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Chapter one.

In the distance they could see the tall
plumes of smoke, and even though dawn was still hours away the
horizon was lit up by the flames of the burning city. They were too
far away to hear the screams of the women and children as the once
so proud city of Orania was being pillaged by the northern host.
But in the looking glass they could see where the last defenders
had fallen. Only corpses remained of the final line of defense,
just within the rubble that had once been the inner city walls,
protecting the noble district and the palace itself. There laid the
last few companies of the City Guard and the volunteers, mostly
boys and old men, and a few women who probably had even more reason
to fight than the men. Another free company, trapped within the
defensive pocket, had been forced to fight even though they knew
the only payment they would receive was death. Marco Valerian,
founder and commander of Valerian's Company put down his looking
glass, and whispered a quick prayer for the poor souls.

It was their own fault of course, but
still, he could have a certain sympathy for the defeated. And
besides, he and his men had fought beside them just a few hours
ago. The Northmen had paid dearly in blood trying to break through
their section of the front line, and it wasn't until they offered
to pay in gold that Valerian's Company had yielded, and thus
allowed the northerners to take the city. The price of betrayal had
been steep, and Marco didn't feel like lingering. Someone might get
the idea that the price had been too steep. It wouldn't be the
first time a band of mercenaries had been eliminated by their
employers once the job was done.

Years of experience in the various free
companies had taught him to trust his instincts, and besides there
was no reason to stay put. There was nothing more to gain from this
war. Whatever remained to be done here they would leave to other
companies more fitting for that kind of work. The season was almost
at an end anyway, and it had been a good one. The packhorses were
heavily loaded with sacks of gold, silver and gems, and every man
would get his share once they were safely home, back on his estates
in Andaria. As he turned his horse around, Marco didn't need to
shout his orders. A quick nod to his lieutenants was enough, and
soon the Companions were marching south, away from the burning
city.

They had marched for a couple of hours,
and the sun was slowly coming up from behind the hills to the east,
when one of the rear guard scouts reined in beside Marco. He
saluted his Captain briefly, and yanked a rope tied to his saddle.
Marco turned his horse around, and saw a young boy of no more than
fifteen or sixteen staggering forward, eyes downcast and bruises
evident on his knees and wrists.

"I found this little cretin following
us, sir. He wouldn't say anything, but my guess is that he's
escaped from the city" Marco nodded, while he studied the boy. He
wasn't sure what to do about him. They couldn't let him loose; he
might lead their former employers to them if they indeed set their
mind to catching up with them. And one thing they didn't need was
dead weight; another mouth to feed. He thought for a few seconds,
before an idea occurred to him.

"Son, what's your name?" A hard man, he
could be amiable when he chose to. When the boy didn't answer, he
bent down, and yanked his chin towards him. The boy's eyes had a
fire in them, but still no answer crossed his lips.

"Boy. You're about ten seconds away
from being food for the crows, unless you produce an answer. Make
no mistake; you wouldn't be the first." A couple of seconds passed,
until the boy finally caved in, and muttered
reluctantly.

"Rohion" Marco let go of his chin, and
climbed off his horse. As the last of the column passed, he looked
back the way they had come. The plumes of smoke were still visible
in the distance.

"Rohion, you know... I'm sure you're
angry right now, and confused... Sad, I would imagine. I guess
you've lost everything, whatever that may have been." A weak, but
clearly visible shudder went through the boy.

"There's nothing left for you back
there. Ah, well, I guess you know what we are." The boy
nodded.

"So you may know a little about us, but
you don't know everything. Yes, we fight for gold. Simple as that.
If someone pays us enough, we'll fight their wars for them. It's a
bloody trade, and we usually loose a few good men every year. So,
after a season of warfare, we leave for home with our profits, and
enjoy the fruits of hard work. And every year we need new recruits.
There is usually no lack of those, so we get to select only the
best." He paused, waiting for the boy to respond. When no response
came, he continued. He found that patience usually paid off, and
you couldn't tell the potential of someone by listening to their
words; you had to see their actions. This boy had survived where
most others had perished, he had evaded the enemy host, and the
fact that he had been captured was only due to the fact that he'd
caught up with them. So, it seemed he had a capable young lad at
his hands.

"Now, you are a liability to us. We
cannot let you go, but we can't afford any freeloaders either. So,
I'm looking for a reason to let you live, boy. What can you do, to
make it worthwhile to take you with us?" He paused, as the boy's
eyes widened.

"I don't know, I've never..." The boy's
voice broke, and Marco put a hand on the hilt of his sword. That
seemed to frighten the boy even more, and his lips quivered. Marco
knew then, he had him. No more resistance there.

"All right, son. I know, I know. I'll
tell you what." He straightened, and motioned for the scout to
untie the boy.

"Take him to Lieutenant Boros. Tell him
that young Rohion here is to help out with the supply train. I'm
certain the boy is capable of learning whatever he needs to." He
turned back to the boy, and looked him in the eyes.

"This is your chance, son. What you
make of it is up to you. For now, you'll do whatever Lieutenant
Boros tells you to do. Later, if you have what it takes, you may
decide if you want to become a recruit of Valerian's Company. We'll
see." He walked over to his horse without waiting for a reply, and
remounted. He heard the scout ask if the boy knew how to ride a
horse, but he didn't hear the answer. He didn't care. As far as he
was concerned, killing the boy would have been an unnecessary
waste, but he didn't make any more out of it. If lieutenant Boros
decided he was useless, he'd have him disposed of, and if not all
the better. He had more important matters to attend to.

 



Chapter two.

The countryside was a sorry sight. As
the days went by, they kept a steady southern course and Stephan
Nader, veteran of campaigns all over Westmark, worried. Every day
they found ravaged farmsteads and destroyed fields, and even a few
deserted and looted towns. A few of the men jested about being too
late; they should have left sooner to take a few spoils of war for
themselves. Of course, Valerian's Company rarely engaged in such
activities; that kind of lowly work was for the more disreputable
companies of Westmark. A few years ago they had taken a city to the
east that had been condemned to sacking by their neighbors, due to
an alleged murder of a magistrate. Once the Companions had breached
the walls and taken the main gate, other companies entered to do
the pillaging. They were more than happy to loot the city, while
Valerian's Company got paid in gold, and left as soon as the job
was done, without looking back. Rumors had it that the most
prominent of the cities ordering the attack in the first place had
later been sacked by the mercenaries, once they discovered the loot
to be almost worthless. The Company was long gone by then, and no
one cared what had happened in the aftermath. Now, despite the odd
comment from time to time, it was a well established custom that
Valerian's Company always got paid, and left the plunder to
others.

Marching through this ruined
countryside, what concerned Stephan the most was supplies, such as
food and water. The water holes were likely to be poisoned, the
crops were either taken or burned, and there were no livestock
left. All the food they were likely to get around here would be
squirrels and rats; nothing much to feed two hundred strong men.
Stephan Nader knew that their supplies had to be replenished before
they could cross the desert, which lay just south of here. There
was no other way to reach the safety to the south. Obviously, they
couldn't go north, and to the west lay lands controlled by the
Empire of Ilyat, long time enemies of every free company Westmark.
With seven years in the company, three of them in the supply train
since he lost an arm in battle, his opinions were valued by his
superiors, and although he hadn't voiced his concerns yet, he had
come to the conclusion that they couldn't afford passing through
the desert now. They would have to go east instead, through the
Black Forest. The thought made him shudder, as there were said to
be things of unspeakable evil deep within those woods that would
drive any man trying to pass through insane. He didn't think the
officers would care too much, but enough of the men were prone to
believe such tales. He didn't know what to believe; the evil he had
seen had always been manmade, and he normally didn't care about
gods or demons, as he didn't think they cared much about him
either.

A week went by, and they were closing
in on the Black Forest, which marked the eastern boundary of
Westmark. He had taken his concerns to his superior officer, and
Lieutenant Boros again had taken the matter to the Captain. He
didn't know how these things worked, but the next day they had
changed their course, and turned south east, away from the route
leading to the desert. Soon they would enter the Forest itself, and
the landscape was changing. There was less habitation this close to
the forest, as most people were afraid of the curses said to hang
over the area. A little past midday they passed a line of stakes,
with the heads of men, women and children placed upon them. Here
and there poor souls had been impaled on the stakes, and the ground
beneath them had turned black. Stephan didn't want to think too
much about it, but then he noticed that boy, Rohion, walking up to
one of the impaled corpses, and studying it closely. He had no idea
what he was up to, and then he heard Lieutenant Boros, barking at
the boy to return at once. He got the impression that Rohion seemed
to be in a dark mood. The boy was biting his lips as he stepped
back to his superior, never uttering a word. Still, his stiff
demeanor was not to be mistaken; the boy didn't like taking orders,
even though he did everything he was told to do. Stephan didn't
think the Lieutenant noticed; as long as the boy obeyed that was
enough. He was too concerned with his own duties, and also, as long
as people did what they were told Boros left them alone. He wasn't
the sort of officer to inquire too deeply about some mood or sour
face. The men liked that, and the Lieutenant was popular with his
men. As they passed by the stakes, Stephan wondered who had put
them there, and why. He had seen such things before, and it was
usually a warning of sorts. But who could tell, and besides; no one
told Valerian's Company where they could and could not
go.

That evening, they set up camp on the
outskirts of the forest, and ate a meager stew of potatoes,
cabbages, onions and a few slices of rabbit added in. They all ate
greedily, but it was far from a hearty meal, and Stephan still felt
hungry as he emptied the last of his bowl. Hopefully the hunting
parties would find better game within the forest, a deer or a boar
perhaps. Their belts were already tight after the siege of Orania,
and the barren lands they'd been passing through had only drained
their supplies further. Stephan had drawn first watch, and his job
would be to watch the horses. He settled in beneath the heavy
branches of an ancient gnarled oak, probably one of a few that
remained from a time when the forest had covered the lands for
miles and miles beyond their current borders. It was said that when
the old forests withdrew as the kingdoms of men spread out, their
ancient magic had been lost as well. Nowadays the only magic
rumored to exist were the kinds that came with a price, such as the
blood magic of the Nueré in the farthest reaches of the Suderian
waste in the east. None of the company had ever actually seen the
workings of magic, as far as Stephan could tell, even though most
believed in its existence. It was something they normally didn't
care much about, as magic never changed battles or paid in gold,
and those were things the men of Valerian's Company knew
well.

His watch had been quiet and
uneventful, and when a still sleepy Gunar Foote came to relieve him
he gathered his rolled up blanket where he kept his few belongings
and found a comfortable place to rest. Then he spent a few minutes
honing his dagger; a routine that also happened to make him drowsy,
and then he laid his head back thinking about the ancient forest
and the oak trees that had once covered the lands.

There was a scream, a shrill voice of
pure terror, and Stephan started up, dagger in hand and eyes wide
open even before sleep fully escaped him. He looked around, but all
he could see was darkness. He heard barked orders and shouts of men
trying to locate the enemy. A fellow soldier bumped into him, and
he almost stabbed the poor man before realizing it was just the
young Haradonman, Jon Bolt. Jon had already been wounded twice in
his first season of warfare, and Stephan thanked his experience for
not wounding him a third time, or worse. The two quickly took up a
position where they covered each other's backs, and waited. The
waiting dragged on until someone brought torches, and after what
seemed like an eternity the loud rumbling voice of Lieutenant Boros
declared that it was no enemies around. The scouts were already
searching the perimeter, but nothing seemed amiss. Stephan slapped
Jon's back as the younger man went over to grab a quick brew, and
then sat back down. Experience had taught him to sleep when sleep
when possible; you never knew when you needed to go without. Then
as he laid his head down again, he heard the excited talk of
someone over by the horses, and noticed the animals seemed
disturbed by something. He got back up again, and walked over to
them to find out what it was. As he approached the horses, he
noticed the old oak where he'd sat earlier. There was no one there,
so he walked over to Lieutenant Boros and a couple of other
soldiers gathered around him. He immediately noticed that Gunar
wasn't there. Odd, he thought. This had been Gunar's watch, and he
would have stayed close to the horses through the commotion. It
wasn't like him to go far from his post. Then he noticed the spear
lying on the ground just a few feet from the oak, but no trace of
Gunar himself. No tracks, no blood, no nothing. He called out for
the lieutenant and the others, but none of them had seen the
seasoned warrior. Jon Bolt came over again, and said he might have
heard his voice, but he couldn't say for sure. For a few minutes
they searched, shouting his name and asking around whether someone
had seen him. No one could say for certain that they had, although
a few had heard his voice. But again, no one could be absolutely
sure. Then Captain Valerian came over, and spoke with the
Lieutenant Boros and a few of the men for a moment, before calling
on Lieutenant Jenes to gather the scouts and get a proper search
going.

As dawn broke, there was still no sign
of Gunar Foote. They had searched a wide area around the campsite,
and there wasn't even a footprint to be found. The ground was hard
packed dirt, but still there should have been some tracks, even
from an experienced soldier such as Gunar. There were a few murmurs
of desertion, but Lieutenant Boros quickly shut them up. There
would be no such nonsense, he said. Not Gunar Foote. But by midday
they had to break camp and get moving. They were still short of
food, and if there was game to be had, it would be deeper into the
woods. Hunting parties were sent out on both flanks and ahead of
the main column, and the company continued deeper into the Black
Forest.

Walking through the thickening woods,
sunlight only occasionally broke through the foliage and afternoon
became night before they found a decent camp site. It had a stream
running through it, and when they cut down the brush around them,
the perimeter should make it impossible for an enemy to advance
upon them unnoticed. They also doubled the watches, and set up a
ring of sharpened stakes, with burning torches all around, spaced
just a few feet from each other. This time, they would take no
chances. Stephan had second watch, but he found he couldn't sleep,
so instead he sat down with Jon Bolt, who'd drawn first watch this
night. Jon was a fisherman's son, and had grown up with tales of
the Kraken and the Great Sea Serpent, and all sorts of tales told
in harbors all over the western coast. He wasn't known to be
superstitious, but Stephan could see the concern on his face. In
Haradon people believed in the magic of the sea, and feared it. No
one could tell what had happened to Gunar Foote, but no one
believed him to be a deserter either. Now there were a few low
voices talking about old legends, about the ancient spirits of the
forest and such. And they had all seen the impaled corpses and the
heads staring blankly out at them, as they passed through.
Something was amiss, although everyone had their own ideas about
what it could be.

It wasn't yet midnight when a sharp
scream pierced the silence. This time there was none of the
confusion of last night, and it was only seconds before the calls
started going back and forth as the officers ran their tallies. The
men held their ground, more torches were lit, and they braced for
an attack, behind the defensive line. After something that could
have been fifteen minutes, Stephan saw scouts passing through the
lines with gritted teeth and searching eyes, short swords and
crossbows held ready. He glimpsed Lieutenant Jenes leading the
scouts, as he passed his orders left and right in a hushed voice
while they disappeared into the thicket. There was still no word as
to what had happened, but he didn't need to be told. Gunar Foote
had been the first, but he wouldn't be the last.

 



Chapter three.

Jon Bolt shuddered as he waited for
dawn. For seven days they had walked through the Black Forest, and
seven nights had passed since they entered the woods. Seven men
were now missing, completely without a trace. The scouts would soon
return, and no one expected them to have found anything. They were
all exhausted, as the nights brought no sleep, just new nightmares.
Everyone wondered who would be next, and it seemed that pairing up
or gathering in groups didn't help either. Last night he'd been
sitting right next to Stephan Nader, Lieutenant Boros and Halbert
the blacksmith. He must have dozed off, because he couldn't
remember what they had been talking about before the scream. And
then, as he looked around, he immediately noticed that Stephan was
missing. As they had come to expect, there were no traces to be
found; not a drop of blood and no tracks whatsoever. It was as if
he had vanished into thin air.

Jon found that he missed the seasoned
veteran. The first time he'd been wounded, it was Stephan who'd
convinced the Captain to keep him on. His wound wasn't too severe;
an arrow in the shoulder, which incapacitated him for anything but
light work for a month and a half. The Captain had wanted to pay
him off and let him go, but the veteran had walked into their
commander's tent, ignoring his Lieutenant's warning, and listed the
reasons to let the newly blooded recruit stay on for the campaign.
After that he'd proved himself, and didn't need anyone to speak up
for him anymore. But right then he had Stephan to thank that he was
still a part of the best free company of Westmark.

Dawn passed and the scouts turned up
empty handed again. There were rumors that there would be no
searches next night, since it was taking a hard toll on the scouts.
They only got an hour to rest before the column started moving
again. Everybody was wondering how many more sleepless nights they
would have to endure, how many more deaths, until they reached the
end of this cursed forest. The men of Valerian's Company were
disciplined, and the mutterings were allowed to let off some steam.
It was said that complaining soldiers meant things were still
alright. When they stopped complaining, however... So while there
were complaints, and everyone was a bit on edge, they stayed
focused on moving forward. No one believed this would continue,
once they reached the plains on the other side. This evil had to be
some ancient magic of the forest, some remainder from times long
gone, when the forests were vast and powerful, and men feared them.
Back in Haradon, most still feared the forces lurching in the sea,
and even Jon had a healthy dose of respect for such things. But he
never expected to encounter such things on dry land, so although he
put on a brave face, he was afraid.

It was past midday when they finally
saw sunlight break through the thicket in front of them. A couple
of the men ran ahead, eager to get out under the open sky again.
Most were too exhausted to run, but there were smiles all over. Jon
drew a breath of relief. They had made it through, and the
nightmare would soon be but a story to tell in alehouses back home,
while bouncing a girl on his knee with a mug in his hand. He would
thank the gods with a generous offering once he had a
chance.

Then he noticed the shouts of the men
who'd run ahead changing. There was no joy in their voices anymore,
and as more of them reached the rich grass that replaced the
forest, he understood why. About a hundred feet out there were
seven stakes, similar to the ones they had passed when they entered
the forest. Only, these were new and the corpses were fresh. There
were seven of them, and he immediately recognized Stephan, who had
been missing an arm, lost in battle a few years ago. A couple of
the corpses had started rotting, while Stephan still had blood
trickling down from him. And worse, they were partly flayed. Their
skin was ripped from their bodies, except from their heads, as if
to make them recognizable. The expression on their dead faces told
of pure terror and unspeakable agony. Impalement had to be one of
the worst possible ways to die, and to be flayed as well... Jon
shuddered. As the rest of the column came out through the thick
brush to see the horrible sight, the Captain and a couple of others
walked forward, to cut them down. These were men of Valerian's
Company, and would be shown the proper respects in death. Jon
stepped forward to help, and with Halbert and Lieutenant Boros he
carefully brought Stephan down, and laid him on the ground. The
hardened warrior still had his eyes wide open, and a silent scream
on his lips, even in death, so the blacksmith covered his face with
a piece of cloth.

When the seven were all brought down,
the Captain ordered the men to fetch dry wood and they built a
large stack and laid the men on top of it. Then they put some of
their belongings with them. Jon put Stephan's dagger in his right
hand. He'd been carrying it on every battlefield from the freezing
northern wastes of Correlia to the steaming jungles to the south,
and never went anywhere without it. The Lieutenant laid his battle
helm on his chest, and put gold coins between his teeth, while
Halbert put his spear beside him. Then they stepped back, and when
they were all ready, the Captain said a few words to honor the
dead, before putting a torch to the wood. It didn't take long
before the flames licked up around the corpses, and they stood
there for a while, before the company slowly started moving again.
They had all seen death before, even the horrible kind, so they
would move on quick enough. There was no reason to linger. But they
respected their dead, and honored them as best they
could.

As they marched away, Jon suddenly
remembered something odd. When the young boy they had taken in,
Rohion, had stood there, and the torch lit up the fire to consume
the dead warriors, he had at first stared emptily into the flames.
Then, as they stood there, watching the corpses of their comrades
go up in flames, the boy smiled. A twist of his mouth, a glimmer in
his eye, and then it was gone. All men had their own reactions in
the face of death, but the smile on the boy's face made him wonder
if he had mistaken it for something else. No, it had to be a smile.
What else could it have been?

 



Chapter four.

They had been walking for almost a week
since leaving the funeral pyre behind, and they were tired and
hungry. Still, they were content to have left the forest behind
them, and for every mile they put between them and that cursed
place, their mood seemed to improve. They knew there would soon be
a well deserved respite to be had, and now they were looking
forward to spending some of their hard earned gold on food, drink,
women and fresh beds. Marco Valerian had a feeling this would turn
out well, even though he didn't know these lands well. The Company
had never been this far to the east, and he only knew the rumors
and tales of the rich city states and kingdoms said to be found
here, the kind of stories told by soldiers and merchants in taverns
and inns back in Westmark. They were further south than they were
used to as well. The only time he'd taken the company this far
south had been six years ago, when the merchant prince of Delania,
a small city state on the coast had hired them to deal with the
snake men of the jungle interior. But that was a long ways to the
west, and these were said to be civilized lands, far from the
savagery and cannibalism they had found in the jungle.

The next day the path became a road,
and soon enough they passed farmsteads and scattered houses. Here
and there a farmer working the fields would stretch his back and
watch the column pass, and a few times children would wave at them
from afar. A woman chased a couple of kids away; she clearly knew
what armed men passing usually meant. Marco knew they were getting
closer to a city or village, and as they passed over a hilltop a
city of exotic splendor appeared in front of them. It was not
walled, but there were men in black cloaks, with hoods covering
their faces, wandering back and forth all around as far as Marco
could see. As they approached, one such man stood in the middle of
the road, gesturing them to halt. Marco reined in his horse, and
motioned for the rest of the column to stop as well. Then he
waited.

"Who are you, and what do you seek in
Sithava?" the cloaked man asked, still not showing his
face.
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