stop it.
Eventually, rage gives way to sorrow, and sorrow gives way to more hysterical sobs. When he has his fill of crying, he gets up. He becomes proactive. If he is going to survive, he will need to plan. First and foremost, he cannot stay here. They are too close to the road. If anyone is following up with the status of the assassins, Dante will be vulnerable, a sitting duck. He is a marked boy and he cannot trust anyone except his guardian.
With both knapsacks completely full of survival gear, Dante and Camillia leave the vulnerable comfort of the fortwagon and search for a safer haven. He puts his faith completely in her paws. She is a survivor and will find suitable shelter. Still, Dante leaves with some misgivings, knowing that he will be that much further from civilization. “Find shelter girl,” he says.
The command is unnecessary. Camillia leads the way and when Dante ventures too far off her path, she is quick to correct him by brushing up against his legs and aiming him in the right direction.
In one instance, Dante narrowly averts a patch of poison ivybristle. It would not have been a lethal mistake, but the stinging barbs from the poisonous thorns would have caused painful, itchy welts, lasting for days. Camillia’s incredible sense of smell ascertains all this and her maternal instincts causes her to act with expediency, as she would with any of her cubs.
Camillia knows exactly where they need to go. Up the side of a rocky plateau, set inside an outcropping are situated several small caves. The climb will be a laborious one, but it is set far enough away from the road to be a suitable haven, and yet not so far away as to be impractical and burdensome for retrieving game.
In addition, the vantage point will allow them to observe potential predators who venture too closely.
The climb is a treacherous one for Dante, who nearly slips several times. Camillia takes for granted her own physical attributes and traverses the steep slope easily. Her paws are knobby, allowing a sure-footed grip on the steep slope, much like the billy jacks, and her retractable claws can further adhere to the rocky outcropping.
Unfortunately, Dante is not so well equipped. Several times, she doubles back in order to ensure that he is progressing sufficiently. The boy perseveres relentlessly, despite being exhausted and weighed down with two large knapsacks.
After a couple hours of climbing, Dante and Camillia finally make it to the top of the plateau and find a suitable cave. Several of the caves are filled with burrowing bange wolverines, the largest and most vicious of rodents. Despite only being forty pounds, they are quite formidable, and have been known to attack and kill full grown men.
They can burrow, jump over eight times their length and have razor sharp claws which can tear through tree bark. Their teeth are equally menacing and sharp. A small boy would be no match for a group of them. Fortunately, he has Camillia and she would make quick work of them if they ventured too close to their domicile.
Dante and Camillia make camp inside their cozy little cave. Fortunately, it is buffeted against the harsh winds. Still, the fact that it is getting late makes it nearly unbearable inside the cave. Forlorn, cold, hungry and disheveled, Dante musters all the energy he has and makes a rudimentary bed of the clothing that he acquired at the fortwagon.
He wraps himself up in a smock, shivering uncontrollably and then begins to cry, unaccustomed to the severe cold and bitter darkness. Camillia senses his need and immediately curls herself around Dante, a task easily accomplished thanks to Dante’s fetal position. He grabs a hold of her and sleeps that way all night, crying intermittently as he awakes to his nightmarish existence over and over again. As he does, he hugs her even tighter. Despite being uncomfortable at times, Camillia does not move from that position all night.
The next day, Dante awakes with Camillia to begin the day. Rather than dwell on his anguish and afflictions, he sets a course for survival. He eats some of the dried meats from his knapsack and drinks water and then shares it with his guardian.
She will need strength reserves since she is the sole provider, once the rations had been used. He retrieves the friction rod and makes a fire, which he ignites with beaver fat and then sustains with dense moss wood. The fire will last for the remainder of the day.
That day they survey their environment in its entirety, which requires traversing down the treacherous slope. Going down is actually much easier and Dante feels more invigorated, having eaten. To his surprise, he hears and smells a fresh brook not far away. Once they reach it, he fills up the water moccasin. Camillia laps up the fresh water greedily and Dante takes his fill also.
He catches a mental glimpse of jumping trout in the stream. Camillia perks up her ears in response. Astonishingly, Dante seems to have picked up the mental projection from Camillia. Holding up one of her massive paws, she retracts her claws and then pounces, splashing in the water. In a deft move, she hooks a fish with her claw and then transfers it to her mouth. She then drops the fish in front of Dante, as if in deference.
Though Dante does not visually witness the events, he nevertheless senses it. And when he is presented with the fish, he picks it up and tears off a branch in which to hook it on. So far, so good. Within a few short hours, they had found suitable drinking and cooking water and a source for easy meals.
Dante and Camillia further scrutinize their surroundings and he is fortunate, with the strength of Camillia’s nose to find a halenut bush which have several small halenuts, ready to be picked. The halenut is a very resilient and hard nut, which cannot be opened by hand. One can use a blunt object to crack the shell and eat the meaty, appetizing core. One can sustain themselves for days, even weeks with halenuts, and their small size can easily be carried on long journeys.
Dante possesses more than a rudimentary knowledge of local plants, herbs and fruits and what is safe to eat and not. Unfortunately, without sight he will be at a clear disadvantage. He will have to rely on Camillia’s powerful nose to steer him away from poisonous and inedible food.
Dante and Camillia return to the cave. As night brings the inevitable cold throughout the valley, Dante is buffeted by the sustained fire. Each succeeding day becomes slightly easier. If he can survive the next several months, he believes that he can sustain himself perpetually. The thought brings an uncontrollable shiver down the course of his spine. He loves his new doting guardian with all his heart, but the possibility of life without people sends him into a fit of melancholy where he cries incessantly and rocks himself back and forth.
He holds on to the belief, however remote, that he is destined to be rescued. The other voice in his head also alerts him to the fact that the wrong people can find him as well and he could be murdered. The man who had ordered his death is still out there, his orders, unfulfilled. That voice tells him that he is better off staying here where he is under the care of a powerful and formidable guardian. Out there, they will both be vulnerable to men of iron with hard purpose.
And as inevitable as the sun sets in the sky, the winter makes its way to the Siemen Valley and the bitter cold that comes with it. Despite being cold most of the time, Dante survives. At night, he says a prayer to God and then he takes out his figurine of Merlin, saying a prayer to it also. He feels foolish for doing so, but hopes his prayers will reach him.
Chapter 10
The day had begun as pedestrian as any other in the life of Sylvia, but it did not end that way. The morning of the massacre was as vivid as any other happy time in the girl’s life and it was imprinted on her psyche as stubbornly as an image is imprinted on a coin; for it was the last wholesome memory she had of her childhood before it shattered.
Her father had woken her up for school that morning and made a breakfast of eggscramble and porridge fiber just as he had every morning. The family had eaten together and then she was off to school, but not before kissing her mother goodbye and saying the obligatory ‘I love ye’s.’
Then father had loaded up the fortwagon for the day’s work at the steam mill and was off. Mother stayed behind at home with the farm and the two dogs, Wally and Sherman.
On the way to school, father questioned them about their studies and inquired if they were getting along with the kids at school. They responded that they both had. He then got really quiet and feigned nervousness. He asked the girls if they had heard something. They responded that they didn’t but listened intently for several seconds. Suddenly, their father lets out a loud fart.
Sylvia giggles hysterically, while her older sister rolls her eyes, but reluctantly joins in on the laughter.
It is a crude joke and one done many times at the chagrin of Mother, who considers it immature and uncouth. Nevertheless, it still brings shrill laughter to her and her sister.
Her father kisses her and her sister goodbye; it is the last kiss he will ever give them. And then they make their way to school.
The town of Misalia is a medium sized one and boasts a flourishing economy and a large, modern school house. Instead of all the children having to congregate into one small school room, there are several grade levels, accommodating children from varying ages. Her sister Adele is in the upper grade and nearing completion of her education. She has dreams of being a medicine woman and finding work in the city of Corith.
Several loud gunshots precede the school bell ringing. Who had fired those guns and in such proximity to the school? Some surmised that it had something to do with the Steam mill. Others just assumed that some miscreant had gotten a hold of some fireworks and was setting them off.
For the first few seconds, the children merely look around at each other, shrug their shoulders and resume their walk. Another set of shots ring out and these shots appear to be even closer. The children stop dead in their tracks.
Sylvia never forgets what happened after that. The moment is utterly surreal. When she looks at her teacher, her gaze is locked in place at the horrific scene unfolding, a look of consternation slowly turning to terror. “Inside children, now! Hurry!” As Sylvia and her sister look back, she sees a group of riders who are in a deadly shoot out. There are several constables in the town and Sylvia knows some. They are neighbors, extended family. They are clearly trying to defend their small town from the horde of deadly shooters; but unfortunately they are overwhelmed.
Without thinking, her sister grabs her arm and begins to run with her towards the school house. Many of the children are now running at a frantic sprint and some trip and fall along the way. Adele cannot help them. Her sister is her primary concern.
Fortunately for the stragglers, the teacher is deeply obligated to her students and will not have one of them left behind. She yells at them, desperately hoping to instill a sense of urgency. She runs for one in particular.
Sylvia is still paralyzed from the waist up, her feet seeming to run of their own accord and match the speed of her sister. Despite terror seizing her in its clutches, she can’t help but to look at the horrific scene. The last image of the school yard are indelibly burned into her retinas forever. Her teacher, Mrs. Goddfried, picks up a small boy no older than seven and begins to race with him back to the school house.
As she is running, a shotgun blast shoots right through her and the boy, expelling her lifeless corpse through the air and across the yard. The teacher’s torso is positioned at an impossible angle against her legs, as if she were attempting some contortionist act. Intestines and blood gush from the hole in her midsection.
Sylvia is no longer frozen in place. She expels a shrill and prolonged scream that could have broken eardrums, were someone close enough. After that moment, everything is so surreal that it fogs her memory. Perhaps her memory is repressed. Perhaps it is for the best. She has a vague recollection of hands grabbing her, and her sister being hauled off by force and screaming for her. She doesn’t remember crying.
The survivors of the massacre are children and women. The women are kept for morale purposes, to entertain the troops and reward them with the spoils of war. They are raped repeatedly. The men are butchered, alongside their teenage sons, who could pose a viable threat. The angst of teenage boys could induce them into seeking retribution. The children can be used as leverage in negotiations and sold into slavery.
The Visi-Gauls were in direct competition with Herod for the coal mines spreading across the Gobe Desert to the north and the Asterlands to the west. These mines were owned by various tribes along the unincorporated Terraban Territory. The Tribes were migrating from the desert lands and heading west to the Sea of Aspen Way, where temperate climates and an abundance of forested lands could better sustain them. The Tribes of the Terraban Territory are not materialistic and did not care about the bounty of profit that could be extracted from the mines.
However, the tribes desperately needed the funds of the sale from the land in order to travel to the west. It would be an expensive and perilous journey. Adding to the cost was the fact that they would have to travel briefly across Orachain lands to make their journey. The Orachain would allow humans to pass through their lands, but only if proper coin was given as a toll. This could be a hefty sum.
Since so many interested parties present themselves, they were forced to establish an auction for the land. Herod, the richest man in the empire, easily won the auction and had full rights. This did not rest well with Jason and the Visi-Gauls, who felt they were unfairly thwarted; their bid of ten thousand gold pence was more than sufficient to secure their claim.
The rules of the land dictated a silent auction and each attendee was allowed to bid twice over a two day period. Herod, the cunning entrepreneur, knew well what each participant had in their possession, with the help of Morgana and spies. Knowing the highest bid, he simply bid higher and won the auction.
Jason tried to reason with Herod, but he was inexorable; he could not be moved to reason. Herod offered that Jason could simply match his price plus ten percent and then he would take twenty percent profit from the mines. Insulted, Jason concluded the negotiation by threatening Herod, who merely smiled sardonically in response.
Several more attempts to negotiate with Herod proved unsuccessful. Eventually, Jason gave Herod an ultimatum: consider a reasonable offer, or we will invade the Siemen Valley. Jason knew it was a weak point in the republic. (Herod had made the inadvertent slip—or was it? The bulk of the forces were in the northern territory.) Jason would not risk open war with Meneleaus, but Meneleaus was a cautious king whose first instinct would be to negotiate. When confronted with the conflict between Herod and Jason, the Council would be forced to consider a reasonable offer that would secure the realm, or so Jason surmised.
Jason had learned many of the weaknesses in the republic. No force was large enough in the western territories to thwart Jason. He will venture to Corith and linger at the shipping hub of Khatul, menacingly threatening to cut off their main harbor to the Indie Ocean. He will sack the small towns along the way, their fate nothing more than collateral damage. Then he will send emissaries to the council to negotiate with by telegraph. Meanwhile, his formidable force of nine thousand will plunder relentlessly.
Part 2 The Brotherhood
Chapter 11
Dexterous, gifted fingers make their way over the piano keys seamlessly, producing a haunting melody that is so moving it routinely brings tears to the eyes of the man playing it. Slowly, he begins to build towards to the crescendo of the piece. His wolf, Shadow, sits nearby, captivated. Like his namesake, he shadows his guardian continuously, having been with him since he was a boy.
They are intrinsically linked, so much so that his master does not even bother to give verbal commands. He merely sends them telepathically. And like an obedient dog, Shadow complies. Shadow feels his guardian’s burgeoning anticipation of the conflict to come underneath his conscious and knows he will follow him into battle.
Wherever their campaign takes them, Shadow will be there. Unconditionally. Relentlessly. Obediently. He is the embodiment and culmination of the canine’s greatest attributes.
Like his master, he has an iron tenacity and a fierce loyalty to his pack and nothing could deter him. This is the calm before the storm and Shadow enjoys the repose as much as his guardian.
Their moment comes to an abrupt halt as Germanicus walks into the chamber hall, accompanied by his wolf, Shep. Like Shadow, Shep has been with his master, Germanicus since he was a boy and shadows the Dotore constantly. Germanicus’ dour expression could have offended the dead.
Merlin senses him coming long before he enters. The music abruptly stops. Germanicus holds a telegraphed sheet of parchment. Despite the brevity of the note, he seems to be staring at it for quite a length of time.
“The Visi-Gauls have attacked Misalia, Merlin. Jason knew of our weaknesses and he was quick to capitalize on it; as you have foreseen. And, as you have also foreseen, there is no squadron anywhere in the vicinity to thwart them. Me guess is that they will make haste to Khatul to block our route to the Indie Ocean, stifling and disrupting trade routes and our economy to boot.”
Merlin stands up from his bench slowly, seeming to consider everything that Germanicus says, his expression nonchalant; though it is difficult to determine, considering the fact that his eyes are obscured behind his small, oval shaped glasses.
Merlin sighs. “Twould have me head cleared, Germanicus. Shall we reconvene to the target room?”
“Now?” asks Germanicus, clearly irritated.
Merlin nods. “Ai.”
They walk out from the gymnasium and into a smaller hall that has many targets arranged on the white, alabaster walls. Merlin puts on a shiny black vest, which has many compartments that are filled with throwing daggers. In a lightning quick move, he reaches for two daggers and twirls them around his hands so fast they seem to float in midair. His hands are a blur to the naked eye.
Seconds later, the two daggers are propelled at gunshot speed at their respective targets. “You would have target practice at this moment?” asks Germanicus.
“Twould have me head cleared.”
“The situation demands hard palaver. You ken?”
Merlin nods. “Ai. Then let us speak. This place is as good as any.”
“We could call an emergency meeting of the council. They could vote in—”
“Two days?” asks Merlin.
“Germanicus, by the time they could muster a force, several hundred more men will be slaughtered, their children sold into slavery and their women raped.”
“Borga is only three days from here. We could muster a force of at least 1,000 men. Several of the local constables would lend hand to our aid.”
“And in doing so, we would permit Jason free reign for two weeks. That is a dead end.”
“Faline is only two days away.”
Merlin shakes his head. In another lightning quick move, he throws a couple more daggers. “Not good enough, Germanicus.”
“It will take three weeks to raise a force to contend with him. You know this.”
“Ai. Know it well, brother.”
“Doesn’t leave us many options, Merlin.”
“It leaves us, Germanicus.”
Germanicus laughs.
“Have you ever known me to be tripe?” Merlin asks with righteous indignation.
“No.” Germanicus rubs his hands through his lock of sandy blond hair, his classic pensive gesture. “Are you suggesting the ten of us here engage an army of nine thousand men?”
“Am not suggesting anything, brother. I’m commanding it. Summon the brethren.”
Germanicus looks at Merlin dubiously, but reluctantly nods his head. “Ai, Merlin. Twill do. You do have a plan?”
Merlin smiles. He picks up two more daggers and throws them seamlessly, his hands never seeming to touch them at all. “I am the Merlin, brother.”
Merlin walks away. Germanicus looks at the target. Merlin had thrown twelve daggers at the target. He looks at it, amazed at his extreme marksmanship. Each dagger hit the target perfectly. The first one hit dead center in the middle. The following daggers are all embedded into the handle of the other one preceding it in a straight line.
Germanicus shakes his head, marveling at the impossible display of skill.
Merlin and Germanicus make their way out of Merlin’s meditation chamber and into the hall of the domicile of the Confederate Knighthood, a purpose-built structure. Large, maroon bricks accompanied by ironwood walls painted white make up the interior of the house. Soothing, light colors that help clear the mind and relax the body are favored over bright and rich hues.
In many ways, this is a monastery devoted to the extremely selective recruitment of the Confederate Knighthood, the most prestigious knighthood in the world.
Many young boys are recruited under its walls and most do not make it past a year. Sometimes as many as fifteen hundred are initiated into the program, but less than a dozen will make the final cut. Most are removed. Some leave of their own accord, the brutal training too much to endure. Their selection criteria is nearly impossible to live up to.
Germanicus summons the brethren. They all meet in the vestibule leading to the sacrosanct chamber, the place reserved for them where they go to pray. Savelle, the Carthanian, master bowman; Syrus, a local Lycenean; Atticus, a Dorakian; Ithicus, the master with the Scythe; Domithicus, the Statesman; Justinian the Freedom Rider, a name he inherited from his father; Cotteroy, the Curd and friend and blood brother to Justinian; and Jamison, the Luddite are all in attendance. As is customary with The Brotherhood, they are accompanied by their respective wolves. “Brothers,” says Germanicus. “We are well met.”
They respond in unison, “Ai, brother. Well met.”
Merlin nods solemnly to them. They take careful note of his demeanor and can decipher purpose in the most subtle of gestures. They all know. They are going to war.
Merlin speaks. “Hard purpose brings us together. Jason and the Visi-Gauls have laid siege to towns in the Siemen valley, hoping to induce us into re-negotiating for the mines in Vespa. This campaign is not to protect the holdings of members of the Senate. It is to protect the people. We cannot sit idly by for negotiations while hundreds of innocents are slaughtered, children sold into slavery. Twill not abide. We will terminate this threat. Hear me words and concur.”
“Ai,” they say.
Syrus, the worrisome one of the group, voices his misgivings. “What of reinforcements? Have heard rumors, so I have. A force of seven thousand.”
Merlin is quick to correct him. “Twould put it more at nine.”
Syrus’ eyes dilate to twice their size. “And what of backup? Reinforcements?” he asks.
“As usual, twill be briefed of me plan on a need to know basis. Twould not have you follow me into such a battle if I had not planned accordingly.”
“So, you do have a plan?” Asks Syrus in relief.
Merlin smiles. “Am I not the Merlin?”
Savelle, Syrus’ closest friend in the group, pats him on the back playfully. “Don’t worry, brother. Twill try and not shoot your dick off.” The room erupts in much needed laughter. Even Syrus, the recipient of the jest, reluctantly joins in.
Merlin is quick to end the playfulness. “Gentleman. Hard purpose demands hard prayer. Lest we forget why we do what we do, join me in the chamber.” They walk to the entrance and look solemnly at the ironwood cross hanging in front of it. They all bow and genuflect before entering.
The sacrosanct chamber’s interior is small compared to the large church where Merlin serves as the head priest and sermonizes to a crowd of nearly two thousand. This chamber is for the brethren. None of the ornate and brightly hued works of art that festoon the main temple are present here.
It is austere, a place of contemplation, focus, and prayer, a place where the brethren connect with God and each other to complete the monumental tasks that are set before them. The pews are simple wooden benches and the kneeling pads are connected to the pews through metal bearings that are pulled out when the recipient latches on to them.
Merlin is the first to enter. The others follow with heads bowed in deference and respect. A large iron sepulchered cross with a clay statue of Christ in the throes of agony is the only adornment that hangs in the chamber.
Astonishingly, even the wolves are bowing their heads. The fact that this is a sacred, worshipful moment is not lost on them.
Merlin is the first to pull out his rosary. A small ornate cross hangs at its center. Twelve black onyx beads are connected on a pure silver chain. Despite their small size, the beads boast an incredibly detailed scene of each station of the Cross. Sepulvedes, the Elder, heir to the master Mavidian, had spent two painstaking years crafting the rosaries.
Despite the robust economy in Lycenea, few can afford such expensive precious metal jewelry. The Brotherhood are the only recipients of jewelry this special. Selfless and non-materialistic, they allow themselves few worldly possessions. This is one of the exceptions.
The remaining brethren pull out their rosaries and begin to twirl them around in their hands. Merlin is the first to speak. “Jesus Christ, our Savior, first knight, we beseech you Lord. The task that has been laid before us is one that is fraught with many perils. Guide us. Watch over us in the quest that you have laid before us. You have molded us to great purpose. See us through to victory as we attempt to do your will.”
The other follow suit. “Ai, me lord.”
Merlin continues. “Redeemer, Savior, First Knight, You are the light that guides us. Give us the power to illuminate those that accept you and vanquish those that oppose you. You are our namesake.”
When Merlin concludes the prayer, he genuflects and walks out. As they exit the chamber, he addresses his men. “Brethren, I do wish you a good night and good sleep. Twill see you in the morning before dawn.” He turns to go. The brethren disperse.
Germanicus walks after him. “Merlin, may I have word?”
Merlin turns around to him. “If it’s a quick one.”
“The other brethren are gone. Know well your penchant for tight lips.”
“Loose ones topple empires. You ken?”
“Allay me misgivings, Merlin. I know ken you have plan. Would you speak of it to me, most trusted friend?”
“And if you’re captured behind enemy lines and tortured for the intelligence? Twould not put our mission in such jeopardy.”
“But I am your best friend.”
“And not above the needs of our country. Or our mission. You ken this well.”
Germanicus sighs. “If I could have a moment.”
“No time for one,” says Merlin. “I am going to spend one last night with me mate before our quest takes us. It may be our last chance.”
“Perhaps you would comfort an old friend.”
“I am not your nursemaid, brother, and I am not impervious to fear. It is what we do in the face of great fear that makes us knights. You ken?”
Germanicus nods. “Ai.”
“Enjoy this repose as I will.”
Merlin turns to go as Germanicus sighs in frustration. He goes home and makes love to his wife one last time before his quest takes him away (and possibly his life as well). He cradles Chelsea and strokes her head affectionately. Hours before sunrise, he goes out into the night for one last stop at the house of his mentor, Vangelis.
Chapter 12
Merlin goes out into the cold, foggy night, with Shadow in tow. The fog is thick and menacing, but seems to yield to Merlin somewhat as he walks through the town square to the home of his great mentor, Vangelis. It is two hours before dawn. Merlin has slept for perhaps only two hours. It is all that he needs.
He attempts to knock on the massive polyhock door, which seems more fitting for a castle door. The wood has an immaculate veneered sheen, a maroon stain, and is a hotbed for a plethora of smells. Shadow sniffs at it, curious.
Merlin does not expect to find Vangelis up at this hour. He opens the door before Merlin can even knock. Merlin smiles at his old friend and extends his forearm in the traditional way. “Teacher, I cry pardon for the hour I have called upon you.”
Vangelis dismisses it with a wave of his hand. “You are always welcome here, Merlin, especially on the eve of the quest. Me quest days are over. These are your days. Would you come in for a bit?”
Merlin nods. “Twould say thankee, teacher.”
“You are privy?” asks Merlin.
“Ai, am indeed. Hard news travels fast. It is on the hearts and minds of all who are privy. You ken?”
Merlin sits in Vangelis’ incredibly comfortable leather couch in his tea room after Vangelis extends his arm to him. The décor is the epitome of restrained gaudiness, a place of creature comforts and indulgence once shunned by one of the greatest knights in their country’s history. It is a mesh of great history and unnecessary luxuries for a man beyond reproach. Since he came here as a boy, Vangelis has been like a father to him.
“Have some tea,” says Vangelis. “Twill clear a head and calm overactive nerves. You ken?”
Merlin takes it and sips. “I say thankee.”
They both sit in silence for several seconds, enjoying this brief repose. Merlin pats Shadow’s head affectionately. Vangelis own dog, Brufles, had died many years ago. Vangelis had outlasted all the other brothers he had fought alongside, the generation preceding King Meneleaus.
“Is he behind this?” asks Merlin.
Vangelis smiles. “You would expect answer? You ken well the answer. Behind every act of subterfuge lies the interloper. He sabotages, waits, plots, misleads, like a hindserpent in the shadows. But you must kill the puppet before the puppet master will reveal himself. I have something for you.”
Vangelis gets up and goes to a small wooden book rack. With a lock, he opens up two wooden doors and pulls out several wrapped up paintings. He hands them to Merlin. “Your enemies twill find these properly obscuring. You ken?”
Merlin nods. “Ai. Say thankee.”
Vangelis walks over to a large treasure trove chest. It is a large, auburn lacquered monstrosity, the veneer finish that once was as smooth as obsidian, now dull and lifeless, but dust free. It is Vangelis’ treasure chest. He opens it. The smell of oily residue, gun powder, and musty, dry leather evokes images of quests, long since gone.
Vangelis pulls out a gun belt. Like Merlin, Vangelis wore a gun belt with two holsters on his left side and a single on his right. The ivory grips are immaculate and polished, as is the barrel itself. It has been meticulously cared for.
Vangelis hands it out to Merlin. He takes it. “Put it on.”
In one seamless, preternaturally fast move, Merlin throws the belt on and, with his left hand, he twirls the gun rhythmically fast. It spins with such astonishing speed that it appears to leave his hands and float in midair in a mesmerizing display.
In the next moment, Merlin pulls the other gun and twirls it around simultaneously with the gun on his left hip. He re-holsters them.
He inspects the guns with his hands, marveling at the craftsmanship, the love of a man who was one with his weaponry. “They are beautiful. I’ll never forget the first time I beheld them. You used them in our first campaign together. Twas barely out of pubedom.”
“False humility does not suit you, Merlin. You had earned your guns. You were lead knight but not yet the Merlin.” Merlin nods. “Want you to have them,” says Vangelis.
Merlin looks dubious. “You ken?”
“Ai. They will find apt place in gifted hands. Me days of the quest are long gone. Take them in honor of me.”
“Honored to wear them, old friend.”
Merlin extends his forearm to Vangelis. Vangelis embraces him. “Come back to us, Merlin.”
“If God wills it, there will be manna,” says Merlin.
As the brethren make their way out of the house and into the street, they are greeted by a pervasive fog, which clings to the Menekin Valley and buffets the town from the cold that inevitably takes anchor with the coming of dawn. Even now, sensing the imminent sun, the fog begins to dissipate more quickly and retreat, sending palpable currents of billowing wind in the air.
The brethren are happy for the absence of any well-wishing town folk who would feel compelled to see them off on their journey. They love the town and its inhabitants, but always have misgivings about leaving them, despite the fact that dire circumstances demand it.
Oft times, they would linger too long, chatting and procrastinating and when they do leave, they would feel the inevitable tug on their heartstrings, a feeling that they are abandoning the very flock they are sworn to protect.
They load up their horses with the many supplies that will be needed, both for warfare and sustenance: knives, cooking utensils, porridge custard, dried meats, halenuts, friction rods, ocular devices, extra ammunition, a three channeled bow and arrow (the weapon of choice among the renowned bowman, Syrus), poisons, carving knives, apothecary supplies, special arrows, which can easily be assembled just before battle, and ammunition in great abundance.
Merlin loads up the oxenules with the heaviest of supplies. The massive beasts of burden, which are sired from both an oxen and mule, are larger than both. They can easily carry payloads which would have broken the back of even the hardiest of horses. They’re slower, but what they lack in speed they make up for in stamina. They will linger far behind the group at times, but close the distance when the rest of the group stops.
Merlin effortlessly unclasps his sword and pulls it out in one fluid motion, so quick that it appears to the naked eye to have just appeared in his hand. The other brethren follow suit. “To Christ. To love. To the flock. To maintaining peace and upholding our chivalric duties. I say in Christ. Amen.”
The other brothers respond immediately. “Amen.” Astonishingly, the wolves emit a loud, harmonious howl, indicating their synchronization with the campaign. They are able to control the pitch, volume, and frequency of the howl. They can sound menacing, lonely, or in this case, agreeable. Merlin turns towards Shadow. He nods. “Lead the way, boy.”
Chapter 13
After obliterating the town of Masalia, Jason continues onto to Brandenburg to further his campaign. A small squadron of republic loyalists had imprudently mounted an assault against him and he was quick to eliminate them. Despite their size, they had still managed to kill a number of his troops, but they were still close to eighty-five hundred strong. And none of his prized cavalry were injured in the melee. It was better to have killed the infantry. They were little more than fodder for the campaign. Their strength lies in their numbers. A few dead means nothing to Jason.
Jason takes a few minutes and retreats to his meditation chamber. Unfortunately, he is not alone. Though he has been dead for many years, his late father Barneaus Skai is there waiting for him, judging him, watching his every move.
“The Merlin will come, son. Set watch and warrant, twill muster all that he can to thwart you.”
“Ken well, father.”
“And what, pray tell, are ye to do about him?”
“What concern is it to me of a few rebel knights?”
“A few rebel knights?! These are no childish rebel knights, pubes with malicious intent. These are time-tested, battle-born soldiers with skills none of your own possess. Ye ken?”
“These mines are me birthright. They belong to us. This is our legacy! Our heritage!”
“Merlin doesn’t care about your heritage or your legacy. He has none. He came from nothing. He was a slave in the worst, most horrendous place imaginable, whilst ye suckled from gold-plated tit.”
“Do have me measures, Father.”
“Oh, do ye now?”
“Ai.”
“Merlin is the deadliest soldier on the planet. But it is not his physical prowess that makes him so dangerous. It is the man’s wits above all else. Set watch and warrant it, twill bring them in full force.”
“What do ye suggest, father?”
“Treat him as ye would a king. He is worthy of no less.”
“Treat a slave as I would a king?”
“Only if ye wish to live, boy and prove the victor.”
That word is especially demoralizing to Jason. He is no boy. Before he can utter a retort, his father is gone.
He walks back to his tent to check on his latest prize—a young, beautiful, supple girl of about fifteen. She is well developed, having an ample bosom and yet still retains an athletic and slim physique. She is perfect. As usual, she cringes every time he walks into his chamber and tries in vain to hold back tears. She constantly whimpers in his presence, making him rock hard. Jason loves when girls resist.
Consensual sex does not compare to rape. Jason prefers to take what he wants—the younger the better. Adele was obviously a virgin when he first penetrated her and her initial screams brought his pleasure to new and dizzying heights. He came in her time and time again until exhaustion finally took him late in the night.
He will manipulate her now, using her love for her sister as a weapon. He’s always thinking of the future. He has several children he could sell into slavery. They would all bring in a hefty price if sold to the right party. Unfortunately, if most of the children are so traumatized they appear catatonic, they will not fetch as much. He will need Adele to bolster their morale.
For obvious reasons, he cannot ask such of his men. He sits down on the cot that they both share. As usual, when he sits down, she cringes and averts her gaze. He touches her cheek, feigning sympathy. “Me beauty. Ye are so beautiful, Adele.” She turns her head away in disgust.
“Some of the children are not doing well, Adele. They could use an older child to stifle their cries, show them some compassion. Will ye help me in this?”
“Ye are my warden and I am sworn to ye, so I am. I want to see me sister.” Tears cascade down her cheeks at the mention of her.
Jason appears to ponder it. “Perhaps something could be worked out.”
She looks at him, a gleam of hope straightens her furrowed brow. She wipes away tears. “Ye promise?”
“I didn’t promise. I say only that perhaps something could be worked out. Twill consider your request. Will that suffice for the time being?”
“Ai. Twill have to, so it will.”
Jason reaches out for Adele but is abruptly stopped. “Your grace.”
Commander Marcus Attilus walks into his chamber, a look of concern on his face. The man is a nervous, overly-cautious ninny at times. Marcus inherited the post long before Jason had come to the throne. His father had appointed him to the title. They were similar in their disposition, preferring to gain intelligence and then contemplating a course of action instead of acting instinctively. At times, he was a victim of his own caprice.
Marcus is not someone Jason would have considered for such a high command. Still, the man is intelligent, revered by his troops, and his prudency had paid off many times. Being extemporaneous by nature, it is a good balance for Jason to have someone on the other end of the spectrum.
“What great calamity now so concerns ye, Commander?”
“How long do you expect to stay here at this juncture, sire?”
“Until we receive word from the council that negotiations are under way. Two weeks at most, why do ye ask?”
“Sire, we are vulnerable where we are. “
“From whom? The army of the north is the closest within vicinity and they are more than four weeks away. They could surely obliterate us, but it would take a month to travel and plan for an assault. And they do nothing without the authorization of the council. The council will have no other choice but to deal with me.”
“And what of the Confederate Knights, sire?”
“There are perhaps a dozen in the vicinity. They couldn’t have mustered more than a few hundred in such a span. And we are talking about a dozen men. I don’t care how formidable they are. The very idea is ludicrous. A dozen men against—”
“Pardon me sire, but we don’t know how many of them there are. And Merlin is not one to trifle with. The man has more tricks than a sorceress. He is intelligent and formidable beyond all reasoning. I would suggest prudent measures.”
“Such as?” Jason looks at the commander condescendingly, as if he were an imbecilic child.
“We could set up watch towers and man them continuously. Lude blocks are cheap, easy to assemble and will require minimal manpower. They could be assembled in less than a day. We would have a great vantage point to spy any would-be intruders. “
Jason appears to consider the matter. “I suppose it would be prudent to implement a few counterattack measures. See it done. Send an expert infantry unit to guard that perimeter as well. We will choke off any would-be vantage points. Monitor their progress continuously. Does that suffice, Commander?”
The captain visibly relaxes and lets out a sigh that had been building in him for some time. “Very prudent, sire.”
“Let them come. If the Confederate Knights believe they can penetrate into our borders, we will make quick work of them.”
(2)
The need to be expedient is not outweighed by the need to ensure that their large beasts of burden are properly rested and fed. As a result, they traverse more slowly than they would have under other circumstances, much slower than Merlin would have wanted. Still, the oxenule make good time, despite the fact that they are carrying such an ample load.
Frequently, Merlin has to double back to ensure that they are keeping up. And so, after traveling about twenty-two miles for the first day, the group makes camp at a clearing in the dense steppe.
The day had grown increasingly warmer, almost uncomfortable at times; by nightfall, the temperature had dropped sufficiently to cause shivers in the group. Merlin lights a fire without the use of a friction rod. The others shake their heads in wonder. The man has mysterious ways about him and the rest of the group reflects on the fact that, much like the original Merlin, he is also an enigmatic figure.
The brethren, despite being pious and followers of Christ, nevertheless believe in logic and are not superstitious by nature. They favor pragmatism, logic, and science over the mysterious, supernatural, and ethereal forces of nature; so they are naturally weary and ambivalent towards their gifted leader. Still, one fact remains irrefutable. He is the most capable among them. Only he can lead them against such odds.
Although gregarious and extroverted at times, Merlin can also be reclusive and taciturn. He sits and faces the stars, petting Shadow’s large head affectionately. Their silhouettes give off a warm, comforting glow that only Merlin can feel.
Germanicus is the first to broach the subject that is heavy on all their minds. “Merlin, I am sure you have some sort of plan, but for the benefit of Syrus, could you perhaps share your plan with the rest of us.” Germanicus says this teasingly and looks towards Syrus, who returns his teasing manner with a look of exasperation. Light chuckles ensue from the rest of the brethren.
“Are you not also speaking for yourself, son of Diegemus?”
Germanicus concedes. “Ai.”
“I suspect that the Visi-Gauls will be plundering the town of either Brandenburg or Basain. Both towns are close enough to the port of Khatul, where they are hoping to disrupt the trades from that port. Most likely, they are plundering the town of Brandenburg as Basain is slightly off course from Khatul and it is further down in the Siemen Valley. This will be a treacherous course for such a large force. If Jason is as smart as I suspect, he will opt for Brandenburg. In fact, I am betting on it. If they are in Brandenburg, then we will reach them at dawn on the morning of the third day, at our current rate of travel. Before we get into Brandenburg, I have something to show you there that may make everything clear. At the least, it may allay the fears you are harboring.”
“We have always trusted you Merlin. I see no reason why we should not now,” says Savelle.
“As do I,” says Atticus.
“Are the rest of you satisfied then? Even the ninny agrees?” asks Merlin playfully.
“Hey now!” Protests Syrus. The others erupt in laughter.
“All kidding aside, Syrus, your mettle will be tested in three days and there is no one that I would trust more to have me back. Are you up for the challenge?”
“Set your mind and warrant it done,” says Syrus.
During the next few days, the brethren engage in little discourse. All know the gravity of the situation and what their duties entail. Their skills are exceptional, legendary, but they are up against such monumental odds. Germanicus had been beside Merlin during the Battle of Ultima, alongside Savelle, Justinian, Domithicus and two other members of The Brotherhood not in attendance in this expedition. One member Cordy, is presumed dead, and Alphonso is on expedition in the outer Republic, fighting the Corsico-Gauls with a several squadrons of the Northern army.
True to his word, the brethren reach the outer city limits on the third day, as Merlin had foretold. All are expert trackers and immediately recognize the tell-tale signs of a large force. Merlin signals with four fingers up and then hitches his thumb to the side. They are to go down the ravine towards the river and join him.
As they walk down the ravine, they see a large thicket of poison oakwood. Instinctively, they withdraw from it. Merlin does not. He leaps off his horse with the agility of an accomplished acrobatica and makes his way towards the thicket. It is especially overgrown and so thick that it is hard to see to the base.
When Merlin opens it up, however, a surprise awaits them. Several large ballistas are present. They are only partially assembled, but with some work, they can be assembled easily.
There are at least forty, perhaps more. And more surprising is the fact that Merlin is able to completely obscure them from view. Anyone venturing into the area would be repelled from the sight of the poison oakwood and would avoid it.
“Merlin, what of the poison oakwood?”
“Engineered this meself in lab. It’s not oakwood, although it looks similar and even has a similar smell. It is a mimic. It’s no more poisonous than a razzleberry patch. You can come in. Be mindful of the sharp thorns, though.” The others look at each other dubiously and shrug. They dismount their horses. Ever the resourceful inventor, Merlin is oft times in his lab, improving already existing technologies or inventing new ones himself.
“When did you put all this here, Merlin?” Germanicus asks.
“A few weeks ago.”
Syrus seems dubious. “Several weeks ago? But Merlin, we just received the telegram only three days ago. How could you have known?”
“Shall we say that I had strong suspicions that a turn of events would lead to this contingency.”
“But how?” asks Cotteroy.
“Don’t question Merlin’s hunches, Syrus. Twill only tax your small brain. Let the man remain an enigma and let us be thankful that we have him,” says Domithicus.
Upon closer inspection, it appears that they were way off on their initial estimate that the thicket contains only forty ballistas. There are far more. Many of the parts are so obscured inside, it is hard to see them.
“I noticed your absences over the last few weeks becoming more pronounced. I did not think to ask. I surmised it was Merlin just being Merlin. Twould never have guessed you were stockpiling an arsenal worthy of the Northern Army. “
Savelle and Syrus look around and spot another thicket about one hundred yards away. As they reach it, they notice a dark object inside. One would not have noticed unless they were actively looking for something. And of course, no one would venture too close to the oakwood. But it is unmistakable. There is something in there. They walk into the thicket, mindful of the sharp thorns. As they peer in, they notice the deadly tug-a boom.
The weapon is extremely powerful. Some would put large steel metal balls inside and fire them at advancing armies. It is a deadly tactic which does massive amounts of damage. Merlin favors a more deadly alternative that does more prolonged devastation. He will stick incendiary balls made up of large tortoise shells welded together.
Each ball has an incendiary mixture. Great impact to the ball will create a massive explosion. Beaver fat, turpentine, and the strong adhesive balax, comprise the mixture. Each ingredient is abundant and easily obtained.
The results are instantaneous and devastating. In the moment of impact, the ball explodes and anyone in the near vicinity will perish in a hail of explosive heat.
Those will be the lucky ones. Massive amounts of the incendiary mixture will pour out and drench the unlucky recipients. Painful and agonizing third degree burns will ensue.
Chapter 14
The following day is a busy one for the confederates. They spend the entire day connecting grooved filament rods to form working ballistas. Having extensive knowledge of engineering techniques, the brethren have no problem configuring the assembly, but it is nonetheless time consuming as there are literally hundreds of parts to scrutinize and assemble.
Savelle and Syrus, being the most organized of the group, surmise that they can be more efficient if they group together matching parts. Once several piles of matching parts are grouped together to form a complete group, the remaining brethren will work on assembling the weapons. The plan works.
Although it is initially painstaking work, by the end of the morning, Syrus and Savelle group together at least twenty-five ballistas with all their individual parts. Two other groups take the parts of a complete ballista and assemble it. By mid-afternoon, the brethren have assembled close to forty.
The wolves sit by their guardian counterparts and watch the proceedings, mesmerized by the bustle of activity and fervor. Their canine brains are incapable of grasping the intricacies of the project, but they are caught up in the moment of excitement. They know that something big is coming.
Merlin and Shadow travel down to the outer reaches of the invading army’s perimeter. Nothing about the situation surprises him. Jason is not stupid. A less intelligent leader would have overlooked The Brotherhood and shrugged them off like a bothersome fly. Although not delegating numerous soldiers to security protocol as an overkill, Jason is still cognizant of The Brotherhood’s formidable skills; and he clearly is not taking chances.
Three large lude block structures have been constructed on the outer banks of the Eukrades River, providing a beneficial vantage point. At seventy feet high, the towers have a viewpoint of several hectares, with the ability to see any approaching squadron, even a small one.
Massive oaks cluster together and under their canopy, dense, green shrub grass dots the knobby landscape. The geography could certainly provide some opportunities for clandestine warfare for a small crew, but Jason had foreseen this as well. Another forty men are positioned at likely vantage points.
The geography on the other side of the river is vastly different. Plateaus and hilly outcroppings rise precipitously high above the valley floor, making it all but impossible for a large invading army. Numerous narrow switchbacks and doglegs trails serve as the only path through this treacherous terrain.
A lesser man would have been daunted by the seemingly insurmountable tasks ahead. But where most men see a major impediment, Merlin sees opportunity. He smiles in hopeful anticipation, the last minute details of the plan beginning to form in his mind. Shadow senses his hopefulness and nudges his muzzle against his shoulder. Merlin returns the affection with a loving pat.
“You ready to go to war, old boy?” Shadow appears to nod.
(2)
Adele is a naive girl who is, at times, overly trusting and oblivious to the ways of wretched men. Growing up sheltered in a small town with a father that is overly protective but lenient and prone to giving his daughters nearly everything they asked for (assuming that it was in his power to give it), she grew up with an unwavering assumption that most men were benevolent and trustworthy. That assumption had been shattered.
Now her fantasy world had come crashing down and she is left vulnerable to the perils of vicious men. If it were not for her sister, Sylvia, Adele would have contemplated suicide. She could not bear to leave her sister under any circumstances; that would be unforgivable. Throughout the several days that she had been extracted from her happy life, Adele had been raped repeatedly by Jason.
His touch would make her skin crawl, as if spiders were making their way up her body. At least twice a day, he would rape her. And he was never nice about it. She would lay there crying pathetically and he would come to her and pounce.
He would not be satisfied with her just lying there. No, that would be too easy. Too kind a gesture from him. He loved it when she fought back. And if she sat there complacently, he would beat her until she complied with his request. She was left with little choice. She would have to fight back, humiliating herself further at his request or just prolong it.
Her only breaks were the few times that he would let her out to go wash herself. But this was done more for his benefit than hers. He would not desire her as much if she smelled bad. Her only other comfort was the fact that he did not pass around his trophy. Once, when necessity dictated his presence with a subordinate, a lowly guard ventured into his chamber and attempted to have her for himself. Jason returned unexpectedly.
Upon seeing him attempting to have his prized possession, he responded instantly and viciously. He yelled at the guard and produced a large billy club, which he used to pummel the man violently. Despite the guards’ vehement protests, Jason continued to beat the man, unrelenting in his ferocity and anger.
The man’s protests were cut off when he lost consciousness. Jason did not even stop then. He continued to beat the man, until he heard a loud break like a tree trunk snapping. It was the man’s skull breaking.
Despite the fact that the man tried to rape her, Adele still felt sorry for him. Once Jason had finished his beating, the man was nothing more than a bloody pulp of battered flesh
The cartilage inside his nose had been devastated and the skin hung precariously around his face in a flattened shape. One eye looked as if had been gouged out and the other eye socket had been shattered, closing in on the deformed eye.
The only thing that was keeping it from popping the eye ball was the fact that it was so severely puffed up from the beating. His cheekbones had been shattered, further caving in his face, as if some small arsenal had imploded inside his head. In short, the man was no longer recognizable as a human. Adele whimpered softly at the savagery of it.
Two guards were called in to remove the dead man from Jason’s chamber. He assured her that no one else would ever lay a hand on her. It was a small comfort for her. At least she knew what to expect from Jason. With someone else raping her, there was always an unknown variable. Would a new rapist do serious damage to her internally? Would he decide to kill her after it was done? Adele realized that she still very much wanted to live.
Perhaps there is a chance she can escape from this nightmare with her sister. It would require winning the unconditional trust of her rapist. Maybe if she played on his sadistic nature, she could win him over. If she gives in to his animal lusts, he may relent and allow her to see her sister. He did mention that she might be needed to tend to the restless children and pacify them until they could be sold into slavery.
Perhaps a bargain could be struck. The man was a sadistic manipulator and he would easily be able to spot a contrived act of compliance and graciousness on her part.
She would have to be a great actress and make him believe it. As she is contemplating her tactics, Jason walks into his chamber and looks at her, a salacious gleam in his eyes. She returns his lascivious look with a contemptuous sneer and then a vulgar gesture.
And then she picks up one of her shoes and throws it at him. He ducks from the blow and looks at her with shocked dismay. He looks ready to throttle her with a beating. She notices something else as well. His tight pantalones cannot obscure the bulging cock that rises up. He wants her.
He jumps on her and begins to pummel her repeatedly. To increase his desires, she bucks and fights him off with all her might. Within a couple minutes of this ‘foreplay,’ Jason roughly extracts her clothing and sticks his engorged cock inside her. He is so delirious with desire that he is already pre-cumming when he enters her, much to her relief. She constantly bears the vaginal irritation of not being properly lubricated.
Her tactic pays off. After only being inside her for a couple of minutes, Jason is unable to hold himself off and he shoots his load into her. The whole episode, while violent, is mercifully over in less than five minutes. He rolls off her, spent for the time being. She decides that now is the time to reason with him. “I know how ye like it, so I do. Permit me to see me kin and twill please ye as much as ye like.”
“Ye are in no position to make deals with the likes of me, wenchy. Twill take as I see fit.”
“Ai. Am your prisoner, as ye say, I am. But ye need me to pacify the children, so ye do. And I don’t have to fight ye. I can just lay there, and let ye take me. Let’s see how well your cock responds to a dead wench. Tis not much I ask for me compliance. Is it?”
Jason seems to consider her offer. He ponders and looks away. He knows that despite her demands and the fact that she is close to overstepping her bounds, she is right. He does need her to pacify the children. Perhaps he could permit her some privileges in exchange for sexual satiety.
“Ai. Twill allow ye to see your kin. Ye will have to tend to the young ’uns when I say so. Failure to obey me will result in serious sanctions. Do I make meself clear, wench?” She nods. As he says this last statement, he grabs her face threateningly. He laughs and slaps her hard.
He dresses and goes to the tent door, looking at her longingly. She turns away from him in disgust, playing the part well of the rebellious wench who would retaliate against her rapist. Her revulsion she portrays, however, is no act. She loathes the man and would give anything to stick a hot poker in his eye socket.
“Ye will accompany me to dinner tonight so I may show all me men what they can never have. Afterwards ye will accompany me here so I may have me way with ye. If ye behave as ye shall and please me as ye shall, twill let ye see your kin.” She looks back at him, a twinkle of hope in her eyes.
Jason ponders that he would like to break her of all her hope and diminish her to a point of despair. But with that, she might succumb to catatonia and that would do little to satisfy him sexually.
It would however, satisfy his domineering spirit and the need to see people with lofty ambitions broken of their will, but such satisfaction would be short lived.
Jason ponders that democracy had given the pathetic masses a sense of self-esteem, self-righteousness and grandeur that was just not in their abilities to live up to. Ordinary men who believed they knew what type of government was right for them and who should lead them. Absolutely preposterous. That a commoner had the audacity to believe he was well informed enough to vote in elections and take part in government was ludicrous to Jason.
Only a noble few could hope to lead the masses in the right direction. Nobles with great purpose, high intelligence, a righteousness that was handed down to them through a birth right were the only ones worthy of leading. Jason was one of those who inherited this position. It was his right to rule and lead. The land of Gilleon was literally leading the pathetic masses to the hounds of hell. It was up to the truly noble like Jason to thwart their misguided direction.
His father was destined to be a king before him. Again by noble birthright. He should have been next in line to be king. To set an example for the Visi-Gauls, his grandfather sent his father to be a recruit in The Brotherhood. What should have been merely a pretense became a horrible injustice and insult to his family.
After only three years, his father was rejected from the knights. His father never forgave the knights their slight and so he passed his loathing of the confederates down to Jason and rightly so. His father should have been lead knight, a move which would have secured an incredibly powerful alliance.
Instead he was relegated to being a King of the Visi-Gauls, by most accounts a great honor. After all, his father ascended to the throne by right of combat.
In seventeen mortal combat bouts, he won the title of General. When King Almeneaus died, he was voted in to be king by the nobles. By noble birthright, Jason inherited the throne from his father, who was killed in a wild boar expedition.
Jason would never forgive the slight that his family suffered at the hands of The Brotherhood. He wished they would attack. He would give anything to see that pathetic Merlin on his knees, groveling before him, beseeching him for his life. He would demand from that wretch his subordination and oath of the rightful king; and if none were given, he would torture the pathetic, blind man to the point of death; and he would revel in it.
That such a pathetic, blind, ingratiatingly accommodating man could rise to such an esteemed position in his country was beyond all comprehension to Jason. It was rumored that the man was revered above even King Meneleaus himself. Even though the man was a member of The Brotherhood, at least he was born to noble birthright. He was not rejected by The Brotherhood (as most with a noble birthright were). Merlin, on the other hand, had no noble birthright.
Chapter 15
By sunset, Merlin and Shadow arrive back at base camp. Syrus and Savelle had overseen the laborious task of building close to seventy ballistas. Each ballista is retrofitted with fourteen channeled grooves where each deadly arrow will be placed. A crank is attached to each ballista that will pull back the resilient amber wood bows that had been attached. It will be impossible for any of the men to pull the weight required to tension the bow.
Once they are positioned with the aid of a crank, they will be ready to be released, as any bow, but with one important difference—they will have a striking range of several hectares. They can be positioned far enough away from the enemy to be completely obscured.
He will use physics and trigonometry to ascertain the exact location the ballistas will need to be positioned. The man is a gifted mathematician. He will have to be. If any of his calculations are off by a minuscule amount, close to one thousand arrows will be wasted and all this work will be for not.
Syrus and Savelle look in the direction of their fierce leader. Even from such a distance, they notice that he is hopeful. Shadow seems to possess a limitless supply of energy as his tail wags incessantly and he barks as he jumps high in the air. He even performs flips as Merlin throws a large stick for him.
The rest of the group takes notice. They wait in anticipation of their leader, their respective wolves enraptured with Merlin as well. They are after all, just as much a part of the festivities as anyone else. Merlin stops in the middle of his journey, pulling out a large parchment paper on top of a braille stone that he had invented himself. The parchment paper is especially thick and resilient.
On the stone are hundreds of symbols representing different mathematical symbols, codes, and equations. Merlin has another tablet reserved for verbal documents. Merlin seems to look around and sense the air itself. He put his hand on Shadow, who anticipates his need to fully experience the world through his perceptions. Then, he makes several more calculations and writes them on his pad.
Merlin reaches the rest of the men. Shadow nuzzles the group with his large snout.
Syrus approaches Merlin. “Well? Our pantalones are filled with ants. What have you for us?”
Merlin smiles at Syrus and hands him two pieces of parchment paper. He stares at it in befuddlement. Merlin walks off. Several others in the group snicker at Syrus’ confusion “You know it’s been a while since I learned trigonometry, Merlin, and I don’t read braille.”
Merlin smiles. The rest of the group murmur to themselves, growing frustrated with his evasion. He maintains the suspense. Atticus is the first to voice the concerns of everyone in the group. “Merlin, what did you find out?”
“Jason is no imbecile. He has anticipated our arrival. Three lude block towers stand sentry at the perimeter of the Eukrades River. The geography of the surroundings are conducive to surreptitious warfare. Jason has anticipated this. At least forty men have been stationed in this perimeter, ready to cut off our assault.”
“And this is good news, Merlin?” asks Syrus, indignantly.
“It is Syrus, son of Bradbury. Twould have been worried if Jason had not bothered with any security. That would indicate a trap, something I would not have expected from him. That maneuver that employs smoke and mirrors is something I would only expect from a Knight. Jason is intelligent but he is not one of us.”
Merlin turns back toward the group, ready to delegate. “Syrus and Savelle,” says Merlin.
“Ai,” they respond in unison.
“We brought two sets of dog sleds on the oxenules, did we not?”
They nod. “Ai, Merlin.”
“Assemble the sleds and put the ballistas on them. Each sled should accommodate approximately ten ballistas, if you lay down the paltoon.” The paltoon is a large fibrous net that can stretch because it is reinforced with worm silk, an extensible, yet strong and resilient material. The ballistas each have flexible wheels made of flyewood for flexibilty and tungsten (a mixture of melted obsidian, clay and volcanic salt) for strength, making them able to glide effortlessly over the rough terrain. Merlin had thought of everything.
Merlin then looks at Atticus, the other master mathematician in the group. “Atticus, son of Hammond?”
“Ai, Merlin?”
“After I calculate the position of the ballistas, I will re-check me coordinates. And then you will re-check me coordinates. You ken?”
“Ai, Merlin.”
“Cotteroy.”
“Ai, Merlin?”
“You are now the master assembler.”
“Ai, Merlin.”
“Choose a partner and assemble the tug-a boom.”
“Domithicus!”
“Ai, Merlin?”
“Twould have private word.”
“Ai.”
Merlin looks at the rest of the brethren. “Germanicus, Jamison, choose two groups. One group will begin loading the ballistas. The other group will ready the wolves for the sled. When the coordinates are completed, twill configure the coordinates for the tug-a-boom. We work through the night. Each man sleeps three hours tonight. No more. No less. Deep, REM sleep. When it is your turn to sleep, twill put you under through a trance. Me brothers, we attack at dawn. Prepare yourselves. Say a prayer to Christ. “
The group respond in unison. “Ai.” Even the wolves respond by yelping out a war cry of their own. It is an unusual sound, part snarl, yelp, and howl.
(2)
Jason takes Adele to dinner that night as he had promised, enjoying the feast that is laid before him. Copious amounts of wine, cheese, red-plummed oxenule that had been slow simmered in blood pudding are being feasted on by the gluttonous warriors that make up Jason’s officer’s regime. Lowly enlistees cannot attend the events; Jason would not deign to associate with such commoners.
A general atmosphere of ebullience pervades the scene as the officers celebrate their victories. It had not dawned on them what little they had managed to accomplish. The eighty-five hundred had invaded unprotected and unsuspecting lands with little in the way of constables to thwart such an attack.
The fact had not gone unnoticed by the king. He had strategically positioned his force to gain advantageous leverage against the enemies who are withholding what is rightfully his. But his goals remain unfulfilled. And, to Jason’s reckoning, what right did the officers have for celebrating when it was his ingenious planning and foresight that would ultimately lead to their desired goals?
Titus, a first lieutenant, clangs his spork on his chalice, indicating that he desires to make a speech. “We have traveled far and we have achieved much. Say I!”
The crowd chants, “Ai!”
“To victory. To plundering. To the spoils of war!” Upon mentioning ‘the spoils of war,’ Titus grabs a hold of his trophy, a beautiful woman of Missalia he had laid claim to and had been raping for several days. He grabs one breast obscenely and pinches her nipple. She cries out, much to the revelry of the boorish crowd, who laugh. Jason rolls his eyes at the vulgar gesture.
Despite his psychotic and violent nature, he nevertheless has a sense of propriety and modesty about him. He considers such tasteless displays beneath him.
Growing tired of the spectacle, Jason rises and cuts off Titus. The man’s speech is slurred and he is prone to giving long speeches when sober. Alcohol loosens the man’s tongue further; Jason can tolerate no more. “And, what pray tell, are ye celebrating, Titus?” asks Jason indignantly.
“Please tell me, what acts of bravery have ye performed in the battlefield as of late? Ye, who went into battle with your enlisted men, followed behind them and supervised their efforts in securing these lands from these outgunned, out-smarted, and out-matched unsuspecting town folk.” Nervous laughter ensues.
And Titus, being the recipient of such a derisive speech, sits down, humiliated and dumbfounded as to why he is deserving of such a backlash.
“Please tell me, Titus, how many bullets did ye expend from your gun? Have ye even shot your gun at all?” Titus looks ready to retort. He begins to stand up, receives an admonishing glance from one of his compatriots, re-considers, and then sits down. “Tell me lieutenant, are we to thank ye for helping us to achieve our goals as of yet? Tell me, are we to thank ye for your devising a strategy which has procured our rights to the mines which are rightfully ours?”
Jason puts his hand up to his ear in a mocking gesture. “What is that, simpleton? Oh, no retort. Let me explain it to ye, ye arrogant, lazy, pathetically inept lieutenant! Ye have done none of these things and yet, here you sit, along with your cohorts, enjoying the spoils of war ye never helped obtain! I am king! I have strategically planned our assault and ye have done nothing!” Jason roars.
Jason looks around at the rest of the group, sneering contemptuously. “That goes for the rest of ye miserably inept officers. The thousands of men ye command have achieved these goals, but it is through me strategic and ingenious planning that we will prevail. Do any of ye see me celebrating our victory dance?”
The dejected crowd at first assumes the question is rhetorical. But their king demands an answer. He looks around them and yells menacingly, “Well?” Suddenly, he picks up his chalice and throws it at Titus, who, being inebriated, lacks the reflexes to duck from the blow. The challis smashes straight into the bridge of his nose, causing a visible laceration to appear. He appears angry, but, unable to vent his rage at his aggressor, he slinks back further in his chair, humiliation and frustration evident on his face.
Without further hesitation, the crowd responds, “No, say I!”
“We will have proper celebration when I deem it appropriate. Is that understood?” Jason asks.
Immediately, the crowd responds, “Ai!”
Jason gets up, pushes in his chair, takes hold of Adele forcefully, and walks out. Several servants who had been bussing tables immediately clear a path for him, lest they become the recipients of his backlash. Commander Marcus Attilus follows him. As he exits, the commander approaches him. “Your grace, permission to speak?”
Jason turns around and looks at him, anger still evident on his countenance. “Twould tread carefully, Commander. The hind-serpent rests for now, but do not awaken him or risk serious injury. If ye are here to rebuke me, twould think longer on such course of action.”
“Not a rebuke, your grace. Merely a caution.”
“You believe me outburst inappropriate, Commander?”
The commander looks at Jason in a beseeching way, trying hard not to cross the line, yet determined to get his point across. “Not inappropriate, your grace, but perhaps the timing of such remarks could have been better served at—”
Jason abruptly cut him off. “When? I never permitted such a victory feast. What have we actually accomplished, Commander?”
“Your grace, we may be here for the next two weeks. In order to alleviate the inevitable boredom and stress from inactivity, certain allowances may need to be given, at least for morale’s sake.”
Jason looks at the commander, with a look that is part consideration and part admonishment. His expression is unreadable to the commander, who is trying hard to tread delicately. Despite Jason’s anger, he knows that the commander’s counsel is useful, so he relents. He sighs. “Twasn’t aware that morale is a problem, Commander.”
“It isn’t your grace. Not yet. But we need the officers in good spirits to rekindle the troops. Allow them this night, perhaps another. That is all I ask. Right now, we have a surplus from the spoils. Why not permit them some rewards from this plunder? Everything you say rings true, but if you want their unconditional compliance for an extended campaign, then—”
“Are you implying that we have deserters in our midst?”
“No, your grace. I am merely thinking about the longevity of this campaign. Right now, we are well met, but consider how we will maintain morale over the next two weeks. Keeping up morale is of vital importance.”
Jason seems to consider his suggestion. He sighs in resignation. “Twill permit them this night, perhaps another. You deem that sufficient?”
“That I do, me lord.”
The commander bows in deference. “Your grace.” He turns around to leave. Jason calls to him, having an idea how he would like to spend his evening.
“Commander?”
“Ai, your grace?”
“That woman that was with Titus. What was her name?”
“Porsia, sire.”
“I should very much like to have her tonight. Make haste and bring her to me bed chambers.”
“Of course, your grace.”
Jason smiles impishly. “That should teach that smelly beat monger to speak out of turn in me hall.”
“Of course, your grace.”
Adele cringes at the idea of what will transpire when another girl is brought to Jason’s chamber, but she is helpless to do anything about it.
That night, Commander Attilus complies with the king’s request and brings Porsia to his bedchamber, much to the chagrin of Adele. She suspects that not only will she be subjected to performing for Jason, but that she will have to perform sexual acts with another woman, an idea that is completely abhorrent to her.
She is not attracted to girls in the least and such acts are frowned on in society and considered obscene by decent townspeople. Mention of such behavior is not even a topic of conversation and not a subject easily broached under normal circumstances.
As Adele suspected, the girls have to perform sexual acts with each other in order to entice their sadistic guardian. Jason sits back and grins enthusiastically, delighting in their obvious discomfort. He forces them to lick each other’s genitalia and then orders them to pee on each other.
It is difficult to force themselves to do it, being so unnatural and so disgusting. And when they don’t do it fast enough, Jason beats them repeatedly on the ass. This only proves to increase his pleasure.
Further defiling and traumatizing them, he orders them to beat each other on the ass with a small whip. They cry out sharply during the proceedings, exciting Jason to levels of near delirium. He cries out in pleasure. When he can hold off no longer, he cuts off the ‘foreplay’ and takes Adele by force, fucking her from behind while she is forced to lick Porsia’s cunt.
The combination of the beatings and seeing two such exquisite creatures being forced to perform sexual acts on each other for his benefit proves to be too much. Adele can feel his rhythm change as he begins to thrust in a frenetic manner, fucking her harder and harder with his rock-hard member. In only a couple of minutes, he spends his seed and collapses on her. Porsia and Adele look at each other, seemingly with the same thought in their head. They are glad it is over, at least for the time being.
Jason begins to snore. Adele pushes him off her disgustedly, as she would wipe dung from her shoes, thankful to be rid of his distasteful presence. Adele and Porsia, without saying a word to each other, huddle in the blanket together and cry softly, thankful for the repose.
Adele thinks briefly of confiscating one of his daggers and cutting his throat, but thoughts of her sister deter her from such actions. Even if Sylvia were not in the picture, she would still be dissuaded from such a course of action. She would be easily caught and killed, perhaps even tortured.
She would only feel satisfaction for a moment before it was snatched away and her death would serve no purpose. She loathes her captor with all her heart. She never dreamed that she had such a capacity to hate another person, but up to this point in her life, she had never believed men were capable of such savagery.
Of course, she had heard stories of such brutality and they were, by all accounts true; but such stories were always about people in distant lands. Adele and Sylvia were oblivious to the fact that such cruelty could impose itself on their sheltered existence. To have their eyes opened in such a way is beyond comprehension. It is surreal.
The only aspect that tempers the traumatic blow of having to perform sexual acts with Porsia is the fact that she does not know her personally. The girl had lived on the other end of town. Although she attended the same school as Adele, she is several years older and had graduated before her. It was one small relief. Adele clings to the naked stranger, taking comfort in her presence. The moment will be short-lived. She allows herself to sleep.
Chapter 16
When Adele wakes, Jason is still snoring. Porsia is still in shock. She holds Adele in a vise-like grip. It takes a great deal of effort to pry the poor girl’s arms from around her belly. When she manages to do it, Porsia balls up into a fetal position, like a lily flower in the beginning of spring that collapses in on itself when one touches its sensitive petals. Adele crawls over to Porsia to comfort the girl. “Porsia. Porsia. Wake, girl.”
She shakes the girl lightly. When she does, the girl wakes up and nearly screams. Her eyes dilate to twice their size as she looks at Adele, defensively. Pleasant dreams had transported the girl far from this nightmare.
Upon seeing Adele, the girl realizes that it is only a dream. Her happy and healthy life that she once knew is gone forever and this nightmare is her reality. She swallows the scream that had been lodged in her throat and begins to cry. Tears cascade down her face and she is unable to stop them.
“Twill be leaving soon, Porsia. But twill be back for ye. Ye have me word. Twill get ye.”
Porsia shakes her head vehemently. “Ye can’t leave me. Don’t know what he’ll do to me without ye here. Please!”
Adele sympathizes with the girl and it tears at her heartstrings with a side stitching pain to see her so, but she has to remain steadfast for Sylvia.
Porsia clings to her, beseeching, and it takes an effort to unclasp her, once again. “Porsia, please. Twill return for ye. I promise. I have to get to me sister, Sylvia.”
Porsia relents and releases herself from Adele. “Ai. Then ye have no choice in the matter.”
“What of your kin, Porsia?”
At the mention of her family, Porsia unleashes another cascade of tears from her eyes. Adele wipes them away, affectionately. Me ma and pa are dead. Saw them die I did with me own eyes, and painfully so. Me brother tried to defend, so he did. He was butchered as well. He was but fourteen.”
“Then ye must know, Porsia, how important it is to find me only kin, do ye not?”
“Ai.”
Adele turns around to Jason, being alerted to the rustling of the monster next to her. Perhaps their whispers and whimpering had not gone unnoticed by Jason. Perhaps he had then just happened to pick a time to awaken from his slumber. At any rate, the hateful king awakes. Adele approaches him in a penitent manner, so her request will have a better chance of being fulfilled. “Your grace. Twould like permission to broach the subject we had so recently discussed.”
Jason looks at her, part menacingly and part questioningly. Adele does not know what to make of his temperament. He could accept her request or chastise her for even mentioning it at all. But she must ask it. “Permission granted, wenchy.”
“Ye gave mention of the possibility of seeing me kin again if I were to placate the other un’s ye have in your company. Have ye considered me humble request?”
Jason ponders the request. No doubt the children are growing restless. And granting requests to a wench could easily buy her complacency. “Ai, Adele. I have decided to relent and grant your request, provided that ye do not take advantage of me generosity. Ye will tend to the young ’uns, so ye will. And in return, twill permit ye to see your kin.”
Tears flood down her cheeks and for the first time in days, she is happy. She will see her sister. “Ye are most gracious and humble, King. I thank ye.”
She moves to kiss his hand and as she approaches him, he grabs her by the hair and pulls her face to him and kisses her, forcefully sticking his tongue down her throat. With some effort, Adele, chokes back the bile that is building in her throat. He smacks her on the ass hard enough to elicit a cry of pain from her. She knows it is best not to stifle a scream, since he will only lash out at her harder.
“Guard!” Jason yells. A few seconds later, a guard appears.
Upon entering, he bows. “Ai, your grace.”
“Permit Adele to wash up and then take her to see her kin.”
He then turns to Adele. “If ye attempt anything after I have bestowed such kindnesses on ye, twill cut your throat. Is that understood?”
“Ai, your grace.”
He smacks her hard on the ass again. She moves to dress herself and he makes no move to stop her.
“And guard?”
“Ai, your grace?”
“If any man should lay a hand on her, he shall have that hand severed and then put in the stockades while he is sodomized with it.”
“Of course, your grace. I shall see to her.”
“See that ye do, guard. If no culprit is found from her complaints, we shall look to the most convenient one. Do ye ken?”
The guard suddenly finds it hard to swallow as his throat seems to constrict to half its size and his eyes dilates. He bows. “Of course, your grace. Set your mind and warrant it done.”
Adele dresses and is led out of the king’s chamber. The guard who accompanies her barely even looks in her direction, fearful of eliciting the king’s wrath. It gives Adele some relief that he is now her protector, though a coerced one. He will do his best to protect her from any would-be rapists, lest his own life be forfeit.
Adele is glad to be away from his chambers, if only for a little while, though a part of her feels guilty for leaving Porsia. She knows what the poor girl will have to endure in her absence and she shudders at the thought.
Adele is led to the tent where the other children are being kept. The area is makeshift, with barely any straw to serve as a proper bed. The children are huddled together, shivering uncontrollably, far from the other side of the tent where the two guards are.
Upon entering the tent, Adele realizes why the guards are on the other side of the tent. Several of the confiscated animals from the plundering campaign are kept with the children and the smell is beyond foul.
The stalls had not been cleaned in some time, so the pile up of dung is quite malodorous. Of course, that only half explains it. The animals were not cared for properly so some of them had expired; the stench of decaying flesh is pervasive. No wonder the two guards are as far away as possible.
They did not think to move the children away from the stench, caring only for their own well-being. Adele should not have been surprised at such neglectful behavior from the soldiers.
It galls her considerably. The king had granted her the authority to tend to the children and that is exactly what she will do. As she walks into the tent, the two guards turn around and look at her with obvious lust in their eyes.
“Ai, Come hither lass, let me lay my hands on ye, ye pretty little wench.” He approaches her in an attempt to do just that. His attempt is prevented. Her protector intercedes, blocking his way. With a ferocious jab, he smashes his fist into the guard’s face, causing a fair amount of blood flow from his nose.
The sting of the blow brings fresh tears to his eyes and he is momentarily stunned and unable to retaliate accordingly. He tries once he regains his bearings, but he is much too slow. He strikes out at his aggressor, but is blocked. Her protector launches two blows at him in rapid succession. The second one hits him in the chin and knocks him out cold.
The other guard appears ready now to come to the aid of his fellow soldier, but is halted. “What gives, ye motherin’ cunt?!”
Her protector answers him. “This is the king’s wench and ye tripes are not to touch her out of fear for your lives. If any man so lays a hand on her he will lose that hand. The king’s words, not mine. So think. I may have thrown stoop at yer pat, but I saved his hand from a severing, so I did.”
The other soldier cools considerably upon hearing it. “Ai, Pontus was always a reckless, unpredictable sort, so he was. We will take heed or suffer the king’s wrath. It’s a fair warning and twill thank ye for it, so we will. When the lad wakes, twill alert him to the privy.”
“Ai. See that ye do,” says the protector.
With that matter resolved, Adele moves to exert her own power to assuage the afflicted children. The first issue will be moving them to some other place than beside the stench. “The king has granted me authority to tend to the children, so he has. Their well-being concerns me now. We need to move them to a better place so they are not so afflicted by the stench next to the animals. Perhaps if we could move the expired ones from their cages.”
The guard interrupts her. “Don’t go oversteppin yourself, wench. We don’t take orders from the likes of ye.”
“She tends to the children at the King’s request. Ye will heed her commands as ye would the King himself or suffer the consequences, which will be dire. Do ye ken?”
The guard hesitates for a brief moment, weighs the risk of provoking the man who had knocked out his mate, who, was actually a more capable and resilient fighter than himself, thinks better of it and reluctantly agrees. “Ai.”
Adele walks over to the children, seeking out Sylvia. The girl is as white as a ghost and appears to be catatonic. Adele approaches her and puts her arms around her. “Sylvia, it’s your sis, Adele. How are ye faring, little ’un?” Sylvia is unresponsive. She stares straight ahead, unblinking, numb from sensory overload and terror, focusing on nothing, staring in the distance at what? A life that was forever gone? Perhaps she is caught in a daydream, a world where her former world still existed and she is dead to this one.
The flood of tears that are threatening to break loose suddenly cascade down Adele’s face. She sobs in deep inhalations and is unable to control the spasms of her body. Big, strong hands suddenly enfold her comfortingly.
At first, Adele believes that she is merely waking from this nightmare and her father is there to wake her as he always did when malicious dreams threatened to interfere with her happy life.
And for a brief moment, she gives in to such fantasy. As she turns around to see the identity of her comforter, she is immediately transported back to her nightmare. It is her protector. And yet, the soothing embrace is exactly what she needs. He lets her go. “Your kin is a strong one. I can feel it. She’ll come around. I am sure of it. This has been a traumatizin’ time for her, so it has. Give her time. Seen such before, so I have. The strong ’un’s always come around.”
Adele wipes away her tears and looks at the soldier. He isn’t like the other ones. He is protective, sensitive, polite, and compassionate. And yet, he is one of them. It occurs to her that the only one of them she connects with might very well be called on to kill her. But, for the moment, she appreciates his company. It is the only thing that’s keeping her from becoming unhinged.
With the king’s authority, Adele begins to order her protector and the other soldier to begin tending to the children. The other soldier who had been cold-conked awakes with a fierce headache and glares at her protector menacingly. He is about to walk over to him in order to resume the fight, but is quickly alerted to the situation by his fellow soldier.
Adele smiles at the soldier’s misfortune and his much deserved punishment for his boorish and disrespectful ways. It is a small comfort, though. After the tending of the children has been completed, she will be escorted back to her hateful bedchamber to be violated by her tormentor once again. And with that eventuality imminent, there will be nothing for her protector to do. For such a lowly soldier as he, even a verbal reprimand to the king would invite a severe physical punishment, if not a death sentence.
There is still fresh hay in one stall, and Adele orders it to be made into a suitable bed for the children. The soldiers comply. Adele orders that the expired animals be taken out, so the stench will dissipate. The soldier that had been cold-conked begins to protest; but with a threatening look from her protector, he reconsiders and reluctantly goes back to work, pouting like a small child.
Adele orders a hardy meal to be brought to the children. Water moccasins are brought in and the children greedily lap up the water. Adele wonders how long it had been since they had water to drink. Hot mutton stew is brought in and the children greedily gulp it down as well. Some even begin to emerge from their introverted state.
Sylvia is not one of them. Adele has to force the water and food down her. Luckily, she does not regurgitate it. Even when Adele looks at her directly in the eyes, her sister remains unresponsive and her eyes will not register any sign of focus or recognition. The girl is lost.
Adele orders the children to be bathed. In groups of four, they are taken to a tent reserved for baths. Luckily, the bath water had just been filled with hot water and the temperature is perfect for bathing.
Two by two, Adele takes the children, according to their respective sex for the sake of propriety, and bathes them. As they are cleaned, the children began to emerge from their shell.
They talk with Adele and inquire when they can go back home. Adele is at a loss how to answer. She lies to them and assures them that they will be reunited with their parents soon enough. It seems that some of them had either completely repressed the memory of the events that transpired or did not actually witness their parent’s death. It is all that Adele can think to do in the moment. They will discover the truth soon enough. She can at least grant them a temporary reprieve from bereavement.
When Adele takes each set of children to the baths, she can’t help but to notice the level of revelry, lasciviousness, and drunkenness that pervades the grounds. It seems that the parties are now in full swing. Thoughts of escape enter her mind and she is quick to remind herself that it will only invite death were she caught. She can’t risk her sister’s life in such a brazen plan. Could she? Besides, where will she go? Her home is long gone.
She had ventured as far as Khatul and had been to Brandenburg many times when her family took work leave, but she couldn’t possibly make it there with her sister in tow. She would be caught. Wouldn’t she? This same nagging voice that she cannot silence speaks up further. The tent where the baths are situated is at the far end of the soldier’s encampment.
There are few soldiers in the vicinity. Escaping with her sister from this area would be less risky than attempting one from the king’s chambers, which is heavily fortified with men of the king’s guard. Adele pushes away such reckless thoughts, but the voice will not be silenced.
Her sister is still catatonic when she takes her to the baths. She follows willingly, although she stares straight ahead, focusing on nothing in particular. No matter how much Adele tries to assuage her, she remains unresponsive.
Her protector brings her to the baths and is permitted full privacy, a rare luxury. Adele strips down her sister before placing her in the bath. Before getting her completely undressed, Sylvia is assaulted by the malodorous odor emanating from her. She thinks nothing of it at the time. All the children smell.
In Sylvia’s case, the source of the stench is coming from her vaginal area. Dried blood is crusted around this area, indicating her hymen had been forcefully broken. Tears cascade down her cheeks and she sobs heavily as her body racks with each painful gasp.
Adele’s own rape is a foregone conclusion. She is nearly sixteen and fully developed as a woman with the provocative curves and athletically supple body that men find desirable. Adele naively believed her sister to be safe from such violent behavior because of her tender age. No wonder the girl had become catatonic, her body shutting down emotionally, physically, and psychologically.
She tenderly picks up the girl and puts her in the bath, being especially careful with her tender areas. After she bathes her, she clings to the girl soothingly and sings her a lullaby from her childhood. “Hush little ’un, now go to sleep, don’t ye be tripe. Momma’s gonna buy ye an Easter treat. If that Easter treat don’t soothe, momma’s gonna buy ye a silver boot. If that silver boot don’t allay, momma’s gonna buy ye a calprine tray. If that Calpine tray don’t sing, momma’s gonna buy ye a shitak fain.”
It was an old infantile song from their youth, but it always brought a smile to Sylvia’s face. Adele had to admit that the silly lullaby even brought a smile to her own face as little as five years ago. She repeats it several times, hoping to reach her sister on some level.
Tears fall, unabated. Adele nearly gives up, until her sister suddenly responds, hugging her fiercely. Adele had been crying throughout the lullaby. She now cries tears of joy. Her protector was right. She could in fact be reached. She was one of the strong ones.
“Adele?”
“Yes, Lillybird?”
“Ma and Pa are dead? Ye ken?”
She looks at her and wipes away the tears. “Ai. Do believe they are in heaven, little ’un.”
“Are we going to die?”
“No, Lillybird. No.”
“Adele?”
“Ai?”
Almost in a groveling way, she says, “Want to leave this awful place, so I do.”
“Ai. Do as well, Angel Bee.”
At last, Adele is in agreement with the nagging voice in her head. She and Sylvia will escape. They will make it to the next town or die trying.
Chapter 17
As a loyal Bana-Gaul, Simon had sworn an oath to the King of the Visi-Gauls long ago; he was bound by a century-old treaty uniting the two countries in the Coven Lands. For years, he had been complacent and turned a blind eye to the immoral and detestable savagery that his sworn king had engaged in and permitted others to engage in. But having lost his own children only a few years before from the Hines Bachner plague, he knows all too well the fragility of life and how important it is to embrace loved ones while you still have a chance.
The king and his men seem to be in diametrical opposition to the values his own wife had tried to instill in him during her life. With her absence, he had no choice but to re-examine his own behavior and his coerced complacency. Jason believes himself to be an exalted king who is beyond reproach by any mortal and quite possibly by God himself.
As time went by, Simon found it harder and harder to abide by such a man. If the Visi-Gauls believed that a king is an exalted figure appointed by God, then why would God choose such a malevolent, capricious, and ruthless man like Jason to rule? Simon knew better.
Following a tyrant did not give one free reign to satisfy their own selfish desires of rape, plundering and mayhem. Jason is no king. His father was a king. Jason is merely a tyrant masquerading as a king. If given a chance, Simon would see an end to him. He is surprised to even think such a treacherous thought. When his family was alive, he would never have believed himself capable of entertaining such a thing. But he could not refute its veracity.
Adele is a beautiful girl who had been raped repeatedly. Before her ordeal had started, she was probably a well-balanced girl, naive to the physical ways of love, oblivious to the fact that insidious predators like his hateful king believed that innocence was his for the taking. Jason believed that nothing was off-limits to him because of his exalted position; it didn’t matter whom it affected. Jason is a narcissist and incapable of sympathizing with anyone.
As a result, girls like Adele became nothing more than trophies that could be obtained by someone with the means to obtain it. And they believed that they had rights to it. The indignities the girl had suffered at the hands of him pulled at his heartstrings and induced a seething hatred in him that made him want to lash out uncontrollably. It had felt good to put that loathsome soldier in his place.
When his own daughter was alive, he would have done anything to preserve her innocence. Simon is glad to give the girl a reprieve from her rapist, but he knows that it will be short-lived. He will be commanded to bring the girl back to her tormentor.
Could he abide? If his wife were looking down at him in the afterlife, how would she feel about him delivering an innocent girl back to her tormentor to be raped again? How would Simon feel if that were his own daughter, being delivered to the king?
Would he not want someone else to do the Christian task of delivering the girl out of the hands of Jason? Would Christ abide by such? Or would Christ strike down the malevolent king in his tracks without mercy as he had struck down the Spaniards at Carthage when he was but a fifteen year old boy? Simon knows the answer.
Tonight would be perfect. A thick fog is slowly encroaching upon the land and will obscure the encampment. It will have to be now. The revelry of the soldiers is just now beginning to get underway. Simon can wait no longer. If he didn’t act now, he might lose his nerve for good and Adele will be forced to endure more indignities. Simon knocks on the door of the bath shed.
“Ye may enter, sir.” Adele readies herself with a spare cassock that had been left in the room with other riding parts.
Simon enters, turns around to shut the door and then is blindsided with a blow to the head. The blow is hard, but his skull is especially thick. It had never been broken despite many battles.
Instead of losing consciousness, he swoons, nearly stumbling over chairs in order to get his bearings. And Adele is a clumsy attacker. She braces herself for another blow. Her movements are telegraphed to a veteran fighter like himself. As she rears up and attempts to deliver another blow, Simon blocks it.
He grabs her other hand and emphatically orders her “Put down the cassock, girl!” Tears well up in her eyes and she looks defeated as all semblance of hope is lost from her eyes. “Ye want to leave?”
She doesn’t say anything. She assumes he is toying with her. It is over. She will immediately be informed on and the repercussions will be severe.
He sees the forlorn look in her eyes and attempts to reassure her. “Ye want to leave. I know ye do. Well, I want to get ye out, so it seems were in cahoots with one another, so ye can stop beatin’ me head.” She looks at him incredulously, a look of dismay on her face. What in conniption is he talking about?
“I want to see ye both to safety, so I do.”
“Is this some kind of trick?” She asks.
“No trick. We’re not all like him. I had a family once. I had a daughter once. Twould have wanted someone to do the exact same thing that I am temptin’ to do, to see ye to safety, both of ye.” She still looks at him uncomprehendingly, as if he is mad.
Simon puts his hand to his head and feels the lump that is already beginning to take shape. It will be a massive knot. He still feels lightheaded from the blow, but is beginning to get back his bearings. “Go. Get yer sis. We have to make haste.” He says gently but firmly.
She turns around to get her sis, still only half believing her turn of luck.
Sylvia looks at her beseechingly. “Is it true, Adele, as he says? Are we going to get out of here?” Tears of hope build up in her eyes.
“Ai. Do believe it to be so.”
Simon gingerly approaches the door and looks out, to be sure that Adele’s assault did not draw the attention of one of the soldiers. Several groups of soldiers are laughing with each other and appear to be oblivious of what is transpiring in the bath shed. Simon sighs. He turns around and looks at Adele and Sylvia. The hopeful look on their faces pulls at his heartstrings in a bittersweet way.
“If ye walk out of here on your own, it will be too conspicuous. Follow me out and I will take ye out. If one of the soldiers should happen to inquire bout where I am takin ye, I c’n at least try and think up a believe-be story to cover our tracks. Ye ken?”
Sylvia and Adele nod. He smiles at them, trying to reassure them, though he knows in his heart their escape will be a difficult task. Getting out of the encampment will be easy pube play, but not being caught before they reach a safe haven will be the difficult part. “Ai, then let’s go, ye have cozened me into it, so ye have. “And so they slip out into the approaching dusk, obscured by the burgeoning fog cover that is just beginning to make its way into the valley.
An overly observant soldier named Mannicus spies the group leaving and entering the thick of the forest. Something about their movements appear suspicious. Perhaps Simon, in his haste, had not acted inconspicuously enough.
Even if Simon had seen Mannicus, he would still have continued with the plan; but a reassuring nod or wave in the man’s direction could have been all that was needed to allay his misgivings. Mannicus, sensing something amiss, leaves his group of revelers to investigate.
The closer that Mannicus gets to the group, the more suspicious he becomes. “Say there, fellow pat!” he says sharply.
Simon stops. The girls freeze and an ice cold chill runs down their spines and seems to lodge in their bloodstream. Their muscles tense up and they hold their breath, waiting for the inevitable repercussions that will soon befall them. Tears well up in their eyes as their hopes are once again dashed.
As Simon turns around to address the soldier, he does his best to muster a nonchalant expression on his face. He quickly fabricates a plausible explanation. “Ai. Mannicus, is it? What concerns ye?”
“The king’s wench, ye do have there, I see it so. What in the blazin’ pinter are ye doin’ out here, and at this time a nigh?!”
“Ye are a tripe one, so ye are. I don’t see an officer’s emblem on that there garb of yours, but to allay your fears, I will tell ye, so I will. Though it tain’t your business.”
“An explanation would do me well, so it would. So speak it.”
“The bath water has been sullied, so I am takin these lasses to the creek to get washed.”
The guard seems to consider his statement but after a few seconds of pondering the matter further, he reconsiders and becomes dubious. “At this late hour? And the creek is not in that direction. Tis the other way.”
Simon grows indignant. “Don’t need to explain m’self to the likes of a lowly like ye, so I don’t.”
“But ye will explain yourself to the commanding officer. We shall see if he can believe your story. Ye ken?”
A disappointed look appears on Simon’s face. He appears to comply with the soldier’s request. He sighs. “I have nothing to hide. Twill explain it to the commandin’ officer, so I will.”
Mannicus appears to be satisfied with his answer. He turns around to lead the way for Simon. As soon as he does, Simon reaches for his sword from its scabbard with lightning quick precision and swings it in a swift and calculating horizontal arc. The effects are instantaneous and deadly.
The sword plunges through the man’s skull like a hot knife through butter. The sound is a sloshing, soggy sound like the sound your boots make when traversing through a muddy field. The blow is so impactful it penetrates through the neck and then lodges itself just short of the clavicle bone.
With some effort, Simon dislodges his sword from the dead soldier and then re-sheaths it. They are now at the point of no return. Simon sighs in resignation. The consequences that can possibly (and probably will) ensue from such actions cannot be reversed.
And yet, for the first time since his family passed, Simon feels a righteous peace and contentment. He suspects that part of this is merely the calm before the storm. Simon also believes that part of it is his family shining their benevolent spirit upon him. At the thought of it, his eyes begin to moisten.
He is embarrassed that he is so inclined to such an emotional moment, but it cannot be helped. He wipes away tears as subtly as he can, lest his adoptees sense any weakness in their newly appointed guardian.
Simon turns towards the girls. They are still in shock from the events that just occurred and they are riding an emotional roller-coaster of fear, hope, outrage, despondency, despair, and now ambivalence. They can’t help but to pity the soldier who met such a violent end; yet he was impeding their goals of freedom.
They can hardly believe their good luck as it were that this stranger had committed himself to their cause; and yet, they are equally as shocked that he would resort to such lengths to rescue them. At least temporarily, he had restored their faith in the general benevolence of men. Not all of them were like the king.
“What is done is done, so it is. We need to get movin’. The soldiers are all distracted, but eventually this poor wretch will be found.”
Adele feels compelled to aid in some way. “Perhaps if we moved him to the side in the thicket, it might allow us to gain sufficient distance from foe.”
Simon seems to consider it. “Ai. I’ll see it done, so I will.” Adele is prepared to help him, but it is unnecessary. The soldier is nearly as big as Simon, but he manages to move him almost effortlessly. It is a small comfort knowing that such a strong and skilled brute is on their side. But Adele knows that the man cannot possibly fight off all the soldiers.
Once the soldier had been moved to the dense thicket, Simon feels around for valuable contraband. As luck would have it, there is a compass, which could prove to be vital under their present set of circumstances. He could navigate by the stars; but since the fog is obscuring the forest even further, they could literally traverse in circles, never venturing farther than a few square hectares.
This would increase their chances by tenfold of being caught. There is a sharp paring knife and a sharpening stone, which he confiscates. He seizes the two revolvers the pat had. Like most of the Bana-Gauls, Simon is well-schooled in the art of gun play. He excels at it. Firing the piece is as natural to him as swinging his sword.
And if given the choice, and enough time, he would opt for the revolver. The present set of circumstances demands quiet and so he has to use his sword. Having just plundered a prosperous town, the soldier has several gold pences and Simon takes them too. They will require purchases when ultimate freedom is attained. If it were obtained, that is. Simon tries to avert his mind from what the repercussions will be if they are caught. He knows they will be severe, but it will do him no good to dwell on them.
Simon confiscates one last item from the dead soldier, which may prove to be the most valuable item of all. It is a filament rod lantern, a very rare find, especially for such a lowly soldier. It consists of a filament rod encased in a glass chamber. The filament rod is initiated when a tightly wound crank is turned, creating friction.
The friction produces a good amount of heat that creates a combustible mixture when it mixes with the small amount of kerosene inside the lamp. A small amount of kerosene can power the lamp for hundreds of hours. The filament rod itself can last for several thousand hours. It is an amazing invention and they are lucky to have it.
“And let there be light,” Simon remarks positively. The girls smile hopefully. “We need to get movin, so we do.”
The group make their way out of the thicket and onto the forest floor with great haste. Simon says a quick prayer to Jesus and even to his family, hoping for intervention from them on his behalf. His sins are grave, but he is trying to atone. Perhaps God will at least show mercy to them. If he has to die, then so be it.
Chapter 18
Porsia sits huddled on the edge of Jason’s bed, shivering uncontrollably and whimpering softly. Jason took pains to avoid inflicting wounds on her face. He wants his prize to remain flawless when he presents her to his soldiers.
When it came to the rest of her body, he shows no mercy. In a frenetic fit of hyper-arousal, he aggressively beat her in all areas of her body, enjoying her vehement protests. She had dozens of purple contusions and small lacerations over her body.
And as difficult as it was to behold, her injuries were not limited to the exterior of her body. Abundant abrasions were present in her vagina and even in her rectum; Sensing that she was not in sufficient pain, Jason grew tired of fucking her vaginally and resorted to fucking her in the ass.
Naturally, his ploy works and she cries out piercingly as he thrust his manhood deep into her rectum, not allowing her any time to prepare herself for the massive member. Luckily for her, the sodomy is short-lived as he found himself coming almost immediately. After he comes inside her, he tosses her aside. She scampers away to the edge of the bed like some small, abused animal that is finally free from the throngs of a ruthless and sadistic child.
But, at least the animal could go back to his home in the woods. Porsia had no such home and her life is a living nightmare. Jason laid down and sleeps like a baby. Porsia briefly considers brandishing the knife that was on his utility belt and cutting his throat, but she knows it would be a futile attempt.
Jason’s deep slumber is cut short when Commander Marcus Attilus walks into his chamber, after his announcement from outside the tent goes unanswered.
“Your grace.” Jason does not respond.
“Your grace,” the commander says louder. Still, Jason does not respond.
“Your grace!” This time, the commander is nearly yelling. Jason finally stirs at the sound of his booming voice and looks around with a dazed expression. When he sees that it is Marcus, he sighs with frustration.
“What now concerns ye now that ye would interrupt me in bedchamber? Can’t ye see that I am predisposed with me wench before me?” Marcus glances briefly in the direction of Porsia, who continues to whimper softly.
“I do cry your pardon, my grace, but a matter concerns us which is of some expediency.”
“Release yourself of the burden and speak it.”
“General Battius Gaius Erraticius is here to make offer for the slaves that we have procured.”
Jason looks at Marcus, incredulous. If he had been the slightest bit dazed a moment before, he is now fully cognizant and alert. “The Ork? He is here, as ye say. Ye speak truth?”
“As ye know, your grace, the Orachai do not like to be kept waiting. They would take it as an insult.”
Jason finds it difficult to swallow. The mere thought of one of the Orachain in his camp makes him uneasy. The Orachain are massive, ogrish creatures with hard, bristly fur that is rumored to contain toxins. Their nails, which actually resemble claws, are razor sharp and also contain the venomous mixture that permeates their oily coat.
They stand between seven and ten feet tall and some of the larger ones weigh well over a thousand pounds. Their hands are much like a human’s, with the ability to grasp and an opposing thumb, making them dexterous as well. Their overdeveloped limbs are like tree trunks, capable of easily crushing a man’s skull.
Much like humans, they vary in temperament, disposition, skill with the sword, strength and intelligence.
Despite their massive size, the Orachai are not slow. They can reach speeds up to 35 miles, so no human can outrun them. Although the Orachai’s ability with the sword is on a par with humans, their long, dense, razor-sharp claws make it cumbersome for them to handle a shooter and thank God for that.
For the most part, the Orachai are proficient in the art of warfare and do not easily defer to anyone. The truce they have with the humans is tenuous at best and great care must be taken when negotiating with them.
For countless centuries, the lands they inhabited were extremely fertile, able to produce almost any crop, had abundant wild life and was rife with iron ore, one of the most coveted minerals in the world. Iron ore is just as valuable as gold, if not more. For centuries, the Orachai prospered in these lands. But, as of late, much of the wild life had migrated to more fertile lands and much of the iron ore reserves had been depleted.
At one time, the Iron Ore was in such abundance that it could literally be scooped off the rocky floor in the foothills. Now, the Orachai have to mine the ore deep under the surface, a venture that is time consuming and expensive.
In order to save on expenses, the Orachai routinely trade in human slave labor, especially children. Human children can easily make their way in the mines’ narrow tunnels.
The work is extremely dangerous and many deaths result as children, lacking proper ventilation, die of suffocation. Unexpected tunnels would collapse, killing anyone inside them. No one under the rule of the Gilleon Empire could trade in slaves. It is forbidden. However, Jason is not under the rule of the Gilleon Empire and this ban does not affect him.
The Orachai, are slowly beginning to venture out of their territory into more prosperous ventures and they naturally expect the humans to defer to them. So far, peace had been maintained—somewhat. There are always incidences, skirmishes, minor confrontations, but nothing that could potentially ignite a full battle between the humans and Orachai. Underneath the peaceful façade, though, is a feeling of trepidation among the humans, who remain fearful—especially having never ascertained the Orachai’s full numbers.
Some feel that a powder keg is waiting to ignite from the pent up frustrations and hostilities between the opposing species. The matter is a difficult one that has to be tread upon gingerly. No one in the human faction wants a full-scale war with the Orachai. They are just too big of a threat. Many feel that it is inevitable.
Jason is aware of this situation and it certainly makes him uneasy and tempers his arrogant disposition. The powder keg, coupled with the Orachai’s physically intimidating appearance, puts everyone on edge. Jason knows that he will have to keep his sharp tongue in check. He had once witnessed the brutal and devastating aftermath of an officer who had tried to rebuke one of the Orachai. The Orachai who had been insulted launched a devastating blow to the man’s head with his fist, instantly shattering his skull.
Commander Attilus and the king make their way to the formal tent where Battius and his entourage await. The news that the Orachai are present is even more disconcerting, considering the fact that there is a tentative plan to sell the slaves to the Sandonistas in the Welshen Province.
In fact, the Sandonistas are due to arrive at any time. Jason knows that it is no coincidence. The Orachai ascertained that they were on their way to make offer for women and children and came here in their place, probably after slaughtering everyone in their party.
As they walk into the tent, a large group of Orachai and officers are waiting for the negotiations to begin. The officers are clearly uneasy in the presence of the beasts. Moments before, the soldiers were in the full swing of their inebriated revelry and lascivious conduct. And now, their countenances appear dead-pan, their obeisant postures indicating a deference to the Orachai general. As Jason looks around the tent, he observes General Battius.
The Orachain is a massive brute, even by Orachain standards and he is said to be an unusually fierce and sadistic general with little regard for life, whether human or Orachai. Almost forgetting himself, Jason opens his mouth to verbally reprimand the general. The beast sits in Jason’s throne, an amber-wood and mahogany wood masterpiece that had been crafted down to the most minuscule detail, a piece handed down from his great grandfather Sylvan, the Terrible.
A seething, boiling hatred begins to fester underneath Jason’s nonchalant exterior. He nearly yells out at the brazen intruder, but manages to hold himself in check with considerable self-control.
Rather than lashing out uncontrollably, he humbles himself and bows in deference. “General Battius. This is an unexpected honor. We are humbled by your presence. To what do we owe this honor?”
“We have received word of your campaign. Ye have plundered several towns as of late: Massalia, Carthen. And yet, ye have not bothered to send us word. We would have paid handsomely if given ample opportunity to bid on such valuable merchandise. Ye have many children in your presence, do ye not?”
“Ai. That we do, General. That we do. Several hundred.”
“Tis a good number. I’d say such would fit our bill for the time being.”
Jason continues to keep his anger in check. To do otherwise would only invite death. Still, he had to give the Sandonistas the benefit of the doubt of being alive. “With all due respect, General. We had a tentative arrangement with the Sandonistas. It would be disrespectful to deny them an opportunity to bid on merchandise they have traveled far to procure, do ye ken?”
General Battius smiles devilishly. Despite their beastly appearance, the Orachai are capable of very human-like facial expressions. But instead of making it easier for Jason and his officers to relate to, it has the opposite effect. It unsettles them even more. “Ye needn’t worry bout the Sandonistas. Their attempt to outbid us met with some unexpected complications, shall we say?” The general laughs raucously and his fellow soldiers join in. It is creepy. Not wanting to be rude, Jason and his crew laugh, but it is nervous and forced.
Jason continues. “General Crixen of the Sandonistas has promised us five gold pence for the women and six for the children, provided that they are in proper shape, physically and emotionally. Our merchandise is top of the—”
General Battius rudely and abruptly cut Jason off. “We will offer ye one gold pence for each of the slaves, no more and no less. If ye have any virgins in your steed that are at the cusp of womanhood, we will consider two gold pence, provided they are attractive. We Orachai consider all humans to look alike and have no basis for standards of beauty among your race, so we will have to trust your judgment.”
Jason’s boiling anger threatens to spill over in a wild and uncontrollable outburst. It is all he can do to hold it in check. “General, with all due respect, that is not a fair price. It is insulting.”
The general is indignant. His booming voice instantly quiets the nervous murmuring that ensues at the insulting offer. Jason’s anger is now held in check by fear. In order to emphasize his point, the general emerges from the chair. Despite his massive size, he is as lithe as a swan dancer.
“Consider this young King, and I do use that word lightly, for ye have done nothing to warrant that title. Your father was a king, but ye are merely masquerading as one.” Jason is livid. His face turns blotched red at the insult and he fights back the desire to pull out his speed shooter and kill the loathsome brute. Jason is a capricious king, but such an act would be a death sentence for all. The repercussions would reverberate throughout his land for some time.
The general purposely pauses after the insult, letting it sink in and perhaps daring the king to lash out from the slight. Clearly, he is a brute that loves to instigate a confrontation and he knows how to ignite his enemies. And so he chooses his words carefully. “Perhaps one day ye will become a worthy king. Ye are young and there is still time.” Jason softens somewhat at the tempering of the insult. “Know this, young King. Ye should consider it a kindness that we are willing to offer ye anything for your merchandise, since ye did not permit us first chance to make proper offer. Do ye ken?”
Jason takes a deep breath and tries to quell the maelstrom brewing inside him. He is beyond livid. The Orachain had the audacity to sit in his throne, forcing Jason to defer to him. And then he insults him, one which would have earned a death sentence from anyone else. And now it appears that he will have to subjugate himself even further and apologize to the Orachain. It is beyond preposterous.
Jason bows. “I cry your pardon, General. We would be happy to sell ye the goods for three pence a head, a sacrifice to be sure, but one which should be mutually beneficial to us both.”
“Perhaps ye did not understand the meaning of the words ‘no more, no less.’ Perhaps I should relieve ye of them altogether.” Jason does not respond but stares straight ahead, resolute and determined. He resists an obsequious urge to give in to the general’s demands. It is deadly quiet in the hall and the silence is maddening, all officers on each side tensing up at the imminent dissolution of the negotiations.
The general finally breaks the silence by walking around, still contemplating the matter. At last, he speaks. Jason holds his breath. This could be good or certain death for all. “In honor of your late father, who had honored a truce between our people and would never have reneged on it, twill show ye some generosity, which ye are undeserving of.” He looks at Jason scornfully when he says this. “I will offer ye two gold pence a head for each of your humans, three for any teenage virgins, on the condition that they are in good shape physically.”
Jason had been unable to swallow during the silence. He swallows and lets out a long sigh that had been building with the tumult. He could not expect more and he would not chance it. “Agreed, General. Your offer is most generous.”
The general smiles slightly, satisfied with the negotiation. To re-confirm his dominance over the proceedings, he returns to Jason’s throne. As is customary when trade is being conducted, two intermediaries are chosen from each faction that is involved in the offer for goods.
A system of broken sticks is employed, with the officer from each faction holding the longest stick becoming the intermediary. This role always comes with some apprehension.
If the offer is suddenly rescinded at the last minute, the intermediaries are immediately killed and buried along with the offer placed in their care. This rarely happens—no one wants to forfeit that money. It is an important reminder of how crucial an official offer is between factions.
The box that holds the offer for goods has a lock and a hole with a chain running through it. The Orachain and Visi-Gaul are chained to the box.
Commander Marcus Attilus retrieves the offer from the box. As he takes possession, he studies the coins and scowls. Not wanting to incite the Orachain, he remains quiet, but the look he gives his king instantly set him at unease. He returns to the king and voices his concerns. They speak in hushed tones. “What concerns ye, Marcus?”
“Your grace, the coins are Sandonistas gold pence.” Jason’s face reddens, his brow furrowing. Standard gold dallions are the coin of choice. It is the standard of money and its value is irrefutable. The Sandonistas pence is only partially gold. Part of the coin contains silver and even nickeladium, two minerals which are significantly less in value. Sandonistas coins are acceptable for trade, but their value is only considered to be half that of gold dallions.
In another display of unbelievable arrogance and audacity, the Orachain is attempting to use the stolen coins that he had confiscated off the Sandonistas they had slaughtered. Jason does not want to appear weak in front of his general; and yet, he does not want to offend the general and risk hostilities. The intermediaries’ lives are at stake and although Jason could risk the lives of one of his men, the Orachain would certainly take extreme offense at such an insult. Risking hostilities at such a juncture would be imprudent.
Marcus is unsure how to proceed. He considers their options and is aware of the implications of any action. How can the king save face in front of his soldiers and still not incite the general? Perhaps there is no way to accomplish both. Perhaps the other soldiers did not take notice of the coin that was being handed down. Two of the officers had witnessed the exchange.
He notices they are whispering among themselves. Marcus looks in their direction and at last, catches their eye. He looks at them sternly, an unspoken rebuke evident in his eyes and nods his head. The gesture is subtle but readily observed by both. Marcus hopes that will be enough to quell the rumors that might be unleashed. He looks back at his king. “Your grace? How shall we proceed?”
Their grave expressions and murmuring do not go unnoticed by the Orachain general. His booming voice startles them. “King, ye are whispering in hushed tones over there like two school girl pubes. Should I be privy to any problems with this negotiation, which has very nearly concluded?” He and Marcus exchange a look of uncomfortable indecision. Jason cannot stay silent for long. He has to address him.
“No, General. Our business is soon to be concluded. Me general and I were discussing another matter altogether. I cry your pardon if I had unwittingly led ye to believe otherwise.”
“Good. Then we are well met?”
Jason forces himself to smile and bites back the scalding bile that had been rising in his throat. “Indeed. We are well met and well compensated. Your kindnesses will be well remembered.”
“Well played, me grace. I know these concessions are particularly loathsome, but such is the ways of war, so it is.” Says Marcus.
“It will be the last concession, I assure ye,” says Jason bitterly.
“Marcus, conclude the proceedings and bring Adele to me bedchamber. I am heavy of heart and me ego has been trampled on mercilessly. Twill need the comfort that only she can provide.”
“Ai, me lord.”
With negotiations over and the potentially volatile situation diffused (at least for the time being), the king visibly relaxes, imbibes and even fraternizes with his lowly officer core. A massive weight had been lifted from all of them and they are quick to express their relief. Even the Orachai relax and speak among themselves, enjoying the wine that is offered to them in copious amounts.
Although the two factions do not fraternize with each other, they nod to one another, indicating a mutual respect and an acknowledgment of their relief that negotiations had concluded peacefully.
The moment of relief and comfort come to a screeching halt when Commander Marcus Attilus returns with a grave look on his face. Jason surmises that the news is not good. His commander approaches him. When he speaks, it is evident that he is trying to catch his breath. “Your grace. Adele is gone, along with her sister. They have absconded and are nowhere to be found.”
Jason acts out immediately and violently, smashing his commander in the face. A very palpable and loud snap is heard and blood gushes out of his broken nose. The king seizes him by the coat. “How could ye let this happen, ye inept fool?!”
“I cry your pardon, your grace. I do beseech ye. Twill take full responsibility for the oversight.”
“What happened to that imbecilic brigand that ye had left in her charge? I shall have his head and yours, if me wench is not found!”
Marcus pauses for a few seconds, reluctant to divulge all the bad information.
“Speak!” demands Jason.
“Your grace. Simon is nowhere to be found either. It is believed that he has absconded with the girls.”
Jason is incapable of holding in his rage. “Fool!” he yells. He then throws the commander against another unwitting soldier, toppling the two of them. By this time, the acrimony does not go unnoticed by the Orachai, who observe the ruckus with mounting concern of their own. Marcus picks himself and approaches the king, bracing himself for another impulsive assault. Jason is beyond livid, but with great effort, he manages to hold himself in check.
“Me liege, set watch and warrant, twill find them.”
“No. Twill handle this meself. Ye will stay and conclude the matters with the Orachai. Prepare the goods to be handed over. I pray ye do not fuck up this, or I will have your head.”
“Ai, your grace. I cry your pardon.”
“I do not want your apologies. Ye will have to answer for such. If they are not found, ye will answer with your life.” Marcus’ tongue swells up in his mouth and he finds it difficult to swallow. If he had not so recently gone to the trine, he would have lost control of his bowels as well.
Jason turns to the next highest officer, Captain Titus Bauldeer. He turns in his direction and speaks curtly. “Captain?”
“Ai, your grace?”
“Ye have not fucked me today. As I attempt to withdraw your commander’s cock from me ass, twill ask ye not to ram me as he did.”
Trepidation is evident in his eyes, but he does not waver. “Your grace. Am yours to command, so I am. Order and it shall be done.”
“Get the hounds, the bassett-pinchers. We have two girls and one traitor to apprehend.”
“Your grace?”
“The man I left as their custodian has betrayed me in the most egregious way.”
“Ai. We’ll get the miscreant, your grace. Allay your misgivings. He will be in our charge at tempest halt, so he will.”
“Ai. I know. Twill be accompanying ye. I want to see his face as he is caught, so I do.”
“Ai. And well deserved to see such, your grace.”
The captain and the king exit the tent and make their preparations with great haste. The dogs are assembled along with their handlers. Nearly thirty able-bodied soldiers are called in to aid in the chase as well. Among them, at least six veteran trackers are present to offer their services.
The captain has no doubt they will be caught. They go to the last known place where the group was, which was the baths. No article of clothing will be needed to introduce to the canines. The group’s smell is pervasive, being the last people in the bath. The dogs pick up their scent and run into the forest. They approach a thicket.
Their lanterns fail to illuminate any detail in the thicket with the overgrown vinetails in such abundance, but they know something is there by the frenetic barking. A lowly soldier is asked to venture inside, despite many painful cuts.
The reason for the dogs’ enthusiasm soon becomes clear as a dead body reveals itself. A soldier had been butchered, most likely one who was trying to apprehend the group. He had paid for it with his life.
Chapter 19
Simon knows the protocol for tracking escapees. They will call in the bloodhounds for the task and the best trackers they have. They will have little chance of outrunning them. Their only hope would be to put as much distance between them as possible.
Jason is often inebriated and when he awakes, perhaps the other woman will suffice his libido. Eventually, he will ask to see his trophy wench and when she is nowhere to be found, all hell will break loose. If several hours transpire before she is discovered missing, they might have a chance.
Perhaps they might not discover the girl is missing until morning. Yes, and perhaps a magical hawk will simply appear before them and offer to take them on the back of its wings. Simon knows he is indulging in wishful thinking.
He could not have risked absconding with a horse as well. Luckily, the thick forest makes it difficult to traverse with one, and his pursuers will not have that advantage. The dogs however, are quite agile and can easily traverse through the forest with the aid of their powerful noses.
Simon knew it is unproductive to worry about such things. He had committed himself to their freedom and he will continue until they reach their goal or he is dead. The older girl is making fine time, but her sister is slowing the group down considerably.
At times, Simon carries the girl himself; and while she is not a heavy load, the mere task of carrying her for such long distances fatigues him prematurely and he is forced to put her down.
After only traveling on their path for a couple of hours, two of the dogs sprint back, alerting their handlers to the group’s proximity. The handler alerts the Captain to the good news.
The captain alerts the king. “Your grace, the dogs have picked up their scent. They are very close.”
“Good. I want all those cunts apprehended.”
The adrenaline rush Simon felt in the beginning of the escape had waned. And now, it had run its course. His apprehension turns to mortal dread when he observes flickering lights behind them. Despite the obscurity, his look of panic does not go unnoticed by the girls. “What is it, Simon?” Adele asks, on the verge of hysteria, mortal fear constricting her vocal cords to a hoarse whimper. “It’s him, isn’t it?” The sobbing from her inquiry cannot be contained.
Simon is indecisive. He tries his best to be optimistic, but his hunched features and furrowed brows belies his statement. “I see lights, but it could be fireflies. They are said to inhabit these deep forests.”
Ahead of them, Simon hears rustling in the thick of the forest. Instinctively, he reaches for his gun and fires it. Whatever beast is pursuing them yelps. Simon does not realize the implications of his blunder until several seconds later. Now they will know exactly where he is.
Seconds later, he hears other dogs pursuing him. This time, his reflexes are not fast enough. Without much warning, a canine seizes his arm in a vise-like grip. He tries to stifle a shout of pain, but it startles him so much that he is unable. The dog bites down harder and tosses his head from side to side, forcing him to lose his grasp on his revolver, which goes flying off into the brush.
He grabs his other revolver with his free hand. He is ambidextrous, so the movement is natural and fluid. There is no sense in being quiet now. He shoots the dog through the torso and the beast freezes in place. Simon extracts the corpse from his bloodied arm.
Two other dogs come bounding out from behind him and he turns the revolver and fires two successive rounds a split second before they catch him. He can now hear voices, which are very close. “Halt traitor. Put down your weapon!” Simon can just barely discern two human shapes and he instinctively fires and then empties his round. Several of the shots seemed to find their mark as he hears two soldiers drop and cry out in pain. A couple of soldiers fire in retaliation, but they are unable to pinpoint much of a target, given the darkness.
He reaches for his other revolver, while trying to cover himself over the two girls. He is momentarily frozen in place when he hears a booming, familiar voice. “Ye are outgunned traitor!” It is the hateful king. “Ye know full well we are going to kill ye. Do ye not? Your death is a foregone conclusion. Put down your weapon, lest we open fire on the ones that ye have taken such pains to rescue. Ye have me word. They will live. We shall not ask again. Throw your weapons away and get on your hands and knees and present yourself to us. Me generosity has a time limit.”
Tears well up in his eyes as he throws his weapons aside. He looks at the girls with a defeated, pathetic look. Tears cascade down their cheeks and they do not even attempt to wipe them away. “I failed ye. I am sorry. Forgive me.”
“There is nothing to forgive, kind sir. Ye have risked your life to save us, so ye have. Ye will be rewarded in the afterlife. I hope it will be quick.” Adele kisses him on the cheek.
The group approaches them. Simon extracts his butterfly knife and hands it to her. “I don’t know what ye can do with such, but it may serve ye well. Perhaps they will not search ye.” She takes it.
Jason is indecisive about how to proceed with the treacherous wench that he had given such liberties to. In exchange for his generosity, she had stabbed him in the back and conspired to flee from his presence. He knows exactly what he will do with the traitor and his death will not be a quick one. That he is sure of.
The king’s party surrounds the group. Sylvia clings to Adele desperately and begins to hyperventilate. Adele tries to soothe the girl but to no avail. Jason is the first to speak. He addresses Simon first. “Ye, soldier?”
“Ai?”
“Did I not leave these lasses to be in your charge?”
Simon is brave. He does not attempt to curry any favor which may have given him a quick death. “Ai. That ye did. Ye gave them to be in me charge to protect. I have attempted to protect them from the likes of a bastardizing cunt such as ye!”
Jason abruptly cut off his insolent tongue, taking out his revolver and butting the soldier squarely on the side of the head. A laceration appears and he slumps down, ostensibly unconscious. But Simon is gifted with an unusually thick skull and he is little more than dazed. He feigns unconsciousness. “Chain him and wake him up! I want to see his traitorous face as I begin to torture him!” Two soldiers comply. Given his size, the soldiers have difficulty lifting Simon up and positioning him in handcuffs.
Believing that they are still dealing with an unconscious soldier, the men are caught off-guard. Simon was hoping for this. He had excelled at martial arts as a youngster and had kept up the deadly art as an adult.
When one of the men attempts to grab his hands to put them in cuffs, Simon acts with lightning quick ferocity, sliding his own hand around the man’s wrists imperceptibly and then twisting it savagely.
The man yells and exposes his gun belt, which has an assortment of sharp daggers. It would have been too much to hope to grab a gun, but the holsters are well out of reach. And even if they weren’t, it would require an extra step of unclasping the revolver sheath, a maneuver that would be too time consuming. A dagger is within easy reach and Simon grabs it in an effortless move and then stabs it into the neck of the soldier.
Near simultaneously, Simon head-butts the guard just behind him, pulls the dagger from the man’s neck and plunges it into the neck of the guard next to him. The two guards that he had stabbed reflexively clutch their necks in an effort to stifle the copious blood flow, but to no avail. With their jugular veins severed, they die almost as soon as they fall to the ground.
The guard that had been head-butted is not mortally wounded, but the vicious blow breaks his nose and he is temporarily blinded as stinging tears and shock waves from the blow daze him. For several seconds, he is unable to react. It is all the time Simon needs to send a hard kick to his intended target—Jason. By the time that Simon dispatched the second guard, the king had pulled his billy club and was about to use it on Simon.
Simon foiled his attempt by landing a powerful kick to his groin. After Jason is knocked to the ground, Simon jumps on the king, but he is unable to land a blow as numerous soldiers respond to their king’s attacker. With the butt of several revolvers slamming into Simon repeatedly and viciously, he loses consciousness for real this time. The guards continue to beat him. The king stands up, with some difficulty and awkwardness.
“Stop! I want him alive and full of his faculties when I torture him! Bring him up!” Simon had lost consciousness, but only for a few seconds. He is handcuffed and presented for the king. One eye had been completely mashed in and the laceration on his head had been gouged deeper. Blood pours out in a fair amount, making his hair sticky.
Physically, he is a mess but still very much cognizant and not about to give them any more satisfaction than necessary.
Simon gives the king a contemptuous sneer. “I do hope it was good for ye, ye rapist cunt. I do hope your chance for seed expired with me gift to ye.” The king wants nothing more than to draw his revolver and put a bullet in his head, but he does not want to kill the traitor too quickly. He restrains himself. Instead of shooting him in the head, Jason punches Simon in the gut several times, hoping to snap ribs and elicit cries of pain. Though Simon suspects that the punches did just that, he restrains from crying out. He laughs instead.
The king grabs Simon by the hair and speaks to him in hushed tones with teeth clenched. His men know that when he speaks like that, it means that he is beyond livid. There will be hell to pay for what had transpired here. “Ye will regret everything that ye have done here tonight, so ye will. Mark me words. Worse pain than all your imaginings ye will suffer and we will revel in your torment. Ye will beg me to kill ye, so ye will!”
“Do with me as ye will. Ye are a fraud, masquerading as a king. And I will regret nothing. Me torture will be a badge of honor I shall show to thee Lord. And ye will be on your way to hell, soon enough. Do with me as ye will, fraud.” Then Simon spits on the king. Jason cannot restrain himself this time. In response, he punches Simon in the face, opening up another laceration on his face as his ring cuts it.
Jason looks at Captain Baldeer. “Take him back to the encampment. We shall quiet that insolent tongue soon enough.”
“Of course, your grace.” Captain Baldeer turns to leave, ordering several soldiers to accompany him.
The king turns his attention to Adele and Sylvia. They are huddled together and Sylvia still clings to her sister in a vise-grip. Her raspy breathing turns to normal somewhat, but terror still envelops her. Just looking at the back-stabbing, treacherous wench incites Jason to violence.
Capriciously, he picks up a rock and hurls it at her. She instinctively puts up a hand to deflect it. If she hadn’t, she would have received a painful bump on the head. The throw was considerable and she may have a fractured wrist, but the pain is the farthest thing from her mind.
He walks up to her and grabs her by the hair, slapping her repeatedly. “After all the liberties I have bestowed on ye, the kindnesses I have shown ye. This is how ye repay me, ye erroneous whore-cunt. Your mother should have stricken thee from the womb. To be stabbed in the back from the likes of ye!” he hisses.
Sylvia still clings to her sister like a magnet during the assault, which only enrages Jason further. Jason smacks Sylvia in the head, knocking her loose of her sister. Adele screams in vehement protest, but Jason will not relent. Sylvia tries once again to intervene, but she is stopped from holding onto Adele. “Tell your little wench to sit down, lest I rape the two of ye together!”
“Sylvia, go and sit down. I must take me beating, so I must.” Adele says with stinging tears in her eyes. Sylvia cries hysterically, but she reluctantly turns around and sits down, curling up in a fetal position and sobbing deep inhalations as her body rocks from side to side. Seeing her sister in such distress is more painful than any beatings Jason could inflict upon her. She hopes that her sister will not be pushed to a state of catatonia again. She might not be able to return from the abyss if she is pushed into it again.
Adele’s mind turns to the butterfly knife Simon had given her, but she tries to push such thoughts from her mind. Her sister’s life would be forfeit if she attempted such a foolish deed.
With Sylvia no longer a nuisance, Jason grabs Adele by the hair and then throws her down on the ground. He jumps on top of her and begins to pummel her repeatedly. He kisses her and bites her nipples until he hears her piercing screams. He bites deep and tastes the metallic blood that seeps out, laughing at her screams.
He turns his attention to Sylvia. “We shall give your sis a bit of show, ye ken?” He takes her face and presses it against his own and looks at Sylvia with a salacious gleam. “Hey, little ’un. Ye ready for a good show? Ha Ha Ha!” She will not look in his direction and this infuriates him. “Sylvia? Come see your sis engaged in some haughty business. Ye ken?” Still, she is unresponsive and does not look at him.
“Perhaps if your sis were the recipient of me affection, then she might pay me some respects. What say ye, Adele, shall we make this a family affair?” He laughs sardonically. Adele can tolerate no more. At the implication of her sister’s rape, she reacts impulsively. In one swift move, she grabs the butterfly knife, pulling it open and then plunges the knife into his cock with all her might.
She plunges the knife in all the way to the hilt, impaling his cock and balls and stopping just short of his asshole. He wails in agonizing torment, throwing her off him. He grabs his tender genitals and tries to release the knife as gingerly as possible. He finds the release mechanism and pushes it in and the knife slips back into its holster chamber, eliciting even more excruciating pain from Jason. He howls even louder. Crimson stains his panatalones.
Adele runs towards her sister, but she is quickly seized by one of the guards, who awaits the king’s orders. Jason cries out. “Kill her! Kill her! Kill her now!” Without hesitation, the guard who had seized her complies and plunges his sword into Adele, who topples over as blood spurts from numerous severed arteries. This brings Sylvia out of her catatonic stupor. She runs to her sister, crying hysterically, “Adele! Adele!”
Adele looks at Sylvia tenderly as the life drains from her. Despite her imminent death, she appears to be peaceful and reassuring. “Ye are safe little un. He will come for ye, so he will.” Sylvia thinks her mad ramblings are simply the result of her delirium. She sobs hysterically and holds her sister’s hand.
“Bring the little wench away from her sister.” A guard complies and forcefully takes Sylvia away, her hands seeming to have an iron grip that proves difficult to unclench. “Listen to me little ’un. Whether or not I can use me cock is no matter to ye. Ye will be the recipient of much fucking, I assure ye! But first, ye must witness the painful demise of your rescuer. Ye will see what happens to the enemies of the Visi-Gauls!”
Chapter 20
Germanicus notes that it is Merlin’s shift to sleep, but the man opts for a trance instead. He sits inside a circle that he had hollowed out with a shovel, cross legged, holding a rosary in one hand and twirling a coin in the other. The coin travels so fast through his fingers that it appears to float of its own accord.
Even Germanicus, knowing the leader’s propensity for illusion and preternatural speed, isn’t sure which it is. Is the coin traveling so fast through his fingers that it appears to float or is the coin really floating, aided by Merlin’s telekinetic abilities? Germanicus does know that whatever the reason for Merlin’s trance, it is an important one.
He trusts him implicitly. They are on the verge of a battle that could only have one outcome—obliteration. Germanicus hopes that The Brotherhood will still be standing in the end.
Merlin walks into a lush forest where amber petals, opaque blue lilacs, and dark green bougainvillea greet him. They almost seem to whisper. The sky is an unnatural and surreal orange/dark blue hue. In this world, he can see everything. It is peaceful. Mottled gray-black doves fly in an awe-inspiring sequence that seem to be controlled by some master conductor.
They zigzag at breakneck speeds in a perfect isosceles triangle, break sequence and then draw back into formation, spreading out again in single file and then come together in a figure eight.
It is mesmerizing, mathematical, and other-worldly. This is the transitional world of the dead, a place where the recently deceased and those with the gifts of supernatural trance can meet. The place is always bittersweet for Merlin.
This is a place of peaceful contemplation where the thoughts of the physical world seemingly melt away and pervasive happiness abound. But it is also a place where the recently departed souls transition to the afterlife. Some benevolent soul had perished and wished to send a message to Merlin.
She is here now, a recently departed soul whose life was prematurely ended, a tragic death. She will inevitably ascend; but the thought tugs painfully on his heartstrings and he is unable to stifle the tears that cascade down his cheeks.
As Merlin rounds a switchback through the forest, he sees her in all her resplendent glory: supple red lips, flawless, porcelain skin, gorgeous blue-green eyes of an almost preternatural hue, with a camisole blouse and a modest green skirt that hides a youthful, athletic build. Like The Brotherhood’s meditation chamber, this place is sacrosanct. She appears to glide effortlessly towards him.
In this world, knowledge reverberates throughout the forest, seemingly in whispers. But it is considered rude to extract thoughts from someone that you only recently met, so they speak. She is the first. “Ye are the one they call Merlin.”
“I am. You are Adele.”
“Tis so.”
He senses that she had left someone behind and he suspects that it is a family member that needs her now more than anything. He is naturally empathetic. “I am sorry for your loss. You are beautiful in every way. You will ascend. Of this I have no doubt.”
She approaches him until she is only inches from him, kisses his cheek, and wipes away the tears. “Twill ascend. I ken well. Me thoughts are with someone I left behind. She is me sister and she is with the loathsome King of the Visi-Gauls. He will accompany her to his master tent while your Brotherhood are in the midst of your assault. Ye must protect her. She has been defiled and her innocence lost. Ye must find her at all costs and seek to restore her innocence. Ye are the only one who can accomplish this task, for ye are the chosen one.” In deference to Adele, Merlin bows on one knee and kisses her hand. “Set your mind and warrant it done. Twill find your ken. Twill be so, me lady.”
“Rise, Knight.” Merlin does and as he does, she kisses his cheek once more. Merlin looks into her eyes and sees vivid details of the encampment where she had been slain. In a clearing above a ridgeline east of the river Krane, the main encampment of Jason’s army are preparing for their next invasion, oblivious to the assault that is being planned on them from The Brotherhood.
As he continues to look into Adele’s eyes, the figure begins to dissipate slowly until it is gone completely. Still in his trance, Merlin grabs his mathematical braille pad and begins to calculate the coordinates of the master tent. Sixteen other tents will be destroyed, but the master tent and an additional tent will be spared. Merlin must venture there himself to confront the king.
Germanicus stares in awe at Merlin, even as he picks up his mathematical braille pad and begins to write feverishly. It is astonishing how fast the man can write in a trance. Germanicus envies Merlin’s hands. He, himself, is a gifted and deadly speed shooter.
But Merlin is in a class by himself, and his ability to use his hands in other disciplines with such speed and dexterity is boundless. In less than five minutes, Merlin fills up a braille pad with mathematical coordinates. He picks up another piece of parchment paper, sets it on the Braille pad and begins to write again. Germanicus is well-schooled in mathematics, but he is unable to read braille; so it would be Yiddinish to him. Atticus is fluent in braille and he can verify Merlin’s coordinates. Merlin insists on his coordinates being confirmed. He does not believe he is infallible.
Others in The Brotherhood, Germanicus included, believed that he is. Despite being one of the most dangerous men alive (and the smartest), Merlin is remarkably humble, having been born impoverished and dismissed with his blindness. If only Merlin’s parents were alive to see him now. Germanicus smiles inwardly at this thought. Perhaps they are observing him in ascension (or descension).
In the few seconds that Germanicus looks away, Merlin emerges from his trance, stands up and approaches Germanicus. It catches Germanicus off-guard and he becomes startled when seeing his leader suddenly standing in front of him. Despite the fact that it is a common occurrence, it never ceases to startle the Dotore. His eyes briefly dilate to twice their size and he reflexively steps back.
“Merlin, for God’s sake, you scared the piss out of me.”
Merlin is a stickler for king’s speech and is quick to reprimand when his brothers use unsavory language. “Germanicus, how uncouth of you. I hope for our recruits’ sake, you do not engage in such base exchange on a regular basis.”
“I cry your pardon, Merlin. You took me by great surprise. And trust me when I tell you that you are the only one who cozens me to such language.”
Merlin smiles coyly, a look that could have disarmed even the vilest of miscreants. “Well received, Dotore.” Almost as quickly, Merlin’s expression changes from one of frivolity to a somber countenance. “Have something to show you, so I do.”
“Another one of your surprises, perhaps?”
“Something akin.” Merlin and Germanicus venture to the thicket wherein the trove of deadly weapons are concealed. In the dark, Germanicus can’t see a thing, not until Merlin ventures deep into the thicket with his lantern, revealing several grenado charges.
The charges are a volatile mixtures of deadly methane and propane gases, that when mixed together, produce a combustible charge. A friction rod is tightly wound into the glass chamber. When the friction rod is expelled, it will create enough friction to produce a tiny fire.
The expulsion of the friction rod will also break the two glass vials of volatile gas mixture, causing an explosion after several seconds. Merlin had indeed thought of everything.
“Grenado charges, Merlin? There are at least a dozen here, maybe more.”
“Does that make you feel more confident?”
“Ai. But I’ve always had confidence in you, Merlin.”
“We will use the geography to our advantage. Look at the plateaus, numerous narrow switchbacks, and dogleg trails. This makes it impossible for a large army to adequately spread out. When we do engage them, we will gun them down as we would a small group. It will be difficult for them to cluster around us and flank us.”
“And you kept us in the dark about this? When were you planning to tell us?”
“I am only telling you, Germanicus. I know how worried you’ve been, but you must trust me implicitly. I was hoping to allay your fears. You are me second, and when the others see that sparkle of hope in your eyes, they may dismiss their deepest fears as well. You ken?”
“We do trust you, Merlin. But you must understand that this is the most lopsided battle we have ever fought. Nine thousand men against ten. It will test all of our mettle. If we have to follow you to our deaths, then we will do it. “
“I have faith in all of you, old friend. Put your faith in me now. Some day we will all go to our deaths in the name of a righteous cause, but that day is not upon us. And after today, there will be no doubts about who the leader is. I am Merlin.”
“That you are, brother.” They embrace as is their custom with forearms firmly grasping onto each other and a partial hug. It is the embrace of The Brotherhood.
Germanicus returns to his duties of loading the ballistas on the oxenules. The brethren can’t help but to notice his positive disposition and hopefulness. Though specific titles are not bestowed on members of The Brotherhood, with the exception of The Merlin and Germanicus’ title of Dotore, it is nevertheless accepted by all that Germanicus is second in command and, as such, he has a naturally close relationship with their leader, Merlin.
“You’ve been away for a while, Germanicus, and you look hopeful to boot. Is there any information the rest of us grunts should know about?” asks Syrus.
“Well, you know our leader’s propensity for surprises, do you ken?”
“Ai. That I do.”
Germanicus clasps Syrus on the back. “When the time comes, you will all be privy, so quiet your mind and set warrant to watch. The only ones who should be worried are the ones who are oblivious to their own imminent demise, and that is not us.”
Germanicus says this with such a rigidly determined disposition that it leaves no room for refuting and Syrus’ misgivings are immediately quelled. Syrus smiles. “Ai. That it will.” The remaining brethren had similar misgivings of their own; but upon seeing the most worry-prone member hopeful, they relax-somewhat.
For the next two hours, Merlin rides over a sixteen hectare radius, setting up the grenado charges. He attaches them to numerous trip wires that are easily obscured throughout the rocky ridge. Merlin makes a mental note of each location, so he will not inadvertently set them off. He will lead the group himself around the obstacle course, ensuring a safe path.
Like clockwork, the brethren finish their preparations for the initial attack. The ballistas are all in order and ready to be set off.
The brethren arrive at the Eukrades River in view of the three lude block towers just before dawn. This will be a perfect time to attack as they can work in relative obscurity. A pervasive fog further hampers their ability to see clearly. Merlin will be attacking after Syrus dispatches the soldiers manning the towers, so the ability to see is inconsequential anyway.
Advantageous conditions will be serving them well. It will be the first assault of many, one that will disrupt their communication lines.
As to be expected, the lude block Towers are manned continuously. The men who are there will likely have been there through the night. They are more than likely the low men on the totem pole, having to man the watch during the dead of night, while other soldiers enjoy the more hospitable diurnal shifts.
Because the men on the night’s watch have had their sleep patterns interrupted, their reflexes are naturally slowed. The brethren will be happy to capitalize on this.
Merlin pulls out his hyper-oculars and gives them to Syrus. He will be initiating the assault as he attempts to kill every one of the guards in the towers. That is not the worst of it. He will be attempting to take all three guards out simultaneously.
He had accomplished similar shots before, but never from such a distance. And yet, the man is not the least bit nervous. Syrus has the steadiest hands of the bunch (next to Merlin of course). He can hold his hand dead steady for several minutes and his vision is superior amongst the group. He will need to call on his considerable skill now.
The other brethren crouch down in the grass. Syrus pulls three arrows from his bowman paquete and places them in their respective channels. It is a cumbersome task, considering that he is in a crouched position. To avoid being seen, he will have to rise up on his knees at the last possible second. If he is lucky, he will get about thirty seconds to line up his targets before he is discovered by the men in the towers.
Savelle, the other hawk-eye of the group, looks through the hyper-oculars and observes the men in the guard towers.
“Syrus, the men are looking away. Rise up now.” Syrus rises up quickly on his haunches and lines up his sites. Each channel is connected to a pinwheel that can be manipulated by a screw on the base of the bow. Syrus carefully moves the screw to line up his sites. There can be no room for error at this distance. If he misses, their initial assault will be foiled.
Sweat trickles down Savelle’s furrowed brow and he begins to breathe in raspy tones. He is actually more nervous than Syrus. “Hurry Syrus. The guards are beginning to look in this direction.” Terror grips him for what seems like minutes, though it is mere seconds. One of the guards in the tower observes Syrus. He is using his own hyper-oculars. Even from this great distance, Savelle can observe that the man is desperately scrambling for something. Perhaps it is a flare, a whistle or even his own pistol. There is no doubt. He will alert the others.
Savelle is about to cry out in mortal fear when Syrus unleashes the deadly arrows. They move through the air with a pin-point accuracy, hitting their targets. The guard who attempts to grab a flare is abruptly stopped when an arrow penetrates his neck and exits, impaling him through the opposite wall of the tower. Blood flows in crimson spurts and his body convulses briefly, then stops.
The other two arrows find their marks in the head and neck of the two other guards manning the towers. The force of the arrows is so great that all three soldiers are impaled to the wall of the tower, ending their lives. They have no time to react.
Savelle sighs deeply in relief. “Well done, Syrus!”
“You doubted me?”
“Only nervous of what failure would have meant, brother.” He says, as he clasps him on the back.
Merlin is quick to bring the group back to the task at hand. “We can congratulate ourselves when this is over. We have much to do. Germanicus, take your team to the western edge of their encampment. Set the charges and the traps. Atticus, take your men to a clandestine position above the ridge line of the river. Lie in wait for the riders to approach, then kill them quietly. Shadow and I will run point along the Eukrades. And Syrus, you served us well. We are well met.”
“Ai. That we are.”
“We reconvene at Briar Hill. Go.” The others comply and move with quiet haste. Merlin loads up the numerous daggers he will need for his assault. He estimates that there are about thirty men in the vicinity of the Eukrades River. He will have to eliminate them all. He removes his abolene petticoat and puts it aside. He needs to be able to reach the numerous pockets where his daggers are kept and the jacket will interfere with his reach. He does take his knapsack which carries Vangelis’ obscuring paintings. He also carries his own bow and arrow pouch.
This is not the time for gun play. That time will come. His gifted hands are expert with any weapon and the dagger is no exception. He can easily throw half a dozen daggers in lightning quick succession before most men could even get off a shot with their speed shooter.
He has a dog whistle ready to give orders to Shadow, but doubts that he will need it. Though they are telepathically linked, he feels it necessary to cover all bases. Shadow will heed his call should the whistle become necessary. He strokes the wolf’s massive muzzle affectionately. “Are you ready, old boy?”
Merlin and Shadow separate and make their way to the river. He and Shadow pick up on the presence of six soldiers in the area. All of them are in a one hundred yard radius and groggy from the night’s watch. None had been alerted to the recent demise of the guards in the watchtowers.
One unsuspecting guard attempts to relieve himself in the thicket. Two other guards are only a few yards away and are just beginning to get their bearings. Shadow is within viewing distance of Merlin. He looks to his master. Merlin nods and puts one finger up and then encloses it in the opposite hand. Shadow understands.
Merlin creeps closer to the two guards. He rises up on his haunches and fires two successive throws with his daggers. Both find their mark. One dagger pierces the neck of the first guard, penetrating and severing his jugular vein. He clutches his neck reflexively to stifle the blood loss, but to no avail. He is dead the moment he hits the ground.
The second throw arrives less than a thousandth of a second after the first one and penetrates the soldier’s eye socket and imbeds itself in the thick part of his skull. With irreversible damage done to his brain, the soldier drops to the ground, spasms uncontrollably for several seconds and dies.
The soldier who is relieving himself turns in that direction, unsure if he heard something. He zips his pants up to investigate. He turns around, and is blindsided by Shadow. The dog uses his massively dense skull to spearhead the man over fifteen yards across the brush and to the ground. He falls hard. The air is temporarily knocked out of him for a few seconds and he is unable to draw a breath or make a sound. Shadow pounces on the man and savagely rips his throat out. The man dies soundlessly.
With half the men on this side of the river dispatched, Merlin and Shadow move further towards the river.
Merlin senses two men. Both are talking with each other and lamenting their post at the night watch. They pull out a whey-grass cigarillo and light it up. One guard suspects movement in the brush and he begins to convey his suspicions to his comrade when a dagger inexplicably emerges from his throat. Copious blood flows from his neck and he clutches it reflexively and then topples over.
His comrade is flabbergasted at the inexplicable turn of events. Mortal fear dawns on his face and his eyes dart frantically from side to side in search of the attacker. He moves to retrieve his gun, but it is too late. Two daggers are thrown lightning quick. One hits his Adam’s apple, blood gushing down his chest. The other dagger penetrates his eye socket, knocking him to the ground in excruciating pain. He writhes uncontrollably but quietly, and dies in seconds.
The last remaining guard on this side of the tower is one of the guardsman on the watchtower and he calls out to some of his men. “Simeon, Petronus, are ye there?! Speak now, why are ye not at your posts?”
He suspects nothing. He murmurs to himself incoherent ramblings. Apparently, not many of the men take their jobs seriously and consider watch on the towers and the vicinity to be demeaning. This fellow is obviously displeased with his comrades for this attitude. “By Christ govern already, if ye cullies are off ye post, twill alert the general to your derelict of duty, so I will.” The foolish guard gives himself away. Merlin nods to Shadow, who inches closer. Shadow creeps soundlessly through the thicket and then abruptly breaks out into a dead sprint when he is within twenty-five yards of the man, sneaking up on him from behind.
The guard hears something and moves to turn around to investigate, but it is too late. Shadow is only a few yards short of closing in on him. He jumps up and latches onto the soldier’s neck with his massive jaws in a vise-like grip of death and then he shakes his head from side to side. The man’s neck breaks and his spinal cord snaps from the force. He is dead as he lands on the ground, with Shadow still on his back.
Merlin and Shadow approach the banks of the Eukrades River and find a boat that the soldiers had used to cross the river. Merlin takes the first painting from Vangelis’ arsenal of obscured paintings and lays it across the small boat in the opposite direction. He then begins to row in a zigzag fashion, ensuring that the painting side of the boat is always facing the shore. Movement from the other side alerts him.
The guards see and suspect nothing. The painting matches perfectly with the environment. Merlin pops his head over, sensing the minute movement of heads that turn in different directions. A guard looks in his direction. He takes out one of the arrows and places it in the channel, holds his breath, lines up his sites and bends the bow back.
He releases it. The arrow whistles through the air and hits its mark, forcefully and accurately. The arrow penetrates the man’s chest, hitting him squarely in the heart, killing him and impaling him to the tree behind him. The angle of the penetration launches him slightly off the ground; his feet dangle six inches from the ground, almost like some macabre puppet.
Chapter 21
Atticus, Domithicus, Savelle, and Syrus run the assault above the ridge line, as Merlin had ordered. Accompanying them are their respective wolves: Culter, Troubadour, Boraco, and Hoth. They are agile and extremely powerful, capable of subduing nearly anything smaller than an oxenule. Dispatching unsuspecting humans will be puppy play to them.
The night’s watch is now coming to a close and the shift change brings a new slew of riders to relieve the men from the night before. There are about thirty riders. None of them suspect they are in mortal danger and do not even believe they are vulnerable to attack. Gilleon’s forces of the north are more than five hundred kilometers away. Jason knows this and the response time of the Northern Army. They would take weeks to arrive, over a month to fully assemble. Most soldiers consider his measures overly cautious and their duties as a waste of time.
Syrus and Savelle are situated in the thicket on the northern slope, while Domithicus and Atticus await on the southern slope.
Everyone is in place. The group of riders who are to relieve the guards from the night watch descend the slope. They permit them to enter down and purposely make noise in the thicket, alerting a guard.
He places his hand up in a stop gesture and then places his hand to his mouth. Quiet. He sticks his index finger out and circles it, indicating a ‘look around’ gesture. Something catches his eyes. He goes into the brush to get a closer look, but not before he points to another guard to join him. The others wait on the main trail.
A couple of horses without their riders come barreling through, nearly sending their own horses off in a frenzy. The guard gets a closer look and is shocked at the sight. More than ten soldiers are impaled and stuck into the tree with long, deadly arrows. He grabs his gun to shoot it off, but is stopped as an arrow inexplicably lodges through his neck and knocks him onto the ground.
Syrus quickly loads another arrow and lets it fly. It pierces the man through his sternum, knocking him cleanly off the horse and onto the ground. He cries out. The other guards hear his cries and venture further in.
As they turn the corner, Syrus lines up his sights on three riders. This shot will be easy compared to the shots on the watchtowers. He keeps his hand dead steady, holds his breath, and lets the arrows fly. The volley instantly find their marks, so quick, in fact, that it appears that the soldiers suddenly grow arrows in themselves.
The first arrow penetrates through the soldier’s neck, sending out a gush of crimson, staining everything. The startled horse whinnies, rears up on its haunches, and inadvertently drops the dead rider. The second arrow pierces the torso of the man next to him.
He tries to cry out in his mortal terror and excruciating pain but is stopped by the fact that his lung has been devastated. He is incapable of drawing a breath. Soundlessly, he tries to remove the deadly arrow, fails, swoons and falls off his horse, dead the second he hit the ground.
The third arrow finds the mark of the other rider that is next to him, penetrating his back and severing his spinal cord. Unable to feel anything below his legs, he cries out in mortal, helpless terror. The horse is also startled and whinnies in protest, knocking the man from his back. Unable to stop himself, he hits the ground face first on a rock, causing massive brain hemorrhaging and killing him.
The remaining riders are now on full alert and begin to look around for the culprits. Some men even began to fire their guns aimlessly, hoping to get lucky with one of their shots. “Stop your firing!” cries the lieutenant. Domithicus had shrewdly set up a hyper-ocular device on a perch that was set up on an incline.
As to be expected, the soldiers glimpse it and believe they had found their aggressor’s position. “Look, there. There he is! Fire!” The soldiers begin to fire successive rounds at their would-be culprit but to no avail. With the volley of arrows stopped though, they believe that they might have killed the aggressor. “I think we might have got em, lads!”
The lieutenant speaks too soon. The brief pause is all the time that Syrus needs to put another set of arrows in his bow channel. He lets them fly. All but one of the arrows find their mark and three soldiers are knocked from their horses with gaping, mortal wounds. Syrus crawls out of the thicket, careful not to give away his position. A couple of soldiers sense his movement and retaliate with gunfire in his general direction.
Other soldiers join in the melee. Atticus, flanking them from ahead, draws his guns, almost preternaturally fast. His mark is true and deadly. In a span of less than seven seconds, he fires close to thirty rounds. Several soldiers drop from their horses. Some have no time to fire their own guns in retaliation. The survivors try in vain to retaliate, but the inability to see their foes costs them their lives. They are thrown from their horses with gaping neck and chest wounds while blood gushes and drains their lives. Atticus reloads in seconds, while Domithicus, from the southern slope, begins to open fire with extreme rapidity. The soldiers don’t have a chance.
One soldier’s confusion leads to his demise. In response to the death of several of his comrades, he begins to fire in one direction. When gunfire erupts in the other direction, he responds by firing in that directions. With gun still in hand, he turns to fire on the northern slope but is blindsided by a bullet that penetrates his neck, causing unabated blood flow. Another shot pierces his gut and he is violently expelled from his horse. He chokes on his own blood and dies in seconds, the most agonizing seconds of his short life.
Only one soldier survives the initial assault. He makes a hasty retreat. It is short-lived. Atticus reloads his speed shooter, takes aim, and finds his mark in the soldier’s head. The man drops off the horse and is dead as he hits the ground.
The brothers re-converge. Domithicus looks at Syrus, Atticus, and Savelle. “I don’t believe that was as quiet as Merlin had hoped for, brothers.” Atticus and Syrus look at each other and suddenly burst out in laughter. Atticus is quick to remind them of their task at hand. “Well done, brothers, but we have much more work ahead of us.”
“Ai,” says Atticus. “Let us be about our way.”
(2)
Germanicus takes his crew to the ridge line of the western encampment and begins the task of setting the charges, twenty-five in all. Merlin had not articulated his exact plan. None was needed. Germanicus knows the mind of his leader almost as well as he knows his own, at least as it concerns tactical warfare. First, they will disrupt their communication network, cutting off the ability to gather intelligence.
Then they will use diversionary tactics to confuse the men, forcing them to act instinctively rather than strategically. They will be led to the traps the men had set for them, like lambs to the slaughter. Germanicus purposely makes his presence known and does not bother to cover his tracks. This is all part of the plan.
With the task of setting the charges completed, Germanicus waits for the security patrol. Jamison and Ithicus set up counter-point on the opposing hillock to intercept retreaters. They are not taking back any prisoners and none will be spared. Justinian and Cotteroy will wait in the thicket and draw the fire of the security patrol in their direction, giving Germanicus ample time to open fire and flank them from the southwest corridor. The wolves hide in the thicket.
Germanicus hears the hoof steps of a large party. The security patrol is arriving. Within a couple of minutes, the group comes into view. Germanicus pulls out his long rifle to dispatch the highest ranking officer of the group. He will be more than likely a first lieutenant. Merlin had modified the long rifle with a hyper-ocular device to allow for maximum viewing capabilities. He soon finds his mark and is about to fire when a distant sound of gunfire echoes through the ridge. Dammit. Merlin had ordered them to be quiet.
The first lieutenant and his men turn their heads in response. Germanicus knows that not everything goes according to plan, but he had hoped the plan would not have deviated yet. It is no matter. He has his orders.
Lining up his sites for the lieutenant, he holds his breath and squeezes the trigger. The effects are instantaneous. The forty-caliber shot from the long rifle penetrates the man’s skull, disintegrating it in a grotesque splatter of brain matter, bile and dismembered cartilage. Crimson spurts from his neck in an almost purplish hue from severed arteries and his body slumps from his horse.
The soldiers return fire in the general direction of the attack, unable to pinpoint their foe exactly. They break formation.
This is the signal Justinian and Cotteroy are waiting for. With the commanding officer dispatched and the confusion that follows, they emerge from behind a set of trees, pulling their speed shooters with mind-boggling speed and begin to open fire on the group. In only seconds, several bullets find their marks.
Riders are gunned down viciously where they sit, unable to respond by reaching for their own shooters. Bullets tear through chest, shoulders, abdomens, necks, and heads with dizzying speed and methodical ruthlessness.
One soldier has just enough time to grasp onto his shooter, but is shot in the hand, causing him to cry out in excruciating pain. As he reaches for his other shooter, he is blindsided by a deadly shot to the head, which pierces his skull and severs an artery in his brain. He swoons, falls from his horse, and dies the second he hits the ground.
Soldiers fan out in order to surround the aggressors, commanded by the next highest officer. Germanicus is prepared for this. He has the officer in his cross hairs and fires a deadly bullet to the head, cutting off his orders for good. Justinian and Cotteroy return to the obscurity of a large bumble bush and are immediately pursued.
With guns still blazing in retaliation, the men follow. The bush cannot accommodate the horses, so the men are forced to get off their horses and venture into it on foot. The soldiers in the troupe begin to fire in the direction of Germanicus, who continually moves himself to thwart his enemies’ knowledge of his whereabouts. They fire in his general direction but none are close to their mark. The large number of shots causes some wild ones to approach perilously close to where he sits. He cringes in response.
“Hold your fire!” barks one of the officers. As the soldiers who are pursuing Justinian and Cotteroy venture into the bush, they keep their guns ready at the helm, preparing to fire at anything that catches their attention. Unbeknownst to them, Justinian and Cotteroy begin to emerge on the other side.
As they emerge, Justinian produces his dog whistle and blows an A major in three quick bursts.
Their wolves, Celek and Linamus, have their respective targets in site and now await the first sound of gunfire. When it is heard, the men in the thicket will be forced to react to the gunfire. They will have to take notice. Their moment of response will be all that the wolves need to subdue them.
Justininan and Ithicus load up their three guns while slowly circumventing the bush. Each speed shooter holds twelve bullets, which means that they will have a total of thirty-six shots. It will be more than sufficient. As fortune would have it, the morning fog had not entirely dissipated and they are still obscured from a large distance of several yards or more.
With dizzying speed, they pull their guns and begin to fire on the soldiers. There is little they can do as bullets penetrate through their skulls and chest, severing arteries and fragmenting vital organs. Streams of blood and chunks of brain explode in a savage display of epic proportions.
Some men break rank and make a hasty retreat to escape the inevitable death that awaits them. Germanicus pops up on a tree stump perch and begins to pick off the stragglers with a deadly efficiency. Those who attempt to escape are obliterated in a volley of high-caliber bullets that shatter their bodies in an eruption of bloody muscle.
Men are devastated with each penetrating bullet. Limbs are savagely ripped from ligaments, and tendons are incapable of holding them together. Mercy is mere luck as those who are shot in the head die immediately. Those whose limbs are shattered or who are expelled from their horses with excruciating gut shots are left to die on the ground, choking on their own blood, in a pool of their own vomit, shit, and piss.
Germanicus notes that several soldiers avoid the bloodshed and make a hasty retreat. It doesn’t matter. Jamison and Ithicus will make quick work of them. His suspicions are confirmed a couple of minutes later when gunshots reverberate throughout the ridge, signifying their demise.
The soldiers that had pursued Justinian and Cotteroy are not spared either. The wolves had surreptitiously crept up on their prey and as the gunfire ensues, the men naturally react by turning in the direction of it. This is all the time the wolves need.
One hapless soldier turns in the direction of the gunfire and is blindsided by Celek. She is only about ten yards from him in the bush and when the gunfire erupts, she sprints for him. As he turns to look in his direction, he closes the distance.
His peripheral vision had caught movement, but it is too late. The moment that he turns around in the other direction, Celek seizes him by the jaw in a gnawing grip of death. In his surprise, he drops his revolver and tries unsuccessfully to unhinge the beast from his face. Celek chomps down with all her considerable strength and his face literally collapses in on itself.
Were it possible to make any sound, his blood-curdling screams would have woken the dead. The dog shakes her powerful neck from side to side and his face is literally torn from his pulverized facial muscles. He twitches and writhes uncontrollably. The wolf mercifully ends his inward cries for good when she tears out his throat.
Other soldiers that have been pursuing Justinian and Cotteroy in the bush are killed by the other wolves: Linamus, Shep, and Troubadour, the largest and most powerful of the wolves.
As the soldiers retaliate with gunfire in the obscurity of the bush, they are unable to see well and pinpoint a target; their shots are haphazard. However the wolves, who are silently encroaching upon them, have no problem seeing.
The men are helpless to stave them off. Much like their brethren guardians, the wolves are trained killers and their species is built for warfare.
The cacophony of gunfire abruptly stops. Germanicus emerges from the brush, puts his thumb and index finger in his mouth and whistles. Celek is the first to emerge from the thicket. Crimson stains his beautiful, honey-gold coat. Linamus, Troubadour, and Shep follow. In minutes, Germanicus and his team hear the approaching hoofs. They ready their guns just in case. Jamison and Ithicus emerge, unscathed and battle-ready for more bloodshed. Germanicus pumps his fist. “Well done, brethren!”
Merlin and Shadow successfully make it to the other side of the Eukrades River without being observed by any of the men on the other side. Working in synchronicity, the duo use the obscurity of the dense bushes to surreptitiously sneak up on their unsuspecting targets and dispatch them with ruthless efficiency. At times, Merlin purposely makes a sound to draw the attention of one of the soldiers.
When the soldier reacts and looks in his direction, Shadow sprints for him and knocks him to the ground, locking on his neck and breaking it with a shake of his powerful muzzle. At other times, Shadow draws the reaction of one of the soldiers and then Merlin throws a dagger at the unsuspecting soldier with a powerful throw to the jugular. In less than an hour, forty men fall prey to the deadly duo.
As Merlin and Shadow approach the ridge line, they observe several horses, standing tethered. A great idea occurs to him. He picks up his last kill and ties him up to the horse. He takes out his braille pad and begins to feverishly write out a message.
Chapter 22
“Ye have aided in this mischief, little ’un. Soon twill break ye in, with me cock or other.” He laughs sardonically. She is unable to meet his piercing gaze. “But first, ye shall witness the demise of your protector, your failed protector, so ye will. Set watch and warrant it done.” Jason grabs her and hoists her up on his horse.
He rides back to the encampment with Sylvia, intent on gratuitous cruelty. Whatever he has in mind, it is sure to be savage. Jason barks out orders. “Tie him up! Want to put an end to that insolent tongue of his. Cut it out!” The soldiers comply. When one soldier foolishly attempts to put his finger in Simon’s mouth to extract his tongue for the severing, Simon bites down on it with all his might. The hapless soldier cries out in agonizing torment. Fueled by intense rage, Simon succeeds in severing the digit.
“Imbecilic cullies, ye are!” cries Jason. He picks up a billy club and smacks it across Simon’s jaw, breaking it in several places. Simon reflexively tries to move his jaw but even the slightest movement causes excruciating pain. It is no matter. He will not be eating or speaking again.
And he will be subjected to even more intense pain before he dies. “There ye have it cullies!” Jason opens up Simon’s mouth, which swings open easily.
Simon does not resist. Jason takes his tongue and begins to sever it with a long, serrated knife. Simon’s eyes dilate to twice their size and he screams silently as torrents of pain flood his body. He purposely uses long, slow strokes to prolong the task, ensuring maximum agony.
He displays the tongue, as some worthy prize, much to the delight of the soldiers, who cheer raucously. Jason throws the tongue in the fire and the soldiers applaud. He puts on gloves and picks up a knife that had been sitting in the fire to cauterize the wound. He could not have Simon bleeding to death prematurely. Jason opens Simon’s mouth and presses the blade on the bleeding wound.
The skin sizzles and spits. The bleeding stops. Simon tries to cry out, but he only emits a pathetic squeal, delighting the soldiers even more. The pain is monstrous, but his fear of what will come of the girl’s fate trumps it. He says a prayer on her behalf.
“Let that silence your insolent tongue, traitor!” the crowd roars in approval. Jason walks over to Simon and smiles. “The last moments of your life will be the most painful. Ye will experience more pain than ye ever imagined.” Simon looks at Jason defiantly, never wavering from his piercing gaze and nods. His sentiments are clear. Get on with it. Jason begins to pummel Simon viciously, slamming his fist into his face over and over again, letting up only to brace himself for a more hefty punch.
The numerous rings on Jason’s hands exacerbate the effects of the punches several times and by the time Jason finishes, Simon’s face is no longer recognizable as human. His jaw is completely unhinged and is recessed deep in his face, giving him a monstrous visage fit for nightmares.
One eye is completely swollen shut and the brow surrounding the eye is broken. The other eye is swollen and Simon can barely see out of it. He concentrates on holding onto the center part of himself. They will take everything else. He observes Sylvia in the corner. She cries incessantly, glances in his direction for a moment only to meet his gaze. He shakes his head as he tries hard to meet her gaze. Look away child.
Temporarily satisfied with the beating that he unleashes on Simon, Jason relents. This is not done for Simon’s benefit. Jason knows that if he doesn’t stop, the traitor will eventually lose consciousness and possibly die. That would ruin the festivities. “Chain him up and pull him apart. The cully that succeeds in ripping off one of his appendages is granted a two week reprieve of duty and three hundred gold pence to boot.”
The soldiers clamor in approval. They pick him up and chain each one of his appendages. Several large brutes immediately vie for the chance to pull apart the traitor. Soldiers take vicious swings at each other to ensure their place. Jason permits them their fun and smiles wickedly at the display. Eventually, four large brutes are chosen, the last four men standing from the scuffle.
“Twould appear we have our men!” Jason yells. The chains and the handcuffs are tightened down unnecessarily tight to aid in the severing of appendages. The four soldiers that were chosen put on gloves to aid their grips. Simon hopes the men are inhumanly strong and he will lose a limb quickly, but he knows that is wishful thinking. The severing of his tongue will be nothing compared to this. All are ready.
Jason smiles. “Ye may begin.” The soldiers dig in deep with their boot heels, attempting to gain the best leverage for this macabre tug-of-war. In order to loosen up the joints, the soldiers that are pulling on Simon’s legs pull them back unnaturally far, eliciting gurgled and incoherent screams of agony from Simon. The ligaments and tendons give way and split, causing a torrent of mind-numbingly excruciating pain to flood Simon’s body.
He prays for immediate unconsciousness but none is afforded him. With the considerable strength of the men, the ligaments and tendons in his arms quickly give way as well and soon Simon is incapable of controlling his appendages at all. As excruciating as the pain is in his legs, his arms are much worse.
The soldiers dig in even harder, eliciting grunts of fatigue from strained muscles that are being pushed to their limits. This is the same concept of being racked and so the oxygen is expelled from Simon’s body, rendering him incapable of drawing breath and yelling out. He agonizes in relative quiet. His monstrous countenance mirrors the tumult that his own body feels as his body is literally being torn apart. And then Simon feels the socket from his right shoulder crack and the humerus pops out.
He can feel his skin tear as his arm gives way. With a sickening sound, the appendage breaks free from his shoulder, severing a major artery in his arm and causing a massive, uncontrollable gush of blood. The pain abates from him as his body becomes increasingly numb and the life force drains from him. Simon quietly thanks God for the reprieve from agony. He drifts off from consciousness, with thoughts of his family and their imminent reunion.
Sylvia tries to avert her eyes from the monstrous spectacle, but she is incapable. She glances in the direction of the torture, that hateful part of her that possesses a morbid, human curiosity dominating her actions. She is repulsed beyond anything she ever dreamed capable and yet she cannot look away to save her life.
She cries hysterically, at times dry tears, for she has nearly used up her tear ducts. When Simons’ arm is ripped from its socket, she vomits in revulsion. Even some of the soldiers are unable to stifle queasy stomachs. They shrug and laugh it off, careful not to raise the implication they are of a weaker disposition than their comrades.
Jason laughs. His festivities had taken him well into the morning hours. Dawn has come and gone and he is oblivious to the volatile powder keg that is building. “Now cusses, that there is how ye finish a beatin’!” He slaps a subordinate on the back and laughs even harder.
Commander Marcus Battilus approaches the king with a look of consternation. “Your grace, it is with some misgivings I—”
Jason cuts him off. “Speak, Commander. Ye seek to interrupt me for trivial matters? What concerns ye? Speak it and ye had better not be tripe.”
The commander swallows hard, fearful of a potential backlash (and perhaps a violent one to boot). “It concerns the security patrol, your grace.”
“What of them? I would hope they would not be slacking off this fortnight? There would be serious sanctions if it is found—”
This time it is the commander who cuts off the king. “The security patrol is nowhere to be found.”
Jason looks at his commander, annoyed. “Then send out a scouting party to ascertain where they are. Have them report back.”
The commander struggles to meet his gaze, his eyes downcast, visibly cringing and fearful for his own fate. If there is to be a backlash, the commander will be the hapless recipient. “Already done, your grace. We sent out a scouting party. They have not returned. That was hours ago, and currently they are unaccounted for.”
A moment of silence and indecision ensues. Jason’s mind seeks hard to rub off the vestiges of grogginess and tries to wrap his mind around the predicament. Anger is naturally his first reaction to bad news and this is the emotion that surfaces. He yells out, so loud that the revelry of the soldiers abruptly comes to an end and it is eerily quiet after his outburst. “Unaccounted for!? What the hell do ye mean, unaccounted for?!”
“Your grace, we thought only to alert ye when it was ascertained that—”
“Fool!” Jason tries hard to ignore the voice that speaks of impending doom, the voice that had warned him not to underestimate The Brotherhood. Jason will not heed the voice now. It is impossible. The man is not fit to be a leader. He is a vagabond and lacks true nobility. It is preposterous.
“Forty men is of no consequence. We overlooked the constables of Visalia. They have retaliated. They will be dispatched, I assure ye. We will make quick work of the cullies. Set watch and warrant, there is nothing to fear.” Jason begins to visibly relax as he finds himself giving into the fantasy.
“Your grace, there is more. The men on the western encampment are unaccounted for as well. We cannot shrug this off as a retaliation from unforeseen constables of Visalia. We dispatched everyone.”
Jason cut off his commander. “How many?” he asked gravely. When Marcus does not immediately answer, Jason nearly screams at him, “How many!?”
Marcus is momentarily speechless and indecisive for several seconds. He will be beaten if he does not answer his king and yet the answer to his query will likely result in a beating. As the saying goes, ‘He was a ham in a hassock or a ham in the oven. A tripe to be eaten either way.’
“Your grace, at least two hundred men have been unaccounted for.”
“Fool!” Jason roars at Marcus. “Why was I not informed of this?!”
“Your grace.” Jason cut off the commander with an assault to the face. Blood gushes from his broken nose. “I do cry your pardon, your grace. We believed in our abilities to properly handle the situation. Twas an oversight on me part.” Jason smashes the commander in the face again.
“Find them! I want their heads. Bring them to me, or I shall have yours, Commander. Of that I solemnly do promise ye.” Marcus shudders. He has no doubt the king will make good on his promise.
Marcus’ chastisement comes to an abrupt halt when a perturbed and reckless horse whinnies as it makes its way through the encampment at breakneck speeds.
Several soldiers try to stop the beast, but only the master stableman is able to step out and assuage the beast. But the horse is not what had drawn everyone’s attention.
It is the dead man whose throat had been slit. Trying to make use of himself and avoiding the violent and capricious backlashes of his king, Marcus ventures over to the horse. Inside is a piece of parchment paper. Marcus’ eyes dilate to twice their size and he finds it impossible to swallow.
Those who had seen the note know who had written it. The mere mention of the man brings an ice cold chill down the spines of his enemies. He is more myth than real, but the officers had heard the stories. A blind man with preternatural gifts to rival the angels and demons themselves.
He is the Merlin, possibly the deadliest man alive. The first man to bare the title of Merlin in over two hundred years. If he is lying in wait for them, who knows how many he has at his command. One thing is for certain. He will not take prisoners.
With parchment paper in hand, Marcus finds it difficult to breathe. He is momentarily indecisive. Irritated and frustrated with his inept commander, the king walks up to him and grabs the parchment paper from his hand. He looked at it uncomprehendingly, for he cannot read braille.
He turns to Marcus. “Well, what does it say, Commander?”
“Your grace. I do not read braille.” The king rolls his eyes.
“Then get me someone who can, imbecile!”
“Your grace, I do invoke pardon. Barnabus Barratius, the Sage, is fluent in braille. He can decipher the message.” Marcus motions to a subordinate. The man approaches. He orders him to summon the sage.
“Make haste, Commander. Lest ye should have a beating of your own. Twill give ye five minutes to produce Barnabus,” orders Jason.
“Ai. Set watch and warrant it done,” says Marcus.
The soldier makes Godspeed and returns with the sage in under four minutes. Marcus is impressed. Perhaps it is dumb luck and the corporal knows the sage personally. A sheepish and frail man approaches the Commander wearing the traditional garb of a sage: a hooded cloak, a peasant’s smock of uder wool, and sanderlis for the feet.
Transcribing documents is his job and he is not accustomed to answering to high officers. He is here to record the victories of the Visi-Gauls and to portray the king in the most favorable light so it can be preserved for posterity.
Marcus comes directly to the point. “Sage, ye are well versed in braille, are ye not?”
“Ai, that I am, Commander.”
He gives the parchment paper to him. “Translate this.”
The sage looks at the document and then he looks to the king, squeamishly. “Your grace?”
“What is it, Sage?”
“The letter is addressed to ye, so it is.”
All eyes look towards the king, whose look of worried aggravation distresses all. “Translate, Sage.”
“Now, I am reading what Merlin has written, so please do not take offense at—”
“Now before I strike ye dead, Sage!”
The sage hesitates no further. He reads “You who are fraudulent King of the Visi-Gauls: Greetings, inept King. I am Merlin. We have no titles among us, but if we did, I suppose I would be in charge, the leader of The Brotherhood, The Confederate Knights of the Round Table.” The sage hesitates briefly and looks at the king, who grows angrier from the insults in the letter.
The sage had already read the letter to himself and knows that the king will be seething towards the end. He now fears for his own life. He continues nonetheless, for if he doesn’t, his life will also be in jeopardy. “We will accept your surrender under the following terms and only under the following terms. Failure to meet even one of these stipulations and we will annihilate everyone. First, you must return the plunder you have taken from the lands you have raped and pillaged, begging the people’s forgiveness. Secondly, you must present the nobles over to us for execution, all the officers, no exceptions. We will permit one officer to live to accompany the enlistees over to the constables at Khatul, where they will be imprisoned. They may yet be paroled someday. And last, and this is the most important. You must offer the head of your king to us in recompense for the crimes you have perpetrated against us. Failure to do any of these—”
Unfortunately, the sage is never allowed to finish the sentence. Jason pulls his speed shooter from his holster and shoots the sage dead on the spot. The crowd is deadly silent. Everyone is fearful of eliciting the wrath of the king.
“Commander!” Jason roars.
“Your grace?”
“Send the squadrons out, every one of them and scouting parties, too. I want that insolent bastard’s head on a stake. Now!”
“Your grace. A word.”
“Ye don’t agree, Commander?”
“Your grace. It is evident that Merlin is cozening ye into acting out rashly. It seems ye are playing into his hands.”
Though Jason is livid, a part of him still cannot ignore reason. Even now, he is open to council. “What do ye suggest I do, Commander?”
“Send a platoon to Briar Hill. It is the highest point in the Siemen Valley. Don’t play his game and allow his group to pick off our men at random. That’s exactly what he would have ye do. Do ye not ken?”
The king visibly relaxes. “Ai. Ye speak to reason, so ye do. We will break group with several scouting parties along the way, so we will.”
“A prudent plan, your grace.”
“Send another large squadron, two thousand men to circumvent the northwestern corridor. When the scouting parties ascertain the group’s whereabouts, we will flank them and render their retreat impossible. The Eukrades River has been breached, so it has. Be it a lost cause, so it is. Keep reserves in the encampment, ready at the helm for battle, should we need reinforcements at any time. Re-establish the communication lines. We find them. We kill them, except for Merlin. I want him alive and crucified before me.”
The king looks at his commander and pauses to let the gravity of the situation sink in. “Ye will lead the main charge. Eliminate The Brotherhood and twill forgive ye your shortsightedness. Do ye ken?”
“Twill win back your trust again, me lord, so I will.”
“Me Praetorian Guard will accompany me in me fortification tent, so they will.”
The commander looks at Sylvia. “And what of her, your grace?”
“She will accompany me to me tent. When we have eliminated The Brotherhood, twill have me way with her. She will see how we handle the enemies of the Visi-Gauls. I shall break me prize in all ways, so I will.” He smiles at her. She glances briefly in his direction, but is unable to meet his gaze. She wishes for the oblivion of catatonia, but a part of her speaks of hope.
Commander Marcus Battilus leaves with renewed hope and yet, he cannot shrug off a sense of impending doom. He doesn’t know why he feels this way, but a part of him warns him that the king’s rash behavior will surely doom them all someday. Marcus cannot shake off the feeling that there is some important part of that letter that was never read before the Sage met his premature death.
Was there something else in that letter of importance, some pertinent detail that couldn’t be overlooked? The only man who could read braille is dead. Was this the reason for Marcus’ impending sense of doom? Marcus cannot let it unhinge him. What’s done is done and there is no turning back now. They will find the brethren and subdue them. Then why all this angst? Perhaps it is just battle nerves.
Chapter 23
The Brotherhood reconvenes at Briar Hill. Several of the wolves are situated along a perilous switchback along a steep incline of the mountain pass. They are obscured on the other side of the eucalyptus trees that border the incline. The ballistas planted in the valley floor are ready and awaiting Troubadour, the giant mottled gray wolf-mastiff hybrid. Everything is in its place.
Merlin knows of Jason’s penchant for caprice and that there are really only two outcomes to the letter that he had sent the king. He had mentioned to the king to meet him at Briar Hill. He knows the king would, in a fit of inconsolable rage, send out parties to intercept him or possibly an entire platoon. Merlin hopes that it would be the latter. Part of the elaborate plan involves accurately guessing the actions of the king.
Merlin also knows that the king will listen to reasonable council and take heed. The best course of action from Jason’s standpoint will be to send two large platoons out, one to Briar Hill and one to the northwest corridor. Briar Hill is the highest point in the valley and will provide the best vantage point.
When their position is ascertained, the platoon from the northwest corridor will flank them from behind, while the army at Briar Hill will drive then into the lion’s den, ensuring no chance of escape. This is exactly what Merlin wants. They will know soon enough if he had taken the bait.
The minutes drag by relentlessly while Germanicus peers through the hyper-oculars every few minutes and observes if Merlin’s tactics had prompted the king to send out his largest forces. Germanicus practices drawing his guns out and twirling them during the lull.
Merlin sits and puts himself in a trance and prepares himself.
Syrus and Savelle walk back and forth restlessly and sigh continuously. The other brothers divide their time between brandishing their weapons and looking in the direction of the ridge, hoping for the large force that is to make its way up the ridge line. For the brethren, the actual battle is more surreal, their supernatural training and reflexes taking over their body and functioning in a dream-like state. The most stressful part of the battle is always the waiting.
A pervasive fog of doubt hangs over the brethren as well as they can’t help but to think of the implications if their leader is wrong in his assertions. No one is infallible. No one can make accurate predictions all the time. Even Merlin, gifted though he is, cannot predict the future and estimate one’s actions all the time.
After what seems like several hours, Germanicus senses movement on the ridge line “Look alive, brothers. They’re coming and bringing the platoons and squadrons. Hundreds. Perhaps more.” He continues to observe. Several of the brethren exchange glances with one another of restrained hopefulness. Merlin smiles to himself, while Germanicus continues to observe.
“They have over a thousand soldiers ready at their helm.” Germanicus looks in Merlin’s direction. “Whatever you put in that letter, I do believe they have taken it to heart. We are well met, brother.”
Merlin shrugs it off humbly, as he always does. “Impulsive and sadistic men are not hard to predict, when one learns most what motivates them. Overconfidence and caprice are his downfalls and he will fall as all such men do.” From a trance-like position of contemplation, Merlin jumps up and flips up on his feet, so quickly that it catches some of the brothers off guard and they flinch. Although they had witnessed his preternatural movements many times before, it never ceases to startle them. Perhaps their leader wants them to be startled into action.
He looks at them and smiles. “Are you ready, brethren?”
“Ai,” they respond.
(2)
Commander Marcus Battilus lead his men to Briar Hill, the highest point in the Siemen Valley. The main road is a perilous one with all the narrow switchbacks and dogleg trails; to make their trek more passable and efficient, they are forced to spread out in several groups. Snipers are set up along high points on the ridge line to observe any movement in the vicinity. The brethren are nowhere to be seen.
But an hour before midday sun, the hounds pick up a strong scent and they are off. This will be too easy. The commander does not know why he had such misgivings earlier. The aggressors will be caught soon enough. There will be no chance of escape. With the dogs tracking them and the snipers on their trail, there will be nowhere to run. So why is he still feeling uneasy?
A squadron of approximately sixty men are ordered in to tail the dogs through the switchbacks of the ridge. Marcus observes all this with a sense of surety bordering on arrogance. After less than a couple of miles, the dogs begin to bark enthusiastically, indicating their proximity to the targets. Marcus smiles in anticipation. He is actually sorry that they had to wrap up this campaign so quickly; he would have preferred a longer game of cat and mouse. He is disappointed in The Brotherhood. He had heard stories of their prowess and thought the stories to be greatly exaggerated.
His assessment is proven premature when three large blasts reverberate throughout the canyon. They aren’t gunfire and the commander gasps for a split second. As he peers through his hyper-oculars, he observes a landslide bombarding the switchback with an avalanche of jagged, dense boulders, some the size of small carriages. Those caught in its path are helpless.
Several large boulders fall onto some of the horses, killing them and their hapless riders. Several riders stop, only to be assaulted by several smaller rocks, which blanket them in dust and blind them to the chaos. They run amok, inadvertently smashing into one another and fall victim to the rocks that hail down upon them from above.
The horses whinny in protest and some rear up and eject their riders into the air. The riders land in violent thuds and are crushed in the deadly, short-lived landslide. At least twenty-five riders and several of their horses are killed in the initial melee.
And that isn’t the worst of it. The majority of riders that make it safely out of the first barrage of charges are subjected to yet another barrage of charges and another massive landslide. The frenzied horses, having survived the first barrage, are even more agitated. When the next explosions ring out, they break formation, whinny frantically, and toss their hapless riders through the air and into the eye of the storm. Small, medium, and large sized boulders with jagged edges rain down on the men relentlessly.
Men are pinned down, bludgeoned, knocked unconscious, and crushed to death by the onslaught of boulders. Gravity show no mercy. A few swift horses make it out of the tumult and some with riders, but when they emerge, they are quickly shot down by an obscured sniper who had ostensibly set the charges. The hounds are nowhere to be found.
Captain Gaius Battius looks to his commander pleadingly, expecting an order. “Commander? What are your orders?”
The commander hesitates briefly. The look of fear on his captain’s face induces him into giving an order, any order. The man is coming unhinged. “Send in two tracking parties, reinforcements to track the aggressors. Replenish the hounds and set upon them immediately. I will lead the bulk of the force on to Briar Hill, as planned.”
The captain visibly relaxes. “Ai. That we will do, Commander. Set your watch and warrant it.” He salutes and begins to order his subordinates. The commander peers into his hyper-oculars once again and views the devastation. Merlin and his crew had surprised the hell out of them. He could not let it happen again. They will find them.
Chapter 24
Cotteroy observes Captain Gaius Battius making his way to the end of the battalion line, where approximately two hundred men are stationed and awaiting his orders. He waits patiently, obscured behind a dense group of trees. He readies his sniper rifle, making minute adjustments with his tumbler-wheel, calculating wind velocity, pressure, distance, and altitude.
He clears his mind, focusing on nothing but his target and then rests his index finger gingerly on the sensitive trigger. He forces his heart rate down from the previous thundering pace set only moments ago.
First Lieutenant Gil Nautius observes with relief Captain Gaius Battius riding down to the troops that are stationed at the bottom of the incline. His mind is set on edge from the unbelievable turn of events, but he doesn’t show it.
In truth, he feels relieved from the burden of having to give orders. His captain will set things right.
Like all his troops, he had heard the rumors of the blind Confederate Knight whose formidable gifts are said to rival the angels themselves. But unlike many of his men, Gil is not inclined to lending credence to superstition or mythology. Merlin, like the rest of his Confederates, are mortal men and can be killed just like any other men—through prudent planning and execution.
It is the reason he admires men like his captain, who are well grounded in reason, logic, and military protocol. He knows that no force of any size force could have escaped the notice of the point men. And there is little evidence that such a force exists. With the country’s best trackers at their disposal, it will only be a matter of time before they are found and eliminated.
As his captain ventures closer, Gil begins to bring up his hand in the Visi-Gaul’s salute when his captain’s head suddenly and inexplicably explodes from a high-caliber round. He is temporary paralyzed from shock but forces himself out of it, wiping away the blood and globs of brain that cling to his face.
Several of his men are not paralyzed. In retaliation, they begin to fire rounds aimlessly, unsure of who or what they are firing at, but desperate to exact revenge for their leader’s demise.
Gil’s paralysis finally breaks. With the commanding officer dead, it is up to him to command. “Hold fire! Men, hold fire!”
Even as Gil relays his order, several more shots ring out, seemingly from the sky itself. With each shot, riders are blown clean off their horses.
One man is thrown back and gets his foot caught in the stirrup. His horse whinnies and gallops off frenetically, dragging the hapless soldier along the deadpan, his head bobbing up and down with every nuance of the topography. Luckily, he is dead the moment he hits earth. Men clutch their necks reflexively to stifle the prodigious blood flow that gushes from mortal wounds, but to no avail. Whoever fires upon them is accurate.
One man cries out in mortal anguish, trying to hold in his intestines from a lethal gut shot. He looks at Gil in desperation and falls back onto his saddle as his hands go slack.
His horse rears up, whinnies, and gallops off like a shot, leaving the man’s intestines to spill out like some macabre streamer.
The cacophony of gunfire spooks the horses into pandemonium. Several riders who had avoided a hit are knocked from their horses and inadvertently trampled to death.
Gil watches in helpless and horrific fascination. He is certainly accustomed to the graphic nature of war and is somewhat desensitized to its horrors. What is so disturbing is the fact that so many shots are perfectly targeted for a mortal wound. He had never witnessed such marksmanship in his life.
Though he is livid with the ruthlessness audacity of his enemy, he is also impressed.
Expedience and decisiveness are needed now more than ever. He turns to one of his sergeant’s scouts, a Corealean officer named Lucius Bomerian.
“Lucius, prepare the hounds, quickly! Get a scent on them. There are only a few of them. Take seventy men and go towards the southwestern corridor near the ablation. Do ye see it?” He points beyond the group of trees.
“Ai,” says Lucius. With the command, a look of resolute determination replaces his previous look of dismay. The man had also witnessed his commander’s head explode and he is eager for retaliation. “Twill do, Lieutenant. Set watch and warrant it well.”
Unfortunately, he does not have the opportunity to finish his sentence, for his head explodes, drenching the lieutenant in a mess of brain gore and slimy strands of muscle tissue. He wipes away the blood and is confused by some high-pitched, childlike mewling. He is horrified to discover that it is him.
Merlin, Cotteroy, and Jamison succeed in running counter-sniper point, while the remaining brethren gun down large numbers of soldiers across the bottom of the incline. With Merlin’s ability to ascertain the officer’s rank through telepathy, the highest ranking officers are eliminated first, making it difficult to relay orders and seriously disrupting their communication lines.
As a result, the scene is one big clusterfuck, with some soldiers aimlessly firing off rounds, while other soldiers break formation and make a hasty retreat. All are fair game and many are gunned down mercilessly.
The soldiers who manage to make a hasty retreat or venture far enough away from the action are spared out of necessity. And so, when enough bullets are spent, Germanicus and his crew cease fire and ride off, as planned.
The chaotic scene briefly subsides. As planned, Germanicus and his crew intentionally draw the attention of a battalion of seventy men. They resume the chase.
The topography makes it impossible to fan out entirely, so small groups choose numerous switchbacks though the ravine in order to pursue them.
Merlin uses his hyper-oculars to observe the developments and smiles to himself. Merlin, Cotteroy, and Justinian parallel Germanicus and his men, albeit from a much higher vantage point.
Although not the fastest and youngest among their steeds, Selus is definitely the most experienced and agile of horses. Although not intrinsically linked with his master like his wolf, Shep, Selus can easily decipher even the most subtle of commands with an unusual accuracy and quickness. Germanicus never has to give him a command more than once. The duo’s synchronicity will be needed now more than ever as he makes his way through the perilous switchbacks.
Selus is forced to make dangerous hairpin turns to avoid setting off the charges. This particular switchback is a veritable land mine and it’s impossible to see all the charges; Germanicus must rely on his memory.
His crew is forced to follow in Selus’ hoof prints or risk setting off the charges. It is a cumbersome and harrowing task, but made easier by the fact that Germanicus sprinkles udder’s milk infused with red dye along the tripwires.
Still, the riders cringe and hold their breath for what seems like hours as they make their way perilously through the dogleg trail.
The group finally makes it through, unscathed and able to breathe easy. It is the most mind-numbingly precarious task they had set before them on this quest. When it comes to gun play, their sub-conscious takes over and their gifted hands seem to glide seamlessly for the firearms, gunning down soldiers with an eerie calm that is more dreamlike than real. Faith is harder to come by when they need to muster it for cumbersome beasts of burden weighing over a ton and having to perform tasks they were never meant to perform.
They wait, listen, and soon hear the approaching soldiers and the first round of charges that ignite as they round the bend. Germanicus takes out his his hyper-oculars and observes the resulting chaos.
Three sets of charges are positioned at the base of an extremely large boulder and as it ignites, the boulder is released. The effects are catastrophic. When the massive rock dislodges, gravity uproots numerous stones of varying size from small to large and the cascading torrent of boulders produces a landslide that is palpably felt and heard like an earthquake.
The hapless men are squashed into the ground. Soldiers are knocked unconscious by a hail of rough, irregularly-sized pebbles. Others who had managed to remain conscious are forcefully ejected from their mounts, landing hard on the ground and pelted with an onslaught of debris.
Even soldiers who had managed to cover themselves in time and remain conscious are buried alive in the debris that follows. Medium sized boulders rain down relentlessly and smash skulls, break necks, and even decapitate men. Their horses don’t fare any better.
A slew of jagged, medium sized, dense rocks become deadly projectiles, raining down on frenzied horses, knocking them over like a child’s playthings. No one in the path of the landslide is spared. The unfortunate riders and mounts who are directly in the path of the massive boulder are mercifully crushed without any warning.
Germanicus smiles briefly, allowing himself a small victory celebration. It will be the only one he allows himself until it is finished. He surmises that the overwhelming odds are still clearly in their enemies’ favor. With twenty-five cases of shells expired and forty charges having been set off, they have managed only to wipe out about five percent of their army. It is a sobering thought. He refocuses his mind. He turns to his men, who are laughing with each other raucously.
“Brothers, we have much to do. I promise that was the most perilous switchback. The next one will not be nearly as bad, but one that I fear will be more important, since we will be inducing higher numbers into the trap. We reconvene with Merlin and Cotteroy.”
Gil had heard the charges going off in the distance. With a group of forty scouts and twelve marksman, he ventures towards the sound of the explosions, which continue to go off every few seconds and reverberate throughout the canyon in a cacophonous rumble. And from a distance of two kilometers, he sees the devastation firsthand.
Horses and men cannot be observed, since the scene is obscured by a thick cloud of dust. Confirmation of the aftermath does not have to be observed though. Even from this distance, Gil hears the piercing wails and cries from the men who are suffering debilitating and life-ending injuries. There is little they can do for them.
A sense of dreary foreboding pervades his unscathed men. They are equally aghast at the level of devastation that had been initiated by an enemy that, up to that point, had been unseen and unable to be thwarted. The men had been in battles before. During this campaign, they had strategically gone into battle against hundreds of soldiers and constables. Some had lost their lives.
They had the superior numbers and the expertise of an able-bodied king who is proficient in the art of warfare, but they had never experienced anything like this before. They are methodically and slowly being eliminated by an unseen force. All are on edge, unsure if the next step they take will unleash another series of charges that will bury them in an avalanche of debris. Or will they unsuspectingly succumb to a bullet to the head?
Germanicus knows that to induce another heavy charge of soldiers to give them chase is to tempt fate. Like teasing a two-headed snake, one is almost guaranteed to get bit eventually. The odds are hard to forget: ten men against nine thousand. But there is no turning back. There will be no option of negotiating if they are caught, no second chances.
Succeed or fail. Fail and see countless innocents slaughtered. Germanicus remembers Merlin’s plea for the girl, whose fate will be worse than death if they do not succeed. His heart goes out to her.
“Domithicus and Savelle, you men run point just on the opposite side of that ridge line. There are approximately forty men near there. Instigate a fight and make sure that you are followed, do you ken?”
“Ai. That we do, brother.”
“Syrus, Savelle, you will accompany me to the opposite side of the canyon and we will run counter-point.”
“Ai.” they exclaim.
“Ai. Then let’s make quick work of them, brothers.” Germanicus trusts his brethren implicitly. Then why this feeling of angst and foreboding? Why does he feel like he is missing some vital clue? Had Merlin been withholding some vital information from him? Probably. The man is as taciturn as the night is black. Does the king have some insidious plan that he will unleash on them? He doesn’t know, but he knows they have no choice but to continue. Live or die, he will persevere to the very end come hell or high water.
Domithicus and Savelle hide behind the ridge line, as per Germanicus’ instructions. Along the canyon ridge, some thirty soldiers are nervously scampering about, trying to ascertain the next highest in charge, so they can implement some plan. Their communication network and chain of command has been temporarily devastated. The men are as nervous as a newborn gilly in a lion’s den. Domithicus and Savelle exchange knowing looks with one another and nod.
With lightning quick accuracy, they emerge from their hiding place and begin to open fire on the soldiers. They find their mark quickly. Accurate bullets carve out cavernous holes in chest, legs, and heads, propelling men from their horses. Most are dead the moment they touch ground. The ones that live barely have time to cry out in anguish before another barrage of gunfire silences them for good.
With one hand working the hammer and the other firing the pin, the duo spend their twenty-four shots with dizzying speed. The soldiers retaliate and fire back.
Several shots come perilously close to hitting both men, who duck for cover just as their first rounds are spent. They jump into the thicket and reload their guns. Savelle readies his tommy rifle. The wolves, Boraco and Celek, stand obediently nearby, awaiting their commands.
Domithicus pulls the dog whistle from around his neck and blows an E chord. The wolves know exactly what it means. Kill anything that ventures in.
They hear two soldiers approaching. They glance at each other again, nod, and sprint to the other side of the thicket and emerge, shooting their guns in another display of mesmerizing speed and marksmanship. The soldiers attempting to locate their position are briefly caught off guard and gunned down mercilessly in a hail of bullets. Several other soldiers retaliate and return fire. The brethren respond by sprinting back and forth in a crisscross manner, making a hard target of themselves and confusing their aggressors. Bullets come perilously close, nipping at their heels like a rabid, unrelenting dog.
Celek and Boraco wait patiently in the thicket. When the gunfire resumes, the two soldiers turn around and attempt to make their way out of it. The wolves had been tracking their movements the moment they walked in. Their response to the battle is all the time the wolves needed to close the distance. As the men turn their heads, the wolves sprint towards them and close the distance.
One soldier is slammed to the ground by Celek’s thick skull. With the wind temporarily knocked out of him, he is unable to inhale, and incapable of crying out. Celek pounces on him and seizes him by the neck, sinking his teeth deep into the skin and puncturing it. Blood gushes past the wolf’s teeth. He shakes his head violently until the man’s neck breaks and his jugular vein tears, and a spray of crimson stains dog and man, both.
The other soldier’s death is not so merciful. When he turns to exit the thicket, he is greeted by the massive wolf, Boraco. He seizes him by the hand, which reflexively tries to grab for his speed shooter.
Boraco begins to shake his head from side to side while growling a death snarl. The hand severs. The soldier cries out and tries to reach for his other gun but is stopped. Blood continues to pour out of the man’s hand-less wrist while Boraco seizes his other hand and chomps down on it with considerable force, breaking every bone in it. The sickening sound reminds the man of crackling kindling, but it is nauseating to hear his own bones breaking in such a way and he vomits, while the copious flow of blood stains man, beast, and foliage.
Unable to defend himself with his useless hands, the soldier resorts to his other bodily weapons. With Boraco locked onto his shattered hand with a vise-like grip, he rises up on his haunches and attempts to kick out at the beast, but it is a pathetic attempt against a much more powerful foe.
Boraco is well prepared. As soon as he rises up on his haunches, he releases the man’s hand and dives imperceptibly fast to his side, biting down on his obliques until the tender muscles begin to rip apart. Blood spurts uncontrollably from the wound, indicating an artery is severed.
The soldier wails in agonizing torment as his muscles are literally strewn apart. Using his claws to stabilize himself, the power of his jaws and a violent shake of his head, Boraco succeeded in ripping out a massive chunk of flesh from the man, who cries out even more piercingly in torment, as if a girl had suddenly and inexplicably possessed him. Blood pours. Boraco ends the man’s cries for good as he closes in for the kill, ripping out his throat.
Savelle and Domithicus continue to unload rounds on the hapless soldiers with a dizzying quickness. As soon as their shell casings are spent, they reload just as quickly and resume firing, running crisscross to make a difficult target of themselves. For a brief moment, the chaotic scene dies down and silence ensues.
Savelle and Domithicus look at each other and visibly breathe a sigh of relief. But before they can get too comfortable, the situation turns desperate as numerous reinforcements arrive to continue the fight.
The duo had succeeded in killing at least forty soldiers in the gunfight, but there is too many of them to subdue. At least two hundred soldiers arrive on the scene and the surreal daze that had clouded their minds and left them uneasy had been replaced by a vicious sense of retribution.
Savelle grabs his tommy rifle and fires off several rounds, blasting numerous riders from their horses. It is not enough to abate the tide of soldiers who replace them.
Even with their preternatural speed and endless supply of shells, the duo cannot possibly hold back the tide. They have to fall back. And now. Shots ring out perilously close to them as they scurry away.
An eagle’s caw rings out in the valley, startling them. They look in the direction of the sound, but see no one. The aggravating noise continues and they look again.
This time, they notice Merlin along an ablated ridge about five hundred yards away. He signals them by giving a thumbs up, turning the thumb sideways, then slapping his hand against his fist. The signal is clear. Pull back. “Domithicus, in the thicket, now!” yells Savelle. Savelle jumps in the thicket and continues on to the other side, assuming that Domithicus is right behind him.
Before Domithicus can escape to the safety of the thicket, a piercing shot rings out and pierces him under the base of the shoulder blade and exits through the rear deltoid. The force of the shot propels him backward and he cries out in excruciating pain.
Several enemy soldiers venture closer to Domithicus and are immediately gunned down by Cotteroy and Merlin.
Savelle looks behind him, expecting Domithicus to be on his boot heels, but he is nowhere to be found. “Domithicus!” he cries out. He receives no response and does not expect one. Domithicus has been killed or injured behind enemy lines. If he wasn’t dead already, he will most likely be when the soldiers reach him. If they are prudent, he will be arrested and tortured mercilessly for pertinent information about the aggressors. He will give them nothing, as all are expected to do.
Merlin and Cotteroy observe the devastating turn of events from their perch above the canyon base with a look of concern. “Is he dead?” asks Cotteroy.
“No. I sense movement.” Cotteroy doesn’t doubt Merlin’s veracity, but he squints and peers intently just the same. Unable to see anything, he picks up his hyper-oculars and looks. He, too, observes movement.
Domithicus’ movements are very slow, indicating a serious injury or perhaps he is being cautious and not wanting to induce the men into an aggressive response. A force of perhaps one hundred soldiers converge on the brother with guns cocked and ready to fire. With the slightest hint of aggression, they will kill him.
First Lieutenant Gil Nattius’ brigade is the first to arrive on the scene after Domithicus is captured. Gil knows that to kill the man prematurely will only invoke the rage of the king. Being prudent and sensing his men’s agitated state and their capricious hair-triggers, he commands them accordingly. “Stand down, men! Put away yer shooters! This one has to be alive to be delivered to the king himself. Stand him up!” His men comply, picking Domithicus up forcefully. He winces painfully as his shoulder is roughly seized.
“Let’s get a look at him and that wound of his.” He purposely grabs him again by the shoulder. Domithicus grimaces but does not cry out, refusing to give them the satisfaction. “What’s yer name, soldier? Who are ye with? Speak.” Domithicus just looks at the lieutenant with disdain and smiles sardonically. It infuriates him. He smashes his fist into his face, emitting a spray of blood. “Speak. Who are ye?”
Domithicus smiles. “We are The Brotherhood and mine is the last face of me brood you shall ever see before your miserable, wretched life is taken, you murdering scrub!” Gil had been determined to hold his composure, but the man got under his skin. He lashes out again, punching him in the face, emitting more blood from his now broken nose.
Domithicus ponders that Merlin would be able to fix it in no time. He laughs at why he should think such a thing when his life is hanging precariously in the balance. He will be tortured incessantly and then murdered in the most heinous way. Resetting his broken nose should be the least of his concerns.
“Sergeant, get the apothecary and stitch this scally up accordingly, so he doesn’t die before the king has a chance to torture him. We need him alive, so we do. For now.”
“Ai, Lieutenant. Set your watch and warrant it done.”
Gil ventures closer to the man and observes an obstinacy in his face that he had never observed in an enemy before. Every enemy they had ever detained had a certain amount of defiance to him. Underneath the veil, however, was a look of terror—and Gil took great pleasure from that expression. He considers himself a master of torture, psychological warfare, and intimidation.
Every enemy is vulnerable to breaking down and revealing intelligence, regardless of how much of a fight he puts up or how much he boasts. This man is different. He has a piercing gaze that does not waver. Not one flinch. Nor the hint of one. Perhaps he is mad. Did he know something that Gil does not? Impossible. He is delusional. That is all. He will be broken. That is irrefutable.
Forgetting himself, Gil ventures even closer to the man, until he is only inches from his face, in a vain attempt to intimidate him. “We will break ye, cully, that we will. Ye can be sure of it, as sure of yer whorin’ mother was a God-forsaken cunt, ye will.” Gil smiles sardonically.
“And we will break you all. But not before I break your face!” Domithicus violently head-butts Gil, emitting a splash of blood and temporarily blinding him as stinging tears burn his eyes. Gil yells out, livid.
As soon as he can see, he pummels Domithicus with several blows to the face. He then takes out his shooter and sticks it in Domithicus’ face, who only laughs. The sergeant attempts to intervene before the unthinkable happens
He presses his hand on Gil’s trigger hand and encourages him into relenting. “Lieutenant, ye cannot kill him. Your life will be forfeit. Ye know this as well as the day is nigh, do ye not?” At the mention of the repercussions for such actions, Gil’s cloud of seething rage dissipates and he looks at the sergeant.
“Ai, Sergeant. We are well met. Tis true word ye speak. See to the prisoner as I have ordered ye.”
“Ai.”
(2)
Germanicus, Syrus, and Savelle induce at least ninety men into giving them chase by murdering their highest ranking officer, a lieutenant named Cleotus Dannaver. The force chases the trio through a serious of narrow and perilous switchbacks at breakneck speeds. Unbeknownst to them, ten charges are placed strategically throughout the hairpin turns and when the first rider sets off the initial charge, a cascading rock slide drops hundreds of small boulders onto the pathway, completely engulfing at least ten riders.
The soldiers and their horses are crushed from the onslaught of debris, which buries them in a rocky avalanche. The ones that survive the initial onslaught are violently pelted with stones until they lose consciousness and fall to the ground, where more stones hail down upon them. No one in the immediate vicinity is spared from death.
Those who do manage to escape are gunned down by Merlin and Cotteroy, who parallel Germanicus’ team from the canyon peak. Their dexterous fingers seamlessly, and almost simultaneously, thumb the hammer and cock the trigger, so quick as to appear fluid and automatic. Rounds are fired with a dizzying speed and find their mark in the heads, necks, and torsos of soldiers.
It is a nauseating scene of soldiers with bodies that had been violently breached by the onslaught of bullets. Soldiers attempt to retrieve limbs that had been severed by the piercing bullets as blood gushes from severed arteries.
There are at least twenty men riding on a separate switchback and hoping to outflank their aggressors, who are in for a rude awakening as well. They inadvertently set off the last four charges, expelling several boulders, which fall with a sickening thud on top of them. They are the lucky ones. In all, the ninety men who had unwittingly followed Germanicus’ crew lose their lives.
The brethren arrive at Briar Hill as planned, minus Domithicus. It does not escape the notice of Germanicus, who looks befuddled and worried. As the leader of his mini-brigade, he is responsible for the lives of his men.
“Justinian, where is Domithicus?” asks Germanicus.
“He fell in the battle. It was too late for me to turn back to retrieve him. I had no choice but to leave him.”
“Is he dead, brother?”
“I don’t know.”
Merlin interrupts. “He lives. For now.”
“We have to rescue him. Syrus, Savelle, join me and make haste. We will retrieve him.”
Merlin intervenes. “No, Germanicus. We continue with the plan. No man is worth the price of the mission. Domithicus knew the risks when we ventured here. He made oath, as we all have.” He looks around at all his brethren, as if daring someone to speak out of turn. They do not. They nod solemnly with downcast eyes, visibly affected by the uncertain fate of one of their own but helpless to intervene in his fate. Merlin knows in that moment that not one of the brethren will move to aid Germanicus.
“We leave him to die? To be tortured mercilessly?”
Merlin moves towards Germanicus. “Ai, if need be.”
“And what of your code, Merlin? Leave no one behind. No collateral damage. Protect the innocent at all costs?”
“Individual brethren are dispensable, Germanicus. The innocent are not.” Merlin puts a hand on Germanicus shoulder, who shrugs it away annoyingly. Germanicus turns to leave, a tenacity burning deep in his eyes.
“You will find no allies in your recklessness, brother. Go and set watch and warrant, twill find death. And your death will serve no purpose, for us or Domithicus. An innocent girl’s life and dignity hangs in the balance. Stand with me as one.” At the mention of the girl, Germanicus softens. He turns around and faces Merlin and the brethren. Obstinate and passionate eyes bore into him with the force of a stampede of oxenule. He sighs in frustration and acquiesces.
“Domithicus is not dead. When we destroy the enemy’s encampment, there will be ample opportunity to attempt rescue. There is still a chance that he can survive. Do not rule out the brash Corcorean. Like us all, he is a master escape artist. Our enemy has underestimated our abilities and they have no knowledge of our ability to escape from shackles. Come what may, we proceed with the plan.”
Germanicus nods. “Ai, you are right, Merlin. Do cry your pardon for me impulsiveness.”
“There is nothing to forgive. I love me brother as much as we all do, but we cannot jeopardize this mission. We proceed to Briar Hill and ready the tug-a-boom. Preparations have to be made to apply the flammable mixture onto the plateau drift. Come and help me see to it.”
“Ai!” exclaims Germanicus.
Merlin smiles. “Then we are well met.”
Germanicus grasps him by the forearm. “Ai.”
Chapter 25
Captain Daliance Bellwether dismounts his horse, Scout and hands it to the stable boy private, who greets him like some obsequious whore looking for a tip. Daliance only smirks condescendingly.
“Top of the morning to ye, Captain,” says the boy, nearly too young to shave. He looks at Daliance with wonder, a man with a chiseled jaw, golden locks that hang to his shoulders and intimidating blue eyes. His white shirt is spotless and his blue blazer uniform is full of medals. The boy looks at them in wonder. Most of them mean nothing to him. He is more awestruck by the shiny precious metal that screams importance.
Daliance nods. “Good day to ye, private. Take good care of me horse. Twill be looking for him and he if is not treated well, ye will hear of it. Ye ken?”
“Ai, Captain. What business concerns ye in Outpost Seven? There must be something a brewin’ here, so there must. The general rarely makes it to these parts.”
“That is none of your concern, private. Twouldn’t tell ye anymore of me business than I would tell ye of me lovemaking with me spouse.”
“Oh, I do cry pardon, Captain. Meant no disrespect. It’s just we don’t get many visitors here in Outpost Seven. Am just a humble simpleton, so I am.”
“At ease,” says Daliance. “What is your name, private?”
“Me name Ludepepper, named after me great grandpappy Colonel RedFerrel Ludeppeper who fought in the Trist Campaign during—” Ludepepper over enunciates each word and speaks very slowly, as if he is afraid it will all come out wrong.
Daliance grows impatient and cuts him off. “I don’t need your family history, Ludepepper. Take good care of me horse and there may be a gold pence in it for ye. What say?”
Ludepepper, who does appear to be a simpleton, lights up at the mention of coin like a pube who has been promised a piece of chocolate. He nods enthusiastically. “Ai, Captain. Set watch and warrant it done.”
Daliance looks around at the outpost. He would have expected nothing more than a dilapidated barn and a small shed, but this outpost is cared for. A large corrugated metal shed sits across from a well-maintained log structure. A large oak door that appears to have just been stained guards the dormitory-like structure.
Two other officers he has never seen before make their way inside the building. He notices one of them. Colonel Filmore Danver looks in his direction, waves, and then salutes. Captain Daliance salutes back and approaches the group.
“Daliance Bellwether. Good lord. Haven’t seen ye in these parts in some time. Must be of some importance.”
“Twouldn’t be seeing the general meself if it wasn’t.”
Filmore laughs as if it is the funniest thing he ever heard. Either he is being obsequious or overly polite. It could be both.
Daliance smiles with his mouth; his eyes speak of some other moral conflict within. They shake hands, while each man studies the other briefly, trying to ascertain the reason for the visit. None of them want to overstep as they are high ranking. Their jobs naturally require them to be taciturn, disingenuous. Ass lickers, in other words.
After several uncomfortable seconds, Filmore begins introductions. “This is Captain Helsvie Banken.” The two men nod and shake vigorously. “The man to your right is Colonel Fakamire of the Twenty-third and the man to your left is First Lieutenant Delk Sleeter of the Master Cavalry.”
“Have heard good things about ye,” says Daliance.
They all shake. “Likewise,” says Delk Sleeter.
“Have heard ye are faster than the king himself when it comes to shooting. That true?” asks Sleeter.
“Haven’t lost me a fight yet,” says Daliance.
The other men laugh. “First time for everything.”
Filmore extends a hand towards the door. “Shall we go in?”
Everyone nods. “Ai.”
As they walk in, they are greeted by a refined, dapper older gentleman with a neat, grey beard. His hair is cut short, his jaw is chiseled and his appearance is immaculate, with a well-maintained physique, especially for a man of his age. The salt and pepper hair and the deep crow’s feet around his eyes are the only indicators of a more advanced age. He is the consummate general.
He blows a billowing smoke ring from his thick cigar, temporarily blinding the men as they walk in. Daliance feigns a cough, clearly annoyed, but the general is preoccupied with other matters.
“Gentleman!” he says as they enter. “We are well met.”
The officers salute General Alexander Piedmont, snapping their hands prominently. The general salutes them back, minus the enthusiasm. “Filmore, do believe I know everyone here, except for this gentleman.” He gestures with a finger towards Daliance.
Filmore turns to Daliance. “This is Captain Daliance Bellwether.”
Piedmont’s eyes light up at the mention of the name. “Of the Sipian Bellwether clan?” he asks as they shake hands heartily.
“The same,” says Daliance proudly.
“Me father Helgore was well acquainted with the Bellwether from Sipian. Seems they were instrumental in our campaign against the Corsiacian revolt. The blood bath extended all the way to the Manges Tribe on the river Phen. No doubt your grandfather would have told ye bout it. Ye ken?”
“Ai,” says Daliance. “But don’t ye mean the town of Renaal?” asks Daliance.
The room goes deathly quiet as General Piedmont puffs out another billowing cloud ring. For an uncomfortable moment, he looks indignant. Daliance meets his piercing gaze without so much as blinking. The scowl runs away from his face and he smiles and laughs, patting Daliance on the back.
“Ai, so it is. Twas testing ye. Passed.”
“Oh, am exactly who I say I am. Ye may check me papers if ye wish.”
“May peruse them at another junction, Captain.” He looks around at the other men in the room. “Don’t suppose ye pubes would try a game of panther spaids? What say? Make it interesting?”
The men all look around at each other. They nod enthusiastically.
“Ai,” they say, nearly in perfect unison.
Piedmont goes to a finely polished lacquered cabinet and removes the crystal topper from a bottle of brandy wine. He pours several glasses and hands them around. Daliance takes special notice of the bottle. “I see ye are not averse to some level of refinement even out here in this outpost. From the estates in Helsengarth?” asks Daliance.
“Ai,” says Piedmont. “Good eye.” The men all down the wine like a shot, but not Daliance. He sniffs the wine and swirls it around before tasting a small sample, noting the deep tannins, the peppery after bite.
“Aged in apple wood?” asks Daliance.
“Impressive,” remarks Piedmont. “Twould expect someone from Sipian to know a good wine.”
“Have I convinced ye yet, General?” asks Daliance, playfully.
“Almost,” says Piedmont. “Let’s have ourselves a game, shall we?” He sits down and then extends a hand out to the officers. Daliance sits down first.
“Twill deal if that affords ye all?” asks Piedmont. He raises his eyebrows briefly, as if daring someone to speak out of turn. No one does.
Except for Daliance, the officers are intimidated by General Piedmont, both because of his abrupt manner and his reputation. Much like the king, he rules with an iron fist.
“By all means,” says Filmore. “Ye house. Ye rules.”
Piedmont takes out the deck and begins to shuffle, his dexterous hands working the cards so fluidly they appear almost to float through the air at times. “Ante up,” says Piedmont. “Spaids and wasps go double up. Three pence to ante. Four to stay. Five to call.”
Sleeter sighs nervously. “That steep, eh?” he asks.
Piedmont looks at Sleeter with icy condescension. “Problem for ye?”
With the other men bearing down on him with hard stares, he shakes his head. “No, General. Cry pardon. Twill stay.”
“Ante up,” says Piedmont. The men place their money on the table. Daliance antes up and then takes two of his coins, one in each hand, and twirls them seamlessly through his fingers faster and faster until they seem to float. The men stare at him in fascination.
“Wow,” says Sleeter.
“Amazing!” says Helsvie
Filmore smiles. “Ai,” he says. “Is not the only thing the man has a talent for. I assure ye. That’s an old parlor trick. Daliance is the most gifted gunslinger I have ever seen.” He looks at Daliance. “Ye were what? About three weeks from your Penultima? That about right?”
The smiles fades from Daliance’s face and he tosses the coins aside. It is clearly an uncomfortable topic for him. “Ai. That’s so. I hate The Brotherhood and that Merlin. They kept me out of knighthood. Should have been part of it. All of it.”
“Ye were there for a spell. Ye ken?” asks Helsvie.
“Ai,” says Daliance.
“What was he like?” asks Fiddlemore. “Is he really as formidable as rumored?”
Daliance shakes his head. “No.” The others laugh while Fiddlemore scoffs. “He’s much better. His skill is beyond anything I’ve ever seen. And the man is smart. Genius, in fact.” Daliance shifts his glass and ponders. “It is rumored he has two holsters on his left hip and one on right. And it is further rumored that he fires those two guns from his left at nearly the same time. I can attest to that. Have seen the man in action. He does fire those guns near simultaneously, but what ye don’t know is the man is actually right handed.”
“That so?” asks Fiddlemore.
Daliance nods. “Ye all heard the rumor of Merlin as a slave?” The men nod and grunt in assent. “Well, the rumor goes that Merlin had tried to escape and was caught, but ye may not know the reasons why. Ye see, Merlin had actually aided several other boys in the escape. They were successful. Merlin went back to retrieve his friend, who had fallen. Even then, Merlin did not hesitate. He was a knight even then. It was further rumored that in the process of making his escape, Merlin had spent about eight hours inside a mine shaft tunnel, a tunnel with temperatures that soared over one hundred and fifty degrees. A full grown man could not have survived that long. Imagine, a nine year old slave boy hiding out in a mine for over eight hours—without water, in a hellish compartment with sulfur fumes, and temperatures well beyond what would kill a normal human. It’s impossible.”
“Just a story,” says Fiddlemore.
“Ai,” says Daliance. “If ye believe the rumors, then ye well know Merlin was caught and beat within an inch of his life. Ten deep lashes from the Orachain whip. And all this after spending in a night in a boiling hot, sulfur-laden torture zone.”
“But it is just a story,” says Fiddlemore.
“Ai,” says Daliance. “But I did bear witness to his back. He has the scars to prove that he was beaten. They crisscross his back like some macabre road map. When I asked him about the rumors, he reluctantly admitted they were true.”
“Still, he could be lying,” says Helsvie.
“True,” says Daliance. “But the man was never given to lying. Though, I suppose, there is a first for everything.” Several minutes of total quiet pass as they fully absorb this bit of folklore. Though they would all be loath to admit it, the story is more than a bit disconcerting and chills them to the bone.
After several minutes, Piedmont breaks the uncomfortable silence. “At any rate, we welcome all The Brotherhood’s rejects. Ye are in good company.”
“We are fortunate they have passed on him,” says Filmore. “Twas there at Calcutta. I saw Daliance gun down at least twenty men on his own. In less than a minute, he unloaded both twelve-shooters and was already reloading. Every shot found its mark. Mark me words.”
“Quite a story,” says Piedmont. “After the game, perhaps we could have apt demonstration. What say ye?”
Daliance shrugs. “Ai. If it please the likes, then set watch and warrant.”
The men continue to play for several more hours. Piedmont, the consummate gamesman, wins most of the hands. Delk and Helsvie are pushed out of the game when they lose their pot. They get up and brood in the corner quietly, smoking cigars and exchanging disdainful looks with the other men.
Daliance purposely holds back in the game, allowing the general to get the better of him. He muses it will be of little consequence soon anyway. The men are all drunk on brandy wine, their reflexes diminished. Daliance is only slightly buzzed. Unbeknownst to them, he has poured out most of his drinks on the floor during the course of the game.
As the game winds down, Piedmont pulls out his thick, gold pocket watch and looks at the time, the signal for business to start. “Well, gentleman. We should get to our business. Ye ken?” The men nod.
“But first, twould like to see an apt demonstration of this skill, Daliance. Ye ken?”
Daliance shrugs. “Ai. Twould be delighted, so I would. Knives or cards?” he asks.
The men shrug and look to the general. “Am a man who loves to live dangerously,” he says. “Let’s see what ye can do with the knives.”
Daliance smiles. “Then gather around. Would ye like to see juggling, targets, or both?”
The men again defer to the general. “Surprise us, Captain.”
He smiles. “Oh, I assure ye, twill be a surprise.” He unbuttons his topcoat and places it on the table. Underneath, he wears a black leather flap jacket. Hidden in each of the numerous sleeves are medium sized throwing daggers, surgically sharp. Daliance pulls out several and begins to juggle them. Filmore, Delk , Helsvie, and Sleeter all clap, but Piedmont seems unimpressed.
“Have seen a juggler before,” says Piedmont. “Tis only tripe.”
“Oh, have ye now?” says Daliance. He grabs two more and begins to juggle them. He is now juggling six. Piedmont blows smoke and a smile begins to form and his brow unfurrows.
“Trust me,” says Fiddlemore. “Haven’t seen anything yet.”
While juggling, Daliance removes his flap jacket seamlessly, while still managing to juggle the six knives. He tosses it gently at Piedmont. Piedmont looks at it suspiciously. “Take it,” says Daliance. “Throw the knives at me one at a time. Ye ken?”
Piedmont chuckles heartily, clearly impressed. “Alright then. Now ye have impressed, Captain.”
Piedmont takes out the first knife and throws it at Daliance who barely catches it between his legs. The men clap thunderously and laugh. “Well done,” says Piedmont.
Piedmont throws another one. Daliance catches it, to the roar of the inebriated men. Daliance turns his body slightly. Piedmont throws another one. As he launches it, Daliance pivots the slightest bit and throws his shoulder imperceptibly fast, sending the dagger into Filmore, hitting him directly in the eye-socket. He cries out in befuddled agony.
The men first believe it to be part of the show. They croon out in amazement. But their amazement soon turns to horrific incredulity as two other daggers are launched nearly simultaneously. The first one finds Delk in the Adam’s apple. It rips through his throat, puncturing the jugular. He cries out in shock and reflexively clutches his neck. Sleeter cries out as the next dagger lodges in his chest.
Helsvie reaches for his six-shooter, but two sharp daggers seem to materialize in his chest and the hand that reached for his gun reaches instead for the daggers that threaten to consume him. He drops as he tries to cry out in muffled protests.
Piedmont reaches for his gun and attempts to fire, but two of his digits are severed and his gun drops to the ground. He cries out more from surprise than pain. The pain will come later. Of that, he has no doubt.
“Twill see ye crucified!” he wails. “Ye just signed your death warrant.”
“Ye should only be concerned with one thing, Piedmont.”
“What is that?” he hisses.
“How you’re going to leave here. Twill give ye an offer and only once.” He removes a paper from his saddlebag and hands it to him. “With your good hand, I expect ye to sign this. And when ye do, I promise an end to your pain.”
“Fuck ye!” he hisses. “Ain’t signing shit. Suck me cock in hell!”
Daliance only smiles. He takes the point of his sword and pushes it into his ball sack Piedmont cries out in excruciating pain.
“I assure ye the pain will only be exacerbated. Sign me document with your good hand and ye will receive the medical treatment ye so desire. Ye know the pain will only get worse. Sign me document.”
“Give it to me!” says Piedmont. Daliance takes a pen and the official parchment notice. Piemont signs it.
“Now, get me up. Help me.”
Daliance stuffs the paper back into his saddlebag. “I did promise ye an end to your pain, did I not?”
“Ai,” says Piedmont.
Daliance takes his sword and slashes it swiftly across a small arc. A huge laceration appears in Piedmont’s neck. He clutches his neck and tries to cry out but only manages a few gurgled protests. He drops to the ground, twitches for several seconds, and then is still as dark blood stains the floor boards.
Filmore squirms and tries to reach for his gun, but Daliance is too quick. He throws another dagger at the soft part of his neck, hitting it, sending the dagger all the way to the hilt. He pulls it out, and the blood pours out, staining himself crimson.
“Ye!” he hisses.
Daliance finishes him off by slicing through his neck, detaching his head. It rolls around on the floor, still bearing the same expression of utter horror.
As Daliance gets to the door, he looks back at the gruesome scene. He puts on his coat and bows. “Gentlemen. I bid ye a farewell and a thankee to boot.” He shuts the door and walks out.
Chapter 26
Two sniper sentries are perched on a ridge line nearly ninety percent of the way up Briar Hill, atop a perilous switchback trail. From their vantage point, they can see almost the entire Siemen Valley and little escapes their notice. Sergeant Martimus Xander observes the western corridor, while Second Lieutenant Bartimer Anthamus observes the eastern corridor. So far, there is no sign of the enemy.
After several hours of inactivity, Martimus grows bored and restless. He puts his scope down and rests. After several minutes, he hears a gurgling sound emanating from his partner, Bartimer, and looks at him in response.
Martimus is bewildered as to why his partner has an arrow sticking in his neck. Where the hell had it come from? Martimus reaches for his scope rifle, but as he does so, an arrow shoots through his hand, impaling it against a tree.
He cries out more in shock than pain. Reflexively, he reaches for the arrow. As he does, another arrow lodges in his neck. His breath catches in his throat and he is unable to expel air. When he can breathe again, he inhales blood into his lungs and gags convulsively, expelling a tremendous amount of blood from his mouth. Mercifully, he loses consciousness and blackness overtakes him.
Justinian and Ithicus emerge from the dense underbrush, having dispatched the last of the remaining sniper scouts. They cannot risk sniper fire from the proficient soldiers manning the vantage points if they hope to divide the large forces. The commanding officer will send out the squadrons in droves, hoping to eliminate the aggressors with the force of their vast numbers.
The pair make their way down to where the forces await. They will have to initiate the deadly ruse within a three hundred yard radius to induce the inevitable chase. It is a ploy that can get them killed easily and it likely will. They descend to a point where they are nearly three hundred yards away from the massive force and approach a thick, overgrown mulberry bush with dense cacti tulip leaves, which easily obscures them. A craterous ablation creates a natural ridge line, so they can leave their horses on the other side, unseen.
Justinian and Ithicus both wish for the company of their companion wolves, Bailey and Celek. They, too, have dangerous jobs to perform and the brethren’s hearts goes out to them.
Justinian and Ithicus peer intently as the force makes its painstaking way through the canyon’s ascent. They are moving at a fairly good trot, but it seems to the brethren that they are moving at a snail’s pace. The distance and high nerves skew their perceptions. Justinian will ultimately decide when to initiate the first assault.
He is the most decisive one. Ithicus is more of a follower, but when he commits himself to a course of action, nothing can deter him from it. Come hell or high water, he will accomplish his mission or die trying. And the man has a map grid of a memory. He can commit to memory the most elaborate of plans. In fact, his memory is outmatched by only one other brother—Merlin.
“It’s time, Ithicus. Prepare yourself.” Ithicus’ heart begins to hammer in his chest. He focuses on his breathing and clears his mind of everything except for the battle.
“Ready the sniper scope,” says Justinian. Ithicus complies. He peers through it and finds their target, a lieutenant by the look of it. He adjusts the pin-wheel for the appropriate calculations of wind velocity, altitude, and barometer. He takes aim, holds his breath, cocks the lever and holds his finger over the trigger, awaiting Justinian’s orders.
“Now! Fire!” Ithicus fires and the expert marksman finds his mark. The effects are instantaneous and gruesome. The powerful fifty-caliber shot rings out cacophonously. The lieutenant’s head disintegrates when the bullet pierces it. Those hapless soldiers who are closest to him are splattered with brain gore, strewn in the form of viscous tendrils that cling to the nearby riders. The headless body gushes blood from the neck, slumps down on the horse, and then falls off.
The moment is so surreal that the soldiers nearest him are caught off guard and at first believe it to be some macabre joke. They did not just witness the disintegration of their lieutenant’s head. Did they? Several seconds of incredulity ensue, but then reality sets in.
Justinian and Ithicus jump on their steeds and take off at a full gallop. Their hasty retreat does not go unnoticed by the soldiers, who follow. Captain Gerard Martimus observes the chaotic mess and the fleeing men. He calls to his lieutenant. “Lieutenant Danniver, I want those men dispatched. Ready a thousand men now at me disposal. Make haste. Now!”
“Ai, sir.”
The soldiers fan out and attempt to converge on the point of Justinian and Ithicus. A group of forty ride hard out to meet them. As they depart, the brethren seamlessly pull out their speed shooters and begin to fire successive rounds in a dizzying speed every few seconds, while turning back around to steer their horses. Several soldiers fall but not enough to make a difference.
They push their horses, Isabella and Cumulin, to their limits. The horses whinny in protest, but comply with the orders.
After they spend their first rounds, they reload just as quickly and fire again. Their marks are true, but the volley of soldiers converging on them cannot be stopped. Justinian’s horse, Isabella, runs slightly ahead of Cumulin. Several shots come perilously close to hitting the brethren.
They look at each other with consternation on their faces, unsure if they can make the narrow dogleg trail that lies just a few hundred yards away. They continue to fire successive rounds at the approaching army but know there is nothing they can do to stop the onslaught. They will need the grace of God to survive this juncture.
A strategic shot rings out and Cumulin abruptly stops while her hooves slide across the dusty hardpan. She rears up frenetically as a wound opens up on her back. Justinian is violently thrown through the air and into the ground, knocking the air from his lungs.
He breathes in hard while he tries to get his bearings. He reaches for his guns and then rears up on his haunches, firing both guns in rapid succession.
Ithicus looks back but does not hesitate in the slightest. If it had been the other way around, Justinian may have hesitated for a second, deciding whether or not to go back for his fellow brother. Ithicus however, does not waver. It will prove to be his saving grace. Cumulin is much too big of a target. She takes a plethora of gunshots. Bullets rip into her flesh, opening up cavernous wound, expelling crimson on her gold coat. One bullet rips through her leg, shattering her cannon bone and knocking her to the ground. Another bullet ends her life for good. Her massive neck flops over and she is still.
Justinian is on a steep dogleg trail with men converging on him fast. He briefly considers making a run down the trail, but there will only be more men to fight. A bullet to his leg ends his decision for good. He reloads his gun and fires, sending a volley of men from their horses and to the ground. It is not enough to stop the tide of soldiers.
Several more devastating shots ring out, blowing out his kneecap and hitting him in the gut. He is thrown back on the ground. He tries to get up but another shot to the head ends his assault for good. He dies with a faint smile on his face.
Celek feels the moment when her companion guardian expires. She howls in an unusual feverish pitch that sounds like part seal and part oxenule. The loss will affect her for some time.
Ithicus barely makes it to the dogleg trail before a large group of soldiers converge on him. If it weren’t for the unusual speed of his mare, Isabella, he would have succumbed to the same fate as Justinian.
The soldiers are unable to fan out and must go in single file through the cumbersome and narrow trail. This slows them down. Ithicus uses the fact that he is a single rider to his advantage and takes off at a full gallop after he slows for the hairpin turn. Some soldiers who did not slow down enough dive headfirst into one another as they are ejected from their horses. Most soldiers prudently slow down enough for the hairpin turn and are forced to navigate the trail in single file.
Ithicus gallops as hard as Isabella can handle through the trail until it eventually widens through the canyon walls. Tears begin to well up in his eyes at the thought of his loss, but he pushes such thoughts away. There will be time for mourning later. He begins a steep incline for nearly a kilometer until he approaches the crest of the rocky ridge. From there, the trail declines sharply.
On the other side of that trail, paralleling the eucalyptus trees are the three wolves who will ambush the lead riders from the front.
Ithicus looks towards them, pulls out his whistle and sharply blows an E chord. In response, Celek, Bailey, and Boraco emit a guttural and high-pitched war howl. The feelings of camaraderie console Ithicus’ grieving heart. He enters the first hairpin canyon corridor, slowing down Isabella considerably. She whinnies in protest. She is at the limit of her physical constraints.
It takes Ithicus approximately forty-five minutes to traverse through the canyon corridors before he comes to a rudimentary ladder that Merlin had set up. The canyon’s steep walls are nearly impossible to scale, so Merlin has positioned several wooden posts along a trail he has chosen.
To allow Isabella to ascend the treacherous climb, he has also fashioned two track systems that run parallel to each other opposite the wooden posts. Ithicus marvels at Merlin’s ingenuity. Isabella seems uneasy. He pats her reassuringly. He tightens down the saddle to Isabella to the point where she is uncomfortable. She steps back in protest and neighs restlessly. She may be chaffed by the time she reaches the top, but she will not topple over.
Ithicus takes a cable attached to a carabiner and places it in a peg that sits in the track. He does the same thing with another cable on the other side. Every twelve feet there is a locking mechanism that must be manually dislodged. It will be a monotonous job of unlocking the hinge every twelve feet but absolutely necessary.
Ithicus reassures Isabella again. She is reluctant but goes up the steep ascent. Ithicus walks alongside her and encourages her onward. The first hundred feet are monotonous and tiresome, but they toil on. At the halfway point, the climb becomes nearly vertical and Isabella seizes up from sheer terror. Every effort to assuage her is rebuffed.
Ithicus is at a stalemate. As his eyes scan the area, he notices a piece of parchment paper sticking out of a rock. He grabs it and notices Merlin’s unorthodox writing style, one dictated by a braille pad rather than from a normal writing tablet. He opens it and reads it.
Ithicus, I ken that you are having trouble with Isabella. Leave her and ascend without her and I promise you will find something to help you. I pray that Justinian made it, but me premonition has revealed otherwise. If we do not see each other again in this life, then twill see you in the next life, brother.
Ithicus smiles to himself. The tears that were welling up and threatening to come down give way and he brushes them away. Only a few feet away from the note is a cable hook and carabiner.
He drives Isabella up to it, though she bucks and whinnies. When they reach the cable, he clips Isabella to it and then climbs to the top.
When he ascends the plateau, he observes a turnstile with a similar tract system like the one he had just attached Isabella to.
“Merlin, old friend. You have thought of everything, brother,” he laughs heartily.
He begins to turn the crank. It is surprisingly easy thanks to the counterweights that sit opposite the contraption. He hears Isabella whinny but her protests are not nearly as frenzied as before and she is moving up the impossible hill.
As Ithicus begins to tire, he spies the head of Isabella. He turns the crank further and she mounts the top.
He goes to her and immediately pats her affectionately to calm her. She settles down once her restraints are unleashed.
Ithicus extracts his hyper-oculars and looks out over the canyon ridge. He prays that the wolves will do their part.
(2)
Captain Gerard Martimus rides on hard, confident he can eliminate or capture the other culprit. The other soldier’s corpse had been searched thoroughly for any clue to their plans, but none were found. The captain is not surprised.
He didn’t expect to find any. He is momentarily disconcerted when the trail suddenly collapses and gives way to a narrow dogleg trail. Now they are forced to make painstaking progress.
After a series of switchbacks, the trail begins to fan out once more. When it opens up, Captain Gerard coaxes his men into a harder gallop, hoping to catch their last culprit. The bastard will pay for the ambush on his men. If God wills it and he still lives, he will be tortured mercilessly. Perhaps one will be left to make a real example of by crucifixion. That would deter any would-be aggravators from toying with the likes of the Visi-Gauls.
The trail begins to fan out even more, so he orders his men to spread out accordingly. When he turns around another switchback, he observes a number of massive eucalyptus trees and inwardly remarks how it would have been a good spot for an ambush. If only they had the appropriate numbers for one. Still, a part of him remains apprehensive that few had caused such havoc on his men. If there were more men, were they lying in wait? Why did they not show themselves?
Something about the trees sets the captain’s mind at unease, something insidious lurking there perhaps. But if there is a force waiting, they would definitely have made their move by now. Still, Gerard’s mind screams caution. He just doesn’t know why.
Celek, Bailey, and Boraco wait patiently on the other side of the eucalyptus trees on their rumps, patient but edgy. Their low-level whining is the only indicator of their unrest. Like their guardian brethren, they long for the action of battle and grow bored during the intermittent lull.
Ithicus stands on the top of the canyon ridge, peering through his hyper-oculars at the approaching army and smiles to himself. He wishes he could share this moment with his best friend. When the army makes their way to the halfway point along the descent before the turn, he blows on the whistle.
When they hear the whistle, the wolves sprint into action.
They parallel the horses who gallop at half speed. At their full speed, they quickly overtake them. They continue their sprint until they are well past them. They breast a sharp incline that stands just over the path of the approaching army. A large eucalyptus tree obscures them completely. They wait for their prey to arrive at that exact moment. Working in conjunction with one another, Celek peers through the tree line to determine the best time to jump out on them. Bailey and Boraco sit at the other end of the drop off to give themselves a running chance.
With his acute vision, Celek catches sight of the three riders who are leading the charge. He emits a barely audible yelp. Bailey and Boraco ready themselves. They relax their powerful muscles and lean back slightly, creating a natural springboard to propel themselves and then shoot forward with ferocious quickness. In less than twenty yards, they reach seventy percent of their full speed and when they reach the edge of the precipice, they jump as high as they can to clear the tree line and propel themselves on the hapless riders.
Even before they finished their jump, Celek makes his way to their same starting position and begins his full sprint. As Bailey and Boraco hurl themselves in the air, he is sprinting nearly full speed to the ledge himself.
All the soldiers are on edge and overly cautious, but this is certainly not the assault they were expecting. The three riders in the lead are blindsided. Their gazes had been transfixed in the middle of the tree line on both sides, half expecting a relentless volley of arrows or bullets to bombard them; they never expect an assault to come over the trees themselves.
One rider hears movement, but by the time he turns his head to look up it is too late. From that height, Celek lands on him with the weight of an oxenule. He extends his claws as he lands on the hapless soldier, his claws scraping against his neck and opening up a deep laceration. He falls to the ground and lands hard on his face, breaking his nose and jaw. Even with the high pitched whinny of the horse, a sickening crunching sound is heard. He tries to move his mouth but is precluded from the fact that he can barely move his jaw. Celek sinks his teeth deep into his tender neck, opening up his jugular vein and ripping through arteries. Crimson spurts, staining man and beast alike.
Bailey lands on the lead rider, sinking his teeth deep into his shoulder, eliciting cries of surprise and then agonizing wails.
He forcefully ejects the rider, sending him to the ground. His back gives out with a loud, sickening snap. He tries to raise his head and push him off but to no avail. Bailey bites down with his monstrously powerful jaws, ripping out his throat. Blood pours and pools on the soil. Shots ring out close to him, but none find their mark as the soldiers do not want to wound one of their own.
Bailey dives into another man, knocking him from his horse and landing on him with his considerable weight. His free hand reaches for his speed shooter.
Unfortunately, it is seized in a vise-like grip. Bailey begins to shake his muzzle. The soldier is forced to watch in horror and excruciating pain as his arm is ripped from its socket. He cries out in a high-pitched, blood-curdling scream that could have waken the dead. Bailey ends his screams for good when he sinks his teeth deep into his skull and rips his head off. Blood pours from his neck like a broken dam.
Bailey sprints off down the trail, while a rapid volley of ear-deafening bullets rings out, echoing through the canyon.
Unable to get a clear shot at the wolves and being too far away, most soldiers hesitate to fire. The unexpected method of attack leaves them discouraged and bewildered. The men look to the captain. A look of desperation is pasted on his face. For several seconds he is too stunned to command.
“Captain!” yells Lieutenant Din Frost.
When he fails to snap out of it, he brushes up and bumps the side of his horse. Gerard looks up with a pained expression like a boy who has been woken from a nightmare. “What are ye orders?” asks Din Frost.
Gerard breaks from his stupor. He looks towards the trail. “Follow them. At tempest halt!”
“Ye heard him men,” barks Frost. “Pursue them!”
The soldiers comply, kicking their horses into a full gallop. But lacking the agility, breaking power, and litheness of their canine aggressors, they are forced to slow down to a crawl to navigate the sharp turn into the canyon corridor lest they hit the canyon wall head on.
An obstinate disposition and bloodlust soon replaces indecision. He kicks his horse on faster once he clears the next hairpin turn. He is confident that his men can subdue the wolves and the other aggressor, who is likely hiding out somewhere in the canyon corridors, readying himself to ambush them. He will not play into his hands. He will spread his men out and outflank the bastard. He knows the landscape. These corridors wind around in a veritable maze with several corridors being dead ends themselves, leaving the culprit little choice for escape.
He is stupid for believing that he can escape through them, whoever he is. This is clearly an attack born out of desperation. Why then does an ice cold chill run down his spine, as if they are walking into a trap? Were they? No, that was preposterous. There are probably fewer than three hundred men. What could they possibly do? What trap could they lay for them?
“Fan out further, men! When ye round a corner, have your archers fire a volley of arrows. They are most likely waiting in ambush. Use prudence and most of ye shall live to see another day. One hundred gold pence to the man that can bring me the wolves, dead or alive. Five hundred to the cully that can bring me the man, dead or alive.” A fervent war cry rings out from several men. The archers begin to ready their bows.
Captain Gerard intones that perhaps he lacks the authority to offer such generous recompense, but what is done is done.
And when they are successful, he will win the favor of the king himself. The man is capricious but he will be happy with victory and will reward those who helped to achieve it, regardless of the cost.
At worst, Gerard will receive a mild rebuke. Most likely, the king will be happy to pay up the reward. If ye survive. And there is that nagging voice. Experience had taught Gerard never to ignore that instinctual voice inside his head. And yet, he is persistent. He will not stop. He will not deviate from this path.
The soldiers comply with the orders to fan out, hoping to entrap both man and beasts. Some of the corridors are so narrow they allow only two soldiers to ride side by side, slowing their progress down considerably. Other corridors are much wider, allowing more soldiers to fan out and traverse more quickly. Every possible corridor is taken to ensure that the culprits have no escape route.
(3)
Ithicus observes the bloody scene and smiles. Although they had come perilously close to getting shot, they had managed to escape unscathed. Once they are safely through the corridors, he takes out his dog whistle and blows it in a D minor. The wolves whine frantically and begin to ascend the corridor walls. The wolves are no strangers to such extreme climbing, though this one poses some extreme risks. Merlin’s post helps adhere them to the rocky surface as they make painstaking, but consistent, progress.
Any other wolf would have succumbed to death, but like their brethren guardians, they are exceptionally well trained.
When the wolves emerge at the top of the canyon peak, Ithicus greets them with much needed water, food, and affection.
Ithicus laughs to himself at the sheer volume of soldiers that had been induced into the chase. They were hoping for five hundred, but the number is much larger. He would estimate their numbers at perhaps fifteen hundred. The amphitheater-sized corridor will be more than sufficient to accommodate them.
Ithicus runs to his horse and calls to his brood. They are still resting from their laborious climb, but perk up at the mention of their names. “We have much work to do,” he says. “Twill not have me brother’s death be in vain.” Boraco whines at the reference to his late guardian and compatriot.
Chapter 27
Martimus was hopeful the moment they had seized the lifeless body of one of the culprits, but that brief hope had now waned to a sliver. The adrenaline rush he had felt also diminished. He is now fueled on fumes and survival instincts. Never before had he been blindsided by such an opponent. He sees his lieutenant, Maximus Derringer and hopes for some reassurance. That hope is just as quickly quelled from the look of his dour countenance. “Lieutenant, what word of the culprits have ye?”
“None, Captain. We have scoured every rock, crevice, and cavernous hole—no matter how small—but he is nowhere to be found and neither are the wolves he possesses in his steed. We have searched thoroughly, but to no avail. Shall we rekindle our search, Captain?”
“No, Lieutenant. We continue on.” That nagging sense of dread continues to bite at his heels like a rabid dog. He cannot shake it off. “Make double time! Now!”
“Ai, Captain.”
Ithicus watches as the captain speaks briefly with one of his subordinates. If the captain turns his men back, he will set off the traps now. Although their traps will not completely destroy the large battalion, at least they will not be a factor in their campaign. The captain, however does not lead his men back. He continues on.
Captain Gerard leads his men through the winding corridors until they empty out into the amphitheater-sized canyon floor. The men on the other side of the corridor fire several arrows as they make their way through the narrow switchback trails, hoping to catch their would-be assailants off guard. None of the arrows find their mark and the captain grows more frustrated second by second. Once in the large opening, he stands there, indecisive, contemplating his next course of action.
Ithicus waits. The canyon walls are at least one thousand feet in length and offer no chance of escape. The traps are set and waiting to be initiated with a strategic shot from his rifle.
As Gerard sees his lieutenant galloping towards him at breakneck speeds, he nearly loses control of his bladder and his heart begins to pound in his chest. He feels his bowels loosen up inside him and the pit of his stomach churns acid, nauseating him. The impending sense of dread that had been building in him escalates into mortal terror.
The lieutenant does not bother with pleasantries. He is succinct to the point of rudeness. His normally rosy complexion had lost all color and he is ghostly white. “Captain, we found a contraption in one of the narrow corridors. I have seen the likes of it before. Twould have ordered me men up there, but it is impossible to climb, a death trap if ever there was one. Our culprit is nowhere to be found. Captain, what do we do?”
Captain Gerard’s complexion pales, then goes ghostly white. He stands there like a statue, panic written across his face. He is unable to speak.
The lieutenant becomes indignant. “Captain!” he yells, frustrated. “Captain! What are your orders?”
The quarrelsome tone brings the captain back to the moment and he responds, desperate, “It’s a trap! Men, retreat! Get out!” The men retreat as quickly as they ventured into the large corridor. Unfortunately, the dogleg trails can accommodate only so many men and the riders bottleneck and collide with each other at breakneck speeds, ejecting riders forcefully from their horses.
Ithicus grabs his sniper rifle and lines up his sights. He breathes deeply to center himself. There is no room for error here. He fires the first round at the rope that is holding a large iron fence fashioned with sharp spears attached to the end of it. With a direct hit, the fence shoots forward on its pulley system, blocking further riders from escape and impaling horses and riders alike. Some are impaled together like some giant’s shish kabob.
Other riders fall to the ground and then are crushed by the onslaught of horses toppling them. Riders are thrown from their horses and land headfirst into the contraption, impaling them.
Within seconds, the blood pouring from all the wounds forms a large pool on the ground. The screams of the helpless and the whinny of horses echoes through the canyon long after their last cries for help.
Ithicus fires several more rounds from the sniper rifle and releases the remaining traps, producing the deadly chain of events over and over again on the ill-fated soldiers. The lucky riders who manage to escape from the booby traps, gallop out of the gruesome scene, hoping to avoid the same fate.
When the last trap is set off, Ithicus removes his dog whistle and blows a D minor as forcefully as he can muster. It is the chord that the wolves are most sensitive to and the only one they can hear from such a distance.
Over two kilometers away, Shadow hears the whistle blow and barks at Merlin, alerting him. Though barely detecting the whistle himself from such a distance, Merlin nevertheless picks up on Shadow’s acute recognition and knows even before he vocalizes it. Merlin nods to Shadow, takes out his own whistle and blows a D chord.
Troubadour is less than ten hectares away and he easily hears the whistle. The high frequency is somewhat unpleasant for him and he is happy when it ends. The time of inactivity and the strident whistle induces aggression and hyper-energy in the massive beast; he sprints off for the ballista traps like a shot, easily reaching top speed in less than fifty yards.
Large spring boards are attached to triggers that connect them to the trip wires that will release the ballistas. Troubadour has to travel across the spring boards to ensure that they are set off, disconnecting the spring mechanism from the trip wires and setting off the deadly volley of high range arrows. While Troubadour is not the fastest of the wolves, he is certainly the heaviest one. His massive weight will guarantee that the trip wires have enough weight to release them.
When Troubadour reaches the field where the traps are set, he is running close to fifty miles per hour, shy of the sixty-five miles the other wolves can reach, but more than sufficient for this endeavor. Troubadour sprints over the pads and releases the trip wires. Several massive arrows are released from their respective ballistas with a whoosh and a high-pitched whistle. Troubador expresses his minor discomfort with a low moan.
When Troubadour finishes the run, he slows down considerably, panting and looking off into the distance to admire his handiwork. Close to a thousand arrows fly through the air at an astonishing pace.
“Here they come.” From the relatively short distance, Merlin can hear the swoosh of the arrows as they make their deadly voyage to their intended targets. Syrus, Savelle, Germanicus, Jamison, Cotteroy, and Atticus all look up in the sky to see the dizzying volley of arrows filling the sky and they smile to themselves.
“To Justinian and Ithicus. We are well met,” says Jamison.
The others all respond in unison, “Ai!”
Merlin feels a pang of grief wash over him and he knows instinctively that one of his brethren did not make it out of the canyon corridors.
From this distance, he cannot read their minds, but a pervasive sense of sorrow fills him. And he is never wrong about such things. He avoids telling the other brethren about the loss. They will know soon enough. Why not allow them their brief celebration?
Ithicus tracks the arrows making their deadly voyage to the canyon. The speed at which they are traveling is mind-boggling; that something that deadly could be hurled at such force never ceases to amaze him. To Merlin, it is nothing more than basic physics.
Captain Gerard gallops hard to exit the deadly trap, but is forced to turn back as he nearly collides with a group of riders who are galloping in his direction. “Halt! Halt!” he orders. He directs his horse out of the way just before man and angry beast collide with him.
“Halt!” he orders. The frenzied soldiers, remembering their duties, comply.
“Captain, what must we do?” Why have they lead us here? To what end?”
“To ours, Lieutenant.” The soldiers begin to yell out clamorously, a hint of mortal fear evident in their voices. The captain and lieutenant look up in the sky to see the volley of arrows that is bearing down on them. Hundreds of arrows are blotting out the blue of the sky and they are bearing down on them hard.
Horses whinny frenetically as indecisive and terrorized soldiers try desperately to run from the deadly volley. Several horses inadvertently collide with each other, ejecting their riders. Many are trampled to death before the volley of arrows rains down on them. When they do arrive, they do so with a vengeance. No one in their wake is spared. One arrow impales an unlucky rider to his horse, eliciting loud whinnies from the beast who bleeds profusely from the wound and topples over with its rider still attached.
The man continues to twitch spasmodically as he is permanently impaled to his horse. Numerous arrows rain down on soldiers, who uselessly attempt to shield themselves from the onslaught.
One soldier tries to hide himself under a downed soldier, which does little good. The arrow shoots straight through the dead soldier and into him, embedding itself in the hard earth pan below. He dies quickly as his heart is penetrated and shredded in his chest.
The volley of arrows impales riders and horses indiscriminately. Prodigious blood flows from severed arteries. Dying horses topple onto men that had been ejected from their horses. Some die from suffocation, some hemorrhage.
Several riders escape the first couple volleys of arrows only to succumb to a subsequent volley, which impales them on the spot. Arrows lodge in necks, torsos, and shoot through limbs, nearly severing them. The lucky ones die instantly from their wounds. The unfortunate ones are left to linger for hours before death takes them.
Captain Gerard is ejected from his horse when he collides with another rider. He puts up a hand instinctively to keep himself from crashing headfirst into the hardpan, but the force of the fall breaks his hand and his head still hits the ground violently. If he had been knocked unconscious, he would have been spared the intense pain that reverberates throughout his body. He cries.
It is every desperate man for himself, so no one notices where the captain falls (or seems to care). Blood seeps out of his nose and mouth and he finds it very difficult to breathe. He knows instinctively that he has punctured a lung because it feels like a massive weight has been placed on his chest.
He wheezes uncontrollably and his raspy breathing emits a spray of blood with each painful exhalation. Unfortunately, there is much more pain to come.
A large arrow shoots through his waist and blood seeps through the wound but seems to clog and stifle blood flow. Remarkably, not one artery is severed and he still clings to life. A nearby rider is ejected forcefully from his horse when an arrow lodges deep into its sternum.
He lands directly on top of the captain, impaling himself and eliciting agonizing cries from both the captain and himself. Mercifully for him, he had severed a major artery and would be dead in less than a minute.
The captain is not so fortunate. He had already felt like an anvil had been placed on his chest when he was impaled. The weight of another run-through soldier on top of him only adds to his excruciating pain. He pushes as hard as he can on the soldier and as he does, a torrent of excruciating pain courses through his body, eliciting agonizing screams.
Previously, his heart was beating so rapidly he felt it might explode in his chest. Now, his heart slows considerably and is beating erratically, missing several beats, making it difficult to draw inhalations and causing a pervasive numbness in his extremities. He prays for death, but it will not come for several excruciating minutes.
After several agonizing minutes, the volley of arrows stops. Ithicus surveys the deadly aftermath. Horses lay dead atop dead or dying soldiers. Several unfortunate soldiers, still clinging to life, try to recapture severed limbs or push their intestines up into their bodies. Some soldiers crawl slowly on the ground, trying to regain their balance, even with massive arrows impaling them.
Some try to pull out the massive arrows, but the angle, size, and depth of their penetration make it an act of futility. Many riders who avoided the arrows now suffer monstrously from being trampled to death. Still, a few hundred soldiers survive the assault unscathed and scramble around in a paranoid state, desperately looking for a way out. There is no escape. They are trapped.
Satisfied with his handiwork, Ithicus packs up the hyper-oculars and heads off to the rest of the booby traps with the wolves. He mounts Isabella and gallops off.
He approaches an elaborate pulley system. All the drums have handles with chains attached through them. He pushes on the crank that operates the pulley system and it begins to move the drums atop the canyon corridors. Once the drums are moved to their farthest point along the chains, he pushes back on the crank and locks them in place. Each drum has a mixture of lather and kerosene in them, an extremely combustible mixture. Even the vapors are combustible enough to initiate an extremely hot fire that will ravage everything in its path.
The fleeing soldiers gallop hard through the canyon corridors until their numbers force them to bottleneck or risk a head-on collision with other riders. The drums hang precariously over these strategic points, rigged to dump their contents on the unsuspecting soldiers.
Ithicus notices a group of fifty soldiers making their way through the corridors. Another group parallels them in the next corridor over. Eventually, their paths intersect at a point that narrows considerably. They must slow down to accommodate their large numbers. The time is at hand.
The drums are made from a light metal that will easily break if they are dropped from a great height. The one thousand foot drop is more than sufficient to break open the drum. Because the handle is especially thick on the drums, Ithicus cannot risk shooting it with his speed shooter. If the shot fails to blow off the handle on the first try, there could be a backlash explosion, killing himself in the process. He will need a fifty-caliber shell from his sniper rifle. He picks it up, lines up his sights, and squeezes the trigger.
The handle breaks and the first drum plummets to the ground. The drum crashes to the ground with a sickening thud on top of an unsuspecting soldier and his horse. The man is crushed like an eggshell, his internal organs and blood literally exploding and drenching his fellow soldiers in a hot, gruesome blood bath. His horse meets a similar end as the drum smashes straight through his torso, liquefying his organs and torso and increasing the splash of gore on the soldiers. His head and legs are all that remain. They are the lucky ones.
The soldiers who are in the immediate vicinity are oblivious to the actual contents of the drum. A burning sensation ensues shortly after the drum crashes to the ground. At first they believe the burning sensation is the result of the blood that had been splashed on them. They wipe away the gore, hoping to ameliorate their discomfort. The discomfort grows by the second until the agony is unbearable.
Blood oozes from their eyes as they try in vain to wipe away the combustible mixture. Some soldiers rub so hard on their eyeballs they inadvertently peel away layers of their cornea, causing them to scream out in pain even more. Their skin begins to sizzle, erupting in pus and blood.
The brethren covered the corridors with a small amount of lather, so the entire canyon floor is a volatile mixture waiting to be ignited. Ithicus walks to Isabella, pulls a flare from his saddlebag, lights it, and throws it down into the canyon.
Even before the flare touches the ground, the vapor gasses ignite a deadly, searing fire that obliterates everything in its path. The fires seizes man and beast alike.
Agonizing wails from men and whinnied cries of horses issue up from the canyon floor in a cacophonous wail as fire devours flesh indiscriminately. Skin scorches, sizzles, and then melts as flames penetrate vital organs, exploding intestines, hearts, and livers until they are literally vaporized. In some cases, all that remains are scorched hooves and charred bones.
“For Justinian. May you rest in peace, brother,” says Ithicus.
Ithicus rides off to set up the next trap. He observes another large party approaching and sets up as he had done before. He releases the drum on them, watching and listening as the deadly flames engulf man and beast alike for another deadly assault.
In only a matter of minutes, several hundred soldiers are slaughtered and all without firing a shot. Ithicus continues his assault until all the drums are dropped. When he finishes, he rejoins his team.
Ithicus arrives at Briar Hill without Justinian. It does not escape the notice of the brethren.
Savelle waits until Ithicus dismounts his horse before confirming the tragic news that is on all their minds. “Justinian has perished, has he not, brother?”
“Ai, it is so,” says Ithicus, with downcast eyes.
The other brethren sigh sadly, removed their boa hats, and genuflect.
“He gave his life for our cause, for this cause. Let us honor him by seeing it to fruition.” Says Jamison.
“Ai!” exclaim the brethren.
Savelle’s tears begin to well up. He looks away from the brethren in shame. He will not cry in front of them. “You all know I was never one with words,” he says.
“You still aren’t,” says Syrus. The other brethren laugh, but Savelle is not amused. He gives Syrus a reproachful look.
Syrus nods and cast his eyes down. “I cry pardon, brother. When I cannot handle me grief, I turn to what I ken well. Humor.”
“Say thankee, brother.” He sighs. Long on contemplation and short on speeches, but he needs to speak. “Twas never one for speeches, but Justinian was. To the man who loved to read poetry over a drinking game. To the man who bested me in many ways. I looked up to him. He carried me during me training many a time. And I do say that I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for him.”
The brethren nod in remembrance. “He gave a speech at me wedding. Me wife still speaks of the heartfelt words he uttered. Only Merlin could have articulated it that well,” says Cotteroy.
The brethren continue to nod. “Twouldn’t be the man I am today if not for him at me side. He was a statesman, a poet, a ponderer, an enchanter. But most of all, twas a brother. Am not alone when I say that this Brotherhood has been set back with the death of our friend.”
“Ai!” yell the brethren in unison. Atticus, Cotteroy, and Syrus all turn away uncomfortably and rub at their eyes. Germanicus whispers in hushed tones to Cotteroy and Jamison.
It does not escape the notice of Merlin. “Germanicus, What concerns you? We have no secrets here. Any misgivings? I would hear them.”
Germanicus pauses. He looks at Cotteroy and Jamison for support. They nod.
“Why do you look to them, Germanicus? Speak it.”
“Perhaps, Merlin, we could speak among private ears.”
Merlin shakes his head. He looks exasperated. “No, Germanicus. There is nothing we can discuss in private that is not meant for the ears of the brethren.”
Germanicus sighs. “Very well, then. Should I lay out the facts for you?”
Merlin smiles. “Ai. As you see them.”
“By me reckoning, I estimate that we have dispatched at least fifteen hundred. Maybe two thousand. That sound about right?”
Merlin nods. “Ai.”
“That means there are at least seven thousand we must contend with.”
“I’m a mathematician, Germanicus. Can do simple arithmetic.”
“Cotteroy and I have observed approaching Orachain camping not far away. Did you figure the Orachain into this assault?”
Merlin smiles with the aplomb of a god. “Trust me, brother. I have considered them in this war.”
And if it is ascertained just how horribly outgunned we are, then what is stopping the Orachain from joining the Visi-Gauls in their campaign?”
“I’ve considered every angle, me friend. Orachain and Visi-Gaul, alike.”
“Have you?”
“Ai.”
“We’ve never faced these odds before. This is a suicide mission. There are ten garrisons on our tail. An army of Orachain are on our doorstep. And as of yet, we know nothing of their intent. There are over four hundred of the best trackers commissioned for this campaign.”
“Anything else?” asks Merlin bitterly.
“We started out with ten men and we are less. Now, did I miss anything?”
“Just the part when you said that you trusted me and you had absolute faith in me.”
“There is another way,” says Germanicus.
“I would hear it.”
“We go to Monavey. There is a telegraph machine. We could have five hundred soldiers here in a week.”
“In one week, those prisoners will be in Cathrall, under the boot of the Orachain. Many of them will not last a month,” says Merlin in exasperation. “They don’t have a day. They don’t have a week. I would give me life so not one of them would spend a day in that hell whole.”
“As I would!” Says Savelle.
“I would as well, Merlin.” Says Syrus. The Brothers give Cotteroy and Jamison disparaging glares. The inevitable faction rears its ugly head like a hideous demon birth.
“Our deaths will serve them no purpose. We cannot help them.”
Merlin seems to glide to Germanicus until he is only inches from him. Germanicus instinctively backs up. “When will you trust me, brother? Completely?”
“We’ve never seen these odds.”
Merlin takes off his glasses, revealing dark blue cataracts, surrounded by an unnatural white cloud. They appear overly luminescent, passionate and sorrowful, mirroring Merlin’s disposition.
Germanicus winces and turns away, affected by the pain in those eyes, which lack the ability to see, at least in the way that others see.
“I carry this pain, this cross. I’ve been to Cathrall and I carry this with me always. Twill not have me people suffer the same fate. This is the only way we can preclude that, me friend. We may very well die, but if we deviate from this plan, they have no hope. We leave now and thousands more of our people will die, set watch and warrant it.”
Germanicus shakes his head. “What do you see in me, brother when you read me mind? Do you see me revealed for what I truly am? A coward who hides under the cloak of the brethren?”
“I’ve never read your mind, brother.”
Germanicus raises his eyebrows in surprise. “Never?”
“No. Why would I? You’ve never given me any reason not to trust you. You’re me best friend. Twouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you. You saved me life. You pushed me. You had integral role in shaping the man you see before you. It is a debt I can never repay. Don’t you know I trust you more than anyone in me life? Is there reason I shouldn’t?”
Germanicus looks guiltily at Jamison and Cotteroy with downcast eyes, like a boy who has been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “No, Merlin.” He grasps him on the forearm. “I cry pardon, brother. Twas wrong to despair.”
“Nothing to forgive, brother.” Merlin smiles. “And there is something else I forgot to mention. We do have reinforcements coming.”
Germancius laughs. “Merlin, you never cease to amaze. When were you going to tell us?”
“When the time warranted it. I ken that the time had.” He smiles.
The rest of the brethren look at each other and nod, the faintest of smiles lighting up their dusty, singed faces.
“Bring it in brothers,” says Merlin.
They gather in a circle and grasp each other on the forearms. “What say you? Shall we finish this, brothers?”
“Ai!” they cry out.
Chapter 28
Whatever the brethren are planning can never hope to thwart the Visi-Gaul’s overpowering numbers or the brilliant strategic planning of their gifted king and commander. The commander has a few surprises of his own. They aren’t the only ones who can lie in wait and ambush unexpectedly. Commander Marcus’ bout of confidence and unflappability are short-lived however, when he observes some inexplicable swarm in the sky.
At first, they just believe that the swarm is just a flock of birds, but something in the way they move says otherwise. The commander uses his hyper-oculars to confirm. They aren’t birds. Even without their hyper-oculars, they can clearly see the absence of beating wings. They are arrows and moving with a deadly speed towards intended targets. Marcus shudders.
His first lieutenant, Bartimer Cassius, also looks through the hyper-oculars to verify the deadly volley. Hundreds of arrows were released with barely any time in between, producing a steady stream of arrows. “They couldn’t be accurate at such distance, Commander. Could they?” He looks at the commander pleadingly, hoping for some reassurance.
“Might get lucky with a few to be sure, but twould not wager on such tactics doing more than little damage.”
The lieutenant sighs and slumps his shoulders forward but his nerves are still haywire and a bothersome voice begins to vocalize his deep-seated fears. And what happens when this is merely the first assault? What will ye do then? Who will ye turn to when the squadrons are eliminated and ye are trapped like pigs poised for the spitfire?
“Hush,” the lieutenant intones.
The bothersome voice cannot be contained. Yer arrogant king has lead ye here on the promise of obtaining what is yer rightful recompense. But ye will not share in his plunder. His arrogance and over-confidence twill be his downfall and yer demise, so it will.
The commander looks at the lieutenant as he stares off into space with a look of fear on his face. “Lieutenant. Take heed and warrant me words. These aggressors will be found, so they will.” Still, he does not respond. “Lieutenant!” the commander yells.
The desperation in his voice brings the lieutenant back. “Ai, Commander. Twill be so, I warrant it.”
The army continues to advance and the quiet is unsettling and foreboding. Few soldiers speak to each other, but when they do it is in hushed tones, as if they are reluctant to vocalize the misgivings that is on all their minds.
After several minutes, the first of several large crashes boom, followed by the unmistakable sound of a consuming fire.
The cacophonous wails of dying soldiers and horses ring out from the canyon floor. Though the sound is barely discernible, it does not temper the terror that grips the soldiers in the pit of their stomachs.
Those that survived the first assault of arrows are now being slaughtered through fire. Dark and acrid smoke billows up from the canyon floors. The soldiers can only watch, shaking their heads at the unbelievable turn of events.
“Forget your brothers in arms, men! We continue on to Briar Hill. We have some unexpected plans of our own we will use to roust our enemies, so we will. Set watch and warrant it so.”
“I said set your watch and warrant it so!” he exclaims more emphatically. “Ai,” say a few reluctant soldiers, sans enthusiasm. Commander Battilus sighs in frustration. The only thing that can restore their hope is results, namely the death and/or incarceration of their aggressors.
The logical part of the commander promises that the aggressors will be caught, killed or imprisoned. There is simply no other outcome. They are outgunned and overpowered by several hundred to one. And despite that fact, look at what the skanks have accomplished and done to ye and your men. Ye would never have believed it to be so, but alas it is. Ye have followed an arrogant, contemptible and sadistic king without thought to whether it was righteous or not. Ye have failed to think for yourself and because of it, ye have lead thousands to their deaths, so ye have.
“Hush!” says the commander, as if he could quiet his own foreboding sub-conscious.
(2)
The Visi-Gaul’s apothecary, Cammius, works tirelessly to stitch up Domithicus. The man is a skilled surgeon and can do wonders in the battlefield, being able to set broken bones, amputate infected limbs, and sterilize wounds with a hot iron; it is relatively easy to mend the aggressor’s wounds. Though he had been shot with a high-caliber round, entering his upper deltoid and exiting his posterior deltoid, it does little damage, hitting no major arteries or veins and leaving the muscle relatively intact.
Surprisingly, his ligaments and tendons remain unscathed from the deadly shell as well. It is almost as if he had been strategically shot to subdue him for a short time until he could be properly questioned and tortured. Of course, that is a preposterous notion. No man could have made such a strategic shot.
It would have taken an extreme marksman and a man who knew the anatomical structure of the human body and the vital arteries. No such man exists in their employ. There are a few marksman, but most of them cannot even read or write and they certainly wouldn’t have known about the discipline of anatomy. They are war mongers with a penchant for brashness and violence—not skilled surgeons. Cammius is impressed by the shot but knows that it is nothing more than dumb luck.
“Ye are a lucky one indeed. That shot was one in a millen. Course, I am only stitching ye up to ready yourself for a serious torture session yet to come. So I know not how lucky ye really are, cully.” He laughs like a jester who has outdone himself.
“I say thankee, apothecary. Twill be needing me faculties, all of them, so I will, but mostly me wits. I may be due for a torture session, but warrant that I am far from broken and me fate is far from sealed. Yours is for you are in the employ of the hateful king, so you may be signin’ off for your own death warrant, so perhaps it is apt that you are an apothecary. For though I would like to thankee proper, I cannot prevent your death.”
“Ai! Ain’t ye a tripe cully, so ye are, if I ever laid eyes on one before. For ye would take the full pence, so ye will. But mark me words, ye brash laggin, that ye belligerent smirk will be wiped off your countenance for good when ye meet me king. And if ye think that anyone should save ye, twill be waiting for the devil himself.”
“Faith in your king and country is misplaced and will not save you from certain death.”
“Ai. We shall see, cully. But remember it is ye who is imprisoned now and ye are the mercy and whims of our ‘hateful king’ as ye see.”
“Then we shall wait and see,” says Domithicus, with a sardonic smirk.
“Ai.” Cammius tries hard to look in the man’s eyes, but something in his unflappable demeanor gives him pause for concern and an ice cold chill runs down his spine.
First Lieutenant Gil Nattilus walks into the tent and looks at the enemy with a contemptuous sneer. Domithicus meets his piercing gaze readily and only smiles, which infuriates Gil. This time he holds his anger in check.
“How is the prisoner, apothecary?”
“Fortunate in his wounds. Twill be nearly intact to meet the king.”
“Ai. That is good news, indeed. The king will be eager to meet him. I have sent word through envoy to alert the king of our imminent arrival. Make sure the cully is ready for transport in the hour.”
“Ai. Set your watch and warrant it done, Lieutenant.”
Domithicus is hoisted up roughly and brought to the transport wagon. He smiles and even nods his head in feigned respect at those who glare at him with contemptuous stares. A private ventures over to him and smacks him hard in the belly with the butt of his rifle. Domithicus reels over, coughing, but then continues his smile. When he pulls Domithicus up and attempts to speak to him, Domithicus spits in his face and head butts him. Blood from his broken nose splatters Domithicus on the face. The soldier rifle-butts him again in the stomach and then rears up for another slug, but the lieutenant intervenes.
“At ease, soldier. Ye lay one more hand on ’im again and ye will be accompanyin’ him to the king yourself. And then ye can explain to the king why a prisoner who was completely in charge of his faculties has now succumbed to brain damage and is unable to answer him directly. Ye will then find yourself in chains yourself.”
At the implied threat, the soldier reluctantly backs off. Gil approaches Domithicus, but addresses the soldier. “Mark and warrant me words, soldier, that he shall have his day before the king. Twill be tortured and then summarily executed and his comrade’s deaths soon to follow.”
“Ai. So it shall.” He nods in assent.
Gil had been riding a roller coaster of emotions from the beginning of their aggressors’ assault.
He is infuriated by their audacity and then grows steadily more frustrated at their seeming inability to subdue the small force. Gil can only surmise that their numbers are so small as to be inconsequential. They are lying in wait, hoping to ambush their large numbers and for a long time, they had accomplished just that. Gil is now hopeful. They will glean as much as intelligence as possible.
That hope now washes away as a volley of arrows darkens the sky. All are moving at a deadly speed and are headed for the treacherous canyon corridors which boasts many perilous switchbacks and dogleg trails. Every man has the same thought. Who were the intended targets of the arrows and how many would perish if their aim were true? After several minutes, an unmistakable wail begins to emanate from deep in the canyon floor. All the men’s eyes are transfixed to the unusual scene, as if they are expecting more. But more of what? Several minutes of silence ensues.
And then the first of the powerful bangs echoes through the canyon corridors. The cacophonous thunder that reverberates throughout the canyon is followed by acrid smoke and the wailing cries of dying men and whinnying horses.
Sergeant Caius Millian breaks the spell. “Lieutenant, what do we do? What are your orders?” He looks at him pleadingly, hoping for some semblance of protocol that will instill order. “Lieutenant?”
His spell finally breaks and he looks at the sergeant and then looks to the prisoner who smiles at them playfully, like a petulant child who revels in his misdeeds. They are livid and want nothing more than to charge the prisoner and beat him relentlessly until he is nothing more than a bloody pulp, but they need him now more than anything.
He has information and it will have to be extracted from him at all costs. Those costs are mounting with every soldier’s death.
“We make haste for our encampment to provide support to the king’s Praetorian Guard. We shall ascertain what he knows and use that knowledge to thwart any more acts of subterfuge. If there was any time for expediency Sergeant, it would be now. Do ye not ken?”
“Ai, Lieutenant.”
“The prisoner is restrained in handcuffs, is he not, Sergeant?”
“Ai. He cannot escape.”
“Restrain him in leg shackles as well and make sure they are as tight as possible without cutting off his circulation. We do want him to be as uncomfortable as possible without doing irreparable damage. Not yet. The king will want to have his way with this cully, so he will.”
Domithicus could have broken free of the cuffs after he attacked the officer. Unbeknownst to the soldier, Domithicus keeps several pliable metal clips in his braided hair. All are sufficient enough to pick the lock on his cuffs. As he went to the ground, he extracted the first clip. As soon as a soldier had put his shackles on, he obscured the clip by placing it in the locks of the leg shackles. He now has three remaining metal clips in his hair. When the time comes, God willing, he will use them. He has to make it to the king and confirm that the girl they had risked everything for still lives.
The king and his Praetorian Guard were too far away to hear the wails of the men who had been attacked, but they had seen the smoke erupt from the canyon floor and could not immediately ascertain what it meant. They can only wait. After two excruciating hours, a courier arrives.
The man walks into the king’s chamber reluctantly, wearing a grave, forlorn look. “Petty Officer Brannigan, is it?” asks Jason.
“It is, your grace.”
“Well, ye have news, do ye not? Speak it and release burden, lest me fist finds ample answers from beaten brow.”
The courier had never met the king before, but knew all too well his capricious nature and penchant for exacting retribution on the unwitting messengers of bad news. And yet further inaction on his part would only infuriate the king even more. He had to deliver the message. Perhaps he should deliver the good news first to induce good spirits in the king. But then he would only set up for an inevitable one hundred and eighty degree mood swing that could very well lead to his own demise. Perhaps he should save the good news for last in hopes of neutralizing the king’s temper.
“Speak now, courier, or see brains embedded in the wall behind ye.”
“Your grace, there is good news. We have killed one of the aggressors and have another one in custody, who is full of his faculties. He is ready for questioning.”
“And what of the others, cully?”
“They are at large, your grace.”
“No fucking shit, cully! We have seen the smoke billowing up from the canyon floor. Do ye think us blind, fool?”
“Then pray tell, cully, how many of me men have they killed? And do not think to temper the blow and err on the side of understatement. How many? Be honest.”
The courier swallows hard and forces himself to continue. “Perhaps a third, your grace. We could not be sure how many men have died with the first assault of arrows, but we heard the wails of the dyin’ issue from the canyon floor.”
Jason’s first response might have been inconsolable rage, but terror seizes him in its grip and will not relent. The courier continues to stare for several seconds, uncomfortable at the ensuing silence and unsure of his immediate fate. The king waves him off as if he is refusing a dish. The courier breathes a sigh of relief and almost faints. He scampers off.
Many scenarios issue through the king’s mind like a moving photo reel. None of the scenarios are encouraging. The king could, with a handful of his Proletariat Guard, abscond from this place. His campaign would be forfeit and he would be a marked man for life. A king that had abandoned his men had abandoned his country. They were one and the same.
He would live out the remainder of his days in exile, never to return to his country. No, death would be preferable to that sub-par existence, to survive in the shadows like a pestilential cockroach. To even entertain such a thought is ludicrous. His commander is more than equipped to apprehend or kill the aggressors. Then why hadn’t he? That his campaign should come to this.
To think that he was only trying to claim what was rightfully his and he should be thwarted by ten men with a handful of rebel soldiers. It is beyond ludicrous.
And yet, it is irrefutable. It stares him in the face like a hindserpent that has invited itself onto his unwitting lap. What if his commander fails him? Then they would make their last stand here in this encampment. He had among his steed the finest Proletariat Guards in the empire, over three hundred able-bodied men who had bore the mark of victor in time-tested battles. They would not abandon him. They were bound to him and he would triumph.
And there was more to hope for yet. They had captured one of the enemy. They would ascertain everything they could about their foe with every means at their disposal. Every man could be broken, given the resources—and his resources were boundless. No man is immune, given enough time.
(3)
As Gil Nautilus dismounts his horse, he looks towards the east and sees a small party approaching. He barks some pedestrian commands to his subordinates and waits until they are closer. As he recognizes them, a big shit eating grin plasters itself on his face. He laughs heartily, the first laugh in a long time. Several of the other soldiers begin to laugh as well, clasping themselves on the back, a welcome repose from the trepidation that had seized them all.
Gil had seen Duke Cammaden Clamatus before, nephew and heir to the throne, in the absence of the childless king, but that is not what gives them such cause for hope.
Renault Oppian Cassius is a man for hire and the Visi-Gauls are lucky to acquire his services. For he is the only known telepath in Visi-Galia, a man who could turn the tide with the assault on the unwitting minds of their aggressors Whatever information their prisoner had would now be in the hands of the Visi-Gauls.
Gil goes out to meet the men, alongside a throng of soldier fans. The men dismount their horses and look condescendingly at the lowly officers that surround them. “At ease, men,” says Cammaden.
Gil bows and bends on one knee as he approaches the duke. Commaden extends his hand so that Gil may kiss it. “I trust your journey was well received, Duke.”
“Not as well as I had hoped.”
Gil salutes Renault. “Captain Renault. How fareth?”
“It’s not Captain, Lieutenant. Ye may address me simply as Renault or Sai Renault if ye are given to formality. Am merely a civilian given to the service of the Visi-Gauls. At least for the time being.”
“Ai, Sai Renault then it is. Your arrival is fortuitous. We have a captured a—”
“Prisoner,” finishes Renault.
Gil nods his head in amazement. And then laughs. “I see the rumors are true, Sai. Ye are a telepath. The king will be pleased beyond measure.”
“I trust me billfold will as well, Lieutenant. Perhaps I may allay your misgivings of the prisoner to boot.”
Gil bows his head in shame and bemusement. It is more than a little disconcerting to have his mind laid bare.
“Our aggressors have given us more than a little trouble.” He reluctantly admits.
“That’s a tripe understatement.” Snaps Commaden.
“They are led by Merlin, Lieutenant? Are they not?” asks Renault.
He nods. “Ai.”
“Then what did you expect? That he would lie down like a submissive dog? He is the Merlin. He is the Master General, the superior leader.”
Commaden gives Renault an icy stare. “Twould hope ye would exclude the present commander, sai, for your sake.”
“Jason is not on par with Merlin, boy.”
Commaden cracks his knuckles and clenches his fists so tightly that one of his fists begins to seep blood from his nails.
“No offense taken, Duke. Your uncle’s a competent king. But he’s no Merlin.”
“That is precisely why we need the two of ye,” says Gil, ingratiatingly.
“Now more than ever,” says Renault. “Let us take a looksee at that prisoner.”
“Ai,” says Gil, pleased he diffused the situation.
They walk over to the prisoner and take a look at him. Commaden laughs. “This is the man who gave ye such trouble. Tis no bigger than a pube.”
Renault gives Commaden a contemptuous sneer. “Looks are deceiving Commaden. Ye should know better. That man is a lethal weapon, mark me words. Put him in a cage with ye and I wager ye wouldn’t last longer than a nickel whore. Ye ken?”
“Ye insult me or me family again, set watch and warrant, twill be spending the rest of days playing rubies in the salt mines.”
“Twould welcome the absence of listening to your incessant and brainless banter, so I would.”
Commaden steps closer to Renault. Renault does not back down. “Gentlemen,” says Gil. “Let us see to our king. We have much work to do.”
Commaden steps away. They nod. “Ai.”
Gil escorts the two men to the king, ostensibly so he can get the credit for both being the bearer of good news and capturing the culprit. The king is duly alerted to the arrival of the prisoner, Renault, and his nephew. He gets up, a smile plastered on his face that spreads from ear to ear, a spring and fervor to his step, and spirit that had been absent since he began this campaign.
Jason goes to his nephew and hugs him fiercely. “Commaden! We are well met. I bid ye a tally welcome and credit ye with bringing in Renault. The tide has turned for sure.”
“I ken the credit would go to General Piedmont, sire. Twas the one who ordered us here,” says Renault.
Jason flushes in irritation but then sighs. He turns to Renault. Renault bows and descends to knee. Jason extends his hand and he kisses it. “Renault.” He says, nonchalantly. “I say thankee.”
Renault bows. “As I said, the thanks goes to General Piedmont. He commissioned me for this campaign. One thousand gold pence he paid. So then if we must be totally honest, twould say thankee to your Minister of Finance.”
Jason sighs in exasperation. “And sire, twill need that much coin out of your end as well. Ye ken?”
“So says the rapist to the maiden,” says Jason contemptuously.
Renault laughs. “So says a man with many debts, sire. Now, if ye would be so kind.”
“When ye have had a chance to extract the information, Renault.”
Renault rubs his chin. “I propose this, sire. Ye give me half now. If I fail to deliver the results ye promised, then twill return it to ye. Ye ken?”
Jason looks at Renault icily, takes a deep breath, and nods his head reluctantly. “Ai.” He gestures to one of his soldiers. “Corporal, give this man five hundred gold pence.”
“Ai, sire. Twill do.”
“I say thankee, sire. Now, let’s have a looksee at that prisoner.” Jason sits down on his elevated throne and gestures to the man of arms. Domithicus is brought in. When he doesn’t move fast enough, the butt of a rifle is pushed into his back, knocking him forward. Domithicus’ moves forward with his head turned down. He appears as any supplicant prisoner.
Jason observes the leg shackles on the prisoner and he thinks it prudent of the lieutenant to administer such measures. He had heard stories of their formidable abilities. Supposedly, they are the most gifted fighters ever to lay hand to sword or speed shooter. But, upon looking at the pathetically small man, the king thinks those stories exaggerated.
The king himself is a large, muscular man, standing nearly six and a half feet. This pathetic soul is nearly a foot shorter and of medium build at best. He appears to have that wiry, sinewy muscle that had been developed by large amounts of training. How could such a scrawny man be capable of killing so many of his elite?
However, his assessment is premature. He had failed to glimpse the eyes of the prisoner. Perhaps he had planned it that way, an attempt to induce his enemy to underestimate him. When Jason looks into Domithicus’ eyes, he is immediately taken aback and the laugh that nearly issues from his throat is cut off. His piercing blue eyes seem to bore into Jason with a fiery disposition. Despite the position he holds over the prisoner, Jason finds himself being intimidated by this little man, though he would be loath to admit it—even under the penalty of death.
Jason knows he will be a hard man to break. A part of him longs for such a challenge. And the other part of him cautions expediency. They need to break him and break him quickly lest they suffer more devastation. They have to know what their enemies’ plans entail.
“What is your name, cully?” asks Jason.
“Domithicus, of Gilleon. I stand among the brethren and owe allegiance to me King Meneleaus of the Midlands, rightful King of Gilleon. You and your steed have invaded our lands, raped our women, and slaughtered our men. The time for negotiations are at a close and you shall receive recompense, at tempest halt. You may yet live should you choose to abscond from our lands. But rest assured, we will have our way and make quick work of you. Go out to meet the rest of me brood in battle and die like a man, or run and turn scamp and live out your days as a marked man, always to be looking over your shoulder. You will have a price on your head that will be too much temptation, even for those you consider loyal to you.”
Jason pushes himself off his throne and slams his fist into Domithicus repeatedly. “It is ye, cully who is in me steed, imprisoned as ye are! What do ye hope to accomplish? Twill lay waste to your men and we will continue on in our campaign. Your prolonged death will serve no purpose.”
“Are you trying to convince me or yourself of this? Why does your voice waver with such despondency? As you say, I am your prisoner. Why do you allow me words to penetrate you so? Is it not you who holds the upper hand?” Domithicus smiles at the king through crimson stained teeth.
The king releases him. “Where are your brothers now?”
“Where they should be. Readying themselves for another assault, one that should cut your numbers down to half.”
“What are your plans? Speak it and receive a quick death.”
“And why would I believe such a capricious fool such as you? Twouldn’t trust you anymore than I would a rabid boar who had bitten off me foot.”
The king strikes out at Domithicus, lacerating his chin and then grabs him by the shirt and speaks to him in a menacing, hushed tone. “Ye will learn the true lesson of our methods, cully. Twill give ye one last chance.”
“And I will give you one last chance to turn scamp and abscond before you are cut down.” Jason laughs at the ridiculous threat. He pats Domithicus on the back, playfully, like some deranged child. “Ye are a dirty mongrel. Do believe ye should have a grooming. What say ye?”
Domithicus smiles. “Would welcome it, so I would.”
Jason turns to Renault. “Getting anything?”
“Fleeting images mostly. Merlin and his men are well obscured, their methods meticulously planned.”
“Their numbers?” asks Jason.
“Small force. Less than one hundred.”
“Less than a hundred?” scoffs Commaden. “And they threaten a force of nine thousand?”
“Considerably less now,” says Renault.
“Anything else?” Asks Jason.
“A persistent figure, but I know not who. Whether man or woman, cannot ascertain, sire. He won’t be easy to break. He needs more cozening.”
Jason gestures to a soldier. “Guard, get him into those chains.” A series of chain links crisscross a group of wooden posts. Two sets of handcuffs are attached to the end of the chains. The guard unlocks his handcuffs while another guard holds down his wrists. There is one brief moment when Domithicus’ hands are free from their restraints. As they are, he moves imperceptibly fast, grabbing onto the guard’s wrist that holds down his own wrist and twists it unnaturally, breaking it. The guard cries out then instinctively reaches for his injured hand for a split second with his good hand.
It is all the time Domithicus needs to make his move against the other guard. He grabs onto his neck with his hand and forearm, and then twists violently around his neck, snapping it. The guard falls to the ground.
He curls his feet up to chest and pushes them out like a piston, knocking the other guard across the room. Before he can make an additional move, another guard takes the butt of his rifle and smacks it into his head, knocking him unconscious. The guard raises the gun for another blow to the skull.
“Stop!” yells Jason. “I need him intact. Should he find himself incapacitated, set watch and warrant, twill find yourself at the business end of a firing squad.”
The soldier nods. “Ai, sire. I cry pardon.”
“Wake him up!” orders Jason.
The soldier complies. He takes some smelling salt and places it under his nose. Domithicus squirms and begins to emerge from his stupor, bewildered and dizzy. He vomits the moment he emerges.
“Now, soldier, extract his fingernails. One by one.”
The soldier nods and smiles. “And then cauterize the wound,” says Jason
“Ai.”
“Slowly,” says Jason.
He takes the knife and places it right up into Domithicus’ fingernail. He squirms as the nerves shoot fire through his hand. His hand reflexively squirms in protest. A small cringe on his face is the only indicator of the tremendous pain he is in. He will give them no more. This is the cost of The Brotherhood.
One by one, the soldier extracts each of his nails. Inside, he is crying, but outwardly, he is as docile as a sedated newborn getting its first coat sheared. Jason’s smile turns to a look of bemused annoyance. Clearly, he was expecting cries of anguish.
When the soldier is done, he lays the knife on the brick mat of a fire hearth for several minutes. He puts on gloves and takes the knife, cauterizing each of his wounds. On the first one, Domithicus cries out in anguish as the sizzling heat touches his skin. The small blood flow congeals, sizzles and clots immediately. The pulsating pain continues long after, inducing Domithicus to cry out. It takes all his considerable effort to refrain. He will not give them that.
“What about now, knight? Do ye care to speak?”
Domithicus laughs. “Twill have to do better than that, Sai.”
Jason smiles. “Twas hoping ye would say that.” He glances at Renault, who shakes his head.
“He’s been exceptionally well trained, sire.”
Without even a glance in the guard’s direction, Jason orders the guard, “Bring me the ‘pear of anguish.’” Domithicus appears deadpan; there is no hint of recognition in his piercing blue eyes, though his butt cheeks clench up so much he could have squashed a halenut between them. He knows full well what the ‘pear of anguish’ is.
His eyes dart rapidly back and forth around the king’s tent chamber and finally come to rest on the girl, huddling in the corner, sobbing to herself. She appears to be about eight. Those haunting green eyes occasionally look up. For a brief moment, the girl catches his eye and he winks to her, hoping she will be comforted by the gesture. If she understood the gesture, she gives no hint of it.
Renault takes special notice of that look between the two. So far, there is no tell and his mind is unreadable. He had obviously been coached by Merlin. Did they know something he didn’t or was it just a look meant to comfort? He continues his assault on Domithicus’ mind.
The officer returns with the ‘pear of anguish.’ The object is exactly what Domithicus pictures: a pear-shaped, metallic object with several grooved leaflets on the outside of the device to elicit maximum amount of friction inside the orifice and a circular pinwheel knob at the base. When the pinwheel is turned, the leaflets will extend to increase the agony of the unlucky recipient.
The officer holds out the device to the king, awaiting his orders. Jason holds up his hand, indicating a pause. He approaches Domithicus and speaks in a hushed tone. “As one warrior to another, twill extend ye this one courtesy, cully. One chance. Tell us where your brethren are and set watch and warrant, twill give ye a quick death. A warrior’s death. Or ye will experience more pain than ye can ever imagine. Twill not ask again.”
Domithicus looks at the king, defiantly, with a stone-cold expression of reckless hatred. “Would I inform on me brethren for a quick death to tell me maker that everything I have sacrificed and everything I have sworn to uphold is all for naught and shit? Would I tell him to fuck himself when I enter into eternity? For what? You are pathetically stupid. You know nothing of The Brotherhood. There is nothing you can do to deter me from me path. Twould never betray me brethren. It is too late for you and your steed. Do with me as you will, you pathetic, sadistic, God-betraying heathen!” Domithicus laughs in derision. “Have your worst with me, cunts!”
The king nods to the officer and he complies. He forces the device in Domithicus’ rectum, which is difficult with no lubricant. Domithicus naturally tenses up his sphincter muscles. The pain is simply too much. He cries out sharply. The grooves in the leaflets bite into his skin painfully, causing several minute scratches, emitting a small amount of blood, which produce the necessary lubricant to force the device inside him. Blood continues to seep out in small amounts and he continues his protests.
The king and his men laugh out raucously as if they are being treated to an accomplished jester. Domithicus writhes like a worm dangling from a hook, thrashing about uncontrollably in his restraints. He tries to relax his sphincter muscles as much as possible. The pain seems to abate at times and then it exacerbates exponentially. Every time he thrashes, his sphincter muscles clench up involuntarily and his pain increases.
“Private, elongate the leaflets. Turn the knob.”
“Ai, your grace.” The private complies and turns the knob out slightly. As soon as he turns the dial, Domithicus writhes uncontrollably and cries out. He does not try and stifle a cry. It is impossible. On the contrary, he wants to show the soldiers how much agony he is in. If he does not give them enough of a show, they will assume their tactics are not working and they will either devise more heinous tortures or end his life altogether, putting the girl’s life in serious jeopardy. So Domithicus does not hold back and vocalizes every painful nuance.
Unfortunately, his thoughts turn to the girl and it is exactly the moment Renault has been hoping for: a moment of vulnerability in his mind. The armor that had held out his assaults is now being chipped away. Soon, all will be laid bare.
“Turn the knob a little more!” The private complies. Domithicus believed, mistakenly, that he had reached the zenith of his pain threshold and there is simply no more pain to endure. He is proven wrong. The pain increases exponentially with every minuscule turn of the knob and he couldn’t have stifled a cry to save his father’s name. The device remains there for several minutes, his blood seeping out slightly more. Tears well up in his eyes, but he chokes them back.
After several excruciating minutes, Jason finally relents “Stop. We can’t have our cully bleed to death, can we? Screw back the dial to its original position and remove it.” The Officer complies. He pulls out the device forcefully, eliciting more agonizing moans from Domithicus, much to the delight of the soldiers. His sliced rectum begins to bleed even more.
Cammius approaches Domithicus to examine him. He takes care in breathing out his mouth. The smell of acrid feces and fresh crimson is nauseating. He swoons and manages to hold in his most recent meal.
“How’s he faring?” asks Jason.
Cammius smiles. “Twill live, your liege.”
“Cauterize his wound,” says Jason nonchalantly.
“Ai, your grace.”
The end of the branding iron is ochre red and sizzles menacingly with fiery heat. The hot poker hisses in a grotesque, muffled way as it comes into contact with his anus, stopping the blood flow immediately and causing him to writhe uncontrollably. Nothing could have prepared him for the monstrous pain that follows. Every nerve impulse lights up in his body, sending torrents of unbelievable pain throughout every fiber. He cannot stifle the piercing cries that induce laughter in the men around him.
His cries continue while the poker splays and mars his skin. His voice begins to grow hoarse from the unnaturally high-pitched squeals. A part of him longs for death.
The king laughs derisively. “Well men, appears we do have a wench in our midst, so we do.” The soldiers laugh even harder at the jest.
The last vestige of armor protecting his mind finally breaks and his mind is laid bare. Renault gleans every bit of it. He nods to Commaden, who still laughs at Domithicus’ wails.
Renault approaches the king. “Sire, twouldn’t want to interrupt your show, but twould like to remind ye of the reason for the torture in the first place.”
The smile runs away from his face and he raises his brow. “Did ye get anything?”
Renault smiles. “Sire, I got everything.”
Jason lights up like a small child on Christmas morning. “Speak it.”
“He clings to the girl. She is most precious to him. And to Merlin.”
“Why is she so important?”
“Could not ascertain that, sire. But one thing is certain: another force lies in wait. That much I gathered.”
“Reinforcements?”
“Ai.”
“Who? Where?”
“Could not glean that information, sire.” He motions to Domithicus with his eyes. “Ye will have to-”
A big smile erupts on Jason’s face.
Jason walks up to Domithicus in an exaggerated gait and puffs up his chest. “Soldier, bring me that girl.” The soldier complies. Sylvia begins to wail hysterically.
Domithicus snaps his head up. “Leave her alone, you cunts! Don’t touch her!”
“Oh, Twill do more than touch her, Sai. How about I break her in? Right in front of ye. What would ye say to such?”
“Let her go!” cries Domithicus.
“I know there’s reinforcements.”
Domithicus tries to shake his head. His face scrunches up and tears begin to well up inside his eyes.
“Disrobe her soldier, so I may get me fill. Twill permit ye one as well!”
“No! Put her down!” pleads Domithicus.
“I’m going to fuck her and then kill her. And ye can watch. What say ye?”
“No! No! Please!” he cries. The tears fall unabated down bloody and soot stained cheeks. “Please!”
“Then tell me!”
He shakes his head in helpless frustration. “Get me that knife, soldier!”
The soldier brandishes his knife and places it across Sylvia’s cheek menacingly.
“Belkin Ridge!” cries Domithicus. Jason gestures to the soldier to put the knife down.
“I’m listening,” says Jason.
“Let her go. I’ll tell you everything.”
Jason motions to the soldier. The soldier lets her go. She runs back in the corner, puts her hands over her eyes, and sobs.
“Belkin Ridge is in Orachain lands, Domithicus.”
He nods. “Ai. We knew you would never expect such.”
“How many?”
“Five hundred.”
“From where?”
“The tribe of the Menedes.”
Jason turns to his nephew and laughs. “Ballsy fucking move, cull. Cutting right through Orachain lands.” He walks around and rubs his chin in contemplation. “It’s also unexpected. Has a ring of truth to it. Twould have expected something akin to Merlin. Ye ken, Commaden?”
“Ai. Twould never have seen it coming. Not before it was too late. Merlin is no tripe warlord.”
Jason turns to Renault. “Renault? Look into his mind. Is he telling us the truth?”
Renault approaches Domithicus and looks into his eyes. Domithicus has trouble meeting his gaze as he feels his talons begin to seep into his mind. His head begins to ache and his mind seems to turn in on itself. It is beyond creepy. He turns away and then lays his head down on his chest in defeat. There is nothing left to give.
Renault turns to Jason. He smiles. “Ai, sire. That he is. His mind echoes his assertions. Congratulations. Seems there is nothing left to do but to act on that intelligence. Before I take me leave of ye, would ye like me to put a bullet in his head?
Jason and Commaden both look at him with a bemused smirk. They give each other a knowing look and shake their heads in bafflement. “Rest assured, Renault, twill act on that information. Twill send me nephew out with me remaining force save me Proletariat Guard and another two hundred men at me side. When he returns triumphant, we shall celebrate.”
Jason approaches Renault until he is only a couple feet from him. “As for ye. Ye will remain here until this campaign has concluded.”
“Your victory is as good as done. There is no further information to glean, sire.”
“Me victory is as good as done. But there may be unforeseen contingencies. What if there is another we must interrogate? Ye will remain here. Ye ken?”
“Ye have no right to hold me,” says Renault emphatically.
“I am King. Have every right, so I do,” says Jason, with righteous indignation.
“Guard, see a chamber made up for Renault. Take him there and place two guards outside his door. If he tries to leave, then chain him to his cot. Ye ken?”
“Ai, sire.”
Jason turns to Commaden. He smiles and places his hands on his shoulders in a fatherly gesture. “Ye are me fortunate talisman, nephew. There is a crater and ablation at Alder Pass, adjacent Belkin Ridge. I ken that it will be a good ambush point.”
Commaden nods. “Ai. Twill indeed, uncle.”
“The Orachain will say a thankee for the intrusion in their own lands. So, the destruction twill serve joint purpose. Ye ken?”
Commaden smiles devilishly. “Destroy our enemy and win the favor of King Sylvio. That is fortuitous, Uncle. We have done well.”
“See to it and ye shall have your share of me spoils.”
“Ai, sire.” They both look at Domithicus. A mischievous grin begins to emerge on Commaden’s face. Jason looks at Commaden and a knowing smirk crosses his face as well. “As for him?” asks Commaden. “Perhaps something deserving of one who has caused so much trouble?”
“Ever seen a man skinned alive?”
He shakes his head. “No.”
“When ye return, ye shall witness it first hand.”
Jason puts his arms around Commaden and kisses him on the forehead. “Until then, nephew.”
Jason glances at Domithicus with condescending scorn. “Take him back to his cell. No less than five men guarding him at all times. Chain him to the post. Am not taking any chances with him. Ye ken?”
“Ai, sire.” The soldier butts Domithicus in the back, knocking him forward.
“And guard?”
“Ai?’
“I want him with his full faculties. If he doesn’t, twill have ye to blame. And there will be recompense. Ye ken?”
“Ai, sire.”
The guard deposits Domithicus on the floor of his cell like a sack of rotten potatoes, leaving him in his shackles and cuffs. He then takes a chain and wraps it around a post.
“A bit of an overkill?” asks Ludus, a private.
“king’s orders.”
His body is now one big jumble of inflamed pain receptors. Every tiny movement sends a volley of pain coursing through his body, like a snake that continually shoots venom into him. At least three of his ribs are broken, his nose is mashed up and his voice is nasally, his breathing labored. His asshole is on fire as well. He wants nothing more than to scream at the top of his lungs, but he refrains.
Despite his excruciating pain, he smiles hopefully. He has full use of his arms and legs. When the time comes—if the time comes— he will escape these cuffs. He holds one of the clips in his hands and concentrates on the center of himself, pushing the pain to the back of his brain.
Chapter 29
“Is everything in its place, Captain?” asks Commander Marcus Battilus.
“Ai, Commander. Awaiting ye orders. The Gatling gun is obscured deep in the thicket. Four men are positioned at it, ready to initiate the beast.”
“Well done, Captain. We are well met. Ye ken?”
“Ai.”
“Let them come and we will make quick work of them. The brethren will perish.”
(2)
Germanicus peers through the hyper-oculars at the approaching army. “It is as you have predicted, Merlin. Over three thousand strong. Everything is in its place. May God grant us a little luck.”
“God doesn’t give luck, Germanicus. He gives opportunities to the righteous who have done their preparations. Very little has been left to chance.”
Merlin hops up on his mount and loads up his speed shooters, his gifted hands performing the task imperceptibly fast. “Germanicus, take Syrus, Savelle, Ithicus, and Atticus to the tug-a-boom. I have obscured it in the thicket. If the commander has done his lay work, he may be looking for just such a device. Eliminate all who venture too closely. Cotteroy, Jamison, and Atticus will reconvene with me at mount’s edge where we will initiate the trap.”
“And where are you going in the meantime?”
Merlin smiles. “I am leaving even less to chance.” Merlin clicks Jessibel and they gallop away.
Germanicus shakes his head in exasperation. His reticent ways are maddening. But he is the Merlin. It has always been this way.
Cotteroy, Jamison, and Atticus ride off after Merlin. Germanicus prepares himself for the final showdown. Though he had been in hundreds of battles before, he never ceases to get a case of the jitters. His heart pounds in his chest and sweat begins to trickle down his face, getting into his eyes. He wipes it away. With the rise in heart rate and respiration, his mind begins to hyper-focus. Nothing exists for him now except this moment.
As the battle begins, his heart will inevitably slow down and a calming serenity will wash over him. There is no other high like it anywhere, no drug known to man that can replicate that feeling. A part of him feels guilty at having such feelings of euphoria associated with the battlefield, but he is powerless to stop it. The other brethren admit, reluctantly so, that they too have a rush from the battle, but Germanicus is sure they do not enjoy it half as much as he does.
Merlin, on the other hand, admits he doesn’t enjoy killing, but it is necessary. It is the nature of warfare. And battle is inevitable.
(3)
“Commander, we have ascertained some of the aggressors’ position on Briar Hill,” says Captain Eratius.
The commander smiles. “Very Good, Captain. Send your lieutenant to lead a small squadron to roust them from their position along the southern corridor. At the same time, lead a larger force from the northern corridor at the edge of the thicket to flank them. Ye will lead them through the narrow switchback that empties onto a wider path at mount’s edge. I have positioned a Gatling gun there. Spread the men out and choke up the switchbacks with men. Ye will force them to escape the only way they can—into the mouth of the beast. And when ye have accomplished it, sound the bullhorn and unleash hell.”
“Ai. Commander.”
(4)
As part of the plan dictates, Cotteroy, Jamison, and Atticus allow themselves to be spotted by scouts. A small squadron of forty soldiers pursue them through the narrow switchbacks of Mounts Edge. Loud, clamorous, oily beasts make their way through impossibly sharp, hairpin turns. A couple of horses fail to make the turn in time and fly off the precipice of the canyon.
The geography of the canyon forces the squadron to slow down and spread out through the switchbacks. When the narrow switchbacks eventually funnel and empty into a wide and straight channel, the riders responded by galloping faster.
Lieutenant Holst spots one of the aggressors. “There men, kill him!” The men fire on the aggressor. Before bullets can find target, the aggressor disappears into a dense thicket off the shoulder of the trail. From a thick patch of mulberry trees, Merlin emerges with guns blazing. Rather than aim for the riders, he instead aims for the horses’ legs.
With lightning quick ferocity and God-like dexterity, Merlin shatters the front horses’ legs, who whinny in agony and topple over, their unsuspecting riders being violently expelled in the process. Many are killed as the beasts crush them to death.
Because of their proximity, the riders immediately behind them are unable to stop and collide with the downed horses. The horses, losing their footing, topple over in response and expel their riders through the air.
“Halt men!” The rest of the squadron who did not fall victim to the trap stop in time and respond to the assault. Unable to get a view inside, they fire into the general direction, hoping to get a lucky shot. Unfortunately, by the time they start firing in retaliation, Merlin escapes, using his sword to cut through the dense foliage, making his way to the back of the squadron to join the other brethren.
After witnessing the assault on their fellow soldiers, the men in the back of the squadron become erratic and indecisive. They fire at anything that moves. Their fate however, is sealed. Cotteroy, Jamison, and Atticus emerge, firing relentless, piercing rounds.
Their aim is remarkable and true. In a matter of seconds, they kill nearly a third of the men. Dexterous hands cock the trigger and thumb the hammer, nearly simultaneously, shooting ridiculously fast. No man or beast is spared. Some manage to fire back, but not in time.
Merlin joins the fight from a rocky perch. His shots find home, piercing skulls and hearts, emitting a grotesque wave of brain matter, ocular fluid and copious amounts of blood, which gushes uncontrollably from severed limbs, arteries, and veins. The dusty trail turns to crimson in minutes.
“Retreat!” barks the lieutenant. He turns to flee, but it is short lived. In an imperceptibly deft move, Merlin brings up his speed shooter and fires three successive rounds. All three find their mark as they pierce his skull and heart, ejecting him forcefully from his horse. He is dead as he hits the ground.
In minutes, Merlin appears behind Cotteroy. He is momentarily caught off guard and instinctively reaches for his guns, but is stopped by Merlin. “Just me, brother,” he says.
“Hate when you do that, Merlin.”
“Not as much as the enemy,” says Merlin, laughing. “You’ve done well, but there is much more to do.”
“Ai, brother. We are well met. Twill see you on the other side.”
“Or the other side of this life, if we do not fare well.” Cotteroy sighs and bows his head in frustration. The moment he looks up, Merlin is gone.
He looks at the other brethren, who smile at him playfully. “Merlin,” he says, through clenched teeth.
Chapter 30
Daliance walks out of the meeting room. The half-wit, Ludepepper, waves at him enthusiastically, like a pube seeing his father for the first time in years. Daliance finds himself waving back and then mumbles to himself about his stupidity. He pats his butterfly knife on his sleeve reassuringly and sighs. Poor stupid boy. Wrong place at the wrong time. He will make it quick. As painless as possible.
Ludepepper runs up to him. He salutes him when he is only a few feet away. “Captain!” He says emphatically. Took good care of ye ride, so I did. Seems ye promised me a pence for me trouble. What say?”
Daliance feels the butterfly knife, but hesitates. For several seconds, he says nothing. That pathetic, innocent, ingratiatingly maddening smile stops him like a freight train. Tears begin to well up in his eyes.
Ludepepper frowns. “Ye don’t have to, Captain.”
Daliance reaches into his billfold and extracts a gold pence. He smiles. “No, Ludepepper. Ye have done well, so ye have. Take care of me mare and twill promise ye another one when I return.”
His face lights up like a New Year’s night. He salutes. “Ai, Captain. Set watch and warrant it.”
“Twill see ye at tempest halt.”
“Ye should have killed him,” says that annoying voice.
“Shut up!” he says through clenched teeth. Daliance shakes his head and aligns himself. Why didn’t he kill him? It was a stupid mistake. He made up his mind. If the boy was still there when he got out, he would finish the job. No hesitation. God help him if the boy weren’t. God help them all.
Daliance walks into the offices of Outpost Seven. The building is well-maintained, its alabaster walls displaying the flag of Visi-Galia proudly, a falcon sitting atop a rocky perch. Below that, a telling Latin proverb: Aut vincere aut mori, Auxilio ab alto. Literally translated: Either conquer or die, by help from on high. A large tapestry of the king dwarfs the flag at the top.
Daliance had never seen the king himself, but assumes the depiction is an embellishment. A herd of great beasts seem to gather at his feet, as if he is some great god. Light seems to emanate from him like an aura.
In his opinion, there is nothing remotely noble about the king. Eight soldiers hunker around a large oval table, studying a detailed map of Gilleon. One man plots out points on the map, using a protractor and ruler. Four other officers stand around a smaller version of the map and discuss it.
On the opposite end of the room, a bespectacled man wearing an immaculate, fresh pressed white linen shirt types out messages on a telegraph machine. He glances up at Daliance briefly and then goes back to his typing. A large, locked safe stands next to the desk with the radio telegraph. He notices the machine and that its ability to send out messages to differing locations is controlled by a specially made key that fits into the base of the radio. The key is missing, so Daliance quickly surmises it is in the safe. He is impressed with the level of security.
The acrid smell of smoke and a slow, steady hum from the radio telegraph aggravates Daliance’s sensitive eyes and his reoccurring tinnitus, which now ushers in the beginning of a monstrous headache. He shakes it off.
A couple of other lowly enlisted men seem to be there to be at the beckoning of the officers. Most men take only cursory notice of Daliance. After several seconds, Captain Xander Filomene looks up from the table. He recognizes Daliance at once.
As he walks over, he gives a sharp salute and smiles. “Daliance. How fareth?”
“Well, Captain.”
“What brings ye here to Outpost Seven?” He asks as they shake hands heartily.
“Am here at the behest of the general himself.”
“Ai?”
“Indeed.” Daliance extracts the parchment paper bearing the signature of the late General Piedmont and he hands it to Xander. “Need to send that message out, so we do. Twill find the coordinates as well. Ye ken?”
Xander peruses it and then looks at Daliance dubiously. He scowls. Daliance doesn’t bat an eye. His deadpan expression triggers a laughing fit in Xander. Daliance doesn’t waver. He remains deadly serious, which only makes Xander laugh even harder.
He pats Daliance on the shoulder. Daliance looks at the placed hand with contained revulsion. Xander’s jovial smile is replaced with a dour expression.
“Ye do have everything in order here, Daliance. Even have the signature of the general, himself.”
Daliance nods. “Ye even have his seal. This is a remarkable jest. Very entertaining. Who put ye up to it? Lancaster? Sipides?”
“Nobody put me up to it. This is an official order, signed by the general, himself. I expect ye to carry it out.”
Xander looks indignant. “Think long and hard on this, Daliance. Even making such a joke twill send ye in chains and before a firing squad. Ye ken?”
“That order is going out. Twas signed by the general.”
“Set watch and warrant, do intend to query the general, Daliance. Withdraw this jest and ye will walk away from this with a court martial. A dishonorable discharge. Continue and I do promise, ye will be hung up by day’s end and executed.” Xander pauses. “Well?”
Daliance shakes his head. “Officers!” barks Xander.
The hub of activity abruptly stops. All eyes look to Xander and Daliance. Several officers approach the podium, nervous hands reflexively touching the butts of their revolvers. The man on the telegraph machine stops and looks up. Positioned under his table is a sawed off shotgun, the last line of defense should the unthinkable happen.
“Cuff this man and take him to the brig. Ye ken?” The soldiers nod. One man extracts a lockbox and removes a set of handcuffs. The other officer approaches Daliance cautiously. “Hands behind your back.” Daliance complies.
The other officer brings back the cuffs and nods to the other officer. As the other man begins to take Daliance’s hands, Daliance moves his hands preternaturally fast, sliding it along the officer’s wrist and snaps it violently. In the next move, he reaches for both guns and fires them point blank at both arresting officers. The first one is shot through the heart and is dead the moment he topples over and lands on the ground.
The other man is shot through the neck and clutches it desperately as blood pours between his fingers. He tries to croak out in desperation.
Xander draws his guns, but he is too slow. Daliance brings up his other gun and fires, opening up a cavernous hole between his eyes. The blood gushes out and Xander stumbles back.
The man at the telegraph machine fires a reckless shot towards Daliance, but it misses. It grazes a man in the side of his back, eliciting a sharp cry of surprise. He whirls around to fire in retaliation. As he presents a target for himself, Daliance fires two rounds through his chest and neck. He topples back and gurgles in blood-soaked protest, twitches violently for several seconds, and then is still.
Several other soldiers begin to fire on Daliance. He fires several rounds and then takes cover beneath a pulpit in the middle. He quickly reloads and then looks over his shoulder carefully. As he peeks, several shots ring out. One splinters the wood just inches over his head.
He hears movement behind him and turns briefly, trying to get a view. Another shot rings out, coming perilously close to his head. He now has the man’s location.
He looks around the corner for a split second and then fires. A man cries out in pain. He fires another deafening round and the man is silent.
More shots ring out in succession. As soon as they stop, Daliance emerges quickly from his hiding place and makes a run for it. Several men fire upon him. He runs for the large oval table in the middle and then fires several rounds in response. One clips a soldier in the ear, shattering his ear into gory clumps of cartilage. The man fires out in surprise and recklessness, while wailing in agony.
As Daliance jumps behind the table, he turns around and fires three more rounds, hitting the maimed officer in the gut and exposing the tendrils of vulnerable organs. He cries out and goes down, clutching the cavernous wound that emits dark crimson spurts. He now struggles to hold in his intestines and cries out in horror.
Daliance listens intently to the rustling of officers and their heavy, labored breathing. As it always is in battle, his tiresome afflictions seemed to have left him, at least for the moment. Only three men are left. He must leave one alive. He hears more rustling and mentally pinpoints their approximate location. He raises his gun and fires several shots.
One shot comes perilously close to an officer. He rears on his haunches for a second. It is all the time Daliance needs to fire a strategic round in his head. Thick, viscous crimson and ocular fluid explode inside the man’s face, leaving a cavernous hole where an eye used to be. He drops to the floor and screams in torment.
The other officer fires successive, aimless rounds, hoping to get lucky. But it is a strategy based on desperation and vengeance rather than prudency.
Daliance waits out the rounds. When there is a break in the gunfire, he emerges and fires several rounds on the soldier, hitting him in the neck and face. He is blown back and knocked to the ground, emitting a spray of crimson. Desperate hands clutch at the prodigious blood flow as he twitches spasmodically for several seconds. Only one man is left.
Daliance needs this one alive. He pivots around slightly to get a bearing on his last adversary and is nearly eviscerated by a massive gun blast. A chair next to him nearly disintegrates with the high-caliber shot. Pieces of wood are strewn everywhere and come down slowly like confetti. He sucks in small particles of splintered wood pellets, inducing another coughing fit.
He sees his adversary attempting to reload. He pivots down, and rolls and thumbs the hammer while working the trigger. He aims for his kneecaps. The man falls to the ground as his devastated kneecap is blown out. He screams out in agony and drops his shotgun.
Daliance runs over to him, but not before the downed man pulls a small, well-concealed iron shooter from a cargo pocket in his breeches. He tries to fire, but he is too slow for Daliance. Daliance throws a dagger through his hand, eliciting another anguishing cry.
“Where ye are, officer!” orders Daliance.
Daliance stands over him. The man cries out in excruciating pain. “What is the combination to the safe?” he asks.
“Fuck ye!” cries the man. Daliance takes his boot and pushes it into the man’s disintegrated kneecap. He cries out in agony.
“Tell me!”
“Fuck ye! Twill just kill me, anyway.”
“True. But if ye don’t tell me, do promise that the last moments of life will be more agonizing than ye can imagine, Sai.” To illustrate his point, Daliance takes aim at his other knee and fires. He only grazes it, but the point is well taken.
“Fourteen, eight, twenty-six, twenty.” says the man.
Daliance goes to the safe and spins the dial to the numbers. The safe opens. Daliance takes out the key. He looks over at the man. “I do say thankee, sai.”
“Go to hell, ye murderous cunt!”
“Ye first,” says Daliance. He fires and the man’s head nearly disintegrates in a spray of crimson.
Daliance goes to the telegraph machine and places the key inside the base and turns it clockwise until he hears a click. He turns the knob to the numbers that commensurate with the location and smiles. He sits down on the splintered desk and begins to type out the message. He prays it is not too late.
Chapter 31
Lieutenant Dannaken Malrathian awakes groggy, befuddled, and woozy. He is in charge of securing the Gatling gun and concealing it in order to surprise the enemy. So what had caused him to lose consciousness so suddenly? The last thing he remembers was feeling a painful bee sting on his neck. He swatted it away and then immediately felt lightheaded and a little disoriented.
What possible bite from an insect could have caused him to lose consciousness? He had heard and seen the effects of venomous insect bites, but this scenario does not seem to fit. Tremors, hallucinations, inability to breathe, and painful, swollen tissue normally accompany venomous bites, but nothing like this.
Dannaken scours the grounds around him for this mysterious insect and he finds something else instead that seems to explain his situation: a dart. But from what and to what purpose?
As he looks around at his subordinates, he observes that they, too, are just beginning to awaken from some deep sleep themselves. It’s all becoming clear. Someone had tranquilized them with darts.
Cuthbert Mortimer, a private short on brains and long on brawn, is the first to speak. He rubs his eyes groggily and stands up, shaky and unbalanced like some newborn calf. “What the hell happened, Lieutenant? Did we get into some scuffle with someone?”
“No, ye imbecile. We did not get into a scuffle. We have been drugged. Do ye not remember?”
Cuthbert rubs his eyes and tries to regain awareness, what little he has. “Don’t remember much of anything, so I don’t. And ye?”
“Not much.”
The other two privates, Silus and Fink, begin to emerge from their slumber as well.
“Listen up, cullies! Someone made it into our encampment and has drugged us, for reasons I do not know,” says Dannaken, cautiously.
“How did they get in?” asks Cuthbert.
“I don’t know, cullies. The platoon is stationed to secure this sector. Perhaps they let down their guard. As we are still here and alive and our Gatling gun still here, then I believe we can safely say that the miscreant has been caught.” Perhaps it is just wishful thinking on his part. Prudency would dictate they should at least investigate further to rule out the possibility of an act of sabotage.
“Alright cullies, let’s have a looksee! Quick now, at it. Check the area and see if anything is amiss.”
“Like what?” asks Cuthbert.
His imbecilic question is met with a sharp smack on the back of the head by Dannaken. “Anything out of place, ye shitebrain! Check your ammo, for one. Check around ye and see if the saboteur has left some trap.”
“What sort of trap would he leave?” asks Fink.
His question is met with a stern, contemptuous look from Dannaken. “Do ye not know what a trap is, cully? Perhaps when ye fall in one and cut your balls off, then ye will know what I speak of.” Fink and Cuthbert snicker, but they are immediately silenced with a stern look from Dannaken. He shakes his head and scowls. He knows that if they fail in their mission to fire the Gatling gun and secure it, it will be him who is to answer to their king. The king does not tolerate failure.
Officers are rumored to spend months, even years, in the brigs for failing to accomplish their objective. It all depends on the mood of their king. To make matters worse, the king has grown progressively more unstable and cruel, lashing out at officers for the most insignificant of offenses. And for failing to accomplish a major stronghold on the enemy? Well, that would certainly warrant a more severe punishment. It wouldn’t be a simple demotion. No, he would go to the brigs for sure, if he were lucky. And if he were not so lucky? Dannaken didn’t even want to entertain that possibility.
The truth finally dawns on Dannaken. Their enemy was clearly here to sabotage the Gatling gun. What else could it be? “Cullies!” Dannaken barks. “Check the Gatling gun.” How any man could have possibly made it past their squadron vexes Dannaken, but he now knows the reason for their visit.
Cuthbert and Fink quickly ascend the steely beast (as if they know in detail the schematics of the device and can easily discern if it were tampered with). Dannnaken rolls his eyes in irritation, but nevertheless humors the lads. After ten minutes of growing frustration, Dannaken becomes impatient. “Off cullies. Twill have a looksee, meself.” He hops up on the gun, not giving the privates a chance to depart. Cuthbert is inadvertently knocked off.
Fink and Silus laugh in response. Dannaken would have joined in himself, had a sense of expediency not demanded his full attention. He scrutinizes the gun, looking for anything that appears off-kilter. He observes the chain attached to the flywheel that moves through the shell chamber that is ignited by several explosive pistons. He sees that a fulcrum switch catches the chain and holds it in place when the operator pulls on the lever.
He investigates further. And there it is! It is a grenado! The grenado had been fastened to a broken off segment of chain in the flywheel. If he had not caught it in time, the operator would have unwittingly discharged the pin and ignited the deadly blast, killing all within the vicinity. Merlin is a tripe one indeed, but one had to get up pretty early to fool the likes of Dannaken! A wave of euphoric relief washes over him as he realizes how close they had all come to being consumed in the fiery inferno. Thank Christ for the likes of Dannaken!
Dannaken removes a small tool pouch located on the underside of the operator’s platform and begins the painstaking task of removing the grenado. He takes a bolt cutter and cuts off a piece of chain link and then in an extraordinarily slow move, removes the chain link attached to the grenado pin. His heart trip-hammers in his chest and he sweats profusely. He holds his breath, sensing that the slightest of moves will cause his hands to inadvertently slip and pull out the pin, killing them all. He finally frees the grenado and breathes a sigh of relief.
A sense of overwhelming pride fills him and he looks around at his subordinates with a gloating smirk on his face. “Well done, Lieutenant!” cries Fink.
“Ai!” say Cuthbert and Silus in unison.
(2)
Merlin, Cotteroy, and Jamison emerge from the acrimonious scene that took the lives of over forty men. They are not out of harm’s way yet. One scouting party observes them as they exit and begin to pursue them.
“Cotteroy, make haste and take point on that ridge. Kill as many of the officers as possible and give us as much time as you can to make it through the narrow switchback. In exactly one hour, reconvene with us at mount’s edge,” orders Merlin.
“Ai,” responds Cotteroy. He gallops away.
When he is less than ten meters away, Merlin holds up his hand in a ‘wait and see’ gesture. Jamison and Atticus remain deadly silent and look around uneasily. They can’t hear or see anything out of place, but Merlin is never wrong. His preternatural senses can pick up on the most subtle of noises, smells, or even changes in barometric pressure. A gun seemingly appears in his hand and he fires with lightning quick ferocity. Near simultaneously, the brethren hear the subtle but unmistakable sound of someone crashing off their horse.
“Go!” he yells.
He gallops off and his men follow. They gallop at a full sprint through the straightaway, but have to slow down considerably when they approach the first hair-pin turn of the trail.
The trail meanders precariously around a sheer cliff and they are forced to repeatedly slow down lest they go over the edge. Several haphazard shots ring out behind them.
A tree just behind them splinters from a stray shotgun blast and a large branch falls off. They gallop harder in response. Parallel to them are several other narrow switchbacks and they can see through the opening of the large trees that hug the shoulder line. At least two scouting parties of several men ride through the switchbacks, hoping to funnel them into a larger trail.
The trail had been laid heavily with lather the night before and still remains flammable, though the vapors are nearly imperceptible to the nose. There is a small clearing in the dense thicket that had been painstakingly carved out the night before. They only have to make it there and unleash the ballistas.
Several soldiers on the other side of their trail observe them and fire through the trees. They ring out precariously close behind them, stirring up dirt and splintering tree branches.
In response, Merlin fires several times. Many soldiers are forcefully ejected from their horses. The ones who are lucky enough to survive the shots are later trampled to death by the horses. Some fall off the edge of the ravine and plummet to their deaths. Even under these extraordinary circumstances, the man is a crack shot.
Captain Savius Eradius grows frustrated at the skill and efficiency the brethren possess. The hairpin turns and dense thicket make lining up a shot an exercise in futility for his men. How the hell were the brethren able to hit so many of their marks? Surely blind luck would allow for a few hits, but each shot fired seems to hit its mark.
Soon it won’t matter. They are nearly at the dogleg trail where the Gatling gun is positioned. As to be expected, the brethren are being pursued into the mouth of the beast. Even if they are not all defeated, they cannot escape the hailstorm unscathed.
Over sixty men on the exact trail the brethren ride in are less than fifty meters away: not enough to line up a shot, but close enough to ensure they keep moving towards their end. Savius smiles to himself at their imminent deaths. That so few could have caused so much devastation is ludicrous.
If a dozen men had caused this much devastation, how much could several squadrons do under his command? Savius shudders at the thought. A few of his cavalrymen approach to within a kill shot.
But just as they began to line up their sights, two of them are knocked in the chest with a shot, and a bloody, cavernous hole opens up where their hearts used to reside. They topple to the ground and are quickly trampled.
One soldier’s head explodes in a gory mess of brain matter and skull. Blood gushes from a severed artery and spills out where his chin used to sit. Caught off guard by the unexpected assault, two of the riders fail to navigate the hairpin in time and careen off the ravine, their terrified horses whinnying in an ear-splitting noise.
Several riders near Savius look to him for reassurance, terrified of meeting the same fate as their fellow soldiers. “Maintain course, lads. Our trap is set.”
The soldiers nod. “Ai, Captain. We shall have the bastards yet.”
Several agitated soldiers fire haphazard shots through the thicket, their trembling hands firing at any movement. They hit nothing except tree branches.
The brethren approach the large trail. As they do, Savius produces his bullhorn and blows on it forcefully, emitting a sound that reminds him of a dying whale. The soldiers in the immediate vicinity cringe slightly at the painful sound.
Dannaken motions to his men. Even from this distance, the sound blocks out all other sounds and produces an unsettling ping deep in their eardrums. As soon as the blast is over, Dannaken orders his men, “Wheel out the gun, lads.” They comply.
In the unlikely event any of them manage to survive, they will be mortally wounded and easy enough to chase down and kill.
Savius and his men flank the brethren and choke off any exits they could escape through.
Dannaken’s sees the brethren rounding the corner. Unbelievably, they are galloping at nearly a full sprint. Instead of realizing they’ve been outwitted and making a hasty escape, they do the opposite and gallop full speed. Several shots ring out clamorously and find their mark in the head of Silus and Fink. Cuthbert takes a shot in the gut. He hits the ground and crawls on his belly, crying out in anguish, a mop of crimson staining the hardpan behind him like some macabre paintbrush.
Do they not see the guns? Impossible. Dannaken cocks the hammer on the gun and pushes down on the trigger. He reflexively tenses up at the massive bullet storm to come and yet nothing happens. He pushes the trigger again and still nothing happens. Is the gun jammed?
It occurs to him that it was he who was outwitted. His expression turns to terror. The last second of his life finds him looking in the eyes of the imbecilic Cuthbert, who still crawls on his belly, and the last thought that goes through both of their heads is: “What the fuck?”
The cacophonous explosion reverberates throughout the canyon with a fast and fiery wind, carrying deadly shrapnel that penetrates anything unlucky enough to be in its way. Massive tree branches snap like twigs and small trees topple over from the force that jettisons shrapnel through the air. Everything in the immediate vicinity is ruined.
The brethren just manage to make it to the clearing in the thicket before the deadly explosion erupts. Though they are clear from the explosion, they feel the violent wind that blows through the canyon and singes the hair on their bodies.
Though the lather is nearly imperceptible in sight and smell, the vapors are still very much alive and when the explosion rings out, they catch fire. The ground erupts in a fiery blaze, consuming everything in its path. Nothing can outrun it. Captain Savius and his squadron are directly in its path.
The captain looks at the approaching inferno with a look of dubious horror. How the hell did they get the upper hand? For a moment, he is transfixed to the spot, unable to move. A sharp smack from his lieutenant is the only thing that wakes him from his stupor.
“Captain, order the men to retreat!”
“Retreat! Men, retreat!” The men comply (those that weren’t already making a hasty retreat). The fiery inferno knows nothing of mercy, but only wants to consume the potent fuel that lays before it. It does so with a vengeance.
Terrified horses whinny in protest and gallop at breakneck speeds, with or without their riders, to avoid the onslaught of deadly fire.
Some move much too fast and crash into one another, ejecting their hapless riders through the air to be trampled and eventually burnt to death. Those at the front of the pack are unable to move even twenty meters before the fire consumes them. Men cry out in piercing wails as flames consume exposed skin and then set fire to their precious organs. Skin sizzles, pops and explodes, and blood spews in a congealed frenzy.
Savius gives no thought to men or orders and sends his horse into a deadly gallop, hoping to outrun the inferno but to no avail. His terrified horse plunges ahead recklessly. Coming around a sharp corner at a full gallop, the horse fails to see a downed tree with numerous exposed branches.
He cannot make the adjustment in time and his horse trips over the large branch, sending Savius catapulting through the air and landing on the ground headfirst. The raging inferno reaches the horse and begins to devour it mercilessly.
Savius looks up in time to see his mount, Jericho, succumb to the deadly blaze. He needs no further coaxing. Despite a head wound which leaves him woozy, he shoots up like a lightning bolt and charges full-speed ahead, his heart hammering in his chest and his temples throbbing. He has difficulty seeing clearly as his head is still trying to shake off the fog pervading his vision, and yet he knows to stay there means death. He makes it perhaps fifty meters before the inferno catches up with him. The sage brush beneath his feet sizzles and pops with the devastating fire.
It seizes him in a death lock and he cries out as the fire eats through his flesh. His skin sizzles, spits and melts, revealing the ligaments, bones and vascular system beneath. Once the main arteries to his heart are breached, it seizes up too and his agonizing cries abruptly stop. The raging inferno burns through his body until it is no more than embers.
Chapter 32
Commander Marcus Battilus peers through his hyper-oculars near mount’s edge and observes the devastation that follows the explosion. Even from this distance of over three kilometers, the blow back of the explosion is palpable. A strong, hot wind blows through the canyon and stings the skin like thousands of bee stings. The hull of the Gatling gun is all that is left.
The aftermath is what concerns him: A Gatling gun destroyed, at least two thousand men and most of their horses wiped out. And by who? A group of maybe a dozen brethren and a handful of soldiers? It doesn’t seem possible. Marcus is certainly privy to the rumored exploits of Gilleon’s knights.
He heard stories of the fabled Merlin, a man who was perhaps more legend than reality: the man who was born blind, became a slave, and then rose to the highest rank in the land (next to a king). By all accounts, he should have been dismissed from birth, perhaps even exposed, given his handicap.
Like many of his more grounded and logical officers, he believes many such stories to be fanciful legend, fit for bedtime storytelling. Now, Marcus is not so sure. Though he has yet to come face to face with the legendary knight, the aftermath of his genius cannot be argued. Fifty percent of his force had been wiped out and who knew what else the brethren had in store for him.
If his force were wiped out by the brethren, Marcus knows that it is inevitable that the king, along with his Praetorian Guard, may fall as well.
As second in command, he knows that he is obliged to send reinforcements to help fortify his king’s position. And yet he hesitates. Sending even a few hundred soldiers out to fortify the king’s position will make Marcus that much more vulnerable.
His reasoning tells him that such an idea is preposterous and yet he can’t shake this feeling of impending doom. He needs all the means at his disposal. If his king falls, then so be it.
Marcus briefly considers retreat but knows that if it were ever discovered that he had abandoned his king, his life would be forfeit and he would be a marked man. If one of his men intervened and killed him as the despot, that man would be justly rewarded. Even if he were to distance himself from his force, he would still be looking over his shoulder for the rest of his life, ostracized from everything he had ever known. No, that would be a sentence worse than death.
He has only two choices available to him. Either send no reinforcements to aid his king, alleviating some fear for his own safety, or he could send the necessary reinforcements to his king.
Even if they all survived this ordeal, Marcus knows that there will ultimately be hell to pay for his lack of accomplishments. The king will not be happy.
Perhaps Merlin and his brethren had been lucky up to this point. If that were the case, their luck was bound to run out. He had one chance left to redeem himself and thwart the aggressor’s intended goals. This will be the last stand.
Marcus reflects that his officers, even the superior officers, were becoming a scarce resource. He turns to his lieutenant.
“Lieutenant Davias. Take a squadron of three hundred men and ascertain if there are any traps set for us at Briar Hill. They’re planning something. Take a small platoon to the northeast corridor. Take the best sniper scouts ye can muster.”
“Ye want us to flank them from behind once we have ascertained their position?”
“Ai. That I do, Lieutenant. There is a narrow channel along Briar Hill. Funnel them into that channel, and redirect them back to our position with the main force. Then we will dispatch them and end this once and for all.”
“Ai, Commander. Twill be hell and high time that we have laid them to waste. Too long have they laid waste to our numbers.”
“See it done, Lieutenant.”
“Ai, Commander.”
(2)
Shadow whines in a low, almost imperceptible tone, indicating his misgivings with so many enemies nearby.
Merlin looks at him sympathetically. “Duly noted, old boy. We’re getting down to the wire, the last stand. Christ be with us. God grant us the means to end this battle.” Shadow barks as if in concurrence.
After a couple of minutes of quietly waiting, Shadow’s acute ears pick up on some threatening sound. Merlin senses something as well. He holds up a fist to indicate “at ease” and “wait and see.” Merlin removes his long rife and attaches a homemade silencer composed of snakeskin and tortoise shell. He holds his breath for a moment and then squeezes the trigger.
The only sound the gun makes is a barely palpable ‘whoosh.’ From five hundred meters away, the sniper drops from the tree he had been laying in, a bullet hole through his skull.
(3)
Sergeant Gabrialus Martimus had been given the command of leading several scouting parties to ascertain if any traps had been laid for them before the main force ventures to the Peak of Briar Hill. By his reckoning, it is a shit detail wrought with the most perilous of traps. He knows that Merlin and his men are patrolling these areas and will use any means at their disposal to extinguish their enemies. Already Gabrialus had found two of his most able-bodied sniper scouts dead.
Gabrialus himself, like the men in his employ, are marksman and expert in the field of surreptitious warfare and tracking. They are not Visi-Gauls, but mercenaries carefully recruited for their uncanny abilities to track enemies and their formidable fighting skills, which had been honed over decades.
The sergeant’s hatred for The Brotherhood is deep-seated, emanating from his own father’s rejection from their ranks. Comodus Martimus was highly revered among his people, but he, too, was rejected from The Brotherhood after less than three years. Gabrialus initiated his own Brotherhood years after his rejection and appointed himself as its leader.
He frequently boasts that his knights could best any of The Brotherhood on any given day. But the ruthlessness and efficiency with which they dispatch so many countless soldiers speaks otherwise. Gabrialus had been in many battles and remains relatively unscathed, but he had never seen anything like The Brotherhood in action.
A large animal darts in and out of his sights so fast that he is barely able to register its movements. Reflexively, he swings up his rifle, but it is too fast to get a clear shot or even a haphazard one. Two of his men look back at him, perplexed, as if to ask, “What the fuck?” As he looks back at Gilroy, his skull seems to explode, brain matter, skull fragments, and blood dispersing everywhere in the vicinity.
Even from this distance, small globs of brain matter find their way onto Gabrialus. He gags reflexively and bites back the expulsion of his lunch. Gilroy topples to the ground, blood gushing from the cavernous hole that replaced his once handsome face.
Gabrialus starts to bark out an order to his other men, but as he attempts to speak, a bullet penetrates his neck and exits from the back of it. A moderate amount of blood pours down his chest. He scrambles for cover, hoping to regain his bearings, but a bullet pierces his sternum, knocking him back against a tree.
He hits his head so hard he nearly loses consciousness. Terror seizes him as he feels his throat clench up like a noose and is unable to breathe. He tries to suck in air and only succeeds in sucking blood into his lungs. He begins to gurgle up blood and then collapses as darkness overtakes him.
The other soldier, Menamus, tries in vain to run for cover. He chooses the most convenient of exits offered to him, the thicket. As soon as he runs into it, he is unexpectedly met with a snarling beast of a dog. It bares its teeth in a death growl and then seizes his neck, ripping out his larynx savagely. Blood gushes uncontrollably from his neck and, with it, his life.
Merlin jumps down from his perch on a large lannicaster tree. Though the jump is nearly 40 feet, he hits the ground unscathed, his fall having been cushioned by a thick sage brush. Shadow joins him. They walk around to the back of the Lannicaster tree, where one of the soldiers is tied up.
Merlin approaches him and removes the ragskin that is tied over his mouth. The soldier flinches and looks at Merlin, clearly terrified. “Are ye going to kill me? If ye are, then have at it and be done with it.”
“If I wanted you dead, I could have done it ten times over. Whether or not you live or die is entirely up to you.” Merlin removes a tobacco blunt and a small matchstick from his pocket. In his left hand he holds the tobacco blunt and in his right, the matchstick. In an imperceptibly quick move that seems to defy the law of physics, Merlin rolls the matchstick through the fingers on his right hand, transferring it to his left hand.
When the matchstick reaches his left hand, it seems to light of its own accord. With his index finger and his middle finger, he holds the blunt and the matchstick rests on the tip of his thumb. The soldier looks baffled and yet he cannot take his eyes away. Merlin takes a drag on it and then grabs the soldier’s hand. The soldier tries to pull it back, but Merlin is much too strong. He extinguishes the blunt onto the back of his hand. He cries out in painful surprise. “What the hell?”
“When you wake from your trance, you will remember that. That will be the catalyst.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I know you don’t, but you will. Today is your lucky day, soldier. I am going to allow you to live.”
“Why me?”
“I’ve seen something in you. The desire to redeem self and most importantly discord in your heart. And you’ve met someone. Someone of note. You ken?”
“I am true to me country.”
Merlin nods. “I believe you, but being true to your king and your country are not necessarily one and the same. You ken?”
Merlin takes out a coin and begins to move the coin deftly through each finger, transferring the coin from his pinky finger to his index finger. Over and over again, he moves the coin across his fingers and back again.
Each time he completes a cycle, he speeds up the motion until the coin appears to travel through his hands of their own accord.
The soldier is merely impressed at first, then mesmerized. After a couple of minutes, all thoughts and worries are extinguished from his mind. He appears pliable. Coax-able.
(4)
“We were expecting you a while ago, Merlin. Don’t suppose we would be privy to your whereabouts?”
“I was—”
“Leaving less to chance,” interrupts Germanicus.
Merlin smiles. “Ai. You have done well, old friend.”
“We could not have gotten this far without your leadership, but before we open up a bottle of alespritz, I should mention that we have several thousand more soldiers to subdue.”
“Noted.”
Chapter 33
Commander Marcus Battilus paces back and forth along the ridge line so much that the soles of his feet begin to heat up, burning his feet. The stagnant heat doesn’t help. The ridge line effectively shelters them from any breeze and he sweats profusely. Their hope rests with the news from the scouting parties. Once again, thoughts of retreat linger in his mind.
Considering the ruthlessness and efficiency with which the enemy dispatches his men, it is possible that all of the scouting parties were killed at the hands of their aggressors.
Lieutenant Dannamus approaches Commander Battilus, who looks as if he is about to come unhinged at any moment. He would welcome good news. “Commander, there is a familiar scout approaching. Perhaps he has news. The fact that at least he is alive is good news. Ye ken?”
Commander Battilus seems hopeful. “Ai, Lieutenant. Tis good indeed. Bring him straight to me upon arrival.”
“Ai.”
Commander Battilus, desperate for some good news, becomes impatient. He does not wait for the scout to meet him, but approaches him the moment he dismounts. “What is your name, private? Speak.”
“Bracken, Commander. Me name is Private Bracken.”
“And what privy do ye have for me, soldier?”
“Our scouting parties have been successful in killing three of the aggressors. And we have uncovered several grenado traps ready to fire upon unsuspecting riders who would have traversed through the trails. We dismantled them. Lieutenant Davias has relayed a message to me and he recommends we continue the assault. Two hundred and fifty men are positioning themselves on the eastern corridor to flank Merlin and his party. We should lead the charge from the west and trap them, as ye have strategically ordered.”
A wave of relief sweeps over Marcus and he sighs. At last, there will be an end to this bloody and tumultuous campaign. The wave of relief is short-lived. It is replaced with suspicion. It just seems too easy for Marcus.
“Private, Merlin was rumored to be in the area. Did ye men not come upon him? Was he not in the area?”
Bracken shakes his head in frustration and puts his head down. “I cry pardon, Commander. Twas a detail I left out.”
“Let’s hear it, Scout.”
“Me own scouting party was dispatched by the Merlin. I was the only one who escaped with me life.”
Marcus looks dubious. “And how did ye manage that, Private? Do tell.”
“Merlin couldn’t read me thoughts. Twas hoping he could cast a spell over me. I faked it. I’m a vault. Twas schooled by Renault, so I was.”
Marcus appears even more incredulous. It’s a ridiculous assertion. He shakes his head. “Don’t believe ye, Scout. And if I discover ye are lying, then ye will be in front of a firing squad by day’s end. Ye ken?”
Bracken does not waver. “Ai.”
“Where is Renault from? Where did ye learn from him?”
“Renault is from Canerbury. Twas a sage briefly during his tenure in Westlemoreland, where I do hail from.”
Marcus raises his eyebrows in astonishment. He is momentarily speechless with this amazing luck. He smiles at Bracken and pats him on the back. “Well done, Private. Ye have done well. At ease. Refresh yourself with sustenance and drink at your leisure.”
“Ai, Commander. I patiently await the destruction of our foe, with ye at the helm.”
Commander Battilus looks at his lieutenant, his only remaining lieutenant. All others had perished. “Prepare the troops for the march to Briar Hill. We leave at the end of the hour.”
“At the risk of questioning your expertise, Commander, twould it not be prudent to seek some confirmation from another?”
“His is the only confirmation we require, Lieutenant. Ye heard for self. He knows Renault. No other would have been privy to that information.”
“But sir, in military protocol, it is dictated—”
Commander Battilus abruptly cut him off. “Do not seek to lecture me on military protocol. We have no time to wait for further confirmation. We have the enemy in our grasp and it is a matter of expediency that we act now. Swiftly. Confidently. Mercilessly. Besides, Lieutenant Davias is to flank the aggressors from behind with a signal. When he signals, that will confirm that he is upon them and we will attack. By day’s end, the enemy will be completely obliterated. Every moment of delay works in our enemy’s favor.”
Lieutenant Dannamus sighs in frustration. The commander is correct. They cannot hesitate. Why then the nagging suspicion that something is amiss and the situation is not what it seems?
(2)
Lieutenant Davias sweats profusely and his heart hammers in his chest. It had been several hours since he had last seen any of his men alive. The last subordinate that he saw was Calthus, the Borakian. He had seen firsthand the handiwork of The Brotherhood. Two men had most of their faces shot off with a high-caliber speed shooter.
The men had only lost their lives recently. The blood was fresh and had not yet congealed and rigor mortis had not yet set in as the men were pliable, their bodies still warm from hearts that had recently expired.
And there’s another disturbing fact. Someone or something intrudes on his mind, trying to gain entrance. It is all he can do to thwart him time and time again. And yet, he isn’t sure if the intruder has gained access. Who is he? Is the mental intruder one of the aggressors who is dispatching his men?
This possibility sends a cold chill down his spine like a thick ice cube lodged in the back of his spine. For a moment, he is so terrified he can’t move. Is it the Merlin?
Inexplicably, his throat clenches up and he panics. He is incapable of drawing a breath.
When the lieutenant is finally able to regain his movement, he feels his neck and discovers the reason for his inability to dispel or inhale breath. He has been shot in the neck and blood gushes uncontrollably from it. He emits a high-pitched mewling sound and then drops to the ground, choking on his own blood. He squirms frantically for several seconds until darkness overtakes him.
Merlin emerges from behind a great sycamore and Shadow follows. He walks over to Davias’ knapsack and pulls out two flares.
(3)
Commander Marcus Battilus waits approximately two kilometers from the summit of Briar Hill and observes the large trail that descends to the bottom of the ridge. He had not seen any sign of The Brotherhood, but he is not worried. They are there, observing the massive force that awaits them. The wait is maddening.
And then it happens. He sees the first flare in the sky. He counts off ten seconds. And just like clockwork, two other flares discharge in the air. Lieutenant Davias has succeeded in flanking The Brotherhood.
“Lead the charge, Lieutenant!” says the commander.
“Ai, Commander.”
“Cavalry. Full charge ahead!”
The roar of the horses’ hooves reverberate throughout the canyon corridors, inducing small animals to scamper into hiding. Several formations ride within just a few meters of the first formation.
Experienced speed shooters feel their weapons in their holsters, hoping for the action to ensue as soon as possible. They are all a bundle of nerves, unsure of when or where the insidious aggressors will emerge. Many had lost fellow soldiers to them and they are desperate for payback. They are also eager to prove their mettle as the elite soldiers they had claimed to be.
After half the force charges ahead, Commander Battilus leads the remainder. He reflects that it is unlikely that any of these men will see any battle, considering they are fighting so few. Perhaps when Merlin and his crew sees the extent of what they are facing, they will turn scamp and hightail it out of there—into the clutches of Lieutenant Davias and his men. He smiles to himself at this thought.
Will they be stupid enough to charge them? Let’s hope so. But instead of charging them, the men wheel some device out to the trail, some contraption that had been obscured behind the dense, pyrene bushes.
Marcus peers closer at the contraption and notices that it is a large, cumbersome device. Suddenly his heart hammers in his chest and he is momentarily unable to breathe. He croaks out the words but his voice is undecipherable and barely audible.
“Halt, men! Halt!” The men begin to slowly pull back on their reigns. They are bewildered by the sudden order to halt.
Looks of concern emerge on the men’s faces and they seem to be caught in a dream. Sergeant Bitticus is the first to break the silence. “Commander, what is it?”
“Look for yourself.” He hands Bitticus the hyper-oculars and the sergeant peers through it.
Almost as soon as Bitticus looks through the hyper-oculars, a menacing ‘boom’ erupts, echoing through the canyon. The sergeant flinches from the sound and drops the hyper-oculars. They are of little concern. He no longer needs them. “Retreat! Retreat!” he yells at the top of his lungs.
Commander Battilus had been so focused on the battle that he was barely cognizant of the unusual substance he encountered as he made his way to the battlefield. As the horses begin their gallop, they seem to lose their traction. It is almost as if they are bogged down. Also, there is an unusual smell that permeates the air. He had thought nothing of it at the time.
The first of the incendiary balls rockets through the air like a gunshot and smashes into the front group of riders like a cannonball from hell itself. They are immediately obliterated as the ball consumes them. They are the lucky ones. The riders behind them are not so lucky. They try in vain to halt and adjust themselves to the wave of fire that erupts all around them, but it is like trying to avoid getting wet when dumped in the middle of the ocean.
The flammable lather begins to devour them. Horses whinny frenetically and collide into one another, propelling their unfortunate riders through the air and into the path of the merciless fire. The flames eat savagely and indiscriminately at the downed riders, melting flesh until it peels off in bloody sheets like tarpaper.
They scream in excruciating pain as the flames make their way to their arteries then their bones. It takes mere seconds to consume them.
Their mounts fare no better. Once the flames began to heat up, they cannot be extinguished. Horses whinny in torment as the flames devour their coats to embers and penetrate their flesh, scorching it and melting it away in thick, bloody slabs.
Commander Marcus Battilus does not wait to see the tumultuous scene play out. He makes a hasty retreat.
Skulls are smashed and laid open with the vestiges of eyes, brain matter, and gore staining the canyon floor. It doesn’t matter. Soon, the fire will consume everything.
Marcus feels the heat of the raging inferno behind him. The hot wind blows a scorching breeze that singes the hair on his skin as if several million matches are being blown around him. He nearly vomits from the smell of burning flesh. He discovers in horror that it is his own flesh. He pushes Stella into a harder gallop, but it is unnecessary. She is already running at her peak. How did it come to this?
For a brief moment, Marcus has hopes of escape, but they are quickly dashed when another cacophonous ‘boom’ reverberates through the canyon. A large incendiary ball hurtles towards him at lightning speed. His last thought is simply “what the fuck?” followed by a brief second of excruciating pain, and then darkness overtakes him.
(4)
Merlin surveys the carnage through his hyper-oculars and nods. He seems satisfied. “There is nothing left to do at Briar Hill. Germanicus, take Syrus, Savelle, Atticus, and Ithicus and reconvene with Cotteroy and Jamison at mount’s edge. I have set the final grenado traps, effectively blocking in our enemy between a landslide on the main path and the inferno. Kill all the stragglers that you find, but do not give chase to those out of your reach. I should expect the survivors to have a story to tell of our merciless ways and we will not deny them. Wait three days. At dawn of the third day, meet me at the enemy’s encampment.
“What happens on the third day?” asks Germanicus.
“God willing, our reinforcements will arrive. And then, twill initiate the last part of our plan.”
“Which is?” asks Savelle.
“I will enter the king’s encampment. You will bring up the rear after the signal. Troubadour will set off the ballistas for the final leg of our attack.”
“When do we meet up with our reinforcements, Merlin?” asks Germanicus.
“We don’t. If our reinforcements have not done their job, then we are in serious jeopardy and we will have to contend with a third of the Visi-Galia army.”
“And Domithicus?”
“Twill mount a rescue for him. And the girl as well.”
“If they both live,” says Syrus somberly.
“Set watch and warrant, they live for now. And they will so long as Jason has a use for them. I pray he won’t unravel prematurely.”
Merlin mounts Jessibel. “If we are unsuccessful?” asks Savelle.
“Then twill see you on the other side, brother,” says Merlin.
Chapter 34
Three long, maddening days pass with no word from a courier. Jason grows increasingly more erratic and agitated with each passing hour. His arrogant and smug self-assuredness is replaced by a paranoid terror that makes him even more irrational. He’s convinced that Sylvia is under the mind control of the Merlin, so he places her in a cage meant for animals and shackles her wrists and ankles. Jason’s reasoning is that Merlin’s hold on her is mitigated inside the steel cage.
She sits inside it, huddled in a corner, unable to keep warm or hydrated but otherwise intact. Indecisive about what to do with her, he sustains her for the time being. She whimpers to herself quietly and rocks back and forth, shivering with each inhalation. Despite her severe trauma, she realizes she still wants desperately to live.
At the least, she is out of harm’s way from Jason’s reckless tirades. Every few hours without word from a courier, he screams out and begins to throw objects around the room recklessly, hitting soldiers who are unlucky enough to be in the way.
Only two days before, the unlucky courier delivered the devastating news that two-thirds of Jason’s army was eliminated. A few stragglers are all that remain of the force. The few that are left are either grievously wounded or have deserted. Upon hearing it, Jason executes the man at point blank range, staining the tent walls crimson and drawing the cringe of already uneasy soldiers.
Senecas, the captain of the guards, looks at Jason in a pathetic, beseeching manner, reluctant to initiate the contentious conversation between them. “Ye need to decide, me liege. It’s been three days.”
Jason sighs. Before he can speak, a private comes running into the tent, out of breath and baring a desperate look. He bows to Jason. “Your liege, we have word.”
Jason nods and gives Senecas an indignant, ‘I told you’ smirk. “I knew we would hear from Commaden. Did I not tell ye?”
Senecas shrugs. “Bring him in here. Let the alespritz abound.”
The private looks at Jason like a condemned man looks at a judge with the power to grant him a reprieve. He shakes his head. “It’s not from us, your liege. General Battius is here.”
Jason is dumbfounded. “General Battius? What is he doing here?”
“I know not, me lord. But he must speak to ye in the main tent. At tempest halt. He does not look happy.
Jason looks at Senecas, bewildered and anxious. Senecas only shrugs. “Ye know of this?”
“Me lord, I am as bewildered as ye.”
They go to their main tent where General Battius waits with his personal entourage. Battius seems livid, ready to strike out at any moment.
Jason looks at Battius. “General, to what do we owe this honor?”
“There is none where ye are concerned, maggot,” says Battius contemptuously.
“By all due respect, General. Ye do not speak to me in such ways or—”
“Or what?” cuts off the General. “Twill speak to ye in anyway I see fit. I hold the cards in this little dance. Ye ken?”
“I have no idea what ye are speaking of.”
Battius laughs. “Oh, do ye now?”
He motions to one of his subordinates. The Ork hands him a piece of parchment paper. It appears to have come from a telegraph machine. A cursory glance seems to reveal a special seal. It looks familiar. Jason cringes and his heart begins to hammer in his chest.
“It seems ye have been labeled despot. Your General Piedmont warned us of an attack orchestrated by a blood drunk tyrant. Ye know the seal, do ye not?”
“I assure ye, General, I know nothing of this.” For reasons unbeknownst to Jason, his hands begins to tremble uncontrollably. He looks at the parchment paper as if it is the personal harbinger of destruction. He is tempted to read it as a bystander of a horrendous battlefield carnage cannot look away from the hideous scene.
“Ye may read it. It is authentic. Straight from Outpost Seven, General Piedmont himself. Let me paraphrase for ye. General Piedmont warned us several days ago that ye were bloodthirsty and ambitious enough to invade our lands. We thought it a preposterous assertion. But his assertions rang true several days ago when we witnessed your army invading our lands. And just after we had successful negotiations. In order to preclude a full scale war, General Piedmont warned us.”
Jason shakes his head dubiously and looks at the parchment paper as if it is some cruel joke. He shakes his head in horrific befuddlement. “This is a mistake, General. We received word that our enemy was in your sector. We were merely acting on some intelligence. Gilleon was the intruder.”
“Gilleon?” scoffs Battius. “A ridiculous notion. An even more ridiculous lie.”
“We were intercepting them.” pleads Jason.
“There is no army anywhere in the sector!” barks Battius. “I assure ye. We are expert in tracking humans.” He sighs impatiently and then gets up from Jason’s throne. “Shall we take a walk outside?”
Jason reluctantly follows, still unbelieving. He is barely aware of his feet moving. He assumes he will awake from this nightmare at any time, but he fails to.
Battius hands him a set of hyper-oculars. Jason reluctantly takes them. “Take a looksee, sai. There is our army. Ye will see that we have several of your superior officers. Twill be returned if ye cooperate.” Jason looks and sees a number of his officers on their knees, in a supplicating position with their hands bound.
They are either ready to be returned or executed. He knows their forlorn countenances well. He had personally seen that look from his enemies. He shakes his head in astonishment, horror.
“As for the rest of your army, well, we didn’t have much choice. Those forty officers are all that is left. Ye left us little choice. Piedmont is a smart man. A true patriot.”
Jason is incapable of speech. He hears a high-pitched mewling sound that reminds him of a dying hyena. He is horrified to discover he is the one making it.
“If ye are indecisive, then perhaps ye can discuss it with your nephew.” Battius points to a guard who drags a hobbled, decrepit prisoner along like a rag doll. One side of his face is swollen and a large laceration mars his face on one side. Crusted blood surrounds the cavernous eye socket that once held his eye. His cheekbone on one side has nearly been shattered, lowering his face in a hideous visage fit for nightmares.
His nephew is completely unrecognizable. The guard tosses Commaden over to him like a small sack of potatoes and laughs. Jason grasps onto him desperately. “Commaden, what happened?”
Tears well up in his good eye. “Merlin happened, Uncle. He played ye like a fiddle, so he did.”
Jason shakes his head. “How did it come to this?”
“He’s played ye from the very beginning, Uncle. Always had. He’s always been in control. Your overconfidence did ye in. Ye ken? He is the Merlin.”
“If ye do not agree to our terms, sai, we will execute the rest of your officers.” He looks at Commaden. “Beginning with your nephew of course.” He pauses to let it sink in. “And then we will march on your encampment and destroy the rest of ye.”
Like a man caught in a nightmare, Jason looks up in submission. “What do ye want?” he asks.
“Everything. All your plunder. And then we will return your men to ye. I will then send off the bulk of our force away immediately. A small contingency twill remain and then our business twill be concluded. Ye ken?”
Jason nods. “Ai.” He stands there for several minutes, while Senecas oversees the transfer of plunder to the coffers of the Orachain. No one dares to speak or tries to assuage Jason. He is beyond reach. He is like a man caught in a nightmare, unable to wake himself from it.
The Orachain work quickly and diligently. In less than half an hour, the Orachain are done. General Battius smirks at Jason condescendingly, as if he is some spoiled child. Jason is unaware.
“We are done here, Captain. The king is unreachable for the moment. We must take our leave. Ye may send out a detail of men to supervise the prisoner transfer.”
Senecas nods. “Ai, twill be done, General. Let’s finish this.” Senecas looks at the king, uncertain of whether to try and wake him from his stupor. He decides to air on the side of caution and leave him.
Senecas oversees the transfer of prisoners successfully. Not wanting to risk a full scale war and happy with the rich plunders of the campaign, Battius is true to his word. He and his army disengage.
Several hours pass with the king still caught in a stupor. He finally appears to break from it as tears well up in his eyes. They dart back and forth rapidly and his body shakes violently. Scathing, inconsolable rage slowly registers on his face. “Senecas!” He screams at the top of his lungs. “Senecas!”
Senecas is ushered in. “Ai, me liege.”
“Bring me Domithicus. Now!”
He bows. “Ai.”
“And bring me Renault as well.”
Senecas eyes dilate and he shakes his head despairingly and looks away. “Your liege, Renault is nowhere to be found. He escaped.”
Jason smashes him in the mouth. “Fool! Then get me the men who allowed him to escape. If none are found, then twill hold ye responsible.”
Senecas nods. “Ai.” He refrains from telling the king that Renault killed the men guarding him. If he did, he has no doubt, it would be his neck in the noose.
Chapter 35
Domithicus is beyond tired. Pain receptors throughout his body light up like a New Year’s night with the slightest of moves. Sleep is beyond him. When he does manage to doze off, he is quickly roused awake by his own suffering. At other times, one of the guards rouses him awake after only a few minutes of slumber to torment him.
He feels the presence of a powerful force trying to make its way into his mind. He doesn’t know if it’s Renault or Merlin, alerting him to his presence. Today is the moment of truth. Either he will be rescued or he will die trying to escape. He prays that Merlin keeps his promise. He has kept his.
Domithicus tires of forcing himself to keep out whatever intruder is trying to breach his mind. He relents and lets his mind drift back.
“You’re the only one who can link with me over that distance. You ken?” asks Merlin.
Domithicus nods somberly. “Ai. And you will come for me?” asks Domithicus.
“Ai,” says Merlin. “May very well be the only one left, but I do promise that. And if you still live, twill rescue you. Are you prepared for what they will do to you?”
Domithicus shrugs. “I am committed to this. No man can really ever be prepared for that amount of torture. Set watch and warrant, twill endure anything for this campaign. For you. For me Brotherhood. For me country.”
“You know what’s at stake?”
“Ai.”
“This is the only chance we have, Dom.”
“And you’re going to shoot me?”
Merlin laughs. “It is the least of your worries, brother. That flesh wound will be nothing compared to what they will do to you.”
Domithicus nods. He grabs Merlin by the forearm for a brotherly hug. “Am ready Brother, come hell or high water.”
Merlin smiles.
Domithicus awakes from his daze by the smell of a faint, but acrid smell of sulfur. He smiles to himself. The time has come.
(2)
Merlin takes out his dog whistle and blows a D minor in three successive blasts, spaced exactly three seconds apart.
Over half a kilometer away, Troubadour’s sharp ears pick up the notes. He sprints out to the last of the remaining ballistas, ensuring his large bulk steps firmly on the triggers. In seconds, hundreds of arrows sail through the air with speed of cannonballs towards their intended targets.
(3)
Sergeant Markamus Zander stares at the sky and whittles, as he is prone to do when stress becomes nearly unbearable. When he had set upon this campaign, he never believed that it would come to this. The latest news had reached his ears as well. At least seventy percent of their force is obliterated or unaccounted for (which was really the same thing). There is talk of desertion. Whispers. Rumors. He is sure that some already made their escape. Some had been found and hung as soon as the deed was discovered. Most of his men he could vouch for. They would choose a more noble death (or so he hoped).
At the moment, everything is quiet—too quiet, as if some impending doom were about to be unleashed. Perhaps it is just his nerves getting the best of him.
(4)
Lieutenant Dannamus walks into the prisoner tent and sees Domithicus chained to the pole in the middle of the room. He smiles at him in derision, but his smile quickly turns to one of bemusement. Why the smirking gloat on the prisoner’s face? He should have been stripped of all morale and insolence. What noxious odor permeates the air or was it just his imagination?
“Ye are to go to the king,” says Dannamus.
“Good. I should expect that he will be planning to execute me.”
Dannamus laughs at Domithicus’ deadpan expression. “Ai, Cully. Expect that he will.”
The officers look up and scowl when they hear the confusing, whistling sound. Domithicus smiles. The time has come. He uses his pins to unlock his restraints, a task he had practiced thousands of times. Only a close inspection of him would reveal that the cuffs are not locked.
Feigning submission, he drops the handcuffs quietly behind him.
Dannamus kicks Domithicus in the stomach hard. Domithicus groans and kicks out. Dannamus motions to another officer. “Let’s get him up!” Domithicus goes limp and becomes dead weight, while the officers hoist him up. He then bends down, quickly and inconspicuously, unlocking his leg restraints.
The other guard takes his rifle and butts Domithicus hard in the back, sending up torrents of agony through his body. Domithicus swoons and is hoisted up forcefully. He comes to but still feigns incapacitation. They slap him around to wake him up.
Domithicus opens one eye and observes a sharp dagger on the guard’s utility belt. He shoots out his elbow lightning quick, connecting with the guard’s jaw, which emits a loud ‘popping sound.’ The guard cries out in surprise and pain.
It is all the time Domithicus needs to reach for the dagger. He grabs it and slices it across the guard’s throat, emitting a copious gushing of dark crimson. Domithicus switches hands and transfers the dagger to his other hand, slicing the other guard’s throat, releasing more blood flow, staining everything in his path.
Another officer directly across from him reaches for his gun, but he is too slow. Domithicus throws the knife with perfect accuracy, hitting him squarely in the Adam’s apple. He clutches his neck and gags on his own prodigious blood flow.
The other guard instinctively fires but his shot only grazes the soldier directly in front of him, the man whose throat had just been slit. Domithicus reaches for the holster and brings up the gun, firing off two rounds in the man’s chest, emitting a spray of crimson in the air and piercing wails from the man, who drops down. Domithicus finishes him off with a shot to the head.
Several more haphazard shots are fired at Domithicus, but they miss him as he crouches down. Still fighting with the man in front of him for his gun, he takes it and fires several shots around his bulk. He hears the cries of another man who drops down.
Domithicus tries to get his bearings. He knows the layout of his cell, but cannot pinpoint where the other two men are firing from. The man in front of him still somehow manages to fight him for the gun. Two more shots pierce the man in front of him. Domithicus cringes. The bullets just barely miss him.
He has to take a chance. He takes the man’s wrist and twists it violently, breaking it in several places. The man cries out in agony. He turns around the gun and places it right up under his chin and fires two rounds. The sound is muffled by the man’s brains, which are blown out of his skull. It creates an uncomfortable ‘ping’ in his ears.
Domithicus rolls over, still holding both revolvers. Both men emerge from their hiding places and fire rounds. Two shots come perilously close to him, splintering the pole that once held him hostage. Domithicus fires and then thumbs the hammer, nearly simultaneously while pulling the trigger. The first bullet finds a target in the man’s head, expelling the brains out of the back of his head. Two other shots enter the other man’s sternum and heart, knocking him to the ground. Blood gushes relentlessly, staining man and earth.
Domithicus hears movement outside his tent. He spins around while cocking the hammer. He points the gun menacingly. He hears two soldiers drop but not from gunfire. He smiles.
Merlin walks into the tent.
Domithicus sighs in relief. “I thought you would never get here, old friend.”
“I never thought you would get out of your restraints,” says Merlin playfully.
Domithicus laughs. “It is good to see you. We are well met.”
“Ai. Glad to see you are still intact. You look awful.”
“I feel much worse.” He looks at Merlin curiously. Even he doesn’t know Merlin’s full plans. “What now?”
“I am off. Our brothers will soon reconvene with us.”
“Where are you going?”
“To relinquish a crown from a king. I expect that he will need some cozening.”
“Ai. I expect that he will.”
Merlin throws Domithicus a gun belt. Domithicus looks at it and smiles. “How did you get it?”
“I do have me ways.”
“Ai, that you do, Merlin.” Domithicus wraps the gun belt around his waist and takes out his speed shooters, twirling them around his hands so fast they seem to levitate hypnotically. He looks at Merlin and nods. “They do feel good in me hands.”
“I have another friend to see you as well.” A large, grey wolf appears and barks and then runs up to his master.
“Good to see you, boy.” Troubadour licks him with his massive tongue and nearly pulls his hair out of its roots. Domithicus laughs. He looks at Merlin. “What now?”
“Give me ten minutes and then unleash hell. You ken?”
Domithicus nods. “Ai, brother. Long have I waited for such.” Domithicus turns his head for a split second and Merlin is gone. “Godspeed,” he whispers.
He takes out a kerchief from one of the dead soldiers and wraps it around his face and eyes. Even with the kerchief, his eyes begin to tear up from the noxious fumes slowly making their way into his tent.
He takes a sheath off the dead man as well and then pulls out his sword and inspects it. It is shoddy and dull to the point of being nearly ineffectual, but it will have to do. Besides, once ten minutes are up, he won’t need it anymore.
(5)
The eerie silence continues for several minutes until it is replaced by a strange whistling sound. Sergeant Markamus looks up in the sky and is at first confused by what he sees. Are they birds? His confusion is replaced by mounting terror when his mind finally grasps the truth. They aren’t birds at all.
They are arrows and, judging by their trajectory, they are headed right for the encampment. They continue their arc and then begin to drop down, heading for the ground.
Markus shoots up like a leopard. Several are enraptured with what they are seeing in the sky, but few realize the mortal danger. “Men. Take cover. Now! Take cover!” Markus luckily grabs a nearby shield.
Several other soldiers are not so lucky. They cry out in agonizing pain as the arrows pierce them, impaling some to their horses, to the ground and even each other. Massive arrows penetrate vital organs and sever arteries, causing almost instantaneous hemorrhaging. Death comes quickly for the lucky ones.
A large arrow at least six feet in length crashes down on Markus. He shields the arrow not a moment too soon. It smashes partially through his shield, grazing his leg and opening up a painful laceration. He cries out painfully. It is monstrously painful to move, but it does not affect his mobility
To make matters worse, Markus’ eyes begin to water and acrid smoke causes him to choke. He gets up from under his shield and winces painfully with each small step. He has no choice. He has to escape the smoke.
He takes another step and swears he sees movement. He reaches for his speed shooter, but as he does, an inexplicably painful cut breaks out on his neck, causing him to gasp out for breath, but he finds he is incapable of drawing breath. He suddenly finds himself struggling to maintain balance. He is growing woozy by the second.
He tries to feel the injury on his neck, but can’t muster the strength. He drops to the ground and blackness engulfs him.
Merlin is not invulnerable to the effects of the noxious fumes. He chokes and sputters involuntarily as does Shadow. Luckily, the fuses are very short and the acrid smoke will only burn for about ten minutes, which will give him just enough time to confront the king.
His tent has an antechamber, with several armed guards securing his position continually. The back of the structure has a mortar edifice, making it difficult to break in from the back. Merlin has no intention of going in that way.
The men in the antechamber cough as their lungs inhale the noxious fumes. From outside their chamber, they can hear the screams of their fellow soldiers dying in torment; and yet, they cannot lift a finger to help. They have their orders. Protect the king at all costs. A loud knock issues from outside the door and not one of the men attempt to answer it. One of the guards nervously pulls his speed shooter from its holster and fires. “What the fuck, Brogameer?” cries Chancey.
“I cry pardon. It’s the nerves, so it is.”
“Get the fuck a hold of yourself.” The sound continues. Louder and more persistent. Bang. Bang. Clack. Clack. Much louder this time. The men look uneasily at one another, knowing that one of them should go out and check, but not sure which poor bastard they should send to his death.
Lieutenant Bane is the first to speak. “We should send out Brogameer. He’s as worthless as a cock on a cuckold, so he is.”
“Ai!” exclaim Brody and Filmorius in assent.
The men are more than happy to elect someone for the deadly task and quickly as possible. If they had time, they would have broken straws for the election.
But they had none. Brogameer’s capricious outburst distinguishes himself in the minds of the guards and it is the only excuse they need.
“All those in favor, say “Ai!”
“Ai!” exclaim all in unison. Brogameer looks at his cohorts as if he had been slapped and exiled. In a way, perhaps he had. “Ai, ye fucking cunts. Then it looks as if I have no choice in the matter.”
In order to temper the blow, Bane comforts him. “Ye know that ye are the most able with the speed shooter, Brogameer. If any man has a chance of surviving, it is definitely ye.”
“Ai!” respond several of the men. The others nod in assent.
Brogameer reluctantly walks out, but not before he looks back at his cohorts with a wounded expression on his face. Perhaps it is best this way. Better to die facing his enemy then huddling inside like a bunch of frightened lambs awaiting the slaughter.
He walks out the door still wheezing, though the vapors seemed to have lost their intensity. Perhaps the noxious fumes are dissipating. This is the last thought that registers in Brogameer’s mind. He is barely aware of an excruciating pain that disconnects his head from his body; then there is no pain at all.
Before the man hits the ground, Merlin removes his petticoat and hat and strips it from him quickly, much like a magician removes a soilcloth from a table with numerous dishes on it.
Merlin walks into the antechamber wearing Brogameer’s clothing. As he walks in, he puts his head down to avoid detection. “That was fast, Brogameer. Ye couldn’t have found anything so quick. Make haste and do your duty,” orders Bane.
“I am doing me duty and I’m doing you, too!” Merlin smiles. A moment of stunned silence ensues in the antechamber and for a split second, the men are incapable of action. A fraction of a second of indecision is all the time Merlin needs to react. He pulls his sword from his sheath lightning quick and swings it in an arc. The men barely have time to even reach for their holsters. Brody, the second fastest, next to Brogameer, manages only to touch his speed shooter before his hand and gun are severed in one deadly swoosh. He cries out in horrific surprise as blood gushes from the severed arm.
He is the only one who survives Merlin’s initial swing. His swing slashes their throats, severing jugular veins in an unstoppable, prodigious spurt of crimson. Bane twitches and coughs frantically, holding his hand to his mortal wound, which continues to drain the life from him. He mercifully collapses and is still. Brody is stunned in silence. He had never witnessed anything so remarkable in all his years in battle. How could anyone be so fast? He falls forward as darkness overtakes him.
Merlin sheathes his sword just as quickly as he drew it. From an observer’s perspective, it would have appeared that his sword had disappeared from his hand and was teleported to his sheath. Perhaps it had.
Merlin walks into the king’s chamber, still wearing the disguise of Brogameer. He seamlessly blends in with the other men, his shoulders hunched, his head downcast to avoid detection. None of the other soldiers seem to notice that one of the men had left his post, a serious infraction of protocol, if not derelict of duty. Everyone is too much on edge to notice; though it does not escape the notice of Captain Lucius. “Are ye tripe? Who dares to leave his post?” All the murmured and hushed conversation stops. The men look to the man who is called out.
“Ye cully, what is your name?”
His lieutenant whispers to him. “Sir, I do believe that is Private Brogameer.”
“Answer, Private.” Captain Lucius approaches Brogameer, accompanied by several of his men. They are well prepared to back their captain for the serious infraction.
Aware that a standoff might be imminent, the other soldiers join the captain’s cohorts and surround the derelict. Merlin keeps his head down and doesn’t answer, waiting patiently for the men to approach within striking distance. They cluster around him, blocking off any chance of escape.
“Speak, Private!”
The king looks up from his throne, enraptured with the events. He doesn’t intervene but observes how things play out. If the derelict doesn’t have a valid excuse for leaving his post, Jason will make an example of him. That is a given.
Merlin had heard Brogameer’s voice and is expert in the art of mimicry. With his head still downcast, Merlin answers in the voice of Brogameer. “I have word from Merlin to be given to the King.” A look of consternation erupts on all their countenances. The king stands up from his throne abruptly, frightened of the implications and yet curious. Perhaps a truce could be worked out.
Captain Lucius is dubious. “Ye have word from Merlin? Merlin would deign to send the likes of ye word? Speak it. Do tell us all, Brogameer.”
“Merlin requests a truce. He will permit us to leave with our lives, provided that we offer the head of our King and the girl to go free. Anything less, and he will kill us all.”
Captain Lucius laughs heartily at the ridiculousness of the request. He looks at the king, who does not join him in laughter but still looks uneasy. Captain Lucius is still incredulous. “Well, Brogameer, if we are to believe your message, may I ask how Merlin allowed such a lowly wart monkey like ye to escape with your life?”
Merlin raises his head to allow the men to see his glasses as he speaks. “Because, you see—I am Merlin!”
The last thing that Captain Lucius sees are the small oval-shaped glasses Merlin wears. By the time he reaches for his speed shooter, he is already choking on blood and clutching his throat to stop the prodigious blood flow that continues unabated.
Merlin swings his sword so fast and powerfully that it produces a low-level humming that causes an unpleasant sensation to those not immediately killed by his first assault. His sword swings through soldier’s neck like butter and blood flows from numerous severed necks in copious crimson spurts. Hands are severed and even guns cut in two from the razor-sharp blade.
When Merlin finishes with the first swing, he twirls the sword around like a pinwheel precariously fast. Two other speed shooters un-holster their guns and begin to fire on Merlin but the sword serves as the ultimate bulletproof shield, staving off the gunfire. Two bullets ricochet off the sword and lodge in the neck of a soldier, killing him instantly as his larynx is blown apart with the redirected bullet.
Merlin sheathes his sword so quickly that it seemingly re-appears in his sheath of its own accord. With a lack of continuous gunfire, the soldiers are indecisive about their immediate course of action. He throws off the hat and jacket in one seamless move. “Offer still stands on the table for five seconds, or until any man makes a move on me.”
Desperate to save his own life, one private speaks up. He throws his guns to Merlin and put up his hands. “I surrender.”
Merlin nods. “And I accept, Hammen. Get behind me.” The time it takes for Hammen to surrender is all the time needed for four other soldiers to embolden themselves. They rise up from their crouched position and attempt to fire, but Merlin is prepared for this. Two guards in front try to fire on Merlin, but he lifts his speed shooter preternaturally fast and fires two shots into their skulls, knocking them back several feet.
While he re-holsters both guns with his left hand, he draws the gun from his right holster, firing multiple rounds into the two men directly in front of them, knocking them back against the wall and blowing two gaping holes in their chest. They heave in shock and painful surprise and try to gasp in breath desperately. They choke on their blood and twitch spasmodically as life drains from them. Merlin holsters his gun.
Seething rage overtakes Jason. Hoping to catch Merlin off-guard, he draws his speed shooter to fire on Hammen, but he isn’t fast enough. With his left hand, Merlin pulls his speed shooter and shoots the gun from Jason’s hand, including two of his digits. Blood spurts from the wound and Jason cries out painfully.
“Hammen is under me protection now. So is the girl.” He pauses. “And you, sai, are in me sights.”
“If ye kill me, ye will have the wrath of the Visi-Gaul army at your doorstep.”
“And you are overreaching. Your days of raping the world are over. If the Visi-Gauls are prudent, they will distance themselves from the likes of you to avoid retribution. In fact, they already have. General Piedmont ousted you as despot. Do you not remember?”
Jason shakes his head in denial. It is impossible. This man could not have gotten the drop on him like this.
“You have come into our lands, uninvited. You plundered, murdered, and raped. And your army of nine thousand righteously obliterated by ten men. Word will reach. Gilleon will offer a truce and your predecessors will wisely accept.”
“I am Visi-Galia. And this is me country. Ye have denied what is rightfully mine. Ye are nothing. I curse ye!”
“You are nothing more than a sanctimonious, arrogant, despotic pedophile. You have no humility. No nobility, no honor. You believe that you were born as a god, destined for greatness. The world owes you because of who you are and who you were born to.
You believe that your country is a reflection of your greatness and your empire exists to serve you. But it is you who were born to nobility to serve the needs of the people. Ever the consummate narcissist, you are unable to sympathize with anyone but yourself. Perhaps you will learn the full error of your ways when you are thrashing in the afterlife.”
Jason scoffs and sighs like a petulant child. He draws the gun on his left side, but Merlin is ready. He hesitates briefly and allows Jason to pull out the gun. And as it is raised, he fires his own gun, obliterating two fingers on his right hand and sending Jason’s speed shooter through the air. Jason howls in excruciating pain as blood spurts from the severed digits.
“For a man who has never deferred to anyone, a man who knows nothing of humility or reverence or righteousness, I would very much like to have you humbled.” Merlin fires a strategic round straight to his right kneecap, blowing it out. His knee buckles and he drops to one knee, crying out in excruciating pain.
He looks at Merlin defiantly. “Ye are not noble, ye cully tripe. Ye are nothing. A slave. Ye are pathetic. And I curse ye!” he hisses
“If you are what passes for nobility, then I am glad I am not. May you echo those sentiments in the afterlife, Sai.” Merlin fires his gun, sending a bullet through his skull and causing a cavernous hole to appear in his forehead. Jason falls back and hits the ground dead.
“Hammen?”
“Ai, me lord.”
“Hammen, I am not a King and not your Lord. I am Merlin and that is how you will address me. Understood? Retrieve the keys to this cage for me.” He gestures to the cage holding Sylvia.
“Ai, Merlin.” He goes to Jason, squeamishly, and pulls a set of keys from him around his neck. He can’t help but to look at the corpse that used to lead so many. A look of consternation is still on his face and blood continues to seep from the large hole in his forehead. He tosses the chain to Merlin.
Merlin goes to the cage and opens the lock. The girl is intact, though she shivers uncontrollably and has her hands over her ears to stifle the ear-deafening boom inside the corridors.
She flinches as he reaches for her. Merlin points to her restraints. She permits him to unlock them. He unlocks them and then picks her up. She continues to shiver with her hands over her ears. “The gun play is over Sylvia.”
She looks at him curiously. “How did ye know me name?”
“Your sister Adele told me all about you. She waits for you in ascension and you will meet her there someday, but not for a very long time.”
Tears well up and flow from her eyes at the mention of her sister. She rubs at them and tries to put on a brave face but the tears flow even harder with each painful inhalation.
Merlin admires her spirit and vivacity. Most girls would have succumbed to catatonia if they had been through her ordeal.
Still, he senses her at the precipice of an emotional cliff. She is suppressing her emotions. Later will be a time for her to grieve and unleash the maelstrom.
He produces a coin from his pocket and begins to twirl it through his fingers, slowly at first and gradually quicker until it appears to flow through this fingers of their own accord. Sylvia watches, enraptured. She begins to relax her iron grip on his neck. Her mind begins to drift freely. Now she will be open to suggestions.
“You have been through a lot child. Forget about all that has happened to you for the time being. I want you to sleep now, do you understand?”
“Ai, so I do.”
“Your eyes are getting very heavy and you are unable to keep them open.”
“Ai.” She shuts her eyes and collapses into Merlin’s arms. He picks her up and walks out of the king’s tent. Shadow pokes his head out from the back of the tent, through a hole through the hardpan. He wags his tail.
Domithicus slashes his way through the encampment, killing any soldiers he encounters with his sword, aided by obscurity for the first ten minutes, at Merlin’s order.
After ten minutes expire, Domithicus takes out his speed shooters and begins to go to work. The soldiers who had survived the initial barrage are just beginning to get their bearings; but they cannot see in detail. Domithicus uses this to his advantage. He needs only to see the slightest of shadows. His mind and his hands will do the rest.
Off to the east, approximately fifty meters away, he just barely detects some rustling from three guards. They motion to one another, indicating an attempt to attack him. As he ventures closer, he can hear their murmured whispers.
They motion to each other and begin to line up their sights. He moves quickly, hunches down behind a wooden platform and then rises up quickly, too quickly for them to react. He draws his guns with lightning quick ferocity and fires successive rounds. Three guards drop to the ground.
Two cavernous holes appear in the middle of their chest, spurting prodigious blood flow from gaping wounds. The other soldier is hit through the neck and he clutches it to stifle the blood flow but to no avail. He falls to the ground, twitches spasmodically for several seconds, and then abruptly stops as darkness envelops him.
As Domithicus adjusts his belt, he feels something inside his gun belt and smiles to himself, shaking his head in amazement. It is his dog whistle. He blows it. Seconds later, Troubadour appears. In this fog, being more than fifteen feet away is being out of reach.
Domithicus signals to him with his thumb up and then turns his fist upside down and then moves it around in a stirring motion. He then puts his index finger to his mouth. Troubadour knows what it means. Roust the other guards quietly.
Troubadour runs through the encampment. The men are forced to react. They stir loudly. Domithicus now has their whereabouts. He runs up closer, sees them clearly and then fires several rounds, dropping two men.
Troubadour emits a sharp bark. The man turns around and fires aimlessly. It hits nothing. Domithicus now has his location. He runs forward and then fires once his silhouette comes into view. The man cries out and then drops.
Behind him, several shots ring out. He ducks for cover behind a tent wall. One shot penetrates the wall just above his head. He moves forward, keeping himself hidden. Several shots ring out. He waits for them to finish. In their panic, sometimes they empty their revolvers. He waits and the shots abruptly stop.
He then quickly backtracks to his former position until he sees the guard and fires several rounds, hitting the guard through the neck, releasing a gush of crimson. The man wails out in agony. He ends his cries for good with a shot to the head, disintegrating half his face.
Using the cover of the fog and Troubadour to roust the remaining guards, Domithicus slaughters another fifteen soldiers. He walks around the encampment, observing the aftermath of their handiwork.
Several soldiers have massive arrows lodged into them. In some cases, they are impaled into the hardpan, trees, and even their horses. Merlin had quietly slaughtered numerous men in his path to the king’s tent when everything was completely obscured. Throats were slashed and larynxes, veins, arteries, and tonsils seemingly burst out of the cavernous holes that once held such internal organs in place. Gunfire had devastated the men even further, scattering brain matter, bile, and blood everywhere.
Like most of his brothers, he too feels the exhilarating thrill of the battle and a reluctant part of him revels in the moment. But seeing the devastation of their handiwork is in diametrical opposition to the moment of battle. He feels remorseful, disgusted and disturbed by the carnage of battle.
He hears several rapid shots off in the distance very near the king’s barricade. The shots are so close together they almost sound as if it is one continuously loud shot. There is only one man in the world who can shoot that fast—Merlin. Domithicus waits several minutes and hears the unmistakable sound of a fortwagon making its way towards him. He walks out to meet it.
The fog is now almost completely dissipated, but recognition at great distances cannot be easily ascertained. The reflection from the sun off Merlin’s oval shaped glasses catches his eye. He smiles. Merlin’s commandeered fortwagon comes into view.
As Merlin approaches, Domithicus notices that he is not alone and the newcomer is not one of the brethren. Merlin senses Domithicus’ unease. “This is Hammen. He prudently accepted me offer of life. He has an important job for us and he is privy to vital information. He is articulate and well-schooled as well and I expect twill make an excellent liaison.”
“Ai. Gratitude. We are well met, Hammen.” He says as he shakes his hand heartily. A vouch from Merlin is all that he needs to be reassured.
“Ai. And I say thankee as well, me lord.”
“We have no titles here beyond Sir, Brother, or Knight. You may call me by me first name, Domithicus or Dom for brevity.”
“Ai. Domithicus.”
“Where is Shadow?” asks Domithicus.
“In back.” Domithicus looks in the back of the fortwagon and sees Shadow curled around a little girl, who is sleeping peacefully. It is the same girl he saw when he was in the king’s encampment. Shadow huddles around her in a protective manner.
When the brethren arrive, Domithicus notes that Justinian is absent. “Where is Justinian?” he asks. The brethren look uncomfortable and bow their heads in respect. Jamison and Cotteroy even take off their hats.
“In ascension,” says Germanicus. “He fought courageously up to the very end. His sacrifice was well received.”
“Ai,” say the brethren in near unison.
“We were well met in life. We will be well met in the afterlife,” says Merlin.
“Ai,” respond the other brethren in unison. Embarrassed, Domithicus turns away from the brethren and wipe away the tears that had been forming in his eyes at the mention of Justinian’s death. Of all the brethren, Domithicus was closest to Justinian. They had formed a bond early at the rectory in Lycenea and their close-knit bond continued ever since. Domithicus sighs but pushes it from his mind. There will be time for mourning later.
Merlin senses Domithicus’ discomfort and changes topics. “Hammen has informed me of some of the human prisoners have been sold to the Orachai. They have absconded with the prisoners and are making their way back to Lysalia as we speak. I will take five men and we will retrieve the prisoners,” says Merlin matter-of-factly.
Germanicus sighs and rubs his temple nervously, anticipating the hotbed of wasps this topic will stir up. He also knows their leader’s obstinate disposition. Merlin cannot be easily moved, perhaps not at all.
“Merlin, Lysalia is only a day’s journey from here. They may already be there with their booty. Once they are in Lysalia, they are off-limits to us. We cannot retrieve them under violation of a treaty we have with the Orachai. We violate that treaty, we end a truce with the Orachai we’ve had for over two hundred years. Gilleon was nearly wiped out after the reign of King Arthur. Delicate negotiations and severe sanctions on our part were the only things that saved us from annihilation.”
“I don’t need a history lesson, Germanicus. I know full well the history of Gilleon. The Orachai have violated the treaty by venturing into our territory. We have just reason for retrieving them.”
“Please brother, give prudence to this matter. Our position with the Orachai is tenuous at best. We could easily ignite a war. We are barely able to sustain peace as it is.”
Merlin approaches Germanicus and stands just inches from him. Germanicus instinctively backs up a couple of feet and averts his gaze. “You weren’t there at the mines of Cathrall. Were you?”
“No.”
“You don’t know what they did to us. I swore an oath that when I joined The Brotherhood that I would do everything in me power to prevent that same fate to others. No matter the cost. The means never justifies the end because the end is never fixed. Protect the innocent at all costs.
We control our own fate and we cannot lose humanity at any junction. Our king taught us that. I will bring five men and we will retrieve the prisoners at all costs, even if I have to venture into the mines meself.
Merlin turns to the others. “Syrus, Savelle, Cotteroy, Atticus and Domithicus. Are you with me, brothers?”
“Ai!” they respond emphatically, emphasizing Germanicus’ reticence.
Domithicus grabs Germanicus by the scruff of his shirt, brings him to the fortwagon and forces him to look inside. “See her? There were many girls as young as that who will be sold into slavery, perhaps the mines, which is a death sentence. You could live with that, brother?”
Germanicus struggles to meet his gaze. As he does, he shakes his head. “Brother, we have the power to stop that. For God’s sake, let us finish this. Fuck the treaty and fuck the repercussions. What say?”
“Merlin. Merlin?” implores Germanicus.
Merlin turns around to face Germanicus. “Don’t go. Our primary mission is too important. I’ll go. You have me word as brother. Twill retrieve them. To hell with the repercussions. To hell with the treaty. You have rescued the girl. Ensure her safe arrival in Lycenea. You owe her that.”
Merlin walks to Germanicus and embraces him with his forearm. “We are well met, brother.”
“Ai.”
“Merlin, there’s something else that troubles me.”
“Speak it.”
“The Visi-Gauls knew of our vulnerability and were wise to capitalize on it. How did they know our armies were in the north? Did someone inform them? Was it an inadvertent slip? With the Visi-Gauls out of the running for the mines in Cathrall, Herod and a number of Council members were well poised to profit from the mines. The obliteration of their army ensures that they now have no competitors. You ken?”
“This fact did not escape me notice, Germanicus. As you know, the interloper is out of me reach and being cloaked by a powerful sorceress, but no man is infallible. I suspect that he will one day slip and when he does, we will be able to identify him. Of that I am sure. I hope that when that day comes, the damage he has inflicted upon us is not irreversible. You are right. Our position is tenuous at best. May God be with us and may God be with you, brother. I trust you will bring them back at all costs.”
“A brother’s word—”
“Is more precious than gold.” finishes Merlin.
“Ai, then until we reunite in Lycenea. Godspeed!” says Germanicus.
“Also to you.”
Germanicus looks back. “There is one more thing, brother.”
“Ai?” asks Merlin.
“How did you do it? And what reinforcements did you send?”
“Domithicus will fill you in on it. Even then, you will have questions. I may not be able to answer all of them, but what I can tell you, I will. But there is no time for that now.”
“Ai.” says Germanicus. He rides off with Syrus, Savelle, Atticus, Domithicus, and Cotteroy. Ithicus and Jamison remain with Merlin.
Chapter 36
Merlin and the brethren ride back to Lycenea with Sylvia. As she wakes, she cries out shrilly. Shadow attempts to assuage her with a lick of his massive tongue. Merlin attempts to comfort her as well and succeeds in putting her to sleep through trickery, but nothing can stop the nightmares from returning. He holds her as she cries herself to sleep from each nightmare, gently cooing to her in a hypnotic voice.
“Me family is dead, is it not so?” she asks.
“Ai,” says Merlin.
“And everyone I knew is dead also.”
“There may yet be survivors from your town of Misalia. I know not. Whatever life you once had is over. You will have a new life in Lycenea and you will be cared for.”
“But I don’t want a new life. I want me old one.”
“I know, but there’s nothing to be done of that. Rest.” Merlin rocks her to sleep and intrudes on her mind with comforting imagery and she gives into his trickery.
When they approach the Siemen Valley, some inexplicable feeling pulls Merlin north to the base near a small town called Coifen. “What draws you here, Merlin?” asks Ithicus.
“Not what Ithicus, but who.” They ride onto a road that connects Siemen Valley to the Shores of the Boering Sea. They continue down a meandering path that winds up the mountain, full of switchbacks and a dense tree line that hugs the road. Jamison doesn’t say a word but points to a large fortwagon that is in complete disarray.
The precarious position it is in just over a hilltop indicates that the driver was forced to pull over quickly or forced over. This theory gains further credence upon closer inspection. It had been riddled with bullets, the spokes of two of the wheels had been blown apart, splintering it to bits. A skeleton is all that remains of one of the victims of the attack, his bones picked clean by scavengers.
The fortwagon had nearly been picked clean by looters of the precious metals and silverwood. The hinges on the doors, metal filings, brackets, and even the screws are gone.
Shadow sticks his head up and sniffs the air and then lets out the smallest of howls. Merlin pats him and nods. He picks up the subtle but palpable smell of a small human and his scent is less than two kilometers from here. Shadow notes a female wolf hound.
Shadow looks at Merlin, clearly waiting for the cue. Despite their telepathic link, Shadow never oversteps his boundaries. “Find them, boy.” Shadow walks off the road and into the dense forest. Large coniferous pines trees dot the landscape and have a dense canopy of green leaves, red and blue lilacs, thick, sticky mossy undercoating and dense shrubbery. It is cumbersome traversing through the dense canopy with their horses and they whinny in protest.
The wolves, on the other hand, have no problem. When thick shrubbery stand in their way, they either jump it or sidestep it. The brethren are forced to chop down the densest part of the foliage rather than force their horses through it.
Eventually, the dense forest gives way to a lush meadow with tall weed-grass several feet high. The meadow then gives way to a hilly outcropping and a large plateau juts out of the landscape nearly a kilometer high. Shadow hustles up to the top in only a couple of minutes, impervious to the dangers that would have deterred the average hound. The other wolves follow but are more cautious.
Ithicus follow at a slower rate, while Jamison is chosen to stay with Sylvia. He does not feel inferior for having the baby-tending job.
On the contrary, he considers it an honor. The climb would have been quite difficult for the ordinary man. Footholds and handholds are abundant on the rocky outcropping, but the threat of a slip would have been a considerable danger for any human living at the top, especially having to navigate it on a daily basis.
There is only one reason someone would make such a precarious position his home. It is his refuge. He feels threatened. Merlin feels the presence of a young male.
As the brethren reach the top, they are confronted with other evidence of an unknown resident. Pelt skins are hanging on a wireline and left to dry. The smell of freshly cooked meat is pervasive.
“Wait here,” cautions Merlin. “He may be uneasy if we all enter. This is his home after all.”
Ithicus nods. He walks into the cave with Shadow at his side.
Once they enter the cave, they can feel the warmth of the crackling fire and smell the badger meat. Merlin and Shadow’s stomach rumble. “Stop, or I’ll run you clean through with me knife.” His canine companion begins to snarl the moment he makes the threat. She is a large, white wolf and fiercely protective of the boy, who is dwarfed by her size. Saliva drips off gleaming, razor sharp teeth. Shadow growls in response. With a hand held up, Shadow sits down and becomes quiet. The wolf’s growl becomes less menacing and guttural after several seconds and then she sits down too, still protective but less uneasy about the potential threat. Second by second the threat seems to diminish.
“I’ve no doubt you would try, boy. But we’re not here to harm you. We’re here to help you. May I approach?” Tears glisten in the boy’s eyes and he seems to be looking through them rather than at them. He is blind. The boy puts down his weapons and approaches. The wolf follows closely behind.
Merlin bends down on one knee before the boy. “You want to leave this place.” It is not a question. “I sense that you are in grave danger by yourself.”
Tears stream down his face and he nods vigorously. “But I won’t leave me wolf. She has to come. She saved me life.”
“On the contrary, we must insist that she come. She is your kindred spirit and we would be honored to have her.”
Relief sweeps over Dante and then insatiable curiosity. He may have been overstepping his boundaries, but he has to know. He reaches for Merlin’s holster and confirms the presence of the ivory handled grips on the famous speed shooters. Merlin makes no move to intervene. His eyes dilate at the discovery. Just to be sure, he reaches for his sword sheath and finds it. “You’re Merlin,” he says.
“In flesh, blood, and spirit. Guardian and kin to you now.”
Great emotion overtakes Dante. He is helpless to stop the torrential downpour of tears that run down his cheeks and the sobs that rack his body with every inhalation. Merlin picks him up. The newly acquainted Shadow and Cammilia follow after them, but not before smelling each other’s butts. When the group arrives at the bottom of the plateau, Merlin puts Dante in the back of the fortwagon with Sylvia. Shadow and Cammilia accompany them inside.
Sylvia had grown accustomed to the presence of the massive beast and even feels uneasy when he leaves her side. She hugs him fiercely as he returns. She has no idea what to make of the boy, though. Likewise, Dante is confused by the presence of Sylvia. What role does she play in all this? For several hours, they sit quietly, saying nothing to each other, stealing glances at one another from time to time. Civility however, is well ingrained in them and curiosity overtakes them.
Dante is the first one to speak. “Me name is Dante.”
“I’m Sylvia.”
“Where is your family?”
Tears glisten in her eyes at the mention of her family. “Dead. Murdered. The lot of them. Where is yours?”
“Murdered too. Cammilia is the only family I have left.”
Sylvia picks up Dante’s hand and holds it. He makes no move to pull it away. As she looks into his eyes, she can see that he appears to look through her rather than at her. Maybe he is blind. “We are well met.”
“Ai,” says Dante.
Chapter 37
Once outside Outpost Seven, Daliance burns his clothes and changes into something non-descript: a charcoal-grey leather tasseled jacket, light chambray shirt, and tan leather chaps over loose, cotton, full-length briefs. He tops off his look with a brown felt ponchero hat. He could have passed for a rancher, a butcher, a trader, a local tyrant’s henchmen, or even a journeyman goldsmith.
The town of Bixby is just another generic, medium-sized town among many outside the borders of Visi-Galia. Daliance tethers his horses and walk into Mortimer’s Tavern, one of the many saloon/brothels that are situated along Main Street. It is the perfect place to disappear and start over.
The smell of oil leather, burger grease, pungent beer, whore perfume, and sweat is pervasive and hits him the moment he steps in through the large oak doors. Two large ruffians eye him, curiously. He tips his hat at them and ventures through the labyrinth of tables hosting an array of hard, menacing looking card sharks. It is not uncommon for a punch to be thrown in the middle of a game.
Several attractive waitresses in blue, sequined dresses serve men copious amounts of alcohol and food. Most of them double as whores, enticing generous winners into their bedchambers.
Daliance glances longingly at them only for a moment. Pleasures will come later, but not here. This is business. And duty.
He walks further to the back, where it is dimly lit. Shoddy, beer stained curtains cover booths in the back, where those men not inclined, or unable to pay for the full service bedchamber, receive table dances (and for a little more, a hand job).
Among these booths are several small tables. Daliance approaches one of them, where a man dressed very much like himself is there playing solo-spaid and drinking a fine brandy wine.
He approaches the table. “Join ye for a game, sai?”
Without looking up, Renault holds up his hand in a waiting gesture. “Ye may sit, Daliance.” He looks up at him. Daliance sits down.
“Using me name already? Is that prudent?”
“You’re aware I am a telepath?” he asks.
Daliance nods. “Ai. Am indeed, but it seems risky nonetheless. Twas considerably less casual with me last contact.”
“You may trust me, sai. I scoped out this place well beforehand. We are perfectly safe here. Relax.” He extends his forearm. Daliance takes it and they shake. “Me name is Renault.”
“Know well, sai. I’ve heard of you. And the next time we meet, you will go by another name.”
“As you will, brother,” He pauses, smiles. “No doubt you have read the papers?”
“Of course.”
“We were successful in our campaign. Gilleon owes you a debt of gratitude.”
“One never to be repaid. Tomorrow I will begin a new life and, once again, twill be asked to betray me neighbors, friends, and cohorts. In the service of Gilleon,” he says with bitter contempt.
Renault shakes his head. “This is our duty, brother. Remember who you fight for.”
“Who do we fight for, Renault?”
Renault shakes his head in exasperation. “For Gilleon.” He sighs then pulls out a small folder inside his knapsack. “Do you want to see who we fight for, brother? Look on this.” He extracts a photo of an attractive family with two young, beautiful girls, their arms around each other. “This family was slaughtered. Everyone. Except for the youngest. Her name is Sylvia. If we had not done our duty, she would have been raped, sold into slavery, and killed within a year under the most horrendous of circumstances. We are the last line of defense. The only hope for the innocent. Remember that, brother. That is why we do what we do. You ken?”
Daliance nods his head. The faintest of smiles emerges on his face. “I cry pardon, brother. It helps to put a face to it. Of course. Let us drink.”
Renault pours him a drink. Daliance takes it and toasts to Renault. “To The Brotherhood. And to me country. A country I fear I will never see again. The country that has written me off as a dead, a traitor. And yet, I serve it and serve it well.”
Renault looks indignant. “Do not forget the face of the Merlin. Did he not suffer just as much? You wanted to be knight. This is how we serve as knights.”
“Perhaps me spirit twould be rekindled if I could look on the face of the Merlin. To have him give me a thankee would mean all the world to me. You ken?”
“You know that’s not possible. Not at this juncture, brother. Perhaps someday.”
“Always someday,” says Daliance bitterly.
Renault sighs. “Your lamentations are me own. I feel your pain, but this is what we do. It is who we are. Accept it.”
Daliance pours himself another drink and tosses it back. He laughs. “Ai. Cry pardon, brother. Never mind me. I’m just venting. Forget it.”
Renault takes out his saddlebag and removes a knapsack filled with gold pence and hands it to Daliance. He takes out another set of papers and puts them inside a felt folder. “Takes these. It is your new identity. Twill find all the pertinent details. And this is your monies. One thousand gold pence. You may count it, if you wish.”
Daliance shakes his head. “I trust you.”
“Count it,” says Renault.
“If you wish.” Daliance counts out the money. “All here.”
“Good. Now, tell me, Daliance. Did you take care of everything? Everyone? No loose ends to speak of?”
Daliance walks out of the main hall of Outpost Seven and is greeted with a deluge of rain. He looks around for any fresh sign of tracks and sees them. They are headed out to the dilapidated barn. He follows them and walks inside.
The fool did not even bother to take off his shoes to avoid detection and he came to the one place that would give him away.
Daliance walks up the loft and sees several bales of hay. A large bale hook is noticeably absent. He hears rustling behind him, telegraphing his every move. He owes it to the kid. He is brave, but Daliance is well prepared.
He steps to the side, pivots, and draws his sword, swinging it in a powerful arc, catching the hook and sending it flying through the air. Ludepepper gets his hands up in defense. He is now at Daliance’ mercy.
He gets on his knees in a pathetic beseeching manner. “Please, sai!” he cries. “Please!”
“Get up boy! Don’t die like a coward.”
Ludepepper slowly gets up, while tears begin to stream down his face. The echo of the gun blast is deafening inside the barn.
“Well?” asks Renault.
Daliance shakes his head. “No loose ends, brother. Mark words, there are no loose ends.”
Renault nods. “That is well, brother.” He extends his forearm. Daliance takes it. “Godspeed, brother.”
“Godspeed,” says Daliance.
Daliance leaves the bar and walks out to his horses. Ludepepper sees him coming and untethers his horses and then waves at him like an imbecile. Daliance shakes his head. He approaches him, still shaking his head as he looks at Ludepepper.
“Twill have to teach you how to be a little more inconspicuous, boy.”
Ludepepper nods. “Ai. What does inconspicuous mean, sai?”
“It means less obvious. And from now on, you will have to be called something else. How does Petra suit you?”
“I like Petra. Are you always to call me that?”
“Me and everyone else. Ludepepper is no longer your name.” He takes him by the shirt and looks him in the eye in order to impart the important message on him. “You must understand that your old life is over. I spared your life, boy. Don’t make me regret it. You ken?”
Ludepepper nods his head vigorously. “Ai, sai. Whatever ye say. Didn’t have much of a life anyway. I’m an orphan. Have no family, so I don’t.”
“Then you’re in good company. From now on, Petra, twill be me manservant.”
“What’s a manservant?”
“It means you will work for me. Fetch me my meals, tether me horses and so forth. In return, twill give you a wage and place to live. And most importantly, protection. You ken?”
Petra’s face lights up and he smiles from ear to ear. “Twould like that very much, sai.”
Dale Walsh and his manservant, Petra, gallop off towards the township of Mullen along the eastern edge of the City States of Kent.
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