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  “What are we going to do, m’lord?” Fyodor looked up at him, wide-eyed. The other soldiers looked to him for guidance as well. “M’lord?”


  “Prepare to charge,” Grygory said calmly.


  “Charge our own men?”


  “Just do it!”


  Fyodor looked around at the men nearby, who stared back at him in shock. “You heard the order. Prepare to charge!” The men-at-arms adjusted their helmets and readied their weapons. More arrows zoomed over their heads, but all eyes were on the mounted knight, awaiting his command. Grygory hoisted his sword into the air and brought the hilt to his lips. “Forgive us,” he breathed quietly.


  “Charge!” he shouted….
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  “Good morning, Grygory. And how is your father this morning.” Dmitri, the village baker, greeted him, as usual, with a wide if somewhat toothless smile. Grygory was a regular visitor, sent every morning to fetch breakfast after finishing his morning chores at the family smithy. Young Grygory fancied the smell of the baking bread, and on chill spring mornings such as this, the warmth of the ovens proved equally welcome.


  “He’s better today. Catching his wind like a man half his age, or so he told me,” Grygory explained. The winter had been a particularly bitter one, and many in the village had taken ill. Grygory’s father, a large, muscular man, had also succumbed, but pride and civic duty kept him from missing a single day of work. Grygory liked to think that his assistance helped make that possible.


  “That’s good to hear,” Dmitri replied, putting on a mitt to pull open the stone oven door, then probing into it with his long, wooden spatula to adjust the baking wonders within. “You’ll be big enough to apprentice with your father before long. What has it been, eleven snows?”


  “Twelve,” Grygory quickly corrected, standing as tall as he could.


  “Well, I’ll be switched. Twelve snows already,” the jolly baker reminisced silently for a moment. “Well, here you go.” He opened the oven again and brought forth three fine scones, plump with raisins, and deposited them in Grygory’s basket.


  “But…” the youth began.


  “You’ll be needing that third one to grow on, son.” Dmitri grinned broadly and mussed the boy’s hair. “Give my regards to your father and family, Grygory.”


  He started jogging down the main road of the village. Grygory’s mother claimed that he ran everywhere and implored him weekly to at least walk to the council meetings. “Good morning,” he called to an old lady named Darya as he passed.


  “Actually, it’s rather chilly this morning,” she returned, wrapping her shawl more closely about her shoulders and continuing to hang wet laundry on a line high up in her treetop home.


  Grygory’s village, in the forests just off the Foamfire River, had always been a home to both elves and men, though at this time of year the elves were celebrating their forest festival in the deep woods. His home, his father’s smithy, the bakery, and most of the other human structures were one- or two-story buildings of mortar and wood, their facades decorated with traditional Karameikan designs and carvings. The elves, however, made their homes, rather elaborate affairs, in the surrounding trees. Grygory always relished an invitation to visit an elven home. Constructed much like the human dwellings, their homes were designed uniquely around the thick limbs of the tree that supported them. Together the human and elven structures gave the main village road a multilevel effect. Of course, many of the elves had left in recent years. Darya had taken up residence in an elven home abandoned a few years back.


  “Where’s Mikhail?” Grygory asked Darya, at the same time waving to young Magda and Kuzma, who were carrying baskets to the bakery from which he’d just come.


  “Can’t you two spend even a few moments apart?” Darya exclaimed. “I sent him to fetch a bundle of sticks, but he should be back soon. I’ll send him along when his other chores are done.”


  “Thank you,” Grygory said and hurried along with his rapidly cooling basket of scones. On mornings such as this, he liked to follow the alley between the old mill and the Yakovich home to what he called “the summit.” Grygory’s village stood at the top of a hill and had been literally chopped out of the ancient forests. At the end of the alley, he could look out across the valley below. The mists hung thick this morning, obscuring much of the foliage behind a wispy fog that was only beginning to dissipate in the heat of the springtime sun.


  “Twelve snows or no,” he said quietly to himself, “Mikhail and I have exploring to do.” While village life was comfortable, work was demanding and didn’t leave Grygory much time for play. Whenever they could find the time, he and Mikhail wandered the nearby forests in search of imagined treasure and adventure. Although neither one had been farther from home than the neighboring village, they both longed to travel.


  Feeling a bit ashamed of his idleness, Grygory dashed back up the alley and turned toward the smithy when a disturbance ahead of him caused him to slow his pace.


  “Run! Run for your lives!” The call came to Grygory’s ears weakly at first, from somewhere off the main road. Suddenly a hobbling figure appeared on one of the paths that emerged from the heavily shadowed woodlands that surrounded the village. It was Kharlov, one of the village elders, who had taught Grygory his letters. Now he was winded and wheezing as he hurried up the path more quickly than one would have thought his withered legs and cane would allow.


  “Flee, I tell you!” he screamed in desperation. Before he could speak again, he winced with pain and stopped, then fell forward. A black-fletched arrow protruded ominously from his back. Grygory and the handful of other nearby villagers stood stunned until another arrow whizzed over Grygory’s head and sent him sprawling, his basket of scones tumbling to the ground.


  The others screamed and fled in terror, dropping their belongings in their headlong flight. Gilda, the village spinster, tore past Grygory with her eyes as wide as goose eggs, screaming hysterically at the top of her lungs, tossing aside a kerchiefed bundle of rose clippings. The colorful petals fluttered limply to the ground.


  Dark figures, armor clinking, appeared at the edge of the woods. As the first figure came into the sunlight, Grygory knew it wasn’t human. Deep green, with pale yellow eyes, it squinted against the bright light; rusty gray mail showed beneath a tattered jerkin. Grygory, still prone and motionless, heard one of the fleeing villagers shout something about orcs. He’d never seen an orc before. This area of the forest had been cleared of monsters years ago—or so everyone had thought.


  More orcs emerged from the woods, short bows or wicked-looking blades in hand. Many also carried flaming torches. Glancing to either side, Grygory saw still more, slinking between the grocer’s and the stables, hopping over fences between homes. He decided to make a run for it. The brilliant spring morning belied the terror all around, its silence shattered by the screams of terrified villagers. Grygory’s ears filled with the sounds of shattering glass and the shrieks of children.


  “Look out, Grygory!” came a cry from behind him. An orc had advanced to within a few feet of him before he made his move. The ugly creature squinted against the bright sunshine and moved cautiously forward. Grygory made a dash for a nearby stone wall near the Markhov place. Crouching low behind the wall, he made his way toward home. His father, he decided in an instant, could take care of himself, but his mother and sisters might need him. Across the courtyard he flew as an arrow struck the ground in front of him. Another tore his sleeve just below the shoulder as he reached shelter behind another fence.


  Maybe they can’t see very well in the daylight, Grygory thought as he ran. In the confusion, his mind raced with a thousand thoughts, none of which seemed to occupy his attention for more than a second or two. Behind him, he could hear the screams of the villagers, people he’d known all his short life. Orcs were dragging several of them into the shadows of the woods to finish their grisly work, and they had already put several homes and buildings to the torch. Grygory choked against the thickening smoke.


  As he flew along his home street, he dodged among the terrified villagers, gathering loved ones and belongings and heading for the hills. A few men donned helms and shields that had hung unused on their walls for years and advanced to make a fight of it. Grygory admired them and wished he could join them. He wondered where Mikhail was. Had the filthy orcs gotten to his part of the village yet?


  “Have you seen my mother?” he asked Ivan Gruschev. The carpenter was hurriedly pulling on a stiffened leather tunic that hadn’t fit in years.


  “No, son,” he replied, pulling his dull, rusted sword from its scabbard. Grygory was certain it hadn’t seen the light of day since before he was born.


  “Hurry, Ivan!” Boris Stentkin, the cobbler, grabbed Ivan by the shoulder and they began to push their way through the retreating mob of villagers toward the advancing orcs. Boris had no armor but carried three makeshift spears. “They’ve started looting at the edge of the village,” Grygory heard him shout. “My boys will meet us there.” Then their voices were drowned out by the din of the fleeing villagers.


  Grygory turned toward his home, only to be nearly flattened by an oncoming cart. The wheel caught him a glancing blow on the shoulder and knocked him aside. Several knives and bowls tumbled from the cart. The butcher’s daughters had obviously thrown everything they could into the rickety cart, and as the cart bounced along the rough road, its contents were spilling out. Grygory rubbed his shoulder, then picked up! a large knife that had tumbled from the cart and rose to his feet.


  “Mother!” he called loudly as he dashed into their home. The orcs apparently hadn’t been here yet, but there was no immediate sign of his mother or of his two young sisters, either. His heart rose to his throat when he heard a noise in the back room.


  “Grygory, is that you?” his mother’s voice called. “Oh, son,” she exclaimed when he entered the room. She put her hand to her mouth. “I was so worried about you.” In one arm she held little Sula, who had just turned two and was apparently too scared to cry. Misha, four, dared not let go of her mother’s long skirt as she scrambled around the back room. His mother was tossing cheese, bread, and a few family valuables into a burlap bag. Several utensils toppled to the floor and were instantly branded unnecessary, lying among the spilled flour and beans already there, leaving her kitchen in most uncharacteristic disarray. She thrust another empty bag into Grygory’s hands.


  “Start stuffing!” she ordered, then noticed the knife in his hand. “What are you doing with that knife?” she asked. Misha stared at him with wide eyes.


  Grygory ignored the question. “There’s no time to waste, Mother.” He tossed the bag aside and grabbed his mother’s hand as she reached for the crockery that had been passed on to her from her mother. “The orcs are right behind me. We’ve got to go.” Smoke from the burning village was wafting in through the windows, burning his eyes.


  “No! I’m not leaving without my—Grygory!” A torch smashed through the pane glass window of the front room. Both his sisters began to cry.


  “Run, Mother… out the back way!”


  “Grygory, no!”


  He had already dashed back into the front room. Broken glass crunched beneath his boots as he grabbed desperately for the torch that had landed behind his father’s rocking chair. “Flee, Mother! Father and I will find you!”


  Grygory grabbed the torch from the wooden floor and stamped out the small fire it had started, then turned to the front door to toss it out. The doorway was darkened by a looming orc.


  “Run, Mother! Now!” Grygory was a full head shorter than his slavering opponent. The orc shifted its weight in the doorway, its curved sword already stained with blood. Its yellow teeth reflected the light of the torch and Grygory caught a whiff of the creature’s foul stench. It screamed an awful scream that hurt Grygory’s ears, but he did not budge, keeping himself firmly between the orc and the entry to the back room. Behind him, he could hear the crying of his sisters and his mother’s scurrying feet as she hurried out the back door and headed down the old logging trail behind the house.


  “Run, Grygory!” his mother cried, but Grygory was too busy to listen.


  “Not this house, orc,” he said defiantly. The orc lunged forward with lightning speed, and Grygory barely managed to dodge to the side. He swung wildly with the butcher’s knife, but it met nothing but air as the orc came back for another swing. The heavy blade struck the wall just above Grygory’s head, sending bits of mortar flying as the creature let out another war cry. Grygory retreated to the far corner, a move that he instantly regretted. The orc turned and grinned, then advanced slowly, knowing that its victim was cut off from escape.


  In desperation, Grygory launched the torch at the approaching creature. “Eat this!” he shouted desperately.


  The orc deflected the torch easily, but in doing so, the burning head broke into pieces and several of the glowing embers caught it square in the face. The creature screamed in pain, dropping its sword to brush the burning embers from its face and eyes.


  Grygory saw his chance and dived with his knife outstretched. His aim was poor, and though he didn’t intend it, the knife dug into the blinded orc’s thigh, opening a large gash that flowed with thick, green blood. Grygory yanked the blade free just as the orc grabbed him by the back of the neck and lifted him easily off the floor. The youth lashed out wildly, cutting into the creature’s forearm and across its chest. With a final lunge, he plunged the knife deep into the creature’s belly. The beast screamed in pain and dropped the boy to the floor.


  Grygory saw a clear path to the doorway, and without looking back, he dashed for the daylight. Behind him, he could hear the cries of pain and rage from the wounded orc and the crackle of flame as the torch began to consume his lifelong home. His heart pounded in his ears as he cleared the doorway, only to find chaos outside.


  There were only a few buildings in Grygory’s part of the village that weren’t already burning, and from the thick smoke and rising flames, it appeared all was lost. Orcs were everywhere, ransacking homes before the flames consumed their contents, hauling out armloads of valuables. He heard the sounds of breaking glass and splintering wood as furniture and other possessions crashed to the ground, thrown from windows. The street seemed to be devoid of villagers, but he heard a woman’s scream from inside the Yuryatin home. In an instant, three orcs appeared, dragging Mrs. Yuryatin out her front door.


  Grygory advanced a step toward them, then froze. How could he confront three huge orcs without any weapon? The one back inside his home had nearly done him in.


  “Die, orc scum!” Grygory heard the cry just in time to see Mikhail charge straight at the orcs and their captive. Taken by surprise, they couldn’t get out of the way fast enough, and the impact sent all three orcs sprawling.


  Encouraged by his friend’s success, Grygory leapt to action. He dashed across the road and helped Mrs. Yuryatin to her feet. “Run for it!” he urged her, almost pushing her down the lane. “We’ll hold them off!” The old woman wasted no time, dropping her knitting and yarn as she fled.


  “Where have you been?” asked Mikhail, rising to his feet just as the orcs began to recover.


  “Where have I been? Where have you been?”


  “This is no time for small talk. Let’s make for the stables,” Mikhail said quickly, and Grygory instinctively followed, the orcs in hot pursuit. The boys darted beneath a rail fence and through some gardens to slow their large, rather awkward enemies. They reached the back entrance to the stables just in time to hear a terrific commotion out front.


  “Something’s going on out there,” Grygory pointed out.


  “No kidding. Come on.”


  The pair slinked around the wall of the stables, taking advantage of the tall grasses to hide their movements. Mikhail crouched low and Grygory looked over his shoulder as they both peered around the corner.


  In the courtyard, three villagers—Ivan Gruschev, Boris Stentkin, and Grygory’s father—were making a stand against more than a dozen orcs. Beyond the orcs was a single rider, donned from head to toe in heavy black armor, on an enormous brown war-horse. On closer examination, Grygory saw that it wasn’t a living horse at all, but the shambling remains of one. Bits of flesh clung to the beast’s filthy ribs and other bones, exposing the creature’s skeleton. The skin had drawn back from its mouth and nose to give the creature a devilish grin. A pale glow shone in the sunken sockets of its missing eyes. Beyond them, the smoke enveloped every tree and building.


  Grygory started to call out to his father, but Mikhail clamped his hand over his mouth.


  “Quiet or they’ll kill us, too.”


  The orcs had the men backed against the corral, and they were slowly closing in. Boris held only the broken half of one of his spears, and Ivan’s sword was badly bent. Grygory’s father, a tall, graying man in a leather vest and heavy smithing gloves, wielded a pair of heavy tongs as a makeshift weapon. Grygory could see that it was stained with green orc’s blood. He could hear the humans panting with exhaustion and the grinding teeth of the advancing orcs.


  Ivan lunged out first, and three orcs descended upon him in an instant. The other men came to Ivan’s assistance. At first his father made quick work of them, dashing one creature’s skull and cracking the leg of another. The rest of the orcs gave a bit of ground to the flailing humans.


  “Come and get it, you scum!” Grygory’s father shouted, then screamed and clutched at a black-fletched arrow embedded in his thigh. Grygory looked over his shoulder to see the black rider lowering its bow, still astride his skeletal steed. His father stumbled and fell as the black rider motioned for his orcs to finish the job.


  The orcs advanced in a flurry of slashing blades and crushing blows. As quickly as it had started, it was finished. When the victorious orcs drew back, the boys could see that they had given up four of their own but had killed all three of the brave villagers.


  Gleeful in their victory, the surviving orcs shouted and danced amidst the carnage. The black-armored rider prodded his mount forward, no doubt to supervise the rest of the sacking of their village.


  “No!” Grygory cried out involuntarily, but his friend grabbed him by the collar, and the pair ran headlong back along the side of the stables. They spotted a place where the weathered boards were warped apart and slipped inside.


  “No!” Grygory struggled against his larger friend to go back outside and avenge his father, but Mikhail held him firmly by his shoulders.


  “There’s nothing you can do,” he pointed out. “Now be quiet, or we’ll be next.”


  Grygory’s head swam as he held on to the stable wall to keep his balance. He doubled over and vomited, his tears dripping off his nose as he did so. Mikhail held his friend around the waist through his convulsions, encouraging him to be quiet.


  “He… he can’t be… dead,” Grygory stammered as he caught labored breaths, spitting bile, whispering as best as he could.


  “He’s gone,” Mikhail said, comforting his friend. “I’m sorry.”


  The pair stood as quietly as possible. Grygory could hardly catch his breath. They were in an empty horse stall, recently cleaned and spread with new straw. Animals nearby stirred restlessly, snorting and nudging against the walls of their stalls. The two friends stood close against the wooden wall and watched the shadows of their orc pursuers pass by. One tried to stick its head through the warped boards, but it couldn’t get it in far enough to see them.


  Grygory thought he would surely faint. He tried to choke back his sobs but couldn’t. Tears streamed freely down his cheeks. Mikhail put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.


  “I’m so sorry, Grygory,” said Mikhail.


  Grygory’s gut wrenched with grief, but he managed to stop crying and catch his breath. “Th-thanks, Mikhail,” he stammered, and the two came as close to an embrace as two young boys ever would.


  “Do you think they’re gone?” asked Mikhail.


  “I doubt it. Listen.” The boys stood silent in the stable. They could hear the shuffling of nervous horses in the other stalls, snorting occasionally. With the huge doors still closed, the smoke hadn’t fouled the air inside. Outside, they could hear the roar of distant flames, the smashing of glass or wooden doors, and the gleeful cries of the defiling orcs. They heard a horse gallop past, probably the black-armored knight they’d seen earlier.


  “Why are they doing this?” Grygory asked, confused and angry. “Where did these orcs come from?” They moved to the front of the stall and slowly opened the gate, cringing with every creak of its rusty hinges.


  “I have no idea,” Mikhail replied. “But if I had a sword, I’d show those green cowards a thing or two.” He ventured out of their stall onto the gravel path that ran between the rows of stalls. Tack and harness were hung on thick oak pegs along both walls. “Did your mother and sisters escape to the woods with the others?”


  “I think so,” answered Grygory, hoping he was correct. It wasn’t far from the back of their cottage to the dense forest. Surely they avoided the orcs and were hiding somewhere in the woods, safe. “What about Darya?” Mikhail had no parents. He lived with his godmother, Darya.


  The taller boy shook his head. “I don’t know.” A tear came to his eye, but he brushed it aside immediately. “I want to go there now. Will you come with me?”


  “Sure,” Grygory replied, but he couldn’t force the image of burning homes and corpses from his mind. “Quiet,” he said suddenly, cocking his ear toward the door. “They’re coming!”


  They could clearly hear orc voices approaching from outside the stable doors, followed by the creaking of wood as one of them lifted the crossbar. The boys dashed back into the stall, and Mikhail grabbed some tack on the way. They cowered against the plank wall of the stall as they heard the doors swing wide. The whole stable lit up as the sunlight streamed inside, and the horses became still more restless. Mikhail dared to peek outside the stall.


  “There’s only one of them,” he whispered. “The others must have moved on. It’s coming this way!” Mikhail twisted the leather harness in his hands, and Grygory realized he had no weapon. Across the stable, he spied a loose board in the wall, and he cautiously reached for it. He thought it would break off easily, but when he pulled on it, the old square nails complained loudly. Mikhail gasped. Certain they had already been discovered, Grygory yanked the board free and stood ready.


  But Mikhail took the initiative. He leapt out to confront the approaching orc, nearly slipping in the loose gravel of the stable floor. Grygory followed almost instinctively, and together they faced off against a fat, grimacing orc. It drew its curved sword, grumbled, and slowly advanced toward them.


  Mikhail lunged toward the creature, trying to stay out of sword reach, swinging a length of tack like a whip. “Come on, fatso!” he taunted, and the swishing leather straps gave the orc pause. As it growled angrily, Grygory moved off to one side, gripping his broken plank tightly, ignoring the splinters.


  The orc slashed violently in Grygory’s direction, forcing him backward, then launched itself against Mikhail. Though larger than Grygory, Mikhail was still much smaller than the portly orc, and the creature easily bowled him to the ground. Standing over him, it quickly chopped down on him twice, and though Mikhail rolled to avoid the first blow, the second sliced into his thigh with a sickening sound of crunching bone. The boy screamed in agony.


  “No!” cried Grygory, and he charged, not thinking, swinging the board wildly. The orc turned to parry with his sword, but a lucky blow with the plank caught the orc on his sword hand, making him drop his weapon into the gravel. The creature howled in pain, shoving its smashed knuckles into its mouth. Grygory took advantage and dove for the sword, rolling as he picked it up. With both hands, he hefted the heavy sword in front of him and poked it threateningly at the fat orc.


  “Time to die, orc!” he screamed and charged. The orc’s yellow eyes went wide. Weaponless, it lashed out with its arm, gashing a wound across the boy’s temple and forehead with its sharp nails. Without regard to the damage it had done, the orc turned and fled back the way it came, still sucking its bleeding hand. Grygory pursued the creature halfway to the door, but the orc disappeared into the bright daylight and was gone. Blood trickled into Grygory’s eyes, but he brushed it away.


  “Mikhail!” he cried, tossing the sword aside. His friend had turned sickly pale, and sweat stood out on his forehead. The ghastly wound was bleeding profusely, and he writhed in the blood-soaked stones. Mikhail tried to hold the wound closed with his hands, but the gash went from his friend’s hip all the way to his knee, and his leg was bent in an unnatural way.


  “It’s going to be okay,” Grygory comforted his friend as he pulled off his own shirt. Blood from his own wound was dripping down his face and off his nose as he bent over. “Let me help.” He pulled Mikhail’s shaking hands away from the wound, and the blood flowed even more freely. He’d seen others in the village make splints for bones broken in logging accidents, but he opted to try to control the bleeding instead. He pulled Mikhail’s leg straighter, expecting his friend to cry out, but he didn’t. He just moaned, barely conscious.


  “Stay with me, pal,” he implored. By this time, Grygory was becoming lightheaded as well. He wrapped his shirt around Mikhail’s leg wound twice, tying the sleeves to keep it in place. The bleeding seemed to be under control.


  “Come on,” he said. “We’ve got to get out of here. They’re torching all the buildings.” Grygory took a few breaths for strength, then forced his larger friend to sit up. Mikhail groaned in protest as Grygory put his friend’s arm over his shoulder, took another deep breath, and used all the strength he could muster to force them both to their feet. The exertion left Grygory dizzy, and he was amazed that the two of them didn’t just collapse onto the gravel. As the stars faded and his vision returned, Grygory struggled to keep his barely conscious companion on his feet.


  “That’s it,” he said encouragingly. “Keep moving.” Grygory wasn’t entirely sure that Mikhail could hear him, but his legs were moving and trying to support his own weight. Grygory’s head pounded. The orc had done him a greater injury than he’d first thought. There was no way he could get both of them through the hole they had entered, so he had to go through the now-open main doors.


  He got them both moving, using his legs to keep the two of them from collapsing. Grygory couldn’t stop them at the doors, and they staggered right out into the daylight before he could see if the coast was clear. Fortunately he could see no orcs nearby. Most of the adjacent buildings were on fire, and the roar drowned out the sounds of their movements. Smoke blocked vision for more than a few yards in any direction, so Grygory decided to make a run for it.


  Between the smoke and his own exhaustion, Grygory couldn’t manage the distance across the lane without stopping against the rail fence to rest. Catching his breath, he saw the bloody stains in the dirt where his father and the others had made their last stand, a sickening mixture of red and green mud. Where the orcs had taken the bodies and what they planned to do with them Grygory wouldn’t let himself contemplate.


  “Good-bye, Father,” he whispered, then forced the two of them back into motion. Across the lane from the stables were two homes, the Mhirov place and the Jestenko cottage. Both of them were nearly consumed with flame, their doors and windows shattered. Grygory put his head down and made his way between them, hoping to make it into the woods beyond. Flames licked at their feet and waves of heat buffeted them. If they fell, Grygory knew, they certainly would be burned alive.


  The heat and exertion proved too much for him, and Grygory barely managed to get the two of them to the cover of the woods. Laying Mikhail down as gently as he could beneath the green undergrowth, Grygory’s head swam and darkness consumed him.
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  Not far from the unconscious youths, the dark rider reined his skeletal steed back from the flames as his orcs tended to their hideous tasks. In their gleeful lust for destruction, they failed to observe the purple orb that hovered in the thick smoke above their commander, or at least pretended to ignore it. Memories of their brethren being sliced in two by their grim master’s broadsword at the mere mention of the orb’s presence made them hold their slimy tongues in check. Black smoke wafted around the strange sphere, as if repelled by its surface, unable to come into contact with its pulsing form. Rider and mount crunched through the hot coals onto the lane without regard for the strange, unearthly sentinel that kept a close, constant distance above and behind the dark figure.


  “More of them! Hiding down by the mill!” screamed an orc passing close to the steed but careful not to come too close.


  “To the mill!” cried several others in their guttural native tongue. The black rider recognized the words and knew what they meant. He refused to speak their tongue and insisted that their officers speak to him in his language, no matter how badly they mangled it. But proximity to orcs and other fetid minions who would do his bidding gave him no choice but to pick up more than a smattering of their language. He chose to ignore it whenever possible.


  “Come,” he called to his mount, though he knew full well the beast had no ears with which to hear. Any communication between rider and mount was a mere mockery of his former companionship with living steeds. In the past, he had allowed himself an occasional chuckle at the irony, but a smile hadn’t crossed his lips in years. He pulled the reins and guided his beast through the ruins of the village, the broken and burning buildings, the strewn loot and corpses along the lanes, the trampled gardens and smashed picket fences. Orcs scurried to and fro, smearing blood and soot over their arms and faces, their weapons and fangs stained deep red. The black rider rode past them without comment or further orders. His creatures knew their business, of that he was certain.


  Instead, he prodded his bony mount down the road and out of the village, into the woods beyond. He passed among the thick trees, allowing shafts of light to dance across his unblemished armor, through the ribs of his steed. He came to a spot he’d spied earlier in the day where the path led into a clearing that offered an unbroken view of the fertile valleys on the opposite side of the hills from the doomed village.


  “Not your cup of tea, old friend,” he said, not bothering to look back over his shoulder at the purple orb. He knew it was there, hovering among the leaves and branches. It was always there, sharing in the destruction. He wouldn’t have it any other way.


  Chapter 1
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  The storm intensified. The rain came down in sheets, hissing loudly against the already soaked ground. The screaming of the wind through the scattered pines competed with the blasts of thunder to see which could be more deafening. Intense flashes of lightning followed one after another, nearly constant now that the storm had reached the peak of its fury, each flash casting a crooked finger of destruction against the earth. Each bolt lit up the night sky. Two cloaked figures, on foot, made slow progress against the weather.


  “What did you say?”


  “I said it isn’t far now, human.” The goblin shouted back over its humped shoulder, and in the flickering light of the storm, the human could see the rain pouring off the end of its pointed nose.


  “It had better not be,” the human said under his breath and pulled his soaked cloak more tightly around his face, leaving only his eyes exposed. He reached out and smacked the goblin on the back of the head, eliciting a grumbled protest from the creature, something he’d done for emphasis ever since they left the city. “Twelve years on the throne, and still you slimy creatures run loose through Karameikos. Amazing!” He shook his head and swiped the rain from his eyes and forehead.


  “Human kings come, human kings go,” the goblin responded cautiously, picking up his pace a bit to avoid another blow to the skull. “Goblins will survive them all!”


  With that, the human bounded forward, splashing across the leaf-strewn, muddy ground, and kicked the squat, green beast in the backside. It yelped and would have fallen on its face had it not sprawled into a small thicket of bushes. “Get up, goblin!” he shouted, grabbing the small creature by the back of its neck. It turned around and squinted against the coming blow, but the human instead pushed it unceremoniously into the muck. “On your feet. I won’t kill you. But remember this: I deal with your kind because I have to, not because I want to.”


  The pair steadily made their way through the lifeless trees. Autumn had robbed them of their leaves, which now littered the forest floor in muddy wads and clumps. The goblin led them down a shallow gorge and across a swift stream swollen with water from three days of steady rain. The creature made its way across easily, stepping on rocks unseen from the surface but well known to the goblin. This was its country, the human remembered. He followed as he had seen his guide do, managing the first couple of steps easily despite being up to his knees in the powerful current. But his third step turned a stone beneath his boot, and he tumbled headlong into the water.


  “And Rufcha hired you?” the goblin taunted, pulling at the human’s cloak to help him onto the far side of the stream. Insulted, the human rose quickly to full height and put his hand to the hilt of his knife, glaring down on the monster. The human wasn’t tall, but he still stood a head and a half taller than the goblin.


  After an uncomfortable moment, the goblin turned to continue up the bank. “Don’t kill me now, thief, or you and Rufcha will never meet!” With that, he scurried up the slope and nearly vanished amid the undergrowth. The human wiped the rain from his face and beard, then checked the pouch at his belt. Satisfied its valuable contents were undisturbed, he scrambled after his guide.


  The lightning and rain had let up a bit, allowing the human to see farther despite the fact there was less light. Torches were no good in this weather, and even a lantern, had they one, would probably be useless in the driving rain. The two figures marched slowly up a low rise. The underbrush thinned and disappeared, and the many trees became more widely spaced. When they reached the top of the low hill, several flashes of lightning helped the human to discern it was devoid of trees. The goblin stopped several dozen yards ahead. The thief nearly tripped as he proceeded, catching his foot on a low, ruined wall. The stones were cracked and broken, polished smooth by years of wind and rain. In the occasional light, he could see the ancient remnants of walls mostly overgrown, forming a pattern across the hilltop.


  “What was this place?” he inquired, but the goblin took no notice of him, instead poking its nose into its satchel, stirring its contents. “Looks like an old fort or something.”


  “Or something is right, human,” the goblin replied. “What do you care? You’ll never come to this place again.”


  “You’re right about that,” the thief agreed. “Once I get paid, it’s back to Mirros for me.”


  “Aha!” exclaimed the goblin, and it pulled forth two objects from its bag. The first was a dagger carved from obsidian, and the other was a brightly glowing orb. The human shielded his eyes from the brilliant light streaming around the goblin’s clutching fingers.


  “We could have used that tonight!” he complained.


  “It doesn’t glow everywhere, stupid!” The goblin held the orb high above his head and turned until it found the pile of ruins it was looking for. On the far side of the hill were the splintered ruins of buildings, their massive walls collapsed and overgrown with grass and lichen. The goblin scurried over to the largest collection of piled stones and held the orb of light close to the surface. The human followed warily, hand once again on the hilt of his knife.


  The light danced across the slick, wet surface of the slabs as the goblin examined each one carefully before moving on to the next.


  “Ha!” it shouted, and the thief started. Beneath the orb, at the center of a large slab, a crack glowed back with an illumination of its own. Even when the goblin dropped the orb back in its bag, plunging the area back into darkness, the glow from the exposed crack lit up the goblin’s grinning face.


  Eyes wide with victory, the goblin thrust the obsidian dagger toward the passing rain clouds overhead triumphantly, then held the tip against the glowing crack and buried its length in the stone. Powerful forces began to work just beneath the stone’s surface. The thief felt rumblings through the soles of his boots. Before him, the slab slowly opened, like an enormous door leading into the earth. He could hear stone scraping against heavy stone, tons of rock moving without aid. It could be mechanical, he guessed, but with all that weight, it was more likely magical in nature. In all his days in the city as a thief, he’d come across many magical things, but they never failed to give him a queer feeling inside.


  In the span of ten beats of the human’s heart, the slab stood completely open. The goblin snatched the dagger from the now darkened crack in the elevated slab and disappeared behind it. The thief heard the telltale flick of a flint to tinder and the familiar whoosh of a freshly lit torch. Amber light poured out from behind the raised slab. The goblin emerged, raindrops sputtering as they hit the flames of its outstretched torch, and it laughed a knowing laugh.


  “This way, human.”


  The thief moved around the upraised slab to peer down into the dark tunnel. Stairs of rough-hewn stone led down into the ground, vanishing where the torch’s light wouldn’t reach. The goblin shifted its lithe body to one side to afford the larger human easier access.


  “Rufcha is this way,” it chortled, gesturing down into the darkness. The human gave a last look around the ruins on the hilltop, then descended the steps, ducking to avoid hitting his head as he slipped past the stone doorway.


  “Made by dwarves,” the goblin pointed out. “Never meant for a bean-pole human!” It laughed again but stopped abruptly when the human turned suddenly and pressed a gleaming knife blade to its throat.


  “If this is some kind of trap, you’ll never make it out alive, goblin,” the human hissed, staring straight into the goblin’s eyes.


  “No trap! No trap,” it pleaded, and the thief resheathed his knife. The goblin took a deep breath, rubbing its throat apprehensively. “I’ll go first,” it offered.


  The human let the goblin take the lead, though he lost his eyebrows to the torch as the creature passed him down the narrow tunnel. When both of them cleared the entrance, the magical mechanism operating the slab activated again. The thief listened as the ancient stones slid back into place, blocking out the rain and the chill wind with a dull thud. The thunder now seemed miles behind them, deadened by the surrounding earth.


  “I don’t like it down here,” the human confessed, “but at least we’re out of that storm.” He wrung what seemed like buckets of water from his cloak. The warmth from the torch felt good on his face. Ahead, the stairs continued for many yards into the earth, circling gradually to the left. The walls of the descending tunnel were made of fist-sized white stones, though some of these had been pushed out of position or even dislodged by tree roots. The torch revealed worms and spiders and sent other unidentified creatures scurrying down the stairs before them. The farther down they went, the more the air stank of filth and decay. Although the human was sickened by it, the goblin seemed to relish it, taking in deep, satisfied breaths.


  “Just like home, eh, human?”


  The steps ended as the tunnel gave way to a large chamber, perhaps fifty feet in diameter. The ceiling was finally high enough that the human could stand up straight. They found themselves standing in about an inch of water, and the torchlight reflecting off the water danced around them eerily. There was no sound to be heard but the crackle of the torch and the trickle of seeping water.


  “Lead on,” insisted the human. He gathered a bit of his cloak from the shoulder and held it over his mouth and nose to block out the stench. The goblin complied, lifting the torch above its head and splashing through the shallow water. Instead of heading for the tunnel directly across the chamber, the goblin turned instead to the right toward a heavy oak door. The door was set into the sturdy stone wall with thick iron hinges. Its handle was a curve of metal as thick as a man’s wrist, though it was mounted low, at dwarf height. The thief hated doors like this; any locking mechanism was completely hidden, either in the door or in the wall, and just finding it, let alone picking it, could take hours.


  But the goblin had been here before. It hoisted the torch into a sconce in the wall to the left of the dark wooden door, then ran its yellow-nailed fingers over the stones that framed it. The creature chattered its teeth impatiently, clicking its claws over one stone, then the next, outlining them, probing the minute cracks and crevices. When its claws passed between two slanted stones, they made a discernible click. The goblin then grasped the iron handle, pulled downward with all its weight, then heaved unsuccessfully at the door.


  “A little help, human,” it groaned. The thief reached easily over the shorter goblin to grab farther up on the handle, braced his feet on the wet stone floor, and pulled. At first the door would not budge even with the human’s strength, but after a moment it gave way, and a gentle rush of air swooshed around its nearly seamless opening. Once started, the door swung almost effortlessly, carefully balanced on precise hinges.


  “Dwarves make sturdy doors,” said the goblin, and the human grunted in agreement. The thief hesitated for a moment, running his own fingers along the hidden lock, admiring its handiwork. “No time for that. Let’s go!”


  The doorway opened onto a larger tunnel. The goblin slipped behind the thief and regained the torch from the sconce. In the torchlight, the human saw that the new tunnel was lined with great marble slabs of pink and deep red, polished smooth. The light reflected off the shiny flecks in the ancient stone, as did the light from another torch held by a dark figure some hundred feet ahead of them. It stood like a silent sentinel, the flames of its torch dancing quietly, its form concealed beneath a heavy black cloak.


  Human and goblin moved forward, closing the gap between themselves and the cloaked figure. The thief noted that this corridor was quite a bit warmer than the previous chamber. He unfastened the neck of his cloak as he walked and let it part, revealing his woolen jacket and the sheathed knife hanging at his belt. The cloaked figure didn’t move as they approached until suddenly the goblin fell backward into its human patron when a curved sword blade suddenly flashed out from beneath the figure’s cloak, nearly severing its nose. The figure held the sword straight out in front of it, clutching its hilt with thick green fingers.


  The cloaked figure did not speak. The goblin regained its feet and straightened its own cloak, groveling before the figure. “Here is the human,” it said, its voice quaking. “Ever faithful, ever loyal.” It bowed low till its face touched the marble floor. Still the cloaked figure made no sound or movement. The thief pulled his cloak back slowly to give better access to his knife.


  “Go,” came a deep, powerful voice from within the heavy cloak. The goblin needed no further prompting and scurried back past the human and down the marble hallway, taking with it, the thief noted with some apprehension, their only torch. He listened as the heavy door opened and closed again behind him, sealing off the chamber with a resounding echo.


  Still the cloaked figure loomed silently before him. The thief reached slowly toward his belt, and the figure raised its sword slightly in response. He untied the pouch from his belt and held it out, then undid the string, opened it, and poured the contents into his other hand. The silver amulet and its chain dangled loosely between the human’s fingers, and the light from the torch danced off its many carvings.


  “I expect to be paid now,” demanded the thief, pouring the amulet back into the pouch and closing it tight.


  The dark figure finally moved, leaning over. He laid the still-burning torch on the floor, its flaming head sputtering against the marble wall, but the ancient stone showed no sign of scorching. With his free hand, the figure pulled the cloak back, revealing its green skin and snout, yellow eyes and fangs. The thief knew Rufcha by reputation only, his mission relayed by messages through a number of goblin couriers. But Rufcha was no goblin. He was an orc, and a big one at that, standing well over six feet tall. The human knew the cloak must hide an enormous frame. He silently hoped negotiations went well.


  “Payment,” the thief repeated, not daring to back down.


  “You’ll receive your payment, Arasta.” The orc lowered its sword, and the thief allowed himself a careful breath.


  “Why don’t you use orc messengers?” Arasta asked, curious.


  “Goblins are weaklings,” he spat, narrowing his eyes. “No one cares about them, so no one notices them. People notice orcs,” he said and smiled. Rufcha’s command of the common tongue surprised the thief; clearly he’d dealt outside of orc society quite a bit.


  “It wasn’t easy to get,” Arasta commented.


  “I’m sure it wasn’t,” Rufcha countered, used to the usual bargaining techniques of thieves.


  “The House of Yuschiev is well guarded.”


  “That was to be expected.”


  “It would fetch a fair price in the streets of any city, certainly more than you’re offering,” the thief pointed out, tossing the pouch and its valuable contents from hand to hand.


  “Indeed.”


  “But I brought it to you, as agreed.”


  “You are wise.” The big orc crossed its massive green arms across its chest, letting the cloak fall to best visual advantage. “Now, if you’re finished, I’m sure that we can settle on the original price.”


  “Uh, yes. Yes, we can,” the human said, figuring he’d gotten as far as he ever would. He held the pouch with the amulet out toward the orc. Rufcha reached around to the back of his own wide leather belt and produced an even larger pouch. To the thief’s ears, it jingled satisfyingly, the weight of the coins straining the brown fabric of the bag.


  “It is done,” concluded Rufcha, and each reached out with the opposite hand and accepted the other’s offering. Arasta had to brace himself to keep from falling forward, the heavy bag of coins dragging his arm nearly to the ground. Rufcha calmly opened his tiny pouch and drew out the jewel. He held it high in the air by the chain so that the gem-encrusted amulet dangled before his eyes. “At last the sack of our treasure trove has been set right,” he murmured defiantly. “Let those who would steal from us know, we will gladly steal back!”


  But the thief wasn’t listening. He set the heavy bag on the floor and undid the thin rope that held it closed.


  “Begone, thief,” Rufcha ordered. “I have no further need of you.”


  “It’s been a pleasure,” replied the human, eager to examine his prize. He spread the bag’s opening wide and thrust his hand in to grab a fistful of gold, but as he did so he winced, stopped, then winced again. The smile fled his features, and his eyes grew wide. Mouth agape, he pulled back his hand. A devilish black viper clung fast to it.


  “By the immortals!” he shouted. He shook the snake off, sending it flying against the pink marble wall. He stood quickly, kicking over the bag, sending copper coins tumbling out along with a couple of more vipers, which slithered across the floor. Each was about a foot long and bore the telltale red marks of the dreaded man-killers. He pulled out his knife, but already the poison was slowing his movements, clouding his thoughts. “Damned orc…”


  “Yes,” Rufcha said, still swinging the amulet from his hand. “Yes, I am a damned orc, one who is not in the habit of leading humans into his lair and then letting them walk away. You are a fool, thief, and you will die a fool’s death.”


  The thief stumbled, his limbs already going numb. He raised his knife as if to throw it, but his strength escaped him and he collapsed. In an instant, his eyes bulged grotesquely and rolled back into his head. He was dead.


  Rufcha chuckled to himself and retired from the chamber.
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  “They’ve passed this way within the past couple of hours, m’lord,” the scout said. “Now that the rain’s stopped, it’s a little easier to follow.” He warmed his hands around a flickering lantern. “The trail stops in the ruins at the top of that hill,” he added.


  “Good, Sergei. Very good,” the mounted knight complimented his squire. “You’ve followed the trail well for three days. You should be proud.” He saw that his praise hadn’t gone unnoticed. The young blond squire blushed, visible even in the soft light of the lantern. “We’ll stop here for a moment,” the knight ordered, and his procession—his squire, four men-at-arms leading a pack mule, and himself—came to a stop. He was the only one on horseback.


  “Yuri and Fyodor, patrol the area to either side,” he ordered, swinging his leg over and plopping onto the rain-soaked ground. “Sergei, attend me.” All four men-at-arms set their heavy packs down but retained their lanterns. The night was very dark and they would still need them. All wore tunics that bore the coat of arms of House Yuschiev. Two of them, following instructions, drew maces from their packs and moved out through the thinning trees on either side.


  “Good thinking,” the knight complimented them. “It’s far too damp to keep exposing the swords.” The knight carefully wrapped his reins around the horn of the saddle, then unfastened and removed. his cloak, setting it carefully across the war-horse’s back. Sergei, wearing a green hooded cloak and the white shirt of a squire, attended his duties, untying his lord’s baggage from behind the saddle. The gelding war-horse shifted its weight to avoid sinking in the soft ground.


  “Careful, Sergei,” the knight warned. The squire pulled out several heavy bags and set them on the ground.


  “No need for leggings tonight, I think,” the knight said, and Sergei put two of the bags back. He knelt, opened the first bag, and pulled out its contents. Unwrapping the oil-cloth that protected it from the weather, he exposed the knight’s gleaming breastplate. He hoisted it up and, with the knight’s assistance, strapped it in place. They continued, the squire busily unwrapping pieces of armor, the knight patiently waiting throughout their well-practiced routine. When they were finished, the knight wore a brightly polished suit of flawless plate and mail from the knees up.


  “No need to soil the leggings in this muck,” he pointed out. “It’s not as if we’re tracking kobolds.”


  The squire laughed. “No, sir.”


  “Alexai did a marvelous job, don’t you think?” the knight said, admiring his armor. “I didn’t think all those dents and scratches would ever come out. It’s a job my father would have been proud of.”


  “Master Alexai’s smithing is renowned, m’lord.”


  “Indeed. Attend me.” It took both of the remaining men-at-arms and the young squire to hoist the armored knight back into his saddle. His horse, a large brown and white gelding, shifted backward, adjusting to the new weight. “Easy, boy. Easy… Anatoli,” he continued, “recall the pickets.”


  “Prepare to advance,” Anatoli shouted into the woods. The lanterns of the two patrolling men-at-arms had never left view, dancing at a distance of perhaps fifty yards through the scattered tree trunks. On hearing the call to camp, the men moved quickly back, their lanterns sending their own shadows and those of the gray trees swirling chaotically in all directions. When they had rejoined the others, all four men-at-arms reassembled their packs and threw them over their shoulders.


  “Anything to report?” asked the knight.


  “Nothing, sir.”


  “Good. Sergei, lead us into the ruins.” With that, the entire troop sloshed forward up the hill. Young Sergei took the lead, followed by the knight on his powerful war-horse, then the men-at-arms, urging on the reluctant pack mule. Yuri held his lantern high in the air at the end of an awl pike. The lantern spread its light far into the surrounding trees, though he had to maneuver it back and forth to keep it from being tangled in the branches.


  Their progress was slow at first. They crossed a shallow, muddy stream that the mule simply didn’t want to cross, then slogged up the opposite bank. Finally they reached the ruins at the top of the hill. The knight’s war-horse nimbly avoided the crumbled walls, though, its rider noted, this would be dangerous ground for any mount on a dark night without lanterns to light the way. Sergei stopped near a pile of large stones interspersed with weeds.


  “The pair of tracks end here,” he pointed out when his lord arrived. “As you can see, they both seem to have walked right into the stone, so there must be some way to get under it. The smaller tracks—”


  “From what sort of creature?” the knight quizzed.


  “From a goblin, m’lord.”


  “Very good. Proceed.”


  “The goblin tracks come back out and head off down the hill in that direction,” he said, pointing. “I haven’t tracked those any farther, m’lord, but from the spacing of the footprints, it’s clear the goblin was running.”


  “I see,” the knight mused. “Well, we’ll have to discover how to get past these stones. It’s the thief we’re after, not the goblin. Have the new man—Peotr, is it?—check for traps.”


  Peotr approached dutifully. “M’lord?”


  “Check that area of stones for handles, levers, traps… the usual things. Oh, and use a mailed glove. It could save you a finger or two.”


  “Yes, m’lord.” The man-at-arms plodded back to the pack mule to get the glove, then returned to the pile of stones and proceeded to check every inch. He probed each crevice, moved every stone, tapped with the butt of his dagger everywhere. Nothing. After half an hour, still nothing. In the meantime, the knight sat straight in his saddle, having taken off his helmet to reveal his long, curly black hair. The other men-at-arms and the squire kept watch, spreading their lanterns over a wide area of the hill to discourage creatures that might approach in the night.


  “No handles or openings, m’lord,” Peotr reported finally.


  “You’re certain?” the knight inquired.


  “Quite certain, m’lord.”


  “Damn the luck,” he said, rubbing his close-shaven beard in contemplation. “Well, we’ll have to dig our way in. Break out the gear and get to it. But first, attend me.”


  The men gathered to help their armored leader from his mount. They brought the pack mule forward and undid several of its bundles. They produced picks and shovels and set to work, all four soldiers and the squire. The knight took up a mace and quietly patrolled the perimeter of light while the others labored. The sounds of their excavation, the picks against the stones and the shoveling of the soft earth, carried for some distance in the still night. The noise attracted curious animals, which crept close to the light to see what was going on; the knight saw their eyes gleaming in the lantern light.


  By the time they were ready to set their picks to pry the largest slab out of position, the eastern sky was lightening with the approaching dawn.


  “We’re ready, m’lord,” said Yuri.


  “Proceed,” he replied, replacing his helmet and taking his magnificent long sword out of its scabbard. The soldiers grunted as they put their backs into it, heaving against the massive weight of the stone. Even though they had dug out a good portion of the dirt and mud around it, they could barely budge it. When it finally gave a little, they began rocking in unison against the load, inching it to the side. The knight brought a lantern closer.


  “There’s definitely an opening below. Put your backs to it, men!” They struggled with the stone for several minutes, making slow progress, until finally they tilted the slab out of position.


  “That should do it,” the knight said, peering down the hole. “There are stone stairs leading down. Good job, men. We’ll rest a bit before going in.” The men-at-arms needed no further encouragement. They got skins of water and biscuits and watched the ever-lightening sky and fading stars. Sergei gathered the mining implements and repacked the mule as he munched a biscuit. The knight sat with his men, enjoying the cool, damp air of early morning.


  Their meal concluded, they gathered ropes, refilled their lanterns with oil, checked their weapons, and tightened their armor. Both horse and mule were led to the far side of the stones they had moved, and Anatoli prepared himself to stay behind and guard the animals. The others would all go in, and every one of them expected to engage in combat beneath the ground.


  The knight, with his heavy armor, barely fit through the opening as the others helped lower him through. The ancient stone scraped against his plate until he raised both arms above his head and slipped through.


  “Lantern,” he said, and Sergei handed a light to him. “It’s pretty narrow and descends out of sight,” he reported. “We’ll all gather here on these steps before descending. Sergei, position yourself between the others.”


  They complied. Sergei, who had donned a leather jerkin and carried a dagger for himself and his knight’s sword and scabbard, went in behind Yuri. Fyodor followed, and Peotr took up the rear. Once inside, they descended into the chilly darkness.


  “There’ll be no surprising anyone down here with all the noise we’re making,” Sergei whispered to Yuri, who nodded in agreement. Their equipment rattled and scraped against the white stone walls. The grown men had a difficult time in the cramped space, especially the somewhat rotund Fyodor, who had to turn sideways to fit through some of the narrower passages.


  “There’s another tunnel ahead of us,” said the knight. They reached a larger chamber, where the stairs ended. It was very damp, with standing water in most spots. “Yuri, circle the chamber to the left; Peotr, take the right. Meet us at the far side.”


  The party proceeded cautiously, splashing water as little as possible. The knight advanced with Fyodor and Sergei across the center of the chamber without incident. At the far side, they peered into the passageway. It was much like the chamber, lined with small white stones, and curved away to the left. Yuri and Peotr caught up presently.


  “Well?”


  “Nothing to the left, m’lord,” reported Yuri.


  “There’s a large, wooden door back there on the right,” said Peotr, pointing. “It’s hard to see in this light.”


  “Open or closed?” the knight asked.


  “Closed, m’lord. It’s got a handle.”


  “I see,” the knight acknowledged, thinking. “We’ll proceed into this tunnel. Peotr, watch our backs.”


  The passageway was as narrow as the stairs they had descended, with a low ceiling that forced them to hunch over, even the smaller Sergei. It was extremely uncomfortable, and they took occasional breaks to sit and stretch. They came across forks in the tunnel, marking them with a charcoal stick so they could find their way back. Other than a few rotted casks and crates, their contents long since removed, they found nothing in nearly an hour of searching.


  “This is getting us nowhere,” the knight observed. “We’ll go back and try that door.”


  The men-at-arms complied. There was no changing positions in the narrow space, so now Peotr was in the front with the knight bringing up the rear. Peotr followed the charcoal marks, and in a short time they found themselves back in the first chamber at the bottom of the stairs. They were relieved to be able to stand up straight once more. They rested for a few moments, rubbing their aching muscles and stretching before moving to the great door.


  “It’s clearly locked, m’lord,” Yuri reported after tugging at the handle.


  “Of course. Peotr, try your hand at this one.”


  With no visible mechanism in sight, Peotr probed the door’s frame, poking and prodding with his mailed fingers and a small metal pick. This time, however, he found what he was looking for in just a few minutes. He stuck his pick between two of the white stones and set the tumblers in motion.


  “Got it, m’lord.”


  “Good job, Peotr. Excellent.”


  Yuri pulled at the door’s handle a second time, and, with difficulty, it opened. The seal around the door was tight enough that the air hissed around it as it came free. Beyond was a tall, wide tunnel of rich, pink marble. At the limits of their lantern light, they saw a dark shape on the floor.


  “Advance behind me,” the knight ordered, and they went inside. “Spike the door open behind us, Fyodor.” The heavyset man produced a mallet and several iron spikes from his backpack, then pounded three of them between the wall and the open door between each of its hinges.


  “That will keep the door open should we need to retreat,” the squire observed, stating the obvious.


  “Exactly, Sergei.” The knight took the lead, with Yuri and Peotr next and Sergei and Fyodor bringing up the rear. The men-at-arms bore lanterns, and these made the knight’s shadow creep along the walls in front of them. The dark shape on the floor proved to be a body.


  “It’s our thief,” the knight said, using his boot to turn the corpse’s head. “By the looks of him, he’s been poisoned.” Near the body lay a bag, which the knight kicked over, spilling hundreds of small copper coins out onto the marble floor. Fyodor used his awl pike to turn the body over.


  “Look,” he cried. Where the thief had fallen, there was a half-smashed black viper, still twitching. Fyodor crushed it beneath his boot.


  “I’d say our thief has paid for his deeds,” said the knight. “We’ll continue down this corridor. Keep an eye out for concealed doors along these walls. It’s dwarven construction, and dwarves love secret doors.”


  They advanced cautiously, surveying the smooth surface of the marble walls but discovering nothing unusual. After a few dozen yards, the corridor ended at the same type of door they had entered through. This one, however, stood slightly open. The knight made a signal to advance quietly. He pointed to the lanterns, and their bearers turned them down, slowing the flow of oil to the flame. In the sudden darkness, they saw firelight through the crack in the door and heard voices within. The knight moved forward until he could see inside and held up three fingers to the others. The men-at-arms set their lanterns down quietly and drew their weapons. The knight reared back, kicked open the door, and launched himself inside with the others close behind.


  Inside, they startled three creatures at a table in a chamber exactly like the one at the other end of the marble passageway. They stood suddenly, upsetting a couple of bottles of ale as they grabbed for their weapons. The largest one was cloaked in black, while the others wore ragged shirts and thick leather belts. The two sides faced off, the humans standing behind their champion.


  “Orcs,” said Yuri knowingly, exchanging a glance with Fyodor. Peotr started to charge forward, but the older Yuri put his arm out to stop him, shaking his head.


  “But—” Peotr started to protest.


  “Hold your ground,” the veteran ordered with a steady voice.


  The orcs spread out across the chamber, gnashing their teeth and moving their curved blades threateningly. The largest one dropped its cloak to the floor, revealing mail armor on its massive chest. It held an enormous sword and stood its ground.


  The knight stood his ground as well. He stretched out his right hand, and Sergei obediently placed the hilt of his long sword across his palm. The knight held it forth in challenge. The big orc nodded in acknowledgment and charged.


  At first, things happened so quickly that the other humans could hardly follow the action. The knight and the big orc charged each other, and the others heard three quick rings of sword against sword. In the confusion, the orc on the left joined the fray, but after barely a heartbeat, the knight and the big orc separated, unharmed, but the knight had somehow managed to gut the newcomer. Gouts of green blood poured down its front as it collapsed to the stone floor. The knight now had the two remaining orcs between himself and his companions. He shook the hair out of his eyes and stood ready.


  “You fight well, human,” the big orc grunted grudgingly. The knight remained silent. The unarmored orc, clearly disturbed with how easily his comrade had been slain, circled cautiously around the knight’s left, while its master approached him frontally. Again the two exchanged a series of quick blows and parries, and as they did, the unengaged orc picked up a wooden chair and launched it at the knight’s back.


  “Look out!” cried Sergei.


  The knight ducked quickly to avoid the makeshift missile, which splintered harmlessly beyond him. He exchanged several more blows with the large orc before they separated again. This time it was clear that the orc was becoming fatigued, catching foul breaths in the damp air of the chamber. The knight, on the other hand, turned to engage the other orc without missing a beat. He faked once to the left, and the orc fell for it, exposing his flank. The knight took full advantage of his opponent’s mistake and quickly ran the orc through. As the beast crumpled to the floor, the knight yanked the blade free and turned his attention to the only orc left standing. Still not ready to resume the fight, the large orc pulled a pouch from its belt.


  “Let me go and you may have this, human,” it said, holding out the jingling bag. It smiled as if it had bought its way out of trouble before, but the smile quickly vanished when the knight raised his sword and advanced relentlessly. The orc dropped the bag and stumbled back. It managed to block one blow, then a second, but the third crashed through its shoulder with a decisive crunch, and the fourth sent his head flying from its shoulders.


  The knight stood silently for a few seconds, then held out his bloodied sword. Sergei dutifully took it and wiped it clean before returning it to its scabbard. The others checked the bodies.


  “Here, m’lord,” said Yuri, emptying the contents of the orc’s bag into his hand. “The amulet appears to be undamaged.”


  “Good,” the knight responded. “We’ve found what we came for. Let’s get out of here.”


  The humans gathered their lanterns and other equipment, backed out through the marble passage and chamber beyond, ascended the stairs, and squeezed back past the crooked slab into a marvelous fall morning. The sun had burned off the morning fog, and from the hilltop, the surrounding forest showed off its autumn splendor. Anatoli greeted them with a meal of dried fruits and meats. They had expected tracking the stolen amulet would take considerably longer, so now there was a surplus of food and no reason to ration it.


  By midday, they were ready to depart. Sergei removed his lord’s armor and repacked it. The knight ascended his war-horse and led the party back down the hill the way they had come.


  “I’m curious about something,” Peotr inquired of Yuri as they marched. “I’ve served with other knights, and none of the others had any desire to kill mere orcs. That’s exactly the kind of creature they expected me to take care of for them.”


  “So what’s your point?” Yuri asked with a grin.


  “Well, you stopped me back there. Why?”


  “Sir Grygory is a fine knight, as fine as I’ve ever seen,” the graying soldier said with pride. “You have much to learn about him. For starters, he really hates orcs.”


  Chapter 2
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  Tracking the thief had taken them all the way across the kingdom of Karameikos to its far western frontiers. The hill and ruined fortress lay in the midst of the Near Achelos Woods. The woods were split by the confluence of four great rivers that continued on to empty into the Gulf of Halag; the Far Achelos Woods lay beyond the river where Karameikos borders the halfling nation of the Five Shires. Had they needed to cross the rivers in their pursuit, they would have had to double back to pick up the trails and bridges that pass to the north of the woods, going through Riverfork Keep.


  “How long has Sir Grygory been in the service of the Yuschievs?” Peotr asked Yuri. The two men-at-arms guided the pack mule through the woodlands behind their lord, who was riding many yards ahead.


  “Many years.” answered the elder soldier. “I’d say fifteen, at least. Our knight was taken on as an orphan at a very young age to be a house servant. His village was destroyed when he was a child. I don’t know all the details.”


  “How does Yuschiev maintain such wealth in Mirros?” Peotr asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “He’s a Traladaran, like us. The Thyatians don’t take kindly to rich Traladarans.”


  “You’re right,” Yuri agreed. “It just goes to show how clever Yuschiev really is.”


  Ahead of them, Grygory nodded to a group of woodcutters and their children who had gathered to watch the passing entourage. They flocked out of their homes, simple wooden structures decorated with flowers in boxes beneath each window.


  “Did you slay any monsters?” squeaked a young lad of perhaps five years.


  “Yes,” Grygory answered confidently. “Three orcs, slain with my sword!” The young children cheered and danced merrily in circles around their parents. The woodcutters, sturdy men and women with rugged, dark-tanned features, were grateful to anyone who helped to keep the forests clear of monsters. “We’ll be in Luln by nightfall, if any of you would like an escort or a message delivered, but please decide quickly. We’ve got to be moving on,” the knight offered from atop his brown and white war-horse.


  “Not today, but thank you, m’lord,” replied one of the woodcutters. He and the others stood watching and waving until the knight and his procession had passed out of sight. The woodcutters had cleared much of this area of the forest, and the stumps of ancient trees littered the forest floor. Soon the Achelos Woods were behind them, and the gentle hills stretched out to the horizon. The land was dotted with a few farmhouses, the fields marked off by low stone fences in the way of these western people.


  “What did you think of our approach this morning, Sergei?” asked the knight of his squire. The latter had been walking along quietly, letting the rhythm of his steps lull him into deep thoughts of home and future. He started when his lord spoke.


  “Uh… our approach, sir.” he asked, gathering his wits.


  “Yes. Could we have done any better down there?”


  “We were successful, m’lord,” the squire answered, shrugging his shoulders. He looked up at the knight, seeking clarification.


  “Indeed we were successful. But could we have been more careful?” Grygory guided his horse through an area of tall grass.


  “Well, sir,” the squire said finally, “we had to consider time.”


  “How so?”


  “We’d been tracking for days, closing the distance on them. If we’d been too cautious, we might have lost them altogether.” The squire struggled through the thick grass, trying to keep up with both his lord and their conversation.


  “Very good, Sergei,” the knight complimented him. “Places such as that usually have many entrances and exits. We could have searched the hilltop for days and not found them all. Since our thief hadn’t stopped for three days, I was convinced that was his destination. If we hadn’t confronted him there, we’d have probably lost him for good.”


  “I see, m’lord,” Sergei replied. The squire walked alongside the knight’s horse, waiting for Grygory to say something more. When he didn’t, Sergei cleared his throat and ventured to continue. “M’lord?”


  “Yes, Sergei?”


  “Are we going to do any more training today.” he asked. Grygory knew what he was leading up to. Sergei had been polishing the knight’s lance morning, noon, and night ever since they left Mirros, all because the knight remarked that they might study its use while they traveled.


  “I don’t think so, Sergei.”


  “But you said—”


  “Yes, I know what I said,” the knight said sternly. Sergei hung his head and continued walking along the path, not meeting his master’s eyes. “I thought we might find time to practice more with the lance if we had to journey farther, but we didn’t, and now we have to get back to Mirros quickly.”


  “I understand,” the squire said glumly, kicking at a stone in his path.


  “We’ll get to the lance soon enough, lad,” Grygory reassured him, reining his mount around an apple orchard at the edge of a small farm. “Sergei’s progress is quite remarkable, wouldn’t you say, Yuri?”


  “What?… Oh, yes, m’lord. I’ve seldom seen the likes of it.” Grygory had caught the older master-at-arms all but asleep on his feet, a skill born of dozens of years of adventuring. Yuri’s acknowledgement did little to brighten the young squire’s mood.


  “Why are we in such a hurry anyway, m’lord?” Sergei asked eventually, glancing up at his master.


  “The baron asked me to get back as soon as I could,” the knight said. “Between you and me, he’s been keeping a close eye on all his knights for several weeks. I think something’s up, but I can’t say exactly what.” Grygory’s words piqued the boy’s interest.


  “You mean we might be going out again soon?” he asked excitedly.


  “Perhaps. I really can’t say for sure.”


  “And will I be going along?”


  “We’ll have to see. It depends on where, and if, we’re going.”


  “And then perhaps we can work with the lance?”


  “Sergei, we’ll work on the lance when it’s time. I’m sorry I brought it up in the first place.” Grygory shook his head and looked back over his shoulder to see Yuri chuckling silently to himself.


  “What if we never get the chance?” Sergei asked anxiously.


  “We’ll get the chance, Sergei. I promise.”


  “You promise?” the squire said, turning to walk backward so he could meet Grygory’s eyes. The boy’s excitement reminded the knight of his own youth.


  “I promise,” he said simply. Sergei let out a yelp and immediately dropped back in the column to brag to the men-at-arms.


  “He’ll hold you to it, you know,” Yuri pointed out, picking up his pace to come alongside the mounted knight.


  “Oh, I know, Yuri,” the knight replied.


  “Do you think we’ll really go back out soon?”


  “Hard to say, but when we get back to Mirros, you’d better make sure all the equipment is in order.”


  “Yes, m’lord,” Yuri replied.


  “M’lord!” Sergei shouted, racing up from behind, looking distressed. “M’lord, Peotr says I’m too small to sit a lance!”


  “I suppose it depends on the lance,” Grygory said matter-of-factly.


  “But—”


  “Let’s not worry about that now, Sergei,” Grygory said to calm him.


  They journeyed on through the bright autumn afternoon. As their shadows began to lengthen behind them, they approached the modest village of Luln, a cluster of wood and thatch buildings overhung with the smoke of a few hundred chimneys. They entered town along the main trail that led to the lands of the halflings behind them and, beyond the village, would take them back to Mirros. Grygory led them to an inn at the edge of town, its windows aglow with warm, inviting light.


  “Anatoli, stable the horse and mule across the street,” he ordered, dismounting and handing Anatoli the reins. “We’ll stay here tonight.” The soldier did as instructed, leading both animals to the stable and digging in his pocket for coins to cover their care and feeding. A young boy rushed out to meet him.


  Grygory and the others walked up onto the boardwalk and through the open main doors. The room and its dozen or so patrons were bathed in the warm light of three separate stone fireplaces. The smell of mead and strong ale met them at the door, as did the delicious scent of simmering stew. The murmur of conversation died somewhat when they entered as heads turned casually in their direction for a moment. Then the patrons returned to their own business—all, that is, except a couple of unkempt soldiers sitting in the corner. Their undone shirts marked them as members of the King’s Guards, Thyatians both of them, and their drunkenness was evidenced by the number of empty bottles that littered their table. These two kept their eyes focused on the newcomers. Grygory noticed them exchanging whispers.


  “Dinner, drinks, or rooms?” A rotund older woman emerged from a back room, wiping her hands on a towel as she approached them.


  “All three, it would seem,” answered Grygory. “Business seems good tonight.”


  “Too good,” she observed, wiping sweat from her brow. “Take the main table there. I’ll be with you in a minute.” They did as she said, occupying the largest oaken table in the room, warmed by a fireplace on the wall at either end. In minutes Anatoli joined them, and soon after the innkeeper brought tankards of ale and piping bowls of stew with corn muffins. Though their rations had been adequate, all six tore into their meals as if they hadn’t eaten in days. Their meal finished, Grygory and Yuri lit their pipes and regaled the others with tales of adventures they had shared together.


  “… and what’s worse,” Yuri concluded a story, “she didn’t even remember where she’d hidden the key!” He downed his last drops of ale and guffawed with the others.


  “Keep it down over there!” shouted one of the guards, slamming his mug against the table. He and his fellow scowled, but Yuri ignored them and kept chortling.


  “Of course, if she’d been a Thyatian,” Yuri added loudly, “she’d have needed help remembering her own name.” His gibe hit its mark, and the Thyatians lurched to their feet, knocking over their chairs, and stumbled forward.


  “Traladaran trash… you’ll learn to respect your betters,” challenged the first, pulling a mailed glove tightly over his fist. Yuri, who had had a good deal of ale himself, fell backward in his chair when he tried to get up, then lay there laughing. Fyodor and Peotr weren’t in much better shape, but they managed to get to their feet. The Thyatians continued to advance until Grygory rose from his chair. The guards stopped short and their eyes grew wide; clearly they’d never seen a Traladaran half a head taller than either of them.


  “Let’s not spoil this nice evening over a few insults,” the knight said calmly, turning to be sure the guards could see the long sword at his belt. Several other customers in the inn scooted their chairs back and stood to make room for the fight they were sure would follow.


  The first Thyatian spat on the floor contemptuously. “Provoke me again,” he shouted, pointing at Yuri on the floor, “and you’ll taste your own blood, Traladaran trash.” He turned to his comrade. “Let’s go.” The pair made their way to the door and out into the dark street.


  The others helped Yuri to his feet. “Good thing they left,” he began, but the rest trailed off into mumbles. Grygory left coins on the table for their food and drinks, then herded his men up the stairs to their rooms. Sergei gave the knight a questioning look on the way up.


  “There’s no honor in slaying drunkards, Sergei,” he explained. “Now get some rest.”


  Their rooms proved to be comfortable, and it was refreshing to sleep in soft beds in warm rooms with walls to shelter them from the wind. Yuri arose early with the others despite his indulgences of the evening before. They ate a breakfast of cinnamon breads and boiled eggs prepared for them by the innkeeper before retrieving the horse and mule and heading south out of the village.


  The countryside south of Luln was somewhat flatter than to the north, with plenty of farms and tilled plots of land. The trail quickly improved to become a full-fledged road, with wide stone paving to accommodate the large wagons of farm country. Milestones helped them keep track of their progress. Swift riders occasionally passed them, and they shared the road with a number of other travelers. The road snaked around the low hills and wound in and out of patches of pine and elm forests. The sun peeked out between swift-moving clouds blown by a chill, late-autumn wind from the northeast.


  As usual, Grygory rode in front, with Sergei walking beside him and the others following. By midday they crested a hill and saw a cluster of gray stone buildings about a mile in front of them. It was Radlebb Keep, which they had passed in the early morning hours three days before.


  “Remember the kobold hunters?” Yuri asked Grygory as they descended down a low hill. The knight could not contain a smile.


  “Tell us, m’lord,” pleaded Sergei, always eager to hear tales of his lord’s previous adventures.


  “There’s not much to tell, really,” Grygory said, tossing his hair to the side and warming his face in the sun.


  “Not much to tell indeed,” said Yuri, who quickened his pace to catch up to the boy. He enjoyed telling stories of past adventures. “You see,” the aging soldier began, “Sir Grygory and I were sent to the fort on the baron’s business. How long ago was that?”


  “I don’t remember,” answered Grygory.


  “Well, it doesn’t matter. Anyway, the place was loaded with overpaid, underworked Thyatians passing themselves off as soldiers. One lout called Marcus and a few of his buddies called themselves kobold hunters. They went out a couple of times a week and flushed kobolds out of the woods. They had hides hanging everywhere inside the fort, remember?”


  “I remember,” Grygory confirmed. “The place stank to high heaven.”


  “Right,” Yuri continued. By this time, the other men-at-arms had also drawn close to hear the story. Sergei hung on every word.


  “So after a few weeks of this, Grygory thought up a plan. We went to a wizardess we both knew. She lives in a cottage just up that way a couple of miles. We gave her a few coins and asked her to make us look like kobolds. It was a bit strange, you understand, letting her cast magic on us like that, but it worked like a charm. You should have seen Sir Grygory—the biggest, ugliest kobold you ever saw!


  “We headed back toward the fort, and, sure enough, out came the kobold hunters. We followed them and waited until Marcus got himself separated from the others, then pounced on him. You should have seen his face.” Yuri paused for a moment to laugh at the recollection. “We roughed him up a bit, stole half his armor from him, and sent him packing. Of course he was livid after that. He stood outside the fort screaming about giant kobolds having attacked him.”


  “I think he’s a captain now,” Grygory said.


  “That doesn’t surprise me,” chortled Yuri.


  “You must remember,” the knight added to Sergei, “that was before I became a knight. Tomfoolery and practical joking like that make interesting stories now, but such things are not becoming to a gentleman. The only way to settle differences between men is through honor and courage.”


  “I know, m’lord,” the youth responded.


  “Of course, if all else fails…” Yuri began, but Grygory shot his companion a narrow glance.


  The road passed in front of the fort at the foot of the hill. Soldiers guarded the heavy iron entrance and patrolled the road itself, carrying the colors of the Karameikan army. Civilians had set up a small market, where merchants hawked everything from candles to dried fruits. The scents of a dozen simmering pots mingled in the air. Pans and other wares banged against each other in the chill winds. Grygory and his entourage passed unhindered and quickly left the frontier fortress behind them.


  The thinly forested, rolling hills of central Karameikos passed by slowly as colder weather approached. The wind stiffened until it literally stripped the leaves from the trees as they passed, swirling them across the road and around their feet. They passed other travelers and small farming communities as darkness approached. They pitched their tents and spent a chilly night camped at the side of the road. At dawn, they broke camp and resumed their pace. This portion of the trail was called the Westron Road, and by the end of the day it would take them all the way to Mirros.


  Traffic on the road increased considerably as the day progressed. Farmers with wagons or herding flocks of goats or geese seemed to be everywhere. Other, more casual travelers, tradesmen and merchants, were also common. The closer they got to the capital, the heavier the traffic became. When the walls of the city finally came into view, there was a steady stream of pedestrians crowding the road. Commerce and trade flourished in Mirros beneath the fluttering banner of King Stefan, which flew proudly above the highest tower of his stronghold.


  They passed through the outer wall without incident, waved through by a short, stout king’s guard who had to use a stool to see over the throng. At this late hour in the day, the gate was clogged with merchants and farmers leading empty wagons back out of the city. Between the outer and inner walls stood cultivated fields of corn and pumpkins to the right and the mysterious foreign district to the left. They saw members of many nations, including a halfling family from the Five Shires, a group of brightly dressed Darokinian merchants, and a stout dwarf with a graying beard and deep-set eyes. The latter held out his fist in greeting the passing knight, and Grygory responded in kind.


  “A friend of yours?” asked Sergei.


  “I’ve traveled pretty widely on the baron’s business,” he replied.


  The inner gate was even more crowded than the outer entrance, and they waited for several minutes while the gatekeepers and passersby helped move aside a wagon with a broken wheel. Once inside the main city, they were nearly swept up in the bustle of activity.


  “We’ve only been gone a few days,” observed Yuri, “but I’d gotten rather fond of the quiet countryside.”


  “The baron says there are more than seventy thousand people living in the city.” Grygory shook his head. “Where are they going to put them all?”


  The group struggled to keep together as best they could as they made their way to the east toward the so-called Lesser Merchant District. Once there, they passed shop after shop lined with goods. Hawkers tried to interest them in jewels and clothes, food and drink. The scent of exotic oils permeated the air. Rolls of exotic tapestries were laid out and covered with trinkets from far-off lands. The Lesser Merchant District welcomed foreign traders and allowed them to show and sell their wares. Most of the local merchants showed their merchandise from windows and balconies of buildings. They turned down a street to the right and then another to the left, and they were in sight of their destination; the walled gardens and residence of Baron Yuschiev and his family.


  The estate was an anomaly in the midst of the busy city, a mansion with lands and buildings that would have looked more at home in the rolling countryside they had just journeyed through. Instead, the house of white plaster and brown timbers pretended to be somewhere that it wasn’t, nestled on three acres of immaculate gardens behind a twelve-foot stone wall in the north end of the busy merchant district.


  Two children played with a leather-stitched ball on the walkway on the top of the outer wall. They stopped when they saw the knight and his companions making their way down the lane.


  “Grygory!” one shouted, a fair-haired lad in a ruffled shirt and blue knickers. “Sir Grygory is back!” The pair danced excitedly and disappeared from view. By the time they reached the heavy portcullis, word of their arrival had preceded them. The great iron gate lifted to allow them to leave the city behind and enter the peaceful estate grounds. A pair of guards, Nickolai and Dmitri, greeted them along with the children.


  “Welcome back, m’lord,” said Dmitri.


  “It’s good to have you all back, sir,” added Nickolai. The two young guards had only recently become squires and were serving in their first responsible capacity. The children had raced down the inner stairs from the top of the surrounding wall and were now skipping around Sir Grygory’s horse and the pack mule, singing and shouting wildly.


  “I bet he slew a dragon!” crowed the young boy.


  “I bet he slew two dragons!” countered the little girl, spinning in place.


  “Did not!”


  “Did too!”


  “Did you slay any dragons?” they finally asked together. They looked up at him from the neatly trimmed lawn, eyes wide.


  “Nothing quite so exciting, I’m afraid,” he replied honestly. “But I’ll have some stories to tell you at dinner tonight!”


  “Yippee!” they cried, jumping up and down and skittering down the lane into the gardens. The lane was made of fine white rock and wound back and forth through the well-tended gardens. Flowering trees and bushes were the estate trademarks, though most of these had already lost their petals and leaves to the approaching winter. Grygory waved to the redheaded gardener, who stood on a stepladder trimming some tall bushes. Her husband stood below, piling the trimmings into neat bundles. Perfectly square hedges lined both sides of the lane, which led into the main courtyard just in front of the main house. Above them, a window burst open, and a young woman in a pale-green gown rushed onto a balcony. She looked down upon Sir Grygory’s troupe in the courtyard and waved. The knight dismounted and bowed low in reply.


  “Grygory! Welcome back!” The familiar, booming voice came from the open front doors. An instant later, out came the baron. He was a middle-aged gentleman, slender, yet firm of build. His well-kept gray beard brushed against his high-necked collar. He wore an embroidered shirt and black pantaloons. “We didn’t expect you so soon!” The baron approached and embraced the knight, then held him at arm’s length by the shoulders. “You came through without injury, I trust?”


  “Not a scratch, m’lord,” Grygory assured him. Servants attended them, including two stableboys, who led the war-horse and pack mule away. The men-at-arms were escorted to the barracks behind the main house. Sergei was greeted by his younger sister, and the two vanished arm-in-arm into the house.


  “I assume your quest was successful?” the baron queried.


  “Completely, sir,” Grygory replied.


  “Excellent! Please come inside. You must be famished. The roast mutton has been simmering all afternoon. It smells so good, I can hardly stand it!” They entered the main foyer, where maids were already lighting candles for the approaching evening. Beyond stood the main parlor.


  “Wine for Sir Grygory!” the baron ordered, and goblets were brought out to them. Above, the young woman they had seen on the balcony hurried to the railing at the top of the stairs.


  “Anastasia,” said the knight, bowing once again.


  “It’s good to have you home, Sir Grygory,” she said, attempting to conceal her pleasure at the knight’s return from her father, the baron. Her obvious delight was not lost on him, however.


  “Perhaps you two would like a few moments together,” the baron said. “I’ll arrange for dinner to be in the banquet hall this evening.”


  “That will hardly be…” Grygory began, but the baron was already gone, shooing servants along before him. Anastasia walked slowly down the carpeted steps, gathering her gown in one hand.


  “I—I’m glad to see you are well,” she said, meeting his eyes for just a second, then looking quickly away.


  “Thank you, m’lady,” Grygory answered. “And now, if you will excuse me, I really must tend to my horse and get cleaned up from our journey.”


  “Will I see you at the banquet?” she asked again, reaching for his hand before he could pull away.


  “I’ll be there,” he replied. She pressed his hand gently, but he offered no encouragement in return. “Good day, m’lady.” He put down his half-full goblet and retreated to the foyer and out into the courtyard. He passed Yuri and Fyodor without saying a word. The two saw Anastasia waving after the knight and exchanged a knowing glance, then entered the house.


  “Good evening, m’lady,” said Yuri.


  “Good evening, m’lady,” repeated Fyodor. “It’s certainly a fine evening for romance, don’t you think?” Yuri elbowed his companion in the ribs, and the pair disappeared inside.
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  Baron Yuschiev’s banquets were noted for excellent food, served with style and originality, and this evening was no exception. Grygory smelled the roasting mutton as soon as he entered the mansion, entering through the servants’ entrance to avoid notice. The tender meat was laid out in the great hall on huge silver trays surrounded with fresh baked pumpernickel and rye, steamed carrots, potatoes, peas, and corn, plus raspberry and blueberry tarts for dessert. The entire room was filled with lords, knights, merchants, and ladies dressed in finery only the wealthy could afford. Grygory wore his breastplate and a clean set of black tights and ruffled shirt. Elven magician acrobats entertained the throng, making hoops hover in the air, then leaping through them. An enormous fire blazed in the granite fireplace. People had to shout to be heard over the general festivities.


  Grygory entered the hall from the kitchen and scanned the room. He spotted Anastasia seated off to the left. He went to the right.


  “Sir Grygory!” he heard behind him, then felt a tremendous thump between his shoulder blades.


  “Sir Leonid!” he choked out as soon as he had caught his breath and turned around. Sir Leonid shoved a large goblet of mead into his hand. Leonid was slightly older and shorter than Grygory, quite stocky, and noted for his tremendous strength.


  “Your mission was a great success, I hear. You honor this house.” Leonid gestured around him, spilling from his own goblet of mead without taking notice. “Pray have a drink with me, sir knight—to past glories and glories yet to come!” He hoisted his mug and drained it; Grygory took a modest sip. Leonid wiped the mead from his beard with his sleeve. “Your arrival has been noticed, sir knight,” he said, gesturing toward the hall with his head. Grygory saw the baron standing at the head of the main table, waving toward him.


  “Enjoy, sir knight,” Grygory offered, artfully dodging through the crowd.


  “I’m already enjoying, sir knight!” Leonid replied, roaring with laughter. Grygory made his way toward the front of the room with difficulty, excusing himself as he pushed past people, stopping to greet his many acquaintances and wishing them well. By the time he reached the head table, the baron was shaking his head in mock exasperation.


  “I’ve gotten in to see King Stefan faster than this!” he announced to the attentive crowd, and they laughed and applauded. “Seriously,” he continued, raising his hands to quiet the room. “Seriously, this banquet is to celebrate life and love, but also to honor Sir Grygory, who has once again served me well. He has returned to me a token of my adventuresome youth, an amulet that is of little monetary value, but which has special meaning to me.”


  The baron turned to Grygory and clasped his hand. “As you know, the amulet was stolen from the jeweler’s quarters, where I was having it set with new stones. Now that it’s back, the jeweler has finished his work!” The throng ooohed and aaahed as the baron let the amulet fall from his hand to dangle by its chain from his outstretched hand. The light from the fires danced on its gold and silver surface, reflecting off half a dozen fine diamonds mounted along its edge.


  “Behold the Amulet of the Marches! To Traladara!” the baron shouted, holding his mug high.


  “To Traladara!” the crowd answered in kind, and everyone in the room raised their goblets and drained them. Grygory grabbed up a mug of ale to join in, wiping the froth away from his mustache and beard with his sleeve.


  “The amulet goes to the protector of our northern villages. Sir Leonid, come forward!” From across the room came a crash, followed by laughter from the crowd. Grygory strained to see the somewhat intoxicated Sir Leonid stand from where he had fallen out of his chair, then stagger from table to table toward the head table. An elven magician tagged along behind the large knight, mocking his drunkenness, much to the delight of the crowd.


  “Here—here I am, m’lord baron, sir,” the knight stammered, holding himself up by leaning on two chairs before his noble lord. “You honor me, m’lord,” he said thickly, concluding with a mighty belch that shook the rafters.


  “As protector of the North, take this amulet and wear it in my service!” the baron said in his most stately tone.


  “Thank you, m’lord!” Leonid said loudly, forcing the baron to turn away from his foul breath as he placed the amulet around his neck. The crowd cheered as the baron and knight waved. Grygory wondered if Leonid would remember the event in the morning.


  Grygory spent the rest of the evening dodging Anastasia, ducking into and out of conversations to avoid her. Finally he located Yuri and Fyodor, who had bathed and donned clean clothes for the occasion, and stuck to them like glue. He drank sparingly but ate his fill, exchanging casual conversation with his companions.


  “Who are those blokes?” asked Fyodor, noting a pair of messengers speaking with the baron at the head table. The pair were filthy and unkempt, conspicuously underdressed for the occasion.


  “Riders from Rugalov, I’d wager,” speculated Yuri. “I’ve heard that the baron’s doing more and more business in the East. Apparently things are going well.”


  “The baron is extending his influence greatly,” Grygory concurred. “I’ll wager he’ll be the most influential Traladaran in this kingdom before long.”


  “To Yuschiev!” Yuri toasted, raising his mug.


  “To Traladara!” Grygory added, and the three drank heartily. They watched as the baron and messengers continued to confer. Finally the unkempt pair hurried out as quickly as they had come. The festivities continued uninterrupted.


  “Sir Grygory.” Yuri pointed across the hall to where Anastasia was making her way through the crowd toward them.


  Grygory emptied his mug and set in on a nearby table. “Tell her I had to tend to my horse.”


  “Again?” Fyodor asked.


  “Just tell her. Meet me in the back courtyard in the morning.” With that, he quickly pushed through the revelers toward the east wing doors, leaving the din of the banquet behind.
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  Weeks passed by, and winter’s icy grip took a firmer hold in Mirros. Winters in Karameikos were never as fierce as Grygory had seen in lands farther to the north, but already two morning frosts had greeted early risers in Mirros.


  Activities at House Yuschiev continued as normal. The baron remained active with political and business interests, and visiting dignitaries kept the servants occupied. Sergei’s training continued on into the colder weather, under the astute supervision of Grygory.


  “You mean I have to learn to use this?” Sergei questioned, accepting the wooden quarterstaff that Peotr handed him. Yuri and Grygory had joined them in the back courtyard at midmorning.


  “It’s important to learn to use the quarterstaff,” insisted Grygory. “If you lose your sword and have to improvise a weapon, a quarterstaff, or a close substitute, is usually easy to come by.”


  “But I’m freezing!” the boy insisted, puffing his steaming breath into the air. He wrapped his arms tightly around himself and stomped his feet in the gravel.


  “Nonsense,” retorted Yuri. “It’s a fine Kaldmont morning. You should be glad winter is finally here.” Yuri reveled in cold weather. This morning he wore only a shirt and vest, whereas the others all had jackets or cloaks. “When you’re my age, the cold air reminds you you’re alive!”


  “I’ll take your word for it,” Sergei replied dubiously. “But I’d rather practice with the sword, m’lord,” he added with a sidelong glance at the knight.


  “The more weapons you are familiar with, the better off you’ll be,” Grygory insisted. “We’ll work with the quarterstaff until noon, then continue with the sword in the afternoon. Agreed?”


  “Agreed,” Sergei sighed.


  “Peotr, let him take a few whacks at you,” Grygory said.


  The young man-at-arms donned a padded helmet, made from sackcloth lined with wool, and thick gloves, then took up his own quarterstaff and approached the squire.


  “You hold it like this.” Peotr adjusted Sergei’s hands, and the youth paid careful attention. “We’ll start with the overhead swing.” He backed up and demonstrated, then Sergei imitated the maneuver.


  “Not quite,” Peotr said patiently. “Start a little higher and swing across and through, like this.” Again Sergei attempted to duplicate Peotr’s motions. Although the end of the staff scuffed a bit of gravel, he did a fairly creditable job. “Good. Now take a swing at me.”


  Grygory had chosen Peotr especially for this morning’s practice. Peotr had always shown exceptional ability with the quarterstaff, perhaps even more so than the knight. Grygory wanted Sergei to always learn from the best, even if it wasn’t himself.


  Sergei and Peotr sparred for more than an hour, the man-at-arms teaching the squire some new techniques and letting the youth try them out on him, all under the watchful eyes of the knight and the older soldier. Sergei managed to strike Peotr on the knuckles once with a blow that, save for the instructor’s heavy glove, would have smashed his fingers. By lunchtime, the sparring had taken on a steady rhythm and had attracted the usual audience of children.


  “He’s coming along nicely, m’lord,” Peotr commented. He leaned his quarterstaff against a nearby tree and doffed his gloves and helmet. Despite the cool air, he had worked up a heavy sweat beneath his woolen cloak.


  “He’s taken to your instruction well,” Grygory replied, pleased. “Sergei, how do you feel?”


  “I’m a bit sore,” he confessed. “The quarterstaff requires using different muscles than the sword.” The youth stretched his arms and back.


  “You’ll be all right,” Grygory assured the youth. “Let’s get something to eat.” They adjourned to the kitchens, where the cooks and other servants were preparing for another banquet. There they found Fyodor inspecting their progress, sampling whenever he found the chance, getting his hand slapped more often than not. The warriors tried to keep out of the way of the kitchen staff as best they could. They managed to collect some day-old bread, a few apples, and some cheese, then returned to the courtyard. They washed the food down with sweet cider. After lunch, Grygory and Yuri filled their pipes and leaned against a tree trunk, blowing smoke rings into the air.


  Once their meals had settled, they returned to practice. As promised, the afternoon training was with the sword, with Grygory himself as instructor. They used a pair of tarnished long swords, nicked and dulled from hours of use.


  Sergei was already quite accomplished with the sword, so very little instruction in basic techniques was necessary. Grygory knew Sergei had reached the point where what he needed most was practice with someone better than he was. As Grygory sparred with the youth, he showed him some methods of attack that he’d never seen before and let him react to them. They fenced for no more than five minutes at a time, then took a few minutes to rest before resuming. The ring of steel on steel delighted the children, who observed for a while, then gathered sticks to serve as pretend swords and chased each other through the frozen gardens.


  “What was that maneuver?” Sergei said, panting. He backed away from the knight before asking his question.


  “I’m not sure it has a name,” Grygory said, looking to Yuri for confirmation.


  “None that I’ve ever heard of,” the elder soldier confessed.


  “Anyway, it consists of a parry behind the head while turning toward the shield hand.” The knight demonstrated slowly. “It would be more useful if I had a dagger in this hand.”


  “When can we start training with two weapons?” Sergei asked, leaning on his sword.


  “Two weapons after the first of the year, then horsemanship in the springtime.” The knight could see disappointment in his squire’s eyes. “Don’t be impatient, Sergei. We’ll have plenty of time this winter to work with two weapons. You’re making good progress.”


  Sergei’s face brightened. “Thank you, m’lord.”


  “That will be enough for today,” Grygory announced. “Thank you, Yuri, Fyodor. Let’s get ourselves cleaned up for tonight, shall we?”


  The same group, newly cleaned and dressed, reassembled for dinner a short time later at the doors of the great banquet hall. They made their way to their traditional spot, at the far end of the large right-hand table. Grygory had chosen it to keep distance between himself and Anastasia.


  “You know,” said Fyodor, pulling out his high-backed wooden chair, “if you’d just marry the woman, she’d spend a lot less time looking for you. It worked for me!”


  “Very funny, Fyodor,” Grygory countered. “Come to think of it, I hear the guards are looking for some late-night help.”


  “Point taken, m’lord,” Fyodor, replied, and the others chuckled.


  More guests assembled slowly. The night’s affair wouldn’t be a large gathering. Serving boys brought around trays of ale and mead in heavy crockery steins. The four companions partook of heady drafts and passed the time with idle chitchat about weapons and other knightly concerns.


  After several minutes, a messenger approached their table. “Sir Grygory, your attendance is requested by the baron in his chambers.” Grygory glanced at the head table and saw that the baron was uncharacteristically late. He downed his remaining ale and rose to his feet.


  “Please excuse me, gentlemen,” he said.


  “Do you want us to come with you?” asked Yuri.


  “I’m sure it’s nothing urgent. When the servants come around with bread, grab a roll or two for me.” With that, he was gone.


  The baron’s personal chambers consisted of several rooms on the second floor of the east wing. He had a library and study, his own private bath, and a large bedroom with its own balcony. Grygory had been there a few times before, but rarely was it an occasion to receive good news, so he mentally prepared himself for the worst. When he arrived, a butler ushered him into the study, where he found the baron with the two messengers he’d seen at the earlier banquet a couple of weeks ago. The messengers stood, but the baron remained seated at his desk, holding his forehead in his hand.


  “M’lord sent for me?” Grygory inquired.


  “Yes. Please sit down.” Baron Yuschiev was clearly disturbed about something. His usual jovial demeanor was gone, replaced by a scowl and worry lines. He held a scroll clutched in one hand. “How familiar are you with my dealings in the eastern part of the kingdom, Sir Grygory?”


  The knight was taken aback by the baron’s formal manner. “Not a great deal, m’lord, other than to say I’ve heard you have had recent dealings with the lords in charge of logging and farming villages along the Rugalov River Valley.” Grygory didn’t make it a habit to check on the baron’s business, but he had overheard such references in idle conversations.


  “Not exactly, Grygory,” the baron continued. “I’ve been doing more than simply cultivating closer ties with those communities. As you know, they are Traladaran villages with Traladaran leaders. We’ve been steadily colonizing the upper Rugalov Valley, building villages that have prospered. I and others like me would like to see part of this kingdom become a place where Traladarans can be Traladarans, not the lackeys of Thyatian masters.”


  “I see,” said Grygory. “Then the king knows nothing of this.”


  “No, to the best of my knowledge, he still doesn’t.” The baron stood and moved to his map table. Several large maps had been unrolled, the curled edges held down with decorative marble stones. “But there has been trouble there.”


  “Trouble, m’lord?” Grygory gazed over his lord’s shoulder at the unrolled maps.


  “We received word a few weeks ago that marauders were causing trouble there.” He pointed to the map. “I sent Sir Leonid with twenty men to investigate, but I’ve recently been informed that they were wiped out.” The baron grabbed a small black bag from the corner of his desk and undid the drawstring, dumping the contents onto the table. It was the Amulet of the Marches, or what was left of it. The chain had been cut, the diamonds pried out of their settings, and the rest smashed and gouged. “This would seem to prove that Sir Leonid has been slain.”


  The pair stood silently for a moment. The Baron crushed the scroll in his hand.


  “Sir Grygory, those villages must be protected, and the marauders, whoever they are, driven off or destroyed. I’ve decided to send you with another twenty men-at-arms. Seek out these marauders and put an end to their raiding once and for all.”


  “Yes, m’lord,” Grygory said. The Baron held out his ring, and the knight knelt to kiss it. “I will not fail you,” he added and hurried from the study to seek out his companions.


  Chapter 3
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  The castle of King Stefan Karameikos rested on the highest hill in Mirros, offering the ruler a commanding view of the many districts of his city. On a clear day, he could see beyond these all the way to Mirror Bay and the great Sea Gates. But this morning was marked by a chilly mist and drizzle, cutting visibility to a fraction of a mile.


  Grygory made his way south through the merchant district. He noted that the normally busy streets and markets were not crowded as usual, probably due to the weather. The relatively few people who ventured into the city covered themselves with cloaks and coats, their breath forming a white cloud at eye level. Despite the chill rain, commerce continued beneath awnings and makeshift tents. No trader worth his salt would cease business merely because of unfavorable weather. Grygory stopped at a cart with yellow-and-red-striped awning and purchased an apple from a vendor.


  “Thank you, sir, and good morning to you!” the merchant said, tossing the copper coin once in his hand before depositing it in a tin box.


  “You’re welcome,” Grygory replied, “and good morning to you.” The dawn had come quickly, and Grygory had not eaten yet. After his discussion with the baron, he had returned to the banquet and gathered his companions. They spent the night assembling a large number of mules and, with the help of the already taxed kitchen staff, loaded them down with rations for twenty-six: Grygory, Sergei, his four men-at-arms, and twenty additional soldiers from the baron.


  He recalled discussing the situation with Yuri and expressing concern about the paltry number of men.


  “A mixed bag, to boor, I’m led to understand.”


  “I’d much rather have handpicked them for this mission, Yuri,” he mused, “but we’re in too much of a hurry for that.”


  He put Yuri in charge of finishing with preparations, then excused himself just before dawn, went to his chambers to get a dry cloak, and ventured out the front gate into the damp city.


  “You’ll never get him to come with us,” he remembered Fyodor pointing out pessimistically. History told him that Fyodor was right, but he had to try anyway.


  As he passed through the Merchant District into the Old Quarter, the character of the city changed. The multistory buildings of the merchants, decorated richly with wares to attract the eye of the passing customers, gave way to low, ramshackle one- and two-story structures, packed closely together. The streets became narrow and unpaved, sloppy with slick mud in the early morning rain. The tempting smells of cooking food and exotic oils were left behind, replaced by the smell of rotting vegetables and an occasional whiff of raw sewage.


  Grygory knew that this area of the city, although poor, at least wasn’t rife with crime as was the Nest district. A family could live comfortably in the Old Quarter and not fear for their lives at the hands of ruffians and thieves.


  Slowly the knight made his way through the alleys and streets, past the small stone ovens at the corners and the unfortunate homeless huddled around them. He hardly needed to look for street signs, since he had made this journey many times before. He turned left down a particularly narrow alley and made his way to a cloth-hung entrance at the rear of a monastery. He tugged on the bellpull. The muffled jingling managed to roust someone from inside the monastery.


  “What do you want?” came a voice from beyond the heavy burlap door. The concealed figure cleared its throat loudly. Grygory knew that many residents of the monastery were not accustomed to speaking often.


  “I’ve come to see Brother Mikhail,” Grygory announced. “Tell him it’s Grygory.” He intentionally omitted his knightly title.


  “I’ll find him,” the voice answered. “Wait there.” Grygory heard feet shuffle off into the depths of the building, then silence. He pulled his hood forward over his face to block the rain. He nodded slightly to two wet passersby who made their way past him down the narrow alley. A baby cried incessantly in the distance. Stray cats picked through the garbage. After a few moments, he heard activity inside the monastery, and the burlap door was parted by a gnarled, dirty hand. As the rain began to pelt down harder, the knight entered the darkened monastery gratefully.


  “Follow me,” said the dark form of the monk. Grygory knew the way. The Monks of St. Kruskiev were noted for their candle-making skills, and Grygory could smell the melted wax through the corridors. At one point, they passed through a dimly lit room where thousands of candles hung in pairs by their uncut wicks from wooden dowels. They passed dimly lit rooms where small groups of brothers chanted or meditated silently. Grygory moved as quietly as he could.


  His escort stopped at a thin wooden door propped against a doorframe, its hinges long since broken, and whispered, “Brother Mikhail, a gentleman to see you.” He ushered Grygory inside a windowless room illuminated by a single candle. Within were three hooded monks, seated at a low wooden table. Each was copying from a separate scroll onto a blank page, scratching away with a tattered feather pen. Only one looked up as the knight entered, his face still shadowed within his deep hood. He gestured for Grygory to sit beside him.


  “Greetings, old friend,” Mikhail whispered. It was a rule of the monastery to never speak at normal volume.


  “Hello, Mikhail,” Grygory returned the greeting. “Are you well?”


  “Very well, thank you.” The monk pushed back his hood, revealing grim features and graying, bowl-cut hair. Mikhail had changed a great deal since their childhood, but if Grygory concentrated, he could still see the smiling face of his long-time friend. “We should go somewhere else so that my brothers can continue their work.”


  Grygory stood and helped Mikhail to his feet. The monk grabbed a worn, wooden crutch leaning against the table, wedged it beneath his shoulder, and hobbled out the door.


  “Damn orcs,” Grygory muttered under his breath so his friend couldn’t hear. The ghastly wound Mikhail had suffered when their village was sacked by marauding orcs had never healed properly. One of his legs was severely bent and shorter than the other, and the injury had stunted his growth. Whereas Mikhail had been larger than Grygory when they were boys, now the knight stood more than a head taller than his monk friend.


  “What brings you to St. Kruskiev? I’m sure the baron has plenty of servants to fetch candles.”


  Grygory chuckled. “You know why I’m here. It’s the same reason I always come.”


  “Then you know the same answer I always give.” The monk led them out a doorway to a courtyard in the middle of the monastery with a few spindly trees and shrubs. He hobbled to a bench beneath a narrow awning and sat down. “My work is here, not off in the wilderness someplace with you.”


  “We could really use your magic, especially this time.” Grygory took a seat beside his friend. “The monastery would still be here when you returned.” Mikhail pursed his lips and shook his head. “I know the abbot often allows such trips for his monks.”


  “No… it wouldn’t be right,” Mikhail said, staring off into space, not meeting the knight’s eyes.


  “It wouldn’t be right for whom? You or the monastery?” Grygory asked accusingly.


  Mikhail ignored the question.


  “Look at me!” The knight grabbed his friend by the shoulders and turned his face toward him. “I know you have taken vows, Mikhail, and I respect them. But you can’t spend your entire life here!” He realized he had raised his voice to a level seldom heard inside the monastery. Mikhail looked at him with wide eyes.


  “You forget that I am lame,” he whispered finally. “I would slow you down.”


  “Lame or not, you can sit a horse. That’s no excuse.”


  The friends stared at each other for a moment. Finally Grygory released the monk’s shoulders, rose to his feet, and regained his composure.


  “We leave from House Yuschiev this evening, just after dark. I could use your help.” Grygory drew his hood up and returned the way they had come, leaving his friend sitting alone in the courtyard in the drizzling rain.
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  By the time Grygory returned to the estate grounds of the Yuschiev family, it was approaching midday. He was famished and decided to stop at the kitchens first, where he managed to find some sausage and bread left over from breakfast. He warmed the former on a plate over the ovens, then ate alone in the great hall. Once his belly was full, exhaustion overcame him. He made his way to his chambers and lay down to sleep. He knew there was no need to tell someone to awaken him; he was so on edge over his new mission that he would never oversleep.


  He slept until late afternoon. Newly rested, he gathered his personal belongings. He packed sparingly, a few shirts and trousers, undergarments, and an extra pair of boots. He packed his pipe and a small bag of dried cloves in his vest. His armor and other fighting gear were never kept in his sleeping chambers. He was certain Sergei already had those packed onto a mule. Finished, he left the chamber door open so the servants could straighten it at their leisure.


  Outside, the rain had finally subsided. He hoisted his single bag over one shoulder and entered the bustling stables. Inside, the noise of a dozen complaining mules made it almost impossible to hear. He spotted Yuri and Fyodor at the far end of the stables, wrestling with a particularly stubborn animal. Sergei stood beside the beast, trying to strap on a small cask of water.


  “Hold still, damn you!” Yuri shouted, standing at the head of the animal, holding its harness tightly.


  “Don’t make it kick me!” shouted Fyodor from the other end.


  “Got it!” announced Sergei, stepping back. The other two let go of the animal as it started to kick vigorously with its rear legs. Quickly they escaped from the stall to avoid the foul-tempered beast.


  “Well done,” Grygory complimented them. “I see you have most of the mules ready to go. Is my horse ready?” He looked around the busy stables, then hung his bag over the edge of a stall.


  “Yes, m’lord,” answered Sergei. “One of the stableboys took him out for a walk. All the confusion here was starting to bother him.” Grygory could see that the boy was exhausted. His eyes were bloodshot, and he took quick breaths. He was wearing the same clothes he had worn the night before. So did the others, for that matter, but the older men were used to giving up sleep and showed its effects to a far lesser extent.


  “Your tents and equipment are packed, m’lord,” Sergei said. “Is there anything else you require of me?”


  “No,” he replied. “Get some rest, Sergei. We won’t leave for a few hours yet. The squire quickly hurried from the stables.


  “When will the rest of the troops arrive?” Grygory asked Yuri.


  “The baron is sending five of his own men with us. Guards, mostly—Joshkia and several of his charges. And, of course, you’ve got the four of us,” he added, referring to himself, Fyodor, Peotr, and Anatoli.


  “None could hope to stand against our might,” joked the knight. They made their way between the heavily burdened animals to the back of the stables. Bags of biscuits and more casks of water stood ready for loading.


  “The rest of the men-at-arms are coming piecemeal from other lords, I understand,” Yuri offered. “I really can’t speak for their quality, m’lord.” He hoisted a cask and Fyodor tied it into place. This mule was much more agreeable. “They should be arriving over the next couple of hours. The baron told me their gear will arrive separately to avoid suspicion.”


  Grygory nodded. That’s why they planned to leave after sunset as well—to avoid prying eyes. The king’s spies were everywhere in the city. If possible, they were to get out of Mirros without drawing attention. The Thyatians were wary enough of Traladarans, much less a small army moving under a Traladaran banner.


  The other members of their party began to arrive. To Grygory, they generally appeared to be good men, some of them with enough gray in their hair or beards to be veterans. Several others were quite young. He recognized some from his visits to other Traladaran lords in the city. Others were guards who had accompanied guests to some of the baron’s many banquets.


  Gradually the men and their gear assembled as the rain turned to a light drizzle and then stopped altogether. The troops gathered in the rear courtyard, greeting each other with muffled voices. Fyodor had them pack their heavier equipment onto the mules. Grygory kept his distance. He knew the men would want further explanation of where they were going, but he couldn’t risk giving them a full briefing until they were well under way. Thyatians were noted for using bribes and spies to find out what they wanted to know.


  By sunset, they had all arrived, twenty men-at-arms plus Grygory’s personal retinue of five. The mules were led out of the stables and up to the main gate along with the knight’s war-horse.


  “Yuri, get a dozen more horses,” Grygory instructed. “We may need them to send messages or to put out scouts.” The old campaign veteran complied, and the extra horses were led from the stables into the chill evening air. No one in the expedition wore arms or armor; instead, they wore hooded cloaks to conceal their identities.


  “We’re all ready to go, m’lord,” Fyodor announced finally.


  “There’s a lone rider at the gate, m’lord,” Nikolai called from the top of the gate wall. “Should I let him in?”


  “We’re all accounted for,” said Yuri worriedly, but Grygory smiled and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.


  “No cause to worry,” the knight said softly, then called back, “Open the gate!” Nickolai and Dmitri turned the heavy gears that drew up the gate. Grygory and his companions had made their way through the soldiers and mules by the time it was fully raised. Outside was a single cloaked rider, mounted bareback on a pony, holding a worn, wooden crutch under one arm.


  “Mikhail,” whispered Fyodor.


  “Welcome, Brother. I—” the knight began, then stopped as the rider thrust his arm out from within his robes and presented a small flattened scroll.


  “Here!” he whispered loudly.


  “I had to do it, Mikhail,” Grygory explained.


  “Why can’t you just leave me alone?” The monk drew back his hood and strained to raise his voice.


  “I need you and your magic.”


  “So you bought my services. Is that it?”


  “The abbot is a wise man,” Grygory pointed out. “The baron made a generous donation to the monastery, it’s true, but I’m the one who recommended that you come with us.”


  “Bought like a common animal!” The monk shook his bare head in disgust. Grygory approached him, stroking the pony’s head and whispering to his old friend.


  “I suppose I must be a constant irritant to you, Mikhail,” he explained, “but my need for your powers is genuine. Many Traladaran lives depend on us. I hope you understand, but even if you don’t, you’re still coming with us.” With that, he snatched the scroll out of the monk’s hand and turned toward the others.


  “Peotr, escort Brother Mikhail to the middle of the line and stay beside him at all times.” The monk remained silent as the instructions were carried out. Yuri gave the knight a questioning glance.


  “What is it?” Grygory asked him.


  “Nothing,” replied Yuri.


  “Prepare the column,” the knight announced, and his comrades quickly obeyed. Hurried instructions were passed among the group in hushed voices. Grygory and Fyodor had devised a plan to lead the animals and men along three different routes through the Merchant District to the north gate. They hoped to avoid suspicion, or at the very least, to hide their true numbers from any witnesses. At this time of evening, there were still plenty of people on the streets of Mirros, and mules and horses would not normally draw a great deal of attention, but Grygory wanted to take as few chances as possible.


  “M’lord?” Yuri said cautiously, adjusting his cloak more tightly around his thick shoulders. “These men are going to be pretty tired by the time we get across the river.” He eyed his knight with the knowing glance that he often used when he figured he had to gently convey his concerns. It was a look Grygory knew well.


  “I know, Yuri,” he answered, “but time is critical. The forces that put Sir Leonid to the sword are still out there, probably cutting down more villagers as we speak. We have to put the men to a forced march to make good time.”


  “How many days?”


  “Just until we get beyond the river and into the forests. After that we can travel at a more sensible pace. I want to put some distance behind us quickly. There could be many eyes on us, Yuri. I don’t want them to see much. If we exhaust the men, it’s better early on than later. It’s a chance I’m willing to take.”


  “Understood, m’lord,” Yuri said, bowing his head deferentially to the younger knight. Grygory could see he was still troubled, but he was first and foremost a good soldier. He would do what he was told.


  “Okay, let’s go.”


  Yuri led the first group through the gates of the Yuschiev estate. With him were three soldiers, each leading two horses, and two of the mules. The knight watched them until they turned the corner and were out of sight. Next went Anatoli, with two men-at-arms, again each with two horses, and one mule. Grygory spaced the groups about five minutes apart. When Peotr led the pony forward, Grygory noticed that Mikhail had covered his head with his hood once more. The knight sent them along behind the others. It was nearly an hour before the last group—consisting of two men-at-arms, with Sergei leading a mule and Grygory’s war-horse—was ready to go.


  “Halav’s speed!” Dmitri called out to them as the heavy gears were set back into motion.


  “Thank you,” Grygory acknowledged.


  The clouds blocked the moonlight, making it a particularly dark night in the streets of Mirros. Their way was lit only by occasional torches set in front of businesses or those carried by passersby. Though they had packed lanterns, Grygory decided not to use them until they were beyond the city walls, to avoid calling attention to their movements.


  The knight led his party through familiar alleyways and streets to the North Road gate. The guards there wouldn’t close the gate for several hours yet, since plenty of country folk were still coming and going with carts and oxen. Grygory watched the king’s gate guards as they passed, but they didn’t seem to notice them. Beyond the gate, they followed the darkened North Road through the noisy Foreign Quarter and through the outer wall gate. Once more Grygory noted no special attention being given them by the guards. He maintained their pace until they were well beyond the city, then turned off the road into a lightly wooded area. He found Yuri and all the others at the agreed-upon spot.


  “All went well?” Yuri asked.


  “Apparently so,” he replied. The small clearing was bright with the unpacked lanterns, illuminating men-at-arms donning their leather tunics and strapping on weapons amid the gray, lifeless trees.


  “Anatoli had something to report,” Yuri added. “Anatoli,” he called. The tall soldier was bending over the stump of a fallen tree, lacing a boot. “Come and repeat to Sir Grygory what you told me.”


  “Aye,” he replied, his feet shuffling through the fallen leaves as he approached. “We were going down the tanner’s row and through the alley between the rug importers as we planned, when I noticed we were being followed.”


  “By whom?” Grygory asked, worried.


  “I wasn’t sure, ’cause it was good and dark back there. I didn’t want to panic the two new men I was with.”


  “A wise precaution,” the knight said.


  “Anyway, we kept going until we hit the North Road. There were more people there and quite a bit more light, and I thought we’d lost our follower. But when we were going through the Foreign Quarter, I spotted him again.”


  “What did he look like?” Yuri asked.


  “It was still pretty dark, and he was wearing dark clothes. I’m pretty sure he was human or elven by the size of him. He was keeping a close eye on us, that’s for sure.”


  Grygory pondered a moment. “There are lots of thieves out at this hour.”


  “That could be it, m’lord,” Anatoli agreed, “but I figured a thief would have either come in close to pick a pocket or he would have ignored us.”


  “You’re right,” Grygory said. “I don’t think a common thief would have tracked you so far and not made any attempt to lift your purses. You didn’t lose anything, did you?”


  “No, m’lord,” Anatoli replied, reaching for his purse. The three of them chuckled.


  “Well, there’s no need to panic,” Grygory said, “but we should keep an eye on our rear. Yuri?”


  “Done, m’lord,” he responded obediently.


  “Good. Are we about ready to get under way?”


  “I’d say in just a few minutes, m’lord,” Yuri answered. “A few of the men are still getting their gear together.”


  “Fine.” Grygory adjusted his jerkin. “I’ll ride at the lead. Peotr will come with me. Yuri, put ten men-at-arms behind us, then yourself and the monk, then the ten remaining men, with Fyodor and Anatoli at the rear.”


  “Yes, m’lord.” Yuri began to organize the men, dividing them into groups of ten, helping them with their equipment. Then he led the monk’s pony between the groups he had formed. The monk rode silently, his hood still hiding his face. Grygory thought he looked like a specter in the flickering torchlight, a faceless ghoul astride a ridiculously small mount.


  “Keep an eye on him, Yuri,” Grygory ordered.


  “You can count on it, m’lord,” Yuri replied.


  “How many hours to Krakatos?” the knight asked.


  Yuri looked around at the men, scratching his gray beard. “They look like a pretty healthy lot. I’d say we can make it by shortly after dawn if we travel all night.”


  “We probably should, don’t you think?” Grygory quizzed.


  “How do you figure, m’lord?”


  “I’d like to get as many miles between us and whoever is tracking us as I can.”


  “You know, m’lord,” Yuri observed, “if someone really is trying to keep an eye on us, he’s probably using magic. Remember that sorcerer with the crystal ball?” Grygory recalled the incident. “That bugger had us pegged for weeks without ever leaving his tower.” The veteran soldier shuddered at the thought.


  “You’re right,” Grygory agreed. “Brother Mikhail, do you have any magic that could tell us if we’re being watched magically?” The monk still hadn’t moved or taken any noticeable interest in their conversation. The knight softened his voice. “Mikhail?”


  At first the monk made no response. Then he spoke softly. “Yes, I can divine if we’re being observed.” He pulled his hands from where they were folded into the opposite sleeves and pushed his hood back around his neck. To Grygory, he looked less pale than he had in the monastery.


  “We could use the help,” Grygory added, smiling. Yuri grinned, then backed away.


  “Still squeamish when it comes to magic, Yuri?” Grygory teased.


  “I’ll stick to soldiering, thank you, m’lord.”


  Mikhail pulled a chain from inside the neck of his robe and pulled out a simple silver medallion. In the dancing light from the many lanterns, Grygory couldn’t see clearly, but he knew it was the holy symbol of the monastery, the dove and sword. The monk touched the medallion to his lips, then the right and left palms, and mumbled to himself with his eyes closed. The knight looked up at the few stars he could see between the branches and slow-moving clouds. He’d seen a great deal of magic in his time. He knew that priestly magic was never as loud or overt as wizardly magic, which tended toward pyrotechnics and lightning bolts. The magic that called upon the Immortals was more subtle. He wasn’t sure which he really preferred.


  After a moment, the monk repeated the ritual, then replaced the medallion inside his robes and opened his eyes.


  “Well?” Grygory asked.


  “There are no magical eyes watching us here,” he assured the knight.


  “You’re certain?” For answer, the monk simply tilted his bowl-cut head and glared at the knight. “Right. Well, thank you. That information may save lives.”


  “You’re welcome, Sir Grygory.” Mikhail replaced his hood and sat again silently.


  “Yuri, are we ready to move out?” the knight asked.


  “Yes, m’lord,” he replied. Yuri approached the others again, took the pony’s reins in hand, and walked it to the midpoint of the column.


  “Advance,” ordered the knight, and the entire procession followed his lead. Beyond the clearing, Grygory found the trail he planned to follow. He knew it would lead them through the sparse woods to the King’s Road just before they reached the village of Krakatos. If there were no magical eyes watching them, he reasoned, he could keep other eyes from them as well.


  Grygory knew this particular path well. He had used it many times in the past to move unnoticed out of Mirros to the north. It was marvelously secluded, far from farms and other settlements, used during the day by woodsmen and hunters. The baron usually wanted him to keep out of the public’s view, since the activities of Traladaran knights were often observed by King Stefan’s agents. Grygory suspected that their exit from the city had already been reported, but now he might be able to vanish into the wilderness.


  The troop moved along quietly through the darkest hours of the night. The lights of their lanterns cast myriads of shadows through the gray tree trunks and branches. Grygory occasionally looked back over his shoulder at the procession. Aside from himself and Mikhail, they were all on foot, leading the mules and other horses. Some of the new arrivals were quite young, he noted, a couple of them sporting thin beards for probably the first time. The knight thought back to his own days as a young squire in the service of the Yuschiev family, conjuring pleasant memories that entertained him as they plodded forward.


  He kept up a steady pace along the path, and the soldiers never slowed behind him. It was his intention to reach Krakatos and cross the river to the forests beyond before stopping to rest. Their path emerged from the woods and met up with the stone-paved King’s Road just as the first hints of morning light danced in the skies before them. The cool wind from the south that seemed to propel them also brushed the clouds away, revealing a canopy of early morning stars. Before another hour passed, they saw the smoke rising from the chimneys of Krakatos against the ever-lightening sky.


  “We’ll circle around the village to the north,” Grygory told Sergei, who walked beside him. “Speak with no one. Spread the word down the line.”


  The man-at-arms dutifully obeyed. Grygory pulled the reins of his gelding and left the road for the thick grass off to the right. He made his way to a fence line between two recently harvested fields, and the procession of soldiers followed close behind. Farmers, out doing their morning chores, stopped for a moment to watch the troop move past. Cows and sheep paused in their grazing for the same purpose.


  Grygory kept his troop at least a hundred yards outside the village, sweeping gradually to the north. When the sun broke clear of the horizon, its light danced off the rushing waters of the mighty Highreach River to their right, the same river that emptied into the sea at Mirros, farther south. The swift water’s roar grew louder and louder as they approached the outskirts of the village and its stout wooden bridge. The bridge spanned the wide river, standing on a dozen massive wooden supports, entire thick tree shafts jammed into the riverbed. The surface of the bridge offered a fairly wide path of planking with a simple thatch-roofed guard shack at either end. Two guards who had been sitting idly outside the shack on the near side took note of the approaching column of soldiers and grabbed their spears.


  “Hail,” called Grygory from his mount. The two guards donned their helmets and positioned themselves in front of the bridge.


  “State your business,” challenged the larger one, brushing bread crumbs out of his beard.


  “Where’s old Darrius?” the knight asked, looking toward the shack.


  “Dead. Buried about a week ago, the ingrate.” The guard spat. “So naturally they needed a replacement. I’m not sure whose anger I aroused, but here I am!” The smaller guard cracked a smile, but quickly lost it when his angrier counterpart shot him a glance. Then he turned back to face Grygory. “What’s your business?”


  “There’s trouble on the frontier,” Grygory said, hoping to avoid providing specific details.


  “I ain’t heard of no trouble, and I hear quite a lot.”


  “Regardless, as Karameikans, we have every right to use this bridge,” Grygory said firmly.


  “I ain’t about to stop you from using the bridge. I just have to take note of who crosses it, that’s all!”


  Grygory reached beneath his cloak and untied a purse from his belt. He tossed it to the ground at the guard’s feet, where it landed in the dirt with a heavy thud.


  “No one is crossing the bridge,” the knight said.


  The guard stooped to pick up the purse, never taking his eyes off Grygory. He spread the purse’s mouth wide and looked inside. “You’re right. I ain’t heard of no one wantin’ to cross. What do I care what a bunch of Traladaran trash is up to, anyway?”


  “Good morning, then, sir,” Grygory acknowledged and started across the bridge. The shod hooves of his mount thudded against the planking, and the timbers strained and creaked as they bore the weight of the troop.


  On the far side, Grygory stopped to survey the others, waiting on his mount as they filed by. When the last of them reached the opposite shore, he waved to the gate guards on the far side, but they were busy inside the shack, no doubt deciding how to split up their windfall.


  “Yuri?” he called as he rode past back to the front of the line.


  “Yes, m’lord,” Yuri answered.


  “Who’s the best horseman we have?”


  “That would probably be Yichi,” he said, pointing out a slender trooper. “He’s one of ours—a Yuschiev man. Good rider. Came from a ranching family to the south.”


  “Leave him posted here just beyond the bridge with one of the horses. I want him to take note of everyone who comes across in this direction. We’ll go another five miles up the road, then camp in the woods to the north of the road. Have him wait here until noon and then catch up to us there.” Yuri nodded and jogged off to relay the orders. Grygory spurred his mount and led the column along the road into the brightening sun.


  The hardwood forests to the east of the Highreach River were sprinkled thickly with tall pines, which blocked the rising sun even in the late autumn. Dew remained on the paving stones well into the morning, making the footing slick. Grygory kept his tired troops moving for more than an hour before he spotted the fifth milestone ahead.


  “Into the woods,” he called, and the column turned and pushed into the tree line. Guiding the animals through the tangled undergrowth was difficult. Grygory encouraged the weary men-at-arms. They eventually crested a low rise and made their way down the other side. The knight selected a spot roughly a hundred paces from the road, well out of sight, to make camp.


  “We’ll stop here,” he announced, and the weary soldiers dropped their heavy belts and helmets where they stood. “Yuri, I want the approach from that road watched. Fyodor, see to it that no fires are lit. We’ll run a cold camp.”


  Grygory heard a few muffled groans, but most of them were too fatigued to complain. They could rest now and wait another day for a hot meal. Yuri, Fyodor, and Sergei busied themselves with the usual tasks of setting up a camp. They put some men to assembling tents, while others cleared away the underbrush with axes. Yuri piled underbrush and fallen branches between their camp and the road to further conceal their activities. Other men set to feeding the animals. Feed bags were unpacked and sacks of grain dispensed. Within an hour, the troops, mules, and horses were all fed and resting in the shade of the pine canopy.


  “Comfortable?” Grygory asked Mikhail. The knight had stripped down to his white shirt and leggings, whereas the monk still wore his heavy robes, though he had pulled his hood back.


  “Not as comfortable as I’d like to be,” the monk replied. “Still, it’s not completely fair to complain. It’s a fine morning, and the clean air is refreshing.”


  Grygory nodded in agreement. The city air, even on the best days, was foul with the smell of rotting food and sewage, especially when the wind blew from the wrong direction.


  The monk had unpacked his gear from one of the pack mules and set up camp beside a tree. He was munching on a hard roll and drinking water from a wooden cup. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me where we’re going?” he asked.


  “You’ll find out when the others find out.”


  “Sir Grygory,” Fyodor called from several yards away. He held a juicy red apple in each hand. He stuck one apple in his mouth and tossed the other to the knight.


  “Thanks,” Grygory said, catching the apple and wiping it clean on his thigh. He took a bite and pulled out his knife to offer part of the delicious fruit to Mikhail.


  “No thanks,” said the monk. Grygory shrugged and put away the knife.


  “We’ve got several days of travel ahead of us,” the knight continued. “That’s all I can tell you for now.”


  “What was that business back at the bridge?” the monk said as he spread a blanket on the ground.


  “I didn’t want any record of our crossing the bridge.”


  “Do you think that bribe will stop them from talking?”


  “Not really,” Grygory admitted, “but it might.”


  “It’s a shame we can’t move freely in our own country,” the monk observed.


  “You can say that again,” said the knight, taking another big bite from his apple. From beyond the bramble barrier, he heard a soldier call out.


  “Rider approaching!”


  “The rider’s coming in!” announced another.


  “It’s Yichi,” said Yuri. “Let’s hear what he has to say.” Grygory made his way through the camp to meet the incoming rider. Yichi approached and dismounted, handing the reins to another man, who led the animal away. The young soldier’s eyes were bloodshot from fatigue, but he seemed otherwise alert.


  “Report,” said Grygory.


  “There wasn’t much traffic on the bridge after we left, m’lord,” Yichi announced. He stood unnaturally stiff and shifted his gaze rapidly from the knight to Yuri and back again. “I counted three farmers with ox-drawn wagons coming across from west to east, then a couple of children tending a flock. That was it. No one suspicious, m’lord.”


  Grygory nodded and saw that Yuri was also satisfied. “Very good,” the knight complimented Yichi. “Get yourself something to eat and get some rest.”


  “Thank you, m’lord.”


  “Do you still think we’re being followed?” Yuri asked, keeping his voice low so that none of the others heard.


  “I don’t know for certain,” the knight answered, “but if I had to go with my gut feeling, I’d say yes. If not physically, then magically, despite what Mikhail says.” He saw Yuri’s eyes glance from side to side; his companion hated magic and wasn’t shy about saying so. “But I don’t think there’s any reason to panic tonight. Post a couple of sentries. Pick men you think can go without sleep for a few more hours.”


  “Do you think it’s wise to post so small a watch, m’lord?” Yuri asked, taking off his cloak and laying it on the ground.


  “You were right earlier, Yuri. The men are exhausted. Their hearts are in it, but I need them alert as well. Let them get a good sleep, then we’ll have a more normal routine starting tomorrow.”


  “As you wish, m’lord,” Yuri said.


  “We’ll stay here for the rest of the day and tonight. I need these men on their toes. It won’t serve to exhaust them right from the start.”


  Grygory’s tent was a rather elaborate affair. It was square, ten feet on a side, with a poled ceiling and a cot. A couple of soldiers had already assembled it by the time he was ready to retire. Normally they would have placed banners on poles high above the tent, but under the circumstances, they decided to leave these packed away.


  After Grygory entered the tent, Sergei undid his belt, dropping it and the sheathed knife to the floor. Then the knight sat at the end of his cot while his squire unlaced and removed his boots. He lay back and covered his eyes with a dark handkerchief to shut out the afternoon light.


  That evening, he joined the others for a cold meal of bread, cheese, and dried meat, then supervised the placement of patrols and guards. The night’s rest was a long time coming, and the knight gladly let his exhaustion consume him, content for the moment that the mission was well under way and their enemies might well have been fooled.


  Chapter 4
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  “Three more to the east!” Grygory thought the shouting was part of his dream. “Everybody up!” He sat bolt upright on his cot as someone tripped over one of his tent ropes in his haste, shaking the entire structure. The knight could hear Yuri’s familiar voice, urgent but without a touch of panic: “Get up, everyone! Get up!”


  Grygory grabbed his boots and jammed his feet into them, then yanked his long sword free from its scabbard on the tent floor. He burst through the flaps into the early morning light that filtered through the trees.


  “I said get up!” Yuri kicked one of the young soldiers, not because he wasn’t moving but because he was moving more slowly than the others. The entire complement of men-at-arms was hurriedly pulling on their jerkins and pants, fumbling for their weapons and helmets. As fast as Yuri was rousing them awake, Anatoli was organizing them into a single line. The latter slapped a spear out of one soldier’s hands.


  “Spears ain’t gonna do you no good in these woods, boy,” he admonished. “Get your sword!” The startled youth dashed back to his pack, slipping in the damp leaves on the way. “Dress that line!” Anatoli grabbed a soldier by his collar from behind and jerked him back into position.


  “Yuri!” Grygory shouted. His master-at-arms was literally hoisting a soldier in each arm, hustling them along toward Anatoli’s line of battle.


  “We may be surrounded, m’lord,” Yuri said, releasing the two soldiers and hurrying over to the tent. “They’re probably—Look out!” Yuri ducked and grabbed Grygory’s shoulder to make him do the same. From their right, the knight heard the snapping of branches up in the trees as an enormous rock hurtled toward them. It struck the ground so hard that he could feel the impact through his boots. Leaves and fallen branches scattered before it, plunging into the side of the knight’s tent. Fabric tore and stakes were ripped from the ground, sending dirt flying in every direction.


  “Sergei! Are you all right?” The youth dived through the bushes as the tent tore from the ground. He crawled out, spitting dirt and leaves, twigs stuck everywhere in his hair and clothing.


  “Yes, m’lord,” he said, “I’m okay. Who are they?” he asked his master hurriedly.


  “Giants, I figure, or maybe ogres,” Yuri answered instead, spitting dirt and bits of leaves. “I didn’t get a good look at them, but I think there are at least two to the west and three others to the east.”


  “More likely ogres,” the knight observed. “They smell the mules.”


  “You’re probably right, m’lord.”


  “What about the sentries?” the knight asked, standing again to his full height.


  “Recalled, m’lord, none injured. Fyodor and Peotr are scouting beyond the brush wall.”


  “Get them back here now,” Grygory ordered. “I want to form our battle line here, with the brush wall to our rear.” Yuri hurried off, calling into the woods for his companions. Grygory rummaged through the collapsed tent until he found the rock. It was enormous, the size of a man’s head. He figured it weighed fifty pounds if it weighed an ounce. Another came flying through the branches in front of them but overshot, ricocheting loudly off a tree trunk. The stones could wreak havoc with a tight formation, Grygory knew.


  He rose again and walked assuredly toward his command. They were all assembled, armed with swords and formed in a single line. Fyodor and Peotr had returned; all looked to the knight for orders.


  “Anything to report?” he asked Fyodor.


  “Nothing behind us, m’lord,” the rotund soldier answered. Peotr nodded his head in agreement.


  “Fyodor, take the left, Peotr the center, and Anatoli the right. Yuri, I want this line formed into two ranks and dispersed with double-wide spacing. Back them up against that brush wall, now!” Yuri leapt to action, barking out orders. Two more rocks careened through the trees around them, landing dangerously close. The master-at-arms ignored them.


  “Dress that line! Form in two ranks… you heard him! By files to the left, march!” They formed two columns and started moving, dodging trees when necessary. The regular crunch of their feet on the leaves and twigs sounded through the small clearing.


  “Master-at-arms!” Grygory called.


  “Fyodor, swing the column around to the brush wall,” Yuri ordered, pointing with his drawn sword, turning command over to Fyodor, who was now in front. Then he hurried over to his knight. “Yes, m’lord?”


  “Yuri, most of these troops are as green as grass. They’ve never fought anything as big as an ogre before, I’d wager.”


  “That’s a safe bet, m’lord,” Yuri agreed, rolling his eyes beneath his thick, graying eyebrows.


  “Keep a close eye on them. If we get rushed, they might bolt.”


  “Aye, m’lord.” Yuri shook his head and turned to leave.


  “Oh, and Yuri…” Grygory began.


  “Yes, m’lord?” He stopped in his tracks.


  “Watch out for yourself. Somehow you always seem to underestimate an ogre’s reach!” Yuri patted his helmet, smiled, and left. Fyodor had the column in position, waiting for Yuri’s return. The veteran soldier led the troops through the trees, ducking as another rock missile crashed through the boughs above their heads.


  “What should I do?” Mikhail had done his best to keep out of the way, keeping close to the larger trees. He had his crutch firmly under his arm and his hands concealed within the sleeves of his brown robes.


  “You’d best keep out of the way,” the knight said. “I’ll have the animals put behind our line to keep them from the ogres. You can keep an eye on them.”


  “So I can hide along with the other baggage?” the monk replied, but Grygory just showed him an impatient stare. “Just kidding, Grygory. Knighthood has darkened your demeanor, old friend.”


  “And you haven’t been a bit gloomy?”


  “Well, I—”


  “I’d really like to talk more, Mikhail,” the knight cut him off, “but we’re about to be charged by ogres.”


  “Good point,” Mikhail concluded. He put his weight on the crutch and made his way toward the formation. “I’ll help with the horses.”


  “Yes… help with the horses,” Grygory said, not looking up. He adjusted his boots and swung his sword a couple of times in the air to limber up. “Sergei!” he called loudly.


  “I spoke with Yuri last night,” Mikhail continued despite Grygory’s reluctance to continue. “He seemed to think that your orders to keep the men moving so long and then to post fewer than normal sentries were a bit risky.”


  “Do you have a point, monk.” Grygory asked, clearly irritated.


  “Well, no—not exactly,” he stammered, shifting his weight on his crutch. “I was just wondering if you had any explanation for it. I mean, other than for the sake of speed.”


  “Speed. That’s it…. Sergei!” he bellowed once more.


  “I see,” Mikhail persisted. “Well, I hope it works out for the best!”


  “To the animals, Mikhail,” Grygory ordered, gesturing toward the rear of the lines of soldiers.


  “Right. To the animals,” Mikhail repeated, trundling off through the underbrush of the forest as quickly as he could.


  “Sergei!” the knight called for a third time.


  He spotted the youth approaching with the knight’s gelding, adjusting its bit and bridle as he came. Grygory patted the horse’s nose and calmed it, rubbing its neck as the squire threw a blanket over its back. He hoisted the heavy saddle, almost too heavy for him to lift, up and onto the horse’s back. The animal shifted under the added weight.


  “Steady,” Grygory encouraged. More boulders smashed through the trees to either side, though none came very close. The knight checked to see that the men were in position, then held out his arms to his squire. Sergei positioned the breastplate and fastened it into place, then quickly hurried through the routine with the rest of the armor—forearms, leggings, coif, and finally the helmet. He removed the packing that surrounded Grygory’s shield and handed it to him along with his sword.


  “Excellent, Sergei,” he said to his squire. “Record time, I think. But damn that monk anyway if I’m not late for the battle already.” He pointed over to the edge of the line, where a couple of the ogres had already closed with his men-at-arms. Yuri was shouting commands to the others while Peotr and Fyodor moved against the ogre attackers.


  “Thank you, m’lord,” Sergei replied, then quickly assisted his knight into the saddle.


  “Keep your wits about you, Sergei. Everything will be fine if we remember our discipline.” Grygory leaned over and mussed the boy’s hair. “Keep to the rear of the line,” he ordered, then turned his attention to the rest of the troops.


  “Face left,” Yuri shouted, and the entire formation obeyed and turned so that they faced away from the thick brush wall. “Now, double space, the lot of you, and be quick about it!” Each man-at-arms put his hands out to his sides and adjusted his footing so that he touched the outstretched fingers of his comrade on either side. “Come on, hurry,” Yuri shouted impatiently. Two more rocks crashed near them, one bouncing between the ranks and the other hurtling overhead. The ogres still hesitated to charge.


  “Refuse both flanks,” Grygory told the master-at-arms calmly. “Then get the animals behind us, in front of the brush.” The knight lifted his visor to inspect the troops, pacing his war-horse in front of them. “You’ll do fine,” he encouraged. “Follow orders and we’ll get out of this with nary a scratch!”


  “Left and right files, refuse three paces!” Yuri shouted, and the four men on either side of the line fell back as ordered. “Peotr, help me lead the animals behind the line.”


  “They’re coming!” yelled one of the recruits, his voice cracking. Grygory looked in the direction he was pointing and saw at least half a dozen lumbering shapes approaching through the trees. They were still at least fifty paces distant. Grygory watched as one of the beasts stooped to pick up another rock. It hoisted the missile back over its head with both hands and launched it toward them.


  They all kept their eyes riveted on it as it crashed through the branches toward them. The left side of the line ducked as the rock sailed over their heads and thudded to the earth behind them.


  “So they are,” the knight observed. “Make haste, master-at-arms. The battle is about to be joined.” Yuri and Peotr managed to herd the animals behind the line, though a couple of the mules gave them a difficult time. The beasts balked against being pushed, but at least neither one panicked or became spooked. Mikhail helped guide the animals behind the line of soldiers, positioning himself to keep them from wandering out into the woods beyond.


  “Bows, master-at-arms,” Grygory commanded, eyeing the oncoming attackers. They were most definitely ogres, lanky seven-foot humanoids with dark brown skin and makeshift arms and armor. He had dealt with their kind before and knew they could be bested and driven off if the recruits would just hold their ground.


  “Present bows!” Yuri called. Another stone smashed through the trees, bounced in front of them and glanced off the leg of a soldier in the second rank. He let out a cry and fell to the ground, but Yuri proceeded as if nothing had happened. “Aim!” he shouted, and arrows were nocked in both ranks and bows leveled. “Fire!” The bows twanged in unison, and arrows whizzed out through the trees. A couple of arrows deflected off tree trunks, but a distant, inhuman cry of pain in the distance confirmed that at least one arrow had hit its mark.


  “Draw arrows! Aim! Fire!” Yuri moved the troops quickly through the sequence a second time, then a third. Each flight of arrows sent bits of bark and branches flying. They could see that several had struck their intended targets. The beastly ogres yelped in pain and stopped to tear the shafts from their chests or thighs. By the fourth flight, the ogres had pressed forward to within twenty paces, growling ferociously.


  “Discard bows and draw your swords! Close ranks on the center file!” Yuri screamed to be heard above the terrible cries of the rushing ogres. He hefted his own sword in his hand and moved forward to stand with Grygory in front of their lines. “Good luck, m’lord!”


  “The same to you, Yuri!” Grygory said sincerely. Two lean ogres were circling to the knight’s left to sweep around behind the line, but Grygory maneuvered his horse through the trees and undergrowth in front of them to cut them off as the ogres crashed into their line. “Watch the flanks!” he called out to the others.


  The larger of the two ogres confronted him, pushing over a couple of saplings, snapping their green trunks at ground height. Grygory lashed out quickly with his long sword, stinging the beast twice on the left shoulder. Thick brown blood gushed between the black-nailed fingers that clutched the wound, and the ogre howled and backed off.


  Its companion was bent on getting to the animals and rushed around the knight. Grygory urged his gelding forward, cutting between trees and ducking branches to catch up with it, forcing it to the outside. He held the monster at sword’s length and backed it away, keeping it at bay, away from the mules. The creature growled through yellow teeth concealed behind thick, mud-matted hair on its face.


  “Hold your ranks, there!” he heard Yuri shouting above the din. Swords crashed on bone and leather, and the ogres meted out crushing blows with their heavy wooden clubs. The knight couldn’t turn to look because both ogres were now bearing down on him, forcing him to back his mount carefully between the trees.


  “Right file, advance and engage!” Again Grygory couldn’t afford to turn to see what was going on behind him, but the sounds of battle increased. The larger ogre facing him lunged forward and to the knight’s left, forcing him to dodge to the right, nearly making him fall from the saddle. The second ogre anticipated the knight’s move and swung quickly with its club. Grygory couldn’t quite manage to duck out of the way. The wooden shaft careened off his helmet, snapping his head backward. The blow wasn’t enough to take him out of the saddle, but for a moment his vision blurred with stars.


  Unable to identify his opponents for an instant, he crouched low to his horse’s neck and swung wildly in front of him. His gelding snorted and kicked out toward the beasts, giving them pause. He nudged his mount in the side and positioned himself with his right flank against a couple of massive elms that even these brutes couldn’t uproot.


  “Sir Grygory!” He heard his master-at-arms call through the forest. The knight lifted his visor to get a better view. His opponents sized him up, grunting menacingly and baring their yellow fangs. Grygory stood in his stirrups and swiped the air confidently with his now-stained long sword.


  He couldn’t make out his master-at-arms through the many trees, and the blow to his head had disoriented him so he couldn’t remember which way it was back to his troops. He could hear the give-and-take of the struggle, but the forest and helmet played tricks on his ears. His enemies gave him little time to contemplate, separating and then advancing quickly. Rather than allow them to take the battle to him, he kicked his mount in the sides and charged the larger, wounded beast.


  “For Yuschiev!” he cried to the wilderness as his gelding’s heavy hooves beat loudly against the ground, kicking up dirt and twigs. He saw the ogre’s eyes bulge and its mouth drop just before impact. The force of the collision drove it back against a tree trunk, smashing its arm beneath its sleeve and rolling it completely over on its right side in the dirt. Grygory heard the monster’s bones buckle at impact and the rush of air between cracking ribs as his war-horse trampled the creature beneath its metal-shod hooves.


  He swung his mount about quickly, sword held high. The ogre was little more than a mass of broken bones and rent flesh, a fact that was not lost on its companion. Not wishing a similar fate, it took cover behind a thick tree trunk. From off to Grygory’s left, he heard the thrum of a bow. The ogre screamed and clutched the shaft of an arrow embedded deep in its thigh. Grygory looked around quickly to see Yuri, twenty paces to his left, nocking another arrow.


  “That should slow it down, m’lord,” Yuri called calmly. “Are you in any danger?”


  “Not anymore,” Grygory answered evenly. The ogre yanked furiously at the arrow but managed only to break it off. “I’ll finish this one off, then join you. Which way is…?”


  Yuri pointed over his left shoulder. “Follow this stand of pines, m’lord.”


  Grygory mentally cursed his lost sense of direction, and cursed some more that Yuri had found out about it. By this time, the ogre was rolling on the ground, howling. “Thanks, Yuri. I’ll be along shortly.”


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to finish it off?” The master-at-arms hoisted his bow.


  “No, this one is mine. I’ll take care of it and be along in a moment.”


  “As you wish, m’lord.” The grizzled form of his old friend vanished back through the trees. Grygory waited for several moments for his enemy to regain its feet, using the time to wipe his blade and adjust his helmet. He strapped his shield against his mount’s flank. The beast was hobbling wildly back the way it had come, but the knight walked his mount briskly to head it off. The ogre tried to dodge, but it was no match for Grygory’s speed. Two quick slashes with his sword, and the corpse slumped heavily to the forest floor.


  The knight wasted no time finding the pines that his master-at-arms had indicated. He worked his way back through the trees toward his comrades, following the sounds of battle. Finally he could see the brush wall and the raging battle before it. He was heartened to see that his men had not given any ground, but a couple men-at-arms lay dead or wounded. Mikhail tended one of them, resting the wounded man’s head on a fallen log, calling upon his Immortal for magical healing. Grygory saw that at least three ogres had also fallen. The battle seemed to be going their way. He urged his mount forward and drew his sword.


  “You’ve a dent in your helmet, m’lord,” Yuri yelled above the din of slashing swords and shouting ogres.


  “Very kind of you to notice,” the knight responded. Carefree banter during swordplay was normal between the knight and the grizzled veteran. Grygory found that it not only soothed the nerves of those around them, but it helped him as well. Simply seeing Yuri’s grinning countenance in the midst of this chaos lent him confidence.


  “The right flank is giving way!” Anatoli shouted from across the fray. Three large ogres had pressed the attack, dropping a couple of human soldiers and breaking through. One of them grabbed a mule and sank its teeth into the animal’s flank. The rest of the animals bolted, and Mikhail could do nothing to stop them. He thought better of trying, Grygory saw, and took a position behind a large tree trunk to avoid being trampled.


  “The mules!” Yuri cried, racing to bolster the receding flank. Anatoli was being battered by an advancing ogre, barely managing to parry blow after blow, retreating until he finally fell to one knee. Yuri ran as fast as he could, but retreating men-at-arms and maddened mules blocked his way. Anatoli was being beaten badly, and he saw that he’d never get there fast enough to save him.


  “Out of my way!” Grygory cried, but it was too late. The ogre hoisted its great club over its head and smashed it down on Anatoli, crushing his sword hand against his helmet, forcing him to drop his weapon. The monster reared back and struck again, buffering the human’s helmet and knocking him flat against the ground.


  “No!” shouted Yuri. Grygory stopped for an instant, stunned. The ogre turned to face the other nearby soldiers, swinging its bloodstained club wildly, forcing them to retreat. Off to their right, there was no line to speak of anymore. Ogres and men-at-arms fought in pairs and small groups in a bizarre and bloody dance amid the trees and fallen bodies. Two of the monsters were driving the mules into a frenzy, pouncing on one and then another, tearing at their flesh or bashing in their skulls.


  “Yuri!” the knight called. “Secure the animals! I’ll rebuild the right side of the line! Where’s Sergei?”


  “I don’t know,” Yuri called back over his shoulder, already on his way to follow his knight’s orders.


  I sent him to guard the mules, Grygory recalled quickly. The knight surveyed the chaos around him but saw nothing and could afford no more time. He spurred his mount forward into the midst of battle.


  “For Traladara, men! For Traladara!” Grygory quickly spurred his mount to where three men-at-arms were struggling desperately against a single slavering ogre. Two of the soldiers still wielded their swords, but one had apparently lost his weapon and now swung a heavy stick instead. All were wide-eyed with desperation. Grygory maneuvered in close and joined the fray, dispatching the fierce ogre with a final lunge through its neck. The beast crumpled and collapsed into some white-flowered bushes.


  “You men, form here!” he ordered. “You—” he pointed to the taller of the men—“what’s your name?”


  The man-at-arms stared wildly at the knight, then recovered his wits. “Pavl. Pavl, m’lord.”


  “Well, you’re in charge here now, Pavl. Hold your men close to these trees here. I’ll be sending help your way!” And with that, Grygory spurred his mount again through the trees. In a few moments, he came to a small clearing, broken only by a large fallen tree and several small saplings.


  “Rally to me!” he called out, his voice loud and confident. “Rally to me!” Within thirty paces, he saw six haggard, battered men-at-arms. Peotr was among them. His tunic was torn, and he had a large purple bruise on the side of his face. Grygory saw in his eyes that he was stunned. Beyond them were four massive ogres, still engaged against perhaps half a dozen more soldiers, but at this distance, the knight couldn’t be certain. He thought he heard the ring of human steel against human steel, but he dismissed it. The far group of soldiers had maintained their formation around their leader, Fyodor, who was still barking out orders, slashing and parrying at the same time.


  Grygory spurred his horse into the fray, leaping his mount over the fallen tree. He charged one ogre straight on, gutting and disemboweling it without breaking stride, then shifted his swing to the other side and decapitated a second. He heard the men let out a cheer.


  “Sir Grygory!” shouted Fyodor above the din. The two remaining ogres screamed and bolted for the thick woods. One made it, but the other was brought down from behind by Peotr and his remaining men-at-arms.


  “Form around me!” Grygory shouted. “A single rank, right here!” The men hurried to him, stumbling with fatigue. The knight grabbed one weary soldier by the shoulders from horseback and shoved him into position. “That’s it! Dress the line! Good!” He strutted his mount in front of the line, barking his commands, pointing with his brown-stained sword, meeting the eyes of his men with a cold, confident stare.


  “Now follow me!” Grygory marched his line forward, allowing time to clear the great fallen tree, then redirecting his men to close ranks when they got beyond it. “Keep your spacing! Weapons ready!


  “Wheel to the right! March!” The line anchored on the right but kept moving on the left until he countermanded his order. “Forward! March!” With that, the line plunged into the trees, keeping ranks as best as they could through the underbrush.


  “What’s the situation?” Fyodor asked as they marched.


  “There are still ogres fighting the rest of the men ahead of us,” he answered, reining his horse just behind the advancing line of soldiers. “Yuri is chasing down a couple of them that went after the mules when the right part of the line collapsed.”


  “I keep hearing sounds of swordplay,” Fyodor pointed out.


  “You noticed that, too,” Grygory said thoughtfully. The telltale ring of steel on steel was constant and unexpected. Distant shrieking accompanied the sound of weapons, mingling with the treading of their marching feet on the forest floor. Grygory feared the worst.


  “There!” Fyodor pointed ahead of them. Grygory had to duck low on his mount to see beneath the canopy of pine branches. The battle still raged, but now the men-at-arms were fighting each other, with several ogres joining in the fray.


  “What’s going on?” Fyodor asked. “Have the ogres surrendered? And what are our men doing?” Grygory had no more idea what was happening than Fyodor did, although no more than forty paces and two dozen stout trees separated them.


  “Keep moving, men. Maintain your ranks!” Grygory watched as the ogres separated to either side of the soldiers ahead. He could see Sergei among the troops. Suddenly the human soldiers stopped fighting among themselves and squared off into a line to face them. Fyodor, still marching in front of Grygory, glanced back over his shoulder at the knight with a puzzled look.


  The line in front of them raised their bows, pulled arrows from quivers, and took aim.


  “They’re going to fire!” Fyodor shrieked.


  “Take cover!” Grygory shouted just before the arrows of their comrades whizzed into their ranks. One found the throat of a man-at-arms, knocking him backward off his feet, stone dead. Another found a soldier’s thigh. Grygory barely managed to keep his gelding, suddenly panicking, under control.


  “Keep down!” shouted Fyodor. The line had broken as the soldiers dove for protection behind whatever tree or bush provided the nearest cover. “What the demons is going on, m’lord?”


  “Keep down, men! They’re going to fire again!” Grygory could see their comrades readying another volley. Satisfied that his troops were reasonably well covered, he maneuvered his mount behind a thick tree trunk. He heard the bows thrum in the distance, and missiles shot through the branches around them, but this time with no effect. The knight rode out a few paces from his cover, holding his shield before him.


  “Put down your weapons!” he shouted to the archers. “I command it!” But they didn’t listen. The group readied another volley, the ogres waiting patiently on either side of them. Although Sergei had no bow, he showed no sign of obeying his lord.


  “Can’t they hear you?” Fyodor asked.


  “They must. We can hear them easily enough…. Watch out! Here comes another volley!” Grygory held his shield way out in front of his mount’s face and crouched low in the saddle as another flight of arrows shot past them.


  “What are we going to do, m’lord?” Fyodor looked up at him, wide-eyed. The other soldiers looked to him for guidance as well. “M’lord?”


  “Prepare to charge,” Grygory said calmly.


  “Charge our own men?”


  “Just do it!”


  Fyodor looked around at the men nearby, who stared back at him in shock. “You heard the order. Prepare to charge!” The men-at-arms adjusted their helmets and readied their weapons. More arrows zoomed over their heads, but all eyes were on the mounted knight, awaiting his command. Grygory hoisted his sword into the air and brought the hilt to his lips. “Forgive us,” he breathed quietly.


  “Charge!” he shouted, pointing forward with his sword. A great cry erupted from his men as they sprung from their hiding places and swarmed across the space that separated the two parties. Twigs and branches snapped beneath mail-shod feet; war cries echoed through the forest into the distance. The knight pulled on his reins, guiding his gelding through the trees just ahead of the charging line. Grygory put half a dozen of the larger trees behind him before he found a straight, unobstructed shot toward one of the ogres. Three beasts braced for his charge as he pulled down his faceplate and hoisted his shield, kicking his mount in the sides until its hooves beat like thunder against the ground.


  “Get the ogres!” he cried as he closed the distance. In the same instant, he realized he had no idea what to order his men to do about the others. Slay them, too? He had no more than a couple of heartbeats to ponder it. Another flight of arrows whizzed by, one of the shafts glancing off the charging knight’s shield. Off to his right, he saw the rebellious men-at-arms drop their bows and brace for the rush of the charge. Sergei took up a sword and sought clear fighting ground.


  The three ogres dodged to the left to avoid the knight’s sword arm, but Grygory swerved right into their ranks, trampling the middle one under his war-horse’s hooves. He slashed out on either side, catching nothing but air to the right but slicing into an ogre’s shoulder to the left and disarming it. The uninjured ogre swung heavily with its club, crashing against the knight’s shield, rattling his bones. The one with no weapon gashed his gelding’s flank with its thick black claws. Grygory’s horse protested against the wound but responded as Grygory reined it around for another pass.


  “Give up your weapons!” he heard Fyodor shouting as his troops slammed into the others. The men-at-arms faced off against their companions, their swords ringing through the trees. “Give up your weapons!”


  Grygory urged his mount toward the two remaining ogres, maneuvering carefully to keep them in front of him. The club wielder was the holder of the pair, dodging from tree to tree, then reaching out and swinging at the war-horse’s head. The other, blood streaming from its gaping shoulder wound, was content to keeps its distance from the knight and his deadly sword.


  Grygory concentrated on keeping the club wielder at bay, edging the creature back through the trees. He kicked his mount in the ribs and cut the ogre off as it dashed toward a tree. It spat and swung its club with both hands over its head, smashing down on the knight’s shield. The force of the impact nearly unseated him, crushing shield and arm back against his body. Grygory managed to deflect the blow and lash out quickly with his sword, plunging his weapon clear through the monster’s throat. He yanked the sword free and let the ogre slump grotesquely to the ground.


  “By the Immortals! What’s going on here?” It was Yuri. Grygory saw him engaged with two ogres at the far right side of the skirmish. At least he was fighting on the proper side, Grygory thought. His master-at-arms wielded his sword with deadly accuracy, gutting an ogre as the knight watched, then engaging the other without missing a beat.


  The last ogre facing Grygory took a lesson from its two slain companions and bolted. The knight chased down the fleeing monster and skewered it from behind. Without breaking stride, he swerved his war-horse and swung around behind the battle.


  Bodies lay everywhere, dead or wounded. All were his men-at-arms, but which were loyal and which were traitors was nearly impossible to tell. The knight spotted what he was looking for. Sergei stood no more than ten feet distant, holding his own against another soldier.


  “Sergei!” he shouted, but his squire ignored him and stabbed wildly, his piercing eyes unblinking. His opponent gave ground and stumbled.


  “No!” Grygory cried out, but it was too late. Sergei pulled back and lunged with his full weight. The point of his sword split the mail of the man-at-arms and sank unhindered completely through his rib cage. The victim gaped and choked blood, then rolled his head back, dead. The young squire yanked the blade out, hoisting the corpse half a foot off the ground in the process.


  Then he turned to look at Grygory.


  The knight had never seen such an intense look—not on his boyish squire, nor on any man. His eyes bulged from their sockets, their deep black pupils staring so hard the knight thought he could feel them. They stared past him, but Grygory knew they saw him, saw his every move.


  “Sergei!” he called out, but the youth took a step toward him and his horse. If only he could reason with him, Grygory thought. He dismounted but kept his sword and shield in hand.


  “Sergei, stop!” he ordered, but his squire kept coming. To his left, the battle began to wind down as Yuri and Fyodor subdued the remaining rebels. The sounds of struggle slowed and then ceased, but still Sergei advanced.


  “Put down your weapon! That’s an order!” But his words fell on deaf ears. “What’s the matter with you? What’s the matter with all of you?”


  When no more than five paces separated knight and squire, the latter raised his bloody sword and slashed out. Grygory parried the blow easily, but the youth recovered quickly and lunged low, forcing the knight to leap aside.


  “Kill him, Grygory.” Mikhail spoke clearly and with conviction. The knight saw the monk standing with Yuri and Fyodor. The latter were spattered with the brown blood of ogres and the red blood of their comrades. Sweat and blood mingled with tears on Fyodor’s round cheeks. Mikhail clutched his holy symbol on the chain around his neck.


  “You must kill him.”


  “No!” Grygory dodged as the youth lunged incessantly toward him.


  “You must.”


  “I cannot!” The knight raised his shield to deflect another blow, then sidestepped to avoid yet another.


  “Look in his eyes. His soul is lost.” Mikhail’s voice remained calm.


  “Sergei, listen to me!” Grygory shoved the boy backward with his shield, knocking him off his feet, but without hesitation, the squire got back up and charged again.


  “Let these demons possess him no longer! Kill him and set him free, Grygory!”


  “Sergei, don’t make me—”


  “Do it!”


  “I cannot!”


  “You must!”


  “Sergei, forgive me!” Grygory parried the next blow with his shield, forcing Sergei’s arm high, then lunged with his own sword, piercing right through the boy’s heart. The squire gurgled and grabbed at the blade in his chest, then slid off the blade and onto the ground in a heap. Mikhail prayed. Yuri looked away. Fyodor wept openly.


  Grygory could do none of these. He knelt beside his dead squire and closed his gaping eyes.


  Chapter 5
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  “The pickings have been easy, Dark One.” The orc lay back on plush cushions in the tent of its master. “These villages are rich.” The beast gestured around the lavishly appointed tent with its clawed green hand. Its snout was so big and fangs so thick that it had trouble making many of the sounds necessary for the human tongue, but the Dark One had grown used to it over the years.


  A cool breeze swept beneath the stretched fabric of the tent at times, teasing the flames of the pit fire. Smoke billowed out the hole in the apex of the tent, some twelve feet high. The rest of the tent was roughly circular, of light brown canvas, and about fifty feet in diameter. Near the fire were the remnants of a roasted lamb and empty bottles of wine, the eating utensils discarded carelessly on the earthen floor. The orc tossed his crockery goblet aside. It smashed against the stones of the fire pit.


  “It’s good of the locals to provide us with so many dishes that we never have to clean them!” the creature joked, roaring a bestial laugh at its own cleverness, but the Dark One took no notice, reclining on his couch, the flickering light of the fire dancing on his solemn, unchanging features. As usual, there were only the three of them in the tent: the orc, his bodyguard, and the Dark One. The orcish bodyguard, an enormous specimen, stripped to the waist and wearing only black trousers, its heavy arms crossed over its massive chest, stood dutifully behind its master. The scars of many battles mingled with those of a more ritualistic nature on its misshapen face; one eye could barely open because of them.


  “You have little to say tonight, Dark One,” the orc observed. It was far smaller than its servant, particularly small for an orc. Its slender arms and legs stuck out from beneath a silken robe of Ylaruamic origin, embroidered with flowers and golden patterns, never intended for one of its race. The orc’s features were sunken and drawn, though its eyes shone, betraying unusual intelligence for an orc.


  “I don’t find it necessary to ramble on when I have nothing to say, Chilth.” The Dark One shifted his weight on the plush couch, switching his wine glass to his other hand. For an instant, he came into the direct light of the fire before reclining again in the shadows. The Dark One was a tall man, too tall for the couch and its pillows. He wore black armor, as he always did, in battle or at rest. He rarely displayed his features for those around him to see, keeping his black helmet on most of the time, but Chilth had seen his face once or twice. He had a hawkish nose and deep, green eyes, overhung with thick, black eyebrows. The Dark One had neatly trimmed black hair and beard, heavily sprinkled with gray.


  “My impatience grows, Dark One,” Chilth said, sitting forward on the cushions. “My orcs grow restless. It has been nearly a week since we have put steel to villagers and torches to their homes!”


  “Must we go through this again, orc?” The human’s voice was low and steady, but nevertheless carried a hint of intolerance.


  Chilth reclined again, and its voice took on a conciliatory tone. “I merely point out that my orcs are like jewels worn to a thief’s banquet… easily lost.”


  “They won’t go anywhere, Chilth,” the Dark One said. “They know the plunder is rich and the destruction plentiful if they stay with me. My reputation is stronger than their boredom.” He reached down beside the couch for a bottle and poured the rest of its contents into his glass. Then he tossed the empty bottle into the fire pit, sending splinters of brown glass everywhere.


  “You think so, Dark One,” the orc said, shuffling uneasily. “Remember, these aren’t the weaklings you knew who served my grandfather or uncle.”


  “Oh?”


  “No! These are true warriors, veterans of the dwarven caverns of Rockhome. There’s not an orc among them that hasn’t slain a human or dwarf in personal combat!” The small orc stood on the pillows, the light dancing off its tongue as it forced itself to shape the sounds of human speech.


  “Really,” the Dark One chided. “They don’t seem to fight any better.”


  The orc became outraged, scowling at his human master. He abandoned the human language and launched into a string of orcish insults.


  After several moments of this, the Dark One raised his hand to put an end to the tirade. “You’re lucky I’m in good humor, this evening, Chilth,” he said. The orc took his meaning and resumed its seat. “Relax. I don’t work with orcs because they’re great soldiers. I work with you because you have the stomach for carnage. Humans, even the most wicked, would never be able to do what your orcs do.”


  “True enough,” the orc agreed, showing its yellow fangs in approval. “Orcs are no sissies, eh, human?”


  “No, Chilth,” he said expressionlessly.


  The fire pit smoked and popped as they sat for a time in silence. The cool wind had turned chilly, rustling the flaps of the tent, kicking up bits of dust. The Dark One produced a thin mahogany pipe, which he packed with dark tobacco from a pouch at his belt. Chilth sat up and grabbed a burning stick from the fire and handed it to his master. The Dark One puffed once, then twice, sending a cloud of rich, aromatic smoke into the air. He sat back and enjoyed its aroma, watching the smoke mingle with that from the fire pit and escape through the top of the tent.


  “We will hunt again, soon, Chilth,” he said suddenly. “Inform your orcs that there will be blood before two nights have passed.”
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  By the time Grygory returned to the site of the battle, the sun had risen to its zenith and started its downward slide toward evening. The chill wind had died away, allowing the sun to warm the forest floor. Spots of light danced across the ground. At times, he was uncomfortably warm in his loose shirt and pants. The knight led his gelding back among the trees, carefully guiding it through the thorny undergrowth.


  He felt better for having released some of his grief, but the wrenching in his gut just wouldn’t go away. He’d ridden off alone to shed tears for his fallen friends. It wasn’t the sort of thing he’d allow himself to do in front of his remaining men.


  As he picked his way through the trees, he came upon the burial detail. Fyodor supervised the remaining soldiers, who were filling in the trench they had dug. The leafless mound of fresh earth stood out oddly on the forest floor. Mikhail knelt at the long end of the mass grave, clutching his holy symbol in his hand, eyes closed, mumbling a prayer for their safe passage to whatever lay ahead of them.


  “Burial complete, m’lord,” Fyodor said glumly. “Any instructions?”


  Grygory didn’t answer at first, gazing blankly at the large pile of dirt. “No, Fyodor,” he said at last. “None right now.” The portly soldier looked up at the mounted knight with reddened eyes. The monk completed his prayer and approached the knight.


  “There are forces at work here I don’t understand,” Grygory confessed in hushed tones to Mikhail, careful not to meet his eyes. “Maybe we could have subdued them, or—”


  “Or nothing,” the monk cut him off in a harsh whisper. “Nothing could have saved them. They were already dead—dead in mind and spirit, commanded by mystical forces unholy and unclean. There was no other alternative.”


  “The men thought you might want to say a word or two.” It was Pavl, approaching from behind, the dirt of the mass grave still moist and fresh on his hands and clothes.


  The knight caught his breath. The possibility of speaking over the grave hadn’t occurred to him. Still, he was the commander. He forced himself to face the situation with dignity and courage.


  “Of course,” he said quickly, covering his hesitation. He swung his left leg over the saddle and stepped clear of the stirrups. The rest of the soldiers stopped what they were doing and leaned on their shovels or against trees, all eyes upon their leader. Grygory approached the grave and bowed his head, wondering what he could possibly say.


  
    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  Firelight flickered dimly through the spindly saplings that surrounded the clearing, dancing on the Dark One’s grim features. The orcs grunted and chanted their ancient dirges, slapping their shields with their swords and fists, creating a din that carried for miles around. Normally orcs detested firelight, but this night was an exception. The Dark One wrinkled his nose at the smell of burning flesh.


  The human paced slowly around the perimeter of the encampment, unnoticed and alone. He made no pretense of joining the orcs in their strange ceremony. It was clear to all that he was not part of them, nor they a part of him.


  At a relatively dry stump, the Dark One stopped, adjusted his sheathed broadsword, and seated himself. The dim light etched the furrows of his face more deeply and accented the gray in his hair more vividly than he would have cared.


  He had barely a moment to scratch his beard thoughtfully before two figures emerged from the shadows, coming toward him. As they approached, the dark shapes took form, and the human shook his head and waited patiently for them.


  “Alone again, Dark One?” Chilth ducked a low branch and forged through tangling bushes that pulled at its bare green legs. The orc’s bodyguard took position behind its master and crossed its arms familiarly across its huge chest.


  “As alone as I get, Chilth,” the Dark One answered, not meeting his eyes.


  “My orcs are ready, human—ready for the killing you have promised.” Chilth looked back toward the camp. “The carnage is greatly anticipated. Can you hear?”


  “I hear,” the human responded, shaking his head and looking down at the dark forest floor.


  “You seem distant this evening. Are you not also looking forward to the killing?” Chilth shot its master a puzzled glance, narrowing its eyes and furrowing its forehead.


  “In my own unsavage way, yes.” He met the tiny orc’s eyes for the first time, staring the creature down for a moment. Chilth retreated a step and contemplated changing the subject. In the distance a wolf howled into the starry night and was answered by a dozen of its brethren.


  “The wolves are angry,” the orc observed. “All the noise is frightening their prey and spoiling their hunt.” The orc smiled with sharp, yellowed teeth, looking back toward the raucous encampment. The pounding of shields shook the night.


  The Dark One responded with a noncommittal shrug.


  “You seem tired this evening, Dark One,” Chilth observed. “It is on such evenings that I know you the least, when not even the promise of killing brings a smile to your pale lips.”


  “The years take their toll, Chilth,” the human responded after a brief silence. He considered saying nothing at all in hope that the orc might leave him alone, but on this evening, even an annoying orc’s company seemed better than none at all.


  “Yes,” the orc responded, “but the years are kinder to you, human, than they have been to me.” It put a finger beneath each eye and stretched the green skin downward, pulling the wrinkles and folds tight.


  “Does that explain your impatience?”


  “Perhaps,” Chilth acknowledged. “If I am to make my fortune, I must do so in a relatively short time. I don’t have decades to lie about and contemplate it.” The tiny orc finally let its facial flesh snap back into position, making it look less like an enormous frog, or so thought the human. “Sometimes I even find myself envying the long-lived elves,” the orc observed finally, spitting contemptuously against the trunk of a nearby tree.


  Again the Dark One responded with nothing more than a shrug. The orc really had no idea, he thought. Perhaps being alone might be better after all.


  “You wanted something?” he asked the orc.


  “Yes.” Chilth sat on the ground at the Dark One’s feet. “A messenger has arrived in camp—your cloaked friend.” The orc pulled his own cloak around his face, mocking the secretive human messenger. “He comes even now.”


  Another figure approached from the camp, snapping branches and rustling leaves beneath his feet, casting eerie shadows out from the firelit camp. This figure was tall and lean, a ragged gray cloak gathered tightly around its middle and clasped just below the chin, exposing nothing but his mud-caked leather boots. When he was only a few paces away, he held up his open hand in greeting.


  “Greetings, Antoninus,” offered the Dark One.


  “Greetings,” came the reply from within the cloak’s hood, a raspy, strained voice.


  “What have you found out?”


  “With all respect, m’lord,” began the messenger, “must I speak in front of these?” He looked with distaste at the two orcs. Chilth and the bodyguard both shot glares back at the tall human.


  “I understand. It is somewhat distasteful,” the Dark One replied, and Chilth’s jaw dropped wide.


  “I’ll have you know—” Chilth began.


  “Of course,” the Dark One went on, “these orcs are in my service, and Chilth, here, should know what you have to say as well. Please proceed.” The orc ground its teeth and removed its tiny fist from the hilt of the long knife at its hip.


  “You shouldn’t make sport of us, human,” Chilth threatened, but the Dark One paid the orc no heed.


  “Your orders have been carried out, m’lord,” Antoninus said, taking a seat on the ground in front of the human. The cloak still hid his features, allowing only a hint of a small nose and bushy eyebrows.


  “The Traladarans?”


  “They assembled additional forces, as you predicted, m’lord. I instructed Gruth the Razor to spread your coin.”


  “And?”


  “Greedy wizards abound, and their magic to charm and beguile was available at reasonable prices. They turned the Traladarans against one another.”


  “Excellent.”


  “Their men-at-arms have been all but wiped out, m’lord.” Within the hood, thin lips broke into a snaggle-toothed smile. “The Razor spent additional coin on ogre mercenaries. They were well worth the price.”


  “What does he speak of, Dark One?” Chilth had listened patiently, but now the orc was on its feet, shifting its weight impatiently from leg to leg. “I do not understand!”


  “I had received information that Traladaran lords were assembling a force to protect these villages.” The Dark One nodded to Antoninus, who nodded back. “I took steps to have them stopped before they could get here.”


  “There was no need!” the tiny orc insisted. “My orcs could have dealt with them easily!”


  “Could they?” queried the Dark One, standing to his full height over the orc. “You mean like last time?”


  “Well, I—”


  “One knight slew more than thirty of your orcs, not to mention how easily his men-at-arms scattered your troops. The Traladarans would have carried the field and the day if you hadn’t outnumbered them more than twenty to one.”


  “The metal-plated humans were lucky!” Chilth spat on the ground.


  “I don’t think so, Chilth. You are right when you say your orcs are savage warriors, brutal and unyielding. But pitted against trained humans, they come up lacking every time. I cannot afford to lose another fifty of your troops.”


  “Watch your tongue, human!” Chilth demanded, reaching again for its knife, but its hand dropped from the hilt as it looked up through the branches beyond its human master. “By my grandsires, that thing frightens me!”


  The Dark One heard the low thrumming of his old companion and felt the accompanying chill, even in the cool evening air around them. At times he thought it sounded like the growl of a fierce mountain cat or the constant low rumble from the depths of a dragon’s belly. He turned to look over his shoulder at the floating black ball, slightly bigger than a man’s skull, surrounded by a deep purple glow that rained down upon all of them.


  Chilth took a step backward, and even Antoninus positioned himself to make haste should the orb unleash some terrible magic.


  “You were saying, Chilth?” the Dark One asked quietly.


  “N-Nothing,” the orc replied nervously, never taking its eyes from the magical orb above the Dark One’s head. “You are right, as usual, m’lord.”


  “I thought you’d see it my way.” The human smiled and allowed himself a satisfied chuckle.


  “Have you any further orders, m’lord?” Antoninus, too, was wary of the orb.


  “Nothing for now. Rest your horse. Get some food, if you can find anything edible in camp.” To Chilth, he added, “I want him treated well, orc.”


  “He will be, I assure you, human.”


  “And, Chilth…?”


  “Yes?”


  “Make certain your orcs don’t exhaust themselves tonight. Assure them that the killing will begin again tomorrow.”


  “Don’t worry. They’ll be ready.” The spindly orc kicked leaves and dirt before it and stormed off back toward the camp, its bodyguard in close pursuit. Antoninus rose, bowed to his patron, and turned to follow, ducking beneath the low branches in his way.


  Alone again, the Dark One rested for a moment, closing his eyes. After a long breath, he put his head back and opened them again to watch the strange magical orb floating above him, casting purple light over his gray, wrinkled features.


  “Did you hear that, old friend? The killing starts again tomorrow.”
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  The woodland battlefield was miles behind them by the time Grygory allowed his horse to stop beside a stream to drink. The others filed in behind him, leading the rest of the animals to the swift-running water. The gentle woods surrounded them here, where the silence was broken only by the breeze through the leafless trees, the stream bubbling through its rocky bed, and the lapping noises of the thirsty pack animals.


  Grygory organized what remained of his forces and split them up. He sent Peotr with two men-at-arms back to Mirros with Sergei’s body and the wounded men on mules. Anatoli had taken all the care Mikhail could give him and still didn’t regain consciousness. He was bandaged and placed on a makeshift litter behind two mules. Sergei’s body was wrapped in the remaining fabric of Grygory’s tent and placed on the back of a sturdy mule. Peotr accepted his instructions and turned back the way they had come, toward Mirros and home.


  That left him with only six men-at-arms, including Joshkia, Yichi, and Pavl. With Fyodor, Yuri, and Mikhail, that made ten of them in all, and the ogres had left them with just enough horses to mount them all.


  They made their way back to the road between Mirros and Rugalov and headed east once again, waving good-bye to those who were heading back toward the capital. Though they rode in opposite directions, they were able to keep in sight of one another for a long time, since the road was fairly straight, with an unobstructed view. Grygory glanced back several times until only the stark white image of Sergei’s wrapped corpse was all he could make out. Then this, too, disappeared in the distance.


  The knight and his remaining followers rode for the remainder of the day. The weather turned gray and cold around them, forcing them to bundle up against the chill as they traveled.


  But the weather wasn’t the only thing making them feel cold. It was a silent ride, each warrior making his peace with himself and his Immortals. Each had fought against or even slain some of his comrades. And though each bore his burden in his own manner, each did so silently. Barely a word was spoken for most of the afternoon. When they finally stopped for water, the conversation was no more lively.


  Yuri was the only one to approach Grygory at the stream, kneeling near the head of the knight’s horse. He pulled a waterskin from over his shoulder and uncorked it, then put one foot carefully on a rock a couple of feet out in the stream and plunged the skin into the current.


  “We’ve made good time, m’lord,” he said matter-of-factly, slowly raising his head to meet the knight’s eyes. “We should have enough provisions for the remainder of the trip. I just finished checking everything.”


  Grygory only nodded, glowering down at the stream.


  “I’d guess we’ve put eight miles behind us so far,” the master-at-arms continued, recorking his waterskin and standing over the stream.


  “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” the knight acknowledged, still not looking at Yuri. He reined his mount back from the stream and turned back toward the road.


  “I was wondering about something, m’lord,” Yuri continued, leaving the stream to stay close by the knight’s side.


  “Yes?”


  “Just where are we going now?” He gestured to the road that stretched out to the east before them.


  “To Rugalov,” Grygory answered simply.


  “You have a plan, then?”


  “Of course,” the knight grumbled, sighing impatiently.


  “You’ll share it with me in your own good time?” Yuri went on, smiling up at his knight.


  “In my own good time, Yuri,” Grygory said gently, smiling thinly in the direction of the master-at-arms.


  “It’s good to see that some things never change, m’lord.” Yuri strode off to check the progress of the others. In a short time, they reassembled on the road and turned their pace once again to the east.


  The tall pines became sprinkled with maples and oaks as they progressed deeper into the great forest. Some of these, particularly the oaks, still held stubbornly to their leaves, defying winter’s icy grip. They managed to pass two more milestones before the sky turned to deep gray in the failing light.


  “Yuri!” the knight called out, and the master-at-arms made his way quickly to the front of the procession.


  “Yes, m’lord?”


  “Scout ahead and find us a place to camp.”


  “As you wish, m’lord,” he said and spurred his mount to a gallop, darting his horse into and back out of the trees on either side of the road. As he did so, Mikhail brought his pony forward to ride alongside Grygory. They watched Yuri in silence for a few moments before Mikhail opened the conversation.


  “The others should make it back to Mirros sometime tomorrow morning,” he began, cocking his head to the side and watching to see if the knight would pay him any heed.


  “Yes,” he replied coldly. “I assumed as much.” Grygory didn’t look over to meet the monk’s eyes.


  “I sent along a message for my abbot,” Mikhail said awkwardly. “With the others, I mean. The wounded will receive good care. Sergei will… will…”


  “That was very good of you. Thank you.” The pair rode on for a time in uneasy silence. Mikhail shook his head and sighed while Grygory maintained a steady pace. The knight’s face was grim in the failing light.


  “I’ve taken the liberty to check for magical wards,” the monk tried again. “There are none that I can detect.” This time Grygory didn’t even speak, replying with a simple nod. “The sort of mind control they were under can take many forms.”


  Grim silence.


  “It’s difficult to detect.”


  “There’s no need to explain,” Grygory said at last.


  “By the Immortals!” The monk reined his pony farther ahead of the knight’s gelding so he could look directly in Grygory’s face. “You will look at me, and you will talk to me!”


  Grygory looked up from the road and raised his eyebrows at the suddenly animated monk. Seeing he wasn’t going to be able to avoid the conversation any longer, he nodded once more, signaling the monk to speak his mind.


  “Look,” Mikhail began. “I know that what happened back there wasn’t my fault. But guess what? It wasn’t your fault either!” The horses continued to plod down the darkening forest road.


  “Wasn’t it?” Grygory’s face turned angry as he scowled back at the monk. “I don’t think you understand, Mikhail. This isn’t the monastery.”


  “But you can’t blame yourself for this.” The monk pulled his mount closer to the knight’s so he could lower his voice. “There was no way to know such a magical curse had been laid upon those men.”


  “I should have suspected.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” the monk chided.


  “It’s my job to be cautious, even overly cautious. I should have had everything checked out.”


  “But how could you have suspected?” The monk grabbed the crutch at his saddle and pointed it for emphasis.


  “I’m just not getting through to you, am I?” Grygory shot the monk a pointed stare. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m responsible for these men and this mission.”


  “You were just like this when we were younger, you know,” Mikhail challenged.


  “Don’t start that,” the knight insisted, glaring at the monk.


  “You’re angry because you know I’m right,” Mikhail continued, but Grygory spurred his mount forward to put some distance between them. The monk kicked his pony in the side and caught up immediately.


  “You’re impossible,” Grygory shouted. “You were impossible when we were boys, and you’re still impossible now.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “You just don’t know when to shut up!”


  “And you don’t know when to listen!” Mikhail put his hand out onto the knight’s shoulder, and together they slowed their mounts to a walk. “I’m only trying to help you, but you won’t let me!”


  “If you want to help me, find me fifty men-at-arms somewhere here in these woods. Or better yet, work some magic so I can go back and avoid that ambush altogether!”


  “It’s always the same with you!” You blamed yourself when the orcs slaughtered the village, and you’re blaming yourself now! You’re not responsible!”


  “Wrong,” the knight insisted. “I am responsible. These men and this mission have been entrusted to me!” He beat his fist against his breastplate for emphasis.


  “Okay,” the monk acknowledged. “You are responsible now. Being responsible is fine, but you made no errors in judgment at the ambush and you made none years ago. But you’re agonizing over it anyway!”


  “How can you say I made no errors in judgment?” The knight looked at his companion in disbelief.


  “I didn’t see any.”


  “Then you weren’t looking very closely, my friend. I made plenty.”


  “There was no way to tell, Grygory!”


  “It’s my job to find a way.”


  “But that’s impossible!”


  “A knight has to expect the unexpected,” Grygory insisted. “He has to keep on his toes.”


  “That’s all a lot of fine talk,” Mikhail sighed. “But the reality is—”


  “The reality is that those men are dead, and this mission is all but doomed.” Grygory lowered his voice so that the rest of the men, now thirty paces behind them wouldn’t hear.


  “Damn it, Grygory, you’re being too hard on yourself!”


  “I’ve heard enough, monk,” Grygory declared.


  “I don’t think you have!” Mikhail countered.


  “Let me deal with it, monk!”


  “Fine. You deal with it. But you had better get a grip on yourself soon, before the next challenge presents itself.”


  “Leave me!” The knight pointed sharply behind him, his tattered sleeve dancing in the evening breeze. Mikhail shook his head and reined his pony back from his irritated friend. Grygory glared from beneath a furrowed brow and watched the monk retreat.


  The knight rode on in solitary silence. The evening air grew even colder, and he bundled his cloak more tightly around himself. The thickening forest became silent and forbidding as shadows lengthened and mingled into a single blanket of darkness. The knight plodded his mount along the woodland road, careful to avoid exposed tree roots and other hazards in the rapidly failing light.


  “M’lord?” The old warrior rode back toward his knight, who shielded his eyes from the bright torch Yuri carried. “There’s a good spot for camp over here. Clear. Defensible,” the master-at-arms said.


  “Good, Yuri,” the knight responded, then raised his voice so the others could hear. “Make camp! Follow the master-at-arms.”


  “At this pace, we should make Rugalov in two days, m’lord.” Yuri paused and gave his knight a knowing look. “The monk is right, you know.”


  Grygory raised an eyebrow. “Sometimes I can’t decide if your years make you more wise or more foolish, Yuri.”


  “Any instructions, m’lord?” Yuri scratched his graying beard with his gloved left hand and fought back a sneeze.


  “I know we have only a handful of men, but I want two pickets posted throughout the night.”


  “As you wish, m’lord,” Yuri answered and turned his mount to obey, but the knight caught him by the shoulder to stop him.


  “And, Yuri…?”


  “Yes, m’lord?”


  “Could you help me get out of my armor later?”


  “Of course, m’lord. Of course.”
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  Smoke wafted through the trees in all directions. In the distance the Dark One could see the blaze of a dozen fires, each one a home or other building put to the torch by Chilth’s crazed raiders. The screams of women and children had faded, though occasionally a shriek would split the night, no doubt someone who had hidden from the onslaught only to be rooted out by the flames. The howls and chants of the brutish orcs echoed through the forest. To the Dark One’s ears, the savage victory cries were far louder than the celebrations of the night before.


  The human sat mounted on his foul steed at the top of a rise nearly a half mile distant from the carnage. He leaned contemplatively against the front of the thick leather saddle, lashed awkwardly to the ribs of his ghastly skeletal steed. The beast stood perfectly motionless, its bones locked in place, empty sockets staring at nothing. The wind hissed unnaturally through its lifeless bones, and the smoke from the distant fires wafted freely through its form.


  The Dark One knew that his undead mount struck fear into the hearts of his henchmen, even these orcs. That was especially useful when he felt too tired and worn to generate fear in them himself. He rubbed the smoke from his eyes and hunched over to watch the sack of the village. A figure approached, silhouetted in the distant firefight.


  “I notice you never take part in the killings, Chilth,” the Dark One called out to his tiny orc compatriot. “Why is that?”


  “Killing is for warriors,” the orc replied, coming closer. “The warriors have the bloodlust, not I.”


  “But how can they have respect for their leader if you don’t join them?” The human rubbed his gray beard and leaned back in his saddle, keeping his face in the dark shadows of the trees.


  “Warriors are not very bright,” Chilth admitted. “They know the killings would stop if I did not lead them. Besides, I join them to drink of the blood of the victims afterward.”


  The orc reached its human companion and stopped, though it kept a wary distance from the lifeless creature on which his master sat.


  “The killing is good tonight,” Chilth said, grinning broadly up at the human. “They chant songs about you, you know… about the Dark One, the Dark Knight!”


  “I’m flattered,” the human replied sarcastically.


  “They know that the killing is good with you. You bring them carnage such as their grandfathers knew.” Distant firelight danced in the orc’s eyes. “You seem troubled.”


  “Just tired.”


  “You do not share the bloodlust either, Dark One.”


  “No.”


  “Leaders must consider other things.”


  “Yes… other things.” The human rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “We march to the east at dawn.”


  “I will spread the word among my warriors,” replied the orc, and with that, it was gone, bounding between the black trunks of trees. The Dark One watched as the gleeful orc made his way through the night, certain the creature was oblivious to the orb approaching from the destruction. It dodged through the branches fifty feet above the orc’s head, coming steadily closer.


  The Dark One sat tall in his saddle and awaited his mystical companion. He rubbed at the arthritic pain in his fingers but otherwise remained motionless. Though the predawn hour was the darkest part of the night, the deep purple glow of the orb was darker still as it darted through the branches, making them appear charcoal gray against the total blackness of nonexistence. The darkness washed over the Dark One’s wrinkled countenance, and he gladly raised his face to absorb it.


  The orb came to him, as it had so many times before, seeking out its keeper. Swollen and pulsing with sorcerous energy, it hovered above the Dark One’s face, lowering itself until it was only a few feet above his head. Even the skeletal steed took notice, turning its bony head upward to watch the bloated orb.


  “It is time, old friend,” the human whispered. “It is time.”


  No sound of the carnage reached his ears, nor did the flickering of distant fires meet his eyes. Nothing tempted his senses but the rhythmic hum of the magical orb and the warmth of the purple glow that lowered itself down to rest upon his form. He sat still, mesmerized. It was more precious than the first time so many years ago, each union more all-encompassing than the one before. During the union, time had no meaning to him. Nothing mattered to him but the purple glow that he drank in like warm, smooth ale.
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  Grygory insisted on having a cold camp for the evening, but none of the men-at-arms grumbled. After the disastrous ambush of the morning before, none of them wanted to attract unwanted visitors again. Mikhail, however, was more than a little unhappy to learn there would be no fire to warm himself. Yuri kept the monk from bothering the knight about it. Grygory kept to himself throughout the evening, sitting on a stump away from the others.


  They ate a simple meal of biscuits and potatoes and settled in for the night. Yuri did as Grygory had ordered and put a two-man watch around the camp. By midnight, the sentries were greeted by a fine flurry, which by dawn had covered the forest and camp with a fine film of virgin snow.


  The morning passed much as had the previous afternoon. Pavl and the other men-at-arms readied the animals while Fyodor and Peotr distributed fruit and bread for breakfast. Hardly a word was spoken to disturb the monumental silence of the snow-covered forest. Yuri tended to Grygory, helping him ready himself and his mount, and then the entire group mounted their horses and departed.


  Once again it was Grygory who set the somber tone for the day’s travel. He kept to himself, brooding silently, riding well ahead of the others. Yuri followed behind him, making sure no one, especially Mikhail, attempted to disturb him. At midday, they broke bread in the saddle so as not to slow their progress, and throughout the day the gentle snow fell all around them. It wasn’t enough to accumulate on the ground, but enough that the riders had to occasionally brush themselves off. The breeze swirled the accumulating snow along the road at their horses’ hooves and sometimes blew it in their faces to sting their eyes.


  They put many milestones behind them and kept a steady pace. The road was largely untraveled that day, though they did pass two groups of woodcutters and a small caravan of merchants’ wagons bound for Mirros. At dusk, they set up another camp much like that of the evening before, though Grygory allowed a modest fire. Fyodor prepared a simple stew for dinner, while the others warmed their bones by the dancing firelight. Mikhail was grateful, keeping his lame side toward the warmth all evening. Grygory chose to join the others that evening, but he still didn’t join in the conversation. Yuri and Fyodor entertained the troops with stories of their early days as orc hunters in the northlands, while Pavl spun tales of his childhood as a street urchin. The dinner hour passed quickly, and the group turned in, once again under the watchful eyes of two sentries.


  The weather played a trick on them that night, though, as is apt to happen in the early winter months. As the night progressed, the air grew steadily warmer, melting the light dusting of snow all around the camp.


  Grygory’s rest did not come easy, despite his mental and physical exhaustion. He lay awake for a long time, listening to the sounds of the others settling in for the night and the gentle whispers of the sentries. He tossed from one uncomfortable position to another, adjusting his bedding repeatedly for what seemed like hours. The same questions swam in his head. Why had he forced the march? Was it necessary? Could he have avoided the catastrophe by posting more sentries? Did he make an error in judgment? How could he have expected magical mind-control affecting his own ranks? What had he missed? It was all his fault. Everything was his fault! The cacophony of thoughts raced through his head as be tossed in his covers, repeating themselves, reversing their order, but always with the same conclusion: Everything was his fault.


  Grygory’s restlessness finally gave way to equally disturbing dreams. Visions of the battle gripped his dream-world, of ogres hurling stones and ripping entire trees out of the ground to use as weapons. Thousands of them marched and fought under the command of young Sergei, who directed them under the stare of his deep, glowing eyes. Grygory ran as his men fell around him, gruesomely smashed and torn by the relentless ogres. Later, cowering alone in the woods, he was confronted once more by Sergei. This time he had tears in his eyes and held out a lance to the knight.


  “You never taught me to use the lance, m’lord,” he whimpered.


  “I—I’m sorry,” Grygory replied, barely able to keep from crying himself. “I meant to.” He backed away, stumbling on twigs and bushes, but Sergei advanced until he reached out with a bloody hand and touched the knight on the tunic.


  Grygory gasped and bolted straight up in bed, clutching his shirt where his squire had touched it in his dream. His breathing was labored, and his neck and brow were drenched with sweat. Dawn had broken, and though he felt as if he hadn’t even been to bed yet, he elected to get up and join the soldiers he heard gathering outside his tent.


  “It’s going to make for sloppy riding,” Yuri was pointing out to the younger men-at-arms. “Be sure to clean your horse’s shoes regularly today! This ground is like cold mush.”


  “Yuri?” Grygory called to the master-at-arms. He was pulling a simple gray shirt on over his thick undershirt.


  “Yes, m’lord?”


  “Show no colors today,” the knight ordered. “I don’t want anyone to know of our allegiance as we approach Rugalov. We shall not dishonor House Yuschiev by staggering into a frontier fort with our tails between our legs.”


  “Understood, m’lord,” Yuri answered. He saw to it that all banners were sheathed and all house emblems were covered or not worn. When he was done, they proceeded in the guise of an unaligned group of travelers.


  “As we approach the village, speak with no one,” Grygory commanded the group. “If we make good time, we should arrive by late afternoon.” With that, he motioned with his arm for the procession to move forward. Yuri rode alongside his knight, with the others riding two abreast behind them. Fyodor and Mikhail brought up the rear. They made their way back onto the mud-and-stone road and turned their mounts once again toward the rising morning sun.


  The night’s cloud cover had cleared and presented them with a warm early winter day. The wind, too, had slackened, helping to make it a rather warm ride. Traffic on the road picked up as the day progressed, with peasant farmers carrying bundles of sticks or bags of seed and the wagons of merchants and tradesmen picking their way along the muddy road. As Grygory had ordered, none of the soldiers spoke to the passersby. Only the knight himself occasionally exchanged pleasantries with the locals, but only when they were first aimed toward him.


  Their progress was better than the knight had predicted. Before three miles had gone by, the road emerged from the thick forest and ran instead along its southern edge, allowing the full light of the sun to shine down on them and help dry the muddy road somewhat. Most of the men stripped away a layer or two of clothing as they rode. Another couple of hours put them in sight of the village of Rugalov, at the mouth of the mighty river of the same name. The hamlet was nestled at the foot of some low hills, checkered by fallow fields and grasslands.


  As Grygory led them toward the village, they shared the road with a steady stream of woodcutters and traders, both coming and going. The wares on the merchants’ carts spoke of diverse trading. There were silks from Ylaruam, stoneware from Rockhome, weapons and tools from various locations. Grygory stopped an elderly man pulling a rickety cart filled with dried fish, gave him a few coins, and passed out a small feast among the troops.


  The village they approached was quite small, mainly simple buildings hugging the shoreline, where fishing boats rigged with nets and poles came and went. Unchecked, they passed through the village to a central market square that was bustling with activity. Merchants hawked their wares and teamsters sold their services, all in a half dozen languages.


  “We don’t seem to be drawing much attention,” Yuri observed. “Look there,” he said, pointing to an inn that had been all but taken over by human mercenaries. They filled the porch, drinking ale and tending to their weapons.


  Grygory took in he scene quickly. “If we’re mistaken for more mercenaries, that’s fine with me. In fact, I may have need of them if my first plan doesn’t pan out. Fyodor!”


  The rotund warrior picked his way among the other mounted men and the sea of anxious traders in the square. “Yes, m’lord?”


  “Take two men and get across the river to the keep.” The knight pointed across the water to Rugalov Keep, a collection of stone and wood battlements set on the crest of a commanding hill. “Spread some coin to get the garrison commander’s name and get me an appointment to see him tomorrow. Maybe we can get some additional men from him. Go!”


  “As you wish, m’lord,” Fyodor replied. “You two, come with me,” he ordered in turn, directing Pavl and one of the other men-at-arms, named Haydn, to follow him through the crowd.


  “Yuri,” he continued, “you take the others and secure quarters at an inn. Mikhail and I are going to take a look around. These mercenaries seem intriguing.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” the master-at-arms responded. He shifted to a firm voice to get the attention of the men. “The rest of you, get over here. We’ll be going off this way. Keep close together and keep your ears open!”


  Grygory watched as Yuri led the others off through the crowd, picking their way between the vendors and customers. Mikhail rode up next to the knight, adjusting the crutch lashed to his saddle. He’d pulled back his hood, letting the warm sunshine play on his face and short-cut, graying hair.


  “Where are we off to?” he asked.


  “We’re headed over there,” Grygory answered, pointing over to the inn where the mercenaries were congregated. “The Fish and Shark Inn and Brasserie. Perhaps I can strike a bargain with the soldiers.”


  “You want to work with sell-swords?” Mikhail’s tone betrayed his disbelief.


  “It’s not my first choice,” the knight admitted, “but if all else fails, I want to keep my options open. Come on.”


  The pair dismounted and walked their animals across the square toward the inn. Grygory had to make his way past a persistent purveyor of fine perfumes, while Mikhail avoided a hawker of imported rugs and silver jewelry. The knight tossed a coin to a lad in front of the inn, who jumped up with a grin and led both their horses to the small stable next door.


  “They’re watching us,” Mikhail said under his breath.


  “Good,” Grygory said.


  The knight assisted Mikhail up the wooden steps to the inn’s porch, and as he did, he got a good look at the mercenaries. Most were dressed in the ragtag manner that typified their profession. Various races sported the arms and armor of a dozen different lands. What hadn’t been readily apparent from across the square was the fact that they must have been on the losing end of quite a battle not long ago. Many had recent bruises and scars, and there were bandaged wounds everywhere. A human and a dwarf each had an arm in a sling.


  “Are there any rooms available?” Grygory directed his question to a muscular female warrior sitting on a bench. She wore the ruffled sleeves and tights of the Darokinese, but instead of their typical thin rapier, she wore a heavy broadsword at her hip. She had a bruised lip and at least one split knuckle.


  “Does it look like I work here?” she replied curtly. She brushed long black hair out of her eyes and cocked her head, as if daring the knight to continue.


  “I suppose not,” Grygory replied quickly, looking around at the other grim sell-swords around the thatch-roofed porch. “Come on, Mikhail. Let’s go inside.”


  Grygory approached the large double wooden doors. They were already partially open, enabling him to peer inside. The smell of cloves and tobacco assaulted his nose as he looked in upon the noisy, dark interior of the inn. He let his eyes adjust a bit to the dim light and then proceeded inside, motioning his monk companion to follow.


  There wasn’t an empty table to be found in the huge main hall of the inn. A great fire, which warmed the room comfortably, roared in the main fireplace at the far end. The mercenaries didn’t seem to be mixing with the other patrons, crowding instead around their own tables. Some ate, most drank and smoked pipes, and a few engaged in games of chance or skill, surrounded by their companions, who shouted encouragement and waved fistfuls of coins.


  Grygory made his way carefully through the crowd with Mikhail in tow, avoiding the rowdier tables on his way toward the bar. Once there, he managed to squeeze up against the rail, where a tall woman barkeep, wiping a mug with a dirty rag, greeted them.


  “Something to drink?” she asked.


  “Yes. Mead for us both, please,” Grygory replied, looking for a confirming nod from Mikhail.


  “Coming right up,” she replied, grabbing two crockery mugs from beneath the bar. She filled them quickly from a steel pitcher and plopped them down in front of them.


  “Six coppers,” she demanded with her palm out. Grygory gave her the coins and then tripled their number.


  “Do you have rooms, or are you full up?” the knight asked.


  “We’re completely booked, though I can give you a spot in the stable for the night for five coppers each.”


  “No, thank you. That won’t be necessary.” Grygory pulled in a bit closer. The barmaid leaned forward to hear him.


  “Do you know who’s in charge of all these mercenaries?” he asked quietly. She looked around carefully before responding.


  “Byrat’s his name. He’s the bearded one playing dice over there by the fire. You can’t miss him. He’s only got one ear, and the other one sticks way out.” She used her hand to demonstrate.


  “Thank you,” Grygory said, dropping a silver on the bar.


  “Come back anytime,” she whispered back with a wink and a smile. The pair stayed at the bar and finished their drinks. Mikhail winced with every swallow and only drank a portion of his.


  “Not used to mead?” the knight taunted.


  “We pretty much stick to wine at the monastery,” he confessed.


  “Come on. I want to have a word with this Byrat fellow.” Once more Grygory led the way through the crowded inn, careful to avoid a group of ruffians betting on who could do the most backflips in a row. They approached the dice table cautiously. From the barmaid’s description, they had no trouble picking out which one was Byrat. His ear wasn’t completely missing, just half gone, leaving a grotesquely scarred lump of flesh that bore an earring despite the deformity. He was tossing ivory dice with skulls, hearts, and eyes painted on them three at a time across the wooden table against a pile of books.


  “What game are they playing?” Mikhail asked. Grygory shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever it is, it looks like a lot of money is changing hands.” Byrat rolled two eyes and a heart and slammed his fist against the table in rage. Piles of coins were picked up and deposited as he slumped unhappily back into his chair. A grinning dwarf grabbed up the dice and prepared to shake them. Grygory maneuvered himself slowly around the table, wrinkling his nose at the stench of the long-unbathed warriors, until he stood next to the disgruntled gambler.


  “Excuse me, sir,” Grygory began, “are you Byrat?”


  “Who wants to know?” the bearded human grumbled, not looking up. The dwarf rolled three eyes, shouted in glee, and swept up a pile of coins.


  “My name is Grygory. I’ve traveled here from the west. I’ve served in the military, and I just wanted to compliment you on your unit. They look like a well-disciplined, fierce group of warriors.”


  “They’re fierce, all right,” he agreed, “but they’ll be scattered to the four corners in a couple of days if I don’t find work. The only thing to fight around here is other mercenaries. Ain’t no money in that.” A fight was breaking out across the room, and Byrat looked to see if it was some of his men. “If you’re looking to sign on, I can’t help you.”


  “No, nothing like that,” Grygory explained. “Enjoy your game,” he added and slowly made his way back to Mikhail.


  “Did you find out what you were after?” the monk asked.


  “Yes. They haven’t got any work now, and he’s a little desperate. I have some coin, though probably not enough to pay them for very long.” The knight gestured back toward the entrance. “Let’s get out of here and find Yuri.”


  “Nobody move!” The shout came from beyond the half-open main doors. “You’re all under arrest!” Mail-shod feet kicked open the doors, and a dozen garrison troops rushed in.


  “What the—” Mikhail began, but Grygory forced him down beside a heavy table. The inn exploded into pandemonium. The serious drinkers rose unsteadily to their feet, and the gamblers grabbed for whatever coins that were available for the taking.


  “The building is surrounded! Don’t try to escape!” The leader of the garrison troops leapt onto a table to direct his men. His blond hair dangled from beneath his helmet onto his mailed vest, which covered him from shoulders to knees. “You there!” he shouted. “Hold your ground!”


  Grygory looked around. None of the mercenaries were sticking around to be captured, dashing for exits or windows. He saw Byrat, with a fistful of coins, slinking toward the back of the inn with several of his mercenaries.


  “All right! I warned you!”


  “Why are they rounding everyone up?” Mikhail asked.


  “I don’t know, but we’d better get out of here. Come on!” Grygory rose to his feet and draped Mikhail’s arm over his shoulder to help him along. They dashed to catch up to the fleeing mercenaries. Suddenly several of them stumbled and fell to the ground in front of them.


  “Sleep magic, Grygory!” Mikhail warned, but there was no way to avoid it. Grygory frantically fought to keep his head clear, but his fingers and then his limbs went numb in the icy grip of the incantation. Before he knew it, he was on his knees. His head began to swim, and in an instant, everything went dark.


  Grygory had experienced magical sleep a couple of times before. The first time was the result of an accident, when one of the court wizards was practicing his craft a bit too close to the training field. The second time he was ambushed by Sindian sorcerers in distant Jahore on a quest where he learned never to underestimate scrying magic. Both times he awoke feeling disgusted for allowing himself to be bested by such simple magic. Of course, the dreams were exquisite, so tempting that his unconscious mind desired nothing but for the sleep to continue uninterrupted. Only outside intervention or the time limits of the magical spell would awaken him. In this case, it was the latter.


  Though his eyes were open, the dream images wouldn’t easily fade. The sounds of rushing water filled his ears while his vision cleared. He found himself lying on his back, staring up at a few clouds that rolled by in an otherwise uninterrupted field of blue. He groaned and tried to sit up, only to find his wrist was held fast by thick iron manacles attached by a chain to the side of a cart. He was on the top of a pile of other prisoners, some still asleep, others groaning beneath him, in an oxcart.


  “Hey, watch your feet!” Shouted a prisoner.


  “Those aren’t my feet, you lout!” insisted another.


  Grygory lifted his head to look around. Three garrison guards surrounded the cart. Although he felt the sensation of motion, the oxen seemed to be standing still. It took a moment for the knight to realize that the cart was rolling and pitching in a current, being carried slowly across the river on a flat-bottomed ferry.


  “Why have I been arrested?” Grygory called out to the guards. It took him a moment to form the words because his jaw still felt completely relaxed by the magical slumber.


  “Shut up back there!” was the only response. The garrison guard spat on the pile of prisoners, causing them to squirm so much that Grygory nearly fell off the back of the cart. “It’s about time you brawling louts were off the street!”


  “But we’re not with the mercenaries!” he insisted. “Mikhail!” he called out, but there was no response. Perhaps the monk was still asleep, or maybe he was on another cart somewhere, but for now he wasn’t answering, and Grygory wasn’t in a position to look for him. “I said we’re not with them. You’re making a mistake!”


  “We’ll let the magistrate sort that out. My job is to round you up, that’s all. Now, pipe down or I’ll gag you!”


  Grygory lay back and waited. The ride became increasingly less comfortable as more of the prisoners awoke. The pile seemed to shift and squirm like a shovelful of worms. He found himself struggling to stay close to the side where his wrist was bound, but despite his efforts, his arm was stretched to the limit, and the shackle was gouging into his skin.


  “Cast me the line!” he heard one of the guards call out, and he heard the slap of a rope falling to the deck of the ferry. The raft thudded up against the shore, and the oxen began to pull the cart. One wheel and then the other rolled off the edge of the ferry, sending the cart lurching first to one side and then the other, making the pile groan and complain even more bitterly. Again Grygory tried to see where they were going, but he couldn’t move his head into position to see so he relaxed and watched the sky for the remainder of the ride.


  He could hear occasional passersby jeering at the cartload of prisoners. Children danced around it and started throwing stones and sand until the guards chased them off. Without warning, the cart passed through a wide, arched entrance and into a rough-hewn tunnel. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the sudden darkness, broken only by periodic torchlight. Soon the cart rolled to a stop, and he heard the rattling of keys.


  “Everybody up! Don’t give us no trouble!” ordered a guard. A hand grabbed the knight’s arm to hold it still and his shackle was removed. He rolled off the pile and onto the ground, rubbing his wrist.


  “Mikhail!” he called out, but there was still no answer. He turned to see other prisoners had already arrived. “Mikhail, are you there?”


  “Grygory! Over here!” The knight turned toward where the voice seemed to come from in the dim light. He saw a crutchless Mikhail struggling to make his way through the disgruntled prisoners. “Here!”


  “I’m coming, Mikhail!” Grygory started toward his friend, but a guard caught his arm.


  “Where do you think you’re going, scum?” he growled, but Grygory clenched his fist, turned, and slugged the unsuspecting guard in the jaw, knocking him to the ground. The knight darted over to his friend, shoving prisoners and guards out of the way until he caught the monk by the shoulders.


  “Are you all right?” was all he got out before he felt a heavy blow on the back of his head. Guards surrounded them, holding both hands behind their backs.


  “Troublemakers, sir,” a guard, holding Grygory’s head back by his hair, reported to his approaching superior. “What should we do with them?”


  “Send them through until they cool off.” The guards hustled the pair along the corridor until they stood in front of a section of wall that looked to Grygory like a pool of water standing vertical. He assumed the blow to his head was making him see things.


  “Where are you taking us?” Mikhail asked.


  “The dungeon’s full. You’ll have to wait in here.” And with that, the knight watched as Mikhail was thrown through the strange apparition. To Grygory’s surprise, there was no splash. The monk simply vanished. He was next, struggling against the two guards to no avail. He plunged into a soft, cool nothingness where the pool of water should have been. Though he closed his eyes tightly, he saw a brilliant flash of white light, and the sound of blasting winds filled his ears.
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  The Dark One’s skeletal steed stood steady on the rock outcropping, a precipice where a normal horse would have never made the ascent. His position afforded him a commanding view of the turn in the forest road on which his orc horde was marching. Or, more appropriately, he thought, his position afforded them a view of him. He wore his full suit of black plate armor, holding a sturdy lance upright in his left hand and his black helm in the other. His dark black hair blew gently in the breeze, and the scattered sunlight, diffused through the leafless trees, danced on his smooth, tan features.


  The orc army marched to the beat of a dozen drummers spaced alongside the column, though neither the drummers nor the marchers were in sync with each other. The Dark One assumed that the drums were meant simply to remind the soldiers that they were supposed to keep marching. The beasts stumbled along the road in a most disorganized manner, with the laggards whipped by their commanders to keep up with the others. It was obvious they were fatigued from the long night of pillaging. Most carried spoils of one kind or another, either plunder or the grotesque remains of their victims.


  As usual, Chilth wasn’t far from his human master, sitting at the foot of the outcropping and watching the passing horde of marching orcs. The small orc pulled a plundered wrap around himself, a child’s blanket stitched with the images of bears and pegasi, now stained with blood and clutched in black-nailed hands. Chilth grinned at his army and at the Dark One, hissing occasionally in his glee.


  “The plunder has been good this time, Dark One,” he said, speaking above the off-beat cadence of the drums. “Each hovel had something worth stealing before we put it to the torch!”


  “Like what?” the human asked as he looked down on the passing horde.


  “There was much jewelry and gemstones this time,” the orc answered. “As soon as it is cleaned of gore, it should fetch a good price.”


  “What else?”


  “There was little gold but a good deal of silver, plus enough grain and chickens to keep us fed for a fortnight.”


  “Your warriors must be pleased.”


  “Oh, they are! They are!” Chilth danced a wicked jig before his master, twirling with one hand in the air. “The killing was very satisfying. We plan to send our half of the plunder back to the lair lands.”


  “Of course,” the Dark One agreed. “That is our bargain. But be sure you don’t deplete our ranks too much. There is more killing ahead.”


  “The warriors will be pleased,” Chilth ground his yellow teeth and licked his lips. “Where are we headed now?”


  “We’re going to circle to the south,” said the Dark One. “My scouts have located several woodland villages there. We’ll be stopping by my fortress on the way first.”


  “To stash your part of the loot?” Chilth asked, anticipating the answer.


  “It would be foolish to simply carry it around.” The Dark One adjusted his seat on the undead mount and took a deep breath. “You’re right, Chilth. The killing has been good!” He slammed his lance against his shield and howled at the orcs on the road, sending them into a clamor of pounding shields and guttural chants. Chilth reached out and took a whip from one of his officers and snapped it several times over his soldiers in delight.


  The Dark One urged his mount to descend the out-cropping. The bony legs of the animal creaked with the effort, rattling unnaturally beneath its rider. The human stretched his limbs and muscles, taking great lungfuls of air. His body surged with youthful power, returned to him by the orb so many times now that he’d lost count. The tremendous feeling of newfound youth consistently amazed him, and he longed to put his energies to use. He reined the beast in among the marching orcs and rode along with them for a time, allowing them to pull close. He could barely hear himself think above the din of savage orcs howling his praises. The floating orb, now drained, small, and virtually transparent, hovered unnoticed above his shoulder.
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  Grygory pushed himself off the ground, spitting sand and small pebbles. Sand oozed between his fingers. He picked up a handful and let it run through his fingers, still squinting against the full light of day. His vision still swam, and he shook his head to get his bearings. He rose to his knees and looked around.


  The beach he was on stretched off to either side, the white sand glaringly bright in the full light of day. Tall palm trees swayed in the breeze nearby. Large white birds rode the winds high in the air above. A pounding heat beat down on his exposed flesh, hotter than the hottest summer sun he’d ever felt.


  “Mikhail!” he called, rising to his feet.


  “Over here!” The answer came from behind him. Grygory rushed over to his friend and helped him to sit up, brushing the sand off his shoulders and out of his hair.


  “Are you okay?” the knight asked.


  “Well, I’m still breathing,” he replied. “Where are we?”


  “I don’t know,” Grygory admitted. “But it’s a long way from Rugalov, I can assure you, and it’s hotter than an inferno.”


  “It looks like a desert island,” the monk observed, turning his head and torso to get a good look around.


  “That would be my guess.”


  “Unless this is all some sort of illusion,” the monk added.


  “You think so?” Grygory looked at him in disbelief.


  “Well, I wouldn’t rule it out. Can you help me up?” Grygory grabbed him under each arm and hoisted him to his feet. He helped the monk hobble over to the nearest palm tree so he could lean against it. Mikhail surveyed the ground with his eyes. “There’s nothing here I can use for a crutch. Maybe there’s some driftwood down by the water I could use.”


  “Driftwood?” Grygory shook his head.


  “You know. Driftwood. Don’t knights ever read books?”


  “Not for a living, anyway,” he gibed.


  “Just look down by the water and you’ll see what I’m talking about.” Grygory began plodding heavily through the deep beach sand, when it suddenly dawned on him that he didn’t hear any splashing of waves or tide. Come to think of it, he didn’t smell any salt sea air either. And the more he walked toward the water, the more sky he saw where he should have seen ocean.


  “Mikhail!” he called behind him. “I don’t think there’s any water down here.”


  “What are you talking about? There has to be.”


  Grygory took more cautious steps as he approached what appeared to be the edge of their little island, but there was no ocean, just air. He looked out over the edge and saw other strange little islands floating in the distance, some above them and some below, without benefit of water, like so many sandy, tree-covered clouds. The relentless sun beat down on him like a hammer on an anvil, so much so that he felt his skin baking, even burning after just a few minutes.


  “Do you see those floating islands?” he asked. Mikhail’s slack-jawed expression told him he did.


  “This is weird,” was all the monk could eke out at first. “Look up there!” He pointed. Grygory squinted and saw what the monk had spied. Three winged creatures, tiny white shapes in the distance, swooped past one of the floating islands high above them.


  “What are they?” Mikhail asked, blocking the sunlight with his hand. “Hey…” The monk examined his shadow on the sand. Instead of one clear shadow, there were several, extending in all directions, some darker, some lighter, all overlapping and extending away from his body. Grygory saw them, too, and looked up to see not only one prominent sun, but also many others, hanging in the sky, all the way to the horizon. In fact, there were hundreds of them, some no brighter than a candle, others like bright lanterns, all radiating bright light and incessant heat.


  “This is weird,” the knight breathed.


  “I’ll say, but what are those things?” Mikhail had discovered the many suns, but he also spied some other objects above them that Grygory picked up when he pointed upward.


  “I don’t know…” the knight began, then stopped when he realized he knew after all. “Dragons! Big ones!” Grygory closed the distance between them, slipping in the sand once, never taking his eyes off the approaching beasts. He reached the monk, his breath laboring against the infernal heat, and forced them both to their knees behind the trunk of a palm tree. They peered out from either side.


  At first it appeared that the three mammoth beasts were headed in another direction, and the humans lost sight of them behind the swaying palms. But their relief was short-lived as the flapping sound of enormous wings approached, distant at first but nearly deafening in just a few beats of their hearts. The thunderous roar of pounding wings forced them to cover their ears as the rush of wind nearly knocked them to the sand.


  They looked up to see three gigantic dragons soar by above them. Mikhail screamed something that Grygory couldn’t understand. The knight looked closely at one of the creatures as it passed. It was at least fifty feet above them, and it nearly blocked out the entire sky. He’d never heard of dragons that enormous. He could make out pale underbellies, massive wings, and thick, pointed tails. The last one soared by, and as quickly as they had come the dragons were gone, swooping over the horizon of the tiny island. Leaves and bits of palm bark rained down around them.


  “Are they gone?” Mikhail whispered hopefully. The monk had dropped to his belly when the behemoths flew over.


  “I—I don’t know,” Grygory answered incredulously. “Wait here.” The knight ventured out from under the palm trees and back onto the beach. He kept a careful watch on the sky above, turning completely around in a circle just to be sure. When he was satisfied the dragons were gone, he walked close to the edge of the island and got down on all fours. He knocked a handful of sand over the side. He peered over the edge and could hardly believe his eyes. There was no end to the sky below. It was dotted with more suns, some near, some far, but all hot. Sweat dripped off his nose and plummeted into nothingness. He could make out more strange islands, dwindling to dots like strange black stars in the distance. He could make out the three dragons, too, flying in formation many miles below now, circling among the occasional puffy white clouds.


  “The dragons are gone,” he called back to the monk. “But there’s no ground below us anywhere, Mikhail,” he reported. The knight crawled back from the edge, rose to his feet, and returned to his friend. Mikhail had risen to his feet, leaning against the tree for support.


  “Where to now, fearless leader?” the monk asked, tilting his head to one side.


  “Let’s walk along the beach and see just how big our island in the sky is,” he replied. “Come on.” Grygory allowed his friend to place his arm around him for support, and the pair started off through the sand.


  “Any beach I’ve ever seen has been littered with shells,” Mikhail said. “There’s nothing here but sand.”


  “When have you ever been to a beach?” Grygory asked, careful to keep them both from losing their balance.


  “The monastery has a brother community located on the ocean. The buildings are on a high bluff overlooking the water. There are beaches down below…. What’s that?”


  They stopped for a moment. Farther up the beach was a strange collection of dark shapes, difficult to make out in the bright sun at this distance.


  “Let’s check it out,” Grygory said, and the pair started off toward the strange shapes. As they came closer the shapes became more distinct—a mast and tattered sails, broken boards, even a strange wooden hull half buried in the sand. “What do you make of it?”


  “Some kind of airship?” Grygory looked at his friend as if he were mad. “Do you have any other ideas?”


  “Whatever it was, it’s been here a long time,” Grygory noted. They walked among the wrecked pieces, bleached nearly white and scattered along the beach. Mikhail knelt near a collection of bizarre metal gears while the knight examined a wide wing sticking out of the sand. He swiped his arm across his brow and noticed that he was no longer sweating. The urgency of finding drinking water on this suns-drenched island grew painfully apparent.


  “It looks like a butterfly’s wing,” he said, reaching out carefully to touch the winglike object. Where he did, the fine material crumbled to bits, the minute pieces of fabric carried off on the breeze like so many dandelion seeds. “Mikhail, do you have any idea where we are?”


  The monk sat up straight and clapped his hands together to get the sand off them. “Well,” he began, “it’s generally accepted that there are other worlds besides our own, at least among theologians.”


  “Other worlds?”


  “Yes. More specifically, other planes of existence, where everything is different from what we know.”


  “Are you making this up?” Grygory brushed some sand that he had previously missed out of his beard.


  “No. Look around you. It’s said that these other planes can be very strange.”


  “Well, how do we get back to out own plane? Better yet, where do we find some water?” Grygory played with his hand and fingers in the air above him, casting many shadows. It disturbed him that there was no angle from which his hand wasn’t struck by direct sunlight. Even from below it was lit by smaller suns that shone over the horizon.


  “It’s not that easy. You see,” Mikhail tried to explain, “our world doesn’t exist here. No matter how far we were to walk, or fly, I suppose, we could never get back home. The only way to travel through the planes is by magic.”


  “By magic! Can you…?” Grygory began, but Mikhail shook his head.


  “Such things were never my field of study,” the monk confessed.


  “What else do you know?”


  “I spoke with some brothers who were knowledgeable about the planes years ago. Brother Maynard told me about the elemental planes, four different planes where a single element dominates everything. This could be the elemental plane of air, but I really don’t know for sure.”


  “Then where’s the ground?” Grygory asked.


  “It’s not that simple. You see,” the monk explained, “here there just isn’t any ground, except for these little islands, I suppose. But they’re just that. Islands in a sea of air.”


  Grygory sat down next to his friend and pondered for a minute, drawing simple designs in the sand. “The gate guards put us here. I guess we’ll have to wait until they want to get us out. How long could that be?” He smiled and looked over at his friend, but the monk clearly didn’t share his optimism. “What do you think?”


  “Well,” Mikhail began reluctantly, “it’s like I tried to tell you. Everything is very different here. Time may not work the same in both worlds.”


  “Time?”


  “Well, I hope I’m wrong, but a minute back home might be like years here. Or it could be the other way around. Every minute here could be years there. Brother Maynard told me about such possibilities.”


  “Oh, great!” Grygory picked up a fistful of sand and tossed it into the air. “You mean to say we could be stuck here for years? Or even forever?”


  “I don’t know for sure,” Mikhail replied meekly.


  “By the Immortals!” Grygory swore, then took a deep breath to calm himself, standing hands on hips with his eyes closed. “I’m sorry,” he said at last.


  “That’s okay, Grygory,” the monk replied. “I’m starting to get pretty worried, too.”


  The knight looked around at the strewn wreckage of the airship and grabbed a piece of the exposed wing. He braced himself and pulled, snapping off a long Y-shaped section. He put it on the ground and stood on it, using his own weight to snap it again and again into the shape he wanted. “Here,” he said, offering the piece to his friend. “This should make a decent crutch.” He offered an arm to the monk and helped him stand. As he did so, a long wooden spear thudded into the sand just in front of them.


  “What the—” the knight began as two more spears narrowly missed their feet on either side. He looked toward the interior of the island and saw a dozen shirtless savages.


  “More newbies,” called one of them. “Should we kill them?”


  “No,” said another. “Bring them along.”
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  “On your feet, scum!” The savages descended upon them quickly. A dozen wooden spears were leveled at their chests. “I said get up!”


  “He’s crippled!” Grygory insisted. “Let him have his crutch!”


  “Shut up, you!” threatened the apparent leader. “When I want to hear from you, I’ll ask,” he added and slapped the knight across the face with the back of his hand. Grygory lunged to retaliate but was held back by a couple of others who immediately lashed his hands behind his back with a vine.


  The natives were from a variety of races, and their trousers and boots weren’t particularly unusual in make. The leader was a tall, bearded human with three evenly spaced scars on his nose. He wore a wooden club at his belt.


  “Look here,” exclaimed one human, kneeling amidst the wreckage of the airship. “There’s lots of good firewood here, Marl.” He held up a piece of wing that Grygory had broken off to form Mikhail’s crutch. The leader walked over and kicked it out of his hand.


  “Did I tell you to gather firewood?” he shouted. “Now get up!” He looked around at the others, who had scattered throughout the area, some wandering around examining the wreckage of the airship, some sitting in the sun. “All of you, get back over here!”


  Several of them grumbled at the orders. Grygory overheard a couple of them mumbling to each another.


  “This is a farce,” grumbled the first, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand.


  “Yeah,” agreed the second under his breath. “I ain’t seen no coin for weeks. Who’s he to be ordering us around?”


  “Quiet, you!” Marl shouted. “Get over here and let’s move out! Bring the newbies along.” The rabble formed a disorganized column and marched behind Marl toward the palm trees. The stench of their sweaty bodies nearly choked the knight. Mikhail was brought up beside Grygory by a young human boy, who had returned the monk’s crutch to him. Another native poked the two captives between the shoulder blades to get them moving.


  Marl led the procession back in among the palm trees. He followed no apparent trail, and at times it appeared that he was lost, stopping and looking around, then starting off again in a new direction. The grumbling among the troops had died down somewhat but hadn’t completely disappeared. A couple of them, in fact, seemed to Grygory to be betting on their leader’s sense of direction, passing silver coins back and forth and chuckling quietly every time he turned the column. The pace was slow, since none of the natives seemed particularly motivated. Mikhail had no trouble keeping pace.


  “Are you thirsty?” At first Grygory didn’t know who had whispered to him, but he looked around to see the boy holding out a waterskin toward him. The knight could tell there wasn’t much left in it. He realized just how thirsty he was.


  “Yes, please,” he whispered back. The boy lifted the waterskin to his chin, and he took a long drink. He let the water swish around in his mouth for a moment before swallowing.


  In the shadows of the jungle, a relatively cool breeze blew in their faces, although Grygory would have considered it extremely hot for a summer day in Karameikos. He arched his eyebrows and looked toward Mikhail, and the boy nodded. Smiling shyly, the boy helped Mikhail take a drink. He was a slender lad of perhaps thirteen years with dark hair and eyes. He wore rolled-up trousers that were clearly too big for him.


  Thank goodness there’s some water in this place, Grygory thought to himself. Without it, he and the monk might not have survived for more than a few hours.


  “Where are we going?” Grygory whispered, but the boy narrowed his eyes and shook his head, putting his fingers to his lips. “Our young friend seems unwilling to talk,” he said to Mikhail. He felt another jab with a spear between his shoulder blades.


  “Shut up and keep moving!” one of the natives ordered. Grygory complied.


  The foliage in the interior of the island was lush. Coconuts and bananas hung heavy from tree branches. Wildflowers grew in profusion, scenting the jungle like sweet perfume. Small animals skittered out of their path as they approached, and birds of all sizes and colors flew about, flushed from cover by the passing patrol. The shade of the towering palms made the breeze seem even cooler the farther into the jungle they went.


  “Marl, are you lost?” called one of the natives who had seemed to be gambling on their leader’s sense of direction.


  “No!” the leader insisted, “And pipe down back there!” The coins changed hands again. Marl stopped and peered through the jungle. “Ah!” he said at last. “There’s the camp over there!” He pointed back in the general direction from which they had just come. “Follow me!”


  Marl zigzagged his men through the trees back to a clearing that bustled with activity. Many dozens of men and a few women relaxed or worked around several fires. White smoke lofted lazily up through the surrounding jungle canopy. The clearing was laid out in a circle around a central throne made of bamboo and huge green palm leaves, which at the moment was empty.


  As Grygory watched, he began to puzzle over what he saw. The tan natives, like the men who had captured them, for the most part relaxed or otherwise enjoyed themselves. The others clearly weren’t part of the society but instead served it. They served drinks or gathered firewood or prepared food over the fires, always with a spear-armed native nearby.


  “Hail, Thundar!” Marl called out as the column entered the clearing. The light from the many suns made his sweat-covered body glisten as he emerged from the shadows of the jungle.


  “Hail, Marl!” A muscular dwarf who stood near one of the fires returned the call.


  “I’ve got some more newbies for you!” Marl announced, and a cheer went up through the compound.


  “More newbies!” exclaimed the dwarf called Thundar. “Well, we’ve got plenty for them to do!” He scampered through the throng gathered around the fires, snatching a freshly peeled banana from one of men who was relaxing nearby.


  “Front and center, you two!” Marl ordered, and the natives pushed the knight and the monk forward and made them get down onto their knees. Thundar and Marl stood before them. The dwarf had one eye missing and seemed to gawk at them through the empty socket.


  “Hey,” Thundar growled suddenly. “One of ’em’s lame!” He reached over and punched Marl in the thigh.


  “It’s not my fault!” Marl complained. “He was that way when we found him!”


  “Let us go!” Grygory demanded, trying to rise to his feet. From behind him, strong hands held his shoulders.


  “Oh!” the dwarf mocked him. “He demands now, does he?” Thundar came closer and leaned over him, sticking his face right in Grygory’s, grinning with broken, yellowed teeth. “This one’s got a temper. I can see that right off,” he said. Without warning, he spat in the knight’s face. The natives guffawed. Grygory never winced, continuing to stare at the dwarf.


  “Where do you want ’em?” Marl asked.


  “Take ’em over to the cook fires. The newbies we got there now are burnin’ everything!” Guards forced Grygory and Mikhail to their feet and marched the pair through the middle of the clearing.


  “All these people are from Mystara,” Mikhail said under his breath, nimbly avoiding stepping on people lounging about. “That one named Thundar is clearly from Rockhome, and some of the others are from Darokin, Karameikos, Thyatis—you name it. The languages and accents are right, though I don’t know how the northerners can stand this heat.”


  “I don’t get it,” Grygory declared.


  “I’m not sure I do either, but maybe they were all sent here from Rugalov, just as we were.” The monk nearly tripped, passing by a pair who were juggling wooden clubs between them.


  “But why?” Grygory asked.


  “I don’t know the answer to that, but I’ve noticed something else peculiar. There’s not a decent weapon in this whole camp.” Grygory looked around as they approached the fire. His friend was right. Those who were armed had only clubs or spears, among the crudest and simplest of weapons.


  “You two wait here!” they were ordered. With plenty of others around to keep watch on them, their wrists were untied and they proceeded to rub feeling back into their fingers. Smoke from the cooking fire stung the knight’s eyes. Two other newbies were hustled away somewhere, leaving just one other tending the flames. He was a small man wearing a tattered, ruffled shirt and vest that were unmistakably of Darokinian origin. He leaned over and put more wood onto the fire.


  “You two just get here?” he asked. The light beard he wore was not unlike Grygory’s own, though his mustache was thin and neatly waxed to stand out from his cheeks.


  “Uh, yes,” Grygory answered. “We just got here this morning.”


  “Morning?” The Darokinian poked the fire with a bamboo pole, and sparks leapt out. “There are no mornings here, lad.”


  Until then, Grygory hadn’t thought of the Darokinian as being much older than he, though now he could see lines of age around the man’s eyes.


  “No mornings?” Mikhail queried blankly.


  “You two have no idea where you are, do you?” he asked, grinning and pulling at his mustache. He chortled softly to himself as another newbie brought him what looked like a pair of small hens, plucked, cleaned, and impaled on a stick for cooking.


  “I’m Grygory, and this is Mikhail.” The knight extended his hand and the Darokinian shook it. “We’re from Karameikos.”


  “Glad to meet you,” he said, reaching out and shaking Mikhail’s hand as well. “The name’s Pichietti. Luigi Pichietti. But you can call me Icepick.” He turned and balanced the two ends of the stick on rocks that suspended the hens above the heat of the fire. He lowered his voice and looked around. “Don’t be surprised if someone calls me Flavius. Just ignore it,” he added with a wink.


  “So just where are we, Icepick?” asked Mikhail. He picked up a couple of logs from a pile and added them to the fire, careful not to jostle the roasting hens.


  “Welcome to Rugalov’s temporary jail,” Icepick announced, bowing low and extending his arms with palms up. “The finest in comfort and confinement.”


  “I don’t get it,” Grygory confessed.


  “What’s there to get?” Icepick turned the hens to start them browning on the other side, then fanned himself with his free hand. “Their normal jail is filled to capacity, so they’re sending the overflow here.”


  “But where’s here?” Mikhail asked.


  “It’s an extradimensional space, or something like that. I’m not very up on magical things, but that’s what the consensus is around here anyway.”


  “Mikhail thinks we’re on the lamentable plane of air,” Grygory commented with a straight face.


  “Elemental plane of air,” the monk corrected.


  “That could be,” Icepick acknowledged. “I really have no idea, but there are no mornings here. At least there haven’t been in the three days I’ve been here.”


  “So who are all these others?” the knight asked. More hens were brought over on sticks, and Grygory set them to brown over the fire.


  “We’re newbies,” he said, “You know, recent arrivals. The ones with the sticks are mercenaries who work for Khalil. His real name is Inbed Achmed Mohammed something-or-other, Lion of the Hills, Keeper of the whatever. Anyway, it goes on like that for an hour or so. Hope you have the pleasure of making his acquaintance.”


  “Mercenaries?”


  “Yeah… lots of ’em. You see, there were lots of rumors going around that there was gold to be made working for mercenaries in Rugalov, and all kinds of sell-swords have been showing up for weeks. That’s what brought me to town, anyway.” Icepick turned his birds again, then deftly ripped off a leg for himself and stripped it free of meat in one quick bite. He tossed the bone to the ground and buried it with his foot. “To make a long story short, the rumors were just that. There was no coin to be had—just mercenaries looking for trouble. The town has been beset by brawlers and rowdies, and they finally got the garrison to do something about it. The jails are full, so here we are.”


  “But we’re not mercenaries,” Mikhail announced.


  “No offense,” Icepick said, touching the monk’s crutch, “but I kind of figured that. You in on some other rap?”


  “No,” Grygory pointed out. “We were rounded up with a bunch of the mercenaries.”


  “Then don’t sweat it,” the Darokinian reassured them. “In a few days, we’ll be out of here, and if you haven’t got a record they’ll let you go. In the meantime, we gotta make sure Khalil has no reason to kill us.”


  “So this Khalil character’s pretty much running the place?” Grygory ripped a leg off a roasting hen and popped it into his mouth.


  “Yeah,” Icepick answered. Grygory had just pulled the cleaned bone out of his mouth when a rough hand grabbed his arm.


  “Newbies don’t eat meat!” the guard shouted. He slapped the bone out of the knight’s hand. When Grygory turned to strike back, he found a sharp spear point at his throat and another at his breast. “Try that again,” the guard assured, “and you’ll be heaved off this little bit of heaven. Understand?”


  Grygory restrained himself from starting a fight, though he was sure he could overcome the few guards who were nearby. Getting past all of them would be another matter.


  “He’s a new newbie, Rej,” explained the Darokinian. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t get into any more trouble.”


  “Make sure he doesn’t!” The guards pulled their spears back and moved on.


  “No trouble,” Icepick reassured Grygory. “No trouble at all. Just play their games and nobody will get hurt. What’s wrong with you?”


  Grygory ground his teeth and shot the man a deathly stare. “I know you were trying to protect me, and I thank you for that intent,” he stated evenly. “But no one apologizes for me. Ever.”


  Icepick took a breath and nodded. “Understood. I meant no harm.” He held out his hand and Grygory shook it.


  “I’ve a feeling we could become good friends, Icepick, or should it be Flavius? What do you want us to call you, anyway?”


  “Flavius is okay for now. Icepick owes too many gambling debts around here.” All three chuckled. More hens were brought to them, plus a couple of lizards as well, and they set to work putting them on the fire and turning them. Icepick produced several bananas and shared them.


  “These are newbie food,” he explained.


  They tended to their cooking tasks for about another hour. The monk and the knight kept the coals of the fire even and hot, nursing them with bamboo poles and feeding them with wood brought by other newbies.


  “This is weird,” Mikhail said at one point.


  “Lots of things around here are weird. What in particular?” the knight asked.


  “There’s never any night.” The monk pointed skyward. In all the time they had been on the island, there had never been a sign of nightfall. The full light of day still pounded the floating island and apparently would continue to do so without interruption.


  They had roasted and distributed dozens of hens and lizards by the time the camp erupted into sudden pandemonium. Lounging mercenaries shot to their feet as the cry went up across the clearing.


  “The hunters are returning! Khalil has returned!”


  Grygory strained to see across the suddenly bustling camp. A procession of warriors entered the camp from the jungle beyond. It was preceded by two pairs of men, each pair carrying a slain boar hanging upside down on a pole between them. More men followed, carrying bloodstained spears. One who was being helped along by his comrades had apparently been gored in the leg. The throng in the clearing praised the kills and the warriors, but they erupted in applause when a large bald warrior appeared through the trees.


  “Khalil!”


  “The Lion has returned!”


  Khalil was an enormous warrior, thick through the thighs and arms and impossibly wide across the shoulders. He was completely bald, with a pair of thick, wickedly sloping black eyebrows and a pencil-thin beard that started just below his lip and extended a couple of inches below his chin. His skin was the deep brown of the desert peoples. The knight saw that he wore sandals and red trousers tied with a thick piece of hemp rope. Sunlight glinted from a hoop earring and at least one gold tooth. A small boy hurried along behind him, carrying a gourd that sloshed water as he ran. Khalil entered the camp with the confident strides of a champion, put his hands on his hips, and listened to the applause of his men. When he raised one hand, they stopped cheering immediately.


  “Men! The hunt has been successful!” he shouted. His accent was thick, but he was easily understood. “In a few hours, we dine like kings!”


  The men erupted into more cheering as their leader made his way toward his throne, the crowd parting before him as he approached. He ascended the jungle throne, turned, stood for a moment, then sat and crossed his legs in one graceful motion. The boy brought the gourd over to him, but when he attempted to take a drink from it, he found that it was empty. All the water had spilled out onto the ground in the boy’s haste to keep up. Khalil reached back and slapped the boy hard across the face with the back of his hand, sending him sprawling backward with a bloodied nose. Khalil’s men guffawed wildly, eliciting a smile from their leader as the boy slinked off into the crowd.


  “That’s contemptible! The coward!” Grygory hissed through clenched teeth. The image of Sergei flashed before his eyes, which were filled with anger.


  Delicacies were brought on a flat stone platter for Khalil to munch on. Slave girls, adorned in sheer silk finery, appeared around him, one at his feet, one behind him to rub his shoulders, and one on his lap, with his mighty arm around her tiny waist.


  “Where did those young ladies come from?” Mikhail asked, bewildered.


  “I don’t know,” Icepick confessed, “but wherever he is, there are always a few of them around.”


  Grygory saw Marl approach the throne to speak with the master of the island. He gestured toward the knight and monk as he spoke. Khalil glanced in their direction, then dismissed the tall human with a wave of his hand. In the meantime, the men carrying the boars approached the cook fire and deposited the carcasses at the knight’s feet.


  “Clean ’em and cook ’em, newbie!” one of them ordered, reaching out to give Grygory a shove. Grygory grabbed his wrist, twisted it around, and took a step forward.


  “Grygory, no!” Mikhail pleaded, and Icepick tried to hold the knight’s arm to restrain him, but to no avail. Grygory lunged forward with blinding speed, landing a single heavy-fisted blow to the startled mercenary’s face, sending him reeling backward onto the ground. Blood streamed through his fingers as he clutched his broken nose.


  “Damn newbie!” he shouted, his hands muffling his voice. He spat a mouthful of blood and put his other arm back to rise to his feet, but when he did, Grygory was right in front of him. The knight grabbed his right arm with both hands, turned to bring it over his shoulder, then jerked with all his strength. With no time to react, the startled mercenary went flying over Grygory’s shoulder and slammed to the ground with a resounding thud, knocking the wind out of him. The knight kept hold of his arm, twisting it to almost the breaking point, pinning his opponent face’s face to the ground.


  “Look out, Grygory!” Mikhail shouted. He turned to see two more mercenaries racing to their comrade’s assistance, leveling spears at the upstart servant.


  “Let him go!” the first one insisted, lifting his spear over his shoulder, his arm cocked to let it fly.


  “Make me!” the knight challenged. The other mercenary swung wide to his left, clutching his pointed shaft in both hands like a quarterstaff. Grygory could see that neither had any training in the use of spears. He let go of the helpless man’s arm, then darted toward the mercenary in front of him. The startled opponent drew back his weapon to hurl it, but the knight lunged at his feet. By the time he lowered his spear, Grygory had already knocked his ankles out from under him, sending him sprawling on his backside. The knight deftly rolled to his feet, then kicked his opponent hard in the chin with the point of his boot. Teeth and blood rained down as his body went limp.


  The second mercenary charged, intending to smash Grygory’s head with the butt of his spear, but the knight dodged aside easily, grabbing the weapon with one hand, then twisting it and falling away, using his opponent’s weight and momentum against him. The mercenary hit the ground hard, losing his weapon as he did so. By the time he started to rise, Grygory jabbed the blunt end of the spear into his gut, doubling him over, then elbowed him to the back of his neck, knocking him out cold.


  The knight looked around. Newbies and mercenaries alike had formed a ring around the fight. Once again he noticed coins changing hands.


  “What’s all this?” Marl broke through the crowd, with two of his men close behind. He assessed the situation and faced Grygory. “Drop the spear, newbie,” he insisted, moving into the clearing and motioning his men to circle to either side. Grygory clutched his weapon close to the shaft and backed away as they approached.


  “I’ll take all bets! Five to one against the newbie!” someone shouted.


  “I want some of that.”


  “Me, too!”


  “Count me in at five to one!” he heard Icepick shout. “The newbie’s a friend of mine!”


  The knight kept moving the spear in rapid succession to keep it between himself and each of his three opponents. It was Marl who charged first, swinging a heavy wooden club high over his head. The knight dodged it, but it allowed the others to close with him as well. Grygory feinted at one, then cuffed another on the jaw, but he took a blow from a spear shaft against the ribs in doing so. His enemies advanced steadily, forcing him backward. Finally they lunged toward him as one. Quickly he dropped and rolled toward their feet, allowing their momentum to trip them to the ground. More cheers erupted from the onlookers as Grygory raised his spear in both arms over his head.


  “Ten silvers on the newbie!”


  “And I’ve got twenty more!”


  The knight circled out into the clearing to gain more space as his opponents rose to their feet and slowly began to stalk him once more. Marl rubbed a bruise on his shoulder as he approached, while the other two leveled their spears and prepared to charge. Marl raised his hand to signal the attack. The howling of the surrounding mob reached a fever pitch.


  Suddenly, to Grygory’s amazement, everything went deathly quiet. Marl lowered his club and stepped back. Grygory turned to see the cause of the sudden calm. At the far edge of the circle, the crowd was broken by the mighty frame of Khalil himself, standing with his huge arms across his chest, glaring at the newbie. He dropped his arms and strolled confidently into the clearing.


  “Khalil! Khalil!” the crowd chanted, and in no time the entire compound, newbie and sell-sword alike, were shouting the name of their champion. Marl and the two mercenaries backed away into the throng, leaving only Grygory and Khalil.


  The champion approached with confident strides. He walked to the first fallen mercenary, who was just starting to regain consciousness, and rolled him over with his foot. He snapped his fingers, and several members of the crowd hurried into the clearing to drag away both prone figures. When they retreated, Grygory saw only bloodstained sand where they had been.


  Khalil stretched his thick muscles, first crossing his hamlike legs and bending to touch the ground, then stretching one arm and then the over high over his head. Once he was finished, he looked around with an approving smile and made a quick motion with his flattened hand across his throat, and all sound ceased. The scene was instantly so quiet that Grygory could hear the flapping wings of birds in the distance. The giant champion eyed him up and down before speaking.


  “You fight well, newbie,” he said, his voice low and even. “What is your name?”


  Grygory put the butt of his spear to the ground. “I am Grygory of Karameikos, but I am no ‘newbie.’ ” The crowd let out a collective gasp. The giant champion walked over until he was face-to-face with the knight. Grygory was a tall man, but Khalil stood half a head taller still. The two stared at each other eye to eye, and the knight saw fire in the recesses of Khalil’s dark orbs. Neither flinched at the other’s glare until the champion grinned broadly, sunlight flashing off his gold tooth, then put his head back and roared loudly.


  “Oh, but here you are a newbie, Gray-gray of Karameikos!” Khalil insisted. “In fact, you’re their king. Hail, my warriors, the King of the Newbies!” He raised his muscular arms high, and the crowd screamed its approval.


  Grygory looked around as the mercenaries forced the other newbies to their knees before their new ‘king.’ Two shoved Mikhail to the ground and put a foot on his back. All the while Khalil stood by, encouraging his men. Enraged, Grygory hefted his spear and threw it at Khalil’s feet, where it quivered in the ground, mere inches from his toes. The howling mob grew silent again, and the champion turned his head slowly to glare at the upstart newbie.


  “As King of the Newbies, I challenge you, Khalil!” The stunned crowd gasped and murmured. Khalil eyed the shaft of the spear from top to bottom. He reached out and grasped it with one hand and pulled it from the ground. He lifted it slowly over his head, parallel with the ground, and snapped its inch-thick shaft between his fingers like a twig. He let the two pieces fall to either side before turning to glare at the knight. Grygory stood fast, his arms at his sides, his heart pounding. The champion clenched his teeth. Grygory could see the muscles of his wide jaw ripple beneath his dark skin.


  “Spread the coals,” he said evenly. The crowd broke its silence again, this time shouting and cheering and breaking ranks. Newbies and mercenaries dashed across the clearing, moving logs and other obstacles. The bamboo-and-palm leaf throne was hoisted, as a single unit, onto the shoulders of a dozen men and carried to the edge of the jungle. In moments, a large portion of the camp had been completely cleared, a circle of sandy and rocky ground more than thirty paces across.


  Palm leaves were brought to each of the fires to smother the flames. Once the flames had been extinguished, the hot embers were gathered on folded leaves, carried between sticks, or simply shoved out of the fire pits and out onto the ground. The sell-swords arranged the coals into thick lines on the ground, fanning them to intense heat, forming some enormous symbol that the knight did not recognize. It looked to him like a strange letter M, crossed through the middle with a thin line that extended to either side. Neither Khalil nor Grygory moved during this entire time.


  Khalil spoke only after the red-hot coals had been completely spread out. “Do you know what this symbol is, Gray-gray of Karameikos?” The knight shook his head. “In Ylaruam, the land of my forefathers, it is known as a taj, and it stands for courage. You and I shall test our courage over it.”


  “It is one thing to have courage, Khalil,” Grygory countered. “But in my land, we value honor even more highly than courage.”


  The Ylaruamite sneered at the insult and bared his teeth. He clapped his hands over his head, and the crowd grew quiet as the giant champion moved to one side. Grygory noticed that the crowd had separated roughly into two groups. The mercenaries had gathered around the far end, and when Khalil circled the smoldering symbol of courage, he stopped and stood facing Grygory with his men behind him. Behind Grygory were the newbies, almost equal in number to their overseers, with Icepick and Mikhail in the forefront of their ranks. Both sides shouted encouragement to their champions. When the cheering reached a fever pitch, Khalil shouted above the din.


  “Begin!”


  Grygory had assumed there would be weapons brought into the makeshift arena, but there were none. The ring was bounded on all sides by the wall of spectators, and the only things inside were the two combatants and the smoking taj drawn on the ground. The Ylaruamite carried himself low in a broad stance, the fabric of his red pants rustling gently with his catlike movements. Grygory also crouched low and moved in closer to the edge of the taj. Already he could feel the heat of its glowing embers.


  Khalil bounded forward and in less than a heartbeat had reached the center of the taj. His speed astounded the knight, and he wondered if he could get the better of such a stealthy giant in hand-to-hand combat. Grygory stepped across the first line of the taj before him, keeping himself squared in the direction of his enemy. Suddenly Khalil launched himself forward like some red and bronze panther.


  “Look out!” he heard Mikhail cry above the shrieks of the other newbies. Grygory was bowled over by the sudden impact, and he felt a mighty hand clutching at his shoulder, dragging him over the coals and dropping him roughly. The wind all but knocked out of him, he struggled to roll off the hot coals, which had burned through his shirt and singed his back. The stench of burning fabric filled his nose as he bounded to his feet and turned to face Khalil, who was charging again with both arms extended.


  Grygory grabbed Khalil’s left arm and turned to deliver a kick to his knee, but the Ylaruamite champion dodged quickly to avoid the blow, sending a spray of his sweat sizzling into the coals. Well trained in hand-to-hand combat, Grygory immediately countered in the opposite direction, sending his other leg against the other knee, and this time his opponent wasn’t ready for him. His boot met Khalil’s kneecap squarely and forced a groan from deep inside him. The knight seized the opportunity and ducked low beyond the champion’s grasp and backed away.


  “An honorable man wouldn’t rule this place like a tyrant,” Grygory managed between gasping breaths.


  “A courageous man wouldn’t waste his time talking,” Khalil countered. He rubbed his sore knee for a moment. Khalil stood across two smoldering lines of the strange taj, faking lunges to try to get the knight to move out of position, but Grygory would have none of it. After a moment, the Ylaruamite bounded forward in another bull rush, and despite the knight’s best efforts to avoid him, Khalil’s speed was too great. He smashed into the smaller Karameikan and sent him sprawling backward, rolling across another line of coals, scorching his forehead and outstretched hands. Khalil pursued him and landed a hard, sandal-footed kick to the knight’s ribs. Grygory fought to keep from doubling over with the pain.


  Considering the force of the impact, he was grateful he didn’t hear any ribs snap. Instead, he used the power from the kick to keep rolling and leap back to his feet. The knight dropped his head low to avoid Khalil’s powerful fist and quickly backed into his opponent, delivering an elbow to his gut. The Ylaruamite’s stomach seemed to be made of steel, but the force of the blow made him back off a couple of steps. The knight readied himself for another lunge, but the crafty Ylaruamite kicked up a spray of sand that caught the knight off guard. Grygory threw up his arm, but it was too late to block the gritty sand from his eyes. Blinded, he rubbed his eyes with his left hand and flailed out wildly with his right.


  “You are well trained, Karameikan,” he heard Khalil say as he tried to open his watery eyes, “but inexperienced.” With that, Grygory felt a crushing blow to his shoulder that forced him to his knees, a two-fisted hammer blow from high over the Ylaruamite’s head. Through blurry eyes, he saw Khalil’s powerful hand reach down and grab him by the shirt. The Ylaruamite dragged him across the sand until Grygory could feel the heat of the coals wafting up around his neck.


  “The taj exacts its own revenge on weaklings,” Khalil gloated, and with the weight of his entire body, he thrust the. knight down into the coals. Grygory jerked his elbow and forearm behind him into the white-hot coals to keep his body off the ground. He screamed at the searing pain as the stench of his own burning flesh nearly choked him. He buckled under the weight of the massive champion and knew that in moments he would collapse into the blistering taj.


  Suddenly, without warning, the Ylaruamite drew back, pulled him up by his shirt, and tossed him aside. Grygory clutched at his burned, bleeding forearm, rose to his knees, and forced his sand-filled eyes open.


  “Round them up!” The voice was unfamiliar. Two figures flanked the giant Khalil, and in a moment, Grygory made out the uniforms of Rugalov garrison troops. Each held a heavy crossbow leveled at the champion’s chest. “Get them moving, men!”


  Beyond the taj, many more armed soldiers were rounding up sell-swords and newbies alike and marching them out of the compound. One grabbed the knight by the shoulder and forced him to his feet.


  “Grygory!” Mikhail hobbled up from behind him. “Are you all right?”


  The knight turned and gave the monk as reassuring a look as he could manage. “I’ll be okay, Mikhail.” Soon all three, monk, knight, and champion were forced into a line with the other prisoners and marched out through the jungle. Garrison troopers lined their path, crossbows cocked and ready. The column of grumbling prisoners stretched out before and behind them, though Grygory could barely see around the broad-shouldered Khalil, who strode silently in front of him.


  “Keep them moving!” someone shouted, and soldiers prodded some prisoners nearby where the line had bunched up. Eventually they emerged from the jungle onto a section of beach that Grygory recognized. The full light of the unending day hurt his already stinging eyes.


  The column marched straight to the edge of the island, where they disappeared one by one into a bizarre, rippling portal hanging in midair. When Khalil approached it, he hesitated for a moment. Soldiers grabbed his arms to force him through, but he shook them off and stepped through of his own accord. To Grygory, it seemed as if he had walked right off the edge of the floating island into oblivion.


  “Move along there!” Grygory held his breath and closed his eyes, then stepped forward into the magical doorway and once again witnessed the telltale flash of brilliant light.


  Chapter 8
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  Astiff wind howled through. the desolate forest around the tired orc horde, bringing with it the icy chill of the far north. Memories of recent slaughter and plunder did little to keep their monstrous minds off the frigid weather. Orc soldiers removed tattered chain mail and rusted greaves to keep the cold iron off their green skin, pulling their rags close around their chests and hideous faces. At the head of the rambling horde rode a single human, donned from the neck down in black plate, riding a beast of shambling bones, followed closely by a small orc on foot.


  “Your orcs can’t take the cold,” the Dark One observed, a blast of chill wind blowing across his exposed, bearded face. His every breath sent puffs of steam into the evening air.


  “It’s been a long time since we’ve climbed the mountains of home,” Chilth replied, pulling a scarf away from its face to make itself heard. “Their blood has gotten thin in the south. They’ll do well enough, though.”


  “No doubt.” The Dark One pulled his leather gloves down more tightly on his hands and fingers. “I’d wager many of them wished they’d pillaged more warm clothing and less silver,” he said with a chuckle.


  “Warm coats are fetching many coins among the ranks,” the small orc pointed out. “And there just aren’t enough silver pieces to get one to part with a pair of warm boots.”


  “Nevertheless, we’ve made good time today,” the Dark One said. “Set up camp among these pines. I want my tent erected over there.” He pointed, and the magical armor flowed with his arm as easily as if he wore nothing at all. Chilth spread the order among the ranks of orcs, and they gratefully pulled off the trail to huddle among the trees. Cooking fires were started and unidentifiable meats set to roasting on sticks. Beds were dug into the snow and blankets broken out, but the ceaseless howling of the wind reminded them that winter would rule the night. The Dark One left his beast motionless near a copse of leafless trees and sat with Chilth, waiting for his tent to be erected, beside a thick fallen tree trunk that blocked the fierce wind somewhat.


  “We should reach the falls in a couple of days,” Chilth pointed out, and the human nodded in agreement. The orc shivered uncontrollably, shifting its weight again and again to try to keep warm. The Dark One sat motionless, the youthful blood surging through his veins keeping him reasonably comfortable. An orc officer approached from the direction of the main encampment. It wore the accoutrements of one of Chilth’s elite guards, with full breastplate and leather leggings hung with feathers. The officer’s face was hidden behind a stark white mask carved in the ghastly image of a crook-nosed hag. It wore a recurved black bow across its back with a quiver of black-fletched arrows. Half a dozen shrunken heads, tied to its belt by a knotted fistful of hair, bounced awkwardly at its thigh.


  “Report,” Chilth ordered.


  “All sections bedded down,” the officer explained, “except for Gahack’s troops. They’re late because they managed to chase down a couple of deer, sir.”


  “Good,” Chilth responded. “Return to your section.” The orc turned to leave, but stopped to face the human, tilting his head to one side.


  “Didn’t you used to have a gray beard?” it asked. Chilth turned cautiously to observe the Dark One’s reaction. He rose slowly to his full height and turned his head to display his smooth features and his mane of jet-black hair. The human approached the masked orc, allowing him to get a good look in the flickering light from the nearby fires.


  “You are very observant,” the Dark One complimented him, then quickly drew his broadsword and thrust it completely through the unsuspecting orc’s throat. It let out a gurgling scream, and a gout of thick green blood streamed out the mouth of the wooden mask. The human let the corpse fall backward off his blade and crumple, lifeless, to the frozen ground. Steam rose from the guard’s gashed throat. The orcs working to erect the Dark One’s tent paused for a few seconds to look, then hurried back to their tasks. The Dark One resheathed his broadsword and resumed his seat.


  “Keep the smart ones away from me, Chilth.” The small orc nodded, warming its hands with its breath.
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  Grygory let the heavy wooden doors bang shut behind him. Beyond the doors, his companions waited anxiously in the stone hallway.


  “Well, what did he say?” Yuri asked.


  “Do they have men to spare?” Mikhail chimed in.


  “I’m afraid not,” Grygory replied, taking a deep breath and letting it out again. “The commander says the fort has too few men to spare any, even as a favor to the House of Yuschiev. Damn Thyatian! At least I got an apology for being falsely imprisoned.”


  “So what do we do now?” Yuri asked, shrugging his shoulders.


  “I don’t know,” the knight replied honestly, raising his hand to rub his temples. “I really don’t know.”


  “Let me take a look at that arm,” Mikhail insisted, grabbing Grygory’s wrist and pulling on his arm. He looked around and ushered the knight over to where the light of day streamed through an arrow slit.


  “Mikhail, I—” the knight began.


  “Shush. Let me take a look.” The monk examined his arm like a butcher inspecting a ham hock while Yuri and Grygory simply shook their heads. “Burns don’t always heal like other wounds,” Mikhail said. “Healing’s not my specialty, you know.”


  “Thank you, Mikhail,” Grygory said, pulling his arm back. “Let’s get out of here.” The knight led them down the gray stone corridor. Torches burned in sconces to either side between doorways that led to other parts of the frontier fort. Garrison soldiers kept a careful eye on them until they cleared the main gate into the light of day.


  “Yuri,” he said, suddenly remembering something. “Did you manage to get my sword back?”


  “Yes, m’lord,” the older soldier said with a broad smile. “It’s back at the inn. I had to dig through a huge pile of weaponry before I found it. I got the monk’s crutch, too.”


  “Thanks,” the knight offered. “I’d hate to lose that blade.”


  “No trouble at all, m’lord. Now, could you explain again exactly where you were? Fyodor said something about a floating island and dragons.” Yuri narrowed his eyes in disbelief.


  “It was bizarre place, that’s for certain,” Mikhail acknowledged.


  “Indeed it was,” Grygory agreed. “I’ll explain as we walk.” Grygory turned down the road leading away from the Rugalov fortress and headed back toward the ferry to cross the river, all the while describing their strange visit to the elemental plane of air. Yuri listened attentively, but at times he had a hard time looking as if he really believed what he was hearing.


  “And you say this island just floated without falling?” the master-at-arms said, struggling with the concept. Grygory and Mikhail looked at each other and broke into laughter.


  “Our compatriot doesn’t seem to believe us, good monk!” the knight said, slapping Mikhail on the shoulder.


  “No, I don’t think he does,” the monk agreed. “Maybe we could get the garrison to send him there for a while.”


  “An excellent idea!” Grygory roared. The main channel of the river remained unfrozen yet, with just a relatively thin crust of ice hugging the shorelines of both sides. He paid the ferryman with a fistful of coppers, and the three of them got onto the boat. It creaked and tugged at the guide ropes as it broke through the shoreline ice and floated slowly out into the swift current of the river. The freezing wind whipped out of the north and felt particularly cold on the water, so they huddled on the lee side of an oxen team for shelter. Once they had reached the far shore, they hurried quickly off the ferry as soon as the gate was raised and made their way through the village streets toward the inn that Yuri had secured for them.


  “Are all the men ready to travel?” Grygory asked as they rounded a corner.


  “Fyodor had the men get packed, and the animals are nearby,” Yuri confirmed. He looked over at the monk and shrugged his shoulders. “Where are we off to, m’lord?”


  “Back to Mirros,” the knight said, never breaking his stride. “Without more men, we can’t hope to protect the villages. We have to go back and inform Baron Yuschiev.”


  “So you’re willing to simply give up?” Mikhail asked. His tone did nothing to hide his surprise.


  “What would you have me do?” The knight stopped so suddenly that the other two nearly walked right into him. “There is no honor in pretending.” He met the eyes of the others sternly, then turned and stalked off at a rapid pace. Yuri and Mikhail exchanged a quick glance and hurried to catch up. It was nearly midday, and activity in the village was at its peak for a winter day. Crowds of merchants, townsfolk, and farmers from the surrounding countryside pushed their way through the streets, bundled against the weather, going about their business. If Grygory weren’t a full head taller than most of them, the monk and master-at-arms would have certainly lost sight of him.


  “Grygory, wait!,” Mikhail called, but the knight gave no sign of slowing down. He rounded a corner by a cobbler’s shop and headed down the steep lane toward their inn.


  The weather had turned colder once more. Patches of ice and snow made the descent treacherous, and all three took careful steps. The Green Fish Inn was an older building of sagging log and mud walls. Its porch and southernmost wall were partially collapsed, but smoke rose invitingly from three different chimneys, and it was the only inn in the village with enough rooms for all of them on short notice.


  “Yuri, gather the men,” Grygory ordered as he ascended the wooden steps. “I want to get moving within the hour.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” the master-at-arms replied. They entered the inn through the double front doors to find Fyodor lounging in the foyer in front of a roaring fireplace. Nearly asleep in a comfortable chair with a half-eaten apple in hand, he was startled by their entrance.


  “Welcome back, m’lord,” he said, blinking and sitting up. “Any luck?”


  “I’m afraid not,” the knight answered. “We’ll be leaving Rugalov as soon as we can get ready. Go with Yuri to assemble the men and animals.” The knight ducked low beneath a ceiling beam and ascended the narrow, crooked stairs. Mikhail followed, holding his crutch beneath one arm and using the thick railings to support his weight.


  “Grygory, what will we do when we get back to Mirros?” the monk asked as the knight gathered together his personal belongings. His room was typical of those in the inn, with a simple bed and trunk, a chair, and not a single square corner anywhere.


  “I’m not sure,” the knight confessed. “With luck, Baron Yuschiev will be able to pull a rabbit out of his hat and find more men. Whether or not he lets me lead them remains to be seen. Ouch!” The knight rubbed his head where he had bumped it on a beam. “These rooms must have been made for dwarves,” he said wryly.


  Mikhail didn’t want to change the subject. “What I meant was what about us?”


  Grygory looked up from packing his satchel. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean will I go back to the monastery?”


  “That’s up to you,” the knight said.


  “If I do, will it be years before I see you again?” Mikhail asked, and Grygory closed his eyes and turned his head away. “I guess what I’m trying to say is that it’s been good being with you again.”


  “I wasn’t my fault we didn’t see each other. You’re the one who’s been hiding.”


  “It’s a lot like when we were younger.” Mikhail put his hand on the knight’s shoulder, and Grygory pulled him close to embrace him.


  “You know, there’s something I always wanted to tell you, Grygory,” Mikhail said, withdrawing to arm’s length and looking directly into his friend’s eyes. “I never knew what to say to you when your father was killed.” Grygory winced, but the monk kept going. “Shoot, when it happened, there wasn’t any time to say anything. But I was truly sorry. It must have been horrible to see him butchered like that. I always wanted to share that pain with you.”


  “There was nothing you could have done about it,” Grygory pointed out. Tears welled in his eyes, but he forced them back.


  “I know I couldn’t have done anything to prevent it. That’s not the point. I wanted to comfort you, to be your friend, but I couldn’t.” The monk slapped his lame leg.


  “You were nearly killed yourself, Mikhail,” Grygory reminded him.


  “Yes, but somehow after that, we never were as close.” The pair stood awkwardly for a moment.


  “I know,” Grygory said eventually. “I was always sorry about that.”


  “Me, too,” Mikhail answered. “Look, the point is that I always regretted not telling you that I was sorry about your father. He was a good man. He deserved better.”


  The knight took a deep breath, his eyes swimming. “I know. Thanks.” The pair embraced again briefly before Grygory resumed packing his gear. As he bustled about the room, Grygory thought about his father’s murder, his obligation to Yuschiev, his present troubled command, about Sergei’s death, an entire litany of problems that had threatened to overwhelm him. In his heart, he felt lighter, as if a weight had been lifted from his chest. He owed a good deal to his friend Mikhail. He vowed never to let their friendship languish again.


  “I’d like to get together more,” the knight said sincerely.


  “So would I,” Mikhail replied, and they both laughed to release the tension. “Well, you certainly know where to find me. My address doesn’t change much, you know.”


  “We’d better get going,” Grygory said. He began gathering together a few last things, and Mikhail went to his room to do the same. Before fifteen minutes had passed, they were in front of the inn, stashing their things in the saddlebags. Yuri and Fyodor and the other men were doing likewise in preparation for the four-day journey back the way they had come. Conversation was at a minimum, with Yuri occasionally barking orders.


  “Bring those animals over here!” the master-at-arms shouted.


  “M’lord, I took it upon myself to purchase several bottles of mead, some jerky, and some raspberry jelly made by the locals,” Fyodor announced. “The jelly should help get those hard biscuits down.”


  “Good thinking,” Grygory said, flashing him a smile, then turning to Yuri. “Are we ready to go, master-at-arms?”


  “Yes, m’lord,” Yuri replied, cinching a strap tight.


  “Then follow me. We’ll head north out of town and then circle around to the west.” Grygory reined his horse around and headed up the lane.


  “You heard him,” Yuri grumbled. “Let’s move out!” He slapped horses on the flank to get the small group moving, then mounted his own steed to bring up the rear.


  The townsfolk hardly gave them a second glance. The hundreds of mercenaries around town over the last several weeks had desensitized them to columns of mounted warriors. At the top of the lane, Grygory swung his horse to the right, leading his men north. The Green Fish Inn fell from view, though they could still make out the swirling smoke from its chimneys for some distance.


  “Past these shops, m’lord, and then down that second street on the left,” Yuri advised his knight.


  “You learned your way around town pretty well, didn’t you,” Grygory observed.


  “Aye, m’lord,” the master-at-arms replied with a twinkle in his eye. “There was little else to do while you were off on your island vacation.”


  Grygory cast Yuri a rueful glance, but followed his directions, turning down a narrow street lined thickly with leafless trees. Peasant hovels were scattered haphazardly to either side, though each had smoke from a warm fire curling from its chimney. After a hundred yards, the trees and hovels began to thin out as the troops made their way out of the village. The road became a dirt track, with deep ruts from the passage of countless wagons. They passed a handful of small farms. The fallow fields were all snow patched and abandoned until they topped a low rise and spotted one occupied by an extensive city of tents.


  “Grygory!” Mikhail called, but the knight had already seen what the monk was pointing to.


  “What do you make of it, m’lord?” Yuri asked.


  “Do you see that large black tent in the middle?” he replied. “It’s the kind you see in Ylaruam.”


  “That bald so-and-so you fought on the island!” Yuri exclaimed. “Does this mean you’ll be wanting a rematch?”


  “To tell the truth, I’d just as soon avoid one,” the knight confessed. “But we won’t hide our heads. Let’s ride past.” Grygory clicked with his tongue and spurred his mount down the dirt road. As they approached the tents, they saw very little sign of their occupants.


  The cold, gusting northern wind alternately billowed and relaxed the loose fabric on each tent loudly, so it sounded to Grygory like the banners of a hundred knights on parade. The track took them within ten paces of the nearest tents. The knight led his column at a gentle walk. There was no visible activity until they had nearly passed the city, when they came upon a group of warriors bundled in furs, blankets, and rags pulling down a tent and packing their gear and weapons.


  “Are these the tents of Khalil’s mercenaries?” Mikhail asked. Grygory shot him a glare. He had hoped to pass without incident.


  “The rest of them are,” replied one warrior, a tall, bearded man with a horned helm stuffed down over a blanket that covered his head and shoulders. He looked up from the pack he was busy stuffing. “As for us, we’re moving on. There’s no coin to keep us here.” The others with him grumbled in agreement.


  “Thanks,” the monk acknowledged, “and good luck to you.” They kept walking their horses along the track until it came to a more substantial road of gravel and stone that would take them around back to the west. Grygory turned his mount onto the road and then stopped his mount without warning, looking back at the tent city. Yuri looked back as well, then back at his knight.


  “M’lord, you’re not thinking what I think you are, I hope.”


  “I have an idea,” Grygory said.


  “But a bunch of lawless—”


  “They may be willing,” the knight pointed out. The master-at-arms shook his head.


  “Why have we stopped?” Fyodor called out, walking his mount up to the front of the column.


  “What’s going on, Grygory?” the monk chimed in.


  “I fear our knight has a new plan,” Yuri answered.


  “Do you have a better idea?” Grygory challenged.


  Yuri shook his head and answered softly, “No, m’lord.”


  “Then it’s worth a try. Follow me!” he ordered, and the entire line reformed behind him and moved back down the rutted dirt track. Grygory held out one hand, and Yuri dutifully approached and handed him his helmet. The knight donned it, its blue and purple plumage blowing nearly flat in the stiff breeze. He held out his hand once more to accept his shield and then his bannered lance.


  “Double file!” the master-at-arms ordered. The line formed close behind the knight, two riders abreast, with Fyodor and Mikhail bringing up the rear. “Helmets and shields!” he bellowed again, and the men-at-arms pulled their gear from their packs. In less than a minute, the column of riders had been transformed into an armed company of cavalry, ready for combat. As they rode past the departing warriors, they gawked at the passing formation. When they entered the camp, Grygory dropped his lance straight out in front of him and sat low in the saddle, signaling the master-at-arms.


  “Double speed!” Yuri cried, and the formation charged into the tent city. The thunder of hoofbeats drowned out the wind and brought warriors hurrying out of their tents, only to draw back again to avoid being trampled. Clumps of mud and slush shot in all directions beneath the horses’ hooves, spraying the tents and startled onlookers as Grygory kept a steady path toward the large black tent they’d seen from the hilltop.


  “Keep in tight formation, men!” shouted the master-at-arms, but the knight could barely hear him over the din of their charge. By the time they reached the black tent, half a dozen disheveled warriors had assembled to meet the assault with drawn swords. In their midst was Marl, the tall, bearded human who had led the patrol when Grygory and Mikhail had been captured on the beach. He raised his curved scimitar over his head to slash at the approaching knight, but Grygory pulled up his lance and reined his mount to a halt just in front of him, spraying the nearby warriors with mud and snow.


  “I am Grygory of Karameikos!” he called from beneath his visored helm. “I demand to see your leader!”


  “Defend the perimeter!” Yuri called out behind him, and the mounted men-at-arms formed their animals into a circle, facing out, with weapons drawn to defend their tiny patch of ground in the sea of tents.


  “Are you deaf?” Grygory shouted. Marl lowered his scimitar and backed up to the great folds of the tent’s entrance, but before he could open them, they were flung back from the inside. Wearing only black silk pants, despite the freezing wind, Khalil held the tent flaps aside, his powerful arms stretched wide. He narrowed his eyes at the knight and bared his teeth.


  “You dare disturb the Lion?” he bellowed, and the warriors nearby backed away several steps, more afraid of their own leader’s wrath than of the mounted, armed opponents who confronted them. Khalil began to curse savagely in his native tongue, spitting his rage at his men, who scurried around the tents, gathering weapons and armor. Then he turned once more to face the knight. “Who are you, dog, so we may send your head back to your family?”


  Grygory sat still for a moment, his banner flapping in the wind. He lifted his visor with one hand and lowered his lance slowly until the point hovered no more than an inch from Khalil’s breast. The Ylaruamite merely smiled, unmoving.


  “I am Grygory of Karameikos,” the knight said evenly. “A dog would have already run you through.”


  Khalil’s smile grew broader. “Then he would be a dead dog,” the Lion countered. “But I see that you are not a dog at all, but the King of the Newbies. Have you come to reclaim your throne?”


  “I remind you that name is Sir Grygory of Karameikos, and if you wish to hear what I have to say, you’ll address me as such.” Grygory raised his lance back into the air, resting its hilt on the front of his saddle.


  Khalil tilted his head and smiled. “Well, what is it you have to say, then?” the Ylaruamite asked. “As you can see, we’re very busy.” More of his men chuckled.


  “Your hospitality is lacking, Khalil,” the knight said. “Would you have us discuss business out here in the cold?”


  “Business?” Khalil repeated, raising an eyebrow. Grygory offered no answer. “So be it. Marl, see to their horses. Sir knight, you may enter my tent.” With that, he quickly pulled the flaps back together and vanished.


  “Fyodor,” the knight began, turning in his saddle and lowering his voice. “Keep a watchful eye. Yuri and Mikhail, you come with me.” All three dismounted and handed their reins to Haydn and Pavl. Grygory handed his lance to Fyodor and removed his heavy helmet.


  “What exactly do you have in mind?” the monk whispered, shifting his crutch beneath his arm.


  “I don’t know exactly,” Grygory confessed, “but I want to see Khalil’s reaction to my offer. Come on.” The three approached the entrance to the tent, only to be cut off by Marl and a couple of other armed warriors.


  “Just you,” Marl insisted, pointing to Grygory. “Khalil said nothing about the others.”


  “But—” Yuri began.


  “But nothing,” Marl insisted. “Only the knight may enter.” Yuri started to protest, but Grygory cut him off.


  “It’s all right, Yuri. You two wait with Fyodor and the others. I won’t be long.” He placed a reassuring hand on the shoulder of the master-at-arms. Mikhail nodded and turned with Yuri to leave. Satisfied, Marl pulled the tent flap aside and ushered the knight, plumed helm in hand, into the darkened interior.


  Once inside, Grygory stopped a moment to let his eyes adjust to the dimly lit tent. The wind outside was muffled by the thick fabric of the walls and ceiling, though they were constantly rustling from its force. The roof was suspended by five sturdy wooden poles. Smoke from a smoldering fire pit rose lazily up and out a hole at the highest point in the center. Elaborate rugs were strewn about the dirt floor. Beyond the fire pit, Grygory saw Khalil, reclining on a pile of pillows and cushions, his features made unnaturally red and forbidding in the glow of the fire. A half-eaten plate of food lay discarded at his feet. Another figure, slim and scantily clad, nuzzled close against him, held fast by his massive arm around her waist.


  “Enter, Sir Gurgor of Karameikos,” he offered. Grygory didn’t know if Khalil mispronounced his name intentionally, but he elected to ignore it. He strode over to stand where the heat of the fire pit warmed his face and hands. The woman at Khalil’s side looked up at the knight with thick-lashed eyes, then looked away.


  “So you have been freed,” the knight observed.


  “The garrison had no further need of us, it would seem,” Khalil replied. “We are free to stay for a few more days, but then we must depart. It is just as well. There is nothing for us here anyway.”


  “Are you certain?” Grygory stared directly into Khalil’s eyes.


  “You think otherwise?” Khalil adjusted his mighty frame on the cushions slightly.


  “There may be work for your men, if I am convinced of their training and discipline. I would like to ask you some questions.”


  “Indeed. Ask away.” Khalil relaxed back into his pillows, placing his free arm behind his head.


  “How many warriors do you have?”


  “I’m not sure. Where is the sun in the sky?”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “This morning there were about three hundred, but by nightfall their numbers will have shrunk. There is no work, so I have no silver, so they have no reason to stay. They flee like cockroaches!” The Ylaruamite put his head back and chuckled. “But warriors must eat. I cannot blame them for leaving.”


  “Are they well trained?”


  “They move like panthers and sting like cobras!” Khalil proclaimed, suddenly leaning forward once more and pounding one large hand into the pillows for emphasis. “I have trained them myself.”


  “What about discipline?” the knight asked.


  “They take my coin, so they obey my commands. In my unit, my word is law.” Khalil leaned back again. “Now it is my turn for questions.”


  “All right,” Grygory said, nodding.


  “What do you want with us?”


  “I am on a quest for my lord to drive raiders away from several villages in the woods to the north.”


  “What kind of raiders?”


  “Orcs, we believe.”


  “How many orcs?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Is your lord in the habit of sending half a dozen men to liberate his villages?”


  “No,” Grygory answered. “Circumstances warrant that I find steel where I can.”


  “Circumstances?” Khalil cocked his head.


  “Yes.”


  “You wouldn’t care to elaborate?”


  “No, I wouldn’t. Do you have any other questions?”


  “This question seems obvious, but I feel I should ask it anyway. Do you have coin? Or am I expected to work for credit?” Khalil played with imaginary coins in his fingers.


  “I have coin, Khalil,” Grygory insisted.


  “How much?”


  “I can give you a thousand silvers.” The Ylaruamite stood, dropping his woman without warning to the floor.


  “That will buy you three days, Karameikan,” Khalil announced, his gold tooth gleaming in the dim firelight. “I pay my men a silver a day, plus all the plunder they can grab.”


  “There will be no plunder taken from the villages,” the knight insisted, “but they’re free to grab whatever they can get from the orc raiders.”


  Khalil pulled at the thin line of his beard. “Three days is not much time to root out clever raiders.”


  “I can get more coin when the raiders are defeated.”


  “Ah. Credit.”


  “I give you my word of honor,” Grygory insisted, glaring at his adversary.


  “There you go with honor again. In my experience, honor does not win battles. Only courage can do that.” The Ylaruamite smiled broadly and shook his head. “But I will accept your offer… with a few conditions.”


  “Name them.”


  “The thousand silvers. You must give them to me immediately.”


  “Agreed,” Grygory said, “but I don’t want to employ your unit until tomorrow at dawn.”


  “Agreed. Second, my men fight for me and no one else.”


  “Provided you follow my instructions, that will be no problem.”


  “No!” Khalil roared, pointing with his thumb at his chest and snarling. “I am their leader. I refuse to turn over my command!”


  “If you don’t follow my orders, there is no deal!” Grygory insisted.


  “I could kill you and take the thousand coin right now!” Khalil roared, clenching a fist and drawing it back. Grygory didn’t budge.


  “I doubt that, but even if you could, a thousand coin would only buy you a few days. Then you’d be right back where you started, with no work and a dwindling horde.”


  Khalil cursed and swung his mighty fist through the air, then turned away with his face in his hands. When he turned back, Grygory could see his jaw muscles rippling beneath his skin.


  “I will follow your instructions as our patron. Nothing more!”


  “Agreed, though your officers will have to obey my master-at-arms as well.” Khalil growled and clenched his fists, but softened when Grygory again gave no sign of backing down.


  “Agreed. You drive a difficult bargain, Karameikan.”


  “But one that will benefit us both, Khalil. I will see to it that the coins are delivered promptly. We’ll set up camp outside your tent here. Prepare your men. We leave at first light.”


  “The silver will be delivered today?”


  “That’s what I said,” Grygory assured him. Khalil clapped his hands loudly and fell back onto the cushions. He grabbed the woman and dragged her to him, pressing his lips to hers lustily. “Then the Fangs of Jallah are at your service!” Grygory nodded and retired from the darkened tent as the Ylaruamite turned his attentions to the warm and willing creature in his arms.


  Chapter 9
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  The cold afternoon passed quickly. The icy blast of wind whipped all around them, but occasionally the sun peeked out from behind the clouds to warm them somewhat. Grygory put Joshkia and Yichi to work assembling their tents next to Kahlil’s. Fyodor unpacked the animals and had a small tent erected for Grygory, since his larger field tent had been destroyed in the ogre ambush. Haydn dug a pit in front of it and started a fire with brush and twigs gathered at the edge of the fallow fields. Warming himself beside the fire outside his tent, Grygory called the master-at-arms to talk to him.


  “Yuri,” he said, keeping his voice low, “I need you to unpack the silver.” The knight looked around cautiously.


  “Aye, m’lord,” he replied. “But I can’t believe you’re going to deal with these savages.”


  “Savages or not, they’ve got swords and I need them.” Grygory rubbed his hands in the heat of the fire, ducking from a stray ember sent flying by the stiff wind.


  “I recommend we keep our wits about us, then, m’lord. If things start to go wrong, they’d slit our throats as soon as look at us!”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” the knight agreed, nodding.


  “I’ll go get the silver, m’lord,” Yuri said.


  “Yuri?” Grygory whispered before he could leave, drawing his master-at-arms closer by crooking his finger.


  “Yes, m’lord?”


  “I told Khalil we have only a thousand silver. Just grab one bag. Don’t let any of them see the rest.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” Yuri assured his knight. He turned away with a broad smile, laughing on his way to the horses. He unpacked a single burlap bag from one of the saddle bags. He held it up for Grygory’s approval, straining under its weight. Grygory nodded and gestured toward the flaps of the black tent. Yuri carried the heavy load to the tent, where he was met by the ever-watchful Marl. Grygory saw that the two exchanged words, then Yuri was admitted. After a few moments, the master-at-arms reemerged from the tent and returned to his knight.


  “What did he say?” Grygory asked. Yuri pulled up close and sat on the ground near the fire, massaging his shoulders and arms to ward off the cold.


  “Not much, m’lord,” Yuri answered. “He was busy with a lady. I set the bag down and opened it with my knife. That got his attention. Then I left.”


  Grygory chuckled, and the pair sat back to smoke their pipes contentedly as the mercenary camp sprang into activity. They heard Khalil shout for Marl, who ran off to fetch something. Sell-swords came and went, leaving Kahlil’s tent with a bit of extra jingle in their trousers, or so Grygory judged from the smiles on their faces. By evening, the previously subdued mercenaries were singing and carousing, breaking bread and wine bottles despite the wintry weather. Grygory sat with his men to enjoy a simple meal in their own small compound.


  “There seems to be no end to their supply of wine, m’lord,” Fyodor pointed out. “It’s getting a bit late for drink and song, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Aye, m’lord,” Yuri added. “This lot won’t be much good at dawn, I’d wager.” The master-at-arms spread his bedding inside his tent and then sat to unlace his boots. “Are you thinking of saying something to Khalil?”


  “No,” Grygory said. “They’re his men. For now, I’ll have to assume he knows how to handle them and how much leeway to give them. We’ll see how things go when it’s time to move out in the morning.”


  “I know which way I’d bet, m’lord,” Fyodor said, shaking his head and attacking another jellied biscuit.


  “Our concern right now is holding up our end of the bargain. In the morning, Fyodor, you take charge of our men. Yuri, you work with me to get this rabble organized and moving. I don’t expect it’s going to be easy.”


  “Aye, m’lord. You can say that again.”


  “I suggest you all get a good night’s sleep.” Grygory started for his tent.


  “Good night, m’lord,” said Fyodor.


  “Sleep well, m’lord,” added Yuri.


  “Good night,” Grygory said.


  Gradually Grygory’s men retired to their tents and settled in for the night. Fyodor spread the coals of the fire with a stick to allow the remaining red embers to cool.


  Grygory poked his head out of his tent flap. “Fyodor?” he called softly.


  “Yes, m’lord?”


  “I want one sentry kept posted all night. Just in case.”


  “Aye, m’lord.” The rotund soldier nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”


  “Good night then,” the knight said finally, pulling his head back into the tent and lying down to sleep. He dozed off easily, despite the noise of the reveling mercenaries, though he awoke several times during the night. Images of Sergei’s stiffened corpse and the hollow, empty feeling of promises never to be fulfilled nagged at him incessantly.


  By the second watch, the carousing had died down to the point where he could only hear an occasional bottle breaking in a distant tent. Grygory awoke and emerged from his tent to survey the camp. “They’ve finally drunk themselves into a stupor,” he said to Joshkia, who had the second watch. Grygory returned to his tent. The next thing he knew, he was startled awake by the monk poking his head into the flap of his tent.


  “Grygory… time to get moving,” Mikhail said softly.


  The knight started, rubbing his eyes and sitting up. He pulled on his boots and laced them, then stepped out into the chill morning air. The wind had died away during the night, carrying the clouds away with it and leaving behind a brilliant canopy of stars. A half moon rose in the east, where the barest hint of the approaching dawn glowed dimly on the horizon.


  “Good morning, m’lord,” said Fyodor, stoking a new fire. He put a pan over the fresh flames, cracking an egg into it. The egg hissed and sputtered in the hot pan. “Eggs and biscuits this morning?”


  “Sounds perfect, Fyodor.”


  The others in the knight’s camp were already awake and had most of their tents down and gear stowed. Yuri approached with the horses in tow. “Good morning, m’lord. Not many of Khalil’s men are stirring yet, I’m afraid. I took a walk around the compound before I went to get the horses.”


  “There’s a bit of time, yet,” Grygory said. “Let’s give them the benefit of the doubt. Strike my tent down and get my horse ready.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” Yuri acknowledged. He ordered a couple of men-at-arms to give him a hand, and in no time they had the knight’s things stowed and ready for travel. Fyodor cooked up a hearty breakfast, adding a few strips of bacon into the pan when the eggs were finished.


  “I picked up some food in Rugalov,” he announced. “Here, m’lord.” He handed Grygory a tin plate with three fried eggs and a couple of biscuits.


  “You never cease to amaze me, Fyodor.” The men chuckled, digging into his morning feast with gusto. “The smell alone should get Khalil’s men moving.”


  They had nearly finished their breakfast by the time the light of morning hid the stars behind a blanket of blue sky. Grygory was beginning to lose his patience. He stood to rouse the Ylaruamite himself when Khalil burst out from his tent. He stood with a small torch in one hand, wearing thick leather pants and a bright red tunic gathered at the waist with a gold rope. A wide-bladed scimitar and two gleaming stilettos hung from his belt. He looked around his compound, then glanced over at the dining men-at-arms.


  “I greet you with the dawn, Karameikans,” he said, smiling broadly and bowing slightly in their direction. Marl appeared as if from nowhere, awaiting instructions.


  “Arrange the Fangs,” Khalil instructed. “Prepare to march!”


  Marl nodded quickly and was off, shouting orders and rousting men from their tents. In minutes, the entire tent city was alive with activity, warriors running to and fro, tents quivering and disappearing.


  The mercenaries wore arms and armor from a dozen different lands. Quickly the tents were packed away in canvas or burlap backpacks. Throughout the preparations, Marl hurried from site to site, cursing the troops in a variety of languages. He was followed closely by Thundar, the one-eyed dwarf.


  Khalil’s tent was broken down into five bolts of heavy black cloth wrapped around the tent poles. Warriors heaved the bolts over their shoulders like blanket rolls and hurried away to form up before Marl. In less than half an hour, there was nothing left of the tent city but smoldering fire pits and the discarded, broken crockery and glass of several days of encampment.


  Khalil watched over everything, though he spoke only to Marl. The tall human relayed the orders vehemently, ever watchful of his master’s expression. If Khalil scowled, he redoubled his efforts to motivate the warriors. When the tent city had been packed away, Marl directed the mercenaries into four separate formations. Each group consisted of between seventy and eighty warriors, each mercenary within a group armed alike. The first unit bore thick-shafted pikes, some twelve feet long and tipped with a sharp iron point. The pikemen held their weapons with the butts on the ground, giving the appearance of a forest of thin, branchless trees. The other units bore spears, swords of all fashion, and bows, respectively, and each was surrounded by a handful of officers who bore banners. Each banner was held aloft on a pole, emblazoned with the image of a panther with jaws open wide. The only difference between the banners of different units was that each had a different fang of the panther painted bright red. None of the mercenaries were mounted, though a baggage train of some twenty mules had materialized from somewhere, packed with tents and poles plus other gear.


  “What’s with the panther banners?” asked Fyodor.


  “Khalil’s men call themselves the ‘Fangs of Jallah,’ ” Grygory replied. “I assume that each unit is one ‘fang.’ ”


  Khalil moved to a position to the east of the assembled units and slightly above them, on a gentle rise. The warriors in each formation grew quiet, and the officers urged them to form into straight lines and columns. Their Ylaruamite leader gazed upon each formation in turn, nodding his approval. Then, without warning, he raised both of his arms high over his head, and the men raised their weapons over their heads and erupted into a massive war cry that rang across the countryside. Khalil lowered his arms, and everything was grew quiet except for the beating wings of hundreds of birds that had been flushed from the fields by the deafening noise.


  “By the Immortals, what was that?” Fyodor asked, his mouth hanging open.


  “They’re a pretty noisy bunch,” Yuri said. “I’ll grant them that.”


  “They seem better disciplined than when we saw them on the island, Grygory,” Mikhail commented, donning his overcoat while resting most of his weight on his crutch.


  “Silver does wonders for the morale of mercenaries,” the knight observed. “I’m sure they’ll remain manageable as long as Khalil keeps doling out the coins.”


  Khalil summoned Marl, and the two of them marched over to the knight. Grygory motioned for two of his men-at-arms to approach, leading his horse and bearing his helmet, shield, and lance. Yichi lifted the helmet into position, but Grygory shook his head and motioned for them both to wait.


  “The Fangs of Jallah are ready to march,” Khalil announced, striding confidently until he stood face-to-face with the knight. He smiled broadly and put his arms on his hips. Marl stood two paces behind his leader, eying the mounted men-at-arms and admiring Grygory’s magnificent war-horse.


  “I see that,” Grygory answered. “I congratulate you on breaking camp so quickly.” The knight crooked his finger, and the two men-at-arms attended him, placing his plumed helm on his head and handing him his bannered lance. Grygory raised his visor and adjusted the helmet until it was comfortable. “We march to the north, Khalil, into the forests.”


  “As you wish, Gurgor,” Khalil said, bowing gracefully before the knight. “Marl! To the north!”


  “Yes, sir!” acknowledged the tall human. He turned immediately and hurried back to the formations of men arranged on the field.


  “Yuri, go with him,” Grygory ordered.


  “Aye, m’lord,” the master-at-arms replied, and he spurred his mount forward after Marl.


  “Your men serve with you always, Gurgor?” Khalil asked.


  “Yes they do. And the name is Gry-go-ry,” he corrected, pronouncing his name slowly. Khalil tried to pronounce it, straining to form the sounds. After several attempts, the knight stopped him. “Gurgor will be fine.”


  “Gurgor of Karameikos,” the Ylaruamite said, smiling.


  “I’ll be riding with my men at the front of the column, Khalil,” Grygory announced.


  “I’ve seen other knights ride at the rear, behind their men. What can be accomplished from the back of an army?” he said, shrugging his mighty shoulders.


  “I want you to accompany me there,” the knight added.


  “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Gurgor.”


  “Then let’s get started.” Grygory put one foot in his stirrup and used his lance to hoist himself into the saddle. Pavl handed him his shield, and then he and Yichi hurried off to mount their own horses. “Fyodor! Have the men ride two abreast behind me!”


  “Aye, m’lord,” Fyodor replied, then turned to the others. “You heard him! Two abreast! Form up here!”


  “Move out!” Grygory cried.


  “Move out!” Fyodor echoed, and the column of mounted men started forward across the abandoned field. Grygory led them at a walk up to the formations of mercenaries. Khalil kept pace, keeping between the mounted knight and his warriors. The officers stood with legs apart, left arms crossed behind their backs, holding their poles at an angle. Even with no breeze, each banner could be distinguished clearly from the others.


  “Grygory,” Mikhail called out from behind. The knight turned around in the saddle and peered back through the side of his visor. The monk pointed toward the formation of mercenary swordsmen. “I see a friend of ours,” he said softly. Grygory turned back and looked in the direction Mikhail was pointing. Then he saw. The third man in the second rank of the swordsmen was Icepick.


  “I thought he was a newbie,” Mikhail said.


  “I thought so, too,” the knight replied. He elected not to bring attention to the fact that they recognized the swordsman, but he saw Icepick’s eyes fixed on him.


  “I wonder what name he’s going by now?” the monk pondered, careful to keep his voice down so that Khalil didn’t hear.


  “I don’t know,” Grygory replied softly. “We’ll have to let him reintroduce himself.”


  They reviewed the troops, passing before the archers, the spearmen, the swordsmen, and the pikemen. As they did, each formation remained motionless except for the tall banners fluttering in the freshening morning breeze. Khalil stopped as the entourage passed by the pikemen and called out to Grygory.


  “Gurgor, I must pass orders among my officers,” he explained. “Take the point. The Fangs will follow close behind!”


  “Very good, Khalil,” Grygory said, adjusting his weight in the saddle and his shield on his arm. “Keep your formations close behind,” he added, but Khalil was already hurrying over to his officers.


  “The men are ready to move out, m’lord,” Fyodor pointed out, pulling his mount up alongside his knight’s.


  “Good, Fyodor. Then let’s get on with it.” Grygory lowered his lance and pointed straight out with his shield arm. “Advance!” he shouted, and his men fell in directly behind him as they started north across the field. Behind him, Grygory heard the orders being passed through the formations of mercenaries, each more distant.


  “Shoulder arms!” … “Shoulder arms!” … “Shoulder arms!”


  “Dress ranks!” … “Dress ranks!” … “Dress ranks!”


  “By files into column, march!” … “By files into column, march!” … “By files into column, march!”


  The regular procession of orders was interrupted by angry shouts that grew louder and more intense, then suddenly were accompanied by a cheer from among the ranks. Grygory held his arm up to halt the column and turned his mount to see what was happening. The pikemen had formed a column four abreast and were marching up behind the men-at-arms, but beyond that was chaos. Yuri had dismounted and was standing over Marl, who was getting up after apparently having been knocked off his feet. The swordsmen had completely broken formation and gathered around the scuffle, while the spearmen and archers had stopped beyond them. Khalil stood near the fight with his arms across his chest.


  “Wait here!” Grygory ordered. He spurred his mount to a full gallop and quickly crossed the hundred yards past the pikemen to the fight, but not before Marl had bounded forward and knocked Yuri’s legs out from under him. The knight reared his horse up next to them, spraying them with dirt flung from his mount’s hooves. “Master-at-arms, explain yourself!”


  Yuri rolled away from his opponent and got to his feet. “Yes, m’lord. He’s an idiot, m’lord,” he said through heavy breaths. Marl stood, as well, wiping blood away from his nose with his sleeve. “He’s putting the archers at the end of the column and the skirmishers with swords in the middle, m’lord,” Yuri went on. “And there’s no one to protect the baggage train!” He looked angrily at Marl and then at Khalil. “I suggested they switch the formations around, m’lord.”


  Grygory turned to face the Ylaruamite, who simply watched, sporting a playful grin. “I gave instructions that my master-at-arms be obeyed!” the knight challenged.


  “This appears to be their problem to solve, Gurgor,” Khalil responded, lifting one eyebrow.


  “So you suggest we let them fight it out?” Khalil shrugged. “That would be an unacceptable waste of time.” Grygory lifted his leg over his saddle and dismounted, never still bearing his lance and shield. “Yuri, what do you have to say for yourself?”


  The master-at-arms spat out a mouthful dirt. He stood at attention in front of his knight and tried to explain. “Sorry, m’lord,” he began, “but this know-nothing here doesn’t know beans about dispersing troops.” He jerked an angry thumb at Marl and brushed dirt out of his shoulder plates.


  Marl stood nursing his bleeding nose and beating the dust out of his trousers. “I don’t listen to the likes of him, Khalil,” he snorted. It was difficult to make out his words with his nose and mouth covered. “You lead the Fangs, not this geezer!”


  “Geezer! Why, you—”


  “Master-at-arms!” Grygory shouted. Yuri regained his composure.


  “Sorry, m’lord, but he’s putting the swordsmen, the only skirmishers, in the middle, and the archers at the rear. It’s lunacy!”


  “Khalil, I am funding this expedition, and I gave explicit instructions that my officers were to be obeyed.”


  “Gold buys swords, but it doesn’t buy loyalty,” the Ylaruamite said, grinning. “What do you suggest I do?”


  “I suggest you inform your officers that my master-at-arms has final authority on all matters. Period!”


  Khalil lost his grin and scowled back at the helmeted knight. “I still think they should fight it out,” he said, “but have it your way.”


  “But, Khalil…” Marl began, but the Ylaruamite shot him an icy stare and he held back. Yuri glowered at Marl, and Marl glowered back at him.


  “Bring the swordsmen forward and put the archers in front of them,” Khalil ordered. “Do you understand?”


  Marl ground his teeth and clenched his fists. “Pikes hold,” he finally shouted. “Swordsmen, come forward!”


  Yuri glanced in Grygory’s direction. Grygory nodded and once again ascended his mount. The knight rode back to the front of the column with Khalil walking silently at his side. Behind them, orders were shouted and carried out. The swordsmen and archers swung past the pikemen, with the spearmen bringing up the rear.


  “Fyodor, I want two scouts to the front and one behind,” Grygory ordered, and the rotund soldier turned his mount to obey. “Position them at least a thousand paces from the column,” he added.


  “Yes, m’lord.”


  “Then let’s move out!” Once again at the head of the column, the knight kicked his mount to a steady walk and led his newfound army of mercenaries north across the fields. In less than two hundred yards, they left the fallow fields and entered the wilderness beyond. Yichi, one of the forward scouts, led them onto a narrow, overgrown trail through the asps and elms. Before long the trail widened out and passage became easier. They marched straight through to midday with hardly a word spoken, the leafless forests passing quickly behind them.


  “I reckon we’ve made five miles or more this morning, m’lord,” Fyodor pointed out. “That’s not bad.”


  “No, it’s not,” Grygory agreed. “If we can keep this pace, we should make it to the southernmost villages by late tomorrow.”


  “That will leave you just one day more before your coin runs out, Gurgor,” Khalil pointed out. The Ylaruamite had kept pace with the mounted riders all morning, plodding determinedly in his thick-soled sandals.


  “It will have to do, Khalil,” Grygory shot back. “Right now we need to rest the horses and let the men eat.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” Fyodor said, patting his saddle bags behind him. “It’s been a while since breakfast.”


  “I’d say your plump friend has already had more than his share of grub,” Khalil said, sitting on a stump just off the trail. Fyodor started to reply, but Grygory cut him off before he could start an argument.


  “Perhaps,” he said, “but he’s worth three of your men any day.”


  “Well, he’s certainly as big as any three of my men, Gurgor,” Khalil responded with a smile. Several of his men nearby laughed.


  Fyodor started to say something again, but Grygory grabbed his arm. “Forget it,” he said.


  “Well, all right. No harm done, I suppose.”


  “Good man,” Grygory said. They dismounted and led their horses to the side of the trail. The entire column broke formation into the woods to either side, letting their packs and weapons drop to the ground. Food was unpacked and a several cooking fires were started. They had stopped at a bend in the trail, so Grygory couldn’t even see the end of the column. Backpacks and saddlebags were opened to disgorge fish, fowl, and red meat of all varieties, some salted, some cooked on sticks over small fires. The smells of rare spices, peppers, and other vegetables mingled with the smell of roasting meat.


  Yuri nodded his head toward three nearby Vestlanders, who were eating blackened fish between slices of dark bread. “That fish they’re eating stinks to the high Immortals!” Yuri commented, holding his nose. Grygory noticed that the rest of the mercenaries gave the Vestlanders a wide berth.


  “Hey, look who I found,” Mikhail called out. He had taken a short stroll after finishing his meal of biscuits and raisins, and now he returned with a smiling Darokinian in tow.


  “Fla—” Grygory started to say, but the monk cut him off.


  “Icepick, Grygory. This is Icepick.”


  “Of course,” Grygory said, nodding knowingly. “Icepick, it’s good to see you.” The knight stood, clasped the Darokinian’s hands, and slapped him on the shoulder. Icepick stroked his long mustache and smiled.


  “I’ve signed on with the swordsmen,” he said, slapping the rapier at his side. “The unit’s a good one… or at least so I’m told.”


  “It’s good to have you along,” the knight said. “Please sit with us.”


  “I’d like to, but I’m engaged in a game of cards back there,” he said, pointing with his thumb back over his shoulder. “And the pickings are good,” he added with a wink. “I didn’t know it was you we were working for until I saw you this morning.”


  “Well, good luck with your game.”


  “Luck has little to do with it,” Icepick said, producing a silver coin from his jerkin and flipping it in the air. “Good day to you, sir!”


  “And to you!”


  “A friend of yours?” Fyodor asked after Icepick had left, forming the words awkwardly around a mouthful of ham and beans.


  “We met him on the island,” Grygory replied. “Gather up the men. We should get moving again.”


  “Aye, m’lord.” Fyodor told the other officers to get the column back on its feet and reorganized. They set out once again behind the mounted knight and passed the afternoon beneath the dim but welcome sun that had broken through a thin layer of clouds. The shadows of leafless trees grew long as evening approached. After Grygory’s order to halt for the night, pickets were placed and tents pitched, and the night passed peacefully in a clearing beneath a copse of ancient oaks and sentinel-like pines. As the weary men slept, the fires faded to orange embers beneath the starry night sky.
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  “How many?” The Dark One pinched his beard between thumb and forefinger, tugging at the jet-black hairs in ceaseless rhythm. The image of the cloaked spy hung in the air before him, grotesquely enlarged and wavering.


  “No more than three hundred mercenaries,” the image said. The voice, carried magically over many miles, was thin and difficult to understand, a muted echo of the original reproduced by sorcery. “There were more mercenaries earlier, but many left to seek their fortunes elsewhere.”


  The Dark One sat back in his chair and pulled his cloak tightly around him against the chill of the dank chamber. “What are their intentions?”


  “I don’t know,” the image replied. The draft in the stone-walled chamber caused the ghostly image to shimmer, sometimes elongating, sometimes protracting, to present inhuman shapes. The translucent image danced before the Dark One, summoned by the powerful magic of the amulet he clutched just below his throat. “A guard at the local garrison told me about a Karameikan knight in search of men-at-arms to travel north. The information may not be reliable, so I paid little for it.”


  “A Karameikan?”


  “Yes.” At the far end of the chamber, a heavy wooden door opened slowly. Chilth entered, the orc’s bare feet slapping against the floor, and with the tiny creature came a rush of air that all but wiped away the magical image of the spy. “I knew you were watching for a Karameikan,” the image continued.


  Chilth heard the wispy voice and looked around to locate its source, then grabbed at its chest and nearly fell backward when it almost walked into the magical floating image.


  “Damn!” Chilth shrieked. “I wish you’d tell me when you’re doing things like this!”


  “Quiet!” the Dark One insisted, glaring at the small orc, then turning his attention back to the spy. “And you’re certain that this Karameikan is the one with the mercenaries?”


  “No,” the spectral image confessed, “I am not absolutely certain, but if you wish, I can find out.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” the Dark One replied. “I’m convinced this is the man I’ve been watching for. Besides, if they’ve put in a day’s march, they’re closer to me than they are to you.”


  “Actually, sire,” the image continued, “I thought these could be the ones you have been watching for, so I took the liberty of slowing them down somewhat.”


  “Oh?”


  “I’ve spread some gold among the degenerate monsters along their trail. They should keep the intruders occupied for a while.”


  “Excellent.”


  “I thought you would approve. Is there anything else you require of me?” The spy’s form shimmered in a draft.


  “No, but keep in contact if you hear anything else.”


  “As you wish.” With that, the apparition vanished slowly, fading from its outer edges toward the middle until nothing was left but its mouth and nose, and then these, too, were gone.


  “Sorcery!” Chilth spat on the floor. “There’s no use for it!”


  The Dark One made no move to indicate he even noticed the orc’s presence, still tugging contemplatively at his beard. With his other hand, he slowly released the golden amulet, letting it dangle at his black-armored breast on its slender chain.


  “Is there some problem?” Chilth asked.


  “My Karameikan is still approaching,” he answered simply, calmly.


  “I thought you took care of him already,” the orc said, leaning against a wooden table beside the human’s cushioned chair.


  “I thought so, too,” the Dark One acknowledged, staring beyond the orc into nothingness. “Apparently he’s more resourceful than I thought.”


  “There! You see, human?” Chilth said, gloating. “Wizard tricks didn’t do the job. We orcs know there’s no substitute for steel!”


  “Mind your tongue, Chilth!” The Dark One raised his voice threateningly, and the orc took a couple of steps back. “You still don’t understand, do you?”


  “What’s there to understand?” Chilth asked, leaning slowly and cautiously back toward the human.


  The Dark One chuckled and shook his head. “Your orcs are more than a match for shopkeepers, women, and children, but against regular soldiers, they haven’t got a chance.”


  “How dare—” Chilth began.


  The Dark One cut off the orc’s words. “It’s true, believe me.”


  “But the spy said they were mercenaries. I’d wager they’re poorly trained and disorganized.” The orc crossed its arms over its tiny chest defiantly.


  “Oh, you would?” the Dark One challenged. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”


  “Are you afraid, Dark One?” Chilth asked, easing back from the human for fear of retribution, but the human merely raised an eyebrow.


  “Caution is something you’ll never understand, orc,” the Dark One said. “I wouldn’t want anything to upset our little operation here, would you?”


  The orc scratched its nearly bald, green head for a moment and licked its lips. “No.”


  “I want you to send scouts to the south. I want to know just where this Karameikan is and precisely how many troops he has. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Dark One, I understand. They will be sent out as soon as we have finished stashing the plunder.”


  “Do it immediately!” the Dark One insisted, leaning forward in his chair and grimacing. The orc ducked back to avoid his fury.


  “It will be done,” the orc assured its master. “How long will our troops remain here?”


  “That depends on how close my Karameikan friend is. Now, go!” Chilth retreated from the chamber, leaving the Dark One alone to sit back in his chair and contemplate in the chill air. Idly he scratched his gray-flecked beard. He noticed the wrinkles already reemerging on the back of his hand. After a time, the deep purple orb appeared out of the darkness of a recessed corner and floated noiselessly to hover above the human’s head. The Dark One didn’t have to hear or see it to know it was there.


  “You are impatient,” he observed, expecting no answer. “You always cling near me when a challenger presents himself. Well, challengers have come and gone, but not one has been a match for me!” The Dark One stood suddenly and began to pace the cold floor.


  “None has bested me yet, old friend. You’ve been stuck with me for a very long time. Did any others last this long? I wonder. Still, what do you care, so long as your master’s purpose is fulfilled?”


  Chapter 10
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  “Trouble to the rear, m’lord!” Fyodor shouted, but the knight had already heard and swung his mount around to see. The shouts of officers and warriors drifted forward from farther back in the ranks, but even from his war-horse, Grygory couldn’t see what the trouble was.


  “Can you see Yuri back there?” Fyodor asked.


  “No,” Grygory said curtly. “Fyodor, round up three men-at-arms and follow me. Fan the others out to protect the head of the column!” With that, he sped off along the edge of the pikemen, who watched in disarray. Grygory had rearranged the order of the units that morning, expecting trouble among the pikemen, but apparently it had arisen elsewhere.


  “Keep these men in order!” he shouted to one of the officers of the pikemen as he galloped past.


  “Break formation! Break formation!” Grygory heard Yuri’s voice shout somewhere toward the rear. As he approached the next company, he decided that the pikemen were in reasonably fair order compared to the swordsmen, who appeared to be in utter chaos. Grygory wondered about the wisdom of the order of his master-at-arms to break formation. Over the heads of the warriors, he could see Yuri and could hear the ringing of steel on steel in the ranks just beyond.


  “Make way! Make way, I say!” Grygory screamed at the mass of warriors, forcing his mount to advance through a sea of bodies. His progress was slow, but in time he managed to get within shouting distance of Yuri. “Master-at-arms! Report!” he cried.


  “Hobgoblins, m’lord! Attacking from both sides, between the swordsmen and archers! Maybe a hundred of ’em!”


  Now Grygory could see that all about Yuri, swordsmen had drawn their weapons. “What’s the situation? Where’s Khalil?” Grygory wasn’t sure if his master-at-arms could even hear him.


  Yuri cursed and shouted back, “He’s in the middle of the fight somewhere, m’lord! I’ve got to get these troops into the fight!”


  “I’m coming through!” the knight cried, forcing his mount through the tangle of bodies, his lance held high in the air, shoving warriors out of his way with his shield. Beneath the branches, he could make out the fringes of the fray. The ranks of swordsmen and archers had been split from either side by a force of armed troops. As he pushed his war-horse closer, he could see that Yuri was right. Hobgoblins, wielding a variety of weapons, had surprised the column from both sides. Human and hobgoblin war cries filled the air, adding to the chaotic atmosphere.


  “Make way!” Yuri called out. “Make way for the mounted warriors!” Grygory was having difficulty making progress toward the battle. Fyodor and three of the other men-at-arms were now close behind him.


  “Clear a path, there! Clear a path!” Fyodor nudged his mount forward until his mount was directly behind the knight. “Keep clear!”


  Grygory edged forward until he found himself at the edge of the struggle. Hobgoblin warriors, cudgels and crude blades in hand, stood toe to toe with the swordsmen. The beasts had reddish-brown hair and dark red skin, with yellow eyes and teeth. He’d fought them before and knew they were savage monsters. If the warriors had held their formation, the hobgoblins would have been routed in short order. But since they had caught the humans off guard and broken their formation, the savages were matching the mercenaries blow for blow, hacking their way deeper into the humans. Fighter for fighter, the seven-foot hobgoblins could hold their own against the humans, and they knew it.


  “Khalil!” Grygory spotted the Ylaruamite facing off against three towering hobgoblins. Another lay in a pool of its own blood at his feet. Khalil flailed wildly with his scimitar, its cold steel gleaming in the sunlight where it wasn’t spattered with gore. The bronze-skinned warrior laughed loudly and, with his free hand, beckoned the hobgoblins to come toward him. He didn’t hear the knight calling to him from thirty paces away. “Khalil!”


  “Fyodor, get to the archers!” the knight ordered, pointing toward the milling bow-armed troops. Forced into close combat with the hobgoblins, their primary weapons were of little use. Instead, they drew knives and short swords to fend off the raiders. “Get them out of the fighting and move the spearmen forward!”


  “Yes, m’lord!” Fyodor acknowledged. “Come with me!” he ordered the three men-at-arms, reining his mount to the right through the confused assemblage of warriors.


  Grygory lowered his visor and leveled his lance, adjusting his position in the stirrups and saddle, then launched his animal forward. “Charge!” he cried, buffeting two swordsmen out of his way. He closed the twenty paces between him and a group of four startled hobgoblins in no time, the thunder of his horse’s hooves pounding above the din of battle. The knight’s arm and shoulder felt a violent jolt as his lance impaled one of the raiders, catching it through the belly and sending the corpse flying. Grygory continued to tear through the hobgoblins, trampling another beneath his horse’s hooves. Its cries were quickly drowned out by the crunch of its bones against the ground.


  Grygory quickly wheeled his mount around, discarded his lance, and drew his long sword in one continuous motion, coming up again on his enemies before they could react. One quick slash and then another spelled the end for two more hobgoblins, one’s head all but torn from its shoulders, and the second grasping a gaping gash across its face and gasping as it fell to its knees. A cheer went up from the warriors around him.


  “They can’t defeat us if we hold formation!” he cried to the confused men around him. “Form around my master-at-arms or around Khalil in a supported line!” The knight shouted and pointed, uncertain whether the mercenaries knew what a supported line was. “Pull together! Don’t let them penetrate the ranks!”


  He managed to still his mount while he ordered the warriors around him, but more hobgoblins tore into the fray from the woods beyond the road. Three of them approached him quickly and began pulling at his legs and reins. Grygory slashed again and again to either side, forcing his enemies back and allowing a group of five swordsmen to form a line in front of him. “Good!” he shouted above the din.


  “Double the line! Double the line!” Yuri screamed from no more than ten paces behind the knight. Grygory glanced behind him, but it was difficult to see though his visor at that angle. The master-at-arms had managed to get most of the rear ranks of swordsmen formed around him in a makeshift line running parallel to the trail. “Advance! Keep your dress!” he shouted. The line moved forward, steadily advancing past the knight’s position until they joined with the battered warriors who had borne the brunt of the assault.


  “Well done, master-at-arms!” Grygory shouted as Yuri passed with his troops. “I’ll see how Fyodor is doing with the archers!”


  “Good luck, m’lord!” Yuri called back, barely glancing back in the midst of the battle. His line engaged the hobgoblins. In a matter of moments, it became clear that the tide of battle was turning in favor of the humans.


  “Maintain your dress! And use your shields! Khalil, join the line!” The Ylaruamite still fought beyond the main line with a cluster of human swordsmen, swinging his bloodstained scimitar, cleaving the reddish-brown flesh of the hobgoblins and tending bone. Battle lust shone in his eyes, and he apparently either didn’t hear Yuri or chose to ignore him. “Form with the rest of the line, you fool!”


  Grygory couldn’t afford to stick around to see how Khalil fared. The advancing line had swept the hobgoblins to one side of the road and engaged them there, leaving the trail open for him to gallop toward the more chaotic battle raging farther to the rear of the column. Where the line of swordsmen stopped, there was a gap that had been overrun by hobgoblins. Beyond them, the knight could see his mounted men-at-arms fighting a throng of seven-foot raiders. He spurred his mount forward, wishing he had another lance, pointing his sword out past his horse’s neck instead.


  “For Baron Yuschiev!” he shouted, catching a hobgoblin’s attention just in time for it to see the knight’s blade slashing into its neck. The beast screamed and fell, dropping its weapon on the gore-splattered ground. The battle here had been even more fierce, the bodies of raiders and warriors littering the trail. The wounded mingled with the dead, moaning and trying to shield themselves from the knight’s mighty war-horse.


  “For Sir Grygory!” he heard Fyodor shout, and the other men-at-arms and a handful of scattered archers joined in the cheer. The rotund warrior kicked a hobgoblin that had gotten too close to his mount in the side of the head, sending it reeling and cursing in its foul, barking tongue. “For Traladara!” he cried, thrusting with his sword toward another beast, nicking its shoulder and sending it howling.


  “Clear the way!” Grygory shouted. Above the raging battle and beyond the milling archers, he could see the spearmen advancing in formation behind the banners of the officers. He looked closer and saw that Marl was at their head, scurrying from side to side, shouting out orders and shoving warriors into position. “Clear the way, Fyodor! Make way for the spearmen!”


  “Archers, fall back! Maintain orderly ranks!” Fyodor was an old hand at combat. “Keep your dress, lads!”


  Grygory spurred his horse on and rode headlong into the fray, screaming at the top of his voice. “Traladara! Archers, retreat!” He raced his mount into a gap between where a mass of hobgoblin raiders and the outmatched human archers, forcing them apart with the momentum of his charge. When he made it to the other side, he quickly turned his mount on its hind legs and drove back the way he had come.


  Most of the archers, temporarily free from close combat, retreated in orderly fashion toward Fyodor and the other mounted troops, flowing to either side of the advancing line of spearmen. Marl’s formation was formed into four ranks, the first two with their weapons leveled, the back two ranks holding their spears at an angle into the air.


  “Hold your ranks!” the tall mercenary screamed, raising his sword high over his head. “Now!” he cried, lowering his weapon to the ground. “Charge!” The spearmen broke into a steady run, maintaining their formation evenly, and plunged into the surprised hobgoblins. Spear points met reddish-brown flesh and leather armor with a series of tearing, wrenching sounds. Whenever a spearman stopped to remove his weapon from an enemy, another from the back ranks hurried to take his place. The charging spearmen cleaved a wide rift through their opponents, slicing directly up the path until they nearly met with the line of advancing swordsmen from the other side. Only the sheer bulk of the remaining hobgoblins, trapped between the units of human warriors, kept spears from meeting swords. In the midst of the trapped hobgoblins, Grygory could see Khalil, bleeding from more than one cut, still hacking wildly at the hobgoblins all around him. Some of the raiders began to flee into the woods, though a number of these fell with arrows protruding from their bodies.


  “Well done, Fyodor!” Grygory shouted. The large soldier had gathered a makeshift line of more than thirty archers and pulled them up beside the spearmen on the east side of the road. They nocked arrows at will and let them fly into the fleeing raiders and others exposed to their deadly fire.


  By this time, the only raiders left alive were those wedged between the two advancing units of humans, with Khalil in their midst. Grygory spurred his mount forward, sweeping around the edge of the spearmen and into the last vestiges of the raider horde, trampling one and beheading another. Unable to get any closer to Kahlil, he leapt from the saddle and continued on foot. He gutted one hobgoblin and turned just in time to slice the knees out from under another. He continued to push forward as he fought until he and the Ylaruamite slew the last two foes in quick succession. Khalil fell to his knees, panting with exhaustion.


  “The… Fangs,” he panted, pausing between words to draw breath, “fight… well!”


  “You’re a fool,” Grygory said, panting as he wiped his blade on his thigh. “That’s no way to lead your men!”


  Khalil narrowed his eyes. “I lead by example,” he said defiantly.


  “Dying doesn’t set much of an example,” Grygory replied. The victorious troops mingled with each other in celebration of victory, but the steadily rising voices of their two leaders drew them close.


  “True… but I did not die!”


  “Not this time.”


  “Unlike yours, my men already know how to fight a battle. They need not be led by the hand like babes!” The Ylaruamite wiped blood from a wound in his shoulder. The other warriors formed a circle around the pair.


  “Even a babe has the sense to form his troops when they’re in trouble!” Grygory shot back.


  Fire filled the Ylaruamite’s eyes, and he approached defiantly until he stood just a few feet in front of the knight. “You question how I handle my men?” he asked, never dropping his intense stare.


  “No,” Grygory retorted, “since I never actually saw you handle them!”


  “You think you can lead them better than I can?” Khalil started circling slowly to the knight’s left. Grygory turned with him. Between them, they looked like two roosters preparing to see who rules the roost.


  “Absolutely!”


  “From what I hear, your commands have an unfortunate tendency to get wiped out!” Khalil spat, grinning his wicked, gold-toothed grin. When Grygory didn’t immediately respond he continued. “Or had you forgotten that?”


  The knight swallowed hard and tried to maintain his composure, but when Khalil let out a laugh and some of his warriors joined in, he snapped. He cried out in frustration and backed away from the Ylaruamite, widening his stance and clutching the hilt of his long sword with both hands.


  “You dare dishonor me, filthy mercenary?” he shouted, pointing with his blade at Khalil’s heart. Grygory ground his teeth and rolled his neck. “Prepare to die!”


  Khalil stopped laughing and hefted his own weapon, slicing through the air in front of him twice in quick succession. “I have had about enough of you, Gurgor!” he challenged. “You’ll leave this place thrown over the back of your horse!”


  Grygory lunged out, faking a direct thrust, then cutting to his left and swinging high over his head. His blade met the Ylaruamite’s steel in midair with a loud clang that rang out over the restless throng of surrounding warriors. The knight pulled back and turned quickly to slice low at his opponent’s knees, but Khalil was quick enough to parry that blow as well. The knight was impressed with the Ylaruamite’s agility and with the strength of his sword arm.


  “Grygory, no!” Mikhail cried out from the crowd. He stood with Fyodor and Yuri, who had made their way to the edge of the surrounding warriors. The monk tried to move out into the temporary arena, but Yuri grabbed him by the shirt and held him back.


  “Let them fight,” Yuri said. “This has been coming on for a long time.”


  Grygory couldn’t afford to listen to more. Khalil took advantage of the momentary lull to press the battle. He swung his mighty scimitar back and forth in huge arcs. The Ylaruamite met the knight’s blade inches from his nose and forced his opponent to his knees. Then Khalil grabbed his weapon in both hands, raised it high, and swung it straight down. Only the knight’s lightning reflexes allowed him to roll out of the way. The scimitar sliced a six-inch hole in the ground, sending dirt and rocks flying as he yanked the weapon free.


  “Hold still, Gurgor!” Khalil commanded. “I promise I’ll make it a quick kill!” The nearby warriors roared with delight and began to wager on the outcome of the fight.


  “Five silver on the Lion!”


  “Two to one the knight can’t finish the fight!”


  “I’ll take that!”


  “Ten silver on Grygory of Karameikos!” Yuri cried, and he was deluged by warriors eager to match his coins.


  Grygory circled to the right, and Khalil followed warily. The knight stepped lightly over a fallen hobgoblin and glanced to the side to see five more corpses littering the ground nearby. Khalil kept pace as the knight stepped over two more corpses, keeping his scimitar at waist level, pointed at his opponent.


  “There’s nowhere to run to, Gurgor,” the Ylaruamite said evenly.


  “I never run, Khalil!” He bent quickly to pick up a long knife that lay discarded next to a hobgoblin. He held the crudely fashioned knife in his left hand and clutched his long sword in his right. Khalil’s brow furrowed.


  “Two blades or one, you are no match for me, Gurgor.” Khalil shifted his blade from hand to hand, then ducked low and charged. The knight fell to one knee and parried with his blade held horizontal over his head, deflecting the scimitar mere inches from his ear. The crowd roared once again, and another flurry of bets were exchanged.


  “Three silvers the Karameikan draws first blood!”


  “I’ll take that!”


  “Me, too!”


  Grygory stood and turned quickly as Khalil’s momentum carried him well past the knight. He nearly stumbled on another hobgoblin’s corpse, cursing and kicking at the remains. By this time, sweat stood out on the Ylaruamite’s brow. It dripped down his chest and mingled with the blood from the wounds he’d received earlier. He was panting hard, and Grygory fared little better. Khalil took a couple of deep breaths to gather his strength, hefted his scimitar, and bounded forward again. This time Grygory had time to ready himself as his opponent approached. He knocked Khalil’s blade aside and countered with a quick cut to the shoulder of the Ylaruamite. A three-inch gash sent a stream of fresh, red blood down his muscular arm. The crowd was stunned at first, but the betting resumed in seconds.


  “No one cuts me and lives!” Khalil’s jaw tightened, and he shook with rage. He wiped the blood from his arm, the droplets raining on the ground around him.


  “Don’t bet on it,” Grygory countered. The knight crouched into a broad stance and held his long sword out in front of him. He felt his own strength faltering, and his legs seemed shaky underneath him. Khalil’s anger seemed to draw forth some newfound energy from deep inside him. He pumped up his chest and flexed his arms, screamed an oath in the language of his homeland, and pressed the attack with renewed fervor.


  “Grygory, look out!” he heard Mikhail call from the crowd behind him, but he couldn’t turn to look as the enraged Ylaruamite advanced. Khalil let loose with a seemingly endless series of hammer blows with his scimitar, forcing Grygory to parry, dodge, and parry again. His attacker’s impetus forced him backward a step at a time, at one point nearly pushing him over a dead hobgoblin, but he managed to keep his balance and hold one of his two blades between him and his attacker at all times. Khalil glared at him with fire in his wide-set eyes, his blood lust all but consuming him.


  “Die, Karameikan!” he roared, slashing once just past the knight’s shoulder and following through with a heavy fist from his free hand that caught Grygory in the side of the head and sent him sprawling to the ground.


  “Five to one against the Karameikan! All comers!”


  “You’re on!”


  “Count me in for twelve silvers!”


  Grygory’s vision swam as he pushed himself off the ground. He’d managed to hold on to the knife but had dropped his long sword. He swept the area around him with his free hand but felt nothing. He looked up to see Khalil standing over him and couldn’t roll out of the way before the Ylaruamite swung one sandaled foot into his side. The force of the kick knocked the wind from his chest and sent the knight rolling along the ground.


  “Get up, Grygory!” he heard Yuri scream.


  “To your right! Your sword’s to your right!” Fyodor yelled.


  Grygory barely managed to rise to his knees and slash out with his knife to keep Khalil from landing another kick. The powerful blow to his head still rung in his ears, but his vision was clearing. He could hear the mercenary laugh out loud and saw him approach cautiously until he was just out of reach of the knight’s outstretched knife.


  “Lose something?” he asked, and his warriors roared with laughter. “Grab your sword, Gurgor. It will be my prize when I defeat you!”


  Khalil faked to his left, then lunged to the right to get around Grygory’s knife, but the knight met blade with blade, sweeping the blow aside. The hobgoblin knife was barely a toy compared with the Ylaruamite’s giant scimitar, and the knight was amazed that the poorly forged metal of his only weapon didn’t buckle with the impact. Pushed unexpectedly to the side, Khalil stumbled against the leg of a raider’s corpse, and Grygory saw his brief window of opportunity. Dropping his upper body to the ground, he supported his weight on both hands and swung his legs out to the side. With all his strength, he kicked out with his right leg, catching the heel of his boot in Khalil’s planted left knee. The mercenary howled in pain and hobbled across the circle, clutching his knee with both hands, agony creased into his face. Grygory bounded to the side and collected his long sword. With both blades in hand, he charged Khalil.


  “For Traladara!” he cried, leaping over fallen corpses, forcing the Ylaruamite to assume a defensive posture. Grygory flailed with both weapons, swinging his long sword in broad strokes, darting in with the knife whenever he saw an opening. Khalil fended off the first several blows with his scimitar, parrying and dodging, until finally the knight’s knife opened a gash on the back of his wrist, then another on his shoulder. Finally Khalil fell on his back, and Grygory stood over him with the point of his long sword poised just above his exposed throat.


  “Yield!” the knight demanded. At first Khalil said nothing but simply closed his eyes, bracing himself for the killing blow. “Yield!” Grygory cried again. Khalil opened first one eye, then the other to gaze up at the Karameikan who stood over him. He looked to either side, spotting his scimitar on the ground several feet away. The crowd around them grew completely silent.


  “Kill me,” he said.


  “There is no honor in this death,” Grygory said.


  “There you go with that honor thing again,” Khalil challenged. “I don’t fight for honor, Gurgor. I fight for silver.” He rested his head back on the ground, where blood from his many wounds mingled with the dirt to make a sickening red mud. Grygory kept his long sword poised where it was, pressing the point against the bronze skin of Kahlil’s throat.


  “If you don’t yield, I will have to kill you,” the knight assured him. “Is it worth your life?”


  Khalil looked up at him for a long moment, then glanced around at the throng of warriors, who were beginning to stir uneasily.


  “No,” he said finally. “I don’t think it is worth my life. I yield to you, Gurgor.” He held out his arm, and Grygory pulled his blade away, grabbed Khalil’s arm, and helped pull him to his feet. The warriors cheered wildly, accented by the clinking of silver coins changing hands. Mikhail, Yuri, Fyodor, and Marl broke away from the chaos to approach their respective leaders.


  “Are you all right, Grygory?” Mikhail asked.


  “I made twenty silvers on you, m’lord,” Yuri boasted. “I hope you don’t mind.”


  “I don’t mind at all,” the knight assured him. “And I’m fine, but I’m exhausted.”


  “What now, m’lord?” Fyodor asked.


  “We need to get the column organized,” he said. “Yuri, get the pikemen ready to march. We’ll stay here to get the rest of the column set up. Khalil…” he began, but when he turned, the Ylaruamite was slinging a pack over his shoulder that Marl had brought him and turning to walk away. “Where are you going?”


  “The Fangs are yours now, Gurgor,” he said calmly, replacing his scimitar in his belt. “I must go.”


  “Go?” Grygory was dumbfounded. “These are your mercenaries,” he explained. He strode toward the Ylaruamite until they stood face to face.


  “They’re not mine anymore,” he said. “You have beaten me before my men. They cannot follow me now.”


  “That’s absurd!”


  “Perhaps, but I don’t think so.” Khalil adjusted the pack on his back and accepted three waterskins that Marl had brought for him. He took one, popped out the cork with his thumb, and poured its contents into his open mouth, letting the water overflow over his lips and run down his body, where it mingled with sweat, dirt, and caked blood. When he finished, he recorked the skin and slung its strap over his shoulder along with the others. As he did so, he noticed that Marl had brought a pack and water for himself as well.


  “Where are you going?” he asked.


  “With you, m’lord,” Marl responded, but Khalil shook his head.


  “The Fangs of Jallah belonged to me,” he explained. “You belong to the Fangs.”


  “But—”


  “Your place is here,” Khalil cut in before he could continue.


  “I have served you for three years, Lion,” Marl said, his voice quavering. “I want to stay with you.”


  “But I don’t want you to come with me,” the Ylaruamite said matter-of-factly. “Our destinies lie along different paths, Marl. Accept it.”


  “But—”


  “Obey me in this last thing. Go back to your men now.” With tears flowing freely down his cheeks, Marl turned, slump-shouldered, and walked away. The nearby warriors started milling around their leader, whispering and mumbling among themselves uneasily. Sensing their concern, Khalil jumped up onto a nearby fallen tree to place himself in full view of as many of his men as he could.


  “Here me!” he shouted, and a hush fell over the mercenaries. “My time with you is at an end,” he said in a loud voice, and the news swept back through the warriors, accompanied by shocked exclamations. Khalil raised his arms and quieted them again. “You have served me well, and we have all profited from our association. I wish you all well.”


  Grygory looked around at the troubled faces of the mercenaries. Stern warriors all, their expressions ranged from shock to dismay to grief. All eyes were on their leader.


  “I leave you in the capable hands of Gurgor of Karameikos!” Khalil continued, and he reached down and pulled the knight up onto the fallen tree beside him.


  “Any man who can defeat the Lion in battle can lead you well! Serve him as you have served me!” And with that, Khalil raised both arms into the air and shouted, “Gurgor, the Fangs of Jallah are yours!”


  Grygory started to reply, but before he could say anything, the crowd of warriors had crushed in upon them. The Ylaruamite worked his way through the throng away from the knight, shaking hands and accepting the good wishes of his former comrades.


  “Gurgor,” he screamed over the din, looking back across the sea of warriors between them. “You spared my life when you could have easily taken it,” he said. “As is the custom among my people, I now owe you my most valued treasure. Care for it as I have!” The crowd of mercenaries pushed around him until Grygory could barely see the top of the Lion’s head. Then he lost sight of him altogether. The knight pushed his way forward, shouting for the mercenaries to get out of his way, but their attention was directed toward their departing commander.


  “What’s going on, Grygory.” Mikhail asked, raising his voice above the din. He grabbed the knight’s shoulder to keep his balance in the thick of the milling mob. “I was tending to the wounded and couldn’t hear what Khalil was talking about. What’s all the commotion?”


  “Khalil’s leaving.”


  “Leaving? Where’s he going?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Are the Fangs going with him?”


  “No,” the knight said simply, shrugging his shoulders and sighing. “They’re mine now.”


  Mikhail looked puzzled. “Yours?”


  “The Fangs of Jallah are mine, monk,” he said. “Khalil’s most valued treasure. I earned them when I spared his life.”


  “Do you wish you’d killed him instead?”


  “Not right now,” Grygory confessed, “but in a few days, I may have some second thoughts.” Grygory watched the throng of mercenaries disappear into the woods after their former leader. As their cries died down and they returned in twos and threes to the site of the battle, he knew Khalil was gone. Several of the mercenaries glanced in Grygory’s direction, but none seemed terribly thrilled about their new commander. They stood in small groups and grumbled among themselves.


  “Hear me!” Grygory called out, ascending the same fallen log that Khalil had spoken from only minutes ago. “Hear what I have to say!” The skeptical mercenaries drew closer. Marl appeared to stand at the knight’s feet.


  “Khalil has given you his final order,” Grygory shouted, turning slowly to make eye contact with as many warriors as he could. “He wants you to follow me now, as your new leader!” The throng’s grumbles increased.


  Grygory paused a moment before continuing. “I want you all to know that I have no desire to be the leader of the Fangs of Jallah! I only need you to finish the mission you all agreed to take part in!” The growling turned to muffled shouts and insults, and many of the mercenaries turned to walk away.


  “Fine!” he called out. “You don’t have to enjoy it, but I know every one of you has three silvers in his pocket, and that makes you mine, by contract, until the end of the day tomorrow!”


  “Khalil asked me to serve you, Karameikan, and I will,” Marl said grudgingly. “But the others are free to return your silver and walk away!”


  “Hey, wait a minute! Take a look at this!” Icepick barged through the crowd toward Grygory, shoving aside as he approached. “Look what I found!” In the palm of his hand, he held a shiny gold coin high over his head for all to see.


  “Let him through!” Grygory cried. Icepick bounded up onto the log and held the coin in front of the knight’s face for his inspection.


  “Where did you get this?” Grygory asked, taking the coin and rolling it between his thumb and forefinger.


  “I found them on the hobgoblin raiders!” he announced, loud enough even for the farthest mercenaries to hear.


  “Them?”


  “Yeah!” Icepick shoved his hand into his pocket and came out with a fistful of gold pieces. The crowd pulled closer with sudden interest.


  “Is it true?”


  “The Darokinian is a liar!”


  “Yeah, they’re all born liars!”


  “It’s true!” Icepick shouted. “Check the hobgoblins’ bodies and you’ll see!” The throng needed no further prompting. In seconds, they had dispersed throughout the battlefield, looting the corpses of the hobgoblin raiders. Ecstatic mercenaries held up newfound coins. Greed gleamed in eyes where there had been only skepticism moments earlier.


  “That’s right!” Grygory shouted, taking advantage of the moment. “I have silver to pay your wages, but those who would stop us have gold to pay their minions. It can all be yours if you stick out this mission!”


  “Count me in!” Icepick called out.


  “Me, too!”


  “And me!” The throng erupted into cheers.


  “Give the gold to Marl!” Grygory cried, handing him the coin he held and motioning for Icepick to do the same. “He’ll be sure you each get your fair share!”


  “But…” Marl hesitated, then reluctantly accepted the handful of coins that Icepick shoved at him.


  “Take them, Marl,” Grygory said. “Your men need you now.”


  “Pass your coins to Marl!” several of the mercenaries shouted, and the glitter of gold coins floated from hand to hand through the crowd. Marl stretched out the bottom of his shirt and collected the coins in it, each one clinking solidly into the pile until the material nearly stretched to the ground. With all that gold, even Marl couldn’t hold back a greedy smile.


  “Return to your units!” the knight called out. “Prepare to march!” The mercenaries began to slap each other on the shoulders and separated to join their units.


  “Yuri, help Marl get the column back in order.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” he agreed with a grin. From somewhere, he produced a burlap bag and helped Marl pour the gold into it.


  “Thanks, Icepick,” Grygory said, turning to the Darokinian. “I owe you one.”


  “Actually, my first thought was to keep the gold for myself,” Icepick confessed, “but you looked like you could use a little help.”


  “I appreciate it,” the knight confessed. “I really do!” Together the pair stepped down from the log. Icepick returned to the other swordsmen, while Grygory saw to the reformation of the column. When that was done, he remounted his war-horse and took the lead at the head of the column. The thought of gold put new life in the mercenaries’ strides despite the loss of their beloved commander. They covered five more miles before they made camp in the failing light. The knight didn’t hear a single grumble as tents were set up and pickets posted for the long, chilly night.


  “It’s amazing what gold will drive men to do,” Grygory said to Mikhail as the two watched the last embers of their evening fire sputter and cool.


  “It’s documented through history, Grygory,” the monk agreed. “Sometimes it even inspires men to do the right thing.”


  Chapter 11
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  “You can’t be serious.” The Dark One sat back against a tree and crossed his black-armored arms. The bluff on which he sat stretched away into the distance to the right and to the left, the gray granite stones, jagged and treacherous, dark and ominous in the failing light. The sun dipped low behind the clouds, growing deep yellow and then red as the evening progressed.


  “Don’t scoff, O mighty one!” Chilth, the orc overseer, shook a crooked green finger at the human. A host of orcs huddled behind their tiny master in a dense half circle. They shifted uneasily in the flickering light of the single small fire burning amid some rocks piled awkwardly in the dirt before them. They had gathered at their leader’s bidding, anxious to witness what might follow. To the Dark One, they were a mass of squirming limbs and vacant eyes, devilish killers exhibiting an almost childlike desire for entertainment.


  “Powerful magic isn’t just a human trick, you know!” the tiny orc said, placing its hands on its hips and tilting its head as if scolding a pupil. The orc wore the ceremonial robes of an elven woman, crafted of silks and fine gold and silver threads into a tapestry of incomparable beauty. The foul-smelling beast had torn a couple of thin sheets from the garment, which it wrapped around itself into a crude toga, tied in a thick knot at its belly. “The shadow dancer has the ear of the darker gods.”


  Chilth turned to his horde and shouted the name of their shaman in the thick orcish tongue, eliciting a deafening cry from their ranks. The orcs shouted and pounded their heads and chests and those of their comrades wildly, churning and gyrating as Chilth hopped up and down on one foot and then the other. Finally the tiny orc raised its arms to bring the throng under control.


  Then, just as suddenly as the ruckus had begun, it stopped, and all that could be heard were the sounds of the surrounding forest, the wind through the pines mingled with the occasional hoot of a distant owl. Bloodshot orc eyes darted back and forth as they held their breath in anticipation, clinging to one another in stony silence. Chilth watched carefully over the hushed legion, turning cautiously, scanning the dim, shadowy forest that surrounded them. The tiny orc’s face was locked in a queer expression, jaw slack, eyes wide, its ears cocking at the slightest sound. The Dark One, ever skeptical, shook his head and narrowed his eyes.


  “Fyuchala!” Chilth screamed the orcish word to the stars visible through the swaying boughs above. The congregation joined their overseer in a single, thunderous echo.


  “Fyuchala!”


  Their screams raced through the forest, petrifying with fear every bird and animal that had dared to venture close to their encampment. The fire sparked and hissed unnaturally, and in a tremendous flash of orange light, a dark form appeared before them. The orcs drew back in fear, and Chilth nearly fell from the brilliant flash. The Dark One put his hand up to guard his eyes from the brilliant light, an instinctive reaction, and waited a few seconds for his vision to readjust to the darkness. When it did, the orcish shaman stood before him in full regalia.


  “Fyuchala!” Chilth screamed again.


  “Fyuchala!” the throng answered.


  “He is come!” the small orc, smiling broadly, said in the human tongue to the Dark One as it gestured toward the strange figure that had magically appeared before them.


  The shaman was a tall orc, the Dark One noted. Its skin was a much lighter green than its brethren, bleached nearly white on the edges of its ears and the tip of its twisted nose. It wore heavy makeup on its face, outlining its eyes in deep amber and black so they looked unnaturally large, etching the contours of its face to draw them out as extremely monstrous even in the dim light cast by the small fire. The skin of its face was polished smooth to make it appear as if it were fashioned of glazed clay. A tall hat of feathers and sticks rested on its head, covering the crown of a full mane of thick, black hair that hung in curly braids across its shoulders and down its back. On its bare torso were dozens of ritual scars, tattoos, and body piercings. The shaman’s leggings and boots were of strange, skin-tight leather. In its left hand, it held a framework of sticks hung with brass bells, and in its right it grasped a stick at the base of a grotesque, oversized mask made of bones and small skulls.


  “Fyuchala!” the orcs chanted.


  “The star-wielder has great magic!” Chilth said to the Dark One. “He can drive off the steel-clad humans so the killing can go on!”


  The human shifted his weight, looking at his orc overseer, then back at the strange shaman, who hadn’t moved an inch.


  “Does he speak?” the human asked Chilth.


  “I speak,” the shaman answered. Its voice was extremely high-pitched, almost like that of a woman, and its knowledge of the human language was obvious. The Dark One was amazed by the savage’s lack of accent.


  “And what do you have to say for yourself?”


  “I am a wanderer among my people,” the shaman explained. “I was summoned here by the wishes of these”—the figure gestured back to the orc throng and Chilth—“especially this one. They asked the stars for me, and the stars conveyed their message.” The elegant, almost musical tones of the shaman’s voice were in themselves powerful, dispensing comforting, calming lyrics from an otherwise terrifying figure.


  “And what did the stars ask of you?” the Dark One asked, recrossing his arms and rising to his feet. At full height, he looked straight into the eyes of the pale-skinned orc shaman.


  “The stars ask nothing of me,” the shaman replied, “but these orcs do. They fear that their time is nearing an end if there are human knights on the way to engage them. Is that true?”


  The human elected not to answer, though the shaman waited a considerable time for him to do so. Finally the orc grinned a yellow-fanged grin, its filed teeth appearing through unnatural stretched lips. The skin of its face shifted as if made of something other than flesh.


  “Very well, then,” he continued. “I can call upon the stars and the darkness around them to turn these invaders away, if that is what this one wants.” He pointed to Chilth, who, still in awe of the shaman, agreed.


  “Yes, Dark One,” Chilth stammered. “It is true. The killing must continue, and the star-wielder can help us.” Behind him, the orcs starting milling about, writhing among each other in anticipation. “His methods are strange, but his heart is as black as midnight!”


  The human watched Chilth closely for a moment, then glanced at the orcs that milled behind him. He met the glaring eyes of the star-wielder as well, and in them he saw a fire that confirmed his magical nature. He let out his breath and nodded his head.


  “Very well,” he said. “You may proceed.”


  The shaman shot him a terrible glance, but if it took offense, it elected not to speak of it immediately. Instead it smiled and began shaking the bell tree in a mystical rhythm. The jingling sounds danced along with the pop and crackle of the fire and the excited mumblings of the orcs. The shaman turned away from the human and toward the fire, bobbing its head to the beat, making the feathers of its headdress sway in the mild breeze. Chilth backed carefully away from the area of the fire to the comforting darkness beyond.


  “Savages,” the Dark One said under his breath, then turned away and started off down the bluff into the darkness, choosing not to look back on the spectacle of the star-wielder’s performance.


  The shaman ignored the human’s departure and proceeded with its work. It shook the bell tree in riotous rhythm, sweeping it in great arcs through the air, through the smoke and even into the flames of the fire. The firelight danced off each polished brass bell. Each sharp ring of the bells intensified the strange effect they were having on the orcs in attendance, until the creatures were jumping and dancing in place, transfixed by the shaman’s strange movements. It swung the bell tree out to its left and set it to an unchanging beat that the throng followed in their gyrations. Then the shaman drew away its hand, and the bell tree hung in midair, keeping its unearthly rhythm completely on its own, eliciting a loud gasp from the throng.


  “Fyuchala!” Chilth cried, and the orcs responded, “Fyuchala!”


  The shaman danced away from the hovering, animated bell tree toward the smoke of the fire. It reached its black-nailed fingers into its trousers and produced a handful of scintillating powder that it released to float up into the air. Where the firelight caught the powder, tiny rainbows appeared, shot with deep blacks and grays, hissing against the light and heat of the blaze, which flared unnaturally bright. With a single sharp overhand throw, the shaman launched the rest of the powder into the flames, creating a brilliant flash of dazzling light that forced the orcs back several feet. When they looked up, they saw that the smoke had cleared, and the shaman stood before them with bony mask in place. Misty black shadows stretched out from its feet in all directions as it danced slowly in place to the beat of the magical bell tree and its relentless tune.


  “Fyuchala!”


  “Fyuchala!”


  The mask was made of bones and skulls, or pieces of skulls, from a dozen different beasts, some identifiable, others not. Holding the mask fast in front of its face, the shaman chanted, and every jaw or piece of jaw on the mask mimicked its strange words in raspy tones, turning the shaman’s voice into a hideous chorus of deathly, shrill notes. The black shadows at its feet danced up around its legs and even onto the mask itself, sweeping through it and around it before returning to the ground to mingle with the smoke and sparks of the unnaturally blazing fire.


  The shaman’s dance became increasingly animated as the creature stomped its feet onto the ground more violently, kicking up dirt and twigs as it raised its knees almost to shoulder height. The throng danced and gyrated in time to the jingling bell tree, its tones growing deeper, louder, and more gonglike with every passing moment. The star-wielder brought itself back around to the front of the crowd and once again thrust its hand into the depths of its tight pants, this time producing a fistful of tiny dolls made of sticks and cloth.


  “Fyuchala!”


  “Fyuchala!”


  The shaman shook the tiny dolls violently in one fist, each doll no larger than one of its long green fingers. Limbs and heads flew off in all directions as it waved them violently. The drone of the bell tree combined with the howls of the savage orcs and the wailing of the many-jawed death mask to create a deafening roar that shook the ground and trees. The fire grew hotter than the heart of a well-stoked furnace, shooting flames into the boughs of the trees above, setting them alight. Bounding through the flames, the shaman raised the dolls high above its head and slammed them to the ground. There they lay in full view of the orcs, twisted, broken, tiny images of armored men carrying stick swords.


  “Fyuchala!”


  “Fyuchala!”


  The screams of orcs, blasting of flame, and magical death music made by the star-wielder combined into one thunderous roar that permeated the night. The heat and light of the flames illuminated the dancing throng of sweaty orcs, eyes wild and teeth bared. The strange shadows from around the shaman’s feet shot out snakelike at the broken, discarded dolls, swarming around them, then finally consuming them. The star-wielder screamed through the death mask, calling upon the unholy bargain it had achieved with the blackness between the stars, and far beyond the din and flames, the blackness answered.
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  Grygory usually knew when he was dreaming and when he wasn’t. He remembered times when he was a child, lying in his bed in their small village home, somewhere between sleep and consciousness, adventuring with his young friend Mikhail, though only in his mind. He could usually distinguish between reality and fantasy, though the latter was so appealing that he let it play out in his mind. Many lands were discovered and dragons slain in these nighttime scenarios, the treasures of which became fond memories in his adulthood.


  “I’ve missed you, m’lord,” the image of Sergei said to him. The squire wore his most formal attire, reserved for courtly affairs back at the mansion of Baron Yuschiev, a silk frock emblazoned with the baronial emblem, silk pantaloons, and well-shined black boots. His hair was perfectly combed and his face clean as a whistle, just as a young squire should be groomed to be presented to visitors. But the image was just that, Grygory knew. Beneath the surface of his consciousness lay the images of Sergei’s untimely death, but for now Grygory kept these comfortably buried.


  “I’ve missed you, too, Sergei… more than you know.” The pair of them sat on a grassy knoll, much like the terrain they had crossed in the western part of Karameikos, near the lands of the halflings. Small villages and farms dotted landscape, the only signs of human habitation. Butterflies fluttered in the lazy breeze, and bees darted from flower to flower, all bathed in the wondrous odors of damp grass and emerging buttercups. A more idyllic scene Grygory couldn’t imagine as he rested in the grass with his squire. He wasn’t anxious to awaken.


  “Can we give the lance a try today, m’lord?” Sergei asked.


  “Of course,” he replied. “The day is ours.”


  “Terrific!” the boy yelped, leaping to his feet. “I’ll show Peotr! I’ll show all of them!”


  “Yes, I’m sure you will.”


  The scene changed subtly. Without mounting their animals, or, for that matter, even having their horses nearby, Grygory found the two of them riding across the landscape. The wind raced through his beard and hair as they galloped, their horses gliding gently along through the tall grass. Both held lances, though neither wore armor. Sergei seemed to be managing his lance well.


  “Nicely held, Sergei,” he shouted. The sound of the horses’ pounding hooves seemed somehow remote and muffled.


  “Thank you, m’lord,” the squire replied.


  “Hold the lance a bit more firmly,” Grygory pointed out, “and let the point bob with the stride of your mount.” He heard the voices of his instructors in his own words, and a bizarre moment of déjà vu interrupted his dreamworld.


  “Yes, m’lord,” Sergei said, gleefully obeying.


  “There’s no need to hold the lance tip perfectly steady until you’re ready to strike,” the knight explained. Suddenly they weren’t on their mounts, but sitting beside an evening fire at the edge of a sprawling woodland. Towering oaks graced the skyline behind them, while a spectacular sunset bathed their campsite. Sergei, now dressed in the common white tunic and breeches of a squire, sat filling his master’s pipe.


  “When should the lance be lowered?” Sergei asked, handing the full pipe to his lord along with a burning stick from the fire.


  “Not too early. Carrying the lance forward will tire your arm. Keep the lance upright until you’re within no more than a hundred paces of your enemy. Of course, if you’re a part of a cavalry formation, you’ll receive orders when to raise and lower your lance.”


  “I understand, m’lord.”


  The pair enjoyed the moment in Grygory’s dreamworld. Suddenly, however, the knight felt vaguely uncomfortable and sat back for a moment, remembering that this world of his imagination would not last long. But neither was it quick to flee, so when the memory that Sergei was dead tried to surface, he quickly restarted his dream conversation to drive it out of his mind.


  “The warriors’ code is what we live by, Sergei,” he pointed out.


  “The warriors’ code?” Sergei repeated, turning to face his lord. He was now erecting a tent for his master, having already laid his own blanket roll on the grass to sleep, as he always did, beneath the canopy of stars.


  “We’ve spoken of it before,” the knight reminded him.


  “Have we?” Sergei replied, surprised, and Grygory realized that in this dream world, maybe they hadn’t.


  “My mistake,” he corrected himself. “The code has many parts, most having to do with loyalty, bravery, and service to one’s lord.”


  “I see,” Sergei replied, getting up and wrapping a cloak around his shoulders. The squire walked toward the edge of the forest and turned to call over his shoulder. “Are you coming, m’lord?”


  “Coming? Where?”


  “There’s shelter amid the trees,” he said and disappeared into the forest. Grygory suddenly felt a chill wind gust around him, and he looked up to see the approach of a summer storm. The bright sun had vanished behind billowing black clouds that sent a spray of wind-driven rain directly into his face. Grygory bounded up and followed Sergei into the trees. By the time he looked back, he couldn’t see where he’d entered the forest, just the trunks of thousands of trees.


  “Sergei!” he called, looking around desperately to catch a glimpse of the squire. A flash of white ahead of him caught his eye, then another to his left.


  “Sergei, stop!” he shouted, calling through the trees as the storm intensified. The treetops swayed heavily in the strong winds, and leaves and twigs rained down around him. Claps of thunder shook the ground beneath his feet, and the flashes of lighting through the boughs of the trees confused his vision. “Sergei, I must tell you about the code! Sergei!”


  “Here, m’lord!” The call came faintly from far in front of him. Grygory tore through the trees in the direction of the call, using his hands to keep from running headlong into the massive trunks, leaping over undergrowth as he ran.


  “Sergei!”


  “Here, m’lord!” Sergei’s voice sounded weaker, and somehow Grygory knew his squire was in trouble. The notion of terminating the dream came quickly to him, but just as quickly he kept his mind from asserting itself. He’d never have another chance to save his squire if he didn’t do it now. He couldn’t give that up.


  “Use the lance, boy! The lance!” he called. Had he taught Sergei enough about the weapon? He redoubled his speed until he seemed to fly through the woods. Suddenly, without warning, he emerged from the woods into a clearing. At one end was Sergei, sitting atop a proud brown and white war-horse, his helm and shield in place, lance held ready. At the opposite end of the clearing was another knight, unnamed and unidentified, mounted on a similar steed.


  “Stop!” Grygory cried, but the riders put down their visors and leveled their weapons. “I said stop!”


  Hootbeats pounded in Grygory’s brain. He was too far away to intervene, and somehow he couldn’t get his dream legs to carry him. He watched, helpless, as the two riders charged toward each other determinedly, but the squire’s lance was bobbing too much, swaying from side to side. The boy wasn’t strong enough to hold it steady. Grygory had known that before. Why had he encouraged him to learn to use the lance so early?


  “Sergei! Raise your shield!” Grygory watched, dumbfounded, as the squire dropped his shield when he was within twenty feet of the other knight. The lance fell to the ground and toppled end over end as Sergei spread his arms and exposed his chest. The opposing knight took aim.


  “No!”


  The knight pointed his lance menacingly, unwaveringly.


  “Sergei!”


  The impact knocked Grygory off his feet. Lance met bone and flesh with a sickening sound. The point burst through Sergei’s heart and more than a foot out the other side in an explosion of blood, but the squire didn’t cry out. The enemy knight let loose of his lance and rode out of the clearing. Sergei, mortally wounded, his arms still extended, sat motionless for a second, then teetered and fell out of the saddle, breaking off the lance as he hit the ground. His mount galloped off, drenched in the blood of its rider. The entire scene played itself over and over before Grygory’s eyes until the pain in his chest rivaled that of the young victim.


  “By the Immortals, no!” Grygory shouted. With a start, he noticed that he now wore full armor. He drew out his long sword and quickly closed the distance to where Sergei lay. The thought of terminating the dream occurred to the knight, but somehow he was unable to do so.


  “Are you alive, boy?” he cried as he closed in, hurling himself down by the side of the young squire. “Speak to me!” He wrenched the helmet free from the squire’s body and let Sergei’s head lie limply on the ground. His face and lips were pale, and his eyes had rolled back up inside his head. The knight grabbed timidly at the lance shaft still protruding from where it had violated his body, but as he did so, tears overcame him.


  “Not again,” he whimpered. “Not again!” He reached out and stroked the matted hair from his dead squire’s face, weeping freely as he did. “Why won’t this dream end?”


  Beneath him, the corpse jolted once, then again. Grygory pulled back his hand, but not before Sergei’s eyes shot open, green orbs on a deathly pale face. The corpse’s hand reached out and grabbed Grygory’s with inhuman strength, and the knight barely managed to rip it free and leap to his feet.


  “Sir Grygory!” He heard the shout and recognized the voice, but Sergei’s cold, dead lips never moved. The knight turned quickly but saw nothing.


  “Sir Grygory, duck!” the voice shouted again, and the knight obeyed, half out of his own indecision, half out of a strange comfort he found out of obeying the voice. Grygory dropped to the ground and rolled, and when he regained his feet, he found himself face-to-face with a horrid apparition of life in death, but it was not Sergei’s corpse.


  “Let me handle it, m’lord!” came the shout from behind him. The voice was Yuri’s. He knew that now. The dream was gone, but the knight’s mind was still clouded. He felt suddenly dizzy. The trees spun out of his vision, and the ghastly creature in front of him faded from view, blurring and then reappearing most unsettlingly. “Watch out!”


  The master-at-arms bolted by Grygory from behind, pushing his lord aside, sending him tumbling into a pile of bushes and twigs. He scrambled through the brush, shoving branches aside to keep them from poking him in the face, trying to untangle himself. When he righted himself and shook the cobwebs from his head, he saw Yuri slashing furiously at the undead thing that had confronted him.


  This wasn’t part of his dream, he realized suddenly. The creature was sickeningly pale, rotting, emitting a powerful stench that brought the knight’s stomach to his mouth. Skin and hair hung in places on the rotting animated corpse, and in the violent movements of combat, bits of putrid flesh splattered in all directions. The thing appeared to Grygory to have been human once, possibly elvish, though certainly long dead. The armor and weaponry were tattered antiques; the creature wore a set of splint mail of a design not seen in this part of the world in centuries, and it bore a thick broadsword that looked like those forged in the earliest days after the discovery of how to make steel.


  “Yuri! Keep back!” Grygory shouted, putting one hand on the ground and forcing himself up despite his pounding head. Tales of undead creatures and their legendary powers, plus his own limited involvement with such creatures, screamed caution in his head. He reached for his own weapon only to find it wasn’t there. Looking around, he saw they were not in the vicinity of their camp of the night before.


  “Back, you bastard!” Yuri shouted, swiping with a battle-axe he wielded with both hands. The blade swept right through the center of the creature, and while some of its deathly form ripped and tore, the weapon seemed to have no vital effect. Yuri stepped back and looked at his blade for a moment before the thing pressed the attack.


  “Get back!” Grygory shouted.


  “A good idea, m’lord,” Yuri replied, giving ground carefully as the monster lunged forward again and again. The rusted metal of the creature’s crude blade described wide arcs through the air, but Yuri managed to dodge each of them.


  “I’m coming!” Grygory rummaged through the pile of dead branches until he found one of appropriate heft. He hauled it out and snapped it under his boot to roughly short spear length.


  “I could certainly use some help, m’lord, but you have no weapon,” Yuri pointed out.


  “Guess again,” Grygory replied, coming up behind his master-at-arms with his improvised weapon held before him.


  “Ingenious, as usual, m’lord,” Yuri said, parrying the ancient metal blade with the haft of his battle-axe, then shoving the creature back with his mighty arms.


  “Thanks,” Grygory replied, taking position to the left of his comrade. The beast eyed its new opponent through dark, empty sockets hung loosely with blackened, foul flesh. Its teeth, permanently bared in a hideous grin, chattered and ground against each other as it set itself to charge.


  “Watch out!” Yuri cried, rearing back with his battle-axe.


  “I’ve got him,” Grygory called back, lunging forward with his branch past the master-at-arms and right into the midsection of the approaching beast. Braced for the impact, Grygory’s jaw dropped as he felt the merest pressure on the end of the weapon. Though the weapon had no point, it had plunged all the way through the dead thing and out the other side. The creature merely looked downward, backed up to draw free of the branch, and charged once more.


  “What do we have to do to kill this thing, anyway?” Yuri gasped as the monster approached.


  “I don’t have the faintest idea,” the knight confessed, looking at the end of the branch in wonder. He swept the weapon in front of him, moving slowly to his left until the three combatants formed a triangle in the small clearing. Only the shining moon lit the scene.


  “Get back!” Yuri cried as the monster lunged toward the knight, jaw open in a silent scream, steel blade held high for the killing blow. Grygory ducked low and swept his makeshift spear at the creature’s knees. While the blows would have broken one if not both of a mortal man’s legs, instead his weapon carried right through them. At least it was enough to make the undead thing falter and miss with its weapon.


  “Well done, m’lord,” Yuri said, reaching his knight’s side as the creature turned to face them again.


  “If we can’t kill it, let’s try to disarm it,” Grygory suggested.


  “Aye, m’lord.”


  “Circle left and go for its heart. I’ll try for the sword.” Yuri nodded and started to his left as ordered, drawing the attention of the walking corpse. Grygory stepped carefully to the right, forcing the creature between them so that it had to look from side to side to see them both. It shifted its weapon from hand to hand, pointing it first toward Grygory, then toward Yuri, all the while chattering its yellowed teeth.


  “Now, Yuri!” the knight shouted, and both charged toward the thing, Yuri with his battle-axe ready to swing at gut level, Grygory with his branch held like a quarterstaff. The creature turned to face Yuri, responding to the greater threat of the battle-axe, as the knight had expected.


  “For Traladara!” Grygory shouted.


  “For Traladara!” Yuri chimed in, sweeping a devastating arc with his battle-axe right through the creature’s midsection. The undead thing pulled back its sword to strike a counterblow, but Grygory swung at it with one end of his branch, then swept around with the other, catching the creature in its bony hand, popping the sword free.


  “Good shot, m’lord!” Yuri shouted, backing carefully away from the beast, which was now completely enraged, beating its fists on its armor, spitting dried blood. The knight lunged for the fallen sword and just beat his opponent, grabbing it and holding it out toward the undead creature while still on his knees.


  “Looking for something?” Grygory taunted, and the creature stopped in its tracks, backing slowly away from Grygory, now armed with his weapon. “Now it’s my turn!” the knight challenged, leaping to his feet and charging. The undead monster turned and started to run, but Grygory caught it from behind with a horizontal slash that separated its head from its shoulders. The body fell to the ground, writhing horribly until the knight shoved the weapon home through its chest. The forest grew silent but for the panting of the two men.


  “What happened?” Grygory asked.


  “You were sleeping, m’lord,” the master-at-arms explained, “and I was on watch. You got up and left your tent, and I decided to follow. I called out, but you seemed content to wander.”


  “Was I speaking? Did you hear anything?”


  “Nothing,” Yuri replied. “You would stop occasionally, or even sit, but you’d get right back up and keep going. It’s been a couple of hours, m’lord. We’re quite a way from camp. I’ve been marking the trail.”


  “We’d better get back.” Grygory wrenched the rusted steel blade from the breast of the dead thing on the ground, judging its weight and edge. “It’s a piece of junk, but it’s better than nothing.”


  “It did a remarkable job on that thing, m’lord,” Yuri pointed out, hefting his battle-axe over his shoulder and preparing to move out.


  “True,” Grygory observed. “I’ve heard that some undead can only be slain with their own weapons.” Yuri shuddered and turned away from the now fully dead thing on the ground.


  “This way, m’lord,” he said. “It’s still a couple of hours before dawn.” The pair headed between the trees, with Yuri in the lead. When he couldn’t afford the time to chip bits of bark out of trees with his axe, the master-at-arms had bent branches or twigs to mark the way. He followed his trail while Grygory tagged along behind him, wary of the dark forest. Time passed quickly and uneventfully until they both heard the sound of swordplay in the distance.


  “At this hour?” Yuri asked.


  “Shh!” Grygory cautioned. “It’s got to be our men. Come on!” The knight took the lead, no longer in need of Yuri’s trail. He followed the sounds of battle, which grew ever louder as they approached. The ring of steel on steel, with an occasional cry of pain or desperation, shot through the wilderness.


  “Everything was fine when I left, m’lord,” Yuri pointed out, barely keeping up with the youthful knight.


  “I’m sure it was, but it’s not all right now,” Grygory replied. “Careful, or we may blunder into a dangerous situation.” The pair dodged trees and undergrowth, picking their way quickly but carefully forward until Grygory held up his hand for Yuri to stop. The sounds of battle were accented with the twang of bows and the whistle of arrows through the chill morning air. The growing light of dawn barely illuminated the forest, but Grygory could make out combatants and their torches in the distance.


  “Look!” he whispered, pointing. “There… and over there.” Yuri followed the knight’s finger. “What are they?” Grygory pointed to two separate barriers of brush and fallen timbers. Archers on the near side fired freely from their positions at the enemy beyond.


  “I don’t know, m’lord,” Yuri replied. “Your eyes are younger than mine, you know.”


  “Come on!” The knight crept forward, working his way from tree to tree to close the distance to the archers. Yuri, battle-axe in hand, kept close behind. “Skeletons!” Grygory exclaimed suddenly in a loud whisper.


  “And lots of ’em, too, m’lord,” Yuri agreed. “What’s with all the undead?”


  “I have no idea.” The knight peered into the darkness as best he could. They had closed to within fifty yards of the skeletal archers. Grygory tried to count them by peering between the trees. “There’s about fifty of them on each rampart, wouldn’t you say.”


  “Whatever you say, m’lord,” the master-at-arms said, squinting for a moment to see, then shaking his head in frustration.


  “They seem to be firing into that copse of trees over there, the one where the torches are. Unless I miss my guess, I’d say our boys are holed up in there, at least some of them.”


  “What do you suggest we do, m’lord?” Yuri asked.


  “Why, master-at-arms, what else can we do at a time like this?” Grygory smiled widely and held his newfound sword at the ready.


  “Do you want the right or the left, m’lord?”


  “The left, I think.”


  “Very good sir.” Yuri tested his battle-axe in the air.


  “Yuri?” Grygory whispered.


  “Yes, m’lord?”


  “Don’t get too cocky. There are plenty of those skeletons, and we don’t know what else is out there.” He placed his arm on his companion’s shoulder. “Keep your eyes open.”


  “You, too, m’lord,” the master-at-arms answered, punching the knight in the shoulder. “See you on the other side,” he said, then he vanished into the woods.


  Grygory caught his breath and moved out as well, taking stock of his situation. All he wore were his breeches and shirt. He was barefoot, but that was no hindrance. He moved silently from tree to tree, picking a careful path that allowed him to make as little noise as possible.


  When he came within ten paces of his quarry, he stopped to watch carefully for a moment. He could make out at least five dozen skeletal warriors, all armed with bows. Like automatons, they took careful, silent aim on the copse of trees in the distance and let their arrows fly. The skeletons neither paused nor rested, stopping only to accumulate more arrows from a supply behind them. The deadly hissing of arrows through the air seemed strangely rhythmical, almost musical. In the distance, he heard occasional cries from the beleaguered warriors, probably hopelessly outnumbered. The knight prepared to strike when he heard a scream from the other direction.


  “For Traladara!” Yuri shouted at the top of his lungs, leaping to the top of the other wooden rampart, accompanied by the sound of his battle-axe hissing through the air and smashing into bones. “Take that, you pile of bones!” he cried. The growing light of dawn silhouetted the master-at-arms atop the rampart as he continued to swing his battle-axe with telling effect.


  In front of him, the skeletons behind the near rampart took notice and turned to aim at their new foe. With a loud cry, Grygory launched himself through the remaining space that separated them to spoil their aim. Cheers erupted in the distance from the copse of trees.


  “The Fangs of Jallah!” he shouted as he laid into the skeletons. Three fell to his heavy sword before they knew what hit them. Two skeletal archers turned to take aim at him. He swung high and low, not daring to keep still to make an easy target. Arrows whizzed past him as he kept up a steady rain of destruction within their ranks. Grygory took advantage of a momentary lull to jump to the top of their log fortification to assess the turmoil.


  “It’s Sir Grygory! Sir Grygory’s returned!” came the cry from the copse. Several dozen men bounded out of the trees and charged toward the battlements, oblivious to the archers’ deadly fire. As they closed ground, their cries became louder. In the increasing light, Grygory could see members of the Fangs and some of his own men gallantly charging forward.


  “Take it to them, men!” the knight shouted, looking over to see how Yuri fared. The master-at-arms had kicked part of the makeshift battlements down onto its occupants, crushing them beneath the weight of the logs. Turning his attention back to his own situation, Grygory leaped back into the fray, slashing and kicking at skeletons as his men started pouring over the battlements.


  “For the Lion!” he heard one man scream.


  “For Sir Grygory!” shouted another. His men crashed through the battlements, several clutching at arrows protruding from their bodies. The skeletons, ill equipped for close combat, quickly succumbed to Grygory and his men. When the last of the skeletons had been routed, they looked to see how Yuri fared. With the help of the remaining Fangs, the skeletons at the other rampart had been defeated as well.


  “What happened?” Grygory asked of a panting warrior, a dark-skinned Ylaruamite. “When did this start?”


  “About an hour ago,” he answered, wiping dirt and sweat from his forehead. “We were surrounded as we slept.”


  “Yeah,” chimed in another, a dwarf from Rockhome with a bloody bandanna wrapped around his arm. “They came from everywhere. It seemed like hundreds of them!”


  “Marl got us organized, and we swept most of them from the field,” the first man continued. “No one could find you.” There was a noticeable pause as all eyes turned toward Grygory.


  “Another creature lured me away from camp by invading my dreams. I slayed it and took this sword from it.” He held the weapon aloft for all of the warriors to see. They seemed satisfied the knight was telling the truth.


  “Foul magic,” someone said.


  “Yes, and we have no magic to fight back!” shouted another. A loud discussion ensued until someone shouted from the top of the battlements.


  “Marl is returning!” The contingent scrambled to the top of the battlements to see Marl marching at the head of his troops, with Mikhail struggling to keep up. Yuri walked beside Marl, engrossed in conversation as they approached.


  “Marl!” Grygory shouted, but the tall human didn’t seem to notice. He glared as he approached Grygory, grabbing the knight by the shoulders and pulling him close.


  “Yuri tells me you were nearly killed by some undead thing,” he whispered into Grygory’s ear. “If I thought you had run, I would have killed you!”


  “I never run, Marl,” Grygory said steadily, forcing Marl back to arm’s length and meeting his gaze. Then he raised his voice for all to hear. “Report!”


  The tall human paused a moment, looked around at his men, then began his report. “We were surprised in our sleep by a horde of skeletons. We managed to drive them off, killing most of them. We estimate there were more than four hundred of them.”


  “Four hundred?”


  “An army of undead?”


  “What are we going to do?”


  The warriors exchanged worried speculation until Grygory ascended the highest point on the battlements and raised his hands.


  “Hear me!” he shouted until the throng quieted. “They know we’re coming!”


  “Who knows we’re coming?” Marl asked. The knight had gotten everyone’s attention; the only other sounds were chirping birds greeting the false dawn.


  “I’m not sure exactly,” the knight confessed. Marl shook his head and started to turn away. “Wait,” Grygory insisted, “I want you to know what I know.”


  “And just what do you know, knight?” Marl asked.


  “I know that there’s something out there ravaging our villages. I know that I’m not the first knight to be sent out here to put a stop to it. The first knight was killed, along with his men.”


  “By what?”


  “I don’t know by what, but it’s obvious that their forces are powerful.”


  “Why should we follow you, then?” someone shouted. Several others joined in.


  “I don’t really know. I’ll be out of coin soon. I won’t be able to pay you. All I know is that we’ve got to stick together!”


  “No pay?”


  “Then I’m leaving!”


  “Me, too!”


  “You’re all forgetting something,” Marl shouted suddenly, quieting the men. “The Lion himself gave us over to this knight, and we fought for the Lion without pay many times.”


  Grygory looked down at Marl, and the two exchanged a long glance. The tall human smiled up at Grygory.


  “Marl’s right.”


  “Yeah, I guess he has a point.”


  “He saved all of us,” one man spoke up. Grygory recognized him as one of the embattled force he and Yuri had liberated earlier. “We’d have been completely wiped out if it weren’t for Sir Grygory. I’m sticking it out!”


  “Me, too!”


  “Yeah, count me in!”


  Grygory said nothing. The forest rang with the sound of his name as the Fangs rallied to his support. In a few moments, Marl joined him atop the battlements.


  “So, m’lord,” Marl asked. “Any orders?”


  Chapter 12
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  The light of dawn revealed thick clouds that had blown in from the south on unusually warm winds. It had turned far warmer than only a few hours before. Rain fell steadily to dance on their tents and make morning fires impractical. At first light, the officers roused those men who had managed to catch a few winks of sleep. They broke their fast on cold bread, fruit, and vegetables. Then they struck their tents and began to assemble.


  “This country is unfamiliar to me,” Grygory confessed to Yuri as the latter pulled on his heavy boots. The boots were already drenched.


  “I understand, m’lord…. Damn rain!” The master-at-arms wiped mud from his heel with a stick. “Still, I suppose it’s better to be wet and warm than dry and freezing to death.”


  “I agree, Yuri. Now, to business. I want scouts out in front today. Send mounted men out two hundred yards to the front and either side. I want them supported with skirmishers closer in. We’re getting close to the villages where the raids occurred. Some of them are quite remote.”


  “As you wish, m’lord,” Yuri said. The men-at-arms were relayed their orders, and a number of them were sent to form a ring in front of the advancing column. Yuri sought out Marl to pass along the knight’s instructions. Marl helped assemble twenty swordsmen to move out in files of four between the head of the column and the outriders. Grygory watched as the skirmishers moved out, and exchanged a nod with Icepick, who was among them.


  “Scouts and skirmishers have been assembled and placed, m’lord,” Yuri announced. “Fyodor reports the baggage train is ready.”


  “Good. We’re moving out. Pass the word along.”


  “Yes, m’lord.”


  “And, master-at-arms…?”


  “Yes, m’lord.”


  “Let’s keep alert. I don’t want us to walk into another ambush.”


  “Understood, m’lord. I’ll tell the officers.” Yuri hurried off through the drizzle. The column fell in behind the knight and started off, sloshing over the muddy trail. The sound of the rain through the pines masked their movements somewhat, Grygory noted.


  The mercenaries donned a variety of hats and helmets to keep the rain off their heads, though some simply let the water run over their hair and faces to wash away the grime of several days of marching. Grygory chose to leave his helm off. Yuri had once told him the wet plumage made him look like a drowned rat. He let the warm rain dance on his head.


  “Incoming rider!” Grygory had already seen the approaching figure by the time Mikhail called out. They hadn’t traveled more than two miles along the sloppy trail when one of the men-at-arms came galloping back toward them.


  “Report,” the knight ordered as the soldier reined back his horse alongside Grygory. It was Yichi, mud-splattered and winded from hard riding.


  “We’ve located a village, m’lord,” the rider announced, catching his breath and wiping the rain from his eyes with a dirty glove. “It’s been sacked and looted.”


  “Where?”


  “About half a mile up and to the left, m’lord.”


  “Stay here with us. We’ll be heading that way.”


  “Yes, m’lord.”


  “Yuri!”


  The master-at-arms hurried up on his mount from farther back in the column. “Yes, m’lord?”


  “There’s a village ahead of us that has been recently sacked. We’re going to move the column in to investigate. Recall the riders, but have the skirmishers form a ring around the village. I don’t want any surprises.”


  “At once, m’lord.” Yuri shouted orders back to the column, then rode out to find the outriders. Grygory got the column moving again. A short way up the trail, Yichi indicated where they should turn. Yuri met them with the riders as they passed through a section of pine forest that had been partially logged, exposing the ruins of a simple village.


  “I want the village checked out in detail. Bring the archers forward and have them check hovel by hovel from the outside of the village on in.” Grygory brushed his wet hair straight back with his fingers, wringing water out of it to drip down his back.


  “Aye, m’lord,” Yuri answered. “What about the riders?”


  “Keep them here with me for now,” the knight said.


  “As you wish, m’lord,” he replied, leaving to bring the unit of archers up from farther back in the column. Grygory could see only a handful of destroyed timber and sod huts from his vantage point. Several walls had collapsed. The ground sloped away from them through the woods and hid most of the village. He saw no sign of smoking chimneys, nor did he see any men working or children playing. Everything was deathly quiet except for the creaking of stiff leather as Grygory shifted his weight impatiently in the saddle.


  Yuri brought the archers forward to the right of the column while Fyodor and Marl kept the other warriors out of their way. They were sent into the village as the knight had ordered. For several minutes, the archers could be heard moving from building to building by the sound of their voices and the occasional creak of a rusty hinge or the breaking of a door. Yuri, who had left his horse with the column, sloshed toward them through the mud after speaking with the last team leader.


  “Whoever did this is long gone. We found these everywhere, m’lord,” he said, handing the knight a couple of poorly fashioned, black-fletched arrows. One was caked with dried blood.


  “Orcs,” Grygory said simply, splintering the arrows in his fist. He tossed the useless sticks and feathers to the ground and spat contemptuously.


  “Yes, m’lord,” Yuri said. “They found a few survivors near the center of the village. I suggest we bring up the baggage train to feed them.”


  “Very well, master-at-arms. Give the order.”


  “Aye, m’lord.”


  “Riders, we’re moving in!” the knight called out, kicking the sides of his war-horse. Off the trail, the horses’ hooves sank into the mud, so he kept to places where grass held the ground together. The riders rode toward the village and then in and out among the ruined structures.


  There were spent arrows everywhere, just as Yuri had said, stuck into the ground or walls of the buildings. The village was all but destroyed, the windows and doors of the huts smashed, the walls caved in. As they moved farther into town, it became clear that the first part of town they had ridden through was the only section that hadn’t been ravaged by fire. The center of the village was a black mass of charred timbers, poking out like withered fingers from the remains of each burned hut. Dogs sniffed around among the ruins, scattering as the riders moved near. Archers had been positioned every few feet along the streets, keeping watchful eyes as the knight and riders advanced to the town square.


  “Report,” the knight asked of one of the archers’ officers. He held his banner high above the broken ruin of a hay wagon.


  “All quiet, sir,” he said.


  “Watch yourself. We’re in unfamiliar country.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The knight led the riders into the village square, or what was left of it, where several archers guarded the perimeter. The blackened trunks of trees and a collapsed gazebo were all that remained of what once must have been a pleasant park. A group of small children sat with two old women in a circle on the ground next to the blackened gazebo. They sat quietly, taking no notice of the approaching riders or the archers.


  At the far side of the square, a small group of older men were filling in the third of three enormous holes in the ground. They moved slowly, like zombies, using small shovels or even their bare hands to accomplish their grisly task. Beyond the mass graves, untended corpses still awaited burial. Crows and other scavenging birds descended on the rotting flesh, drawn by the putrid smell.


  “Forward,” Grygory ordered, kicking the side of his mount gently to urge it forward. The stench made his gelding uneasy, pulling at the bit and snorting. The knight rubbed its neck to calm it down. He walked his mount past the gazebo and the children and women. Few noticed their passing. They were all gaunt and white, their eyes dark and sunken.


  “Bring up the food,” Grygory commanded, and Haydn peeled off to carry out the task. The rest rode on behind their knight until he dismounted his war-horse near the last grave. Like the children, the four older men took no notice of their arrival. They continued to move slowly and purposefully, refilling the massive grave. The nearest of them was a large man, perhaps fifty or so, Grygory reckoned. He wore filthy rags and a hog cap, and several days of gray beard covered his chin. The man had the calloused, thick hands of a woodcutter. His eyes were gray and dark, and his expression was that of someone who might be dead. He scooped dirt from a pile with a wooden shovel, walked three or four paces to deposit it into the hole, then moved back in mindless repetition.


  “What happened here?” the knight asked. Being used to giving orders, he realized his voice was too strong, his tone too powerful. He lowered his voice and asked again. “What happened?” The woodcutter stopped between the pile of dirt and the hole, turning slowly toward Grygory. He raised his head to look briefly at the knight, then looked beyond him to see the still-mounted men-at-arms. “Can you speak?” Grygory asked again.


  The old man nodded slowly. “Yes,” he said softly, his voice gravelly from lack of use. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Yes, I can speak.”


  “Who did this?” Grygory walked slowly over to the man and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. Dogs barked in the distance, scaring off a few of the nearby carrion birds. Mikhail had dismounted and moved up alongside his friend.


  “Orcs,” he said simply, letting his eyes fall away again to the ground. “Orcs,” he repeated.


  “When?” Mikhail asked. The old man shook his head. He coughed the cough of the dying and tried to return to his task, but Grygory stopped him.


  “Please, sir,” he pleaded, then turned to shout impatiently at his entourage. “Where’s the food and water I called for?”


  “Here,” Mikhail said, shrugging his waterskin from his shoulder. The old man looked uncertainly at the monk and the skin for a moment, then dropped his shovel to the ground. He reached for the skin with both hands and brought it to his mouth, letting a good share of its contents run over his gray-bearded chin and onto his filthy clothes as he remembered how to swallow.


  A man-at-arms hurried up with more waterskins and bags of vegetables and began distributing them to the other gravediggers. The old man who stood before Grygory finished his drink and then moved off to sit on the pile of dirt.


  “How many orcs were there?” Grygory asked. “Where did they go from here?”


  “How many?” The old man stared at Grygory as if he didn’t comprehend. Then he looked around at the graves and the corpses and the burned buildings of his village beyond and tears glistened in his eyes. “I don’t know how many, but we got some of them.” He gestured toward a pile of scorched bones on the other side of the square that Grygory hadn’t previously noticed. “The green bastards!”


  “Easy,” the monk said. “Can you tell us anything more?” The man’s previously dull eyes grew wide, staring uneasily, then darted back and forth. “What? What is it?” Mikhail urged him.


  “The demon rider,” he whispered, trembling.


  “Demon rider?” Grygory asked, easing closer. The woodcutter nodded nervously.


  The old man went on as if he hadn’t heard. “The orcs did the demon rider’s bidding,” he said, his voice still low. “A great, black demon, riding a steed of bone!”


  Grygory’s heart leapt to his throat.


  “Aye, it was a demon’s steed to be sure,” the old man continued. He gritted his teeth and cringed at the memory of what he’d seen.


  “Grygory, I think we should let—” Mikhail began, but the knight raised his gloved hand to silence him.


  “A demon rode the skeletal home?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “You’re certain of that? What did it look like?”


  “Grygory, it couldn’t be… not after all these years!” the monk insisted, but the knight’s attention was fixed solely on the aged woodcutter.


  “What did it look like?” he said slowly. “Let me see.


  “Think, man!” Grygory shouted. He grabbed the woodcutter by both shoulders. “Think!”


  “Easy, Grygory,” Mikhail pleaded.


  “I, uh—I remember it was black from head to foot. I didn’t get that close a look at it, but others did.”


  “What others? Where are they?” The old man bowed his head and didn’t answer, instead glancing over at the graves. “Could it have been a man? A man in black armor.”


  “I… I don’t know. Perhaps. But… but what kind of a man would do such a thing?” The elderly laborer began to sob uncontrollably. Grygory let go of him and turned away, grim concern written all over his features.


  “A black-armored brigand,” Fyodor commented. “I don’t understand. What’s going on, m’lord?” Grygory offered no answer, clenching his fists and walking a short distance away in silence. Fyodor redirected his question to Mikhail. “What is it?”


  “You don’t know?” The monk produced a blanket and spread it over the woodcutter’s shoulders.


  “Know what?” Yuri joined in, shaking his head in confusion.


  “You’ve served with Grygory all these years, and he’s never told you about the black rider on the horse of bones?”


  Yuri and Fyodor looked at each other dumbly. “No,” they replied as one.


  “A rider just like this one sacked and burned our village when Grygory and I were young. He led an army of orcs, just like what happened here. They nearly hacked my leg off,” he said, gesturing to his withered limb. “The black rider also killed Grygory’s father and my godmother.”


  “He’s never told us the story,” Yuri said.


  “No, never,” Fyodor agreed.


  “That was almost twenty years ago,” Mikhail mused aloud. “It can’t be the same black rider!”


  “How many black knights on skeleton horses do you know of?” Yuri said sarcastically.


  “Grygory, what do you think?” Mikhail called to his friend, but the knight neither answered nor turned around. The monk walked over to face him and was surprised to see tears in Grygory’s eyes. But when he looked more closely at his old friend, it was clear that they were not tears of grief, but of rage.


  “It’s him, Mikhail,” he said, trying hard to keep rein on his anger.


  “How can you be sure?”


  “You heard Yuri. He’s right.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “There’s no ‘perhaps’ about it! And now he’s killed Sergei, too!” he screamed, realizing it almost as he said it. His face darkened still more, and furrows etched his eyes and forehead.


  “Why didn’t you ever talk to Yuri and Fyodor about it?” the monk asked.


  Grygory simply looked at him, shaking his head. “You wouldn’t understand.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean? You’re ashamed? By the Immortals, you were just a little boy!”


  “Drop it, monk!”


  “But—”


  “I said drop it!” Grygory stared at Mikhail with wild eyes, and the monk chose not to press the issue. The knight turned and stomped back toward the others, and the men-at-arms came to attention at the approach of their glowering commander. “I need to know how many orcs, and where they are now!”


  “Aye, m’lord!” Yuri acknowledged. “I’ll have scouts sent out.”


  “I also want to know everything the survivors have seen and heard!”


  “I’ll take care of that,” Mikhail jumped in.


  The knight’s tone softened. “And I want all these people fed and clothed. We’ll send them back to Rugalov with an escort. I’ll be back here in one hour for a report.” He turned abruptly on his heels and strode off past the graves and into the midst of the ruined village. Behind him, he heard the sounds of men-at-arms and officers scurrying to obey his commands.


  He found himself in a part of the village directly opposite where they had entered. Though there were mercenary archers posted here, there hadn’t been time yet to form a burial detail. The streets were still fouled with bloated bodies, the stench of which forced the knight to keep his leather glove close to his nose. Carrion-eating birds picked at the mutilated bodies, now black and stiff, and rats scurried everywhere, even in the full light of day. Each scene he witnessed convinced him that nothing could be worse, but then he would turn a corner and find something more horrible still. The knight found himself hurrying through the deserted streets between burned-out buildings toward the outskirts of the village on the far side. Once there, he turned his back to the carnage and gulped a few breaths of clean air.


  The far edge of the village bordered on several fallow fields hewn from the forests. Had it been summer, the crops would have been burned as well by the orc raiders. As it was, he saw only a few animal pens. These, too, had been smashed, and the corpses of the sheep and goats had been gutted and left to rot.


  Grygory made his way around the edge of the village between the woods and fields and the charred hovels, taking his time, trying to gain control of the rage that seethed inside him. At times, his anger nearly got the best of him, and he stopped and took long, even breaths to get hold of himself. Finally he worked his way back around to where he had first entered the village and made his way to the village square. Mikhail was the first to notice him.


  “Are you all right?” he asked, but the knight ignored the question. He saw that the villagers were being tended by several soldiers around a large cooking fire. Each had a plate full of hot food and a cup of water.


  The knight gestured to Yuri and Fyodor to come closer. “What have you found out? What are we up against?”


  “Well, m’lord,” Yuri began, “we’ve got some scouts out. Early indications are that the orcs left through the woods in that direction.” The master-at-arms pointed off through the village to the northwest. “The signs seem to indicate that there were at least a couple hundred of them, but it’s rained since then, so it’s difficult to say.”


  “That goes along with what the villagers said,” Mikhail added. “None of them were able to take a head count, of course, but there seem to have been enough of them to torch the village virtually all at once.”


  “I see,” Grygory said.


  “At one point, the men of the village formed up in a line right over there in the square. They numbered over fifty, but they say the orcs overwhelmed the line in pretty short order.” The monk hung his head and sighed. “How many villages like this are there around here?”


  “More than a dozen,” Grygory answered. The monk cringed.


  “There’s no telling how many have been burned out already,” Fyodor said. “What do we do now, m’lord?”


  “First I want the refugees taken care of. Get some volunteers from among the spearmen to escort them back to Rugalov. Give them some coin to lodge them and eventually get them passage back to Mirros.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” Fyodor said and departed.


  “Tell them that Baron Yuschiev will take care of them,” Grygory called after him. Fyodor turned and nodded.


  “I’ve got three scouts following the orcs’ trail,” Yuri said. “Our boys. Mounted men-at-arms.”


  “Good. I want to move out as soon as the villagers are safely on their way.”


  “As you wish, m’lord.” Yuri started to leave, but approaching hoofbeats made him turn back toward the square.


  “Orcs! They’ve returned!” They could hear Icepick screaming even before he came into view, riding behind the saddle with Joshkia. The animal’s great weight pounded the ground with each fall of its shod hooves, and the entire square seemed to shudder. “Orcs forming up in the fields!”


  “What?” Yuri shouted.


  “Rider! Report to me!” Grygory commanded, raising his voice over the others. The man-at-arms rode directly to his knight, reining back at the last second. Icepick started to dismount even before the animal had come to a stop and fell, rolling awkwardly on the ground. He bounded to his feet and approached Grygory.


  “The orcs have returned, sir,” he panted, catching his breath. “They’re in the fields beyond the village,” he said, pointing.


  “How many?” Grygory asked, his tone urgent but steady.


  “We counted at least a hundred, and more are pouring out of the woods!” Icepick’s eyes betrayed his panic, and Grygory put his hand on his shoulder to calm him.


  “Well done,” he assured the Darokinian.


  “Thank you, sir,” he said.


  “Bring the spearmen and pikemen forward!” the knight commanded. He pulled his long sword from its scabbard and held it into the air. “Spearmen and pikemen, forward! Recall the archers! Deploy the swordsmen as skirmishers fifty paces into the fields!”


  “Aye, m’lord!” Yuri responded. “Spearmen and pikemen! Come forward!” The master-at-arms sped off, shouting orders and grabbing warriors to hurry them toward their respective units. Marl strode through the compound alongside him, urging the mercenaries on. If any of the mercenaries were having second thoughts about serving under Grygory, the ghastly images of the massacre put any thoughts of leaving from their minds.


  “Fyodor!” Grygory screamed. The portly soldier was busy helping the civilians to their feet, herding them back across the square away from danger. “Let Mikhail take care of the villagers! I need you here!” Fyodor waved and nodded, then called the monk over to him and explained. Then he hurried to Grygory’s side. “Fetch my horse and assist me with my armor.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” he replied, and in a matter of minutes, they were unwrapping gleaming pieces of plate armor and strapping them into position. As they worked, Yuri and Marl led the spearmen and pikemen across the square. By the time they marched out of sight beyond the square, Fyodor was helping his knight into the saddle. Grygory donned his helm and took up both shield and lance as Fyodor strapped the final pieces of plate onto his legs.


  “All done, m’lord,” he announced, stepping back. Grygory was fully armored from head to toe. A light drizzle began to fall, running down the gleaming steel plates. “The enemy awaits, m’lord!”


  “So they do,” Grygory replied. “Follow me!” he shouted. He dug his heels into his horse’s flank and sped off, kicking up bits of sod. Fyodor hurriedly mounted his own horse and galloped to catch up. “Forward, men! Forward!” the knight shouted. Archers and swordsmen ran through the deserted village on both sides of him. “Keep moving!”


  In no time, Grygory had cleared the village and was approaching the chaos beyond. He stopped to survey the situation. The spearmen had begun to form into a three-deep line to his left and the pikemen into a four-deep line to his right, their officers shouting orders, using their banners as guides to form the troops. Swordsmen sped past them into the open ground beyond. Yuri jogged over to the knight and stood before the war-horse.


  “The spearmen and pikemen are deployed, m’lord,” he panted. “We’re assembling the archers to the left, over there, and the swordsmen are lining up fifty paces into the fields. The enemy is still forming, m’lord.”


  Grygory noted that the ground sloped gently away from the village. The fields stretched for about three hundred yards to the edge of the forest. Against the forest, he could see the orcs, already at least two hundred of them, forming into battle lines. They wore a variety of mail and leather armor. Some wore helms, and all bore shields, but it was difficult to determine their armament at this distance through the drizzling rain. More orcs were streaming out of the trees to form new formations.


  “There seems to be a lot of ’em, m’lord,” Yuri pointed out.


  “I want skirmishers posted on either side of the field at the edge of the woods,” Grygory ordered. “We don’t know how many orcs there are, and I don’t want to get flanked.”


  “Aye, m’lord! … Marl!” The master-at-arms called the tall mercenary away from the spearmen, where he was helping to form their lines.


  Immediately Marl hurried over to them, his face flushed with the anticipation of battle.


  “We need skirmishers to either side of the battle line in the woods,” he repeated, pointing off to the right and then the left. “I figure about twenty swordsmen each.”


  Marl gazed toward the woods and then at the orcs still coming out of the woods, narrowing his eyes and scratching his chin.


  “Yeah, twenty should do it,” he agreed.


  “I’ll take care of ’em,” Yuri announced, wiping the rain away from his eyes and starting off to the left.


  “Good,” Marl called after him. “I’ve got the main formations under control, but the archers are still all over the place!”


  “Fyodor is taking care of the archers,” Grygory interceded.


  “Good,” Marl replied.


  “Make sure the officers in each unit watch me for direction, or Yuri or Fyodor if I can’t be seen.”


  “As you wish, sir,” Marl acknowledged. He swept his wet hair back across his forehead with his fingers to keep it out of his eyes. “I confess I’m a little nervous about having our backs up against these burned-out huts.”


  “So am I, Marl,” Grygory said. “I’d rather the orcs had their backs up against the trees. Would you agree?” Marl turned to look at the orcs down the slope and turned back with a wide smile.


  “Yes, sir… absolutely.”


  “Then get your men into position on the double!”


  “Yes, sir!” he replied and dashed off through the mud to the spearmen and pikemen. He shouted out orders, and his officers echoed them down the ranks.


  Behind him, Grygory heard the approach of a galloping horse. Mikhail reined his horse up beside the knight’s. “The villagers are taken care of,” he reported.


  “Good,” the knight answered absently, his attention focused on the formations of pikemen and spearmen, the skirmishing swordsmen, and the orcs arraying themselves down the slope in front of them.


  “They’ve got an armed escort and an ample head start. I don’t think the orcs will bother with them.” Mikhail surveyed the situation, pulling his hood down away from his face. It kept the rain off, but hampered his vision considerably. “Where are the archers?”


  “Fyodor’s got them over on the right,” the knight responded. Mikhail stood in his stirrups to see over the assembling spearmen.


  “I see them now.”


  “Get over there and see how he’s doing with them,” Grygory ordered.


  “Sure, Grygory, I’ll—By the Immortals!” The monk gasped, and Grygory looked to see what was wrong. He followed Mikhail’s dumbfounded look down the slope toward the orcs.


  “It’s him,” Grygory said calmly. “After all these years, it’s him.”


  A black rider had joined the orc formations, moving from unit to unit. At this distance, it was difficult to make out, but the steed was clearly not of this earth. The rider was armored from head to foot in black plate.


  “Get to Fyodor and find out what the hell’s going on with the archers!” Grygory ordered Mikhail determinedly. A single-minded haze had fallen over Grygory’s stare, a look Mikhail recognized.


  “Grygory, don’t—”


  “Will you do as I say, or do I need to find someone else?”


  “I’ll do it,” the monk replied. “Just get a grip on yourself, Grygory.” And with that, Mikhail wheeled his mount about and urged it through the muddy field.


  Grygory continued to stare across the field, watching every move the black rider made. The years hadn’t dimmed his memory of his father’s murderer one bit. The muscles in his jaw contracted involuntarily, and the tingle of impending combat ran along his spine.


  “At last, Dark Knight,” he whispered to himself, “vengeance shall be mine.”
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  “Chilth! Where in blazes are you?” The Dark One raised the visor on his black helmet and shielded his eyes from the steady rain with his mail-gloved hand. “Show yourself, you cowardly orc!” He jerked violently this way and that on the reins, forcing his mount into twists and turns impossible for a living steed. He held a mighty broadsword in one hand, which he would have gladly used to split the tiny orc’s skull if he could only find him. “Chilth!”


  “Yes, Dark One!” he heard Chilth whine from behind him. The tiny orc overseer splashed up through the slick mud, falling once to its knees, then getting back up to make its way between two units of sword-armed orcs. “I’m coming, master!”


  “Where are the archers?” the Dark One shouted, waving his sword furiously from the back of his skeletal mount. Chilth jumped back and landed with a splat in a puddle. “I distinctly said I wanted the archers deployed first!”


  “I passed that order along, I assure you,” the orc said meekly, rising slowly to its feet. “I’ll see to it immediately, master!”


  “See that you do! These aren’t women and children you’re going up against this time, orc!”


  “But they are few and we are many, Dark One,” Chilth reasoned. “They’ll be maggot food before dusk!”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Now, get those archers deployed properly, or I’ll skin you alive!” The orc darted back the way it had come, back into the woods. “Is there one of you with half a brain in his green head?” he challenged the orc warriors nearest him. They cringed with the ferocity of his words. “Why, I ought to—” he started, but what he ought to do remained unsaid as he backed off and spurred his undead mount forward.


  “Listen to me!” he cried out over the din of the assembling horde. He rode back and forth in front of the orc army, shouting for them to be quiet, swinging his sword for emphasis, until the only sound was the rain falling to the ground and the unnatural rattle of the Dark One’s horse as it moved across the muddy field.


  “You’ve battled one of their knights before and defeated him!” He threw both arms into the air, but no sound was forthcoming. “Yell, damn you!” he screamed, slashing at the air. A handful of orcs shouted halfheartedly. The black-armored knight exhorted them until they were all screaming and pounding their weapons on their shields, forcing him to yell even louder to be heard above the tumult.


  “If you want more slaughter and pillaging, you’ll have to win this day, too!” He walked his skeletal steed along the front of the army, shouting, “Kill! Kill! Kill!” and the horde chanted with him.


  The Dark One rode his steed back through the ranks to the edge of the woods. “Chilth! Where the devil are those archers? Chilth!”


  Chapter 13
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  “Fyodor, what’s your situation?” Grygory dismounted to confer with the officers of his army, namely Yuri, Fyodor, and Marl. Mikhail and the three remaining men-at-arms, Pavl, Yichi, and Haydn, joined them on the slick, grassy slope. With most of his troops deployed and no immediate sign of the orcs advancing against them, he had called them all over to confer with him at the end of a rail fence in the fields in front of the mercenaries.


  “The archers are formed, m’lord,” the portly Fyodor panted, having trotted a good distance to meet with the knight. “I’ve arranged them in a line two men deep, as you can see.” He gestured back over his shoulder. All of the mercenaries, including the archers, were upslope from their meeting place and in plain view. “They’re ready for a scrap, m’lord, I can tell you that much.”


  “What’s the supply situation? How many arrows do they have?” the knight inquired.


  “Between twenty and twenty-five arrows per man,” Fyodor replied. “That’s more than one for every orc!” He and the others laughed, but Grygory didn’t see the humor.


  “One for every orc we see now, that is.”


  “Aye, m’lord.”


  “Keep an eye out for more popping out of the woods. That goes for all of you.”


  “Aye, m’lord.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Fyodor, when I give the word, I want you to advance with the archers to the right along this fence. The slope is to our advantage. You should have clean lines of fire downslope on any orcs that advance against us.”


  “Aye, m’lord. We’ll let them have it.”


  “Controlled flights. I want to scare them.”


  “Controlled flights, m’lord.”


  “Marl,” Grygory continued, turning to the tall human mercenary.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I want you with the pikes. Yuri, I want you with the spearmen. Keep with me, gentlemen. We may not have a lot of time here.”


  “As you wish, m’lord,” Yuri said. “They’re a determined lot, if you don’t mind my saying so, m’lord.”


  “Good. Marl, you did a fine job bringing the spears and pikes into the fields and forming them. Four deep for the pikes and three for the spears. Textbook.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Khalil taught his men well,” Grygory said, and Marl’s chest swelled. “Still, I think they’re a little too close to the village. I want you two to put another fifty paces behind you as soon as you get back to your units.”


  “Yes, sir. Fifty paces.”


  “We’re going to be charging with your units, so keep an eye on me at all times. I’m going to lead from a forward position with the swordsmen, skirmishing to keep your flanks protected. Keep the Fangs tight, but things are bound to get messy when the action starts. Any questions?”


  “Yes. Where do you want me?” Mikhail asked.


  “Stick beside me.”


  “The baggage train is back in the village. Is it safe there?” Marl asked.


  “As safe as anywhere, I think.”


  “What about the skirmishers deployed in the woods?” Yuri asked.


  “I want to keep them there to warn us of any threat of a flanking maneuver. We can take on an awful lot of orcs as long as they don’t get around behind us. If the orcs don’t try to flank us, I’ll send for them later to reinforce the swordsmen here on the field.”


  “Very good, m’lord.”


  “Are we ready? … Then assume your positions. Men-at-arms, with me!” he shouted and rode off to the left to join the skirmishers, with four mounted men behind him. Fyodor, Marl, and Yuri sped off to join their respective units, the archers farthest to the right, the pikemen in the center, and the spearmen on the left.


  “Greetings, Grygory of Karameikos!” called Icepick as they approached the skirmish line. “A fine day for a fight, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Indeed, Icepick. Any day’s a fine day for slaughtering orcs!” He hoisted his long sword into the air, and the surrounding swordsmen gave out a cheer.


  “Ten silver says I bag at least six of ’em today,” challenged one.


  “You’re on,” answered another. “And five says I take two of ’em with one swing!”


  “The men seem to be ready for a fight, don’t they?” Mikhail observed to his friend.


  “That they do.”


  “Just keep your eye on that one in the black armor,” the monk added. “He may be more than mere mortal.”


  “We’ll both keep an eye on him.”


  “Agreed.” The pair clasped forearms. Mikhail nodded back toward the Fangs. Orders were shouted, and they started forward.


  “Leave it to Yuri to get the first formation moving,” Grygory observed. The spearmen were the first to advance, and then the pikemen maneuvered forward under Marl’s direction. The archers were the last to move forward, the long line kept in trim by Fyodor, jogging backward at the end of the line. He marched them obliquely to their right, angling toward his objective, the rail fence.


  “Excellent! Skirmishers, advance with me!” Grygory pointed his long sword high into the air, eliciting another cheer from the warriors nearby. He urged his mount forward at a slow walk, and the long, extended line of swordsmen kept pace. They kept a distance of roughly three paces between them in two loose ranks, spanning the entire frontage of the spear and pike formations. Grygory kept an eye on the progress of his skirmishers and on that of the other Fangs. Yuri and Marl brought their units to a halt after stepping off fifty paces, and soon after that, the archers took position up against the rail fence, looking down on the orcs below.


  “Halt!” Grygory called, and the skirmishers echoed his order down the line to either side. “Take position here!”


  “They’re still coming out of the woods, Grygory,” Mikhail observed, reining his horse right up beside the knight’s. A trickle of orcs still moved out onto the field to join those already there. The black figure rode among the ranks, shouting orders and chasing orcs back into position. Their ranks milled restlessly. On either side, they split off to create two more complete formations, making five in all.


  “Let’s see how they stand up to Fyodor’s archers,” the knight said. He looked toward the bowmen, behind and off to the right about a hundred paces, lined up behind the rail fence. At that distance, the knight could barely make out the orders that Fyodor shouted. He watched as the unit drew arrows in unison and nocked them, pulled back their bows, and let the first volley hiss through the air. The missiles rained down onto the outermost formation of orcs, at the far left. Screams erupted from the savage warriors, and Grygory could make out that at least half a dozen clutched at shafts protruding from their bodies. Behind him, Fyodor launched another flight of arrows, this one aimed at the second orc formation from their left, with similar effect.


  “Nice shooting!” Icepick shouted. “Keep it up!” The swordsmen shouted encouragement at the archers, who let a third and then a fourth volley loose at the orcs in the two left-hand formations. Their ranks panicked into complete disorder, despite the efforts of the black knight to get them back into line. The spearmen and pikemen offered cheers of their own for the successful fire of the archers, who continued their efforts, now taking carefully aimed shots from behind the rail fence. Orc after orc dropped out of the ranks under their unrelenting fire.


  “They’re coming!” came a shout from among the swordsmen. Grygory turned to see the three other orc formations advancing. Their formations were as tight as those of the mercenaries, and their wicked swords were drawn and ready.


  “Will you have the archers shift their fire?” Mikhail asked.


  “No. Let them take care of the orcs’ left. We’ll deal with the others.” He turned his mount back and cupped his hands on either side of his mouth. “Yuri!” He shouted. “Bring up the spears and charge the middle formation!”


  Yuri acknowledged the order. “The middle one! Aye, m’lord!” he called, then turned to his unit and barked out orders. In moments, they began to advance across the field, closing the distance between them and the swordsmen.


  “Icepick!” Grygory called.


  “Here, sir!” The Darokinian ran up to the knight’s horse and awaited instructions.


  “Take half the skirmishers over to protect the left flank of the spearmen. I’ll take the rest and protect their right. Keep that outermost orc formation away until Yuri can charge. Now, move!”


  “Yes, sir!” Icepick obeyed, smiling broadly. “You heard the knight! You men here, come with me!” The swordsmen fell in behind Icepick as he ran past, moving off to the left, opening a gap just in time for Yuri and the spearmen to march through.


  “The rest of you, with me!” Grygory shouted, and they rallied around him. He swung the swordsmen to the right of the advancing spearmen, keeping them positioned in the face of the leftmost of the three advancing orc formations. The orcs drew ever closer, coming within thirty paces, then twenty, until their fangs and yellow eyes were clearly visible even in the rain. Grygory noted with a start that somehow he’d lost track of the black-armored knight, but he soon spotted him back with orcs that had fallen out of formation under Fyodor’s telling archery fire.


  “Mikhail! Go tell Marl to bring the pikes forward. I want them ready to charge when I give the word!”


  “I’m on my way,” he acknowledged, pulling his horse away from the swordsmen and back toward Marl’s formation. Grygory pulled his own horse around to face off against the advancing orcs, adjusting himself in the saddle and gripping his lance tightly in his gloved hand.


  “Keep them in front of you!” he shouted to the other swordsmen. Each picked his ground and footing carefully, keeping plenty of space between himself and the next swordsman so that everyone would be able to swing his weapon freely.


  “Charge!” Yuri yelled from behind him, and Grygory turned to see the spearmen surge forward at a run, weapons leveled. The pounding feet of eighty warriors shook the ground as they streamed down the slope. They closed the distance to the center formation of marching orcs before the monsters could react, and their momentum sent them plunging deeply into the enemy’s ranks with a sickening sound of smashing bone and rending flesh. Orcs screamed and grasped at the thick shafts that pierced their bodies as the spearmen pulled back their weapons and lunged forward again and again.


  The orcs hacked with their wicked blades, but they were ineffective against the well-formed spearmen, who, in a matter of only a few heartbeats, had smashed completely through their ranks. Half their number lay bleeding and trampled in the muddy fields, while the rest had scattered, running headlong for the safety of the woods.


  “Let’s take it to them!” Grygory cried to his men. He leveled his lance and spurred his war-horse to charge the next formation of orcs. He could hear the battle cries of the swordsmen as they fell in behind him, rushing up to the company of orcs in front of them. The knight arrived before any of them, skewering two of the beasts on the point of his lance as he crashing his mighty horse into their ranks.


  The orcs braced themselves and met the swordsmen in a violent exchange of slashing blades. The roar of orcs and warriors was nearly deafening, accented by the clang of steel on steel. Grygory made huge, sweeping slashes with his long sword, slicing orcish faces and shoulders as he forced his way deeper into their ranks. The three mounted men-at-arms kept pace at his side and rear. Grygory’s blade crushed skull after skull, but the weight of the orcs pressing in around him was becoming overwhelming, to the point where he couldn’t see what was happening on the rest of the battleground. An orc slashed at his shield, and another opened a wound on his horse’s flank as he wheeled back the way he came in, crushing any orcs who tried to cut him off beneath his war-horse’s shod hooves. Finally he emerged from the fray. All three of his mounted men were safe beside him.


  “Icepick!” he cried, seeing the Darokinian running toward him from the far left of their line. “How are your men faring?”


  “Not as well as yours, I’m afraid!” Icepick bounded up to the knight and held onto his reins as he caught his breath. “They were getting the better of us, so I pulled my swordsmen back.” He pointed back over his shoulder to where Grygory could see the formation on the far right of the orc line advancing against the retreating swordsmen. The humans managed to keep themselves between the orcs and the spearmen’s left flank, but only barely. Grygory reached around and grabbed Yichi.


  “Yichi,” he ordered, “ride into the woods on the left and bring the swordsmen out to engage those advancing orcs. Tell them to attack from the flank or rear. Now, move!”


  “Yes, m’lord!” he said and sped off across the muddy field.


  “Icepick, you stay here with these men. Keep pressing the attack!”


  “Yes, sir!” The Darokinian pulled his bloody rapier clear from his belt and plunged into the fray. Grygory turned his mount and pounded back up the slope to get a better look at the entire battlefield. The two remaining men-at-arms went with him. Mikhail, who had avoided combat but kept close by Grygory’s side, rode with him.


  “Look there,” the monk pointed out, drawing the knight’s attention to the right of their battle line. “The archers have shattered the outermost formation, but the others have rallied and are advancing against them!”


  The monk had assessed the situation accurately. Dozens of orcs lay dead or wounded with feathered shafts stuck in their bodies at the bottom of the slope. However, about fifty orcs were advancing up the slick slope toward the rail fence. Behind them, a new unit of orcs had appeared from the woods, bearing small black bows. To his front and left, Grygory saw the swordsmen holding off two other formations of orcs, but they were severely outnumbered. Beyond them, Yuri had reformed the spearmen and looked to the mounted knight for instructions, as did Marl with his pikes, who had marched to within thirty paces of the swordsmen.


  “The momentum of battle is still ours if we can keep them off balance,” he said to Mikhail. “Icepick! Get your men out of the way!” he cried. “I’m ordering the pikes to charge!” The Darokinian couldn’t take time to turn but waved with his free hand to acknowledge the knight’s command. “Marl! Charge those orcs!”


  “You heard the knight! Charge!” Marl screamed, and the pikemen, eager to get into the battle, screamed along with him. They rumbled down the hill almost too quickly for the swordsmen to get clear, tearing into the disordered ranks of orcs with deadly force. Longer and thinner than spears, some of the pikes snapped off inside their victims. Those without weapons fell back and were replaced by those in he next ranks. But the pikes didn’t carry through orcs as the spears had, and the charge bogged down into a fixed melee. The swordsmen, who had disengaged from battle only seconds earlier, returned to trade blows with the reeling orcs.


  “Yuri!” Grygory screamed over the din, aware that his master-at-arms probably couldn’t hear him. “Charge the flesh orcs over there!” He pointed, and across the battlefield, Yuri waved in response. He turned and shouted orders that Grygory couldn’t hear and got the spearmen turned and marching in the direction of the new orcish bowmen.


  “We’re going to help out our archers,” the knight said quickly to Mikhail. “You stay here. You two, come with me!” he added to the two men-at-arms.


  “But—” Mikhail started to say, but Grygory was gone, thundering with the two other riders behind the pikemen, tearing up the muddy fields toward the rail fence. Fyodor stood at the fence directing the archers, who loosed arrow after arrow into the midst of orc horde. Though orc after orc fell to the ground, dead or wounded, they continued their relentless advance.


  “Keep firing, lads!” Fyodor shouted. “We’re thinning them out! Prepare to draw your swords!” Grygory knew the archers would hold the rail fence against the orc assault, but to use their swords to defend themselves would be foolhardy. The archers were more lightly armored than the other Fangs, wearing leather armor at best, and often not even that. Very few wore helmets that offered any protection in hand-to-hand combat, and none had shields. Their best offense was their bows.


  “Spread out!” the knight called back over each shoulder. “Don’t let them advance!” Orcs turned to see the charging horsemen and dodged to try to get out of the way. Just before impact, Grygory looked down the slope to his left to see Yuri and his spearmen crashing into the orc archers. “For Baron Yuschiev!” he cried, smashing into the orcish ranks with his men-at-arms, trampling bodies and slashing wildly in all directions, forcing them to stop their advance still twenty paces short of the rail fence.


  “It’s Sir Grygory, lads!” Fyodor called to the archers, who sent up a cheer. “Pour it into ’em! Keep up the fire!” Grygory hacked and parried against the orcs around him, meeting their steel with his blade and shield, rearing back his war-horse to kick its way through the throng. Away from the horsemen, arrows as thick as hail hissed into the orcs, cutting them down with deadly accuracy. Several orcs broke and ran, only to fall with shafts in their backs. The orc advance against the rail fence was shattered, and the archers cheered loudly.


  “What now, m’lord?” Pavl asked anxiously. Both he and Haydn pulled up beside their knight, short of breath, scratched and bruised, but otherwise none the worse for wear.


  “How’s Yuri doing with the spearmen?” he asked, raising himself up in the saddle to get a clearer look. Their skirmish was over a hundred and fifty yards distant, at the bottom of the slope, not far from the forest. The spearmen were disordered, skirmishing independently, but it was clear they had inflicted devastating casualties on the orc archers. Most of the orcs were fleeing back into the safety of the woods. Yuri had taken up a spear himself, Grygory could see, and skewered or beat his way through the remaining orcs with gusto.


  Much closer to him, up the slope, the pikemen and swordsmen still fought against orcs bolstered by the black-armored knight fighting alongside them. Once more Grygory had lost track of the dark knight until now. The dark figure rode his skeletal mount back and forth across the front of the line, slashing a human swordsman through the chest and face while trampling a pikeman beneath his ghostly steed’s bony hooves. Icepick maneuvered over to meet him, slashing out wildly with his rapier to force the black rider back, but in so doing he suffered a heavy rain of powerful counter blows.


  “Damn!” Grygory cursed, slicing through the air in frustration with his gore-stained long sword.


  “Grygory! We’ve stopped them, m’lord!” Fyodor shouted, running up from the rail fence to meet the knight and riders.


  “Gather your archers and spread them out across the rear of our lines. Direct your fire at the orcs on our far left. Move!”


  “Aye, m’lord!” the rotund warrior replied, hurrying the same way he had come.


  “Come with me,” he ordered the men-at-arms. “The black rider’s mine! Hyah!” His horse snorted in protest, its sides heaving under labored breaths, but responded as Grygory pulled at the bit and urged it forward. The pike skirmish continued some hundred yards back across to the left on the battlefield, and it was difficult to see how Icepick fared against the black rider at that distance. What Grygory did see that made his heart go numb was Mikhail charging his own mount from the relative safety of the rear right into the thick of the fight.


  “Mikhail!” the knight screamed, but the distance was too great and the roar of battle too loud. “That monk is going to get himself killed! Faster!” He slapped his war-horse on the rump with the flat of his blade, spraying green orc blood in a fine mist, and the beast responded, tossing its head and neighing loudly. They rounded the back of the pike and sword melee to see Icepick lying limp on the ground at the skeletal beast’s feet, its rider rearing back for the killing blow. Mikhail had dismounted some twenty paces away and was hobbling toward the black rider.


  “Mikhail!” Grygory screamed until his voice cracked, spurring his animal forward with thunderous speed, but he couldn’t confront the black rider before he leaned over and slashed a killing blow across Icepick’s prone chest and neck, splattering blood in all directions. The monk ran up and fell to one knee, throwing back his hood, grasping his holy symbol that hung around his neck, and holding his hand, palm out, toward the rider. The war-horse’s next few hoofbeats seemed labored and Grygory’s mount seemed to slow inexplicably. A strange sensation came over him, like the crackle of tiny sparks through all the minute hairs on his body.


  “What’s going on?” he asked of no one in particular as his steed pulled back. The other two riders’ mounts did the same. In the space of two heartbeats, he saw a light swell from the size of a candle to two intense, blinding spheres of magical energy, one emanating from the eyes of the skeleton beast and the other from Mikhail’s holy symbol. As Grygory threw up his arm to shield his eyes, the light grew so intense that it seemed to permeate his very being. When the light had grown so intense that it seemed as if it must wash out his every thought, it vanished with a concussion that knocked the knight right out of his saddle.


  He crashed to the muddy ground and slid backward on his side, clutching at his head as the roar of the strange, magical explosion vanished. All sounds seemed to disappear except for the pounding of Grygory’s head. He sat up, rubbing his ears, but the blast had deafened him, at least for now. When he got his bearings, he didn’t see a single man or orc standing. Everyone on the entire battlefield had been blown to the ground.


  The knight stood to see two large, scorched spots on the battlefield. Mikhail lay near one, unconscious and limp like a rag doll carelessly discarded in the mud. The black rider rose, shaking his head, from behind the farther spot, but his skeletal mount was nowhere to be seen. Bits of splintered bone, ribs, skull fragments, and teeth littered the area.


  “Mikhail’s destroyed it!” he said, but his voice sounded confined within his skull. He opened his jaw and shook his head, but his hearing was returning only slowly. He found his steed, also knocked down by the force of the blast but standing now, its side slick with mud. He tried to grab the animal’s reins, but it reared back and tore them from his hand with a wild, frightened look in its eyes. Grygory tried to grab them again, but the beast bolted in terror back up the slope toward the village.


  “Damn!” he cursed, staggering a bit, fighting to keep his balance. In front of him, he saw the mercenaries and their orcish opponents rise to their feet one by one. The struggle recommenced, those combatants that came to their senses early taking advantage of those still stunned, hacking at their prone bodies awkwardly.


  “You!” Grygory shouted, again able only to hear his voice inside his head. He pointed an accusing finger at the black rider, who had also regained his feet. “Stand your ground!”


  The knight hoisted his long sword, which hadn’t left his hand since the battle commenced, picked up his shield, and started forward. When the dark rider turned, he saw the knight approaching with sword in hand and drew his own weapon, an enormous broadsword stained bright red with fresh blood, to defend himself. Grygory quickened his pace, oblivious to everything else around him: the rain, the battle, even his comrades. A rage welled up inside him, suppressed for decades, which now overwhelmed everything else and took control.


  “First my village, then my father, then Sergei, and now Mikhail!” Grygory reared back and charged, slashing wildly, arcing his weapon from inches above the mud behind him to where it met the black knight’s parry just above shoulder height. The ring of metal sounded muffled, as if it came from a great distance. Sounds of his own grunting and breathing filled his head, the only things he could hear.


  The momentum of his charge carried Grygory beyond his opponent, who deftly stepped aside and turned to parry the knight’s backhand slash as well. This foe wouldn’t be making any foolish mistakes, Grygory knew. He was well trained, a craftsman in the use of the sword. Grygory ducked low, cutting across at the black warrior’s ankles, then lunged twice quickly at his chest and stomach, but his opponent jumped and parried quickly, then lunged himself, forcing the knight to parry.


  Unable to hear a thing, Grygory scrutinized his adversary as they fought. The black armor seemed to be made of steel, but it was without gaps or spaces, even at the joints. At times, he thought he saw the strange armor flex and bend, especially around the waist and shoulders when the dark knight twisted his body, but Grygory dismissed the notion as preposterous. The pair exchanged blow after blow, neither landing a one except on each other’s blades or on the knight’s mud-splattered shield.


  “Remember me?” Grygory shouted, neither knowing or caring if his opponent could hear him. “I was there when you put an arrow in my father’s leg, you foul bastard!”


  He redoubled the ferocity of his attack, slashing and lunging with every bit of his skill he could muster, forcing the black-armored knight backward across the magically scorched earth where they fought. After a few steps backward, the black knight missed parrying a slash that bit into the armor at his shoulder, then a lunge that struck him in the abdomen. The force of the double impact sent him staggering back still farther, but Grygory saw that his blows left no dent or even a scratch on the strange black armor. It felt as if he had struck against steel, but he couldn’t hear if it was accompanied by the metal’s familiar ring.


  He closed the gap between them quickly and resumed his punishing swordplay, keeping his opponent constantly on the defensive. He struck home again and again, and each time the strange armor prevented his blade from sinking into sinew and bone. However, each impact seemed to make the black knight more desperate and less able to protect himself. Almost without realizing what had happened, Grygory found himself in the midst of the struggle between the orc raiders and his own swordsmen, blocked from his opponent. He’d backed his opponent right into the middle of the continuing fray. He watched as the black knight sought for a second to rejoin their fight, then changed his mind and retreated down the slope. Grygory tried to push through to pursue him, but the weight of milling bodies prevented him.


  “Come back, damn you! Come back and fight!”


  “Grygory!” His hearing had returned, at least partially, and he hadn’t even noticed. All around him, steel blades rang against each other or against armor, and from behind him, he heard Fyodor shouting. “Grygory!”


  “But he’s getting away!” the knight shouted, still trying to pursue the dark knight through the melee.


  “They’re all getting away! The orcs are retreating!” Grygory could hear, but he wasn’t listening. He was bent on keeping his eyes on the fleeing black knight, who made his way down the muddy slope toward the safety of the forest.


  “M’lord! Please!” Fyodor insisted, grabbing the knight by the shoulder from behind and literally pulling him back out of the midst of the dwindling battle.


  At last Grygory saw that Fyodor was right. Nearly all of the orc formations had broken. To the front and right, Yuri and Marl were re-forming the spears and pikes, but there were no large groups of orcs left for them to fight. Those that remained were being cut down by the swordsmen or archers. All the rest had fled.


  “Let the mercenaries finish the job, m’lord. The day is ours!” Fyodor urged with a broad grin. But his smile turned to stone when Grygory turned to confront him, grabbing him by the shoulders and glaring into his eyes.


  “He’s getting away, damn it! Get my horse!”


  “It’s bolted, m’lord!”


  “Don’t give me excuses! Get me my horse!” he insisted, shoving him backward. “By the Immortals, must I do everything?” The knight hefted his sword and bolted down the slope after the routed orc horde, leaving his comrades behind. He slid in the slick mud, now mixed with red and green blood and strewn with bodies, and barely managed to keep his balance. He scanned the tree line at the bottom of the slope as he ran, his only thoughts of his black-armored adversary.


  He thought he had lost him until he spotted his quarry near a copse of pines that jutted out from the rest of the woods. He had gathered a number of orcs around him and was speaking to them. The orcs gave him their undivided attention. These orcs were dressed differently than the others, wearing armor hung with feathers and white masks carved with hideous faces that hid their features. Grygory saw the black knight look up the slope at him, quickly finish his instructions, and duck away into the woods.


  The masked orcs scattered, exposing a slumped figure on the ground, previously blocked from view. They quickly produced a thick wooden pole, attached the captive’s bound wrists to one end, and then hoisted body and pole into the air. The captive was human, but his body was beaten purple from head to foot, naked but for the leather straps that bound his wrists and ankles. They leaned the pole up against the boughs of a pine tree to hold the prisoner suspended, swinging awkwardly, and as he came closer he noticed for the first time the captive’s thick build and bald head.


  “Khalil!” he shouted, his heart jumping into his throat. Grygory was still two dozen paces short of the pine copse when the orcs, at least ten of them, surrounded the prisoner and turned outward to face him with drawn bows. Grygory checked his charge down the slope, sliding to a stop in the muddy ground. He surveyed the suspended figure more closely.


  “By the Immortals, what have they done?” he exclaimed. The Ylaruamite’s face was swollen and bruised, barely recognizable, one eye all but gouged out of his skull and a large portion of his cheek missing. His mouth hung open to reveal a dark hole where his gold tooth had been ripped from his jaw. His body was a mass of cuts and contusions that formed a sickening pattern up and down his flesh, now scabbed with mud and dried blood. Fresh blood ran down his arms from where the leather straps dug into his wrists. Both his hands and feet were black from lack of circulation.


  “Stop!” Grygory shouted to the Fangs who were pursuing the remaining orcs into the woods, waving his hands in the air to get their attention. “Stop, I say!” The orcs streamed into the woods, all but those who stood with bows trained on Khalil. A group of swordsmen, led by Icepick, were the first to catch up to their knight. They looked at him, dumbfounded.


  “They’re getting away!” Icepick insisted. Grygory pointed slowly up at the swinging captive. “Khalil! By all that is holy!” Icepick hissed.


  “It’s Khalil!” another swordsman shouted.


  “It can’t be!” The cries spread like wildfire through the ranks as the mercenaries reached them and stood behind the knight.


  “Grygory, what will we do?” It was Mikhail. Grygory had lost track of the monk in his single-minded pursuit of the black knight, but he was gladdened to see his friend had somehow survived the explosion of the skeletal steed.


  “We’ve got them on the run, m’lord!” Yuri said, running up to him with a bloodstained spear in his hand. “We can finish them off if we keep after them!”


  “No.”


  “But—”


  “They’ll kill Khalil if we go into the woods. The black knight is using Khalil to cover his escape.” Grygory’s tone was even and controlled, belying the rage that welled inside him.


  “We’ve got to save Kahlil!” someone shouted. Similar sentiments poured forth from the ranks of mercenaries, blending to become a deafening roar. Grygory raised his hands again to calm them, but their fury was swelling out of control, and he wasn’t sure he could stop it.


  Suddenly the mercenaries grew quiet, and Grygory turned to see Khalil, barely conscious, raise his head, turning it to one side to survey his Fangs with his remaining eye. The Ylaruamite tried to speak, but his words were drowned out in a fit of coughing.


  “Damn those orcs!” Grygory said softly between clenched teeth. Mikhail clasped his hands and bowed in a silent prayer. When Khalil’s coughing ceased, he tried to speak again.


  “Fangs,” he gasped, stopping to spit a wad of blood and phlegm. “Listen… to me.” He could barely form words with his swollen lips and tongue, but the mercenaries quieted until even Khalil’s straining voice could be heard over the soft drizzle of rain.


  “Listen… to me. Don’t let… don’t let them…” His voice faded and his head dangled limp by his neck.


  “Don’t what?” Marl asked, working his way forward to Grygory’s side. Tears streamed freely down his cheeks. “Don’t what?”


  “Marl.” Khalil returned to semiconsciousness, responding to his comrade’s voice. He pulled his head back up and turned his one eye toward them. The blood from his wrists had run completely down his body and dripped from his toes to the ground. “I saw… your charge, Marl,” he said, struggling to form the words. “It was… magnificent.”


  “Khalil,” Marl continued, barely able to contain his emotion, “what do you want us to do?”


  Khalil took several deep breaths before attempting to reply. “Don’t let them… stop you,” he managed to say slowly. “Keep… keep moving. Don’t let them stop you.” With that, his head went limp again, his chin bouncing against his massive chest as he swung slowly on the pole. Marl looked at Grygory, and the knight nodded. Marl pointed down the line toward Fyodor, who had brought the archers to the front of the milling mercenaries.


  “Aim and shoot!” Fyodor cried, and the mercenaries nocked arrows and let them fly. In an instant, the had cut down the masked orcs that surrounded Khalil, but not before some of them loosed their own arrows. Five shafts sunk deep into the Ylaruamite’s body with a sickening thud. Khalil’s body didn’t flinch.


  “Khalil!” Marl shouted, running forward, but it was Yuri who grabbed the Ylaruamite around the waist, holding him up so the mercenaries could lower him to the ground. Yuri eased arrows out of his chest and stomach. He produced a knife and cut the leather straps from his wrists and ankles, but still the Ylaruamite did not stir. The smell of his infected wounds wafted up from his corpse. Mikhail and Grygory knelt at his side.


  “Is he alive?” the knight asked. Yuri looked up at him and shook his head slowly from side to side. “Can you do anything, Mikhail?”


  “He’s gone, Grygory,” the monk replied. “His time with the Fangs has ended.” Grygory stood suddenly, grabbed Marl by the shoulders, and forced their eyes to meet.


  “You heard him, Marl!” Grygory said. “ ‘Don’t let them stop you.’ ” Marl could barely take his eyes off his fallen comrade, but he nodded and wiped the dirt and tears from his face. Grygory turned to the ranks of mercenaries and shouted so they could all hear him.


  “Into the woods, men! Kill every orc you find! But the black knight is mine!”


  Chapter 14
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  In the hour that passed after Khalil’s death, his mercenaries hunted down and slaughtered every orc they could find. For the defeated orcs, the comfort of night was still many hours away. Almost none would survive until nightfall.


  The orcs that had slain the Fangs’ beloved commander were the first to die, brought down by arrows and then hacked to pieces where they lay. The Fangs were caught up in a battle frenzy that Grygory couldn’t have controlled if he’d wanted to, so he made little effort to stop them. Spearmen and pikemen discarded their unwieldy weapons at the edge of the woods, drawing secondary weapons, mostly short swords and knives, blades that could be wielded more easily in the close confines of the trees and thick undergrowth.


  Grygory gave the order that the orc carcasses were to be piled and burned, and the mercenaries obeyed with gusto, heaping the piles high with corpses and brush at the edge of the woods and setting them ablaze. The damp kindling was difficult to get started, but the mercenaries were patient.


  On the battlefield, Mikhail oversaw a more acceptable burial for their fallen comrades. The Fangs had lost forty-four of their warriors in the battle, which the officers considered not bad, considering they’d defeated and routed an entire orc army nearly triple their own strength.


  None of the officers were lost, though Yuri had received a sword cut along his forearm and Marl had gotten his shoulder badly bruised by an orc wielding a oaken club. Most of the dead were swordsmen and pikemen, lost in the desperate struggle to maintain the center of the line. Mikhail recognized many of them, including Thundar, the one-eyed dwarf, cut down when he was surrounded after the skeletal steed’s magical destruction.


  It was common practice for mercenaries to accept burial in distant lands as a condition of service when they signed on. Transporting their bodies back to their respective homelands would be impractical, unless the individual had made previous arrangements, putting up a set number of gold pieces to cover the expense. If any of those that had fallen this day had such a pact with Khalil, none of the living were aware of it. Vestlanders, Darokinians, and Thyatians, humans, elves, and dwarves, all were laid to their final rest side by side in four mass graves. Khalil’s body was wrapped and placed in a single grave near the others on the muddy field where his men had fallen, buried with his thick-bladed scimitar that they had recovered from his orc captors. All four graves were filled in and marked with a simple stone. No markings were left on Kahlil’s grave at Mikhail’s instruction. He would leave that duty to Grygory when he returned.


  Immediately after Khalil’s death, Grygory had called his three remaining men-at-arms to him along with Yuri and Fyodor. The three absent men-at-arms were not yet back from scouting, and Grygory chose not to wait for them. The six of them plunged into the woods in the direction he’d seen the black knight heading. In an hour, they had slain nearly a dozen fleeing orcs, but there was no sign of the black knight. Grygory had nearly decided to give up the chase for the day when Fyodor called out in surprise.


  “I’ve found something! Look here!” Grygory and the others gathered around him. “It’s a spurred boot mark, all right! It’s got to be his!”


  “They go off in that direction,” Yuri added. “By the spacing, he was running when he came through here.”


  “Running like a dog,” Fyodor added.


  “Fyodor, you found it, so you lead the way,” Grygory said. “Everyone else, fall in behind him. I’m not letting him get away this time, even if we have to follow his trail all night.”


  “He’s got to rest sometime!” Yuri pointed out, but Grygory had fought against the black-armored knight and privately wondered if he was in fact a mortal being who needed to rest. Fyodor set out to follow the trial, bending occasionally to examine some sign of their quarry’s passage. The mud made following the footprints relatively easy to follow, though they lost the trail a couple of times in thick leaves and underbrush. Each time they split up until one of them rediscovered the trail. The third such instance was after they had crossed a small stream, when Yuri made an additional discovery.


  “Look here, m’lord.”


  “Did you find the trail again?” Grygory asked, splashing across the swift stream.


  “Yes, and there’s more. Look here.” The master-at-arms pointed at the muddy bootprints, plus a fresh set of prints running along behind them. “An orc, by the nail marks. Wouldn’t you say so, Fyodor?”


  “Yes, definitely,” he concurred.


  “So he’s been joined by an orc,” Grygory said thoughtfully.


  “No,” Fyodor said, kneeling to examine the prints more closely. “These are fresher, by at least a half an hour, I’d say. The orc is following him, same as we are.”


  “That’s strange,” Grygory said, pondering its meaning. “No matter. Double prints should make it easier to follow. But, remember, Fyodor, we’re after the knight, not the orc. Stick with the bootprints if the trails should split up.”


  “As you wish, m’lord,” Fyodor replied, immediately returning to the task. As Grygory had predicted, the double sets of prints in the mud made tracking them quite easy, and the group made excellent time through the woods for the next hour. They kept their pace at a jog most of the time. The forest was silent but for the crunch of leaves or snapping of fallen branches beneath their heavy boots. The sun was beginning to go down behind a thin layer of clouds, and the knight was starting to worry about following the prints in the dark when Fyodor called back along the line.


  “The orc’s tracks go off the path here, m’lord,” he said, stopping beside thick hedge beside an abandoned woodcutter’s shack. The structure itself stood to the side of the trail. It had collapsed, and was now little more than rotting timbers all overgrown with vines. “The spurred boots continue up this way,” Fyodor added loudly. Cautiously he motioned for Grygory to come closer.


  “What is it?” the knight asked.


  Fyodor’s voice dropped to a whisper. “We’ve been making good time, m’lord. Look here,” he said, pointing at the prints in the mud. “These are only minutes old. The orc’s hiding right around here somewhere, if you want to bother with him.”


  “I understand,” Grygory whispered. Then, louder for all to hear, he added, “We’ll rest a moment here.” Yuri and the others gave knowing nods, having overheard their conversation. Yichi, Haydn, and Pavl moved off the path toward the fallen shack, while Yuri searched in the other direction. Grygory kept his eyes open, scanning the nearby undergrowth, watching for any sign of movement.


  “Gotcha!” Yuri shouted, and Grygory turned to see him reaching into a bush. He hauled his arm out and held up the smallest orc Grygory had ever seen, squirming and complaining, trying to claw or bite the hand of the master-at-arms. “It’s pretty small. Should I throw it back?” he asked. The knight chuckled and replaced his long sword in its scabbard.


  “What have you found there, Yuri?” Fyodor asked as he approached.


  “I’m not sure. It’s kind of big for a kobold,” Yuri joked, and the troop of humans laughed. The orc protested loudly, still attempting to wiggle free of the large human’s grip. Yuri shook the orc hard and smacked it up against a tree trunk to calm it down. It howled and grabbed its head, looking out at them with one yellow eye.


  “Can you understand me?” Grygory asked, standing directly in front of the tiny creature. It hid its head and growled under its breath but didn’t answer. “Hand me a knife, please,” he said, holding his hand out behind him.


  “Chilth understand! Chilth understand!” the tiny orc chirped suddenly. “No knife! Not necessary!” Grygory drew back his hand and Fyodor replaced the blade he’d drawn from his belt.


  “You’re following the black knight,” Grygory said, but the orc didn’t answer. The knight gestured toward the tree, and Yuri slammed the creature against it again.


  “Ow! Yes, yes, I was following him!” It grabbed its right shoulder, where it had taken the brunt of the tree’s impact, and rubbed it, scowling.


  “Tell me about him.”


  “He is a human. He pays us well. That’s all I know.”


  “All you know, eh?” the knight said. “Why do I doubt that?” He nodded for Yuri to introduce the tiny orc to the tree again, but it decided to start cooperating.


  “Remember more! Remember more! He is the Dark One, and he is very old. Magic thing helps him.”


  “Magic thing? What kind of magic thing?”


  “Chilth not know magic things! Is round and purple and frightens me! Chilth know nothing more!”


  “Oh, you know more, and you’re going to tell me if I have to carve it out of you!” Grygory drew his long sword and put its point against the creature’s throat.


  “Okay! Okay!” it squealed. “Magic thing I don’t know about, but Dark One I know more. He finds villages for us to burn. Split the loot with him. Chilth not want to die! I can show you where his half is stashed!”


  “He can’t be in it just for the plunder,” Grygory said thoughtfully, narrowing his eyes and drumming his fingers on his arm impatiently.


  “Don’t know,” Chilth confessed, “but he did the same with my father, and with his father before him. Not always here. We move around. Can we make a bargain, human?”


  “I don’t get it,” Grygory said to Fyodor, turning his attention away from the orc. “It doesn’t add up. There isn’t that much loot to be found in small villages like these.”


  “I see what you mean, m’lord.” Fyodor confessed. “It’s the ‘magic thing’ that has me a bit worried.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” Yuri chimed in. “I agree.”


  “Maybe that’s the connection,” Grygory reasoned.


  “Hey, what about me?” Chilth said. “Strike a deal, human. I would buy my life!” Grygory closed his eyes in disgust and whirled, lashing out with his blade faster than any of the others could follow. Chilth yelped and grasped at what remained of his ear; Grygory had sliced the top half clean off. Chilth started to protest, but the knight shoved the point of his long sword into the orc’s open mouth to shut him up.


  “Chilth, is it?” The orc nodded, its eyes wide, green blood oozing between the fingers that covered its ear. “If that loot didn’t belong to innocent families, I’d slit your miserable green throat without hesitation. Is that understood?” Chilth nodded quickly.


  “Do we take it with us, m’lord?” Yuri asked.


  “Yes. Tie it up and put it in a bag. If it makes any noise, kill it.”


  “As you wish, m’lord.” Yuri set to the task immediately, binding Chilth’s hands and feet and gagging it with a strip of bandaging cloth. Then he dumped the bound orc unceremoniously into a thick burlap bag. He hoisted the bundle over his shoulder roughly, eliciting a muffled groan from inside, to the amusement of the men-at-arms.


  “It’s not much of a bundle, Yuri,” Fyodor said with a chuckle.


  “No, but if it would stop squirming, I could use it for a pillow!” he replied, and they all laughed.


  “Come on, men,” Grygory broke in. “We’ve got to get back on the trail. Here, take these.”


  He had unpacked a folded piece of black velvet. As he peeled back the material, the men-at-arms gasped as a brilliant glow, as bright as daylight, shone across his face. He exposed a fistful of glowing disks within the cloth. Yuri and Fyodor each grabbed one, and the men-at-arms did likewise.


  “Don’t be afraid,” Yuri chided some of the soldiers, who seemed reluctant. “They’re only coins with light magic on them.”


  “One of the better investments I’ve ever made,” Grygory said.


  “Aye, m’lord,” Fyodor agreed.


  “I don’t care much for magic,” the knight confessed, “but these things are a lot easier to use than torches.” He kept one for himself, putting it in his teeth while he carefully folded the others back into the velvet and deposited the folded package back inside his belt pouch. All six of them held lighted coins in open their palms, and their movements created eerie shadows that danced unnaturally through the nearby trees. “Fyodor, let’s get back on the trail. I want to catch that knight!”


  “We’ll get him, m’lord,” Fyodor said confidently, and in no time the troop was back on the trail, their magical lights bobbing through the forest, led by the tracker and the knight. The evening gave way gradually to total darkness. The strange glow from their coins seemed to frighten the nocturnal woodland creatures, which scurried out of their path. More than once, owls hooted and flew off into the darkness. They heard the sounds of unidentified small creatures scurrying into the underbrush as they approached. All the while Fyodor kept them to the trail, and as the hours passed, he let Grygory know that they were gaining on their quarry.


  “You’re sure?” the knight asked.


  “Aye, m’lord,” Fyodor assured him. “These tracks can’t be more than half an hour old. Old blacky can’t be more than a mile or so ahead of us.”


  “Good. Keep up the pace, men!” They followed Fyodor for another hour through the trees, when suddenly they came to the outskirts of another ransacked village. By this time, the rain had stopped. Grygory reckoned they’d covered more than six miles, moving mostly to the east, from yesterday’s battlefield. The silent forest gave way to an equally silent collection of burned buildings and wagons. From the looks of things, there had been no survivors of this slaughter. Mangled, bloated bodies littered the streets, maggot-ridden and putrid. Grygory put his glove up to his nose against the awful stench to help him breathe.


  “Watch yourselves, men.” Grygory ordered. “Spread out.” They did as he said, with Yuri falling back and slightly off to the side of the road, the others fanning out and scanning with their light coins in all directions. With so many sources of light, every shadow seemed to move with a strange life of its own. Grygory caught up with Fyodor, who still followed the trail of bootprints.


  “The bad thing about these light coins is that we might not see who we’re looking for, but they definitely see us,” he commented. Fyodor nodded in agreement. “Can you still see the trail?”


  “Yes, m’lord,” the large man-at-arms explained. “The rain has been kind to us. Enough to moisten the ground, but not so much that it washes the tracks away. See there.” He pointed to the spurred bootprints, still moving along the deserted village street. Grygory quickened his pace and got out in front of the others, scanning the surrounding ruins with his coin, holding it high in his palm, which allowed the light to spread evenly around him while keeping it blocked from his eyes. Some of the huts at this edge of the village had been completely eradicated by fire, leaving nothing but piles of rain-soaked ashes. Farther along, he could see the center of the village, where once-substantial buildings lay in crumbled ruin, now nothing more than frames of blackened timbers fallen at queer angles. The ransacked village was deathly quiet but for the passing of the six human warriors. Grygory clenched his teeth and gripped his drawn sword hilt more tightly, and he swore to himself that the one responsible for this destruction would pay, and pay dearly.


  “This way, m’lord.” He turned to see Fyodor veering off to the right, not toward the center of town as he had anticipated. “The trail goes off this way,” he whispered loudly enough for the knight to hear him. Grygory turned back and rejoined the tracker, moving off through more of the scorched houses and huts around the village’s perimeter. Fyodor followed the tracks to the base of an enormous oak and halted. He looked around the base of the tree for a moment and shrugged his shoulders. “They end here, m’lord.”


  “He must have gone up,” Yuri commented, joining them from his searching nearby. He looked up into the branches of the tree, holding his lighted coin high into the air between two fingers.


  “Elves,” Grygory said, almost to himself. “Of course!” High above the ground, nestled in the thick branches of the ancient tree, was an elven cottage, illuminated from below by their magical coins. The knight hadn’t seen such a structure since he was a young boy, in his home village. Much of the tree was scorched and burned, like the rest of the village, but the treetop cottage was intact, and he could see more elven houses in nearby trees.


  “There must be dozens of them,” Yuri commented.


  “My boyhood village had elven tree homes like this,” Grygory said. “They’re connected by bridges and branches, almost like a village suspended above a village.”


  “So, our boy’s up there?” Fyodor asked.


  “Maybe,” Grygory countered. “Or perhaps he went up for a while and then came back down to throw us off his trail. Fyodor, find the other men and tell them what we’ve discovered. Try to pick up some other traces of him on the ground. Yuri, come with me. We’re going up to investigate.”


  “Aye, m’lord,” Fyodor obeyed.


  “How do we get up there?” Yuri asked.


  Grygory examined the trunk of the tree, circling it with his coin of light. “There have got to be places for your hands and feet if you know where to look for them.” The knight felt his way around the trunk. “If I were an elf, I’d go right to them. Aha!” He put his hand into a nearly invisible recess and his foot into another. “Follow me.” Grygory sheathed his sword and started climbing.


  “Have I ever told you that heights bother me, m’lord?” Yuri asked.


  “Countless times. Come on.” Carefully Grygory felt his way upward one hidden recess at a time, keeping his light coin in his teeth when he needed both hands to climb.


  Despite watching carefully for the knight’s hand- and footholds, Yuri still had to search closely to rediscover the places to put his fingers. “Those elves are crafty buggers,” he commented.


  “As a boy, I could find these holds right away. It takes some getting used to.”


  They made their way higher and higher until finally Grygory grabbed the bottom ledge of the elven house and pulled himself up. He turned and offered his arm to Yuri, who clasped it at the elbow and let Grygory haul him up. The ground was about fifty feet below them. Fyodor and the others had moved out of sight, though they could easily pick out the glow of four individual coins fanning out through the village below, like distant fireflies.


  “Let’s have a look around,” Grygory said, rising and stepping through the entrance into the main room. The house was constructed much like the more conventional homes of a Karameikan village, built of timbers and plaster, with glass-paned windows and a shingled roof. However, it was much more three-dimensional to take optimum advantage of the configuration of the mighty oaken branches that cradled it.


  This particular home was built on a spiral around the great central trunk of the oak, which extended out through its roof perhaps another fifty feet higher. The fire that destroyed the village below had scorched portions of the elven homes above, but had not devastated them. The light from their coins clearly showed the sections that had been scorched and possibly weakened by fire. The rest of the structure seemed sound.


  “This way,” Grygory said, moving up some stairs off to the right. Yuri followed. The stairway was beside an entryway, where benches were carved into the wood and pegs awaited coats and cloaks. The elven craftsmanship was remarkable. Grygory often couldn’t tell where the house ended and the mighty oak began.


  “Look there, m’lord,” Yuri said, pointing out axe marks that defaced the stairs and walls. “The fire didn’t get up here, but the orcs did.” When they ascended into the next floor, they found more destruction. Pantry doors had been hacked-open and the contents looted, once-elegant tables and chairs toppled and smashed. Beyond were bedchambers with magnificent vaulted ceilings. The beds and dressers were upended, their contents shredded and scattered. Dried blood marred several places on the walls and floor.


  Yuri continued to examine the second level while Grygory went up another stairs into a ruined living room and out onto a balcony, where the master-at-arms finally joined him.


  “There’s no sign of him here, m’lord,” Yuri said.


  “Let’s move on,” Grygory suggested. He walked to the edge of the balcony. Three suspension bridges swooped away from the balcony to other homes, like roadways in the sky. Grygory picked one of them and started across. The bridge swayed as they crossed, the planks creaking under their weight.


  “Are you sure this thing will hold us, m’lord? We’re heavier than elves, y’know.”


  “It’ll hold us,” Grygory replied. “Just keep quiet and hang on.”


  “M’lord! Look!” Yuri’s eyes grew wide, and he pointed up ahead of them. Grygory looked up to see the black-armored knight, his broadsword drawn and held across his chest. The light from their enchanted coins barely illuminated him, the strange material of his armor appearing to absorb light rather than reflect it. An early evening mist helped to conceal him. They stood about halfway along the bridge between the observatory of the tree home they’d come from and a similar platform attached to another elven home, where the black knight stood like a sentinel of evil.


  “Come on!” Grygory called out. He bounded forward along the bridge with Yuri close behind, their heavy footfalls all but upsetting the delicate rope-and-plank structure. The black knight stood motionless for a moment, then lashed out quickly with his blade, cutting one of the two ropes at his feet. The entire left side of the bridge went slack, the planks falling away from beneath their feet. Desperately Grygory and Yuri grabbed the single remaining rope and held on for their lives, but now a single strand supported the weight of both armored men. The rope sighed and complained, giving way in fits and starts as they clung to it.


  “Hang on, Yuri!” Grygory called, adjusting his gloved grip. He looked down for a moment, but he saw no sturdy branches that might break their fall. He raised his head to look back at the master-at-arms. Yuri had managed to get one elbow over the remaining line and wedge his foot into a knothole in one of the timbers, but the line between them was unraveling quickly.


  “The line’s going to give, m’lord!” Yuri shouted, grabbing at the disintegrating length of line as if he could hold it together in his fist.


  “Brace yourself!” Grygory cried. At that moment, the line gave loose with a loud twang. The knight felt himself drop like a stone, the rattle of free-falling planks all around him, until the line he gripped suddenly pulled tight, and he slammed in a wide arc against the unforgiving trunk of a mighty oak. Excruciating pain radiated from shattered ribs on his left side. Somehow he managed to wrap the rope around his wrist, or he’d have fallen to his death. He gasped loudly, struggling to draw a breath. When he looked up, he saw the black knight staring down at him from some twenty feet above, hauling back his broadsword to hack away the rope that held him.


  Grygory tried to raise his left arm but couldn’t, so he grabbed the tangled planks of the hanging bridge between his knees and desperately felt the tree trunk in search of a handhold. He heard the telltale thwack of the broadsword just as his fingers plunged into a hidden recess in the tree, and what was left of the bridge fell away from him. He hung by one arm as planks plummeted past him, buffeting his body and slamming into his helmet. In the struggle to keep from falling, the magical light coin slipped from his fingers. He kicked at the tree with the points of his boots until he found two more recesses that would support his weight. His breath returned slowly, each one racking his body with intense pain.


  “Yuri!” His body rebelled against the effort to call out his comrade’s name. “Yuri!” There was no reply. Grygory turned his head until he could see the original tree they had climbed. Yuri had apparently slammed against the other tree trunk and dropped his magical light coin to the ground. Below, Grygory could see both coins casting long shadows of his limp and unmoving form, hanging in midair, still tangled in the ruined bridge that hung from the platform above.


  The knight rested his head against the bark of the tree and attempted to gather his wits, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. Above him was another elven home, similar to the one they had passed through. He forced his left arm up, wincing against the pain in his side, and forced its fingers to replace his right hand so it could probe higher, then repeated the process. He climbed unsteadily along the trunk of the tree, seeking hidden handholds as he went, until he managed to grab the base of the entryway and haul himself inside. He lay on his back for a moment, recovering his strength, pulling his long sword and holding it ready in case he was attacked, but none came.


  He forced his aching body to sit up, then to stand. All was quiet but for his labored breathing. He limped up some stairs, which led to a large family room with a stone fireplace along the longest wall. The furniture had been toppled and smashed, strewn haphazardly about the floor. Vases and other crockery also littered the floor, the sharp shards crunching under his boots as he entered. Of the three windows Grygory could see, two had been smashed, and a misty breeze floated in, gently fluttering some tattered curtains. The faint glow of the two light coins far below faintly illuminated the mist around the home.


  Grygory moved slowly across the room, watching carefully for the knight, whose dark armor would be difficult to spot in the dim light. The sudden creak of a floorboard warned him to drop and roll aside. A broadsword sliced through the air in a mighty arc where he had stood a moment before.


  Despite his intense pain, Grygory bounded to his feet and turned to parry a second blow from the black knight. The weapons gleamed dimly in the pale light, the sparks of their impact flashing brightly in the dark room. The black-armored warrior raised his broadsword high over his head, and as he did, Grygory put his shoulder down and charged, crashing into his chest before he could bring his weapon down. The two of them crashed through the splintered remains of a small table, wrestling for a brief moment before Grygory rolled to his left and escaped.


  “You’ve seen your last sunrise, foul knight!” he breathed. As the black knight got back to his feet, Grygory lunged forward, catching him full in the chest, but his blade had little effect. He pulled back, parried the mighty broadsword, then slashed quickly, connecting fully with the black knight’s thigh, but once again the armor bounced his long sword away like it was a child’s toy.


  “You killed my father, you son-of-a-bitch!” Grygory screamed.


  “You’ll have to refresh my memory,” the black knight responded coolly. “I suspect I’ve killed a good many fathers in my day.”


  “You may have better armor,” Grygory challenged, “but I am the better swordsman!” The black knight pressed the attack in grim silence with a flurry of blows. The Karameikan met or dodged every slash of his broadsword. Then, taking the initiative, he forced his opponent back among the strewn wreckage. Adrenaline masked his pain, and he redoubled his efforts, slashing and partying, forcing the black knight to retreat across the room until he shoved him back into the only unbroken window, smashing it. The sound of shattering glass split the night, and Grygory could hear the shards rain. down through the branches to smash against the distant ground below.


  To keep from falling through the window, the black knight had thrown both arms out against the wall. Now he reared back to kick with both legs. Caught off guard, Grygory felt one boot strike his chest and the other hit his stomach, forcing him back to stumble and fall against a smashed cabinet. The corner of the cabinet caught him in the ribs, and the sudden pain nearly made him pass out. The knight rolled off the cabinet onto the floor, moaning and choking.


  “Give me strength,” he pleaded under his breath. His entire body shuddered with pain, and he knew that even if he won the fight, he might not live to see another day. He crawled desperately across the floor, hearing the sound of heavy boots approaching from behind. He turned his head in time to see the black knight rearing back, both hands ready to plunge the massive broadsword through his body. He swung himself over with all the strength he could muster, forcing the black knight’s blow to glance off his shoulder plates and into the wooden floor. Grygory slashed awkwardly at his opponent’s knee, rolling his body into a black-armored calf against the heavy cedar cabinet. Unable to find his footing, the black-armored warrior crashed to the floor, crushing the remains of a small end table beneath his chest.


  Grygory forced himself up on his hands and knees and jumped on the knight’s back, holding him down. He grabbed at the black helmet, searching for a clasp or opening, but his fingers found nothing but a smooth seam. The black knight tried to stand, but Grygory managed to hold him down. He continued to try to turn the helmet and pull it away from his body. The black knight rolled onto his side, forcing Grygory to land on his wounded side, but he refused to let go of the helmet, tugging relentlessly with the last of his energy. Finally his opponent got his legs beneath him and rose to his feet, leaving Grygory behind on the floor, but in wrenching free, the helmet came loose.


  “What are you, black knight?” Grygory asked, standing slowly, using the broadsword that protruded from the floor to support himself.


  “A man, like yourself,” came the response, “or at least I was. How interesting that you would fight like a madman against me, never questioning the consequences.”


  “What consequences?” Grygory asked suspiciously, but the black knight merely laughed. His enemy stood against one of the broken windows, and in the dim light from below, Grygory could see that he was indeed a man. The loss of his helmet revealed a gray beard and shocks of graying hair. The black knight panted and looked around desperately, then pulled a knife from his belt and advanced, kicking debris out of his way as he came forward.


  Grygory gripped the hilt of the embedded broadsword and yanked it from the floor. Much heavier than his usual weapon, the sword required both arms simply to lift it. His entire body screamed in pain; his temples pounded, his vision blurred, and blood ran freely from his nose and the corner of his mouth.


  The black knight, wielding a less unwieldy weapon, darted in, forcing Grygory to dodge, then lunged again, slicing a gouge in his thigh. But as he recoiled, Grygory brought the broadsword across his body in a deadly are, catching his enemy at the base of the neck and slicing clean through. The black knight’s head leapt from its shoulders in a crimson spray that splashed over Grygory. The skull smashed to the floor with the sound of a rotten pumpkin, and the corpse stood immobile for a few seconds, then slumped heavily over beside it.


  Grygory dropped the broadsword with a clang and fell backward to sit on the broken cabinet. His head swam, and he nearly lost consciousness. Stars danced before his eyes, and every inch of his body seemed to protest. He lay back as carefully as he could on the toppled cabinet until he looked up at the high ceiling and its hanging lamps.


  He didn’t know how long he lay there, but after some time, he became aware that it was becoming quite cold. He swallowed blood as it ran into his mouth and fought to keep his air passages open. After a time, the pain in his chest seemed to subside. He drifted in and out of consciousness several times, and each time he found the pounding in his temples and in his breast to be a bit softer, a bit slower. He became aware of a purple orb hovering over him, but he wasn’t certain if his eyes were deceiving him. It seemed to be getting bigger or coming closer; he couldn’t tell which. Eventually it consumed his vision entirely. In the distance, he heard his friends calling his name, but he could see nothing but the swirling purple of the orb, descending upon him, enveloping him. His body felt cold, but the touch of the orb was colder still, and in an instant of flashing brilliance and thunderous noise, everything vanished.


  When Fyodor and the men-at-arms arrived in the elven home, they found the last battleground of their beloved leader. But they didn’t find him or his body. All that remained was the debris of a ransacked house and a beheaded corpse of an elderly man, lying completely naked in a pool of its own blood.


  Chapter 15
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  Sulfur.


  The sharp stench of sulfur greeted Grygory as he awoke, startling him to full consciousness. His dreams had been troubled, filled with images of searing pain and destruction, of the black knight and swirling purple mists. He had been floating—whether within his body or out of it, he couldn’t remember, but he was able to see and hear and smell more vividly than in any dreams he could remember. But what was there to remember but incoherent screams, jumbled with disjointed images of terror? Together they formed an incomprehensible mass of sensations indelibly etched on his mind. Even fully awake, he could barely keep them from taking over his consciousness. In his mind, he knew that he was awake and in a strange place, but each sense in turn had to catch up with that reality, starting with his sense of smell that was now overwhelmed by noxious sulfur.


  His sense of feeling came next, an overall feeling of warmth and dampness. Beneath him, he felt a slab of smooth stone, but he expected it to be cold, and instead it felt strangely hot to the touch. Not hot like a frying pan, but warm like a stone baked by the summer sun. Its warmth was comforting after having spent so many days in the cold wilderness.


  Memories flooded back to him as his senses of taste and hearing returned to him—the black knight, the battle, the chase through the forests, and the final confrontation in the elven village. Had he really defeated his enemy, or was that just a figment of his imagination? The taste of thick sulfur in the air tasted foul and bitter on his tongue, and the sound of dripping water, echoing as if in a sealed cave, reached his ears.


  Or was it a crypt? he thought suddenly. Surely if he had been beheaded by the black knight, he couldn’t sense all these things. Surely the feeling of his hand on the warm slab couldn’t mingle with the smell of sulfur if his neck had been completely severed.


  He remembered that he was wounded, yet now there was no pain. He tasted no blood, felt no bruises on his body or broken bones complaining within him. Grygory sat up, and the motion was fluid, without difficulty. Whatever injuries he had suffered, they were healed now. Had a great deal of time passed since his battle with the black knight? Or was there some devilish magic at work, either healing his wounds or masking their reality to him?


  The place he found himself in was as dark as pitch but for a faint red glow, which apparently came from some place far in front of him. When he put his hand to his face, he could see its silhouette. He flexed his fingers and turned his hand and let his eyes slowly examine each digit. But something was definitely wrong. The hand he watched was encased in a mailed glove covered by hinged armor plates, but the hand he felt moving danced in the warm air without hindrance. He passed his forearm close to his eyes, and it, too, appeared encased in armor plate, though his arm and shoulder gave him no impression of weight beyond that of his flesh. He jerked his arm down suddenly and held his breath.


  “What foul sorcery is this?” he whispered, and even the faint sound of his voice echoed curiously around him, as if he were in a large chamber of some kind. He shuddered, closing his eyes, and brought his fingers slowly up to touch his cheek, then jerked them away with a still louder curse.


  “By the Immortals, what am I?”


  The tips of his fingers felt the skin of his cheek and the bristles of his beard, but the skin of his face felt something steely hard and definitely not human. He rubbed his hands together, passing his mailed palm over armored fingers, then passing up his plate-covered arms and over his cuirassed chest. To their touch, his body was completely armored, though tactilely aware, until he brought his touch to his neck, where the skin of his throat again betrayed the diamond-hard armor on his hand and fingers.


  Grygory put his hands to his sides and searched the slab on which he sat desperately, looking for an edge. Could he be sure there even was an edge? Somehow he knew there would be, that he was elevated above the floor of the chamber rather than lying prone on it. A bizarre sense of déjà vu overwhelmed his consciousness, and he sat motionless for a moment, holding his breath. Cautiously he let his hands explore for the lip of the stone slab that he knew would be there, and suddenly they found it. He threw his legs over the side and stood, unhindered by the armor that he apparently wore yet didn’t wear. As he did, he bumped into two things that lay beside him, hitherto unnoticed. At his feet, he felt for and found the cold steel blade of a thick broadsword. He also felt the rigid form of a full helm, visored and rounded. As began to lift it higher, he dropped it with an echoing thud on the slab.


  “By the immortals, who am I?” he cried out loud, and the sound reverberated off distant walls, amplifying and deafening him. He had felt that helm before, locked in his hands in desperate struggle. It was the helm of the black knight.


  He held up his hand again to the distant red glow to see the silhouette of his armored fist, and he cursed and tried desperately to pull the glove from his hand, but to no avail. He worked the wrist in search of a mechanism to release the plates of armor, but none was apparent. The design was strange to him, with no rivets or buckles, no pins or latches to hold the pieces together. He searched over his armored body for any sign of a seam or opening and found none but the round lip around his neck that would accept the detached helmet. Even this showed no identifiable locking mechanism, but Grygory was certain that if he donned it, the helm would hold its place.


  The knight leaned against the slab and hung his head. The sulfurous stench nearly made him choke, but as he pondered, he became more and more used to it. He also became acutely aware of the dampness of this unknown place, which, interestingly enough, collected only on his exposed face and neck, but not on any portion of his body that was beneath the bizarre armor. He thought for a moment that the inability to see anything would soon drive him mad, if he wasn’t already insane. His heart pounded in his breast and in his ears, and his labored breathing quickened.


  “Where am I?” he cried again, challenging the vast emptiness. “I am Grygory of Karameikos!” He clutched his temples between thumb and forefinger and tried to calm himself. Perhaps this was all an illusion, or still part of his dreams. But either way, he knew he must react to his situation as if it were reality. He blinked again and again, hoping to see something that he might have missed before, but nothing emerged. He turned his head in another direction, but there was nothing but inky blackness.


  Turning forward once again, he saw the faint but unmistakably red glow, ominous and silent. Was it pulsing slightly? He couldn’t tell, but where else would he go? Grygory felt for the helmet, grabbed it off the slab, and cupped it under his left arm. Then he sought the hilt of the broadsword and slid it off the stone. It had a familiar balance and weight, he noted, more so than he would have expected from using it only once to behead its original owner.


  Questions raced through his mind. Why was he here, and where was here, anyway? Wasn’t the black knight dead, and if not, was he in pursuit of his armor and sword? What would he find at the distant red glow, or was it something he could never reach? All these questions echoed in his mind as he trudged along the stone floor of the chamber, leaving the warm slab behind. His head swam, but a set of constants helped him keep his focus. The floor beneath his feet was solid and made of stone, and the rhythm of his plodding feet rang out from him in all directions with comforting regularity. The stench of sulfur grew neither stronger or weaker as he walked, nor did the dampness of the warm air vary perceptibly. The weight of the sword in his hand and the helmet under his arm were real, tangible objects in a world of darkness and uncertainty. All these things helped him retain his sanity in the midst of all the questions left unanswered.


  Time passed, but the effects of time never materialized. He didn’t tire, nor did he grow hungry, even when he was certain it had been many hours since he awoke on the slab. He tried several times to measure the passage of time by counting his paces, but after a thousand or so, his attention to the repetitious task would wander and he would lose his place.


  More than once he found himself walking in the wrong direction, with the red glow of light off to his right or left, and with no idea how long he’d been marching in the wrong direction. He was certain that hours had passed, perhaps days or even weeks. He came to think that there were two immeasurable amounts of time behind him now: the time since leaving the warm slab, and the time since defeating the black knight. He was completely lost in time, but one thing helped him cope with his isolation.


  The red glow was becoming more pronounced.


  More time passed, and Grygory picked up his pace. Why not? he reasoned. Fatigue meant nothing to him. At times, he even ran for long stretches, yet his legs felt no fatigue and his wind kept up with his legs. The only thing that kept him from running the whole time was the nagging notion that he might not like what he found when he got there.


  And exactly when he ‘got there’ evaded him in his strange level of timeless consciousness, because almost without realizing it, he looked around and found that the red glow was no longer in front of him but behind him, and around him, too, growing brighter as he made progress.


  The ambient light permeated the blackness in all directions, for many hours or maybe months, until he could make out the faint images of jagged rock walls, how distant he couldn’t tell. The rock appeared not to reflect the deep amber light, but to shine with it. More details presented themselves as he plodded along: crevasses darker than the rest, sharp stalactites many feet or perhaps miles long hanging from the distant roof of the cave. For it must be a cave, Grygory reasoned, or some sort of chamber hewn from stone. Was he deep underground? What made the walls glow red? And if this was a natural chamber, why was the floor smooth and flat? More questions, but some answers, too. The sight of the cavern walls was at once disturbing and comforting to the knight. To see anything at all after so much time served to bolster his morale considerably.


  Grygory continued his march, and the light grew brighter, radiating from the walls around him until even he was bathed in a wash of red light. His original fears were confirmed. The armor that he wore was the same as the black knight’s. That it was the same armor or simply identical he couldn’t verify, but he could examine it closely now. Its make was strange, and how it clung close to his body, rigid against outside pressure yet yielding to facilitate his movements. Its utility was remarkable.


  Occasionally Grygory tested its flexibility by bounding forward and to the side in mock combat, swinging the heavy broadsword in wide arcs, sending it whistling through the air loud enough to hear over the padding of his feet on the stone floor. When he gripped the hilt, it felt as if he clutched it in his bare hand, but the advancing amber light told him otherwise. He examined the helmet, made of the same material. It had a simple visor, with no ornamentation or plumage. The broadsword must also be identical to that wielded by the black knight. His supposition made sense, at least as much as any of this made sense to him.


  Then the floor gave way to stairs.


  Were it not for the light, Grygory figured, he would have run right off the seemingly endless floor and rolled down the steep steps to his death. But he caught himself before he lost his balance and stood staring down at their vastness, trying to remember if he’d actually seen them as he approached or if he just somehow knew they would be there. And if he didn’t know, maybe the armor did. He’d heard of stranger things in the magic markets of Jahore in distant Sind. Just how distant was the land of Sind now? he wondered.


  The vastness of the stairs was astounding, even after all the time he’d spent in the enormous chamber. They fell away from him beyond his sight, and each smooth step stretched to either side until the parallel lines converged and faded out of view. With one purposeful step, he started his descent, but before his sense of time could catch up with him, he could no longer see the top of the stairs behind him. His world was now one of endless stair steps overhung by glowing cavern walls.


  He kept his steps short at first, careful not to start tumbling down the steep slope, which to his reckoning was dropping off slightly more than each step was taking him forward. Soon another oddity made itself apparent. No matter how he stepped, his foot came down one step or two, never in between. He tested this by taking three or even four steps at a time, yet never once did his foot land on the edge of the stone nor his heel slip on the impact. His surefootedness spurred him on to greater speed. How much time he spent bounding down the stone stairs, sometimes ten or more at a time, he couldn’t measure.


  As he descended it not only got lighter but hotter as well. He wasn’t aware of this at first, since the breeze of his rapid descent kept his face and neck cool, but when he stopped, he noticed that the air was unusually warm.


  Some time farther on, he found the cavernous wall on his right was converging on the stairs until they met in a jagged line of broken stone and fallen boulders. The rock of the cavern wall shone deep red, radiating both heat and light. He reached out and touched it, but the black armor of his glove kept the heat from stinging his fingers. Still, his exposed face told him the radiant warmth was intense against the stones. He followed the steps down along the wall, which forced him farther left each time until the right cavern wall encroached on his progress as well, narrowing the once endlessly wide steps to just a few paces.


  Grygory looked up where the cavern walls came closest and saw that the ceiling was much nearer than it had been as well. The knight ventured down the narrow stairway until he descended a very narrow, confined space, which forced him to duck at times to avoid jagged rocks or leap over boulders lying in his path. He kept his pace as best he could, never stumbling but becoming increasingly wary of finding himself at a dead end or worse. The intensity of his predicament weighed heavy on his mind, the unanswered questions screaming inside his head, bombarding his consciousness with hope, with fear, with the entire gamut of emotions. Finally he clasped his hands over his ears in an attempt to block out his turbulent thoughts.


  That’s when he noticed he wasn’t walking anymore. A series of hot, blasting winds hit his face and blew his hair. Grygory took his hands away from his ears to find himself beyond the narrow stairway on a ledge of a mighty mountain range of red, glowing stone, looking out over a valley of fire and torment. The knight was kneeling, and how long he’d been there, once again, he had no idea. In front of him was the edge of the small mountain ledge, and he turned to see the end of his long stairway emerging from a small cave in the side of the mountains.


  “Mountains of madness indeed,” he said to himself. A great roar of continuous explosions emanated from beneath him, shaking the very mountains, and a wall of fire blasted up from across the ledge. He reared back and covered his head, but the exposed portions of his hair became scorched, even caught fire. He patted them out hurriedly and grabbed the helmet from the ground, putting it in place, something he’d avoided through his entire ordeal inside the endless cavern. More blasts of fire lashed at the side of the mountain, nearly blinding him through the visor, but he was protected from the heat and flames.


  Grygory rose and approached the edge of the ledge. The mighty range, enormous sentinels of glowing rock many miles high, far higher than any mountains of his world, extended beyond sight in all directions. The knight couldn’t see their pointed tops, since these were obscured by black clouds that sparkled with distant, thunderless lightning of brilliant yellow and green. Below was a sea of brown liquid, rising and falling, whipped up by the hot, blasting winds, stretching endlessly away from him as far as he could see. Was there a horizon, or was it so distant that he couldn’t see that far? Above the brown sea at the foot of his mountain were several dozen dark spots floating above the waves, meandering aimlessly over its stormy surface.


  “Another one, already?” The voice boomed out from behind him, and Grygory nearly jumped out of his armored skin. He hefted his broadsword in both hands and whirled as another blast of fire swept up from the strange sea, illuminating the ledge in a brilliant explosion of orange light. The unseen voice erupted into hideous laughter, so loud the knight could feel it pounding through the stone at his feet.


  “Up here, Dark One,” the voice called, and Grygory eased his gaze gradually up the wall of stone behind him. The tunnel stairway emerged onto the ledge beneath an elaborate throne carved into the very rock of the mountain, of which he was previously unaware. The red stone was shaped like a huge dragon’s head, or at least Grygory assumed it was a dragon. The eyes were huge emeralds, and the great teeth were carved from ivory, all ornately decorated with gold and jewels. The enormous seat of the throne was recessed into the mountainside between the dragon’s sparkling green eyes, but it was unoccupied. Grygory looked all around the dragon throne, then turned in every direction, but saw nothing. Thunderous laughter rolled through his bones once more.


  “Simpletons, all of them!” the voice roared, so loud that he couldn’t exactly tell from which direction it came. “Up here,” it said again, impatient. “Don’t strain yourself.”


  Grygory looked back at the throne and watched as an enormous red creature materialized out of nothingness to stand in front of the throne on the long snout of the stone dragon. It was thickly muscled, deep red in color, and at least twelve feet tall.


  Something in the knight’s very soul called out to him: fiend. He’d seen pictures of fiends in various texts, even fought a lesser fiend summoned to his world by a nefarious wizard, but this was something more. Much more. Even before he studied it, Grygory was overcome with the urge to escape, either back into the stairway tunnel or even over the ledge to take his chances in the turbulent sea below. But he gritted his teeth and focused on his duty and his station, saying it out loud to bolster his courage.


  “I am Grygory of Karameikos!” Suddenly, as if just by saying it, the urge to panic vanished, and Grygory knew that it was magic, not any inherent cowardice, that had urged him to flee. The creature reeked of magic, and Grygory wondered how he might protect himself from it.


  The unnamed thing that confronted him sported a pair of thick, long fangs that dripped a foul green liquid onto its chin and then down onto its chest. The beast didn’t seem to mind. The juice continued to drip down onto the dragon’s head, where it hissed like acid.


  The creature looked down at him with black eyes like enormous black pearls, which reflected the light of the fiery sea behind him. The scales of its terrible body shimmered as if living flame licked excitedly behind them. In one massive hand, the creature cupped a jeweled goblet the size of an apple basket, and in the other, it toyed with the end of its long, powerful tail. The beast extended black, leathery wings, previously unseen, having been folded behind its mammoth form. The wings extended twenty feet in each direction and looked like the sails of an oceangoing ship; the creature flapped them vigorously. They kicked up dust and whipped the hot air in a violent blast that nearly knocked Grygory off his feet, but he leaned into the breeze and stood his ground until the beast stopped and coiled its wings.


  “So you’re a brave one, are you?” it asked in a condescending tone. “We’ll see about that!” The beast dropped its tail and pointed down to Grygory’s side, calling a magical burst of flame to leap out of the very rock. Then it did the same to Grygory’s other side, so that he was flanked by multicolored pyres. It turned and launched balls of fire farther up on the mountain, where they exploded in massive balls of flame, blasting the ancient rocks and sending them tumbling past them in steaming avalanches.


  Finally the creature turned and spread its arms, calling an enormous wall of magical fire to leap up all around it, enveloping itself in gouts of flame. But through all of this, Grygory didn’t budge. The strange armor kept him from feeling the scorching heat of the magical fire, and none of the attacks had actually been aimed at him.


  With a snap of its clawed fingers, the creature made the flames on the ledge vanish, leaving the two of them amidst the charred rocks. The beast cocked its head, took a long draft from its goblet, and slumped back onto its dragon throne.


  “So,” it began calmly, “which world are you from?” Grygory was stunned and didn’t know exactly what to say. “Kara—what was that you said?”


  “Karameikos,” the knight replied, his voice muffled by the helmet, but he was of no mind to remove it or even raise the visor.


  “Never heard of it,” the fiend replied, acting bored. It put its chin in its hand and rested its elbow on the arm of the throne.


  “Karameikos isn’t a world,” Grygory corrected. “It’s a country. My world is called—well, many things. You may know it as Mystara.”


  “Mystara, eh,” the beast repeated, taking another drink. “No, never heard of that either…. Oh, wait. That’s not that strange hollow one, is it?”


  “Not that I know of.”


  “No matter, I suppose. I’ll send you where I need you anyway.” The beast snapped its fingers, and a gigantic tome, bound in wood and leather and inlaid with gems and silver, appeared in its hands. It would have taken Grygory both hands to turn a single page, but the fiend managed with only a finger. “Let’s see… that desert one’s pretty much empty these days…. Maybe the one with the asteroid,” it said, paying no heed to the knight.


  “I don’t understand,” Grygory offered.


  “Of course you don’t,” the beast answered, not looking up from the book, then continuing. “Toril’s got lots of souls, but I might make that wizard angry again.”


  “Why am I here?” Grygory asked, “and why am I armored in—”


  “I’m trying to concentrate here,” the beast bellowed, standing, spilling a milky white liquid from its goblet, and sending the book flopping to its feet. “Shut your trap, or I’ll burn you to a cinder!” Grygory remained silent, watching for a sudden attack, but the beast chose to rant instead.


  “That’s what they all want to know. ‘Why am I here?’ ‘What’s going on?’ Well, you’re mine now, so shut up! A thousand and one days in the Pit of Flame was better than all this miserable complaining!”


  “If you tell me why I’m here, I’ll be able to serve you better,” Grygory pointed out, but the fiend grew sullen and angry.


  “Don’t presume to trick me, little man,” it said slowly and evenly. “Remember, yours is a tiny intellect, while mine is a great big one.” The beast turned and resumed its seat, cocking its massive head to one side. “Still, what would be the harm? I haven’t had anyone to talk with in years. Certainly they have nothing to talk about.” The creature gestured toward the swirling ocean, but Grygory didn’t understand who it was referring to.


  “Let me guess,” the creature mused. “You come from a world somewhere, and you fought against a warrior dressed very much like yourself, and now you’re here. Is that pretty much it?”


  “Yes. I—”


  “And now you’re wondering what service you’ll be giving to me in exchange for your pathetic life.” The beast put its finger to its chin and came as close as it could to gentle cooing noises.


  “That’ll do for starters,” Grygory said, still making no move to advance or retreat, content to be on the ledge below the creature on the dragon throne. It leaned forward in its stone chair and lost all pretense of a pleasant exchange.


  “There are wars out here, human, that you can’t even imagine.” It paused and glared down at the knight. “Battles that sweep away whole worlds, with losses in the millions!”


  Grygory listened intently, trying to comprehend such a thing. “Millions of knights, you mean? Or men-at-arms?”


  “No!” it screamed, spraying the vile green liquid in all directions. The fiend erupted into anger, and flames licked out from between its scales until the beast looked as if it was made of fire. “Millions of baatazu like me, and tanar’ri, our ancient enemies, each one a hundred times more powerful than the fiercest knight you every met!”


  Grygory pondered for a moment, then dared to make an observation. “Surely such battles would exhaust both sides quickly.” But the beast sat back and laughed.


  “You cannot comprehend, human. Around you are too many creatures for you to count. The place you are in is too huge for you to imagine.” The beast paused and took another drink from its goblet, tipping it high and draining its contents until they spilled white and rotten over the corners of its mouth.


  “Are you a soldier in this war?” Grygory asked innocently.


  “A soldier? Certainly. But I also command armies, enormous hordes that would blanket your puny country.”


  “Then where is your army?” Grygory asked, bracing himself for another blast of anger and magical flame.


  “Out there,” the beast said simply, gesturing with its outstretched clawed hand toward the tumultuous ocean beyond the ledge.


  “But it’s just an ocean,” Grygory exclaimed.


  “Look closer, human,” the fiend commanded, and as if by its very will, Grygory could suddenly see the surface as if he were hovering just above it. The brown ooze was filled with countless wriggling forms. Each had a ghastly face, some remotely human, others most definitely not, sloshing around in the muck, choking on it. They climbed on each other, moaning sorrowfully or wailing uncontrollably, making a hideous drone that Grygory wished he could block from his ears.


  Above the surface, he could see the black spots close up, and he gasped. Each one was a purple orb like the one that had enveloped him, floating above the surface, depositing a steady rain of scintillating bits of light, falling like dandelion seeds into the squirming mass. As each hit, it sank beneath the surface, its tiny light extinguished from view.


  “What are they?” He turned back to the fiend, and his visual perception returned instantly to normal.


  “Lemures. The lowest form of my kind. But they come here from all over.”


  “I don’t get it.”


  “Surely your people have myths about where the souls of the evil go when they die.”


  “Of course, but—”


  “They come here and become more of us.”


  Grygory shuddered. Mikhail would know more about this, he figured. That much was certain. “Through the purple portals?” Grygory guessed.


  “Well, normally, no,” the beast said, grinning with its green, dripping fangs. “Those are my little invention.” Grygory was perplexed. “Well,” the fiend erupted, “I can’t wait around forever to build an army, now, can I?”


  Grygory tried to comprehend, but the pieces didn’t all fit together. The enraged fire beast leapt to its feet again and shouted down at the knight.


  “Don’t you get it? I’ve got dozens like you on all sorts of puny worlds in the Prime, each one with a soul portal. Everything that dies in their vicinity has its soul drawn through the portal to end up here, whether it was originally destined for this place or not!”


  “So the more innocents they kill—”


  “The quicker my army grows! Exactly!”


  Grygory felt sick and weak in the knees. He thought of the women and children, butchered only to end up here, swimming in an endless sea of hopeless souls to become soldiers in an endless war. The images of the hideous faces returned to him. Was one of them his father? Queasiness turned quickly to rage, but he managed to control himself.


  “I’m nearly done,” the creature went on. “Just a couple more centuries and I’ll have enough soldiers to get back into the war.” The beast drummed its thick fingers on its chin thoughtfully. “You might last that long if you’re careful. You humans have such pathetic little life spans. But the orb will take care of that for you periodically.”


  Grygory reeled at the notion. Immortality in the service of a fiend.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” the fiend told him. “They all think it. You’ll leap up here and kill me, and that will be the end of it. But you won’t.”


  “I won’t?”


  “No. When you wear my colors, you do my bidding.” The knight felt the magical tingling in his mind and in his soul, a bond wrought of foul sorcery and fiendish control. In his heart, Grygory knew he would follow the fiend’s every command for as long as he lived.


  Chapter 16
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  “Collaborators?” Mikhail stared in disbelief at Grygory. “Are you out of your mind?” The knight stood up from the morning cook fire, its dim flames reflecting strangely off his exotic black armor.


  “Yes, collaborators,” he said calmly. “You don’t think the orcs wiped out all those villages without help, do you?” The knight’s breath steamed in the cool morning air. Mikhail rose to his feet also, standing with Yuri and Fyodor across the fire from their knight.


  “So you want to pick a village or two and take a few hostages? Make a few examples?” The monk threw up his arms and turned to leave, but Yuri grabbed him by the arms and stopped.


  “It’s been two weeks since we wiped out the black knight and his horde, m’lord,” Yuri said, “and we’ve just about cleaned out every hobgoblin and ogre in these entire woods. Clearing out monsters is a good thing. But looking for traitors among the remaining villages? That’s crazy, if you pardon my candor, m’lord.”


  “I have to agree, m’lord,” Fyodor chimed in. “The Fangs have been dwindling. Desertions are high. They fear you, m’lord.”


  “As they should,” Grygory said, pacing back and forth, wringing his mail-gloved hands. “That’s the best way to keep these damn mercenaries in line. Spread the word. Deserters will be hunted down and hanged!”


  “Listen to yourself!” Mikhail insisted, shaking his head. “What’s happened to you? Your war-horse won’t even let you mount it!”


  “Nothing’s happened to me, monk,” Grygory said, glaring at his old friend. The rage in his eyes caused Mikhail to draw back against the two soldiers behind him. “Maybe you’re just getting a taste of how a knight has to conduct himself, and you can’t take it.”


  “Conduct himself!” Mikhail retorted. Fyodor tried to restrain him, but the monk stomped around the fire pit until he stood face-to-face with the knight. “You’re talking as if we’re putting down a rebellion out here, or fighting unrest. We’re not!”


  “I suggest you return to Mirros,” Grygory said, turning his back to the monk. “Right away.”


  “Mirros?” Mikhail was taken aback.


  “Back to the monastery with you, Mikhail, before reality hardens you, too.”


  Mikhail and the others stood dumbfounded. Icepick, his shirt tattered and dirty, approached from beyond the hedgerow that separated them from the main camp.


  “The men are ready to move out,” he said to Yuri, never taking his wary eyes off Grygory. “What’s left of them, that is,” he added under his breath.


  “Very good,” Yuri responded. “Give me a minute here.”


  “Aye, sir,” the Darokinian said. He nodded in Grygory’s direction, but Yuri just shook his head glumly. Icepick frowned and returned slowly the way he came. Mikhail, at Fyodor’s encouragement, went with him.


  Grygory turned back to the fire and sat down, kicking a stone out of his way. He pulled a roasting flank of venison out of the flames and tore at it with his teeth, ignoring the two soldiers who stood over him. Grygory’s eyes had grown dark, and the lines that etched his face appeared even deeper and more sinister in the dancing light of the fire.


  “You have something else to say?” he asked, not looking up from the flesh he devoured.


  “M’lord,” Yuri began, picking his words carefully. “We wish you’d reconsider.”


  “Reconsider what?” he asked between mouthfuls.


  “Well, going against the villages. They’re Baron Yuschiev’s people, after all, and—”


  “Baron Yuschiev relies on me to keep them in order, master-at-arms. We move out in half an hour.”


  “But—”


  “End of subject!” he challenged, glaring up at his old friend with eyes Yuri didn’t recognize. The master-at-arms sighed heavily.


  “Aye, m’lord,” he said reluctantly, turning to leave.


  “No!” Fyodor exploded, lunging forward with his great bulk. “None of this is right! None of it! Grygory, something’s desperately wrong. Don’t you see it?”


  “Take him with you, master-at-arms,” the black-armored knight answered. Yuri put out a hand to pull his comrade back, but Fyodor would have none of it.


  “No, you don’t!” he screamed. “You’re going to listen to me! You’re not yourself! You’re—”


  But before he could continue, Grygory bounded to his feet and crossed the short distance between them, landing a punch to Fyodor’s jaw, all in the wink of an eye. The portly soldier went sprawling backward, his lower lip smashed and bleeding from Grygory’s mailed knuckles. Yuri started to help him to his feet. Suddenly he stopped, and they both stared at their knight. He stood in the middle of the cook fire, flames licking up past his heels and ankles all the way to his knees. His feet were planted on the white-hot coals. The knight made no effort to move, nor did he flinch. Fyodor rose slowly with Yuri’s assistance, rubbing his jaw, staring at Grygory.


  “M’lord—” Fyodor began, not knowing what else to say. Yuri, however, drew his sword free from its scabbard and stood there scowling.


  “I don’t know what you are,” he said slowly, circling to his right in a crouched stance, “but what have you done with Grygory of Karameikos?” Fyodor watched the pair carefully, putting his own hand to his sword hilt but reluctant to pull his blade clear just yet.


  “I am Grygory of Karameikos,” the black-armored knight responded evenly, hands on hips, still standing in the blistering hot fire pit. He put back his head and laughed loudly. His eyes gleamed strangely. “I am the Dark Knight, the person this land has been in need of for a good, long time!” Faster than Yuri could imagine, Grygory drew his own blade, the enormous broadsword. Fyodor unsheathed his weapon as well.


  “So, you stand against me, both of you.” Grygory intoned. “I knew it would come to this one day.”


  “M’lord, we—”


  “Silence! I don’t need you! I don’t need any of you!” The black knight leapt clear of the fire pit in a single, fluid motion, kicking up a shower of sparks and ash. He gripped his weapon with both hands and swung in a mighty arc for Yuri’s neck. The master-at-arms barely managed to parry it aside with a resounding clang of metal. The impact knocked Yuri off his feet and slammed him against a tree, where he crumpled to his knees, shaking the cobwebs from his head. The knight was a blur of speed, charging at Fyodor with pantherlike speed, bowling him over and striking him in the side of his head with the hilt of his broadsword.


  “I am the Dark Knight!” Grygory screamed. By this time, a number of the mercenaries, including Icepick, had gathered to observe, wide-eyed. “You are all weak! You’ll be mere fodder for the great war!” Grygory turned and stomped off toward the wilderness, tramping through the fire pit once again, stopping only to pick up his black helmet from beside the fire.


  “By the Immortals, he’s gone mad!” Yuri exclaimed, examining the great notch the broadsword had put in his blade. He looked at Fyodor. “Are you all right?”


  “Yes, I think so.” Fyodor sat up, and they watched until their black-armored companion vanished into the depths of the misty forest.


  “What the—” Yuri ducked low as Mikhail spurred his horse past them. Clumps of dirt and sod sprayed around them as the horse galloped past, the robed monk riding low and spurring the animal on to even greater speed, galloping toward the forest after Grygory.


  “Come back!” Fyodor cried after him, then turned to Yuri. “He’s going to get himself killed!”


  Mikhail raced into the forest with reckless abandon, ducking low beneath branches or simply letting them slap into him. He came to a small stream with a rocky bed, plunged his horse into the current, and headed upstream. The monk listened for any sign of his quarry, but he heard only the sounds of the forest.


  “Grygory!” He kept moving, unsure where to search. Inside, he knew it was more likely the knight would find him. At a narrow, moss-covered clearing, the black-armored warrior proved him right.


  “There is nothing for you here but death, monk,” Grygory’s voice called out. He stood with his broadsword drawn and helmet in place, his legs planted firmly on either side of the narrow stream. “It’s your choice.”


  The monk started to answer, but his mount pulled at the reins, tossing its head from side to side, snorting. “Whoa!” He managed to quiet the animal and keep it from bolting. Then he looked up. “By the Immortals!” he gasped, seeing what had spooked his mount. A strange orb of black and purple fog hung in the trees just over the knight. As he watched, it began to descend slowly until it was just over him. Strange mists swirled within it, and somehow the monk thought that if he continued to stare at it, he might become lost in its depths. He turned his head away quickly.


  “There are powers far greater than anything we know, monk,” the knight said, ignoring the strange fog.


  “Someone has to stop you!” Mikhail cried. He reached beneath his cape and produced a gleaming long sword. He reined his horse to keep it steady. His features fixed and determined, Mikhail kicked the animal in the side and charged, holding the long sword out to his right as steadily as he could.


  The knight smiled a wicked smile and stood unmoving, watching the animal bound toward him up the small stream, clopping against the stone bed. Mikhail reared back with his blade and swung, but Grygory brought his broadsword up to parry the blow. The clash of blades rang through the forest. The impact unseated the inexperienced rider and wrenched the weapon from his hand to clatter down the rocky stream bank. Mikhail tumbled from the saddle and fell to the ground, one foot still stuck awkwardly in the stirrup. The beast bolted away from the mysterious magical orb, dragging the monk across the stream and a dozen paces beyond before the monk fell clear. The panicked horse snorted steam into the cool morning air as it sped away, with Mikhail’s boot still stuck in its stirrup.


  The black knight laughed and approached the monk. Mikhail, his robes drenched, one foot completely bare, stood as the knight strode determinedly toward him. His weapon and mount both gone, he dropped to his knees and pulled his hood up over his head. From inside his robe, he withdrew his holy symbol and clutched it in both hands over his bowed head, chanting a prayer.


  “The Immortals can’t help you now, monk,” the knight said grimly as he stood over Mikhail. He raised his broadsword high over his head and swung it down with all his might. At the instant his steel blade met the monk’s holy symbol, a brilliant flash of light sent monk and knight tumbling in opposite directions.


  Blinded momentarily by the flash of light, Grygory shook his head to clear his vision. He felt along the damp, mossy ground for his weapon. He felt its steel blade as his vision slowly returned.


  “What have I done?” he cried, seeing Mikhail’s form sprawled limply against a tree trunk. Memories rushed through his mind of the great chamber, the fiend, and its unholy grasp on him. The power of Mikhail’s simple trust had freed him from the fiend’s grasp, but at what price?


  “Mikhail!” he screamed, and the body stirred. Grygory tore off his helmet to see better. “Mikhail, you live!” he cried. The knight turned quickly, scanning the area until he located the purple orb that hovered above and slightly behind him. Almost without thinking, he slashed a mighty arc with his broadsword, slicing into the depths of the floating orb. Icy coldness shot through his body as both sword and arm disappeared into its depths, replaced as quickly by hot blasts of wind and steam. The stream and forest vanished, and Grygory found himself standing once again on the ledge before the dragon throne.


  “You again?” the fiend roared, feasting on a carcass Grygory couldn’t identify. It sat back in its stone chair. The stench of rotting meat accosted Grygory’s nose. “How dare you interrupt my breakfast!” The monstrous creature stood and spread its massive black wings behind it, roaring loudly. “I suggest you return to your labors, little man, or suffer the consequences!”


  Grygory tried to avoid the beast’s penetrating black eyes, but the fires that danced in them beckoned him. Grygory felt the tingle of magic run down his spine, but he fought against it with all his being.


  “No!” he screamed, wrenching his eyes away from the fiend with a tremendous effort. Sweat beaded on his brow, and his heart pounded as if he’d run for miles.


  “A pity,” the monster said from its throne atop the dragon’s head. “Maybe this will convince you.” It took another bite from the putrid carcass and tossed the remainder down to the ledge in front of him. With a simple pointing of its red, clawed finger, the beast sent a swirling stream of radiant magical energy into the carcass, and suddenly it began to move. Grygory edged backward and held his broadsword ready as the dead thing came to life before his eyes. Then the faceless thing started toward him. “Die quickly,” the fiend chortled. “I’ll finish my breakfast later.”


  The thing appeared to Grygory like something between a huge dog and a raven, with tufts of fur clinging to its maggot-ridden flesh in places, feathers in others. Its faceless head made awful howling noises through a row of jagged teeth. It stalked Grygory for a moment, then lunged forward, striking out with its sharp claws. The Karameikan dodged aside, only to find the dead thing lumbering toward him again. He lunged with his broadsword and sliced clear through one of the creature’s legs. The limb fell to the ground but continued to wriggle with magical life. What remained of the beast shambled toward him once more, slowed somewhat by the loss of the leg. Grygory raised his broadsword high, then swung it with a mighty stroke that cleaved the creature down the middle. With the flat of his blade, he swept the putrid remains off the ledge, fighting to keep himself from being sick from the stench.


  Above him the fiend laughed. “My, you are a savage knight, aren’t you,” it taunted, shaking its head and smiling sinisterly. “But it’s just as well. I haven’t killed anything all morning.” The fiend rose and pointed its mighty arm down at the knight, who dodged and rolled just in time. A huge blast of fire sprang from its extended fingers to the ledge, scorching the stone, cracking it like dry clay.


  The knight moved close against the base of the dragon throne, donning his helmet to protect his head from the magical gouts of flame. The armor still seemed to be working, so Grygory assumed it wasn’t an extension of the fiend’s consciousness. The beast continued its magical assault, raining mystical fire down on the ledge in a series of fiery explosions. The ground beneath Grygory’s feet began to crumble away, forcing him to leap up and grab the nostril of the great stone dragon throne. The ledge tumbled into the seething ocean below. The knight held on for his very life, his legs dangling in midair above the roiling sea more than a mile below.


  With the ledge gone, the fiend ceased its fiery onslaught. It lumbered to the edge of the dragon’s snout and peered down, squinting to see through the steam and smoke. The knight released his hold with one hand and gripped his broadsword in his flee hand, then swung with all his might at the beast’s toes that hung over the edge. Steel met fiendish flesh and stone in a rain of sparks and orange blood. The beast howled in pain till Grygory thought it would burst his ears. Quickly he stuck the broadsword in its sheath and hoisted himself up onto the dragon snout. The fiend was bent over, still preoccupied with its foot.


  Grygory rose and drew his broadsword again. While the beast tended its wound, he charged across the dragon snout, but the beast noticed him and met him with a flurry of powerful slashes with its wicked clawed arms. Grygory ducked under the first two swings, but the third nearly knocked him off the dragon snout. The beast roared and lunged forward, mouth agape. Grygory barely managed to dodge the beast, slapping its snout with his broadsword as it passed. Grygory looked down at his blade to see that a large nick had been taken out of its edge. Quickly he looked up at the fiend. One of its savage fangs had been broken off, and it licked at the sharp edge of its shattered tooth with a leathery, brown tongue and roared in rage. The fiend took to the air on its enormous wings, flapping madly, buffeting the human with the hot wind of its ascent.


  “Is there anything this creature can’t do?” Grygory asked himself, scanning his surroundings. The dragon snout on which he stood was the only thing left that stood out from the face of the mountainside, the throne recessed into the rock above him. He watched as the fiend soared into the black clouds and swept around to dive back toward him. Even at this distance, he could see the beast’s hide glowing with internal fire.


  Grygory leapt for the throne as the fiend unleashed another bombardment of fiery magic. Sheets of brilliant flame fell all around him, and Grygory had to shield his eyes from the intense light. Explosions of fireballs buffeted him, blasting away the stone of the dragon’s snout and cracking the foundation of the throne itself. The fiery attack continued uninterrupted for more than a minute while Grygory pressed himself against the rear of the recessed throne. The magical armor was all that kept him from being incinerated.


  When the attack finally came to an end, Grygory’s ears rang from the roar of the flames. Steam rose all around him, and everywhere there was soot and charred, split stone. The knight peered carefully out of the recess in the mountainside. The fiend was nowhere to be seen. Below, the sea with its cursed denizens churned on in endless agony, and above the black clouds boiled. Blasts of hot wind whipped at him. Large sections of rock that had been turned molten by the fiend’s assault cooled and hardened, and Grygory felt more alone than he had ever felt.


  He allowed himself to relax for a moment, resting the point of his broadsword on the ground, wondering if he would ever see home again.


  “Death would be too quick, human!” the fiend roared, appearing as if from nowhere directly in front of the recessed throne, its wings spread wide. It reached in with one huge claw and caught him around his midsection. It clutched him firmly and began to squeeze. He realized that his magnificent armor could do nothing to prevent the beast from squashing him like a bug. Grygory grunted as the beast forced the breath from him, lifting the knight completely off the face of the cliff. He pulled up his sword and tried to swing, but the beast simply gripped him tighter, forcing the strength from his limbs. Grygory’s pulse pounded in his temples, and he thought surely his eyes would burst from their sockets at any moment.


  With a desperate gasp, the knight struggled to withstand the death grip. Squirming with pain, he discovered he could move his legs more easily than his arms. He swung his boot out toward the beast as far as he could and raked it across the arm that gripped him with his spurs. The fiend howled in pain and loosened its grip slightly, allowing the knight to bring his broadsword up again. He pointed the blade at the beast’s throat and plunged against the hilt with all his remaining strength. For a frightening instant, he feared it wouldn’t penetrate the fiend’s tough hide, but then he felt it move, crunching through the sinew of its neck, ripping through arteries that spurted orange blood in every direction.


  The beast tried to scream, but all that came out was a choking, gurgling sound. With the knight still in its grasp, it leapt out into the air and soared skyward. Hot wind whipped past Grygory as the sea fell away beneath them. He shoved against the weapon still harder and then twisted it with all his might, feeling it crack through gristle and muscle.


  The monster’s head hung awkwardly on its neck, and its tongue lolled limply from its mouth. Strange electricity flickered in its black pearl eyes. Grygory wrenched the weapon flee and plunged the point between its fangs into its hideous mouth, gouging deeper and deeper until it finally emerged through the back of its head. The creature released its grip on him, and its body gave a mighty shudder. The fiend’s wings stopped beating, and both of them began to fall like rag dolls through the steaming hot air. Grygory braced for the impact with the churning surface of the sea below, knowing well that he couldn’t survive it.


  “For Yuschiev and Traladara!” he cried, closing his eyes and awaiting the inevitable.


  Epilogue
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  Grygory’s companions returned to Mirros without him, bearing the news that, though the knight had been lost, the villages were safe from further attacks. Baron Yuschiev was grieved to hear that his favorite knight, Sir Grygory, had not returned and was almost certainly dead.


  In time, stories began to surface, borne by merchants from distant villages, of a young man found naked and half frozen, near death, abandoned in the forests. A woodcutter had come across him and his family had nursed him back to health, though he remained unconscious. The merchants confirmed that the stranger generally matched Grygory’s description, and the baron hoped against hope that it was he. The baron dispatched riders to bring the young man back. A week passed by before they returned with Grygory in a wagon, apparently uninjured yet gripped by a strange sleep.


  Weeks passed, and the young knight was tended gently by the servants of the estate. Grygory’s companions, the men-at-arms who served him and the monk he’d known since childhood, stood a constant vigil over him until, one day, his eyes opened. His strength gradually returned over a period of many weeks, but each day saw progress and the knight seemed eager to return to his duties. He spoke at length with the baron about his experiences, and the baron listened, white-faced and trembling.


  During his recovery, Grygory visited the grave of his young squire often. He had been laid to rest in the gardens of the Yuschiev Estate in Mirros beneath a pair of flowering trees. Spring brought the magnificent gardens to bloom, and also brought the return of the young knight to full strength. He resumed his friendship with the monk, and the two became constant companions. With his old compatriots, he returned to the service of the baron for many years.


  In Mirros, tales spread about the knight and his incredible deeds. Over time, his legend continued to grow, the legend of Sir Grygory of Karameikos, Fiend Slayer.
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  In a kingdom dominated by Thyatian overlords, Sir Grygory is an anomaly: a Traladaran knight serving a Traladaran lord. An uneasy coexistence grips the land, except where some Traladarans have established a wilderness barony beyond the reach of the Thyatians.


  
    

  


  But evil has descended upon the barony.


  
    

  


  Sir Grygory must confront the black-armored knight, who, with his orb of deadly power, is ravaging the Traladaran villages. Is the Dark Knight a specter from Sir Grygory’s troubled past? Can he hope to defeat the powerful orb and an army of orc savages? Perhaps, but not without becoming, for a time, the very enemy he set out to defeat.
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