
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Hammer

      The Hammer Book 1

    

    





      
        J. A. Cipriano

      

    

    
      DDCO Publishing

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by DDCO Publishing, LLC.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum]Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want to get this FREE?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Sign up here. If you do, I'll send you my short story, Alone in the Dark, for free.

       

      Visit me on Facebook or on the web at JACipriano.com for all the latest updates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by J.A. Cipriano

          

        

      

    

    
      The Pen is Mightier

      The Pen is Mightier: Company Ink

      The Pen is Mightier: To Vegas… with Love

      [image: ]

      Star Conqueror

      Star Conqueror: Recompense

      Star Conqueror: Legion

      [image: ]

      Super Human

      United We Stand

      Victory Road

      [image: ]

      King of the Gods

      Falcon Punch

      [image: ]

      World of Ruul

      Soulstone: Awakening

      Soulstone: The Skeleton King

      Soulstone: Oblivion

      [image: ]

      Bug Wars

      Doomed Infinity Marine

      Doomed Infinity Marine 2

      [image: ]

      The Legendary Builder

      The Builder’s Sword

      The Builder’s Greed

      The Builder’s Pride

      The Builder’s Wrath

      The Builder’s Throne

      The Builder’s Conquest

      [image: ]

      The FBI Dragon Chronicles

      A Ritual of Fire

      A Ritual of Death

      [image: ]

      Elements of Wrath Online

      Ring of Promise

      The Vale of Three Wolves

      Crystalfire Keep

      [image: ]

      Kingdom of Heaven

      The Skull Throne

      Escape From Hell

      [image: ]

      The Thrice Cursed Mage

      Cursed

      Marked

      Burned

      Seized

      Claimed

      Hellbound

      [image: ]

      The Half-Demon Warlock

      Pound of Flesh

      Flesh and Blood

      Blood and Treasure

      [image: ]

      The Lillim Callina Chronicles

      Wardbreaker

      Kill it with Magic

      The Hatter is Mad

      Fairy Tale

      Pursuit

      Hardboiled

      Mind Games

      Fatal Ties

      [image: ]

      Clans of Shadow

      Heart of Gold

      Feet of Clay

      Fists of Iron

      [image: ]

      The Spellslinger Chronicles

      Throne to the Wolves

      Prince of Blood and Thunder

      [image: ]

      Found Magic

      May Contain Magic

      The Magic Within

      Magic for Hire

      [image: ]

      Witching on a Starship

      Maverick

      Planet Breaker

      [image: ]

      Starcrossed Dragons

      Riding Lightning

      Grinding Frost

      Swallowing Fire

      Pounding Earth

      [image: ]

      The Goddess Harem

      The Tiger’s Offer

      The Wolf’s Hunt

      The Dragon’s War

      [image: ]

      Justice Squad

      Miracle’s Touch

      [image: ]

      Her Angels

      Heaven’s Embrace

      Heaven’s A Beach

      [image: ]

      The Shaman Queen's Harem

      Ghosts and Grudges

      [image: ]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The crowd fell silent as the iron portcullis before me rose. I reached down, scooped a handful of sand, and brushed my hands together, drying them of the sweat I could feel trickling over my skin. Of course, the King of Urlik had to stage his tournament in the high heat of summer. Then again, that was the point of this contest, to show who the best fighter really was, and the inclement weather was a purposeful choice.

      There was just one problem with that. This heat was nothing like the oppressive humidity of the Swamps of Sirlis, or the scorching dry breath of the Ashen Wastes, and would slow me not at all. My opponents, however, might not be so hardy.

      “Gharrik Anzar! The Hammer!” the voice of the King’s crier rang out over the field beyond.

      With my right hand, I snatched up my namesake, the heavy black steel war hammer that I’d borne for the last thirteen years in the wars of Tarn and Urlik, before striding out into the blazing sun to the roar of the crowd. Squinting in the sudden brightness, I paused, as much to let my eyes adjust as for any sense of melodrama. I raised my hammer in salute to the masses in the stands above the sand of the field.

      The cheers rang louder, nearly deafening as they chanted my name. I dropped my right arm and crashed my left fist into my breastplate in a ringing salute as the portcullis behind me dropped back into place.

      Taking a quick moment, to look around the arena, I saw I was the last of the fifteen men, but that made sense, as I was the champion. My opponents were the strongest in the known world, and we faced each other across the vast sands of the Colosseum of Urlik. The lesser challenges of the tournament were behind us, and only this, the Trial of Champions, remained.

      I leaned my head right and left, feeling the crack of the bones loosening in my neck. Around the field, warriors donned their helmets and readied their weapons, hooded eyes searching for the most likely threat. Several fell upon me, and I allowed myself a faint smile. Would this be a challenge or just another disappointment?

      Up in the stands, a drumbeat started up. The other men tensed, and I hefted my hammer, letting it rest on my muscular shoulder. On this day, we fought for a singular privilege. Beyond the walls of the city, a strange structure loomed. The philosophers and wise men called it a portal or a gate. Under certain stars, it opened, and a man could pass through it. Into what, no one knew. Not a single man who passed through the darkness of the opened gate had ever returned, and that alone intrigued me.

      I sought one of three things beyond the gate: death, peace, or a challenge. There was nothing left for me in this world.

      With a single peal of a horn, the Trial of Champions began.

      Four of the closest warriors charged me, as if by some unspoken agreement. Beyond them, the rest went into one-on-one engagements. Ignoring the others, I turned my focus to the four as they circled and shouted. Little did they know, I had let them surround me.

      Their strategy was obvious. Three were meant to distract me, while the fourth either disabled me or killed me. When all three in my sight struck, I twisted, finally unlimbering my hammer in a sweeping parry. Their weapons were battered aside, and I felt the last one’s blade, a short, stabbing weapon, scrape along the back of my breastplate. He had fully expected to drive the weapon through my armor and had put a great deal of his strength behind it.

      It left him off balance. While his comrades recovered, my hammer came up in an arc that crashed into his shoulder. Bone crunched under the black steel, and my follow-through sent the man flying several feet through the air to land in an unconscious heap.

      On some level, it bothered me that these men weren’t better. These were known champions and had faced the seven trials leading to this moment. And yet, to me, they were just more faces to fill my dreams.

      I ended my spin, stepping aside as another of my attackers, a Northman judging by his paired axes, rounded helmet, and coat of mail, swung at me, bellowing all the while. He was a berserker by the looks of things, and while that should have scared me, it just didn’t. I ducked his blow, swept his legs from underneath him, and silenced his raging by dropping the head of my hammer on his face.

      As blood sprayed out over the sand, I straightened and drove a thrust kick into the midsection of a pit fighter who had tried to use his ally’s demise as an opportunity. He took a step back, recovering quickly, but I was already past him, angling to attack my next foe.

      My target wielded a sword and shield but was only lightly armored. He drove his shield at my face, and I stepped by it, smacking him on the back of the head with my left palm and sending him stumbling toward the pit fighter.

      A quick look around told me no other champions were coming our way, which I found disappointing. My dance partners weren’t really all that entertaining.

      When they came at me again, I ignored the pit fighter in favor of the shield bearer. My hammer swung down with all of my considerable might, and as I expected, the man took it on his shield. Wood shattered, and metal bent and tore as the force of the blow struck and continued through the remains of the shield, breaking the warrior’s arm and sending him to the ground.

      The pit fighter struck at my back, ever predictable. Punch daggers were good weapons, but to pierce armor, you needed a solid hit. I didn’t give him one. Shifting slightly, I felt blades slide over my armored back once more. With a twist, I drove an elbow into the side of his helmet. It dented in, and I thought I heard the crunch of bone. A one-handed stroke of my hammer caved his head in the rest of the way, and the pit fighter dropped like a stone.

      Shifting back to a two-handed grip of my hammer, I advanced on the fallen shieldman. He was curled around his broken arm, blood running freely onto the sand.

      “Quarter,” he whimpered, managing to look up at me. I gave a single nod, kicked away his sword with a booted foot, and strode past him.

      Trickles of sweat had become rivers under the heat of the sun, and I felt no urge to continue playing this game. This was nothing more than a diversion, a moment’s distraction and effort. I didn’t think that any of the remaining men were strong enough to face me. That said, none of them had ganged up on me either. That was worth something

      As I advanced on the first dueling pair, I bellowed out a challenge. They turned wide-eyed to face me as I swung my hammer in a great arc, raised it above my head, and attacked. The first, another swordsman wielding a matched pair of blades in his gloved hands, dodged aside, quicker than I expected, and the other danced backward. He clutched a spear in an expert grip, and used it to good effect, putting me momentarily on the defensive.

      I elbowed aside the spear and kicked the man's knee in as I swung at the swordsman. He tried to catch the haft of my hammer in a scissor formed from his two swords. Unfortunately for him, the entirety of my namesake weapon was cast from the same steel as the head. He was driven to his knees as split second before his weapons were torn from his hands and my hammer crashed into his chest with a wet thwack.

      Turning, I parried another swift thrust of the other man’s spear, sparing him a bit of respect as he still fought despite having a broken knee.

      “Cry quarter,” I growled at him as I shifted to a one-handed grip and tore away his spear when he thrust it again at me. I could hear the swordsman gasping for breath behind me, scrabbling on the sand.

      “Quarter,” the spearman said, gazing up at me. As before, I nodded, but I kept his spear. The swordsman was curled around himself, wheezing and clutching what was probably a spate of broken ribs. Blood trickled over his lips.

      I stepped past and continued on. Eight remained.

      The next pair turned quickly at my shout, one fought with a greataxe, the other with a sword and flail. Without hesitating, I shifted my grip on the spear and flung it with all my strength at the latter. It took him in the stomach, the impact lifting him from his feet and carrying him ten feet back to sprawl in the sand like a broken toy.

      Greataxe roared and charged, trying to cleave me from crown to crotch. I let my hammer drop to the sand as I sidestepped, and then, before he could recover, I broke the haft of his axe with a stomp from my boot. As he staggered back, I recovered my war hammer and brought it up in an arc that took him beneath the chin. Blood and broken teeth sprayed upwards as he fell to his back and lay still.

      Six more.

      My march across the sands of the colosseum had not gone unnoticed. The crowd had fallen silent, and the remaining duelists save one had ceased their sparring and were facing me. This last one, clad head to toe in armor of the same black steel as my hammer, had taken a step back and was watching, both hands resting on the hilt of his great sword as it rested point first in the arena sand.

      Five men charged me, shouting. I tightened my grip on the haft of my hammer and roared in answer, launching myself towards them. Two dropped in the initial clash; one screaming and clutching his shattered knee, the second silently dropping with the side of his helmet caved in.

      I faced the other three as they circled warily. In some ways, it was easier to fight multiple opponents than to face a single one, especially if they were not trained to fight together. Even skilled individuals could get in each other’s way, thus making it easier to defeat. Judging from the way these three moved, they knew this as well. Most likely I would face one of them at a time, while the other two tried to maneuver to get a shot at my exposed side.

      Should I let it happen? I shifted my feet a bit in the sand and adjusted my grip. The leather-wrapped steel of the haft was soaked with my sweat. I briefly wondered how much the heat was affecting my opponents. Were they able to just ignore it and fight on like me, or were they weak?

      Sooner fought, sooner won. I didn’t give them time to ease into their assault. With a sudden thrust of my powerful legs, I chose my first target and charged, swiping at the other two to put them on the defensive before driving my hammer into the unfortunate warrior’s guard. His shield caved on my second blow, and he staggered, launching a desperate swipe at me with his morning star.

      I caught it on the haft of my hammer, kicked his legs from underneath him, and stomped on his arm before spinning and sweeping my hammer at the other two as they struck for my flanks. Weapons clashed, and they were thrown aside. My next strike caved in the helmet of one man and drove him to the sand with blood spouting from his nose. His feet kicked spastically in the sand before he stilled.

      That left one, a man bearing a hooked sword and an axe. I wasn’t worried about the armored figure waiting for me. From his body language, he was waiting for a duel and smartly thought to let me wear myself out on these others. If I were a more patient man, that would have been my strategy in this trial. Alas …

      Hooked Sword spun like a dervish, launching a flurry of rapid strokes at me. I raised my hammer to guard position, letting him drive me back as I watched for an opening. He pressed what he thought was his advantage, and I let him. Then I saw it, his axe coming in just a little lower.

      I struck as he swung the sword, shifting my hammer to a one-handed grip and stepping in behind the sword swing to catch his axe-arm. For a brief moment, I met his gaze of surprise, then I doubled him over with a thrust of my hammer into his gut. A light rap of my hammer on the exposed back of his head took the rest of the fight out of him, and I let him fall.

      That left Greatsword and I facing each other over thirty paces of bloodstained sand and fallen warriors. I rolled my neck and stretched. Unless my last opponent was used to wearing such a heavy suit of armor in this heat, he had to be drowning in sweat by now. My light breastplate was enough of a hindrance, although a useful one.

      He slowly raised that massive sword in a salute, which I returned. Excitement surged through me. Was this the challenge I had been hoping for? The crowd roared once more, and we charged each other. There was a great crash as we came together, his great sword turning at the last second to thrust for my face even as I swung my hammer for his midsection. I shifted my head, felt a sting as the blade nicked my cheek, and then he was bent double over the head of my hammer, armor crushed into his body. I felt him go stiff, then limp. I let the dead weight fall.

      A faint smile touched my lips as I felt a trickle of blood run down my face. Greatsword had managed to do what all of the other warriors on the field had failed at: He’d drawn my blood. I was pleased and would definitely have to learn that man’s name. With these thoughts in my head, I turned to face the king’s seat and raised my hammer over my head, claiming the field of battle as my own. The cheers of the crowd were deafening as King Lucan of Urlik stood and raised his hand, proclaiming my triumph.

      I had won. Now, I could claim my prize.
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      King Lucan met me as I emerged from the bathing tent. We exchanged a grin as he looked me over. “Presentable, I suppose,” he chuckled and clapped me on the shoulder. “But your ability to present yourself to the nobles has nothing to do with why you are my Champion. A decade by my side and you never cease to amaze me!”

      The king was a bit shorter than me, but he was almost as wide. He was a grizzled, muscular old warrior who’d fought his way to the throne. He was an old friend, and one of the few people I held in the utmost respect.

      “I would not wish to let you down, sire. It is hard to imagine that it has been so many years, and so many more since I first joined you to fight the tyranny of the House of Doman.” I shook my head, shrugging off the feelings of nostalgia. “How is your family?” I asked as we set off in the direction of the King’s Hall.

      “Isidore is well.” He beamed happily. “Healthy and expecting, but my daughters are as difficult as always.”

      I smiled to myself. “Then all is as it should be. Fear not, my king. Though Sheba and Lucinda are thick as thieves, I believe I have … tempered their adventurous streaks. If all else fails, my protégé Varden is as skilled as I in wrangling them. He will keep them in line once I am gone.”

      My talk of what tomorrow would bring made the king pause within sight of the hall, turning to me. “You truly intend to step through the gate knowing no man has ever returned?”

      I nodded. “I have to.”

      Lucan sighed. “There is nothing that would change your mind? Gold? The hand of Princess Sheba?”

      I shook my head. “I will do you proud, my king. I will even return, if it is within my power.”

      As the words left my mouth, I knew them to be true. If I found my challenge, then I would return to my home and the side of my king. Taking the portal was something I had to do. There was nothing left on this world to challenge me, and I chafed at routine. For me, life had been one trial after another, and I had met and overcome every one that had faced me on this world. I had fought in wars, faced champions, and led armies, but now, I needed more.

      Lucan understood on some level, although he didn’t want me to go. “You may be the only one who can.” He turned away and squared his shoulders. “You will be sorely missed, my friend, by all of us.” With that, Lucan started towards the door of the King’s Hall without another word. The single guard stood at attention as we came up.

      “Announce us,” commanded the king.

      The guardsman saluted and opened the door, stepping in before us and calling loudly, “King Lucan the First and the King’s Champion, Gharrik Anzar!”

      Polite applause greeted us as the nobles within the hall rose for the king. Leading me to the head of the table, I took the high seat. Queen Isidore and his daughters sat next on his left, and when he beckoned me forward, I settled into the chair on his right.

      Once we were all seated, servers began moving among us. A roast boar was the centerpiece of each table, spiced, and garnished with apples and honey. Plates of pheasant nesting on a bed of greens ringed each boar, along with bowls of root vegetables. For wine, the king had plundered his cellars, producing barrels of a crisp, sharp vintage that was almost as strong as liquor.

      I was served after the king and his family and waited, as per custom, until Lucan took his first bite before I tore into the meal. The meat was delicious, well-seasoned and sweet, and so tender it melted in my mouth. Perfect. It was almost enough to distract me from the company of these nobles who I so despised.

      Earl Isser, a soft, fat man seated next to me, drained his goblet and waved it for a refill. “Perhaps it is a good thing The Hammer is leaving. With nothing else to kill, he might turn on us!”

      All of the nobles laughed at that, while I smirked behind my goblet. The earl’s jest was closer to the truth than he knew. I despised these soft men and their callous, petty games and cruelties. If my king ever gave the word …

      While I let that thought amuse me, one of the servers attempted to fill the Earl’s waving goblet, but he jostled her with his elbow, and drink spilled over the fine cloth of his tunic. With a shout of anger, he pushed away from the table, beating the girl with his fat fists.

      “Sorry bitch!” he shrieked as she cowered, falling and curling around herself with a whimper of pain. Most of the nobles started laughing again.

      I closed my eyes and took a breath, my hands clenching into fists. These people needed an object lesson, but I would not embarrass Lucan. When my eyes opened again, Lucan met my gaze, smiled, and gave a single nod of his head. That gesture was all I needed to see.

      As Isser drew his leg back to kick at the hapless servant, I reached up, grabbed the front of his wine-stained tunic, and smashed his fat head down into the remains of his second or third serving. His head shattered the plate and bounced off the table. When I released my hold, he dropped heavily to the floor, moaning and clutching his bloodied face.

      “Perhaps you’re right, Earl Isser,” I drawled, helping the serving girl to her feet. “Maybe I would kill you, but fortunately for you and your mewling kin, I happen to be looking for a challenge.”

      Silence filled the hall. I nodded to the king and queen as I went back to my meal.

      In turn, the king laughed and raised his goblet. “To my Champion!” he shouted. “May he find what he seeks!”

      Other goblets were raised reluctantly, and more toasts were shouted. I drank a bit more and finished my plate in silence, watching the proceedings with hooded eyes. The moment had soured for me, despite the satisfaction of breaking Earl Isser’s nose. “Sire,” I said finally, leaning closer to him. “I would retire quietly, with your permission.”

      He nodded and clapped me on the shoulder. “Go, champion. Enjoy your victory.” His eyes sparkled, although they held a hint of sadness at my going. “I know you prefer the company of soldiers and tavern girls.”

      I stood and bowed to him and the queen, then slipped from the hall as the nobles shouted another toast in my name. Likely, they celebrated my leaving.

      Night had fallen and promised to be pleasant after the burning heat of the day. I paused and stretched, feeling my joints pop satisfyingly. Off in the distance, the faint sounds of merrymaking rang out, and the wafting odor of too many people in too small of a space stung my nose. Something about it reminded me of battles gone by, of standing shoulder to shoulder with other soldiers as we faced down hordes of enemies.

      Taking a deep breath, I smirked faintly to myself and pulled my cloak around me. As I started to walk away from the king’s hall, I heard the faint scuff of a foot on the cobblestones behind me and spun to face a young girl in the simple dress of a handmaid. She backed away, startled, and stared at me with wide, brown eyes.

      “I didn’t mean to frighten you,” I told her. “What do you need?”

      Silently, she offered me a rolled-up scrap of papyrus, and when I took it, she darted off, disappearing into the shadows.

      I was one of the few educated enough to read and whoever sent this note knew that. Interesting. I unrolled the scrap and read it in the dancing light of the torches over the door of the king’s hall. The guard was gone, probably drunk.

      “Champion Gharrik,” I read. “If you would receive a true reward, meet me behind my father’s hall an hour after mid-watch. I know that you have not accepted my invitation before, but this time I beg you. You will not be disappointed. — Sheba.”

      Another invitation. The princess hadn’t let up for the last two years, basically to the tune of one or two invitations of this sort every month.  I wondered why the princess continued this game. I’d declined many of these little notes and invitations since she came of age. Despite feeling like I should turn her down as a courtesy to her father, I wondered what I was missing, and whether or not she would actually go through with her promises.

      It was four hours ‘til mid-watch, and I didn’t want the note to fall into the wrong hands. Using the torch beside the door, I set fire to the note and dropped it, watching the papyrus curl and blacken before rubbing the ashes away with my boot.

      Perhaps tonight I’d find out just how far the princess meant to go, but for the moment, I continued on my way.

      The Old Man’s Beard was packed to overflowing when I arrived. Off-key singing rang out from within the tavern, along with shouts and loud conversation. I had few hopes of getting to the bar without being recognized, but I tucked up my hood, hunched a bit, and tried to push my way in through the door anyway.

      Warm bodies crowded around me in a press; other carousers looking to make their way into the crowded dive. The whole place was an assault on the senses, what with the loud chatter of voices, the heat, and the mingled smells of sweat, roasting meat, and stale beer. At least no one had vomited, yet.

      And yet, despite all that, I was strangely comfortable. As Lucan had said, these were the people I would prefer the company of. No strutting noble peacocks or veiled politeness here. This place was different, as real as it could get, warts and all.

      “Gharrik!” someone yelled before I’d gone three steps. A round of cheers went up, and with a hearty laugh, I threw back my hood and pounded my left fist against my chest in a martial salute.

      A serving wench handed me a mug of the house ale with a playful wink and pointed at an empty table near the bar. They’d been waiting for me. Silence fell, and many eyes were on me as walked over and took my place. I raised my mug to the crowd, drew a pouch of gold from within my tunic, and sent it flying over to land in front of Toren, the owner.

      “Round for the house!” I bellowed as the old soldier scooped up the pouch, saluted me, and started serving. The common room shook with the happy roars of the patrons

      The one scruffy minstrel started plunking on his lute, raising his voice in one of the many versions of The Deeds of Gharrik Anzar.

      More people joined in the song as the bard regaled us with the tale of my deeds in the first battle of the Tarn-Urlik war, and how I slew several men with a single blow of my hammer.

      I raised my mug to the minstrel and drank, then joined my own deep voice to the minstrel’s song.

      The place shook with voices and stamping feet. An impromptu dance started up as half the patrons leapt to their feet. I enjoyed the song and the celebration, and I’d drunk just enough to feel comfortably warm and relaxed.

      “I’ll have a tale for my children.” A grinning fellow on crutches hobbled to my table and raised a mug in salute. I returned it with a nod, recognizing the spearman from today’s trial. His leg was splinted, but he seemed of high spirits. “How the great Gharrik Anzar spared my life in the Trial of Champions!”

      “Join me, then!” I laughed, and he smiled. Sure, we’d tried to kill each other on the field, but that was the way of things. It happened sometimes during wartime. I’d seen soldiers from different armies gather, drink together, then try to kill each other the next morning on the battlefield. One of the ironies of the fighting man, I supposed.

      “That I will, but only if you let me buy you a drink.” He slapped some gold down on the bar between us when I nodded. “Another round please.”

      When our drinks arrived, we drank to each other, each draining the frosty mugs in a single gulp.

      “Seems we’ve run out,” he said, slapping another coin on the bar. “We can’t have that for the man who spared me.”

      “So, that’s when I bought the horse a prostitute,” the spearman said, draining his fourth pint before slamming his hand on the table. “Another round—” He stopped mid-sentence as his eyes flicked behind me. Then he grinned at me. “Actually, I think I had better be going. You enjoy yourself, Gharrik.” He gave me a quick salute as he stood and as I went to return it, a voice spoke up from behind me.

      “Oh, I will personally guarantee he enjoys his night,” a soft, husky voice from behind me said. I turned and saw a pale red-haired girl, with freckles and bright blue eyes, beaming at me from beside a tanned brunette. “Aria and I both will.”

      “Oh?” I said, quirking an eyebrow at the pair of them as the red-head reached out and took my hand, pulling me to my feet.

      “Oh yes,” she said, leaning close to me. “Because I have a confession to make.”

      “What’s that?” I asked as the girl shot a glance at her friend Aria.

      “Well, it’s more that we both have a confession to make,” Aria said, her hands wrapping around me as she leaned into me, pressing her breasts into my back as she spoke. “We want you, Gharrik Anzar.” Those words were hot on my skin, and as their full meaning spilled into my brain, Kess pressed her mouth to mine.

      Perfect. Her lips tasted of beer, but then, so did mine. This was the kind of sendoff I was looking for. “Well, how can I possibly say no to that?” I said when she broke the kiss a moment later.

      The pair grinned at each other before each taking one of my hands and leading me to the back rooms amidst cheers and laughter.

      When I left the pair asleep and emerged into the common area a couple hours later, a cheer went up from the folk remaining. I saluted them and headed out into the night. It was past mid-watch now, so I hurried through the darkened streets towards the King’s Hall. Something told me if I didn’t meet the princess this time, I’d always regret it, and as it was my last night in town for the foreseeable future, I wanted as few regrets as possible.

      As I turned the corner of the building, I spotted a shape in the deeper shadows. “Princess,” I said softly. “I’m here.”

      “I’m glad.” Sheba stepped out into the moonlight, a smile on her lips. She was followed closely by her sister. Sheba had grown up tall and willowy, with straight, pale-blonde hair that fell below her butt. Her blue eyes and clear pale skin, full lips, and gentle curves combined with a sharp, determined mind. If she had any flaws at all, they were twofold: her attraction to me and her willfulness. And her sister was much the same.

      To see the both of them together was a pleasant surprise.

      “I didn’t think you’d come,” Sheba whispered, slipping up to me on bare feet. Our eyes met for a long moment. Lucinda followed, but stayed back a step, letting her older sister lead. Both were clad only in thin, sheer gowns that clung to the curves beneath. “You never have before.”

      I focused on Sheba, holding my face expressionless, although desire stirred in my heart and my loins. “Tomorrow I leave, probably never to return.” I kept my arms folded across my chest. “It has given me a somewhat different perspective from normal.”

      “I had hoped it might,” she said, smiling brightly. “As did my sister.” She gestured toward Lucinda.

      “Is that so?” I asked, shifting my gaze to the younger of the pair.

      Lucinda only nodded and gazed up at me.

      “You have never come before, Gharrik Anzar, so this time I tell you plainly.” Sheba cast a quick glance at her sister who took a tentative step forward. “I want you to be my first.” As she spoke, she reached out and touched me, trailing her slender fingers down my chest. “If I am to never see you again, then this is what I want.”

      “It is what we both want,” Lucinda spoke at last as she moved up behind Sheba.

      “As you wish,” I said softly, holding my arms out to them both. Maybe I’d been trying to avoid this moment, but now that it was here, and I had finally come to the realization that I may never see anyone from this world again, I wanted to enjoy it. Hells, I wanted them to enjoy it.

      They came to me readily, fitting easily against me. I kissed Sheba first, then her sister, tasting their lips and guiding them, but only a little. Both were eager learners, and not shy in the least with each other. Their lips tasted of berries and wine, and they smelled of rose and honeysuckle. We were all breathless when Sheba pulled back.

      “Let me show you something,” she murmured.

      We slipped into the deeper darkness behind the King’s Hall, and Sheba showed me something I hadn’t known before. There was a servant’s entrance back there, and she had the key. She slipped inside, leading Lucinda and I to a small storage room. All was quiet. The King’s Hall was empty, save for us.

      “You planned this out, didn’t you?” I asked as she closed the door behind us, shutting us in darkness. Then a faint light blossomed from a once-shuttered lantern.

      Sheba’s eyes sparkled in the dim light as she smiled. “Every time. You’ve kept me waiting for two years, Gharrik Anzar.”

      Lucinda stood by the door, watching intently. Her chest rose and fell enticingly with her rapid breathing. My eyes drifted between her and Sheba. In that moment, I wanted them more than anything. We all wanted this, there was no denying it. There would only be this night, but we all would remember it. Maybe the girls needed this more than I did, but I wasn’t sure. I needed it too.

      “Not this time, though.” I said as I unclasped my cloak and spread it out atop a pile of grain sacks. Sheba pulled up her nightgown and lifted it over her head, letting it fall at her feet. A moment later, her sister’s gown joined it, and they both stood naked. My breath caught in my throat.

      “You are correct,” Sheba said, her pale form almost glowing in the lantern light. One slim hand reached up to push her long, blonde hair back out of her face; a simple, innocent gesture, but somehow promising wonders. Lucinda stood beside her, more anxious and less bold than her sister.

      Sheba came to me first, her hands tugging at my remaining clothes. Lucinda joined her, helping to undress me.

      “Damn you, for waiting so long,” Sheba whispered when the pair of them had stripped me down. Her eyes roamed hungrily over my naked body “To think I could have been enjoying this for the last two years …”

      Then, with those words still lingering between us, she pressed her mouth to mine while her younger sister dropped to her knees in front of us.
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      I stepped out of the portal into the middle of pitched battle, or maybe a rout. There were people in furs with a variety of weapons, mostly spears and other hunting implements, trying to fend off several large, humanoid things. Whatever they were, they stood half-again as tall as I did, and were twice as wide, wielding stone headed axes and hammers. There were bodies, too, and none belonged to the giant-men. A short flight of stairs descended to the mossy stones of this ancient ruin. Behind me, the empty outline of the portal loomed. I was naked and weaponless, but far, far from helpless.

      As the portal flared and closed behind me, the battle stopped, and every single combatant turned and looked at me. I had no time to think. Violence was my element, and it was only fitting that my welcome to the other world was a fight.

      “Alive!” screamed a hoarse, female voice. “I want that one alive! Kill the rest, but a hundred marks to the one who captures that man!”

      Avarice glittered in the sunken eyes of the flabby giants, and they turned from their other prey to advance on me. I shifted into a fighting stance and rolled my neck. Excitement surged through me at the thrill of facing unfamiliar creatures in a brand-new place. After all, this was why I’d come here.

      The small group that had been fighting these monsters started to slowly retreat, circling off to my right. I watched them out of the corner of my eyes while I studied the opposition. They were the obvious underdogs in this fight, if the scattered corpses told a true tale, and whoever commanded the giants had set them after me. My lips pulled back from my teeth in a feral grin as my blood sang in my veins. I did the last thing the monsters expected.

      I charged.

      The lead creature swung a massive stone axe at me as I closed with it. I ducked the swing and buried my shoulder in the thing’s swollen belly, knocking the wind out of it despite the  heavy muscle under the fat.

      As the thing staggered a step, its stink hit my nose like a fist, filling my nostrils with the scent of spoiled milk and rotting meat. I swallowed down my disgust as I readied myself for its next attack. Only it didn’t attack. Instead, it backed off, wheezing, and I immediately saw why. Two more of the brutes came around it, attacking me from both sides.

      In battle, I had learned to become the calm at the center of the storm, always moving, alert to the movements of the other combatants. This state was natural for me as breathing. Time slowed, and strength surged through my limbs as I burst into action.

      I chose the creature on my left and stepped inside his guard as he swung. Catching one massive arm, I braced my feet and drove my palm into the thing’s elbow with all my strength. Bone and cartilage snapped and tore, and he backed up from me, dropping his weapon and clutching his broken arm with a howl of pain.

      “He’s just one man!” howled that female voice again. “Take him down! Or are you unfit to carry the ogre name!?”

      Ogres, huh? My first few minutes in the world beyond the portal, and I was already in a fight to the death with mythical beasts. What else did this world have to offer? I was looking forward to finding out.

      The five humans were behind me now. I wasn’t sure if they were friend or foe, but they weren’t a problem if they weren’t attacking. If they were, then I’d deal with it when it happened. I dodged as another ogre struck at me and snatched up the fallen hammer.

      It was more of a maul, really, a haft of wood with a large gray stone lashed to it. The balance was awful, and it was a bit large for my hands, but I could deal with that.

      Two more of the ogres came at me, one swinging a small tree-trunk, while the other brandished a bronze axe with symbols carved in the metal.

      “Ware, stranger! His axe is enchanted!” shouted one of the people behind me.

      What was that supposed to mean? I’d seen weapons that someone or other claimed were magical back on my world, even broken a few of them. There was even a rumor that my old hammer had been magic. It wasn’t, but I got a laugh from that story when I heard it.

      Following the warning, a volley of arrows and sling stones peppered the ogres, giving them a few scratches and bruises, but not causing significant harm. I backed away from the two ogres coming in on me because they were followed closely by two more, including the one I’d knocked the wind out of. The ogres were big, strong, and tough, but not terribly fast, and they fought predictably. As for the one with the supposedly enchanted axe, well, he looked like the most dangerous of the ogres anyway and that bronze axe was certainly better than stone.

      I circled them, trying to either separate them or put them in a position where they’d get in each other’s way.

      Coming around one of the menhirs, ogres in wary pursuit, I finally saw their leader; a woman in full armor, cloaked, sitting astride a heavy, black warhorse. She hadn’t done anything yet but scream commands though I had no idea if that would change.

      The tree-wielding ogre brought his weapon down at me and I jumped aside. I hefted the maul as I did and swung it hard into the side of the monster’s right knee, which buckled sideways with a loud crunch. The ogre fell with a howl, clutching himself and rolling in the dirt. The axe-wielder and the other two came in past their fallen comrade, spreading out to try to encircle me.

      They hooted and growled as they moved in. One lunged at me and then backed off; a feint to give his partner an opening… which was as I’d expected. I sidestepped the stone axe-wielder as he swiped at me and swung the maul at his swollen brow. The ogre’s piggy eyes grew wide right before the stone head of my maul crashed into his skull and rebounded instead of crunching in. My hands ached, but I kept my grip on the maul. I hadn’t expected their heads to be that hard.

      He staggered back, swayed, and fell as I turned my attention to the other two. I might not have shattered his skull, but the blow had certainly put him down, and that made the other two greater threats.

      A strange hiss sounded behind me, followed by the twang of a bow. The people hiding behind me were apparently trying something else. Leaving them to it, I started forward to meet the ogre with the bronze axe, sidestepping so I could keep him between me and the last one, who whirled around a small boulder that had been wrapped with bronze chain.

      A wash of heat whistled by me as a flaming arrow shot past and buried itself in the chest of the one with the chain and boulder. The ogre looked down at the black-rimmed, smoking hole in his chest, whimpered, and fell over backwards, smoke beginning to pour from his mouth as his insides caught fire. What in all the hells had done that? I spared a look back at the fur-clad humans. They were formed up around a young woman with a bow. Only instead of firing again, it looked like she was praying over an arrow. Had she done that? Did this world have real magic, or was it some sort of trick?

      I didn’t have time to consider this further, as the bronze axe ogre was attacking, flailing at me with his weapon as he advanced, roaring. Backpedaling as he plowed forward, I chanced a parry with the haft of the maul, expecting the almost-green wood to stop the axe-blade cold.

      The axe head took on a faint glow as it sliced cleanly through the wooden haft. That almost cost me my head, but fortunately my reactions were still good, and after seeing that magic might not be a tool of charlatans on this world, I was wary. I spun away, tumbled, rolled, and came up in a crouch, my captured weapon even more off-balance now than before.

      As the ogre laughed and started towards me again, I shouted, spun, and flung the heavy hammerhead by the remains of its haft straight into the middle of the ogre’s chest. Its sternum cracked as rings of fat rippled outward in circles out from the point of impact right before the heavy creature was thrown backward, the blow practically lifting him from his feet. He crashed to the ground, his axe slipping from his hand and hitting the grass beside him with a thunk.

      Even as the ogre fell, I was in motion. I snatched up the fallen axe and turned to the armored rider who had been calling out commands. As I took a step toward her, another flaming arrow hurtled past me at the rider, but she slapped it from the air with a gauntleted hand. Whoever she was, she was probably the real threat here, and that drew my attention in full.

      We stared at each other for a long moment, and she definitely learned more from that exchange. I could tell nothing about her, and there probably was next to nothing she couldn’t tell about me, at least physically. Behind me, the two injured ogres moaned and cried, writhing on the ground and clutching themselves

      She let out a scream of primal rage, tapping her left forefinger a few times on her right gauntlet. She then raised her right hand and pointed at the heavens before bringing that hand down toward the earth.

      Every hair on my body stood suddenly on end. I’d been close to lightning strikes before, and that sudden tingle over my skin gave my battle-honed body all the time it needed to react, even if my mind was still trying to figure things out.  I dove aside as four strokes of lightning smashed into the earth as one, each accompanied by a deafening peal of thunder. One blasted into the ground where I’d been standing, two silenced the crying ogres, and the fourth fell on the small group of people who’d aided me. Light cascaded around them, sparking off of the staff of the woman who had been praying over the arrow. I rolled and bounced up in a fighting crouch, hopefully ready for the next surprise.

      The women glared at each other while I looked between them. I didn’t know exactly what had happened, but I was certain the woman on the horse had just tried to kill me, along with everyone else, including her own men. There was only one way to deal with this. Raising the captured axe, I stalked toward the armored woman with death in my eyes.

      She’d tried to kill me with her magic, but she hadn’t accounted for one thing. Even if I didn’t know how she’d called down the lightning, I was Gharrik Anzar, Champion of Urlik. My anger rose, bringing with it the grim determination that had carried me to so many victories.

      “Try that trick on a foe that can fight back,” I snarled at her as I advanced. Before I could reach her, she kicked her heels into her horse’s flanks, shouted wordlessly, and galloped off into the forest.

      I watched her flee, then looked down at the axe. It was fine work, the bronze clean and shiny. Several pictographs or runes were carved into the metal. Sized for an ogre, it would make a decent two-handed weapon for me. I hefted it and balanced it over my shoulder as I turned to the survivors.

      “Thank you, stranger,” said the woman with the staff as she and the other fur-clad folk approached me warily. “I am Rhianne, called Shadow.”

      Interesting name. I wondered what the whole ‘Shadow’ business was about. “My name is Gharrik Anzar.” They spoke with a strange accent, but I found it easy enough to understand. “Why were you here?” I asked as I looked her over.

      Rhianne stood just as tall as the three men with her, and half a head above the one woman. Her hair was reddish-brown and woven into a number of thin braids, twined with colorful strings of beads and feathers, and gathered into a sort of heavy ponytail. She met my gaze with bright, blue eyes that peered from an oval face with a delicate nose and full lips. A streak of some kind of blue war paint shadowed her eyes and gave her an exotic, fierce look. Like all of her folk, she wore kilts and furs, with tall moccasins to protect her feet.

      There was something about her that appealed to me. Beautiful and fierce she was, with an air of confidence. She was obviously in command of the hunting party as well as being, what? Their magician? Rhianne was so unlike the wizards and magicians that plied their trade of lies on my world that I had a hard time thinking of her as such, despite having seen her killing ogres with arrows of flame.

      Her eyes dropped down from my face, and I saw her smile faintly as she took in my nakedness. I was a full head taller than the largest of her people and was stronger of build. “Others have come through in the past. The Earl ordered our village to stand watch over the gate during the times of opening.” She turned away and said to her folk, “Search your bags and see what clothes we can spare for master Anzar. He cannot be brought before our headman naked as a babe.”

      I smirked a little, noticing her smile and a faint blush to her cheeks before she turned away. Perhaps she liked what she saw, or else was embarrassed that she’d looked. I caught myself hoping that it was the former. “Thank you for your hospitality, Rhianne. Later, I’d like to hear about the others who came through the portal.”

      She nodded. “Of course. We must see to our dead, and if you’ll come, we will take you to our village.”

      “Gladly.” These folk seemed nice enough, and seemed to be in awe of me. Well, at least some of them did. Rhianne didn’t show so much awe as something else, and I wasn’t sure yet how to read her. It would be good to have a place to start my quest and to learn about this world. Besides, these people might need my help. “Why were the ogres here?”

      “I think they were planning to go through the portal when it opened, this time with their leader.” She began to walk away, looking over the dead. Her head was bowed, and her shoulders slumped. Was this her first command? I wasn’t sure. What I was certain of was that she knew each of them. It wasn’t my place to give comfort, so I stayed apart, watching and trying to learn as much about her and her group as I could through observation.

      I already knew that monsters came from this side. We’d seen worse than the ogres before, but nothing quite like them. I watched her go and didn’t follow. If she didn’t want to talk now, I wouldn’t press.

      “You fight well, stranger,” said one of the men as he looked up from searching his pack.

      I shrugged, feeling no need to boast. “I’m a soldier.”

      As they rummaged through their gear and gathered the bodies of their fallen, I finally had a chance to truly examine my surroundings. There was a light chill to the air, and a dampness that spoke of early morning. The ruin in which I had found myself seemed to be more of a broad circle of standing stones of various heights, some formed like doorways and others alone. It was through the most central of these that I had emerged, and that one was raised above the others atop a wide dais.

      Rhianne walked back up to me. “Were you sent from your world?” she asked, leaning on her staff. It was heavily carved with symbols, much like the ones on my captured axe.

      “We held a tournament to choose the strongest to go through the portal and try to stop things from coming through,” I told her. There didn’t seem to be any need for lies. They had witnessed me exit the portal and knew at least a little of the world beyond it. “I won.”

      “I can see why. You fight like a demon. It’s rare that an unarmed man can stand against one ogre without the aid of magic, let alone down four without getting hurt.” She smiled faintly. “I wouldn’t have believed it unless I saw it with my own eyes.”

      “Magic?” I gave her a sharp look. “Arrows of fire, lightning called from a clear sky?”

      I could explain the ogres as being some kind of oversized men, but what the armored woman had done, and the arrows the survivors had used were wonders I’d never experienced before. A shiver went down my spine, then a rush of excitement. This was another world, and one far different than my home. I had things to learn, challenges to face. I was starting to feel more alive than I had in years, or at least since my night with Sheba and Lucinda. That had been quite an awakening and leaving them behind was my biggest regret.

      My excitement must have showed on my face, as Rhianne gave me a quizzical look before she nodded and indicated her staff. “The runes given to us by the gods of light and darkness allow us to call upon their powers. I am what is called a Runemaster, though I was unable to …” She trailed off and sighed softly as she turned to look over the dead of her folk again.

      I watched sympathetically. It had been long years since my first command, but I knew the frustration and pain of losing friends in battle. There would be no judgment on my part.

      One of the men stepped up, holding out a bundle of clothing to me. “I don’t know if anything but the kilt will fit him, Rhianne. He’s almost the size of an ogre himself.”

      “I’ll make do, my friend. Thank you,” I said as I took the bundle.

      Rhianne nodded and turned away, going to kneel and whisper a prayer of some kind by each of her fallen companions.

      I got out of the way and went through the clothes they’d gathered. It didn’t take me long to discover that the fellow had been right. The kilt could be adjusted, but I was too broad in shoulder and chest for the tunic, and there was no way that my feet could fit in the moccasins. I donned what I could, the kilt and a well-made cloak of what seemed to be wolf-fur, and walked over to join Rhianne and her people as they carried their dead from the stone circle and set about burying them in shallow graves.

      I lent them my strength in silence. They knew the dead, and for me to speak would have been disrespectful in my eyes. That didn’t prevent me from helping to move the earth and pile stones. It was the least I could do.
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      The light was dimming when we emerged from the forest, and I got my first glimpse of the village of Einin. It sat on the bend of a large, sluggish river that flowed out of the foothills of the northern mountains and vanished into the forest to the east of us. From where I stood on the slope of a large hill, I spied a primitive water wheel mounted on a large, wooden building so the town’s folk could take advantage of the river running beside us. Clever.

      From that vantage point, I could make out some animal pens and box gardens within the walls. There was little greenery, though, which led me to think that we were closer to early spring, and as cold as the day was turning as it headed towards nightfall, it might even have been early winter.

      A smile flitted across my lips as I inhaled, and the scent of roasting meat and smoke filled my nose, no doubt from the plumes of smoke rising in the distance. Those had to be the cookfires given the late hour, and the villagers were likely preparing their nightly meals. It was a good smell, although it reminded me that I was hungry.

      As we approached, the clang of a blacksmith’s hammer sounded, making me look for it among the fifty or so houses and buildings in Einin.

      Though I couldn’t find the blacksmith from where we stood, I found myself pleased by the village since it’d likely be defensible. Three-quarters of it were encircled by a sturdy looking log palisade, and the remainder of the village butted up to the river, which would provide adequate defense in a pinch. I smiled to myself as the vision brought to mind some of the frontier villages of Urlik. Maybe I could grow to like this place.

      Rhianne motioned for us to keep going, and we started down the gentle slope towards a simple wooden bridge of split logs. While guards paced around the gate of the palisade with spears, there was no one watching the bridge.

      “You aren’t worried about the ogres attacking from this side?” I asked. The logs of the bridge smelled faintly of tar as we crossed, and I glanced down for a moment into the dark water. It was a sturdy bridge, and well-maintained, although I couldn’t help but consider that their security was lacking. Even a cowed foe could rise up with enough provocation.

      “They tend to stay in the forest.” Rhianne shrugged. “The Earl is rather harsh with them.” She hadn’t said much since we left the ruins. No doubt she felt responsible for the dead.

      I made a non-committal grunt, shrugged, and kept walking.

      She paused and look at me, then she hurried to catch up. “Do you think they might be bold enough to attack us after this?”

      “I’m not sure,” I mused. “Vengeance and anger can drive men to overcome fear. Besides, their leader wasn’t an ogre, was she?”

      “Her name is Ga’idra,” Rhianne said as we came to a stop at the gate, shaking her head. “She’s not an ogre.” With that, she stepped forward to speak with the guards. If this Ga’idra wasn’t an ogre, what was she? I didn’t think she was human from what I could see of her, and considering that she called down lightning, I figured her for some sort of magician or sorcerer. Possibly she was the same sort of thing Rhianne was, a Runemaster.

      “Welcome back,” said one of the pair, a dark-haired, kilted fellow bearing a bronze-headed spear. “Where is everyone?” His brown eyes rested on me for a moment, and he shifted his grip on the spear’s haft. “Who is this?”

      “Ogres attacked us, led by Ga’idra.” She motioned me forward. “This is Sir Gharrik Anzar, from the portal. He is the reason any of us returned.” I detected a note of melancholy in her tone or perhaps resignation. Rhianne seemed to put a fair bit of stock in herself and her abilities, and she wasn’t used to failure, or needing a stranger come to her rescue. What I found odd was that she didn’t seem bitter about my intervention, only thankful and sad.

      I met the man’s gaze and gave a nod as I shifted the ogre’s bronze axe on my shoulder. His eyes flickered in that direction, then he nodded. “Enter and be welcome.”

      Once we were past the gate, Rhianne paused. “You and I must see the headman,” she told me before turning to the others. “Go. Return to your families. Spread the news of our fallen.”

      They bowed their heads and shuffled off, dispersing. This was always the bad part of returning alive from a battle gone bad. Men often felt that it should have been them to die in a comrade’s place. Experience would harden them, if they let it.

      Her shoulders slumped as she turned to me, but there was steel in her voice. This one might bend, but not even tragedy would break her. “This way, Sir Anzar.”

      The Runemaster led me through the dirt streets of Einin, past houses with gardens, and small shops, to a large, single story log building. Nowhere had I seen any sign of weaponry more complex than short bows or metal stronger than bronze. Runes, though, marked each lintel and even had been inscribed above the gate.

      “Can you tell me about all of these symbols?” I asked when we paused before the door to what I assumed was the headman’s house. The light was slowly fading, and here and there, small brass lanterns began to glow without flame. More magic.

      This place was a study in contradictions. They used technology that my home had long put aside in favor of new techniques, but they used magic to bolster everything, it seemed. How dependent were they on it? Were they open to any possible improvements that I might offer? I hoped so.

      “Runes,” she replied. “I’ll tell you more after we’ve spoken to Niall.”

      “The headman?” I wanted to know more. The idea of working magic, so alien to my experience, drew me like a moth to a flame. It seemed to make such a difference here. I wondered about the downside. How would these people fare if their magic were cut off? Rhianne wouldn’t handle it well, I surmised.

      “Yes.” She reached out and rapped on the plank door.

      “Enter!” someone shouted from inside, and Rhianne pushed on the door. It swung open with a soft creak of leather from the hinges and she led me into a dim, smoky room lit only by a pair of those glowing lamps on a table opposite the door.

      As we entered, a man of late middle age, with gray streaks in his ginger hair and beard regarded us blandly from behind the table. He wore a leather coat sewn with rings of bronze, and a medallion of office resembling a silver moon.

      “Welcome back, Rhianne,” he said in a surprisingly deep voice. “I see from your face that your mission was not wholly unsuccessful.” With one hand, he gestured at a simple bench constructed of a half-cut log before the desk. “Both of you, please sit.”

      “Yes, headman Niall,” Rhianne said deferentially, moving toward the bench. She sat quickly, skootching all the way to the left. Even still, it was barely wide enough for us both, and her bare thigh rested against my own.

      Niall looked me over. “Fighting man?” One of his eyes twitched a little and he gave a faint smile. I didn’t blame him. I was a stranger.

      I nodded and replied, “Yes, sir.” It paid to be polite until it was time for blood to be shed.

      “Exceptional, too,” Rhianne added zealously. “He slew four ogres and forced Ga’idra to flee.”

      “Ga’idra? In the ruins?” The headman asked sharply, his gaze focused intently on Rhianne. “Are you certain?”

      “I am, headman. I believe she sought to enter the portal herself.” She sat up straight, regarding the older man. “We lost ten of our hunters to the beasts and her magics. They caught us by surprise. Had not Sir Anzar come to our rescue, things would have been worse.”

      “Damn the Earl for setting us this watch,” Niall grumbled and sighed. “We can scarce afford the loss of one, let alone ten.” He turned his eyes back to me, and they glittered green in the magical lamplight. “Are you worth it, fighting man?”

      I frowned and straightened. “In my land, I was King’s Champion and a leader of men. To come to this world, I had to win a tournament against the strongest of my own lands. Do you seek to question my prowess, headman?” My anger surged, and I clenched my fists tightly, tendons creaking. About the only thing holding me back was my years of training in diplomacy. I was in a strange land, and at least for now, I needed the goodwill of these people.

      Our eyes locked, and he was the one who turned away first. Rhianne put a gentle hand on my arm, and I felt a peaceful warmth that quelled much of my anger. Was this more magic?

      She gave me a faint smile and said, “Niall, he came through the portal and joined the fight naked. The first two ogres he downed, he wielded no weapons.”

      The headman’s eyes grew wide. “I’d scarce believe that from any other tongue. You say he drove off Ga’idra as well. Interesting.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the disbelief on his face.

      “Very well,” he said at last. “What is your name, Champion?”

      That was better. The man’s tone had become less confrontational. I still wasn’t sure about him, but my rising ire receded a bit. “I am Gharrik Anzar. Known to some as The Hammer. I come from the Kingdom of Urlik on the other side of the portal.”

      “Sir Gharrik Anzar, then. Be welcome in the village of Einin.” A faint, welcoming smile drifted over the headman’s face, although it didn’t quite reach his sharp eyes. “Rhianne will see to your needs until either a more permanent place is found for you, or you choose to set out on your own. Tomorrow, I would like to speak with you. Your experience and strength would be quite a boon to us.”

      I dipped my head to him. “Thank you, headman,” I said politely.

      If I read him right, he intended to use me. That was fine by me. At least he seemed to be fairly honest about it, and if the terms were fair, I had no issue. Einin would certainly be a better spot to learn about this world than a primitive camp in the woods. When he said nothing more, I glanced sidelong at Rhianne to see whether or not it was time to leave. It must have been because she smiled pleasantly at the older man and rose from the bench.

      As I followed suit, Niall watched us go, an unreadable expression falling over his face. I think that he didn’t expect me to notice, but I noticed everything.

      Outside, it was growing colder, and night had already fallen. “I have space by my fire,” Rhianne said warmly, and there was a smile on her lips that seemed to carry an implied invitation along with the spoken one. “It’s not far. I may even have some more clothes and furs that I can modify to fit you.”

      “You can answer my questions as well, and perhaps feed me.” I smirked as my stomach growled.

      She laughed and looked at me, eyes wide in surprise. “The Champion of Urlik needs to eat?! Unbelievable!”

      “Do not mock me, woman,” I growled, then laughed as well.

      While there was something about her that put me at ease, I still didn’t fully trust the headman. I was certain his strange look as we left had been one of ambition, and it made me wary. Ambitious men could be dangerous, especially when handed a weapon such as me.

      As we walked through the surprisingly clean and well-lit village, I wondered if they had magic to dispose of their offal, as well as to light their path. The place certainly didn’t stink like the frontier villages of Urlik.

      It wasn’t long before we reached Rhianne’s house. It appeared to me to be something of a shop as well, a two-story cabin, small, with shuttered windows and a sign over the door that was scribed with some of the runes that marked nearly everything in this place.

      She opened the door and led me into a darkened room. The night’s chill came in with us, and she quickly shut the door and moved towards a grey shadow that must have been her fireplace. Coals glowed faintly in its depths as she began to stir them to life with a poker.

      I leaned my axe against the doorframe and took a step closer, watching her silhouette add wood, then lean in to coax the coals into blazing life with her breath. In the light, I could see a table and a staircase, along with clumps of gathered vegetables and spices hanging from the low rafters. She motioned me over to a fur spread out on the wooden floor before the hearth and sat down upon it with a heavy sigh of relief.

      It was a cozy little house, not much different from the two-story home-shop combinations that many towns and cities had back home. The construction was a bit rough but solid, and I could pick out the ever-present runes that marked everything here. All in all, though, the feel was more of a peasant home than that of an artisan, but that could be because of the owner’s preferences more than her position.

      Rhianne looked up at me from where she sat on the fur. “I’ve got little food prepared, but I should be able to manage a stew or something,” she offered matter-of-factly.

      “Anything will be fine,” I told her. “Roots and greens even.” They weren’t much, but I’d lived for longer on much less. “I hope that your headman did you no wrong by forcing me on you.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that, I—”

      A knocking sounded at the door, and she rose to answer with a sigh. I settled down on the wooden floor before the hearth and watched, as Rhianne opened the door to a pair of village housewives in the doorway.

      “Our thanks to you and the outlander, Runemaster,” the left one said as she offered Rhianne a basket. “I know that many others have no cause to be grateful, but at least you brought my husband home to me.”

      Rhianne bowed her head. “Thank you.”

      “And from me as well.” The other woman held out a second basket, which Rhianne took awkwardly. The pair tried to crane their necks to peer past her. “Can we meet him?”

      My host looked back at me with a pleading look in her eyes. I rose and joined her at the door. “Thank you, goodwives,” I said with a smile. “Let it not be said that Einin is not generous.”

      The pair was shorter than Rhianne and looked up at me with wide eyes. “By all the gods, he’s a giant!” exclaimed one.

      “Oh, you’re a lucky one, you are!” the other said to Rhianne.

      “We won’t keep you! Good eve!”

      Once they’d gone, Rhianne laughed a bit and carried the baskets to the hearth. “The folk of Einin are quite generous, Sir Anzar.” I could hear a touch of pride in her voice as she emptied the baskets. They were laden with bread, cuts of cooked meat, sweet biscuits, a small wheel of hard cheese, and a bag of apples. Tucked in carefully with the rest of the food was a sealed and stoppered clay jug.

      “What’s this?” I asked, shaking the jug. Something sloshed within.

      Rhianne chuckled and shook her head in amusement. “Mikken’s wife fancies herself a distiller and brews a mean liquor from potato culls. I suppose she thinks this is a reward. I’m not so sure though. She may actually be trying to kill us.”

      I broke the seal and sniffed curiously. Immediately, my eyes began to water as the smell stung my nose. Gods, that was strong! “Would you believe me if I said I’ve had worse?”

      “Possibly. You are from another world, after all.” She shed her coat, laid out some bronze plates, and began setting out the food. “I hope the simple fare of our village pleases you, Sir Anzar.”

      Back home I’d sampled the finest foods of the known world and the roughest. Nothing appealed to me more than simple village fare.

      “This is like a lord’s feast to me,” I said. “And you may call me Gharrik. We’ve fought together.” This time I shot her what I thought was a reassuring smile. “Certainly, you’ve earned the right.”

      I thought her laugh sounded nervous, but she gave me a disarming smile. “Very well, Gharrik Anzar. Be welcome in my house.” Her tone had picked up a teasing quality, but I ignored it for the moment.

      I nodded to her. “Thank you.” I watched her load a plate with food before I asked, “So, why did you say you were called Shadow?”

      Rhianne pushed a plate over to me and shifted to sit cross-legged on the fur rug. “It is the name I use with the runes, my practice-name. No one in Einin will call me by it though.”

      “What is Rhianne then?” I took a bite of some fresh-baked bread, watching her. The bread was still warm and rich with flavor. There was fresh butter too.

      She caught my eye and smiled, then hid for a moment behind a wedge of cheese. “That’s my birth name.” Rhianne answered. “Runemasters have three names: a birth name, a working name, and a true name.”

      “Complicated,” I muttered. I didn’t understand how magic worked, but the ‘three names’ thing sounded a bit silly to me. Maybe there was a good reason though, or maybe it was some sort of tradition.

      She offered me a mug of water. I took it and drank, watching her eat for a moment. Despite wearing a man’s tunic of a rough-spun, undyed cloth, and the kilt everyone seemed to favor here, Rhianne was an attractive woman, built like the shieldmaidens I’d met in my time, somewhat lean of frame, but with ample womanly curves.

      “I was going to tell you about the runes, wasn’t I?” Her eyes met mine and lingered. A smile tugged at her lips as she slowly licked some butter and crumbs from her fingers with a sparkle in her eyes.

      “I would appreciate that.” I watched her movements appreciatively, feeling an unmistakable stirring as my mind wandered. Surely, she knew what she was doing. Few women performed an act that sensual without a goal in mind. “I should probably know at least as much as one of your average villagers.” It was hard to keep my focus in the face of her teasing, but there were things I had to know.

      She laughed lightly and tapped the side her nose with an index finger. “I suppose so. Do you have magic in your world?”

      “Not that I’ve experienced. Most things called magic are nothing more than tricks or illusions, if not downright lies. Now that I’ve seen arrows of fire, and lightning called down by a gesture from the sky, I’m willing to believe in it.” I took another drink of water, it was cool and faintly sweet. Maybe some berries had been crushed and soaked in it.

      She frowned thoughtfully and regarded me for a long moment. I was about to open my mouth when she said, “I will try to make this as simple as I can then. We have runes of action, runes of enhancement, and runes of target. In the case of the burning arrows, I used a rune of creation as the action, a rune of enhancement to bind the spell to the arrow, and a rune of target, fire.”

      “You created fire and bound it to the arrow?” This didn’t sound too complicated to me.

      She nodded encouragingly. “It’s not that hard in theory, but there are hundreds, if not thousands of runes, and words of command associated with each.”

      “Ah.” Maybe I had spoken too soon. “You know them all, then, as a master?”

      Rhianne shook her head and laughed. “Oh, no! I know less than a hundred, and I’m considered a master.” She smiled at me. “Some runes have been forgotten or lost, even ones that have been forbidden. A master of all runes would be a god.”

      “What about that axe?” I pointed to the ogre’s weapon by the door.

      She looked over at it and was silent for a minute or so as her eyes flicked back and forth, studying the carvings on the axe. Then she looked back at me and said, “Runes to create and bind strength and sharpness to the metal, and to allow it to cut through anything of lesser enchantment.”

      Rhianne popped another morsel of cheese in her mouth, chewed for a moment, then swallowed. “We enhance our walls, our door, even the palisade around our village with runes.” She lifted the jug of liquor and pointed to some scratches in the clay encircling its neck. “Even this clay jug has been enchanted against breaking.” By way of demonstration, she smacked it against the floor, and instead of shattering, it just bounced harmlessly.

      I nodded slowly. This would take some getting used to. A slow smile crept across my face. How strong would I be with a rune-carved hammer of steel in a world of bronze? A skilled man didn’t need any kind of crutch, but there was no dishonor or cowardice in properly arming oneself.

      Throughout my life, I had encountered too many warriors who wouldn’t use this weapon or that tactic because they saw it as giving an unfair advantage or something like that. I had no such qualms. The first goal of any fight was to survive, and the second was to win. Placing limitations on yourself did neither you, nor your opponent, any favors. “So, tell me more about yourself, Rhianna,” I said, eager to hear more about her and her magic. “How did you become the Runemaster here?”

      “It’s not so complicated really,” she said, and I found I quite liked the sound of her voice. “Once I finished my apprenticeship, I was sent to Einin. Their old Runemaster had died, and they needed a new one. So, I gathered my things, said my goodbyes—"

      “You’re nervous,” I interrupted her. I’d been thinking about it as she told her stories, and it had finally occurred to me. Something was making her uneasy.

      Rhianne paused and looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “I am?” Then she blinked at me and rubbed at the warpaint still smeared across her eyes.

      I nodded. “Like a squire awaiting his first battle. What’s wrong?” What had happened in the ruins weighed on her, but there was something more. Something that wasn’t sorrow or melancholy. While I had my suspicions, I figured it better to just ask.

      She shrugged and looked down at her hands, but I could see a faint smile on her lips. “You are very observant, Gharrik Anzar.”

      “I have to be.” I studied her. There was something about this woman, a depth, stillness, and melancholy like I’d rarely seen. Beyond that, she stirred my heart and my desire with her fierce beauty. A smirk touched my lips and I said, “I look at you, and I am intrigued.”

      Rhianne continued to gaze at her hands. “You don’t look at me with desire?” She laughed softly and raised her head, smirking playfully. “You’ve peaked my curiosity.”

      I let out a chuckle and reached for the jug of liquor. We’d opened it, and taken a few drinks of the tasteless, throat-burning stuff. It had grown on us after the first drink. I swigged a bit more and held it out to her. She took it, raised it to her lips, and did the same before setting the jug on the hearth and drying her lips on her sleeve. I couldn’t help but appreciate her every motion, and I certainly desired her. There was no denying that.

      “I never said that,” I protested, chuckling.

      She laughed again, joining me. “Fair enough.” Her eyes met mine. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a man in my house, Gharrik Anzar. At least not one just looking for me to carve a rune on something for him.”

      “I’m surprised you aren’t considered quite a prize here.” I shifted a bit and stretched out my legs. As I said that, though, I suspected I knew why. It was because she was willful and skilled, with an education that seemed to put many of the philosophers of my world to shame.

      She shook her head and chuckled wryly. “I can read and work runes. Hardly desirable qualities for a housewife. Besides, I’m not a very good cook.”

      I nodded slowly, not really sure of what to say. Rhianne was perfect, and I wanted her.

      When I reached for the jug again, she caught my hand and a comforting warmth spread from her touch. “Hospitality, in the house of an unmarried woman, means sharing her bed if you want.” Once again, her eyes found mine, and I felt a burst of elation.

      Did she feel the same thing? I searched her gaze in return. “Do you want that?” I asked, trying to hold back the excitement in my voice.

      An amused smile pulled at her lips, but her eyes were pensive. “I could be lying about our rules of hospitality.”

      Even if she was, I didn’t care. “Just to get me into your bed? You don’t need rules of hospitality for that.” I grinned back at her. “I’d certainly tell you yes if you asked.”

      Rhianne inhaled sharply and studied me. “Then, I’m asking, Gharrik Anzar. I want you.” She slowly wet her lips with her tongue. “It’s been far too long since I’ve been with a man, and never one like you.” She rose gracefully to her feet. “Upstairs.” Her voice was husky with need.

      My own body echoed what I felt from here. I could barely contain my own arousal as I stood and followed her, barely resisting to urge to just catch her and throw her down before the fireplace.

      There was a chill in the air, untouched by the fire downstairs as she stopped beside her bed and turned to me. Her eyes seemed to glow in the faint light as I went to her, my blood roaring in my veins.

      No words needed to be said. I took Rhianne in my arms and kissed her. Rhianne returned it eagerly. Her soft lips parted against mine so our tongues could dance together. We helped each other undress quickly in the cold and burrowed beneath the furs to continue our explorations. She was strong and athletic, with all the right curves and firm, rose-tipped breasts. In experience, she matched the tavern wenches. In enthusiasm, the princesses.

      Her stamina, though, was the stuff of legend, and when we finally fell into sleep together, I was beyond pleased to find a partner who could match or maybe even best me under the right conditions. Perhaps not all the challenges I sought needed to be ones of mortal combat or military might.
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      The pale light of dawn was creeping through cracks in the shutters over the bed as I squirmed free of Rhianne’s sleeping embrace to go relieve myself. I’d discovered last night that the very chamber pots of Einin were enchanted to somehow clean themselves.

      As I finished and started back to bed, someone pounded on the door downstairs. “Runemaster!” called a faint voice.

      “Damn …” I heard her mutter, then the pile of furs shook like a live thing as she wriggled her way out of the warm nest. She tromped downstairs in bare feet after wrapping herself in one of the bed furs.

      I drifted over near the stairs and listened as the door opened.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “I’m sorry, Runemaster.” The voice sounded young. One of the guards? “Headman Niall sends for you and the foreigner. He would share his morning table.”

      Her sigh was audible even upstairs. “We have only just awoken. Tell him we’ll join him in half a watch.”

      So, they used watches as a measure of time here as well. Interesting. It was nice to at least have some parallels.

      “Of course, Runemaster—” She closed the door before he could apologize again and came grumbling back up the stairs.

      I was sitting on the bed, waiting for her. “What was that all about?”

      “The headman wants us to meet him for morning meal. He doesn’t usually do that unless it’s something important.” She shucked the fur and threw it onto the bed in a crumpled heap. “I had hoped to get you some new clothes today, but—”

      I reached out and pulled her into my lap, stopping her grumbling with a kiss. “We make do,” I told her. “The furs and kilt are fine.” They were too, though I’d need to see about commissioning some armor eventually.

      She nodded and ran her fingers through my beard. It was getting a bit long, and I wondered if bronze made for a good razor. “I had other ideas as well.” She slipped her arms around my neck and pressed her naked breasts against my chest as she kissed me.

      “The same ones as me, I think,” I said when she pulled back, breathless. Another kiss followed, then I let her up. Much more of that and neither of us would make it to the headman’s breakfast. What was it about this woman? I just couldn’t get enough of her!

      We dressed quickly. This time, Rhianne wore leather trousers, a tunic, furred moccasins and a patchwork robe of hides. I donned the kilt, then sat on the bed as she quickly bound my feet up in hides and threw an oversized fur cloak around me.

      “There, you look like a Weg.” She grinned at me, that playful sparkle in her eyes.

      “What’s a Weg?”

      “Mountain men. Barbarians really. I hear that they breed with ogres.” She laughed.

      I started down the stairs ahead of her. “Does that make you an ogre then?” I asked, straight-faced.

      Rhianne gasped, then choked with laughter. “Damn you, Gharrik Anzar!”

      I hefted the bronze axe as we left her house, resting it on my shoulder. She carried her rune-carved staff.

      She took the lead, and I followed, watching the sway of the robe and remembering the firm swell of her backside. I had quite the welcome to this world in more ways than one

      The headman did not take his morning meal in the town hall. Rhianne led me to a large house near the village center instead, strode through the open gate, and pounded on the door. I couldn’t help but chuckle. She seemed more cross about the interruption than I was. Not that I wasn’t annoyed too. A nice morning in bed with an eager partner was rare, even for me.

      As I joined her on the stoop, I could smell fried pork and eggs, along with other enticing aromas that made my stomach growl. She gave me a sidelong look, just as the door opened. A middle-aged woman in a simple, woolen dress, her iron-gray hair done up in a tight bun, regarded us with bright blue eyes that sparkled in a rosy face.

      “Welcome! Welcome!” she exclaimed. “Dear Rhianne, I’m so glad to see you! Is this the hero you met at the portal? Oh, my!” Her voice rang with genuine delight.

      “Gharrik Anzar, milady.” I bowed politely. “And you are?”

      She fanned herself with a plump hand. “I’m Grania, sir, the headman’s wife.”

      I bowed politely. “A pleasure,” I said with a smile.

      From within, Niall bellowed, “Don’t keep them on the stoop, woman! Bring them in!”

      “Oh, dear,” she stepped aside. “I’m so sorry. Come in, come in.”

      Rhianne smiled and entered, and I followed her into a warm, well-lit foyer, decorated with all sorts of carvings and paintings and other knickknacks. Grania bustled us into a cozy room with a table set for six. Niall sat at the head, and on his right was an older man with a heavily lined face and a completely bald head. His green eyes were pale like grass in the summertime and sunken into his sharp-featured face.

      Grania indicated our seats, and we joined the table. Niall focused on me. “Sir Anzar, this is Caleb, the captain of our guard.” His tone was friendly, but his eyes still seemed to carry that sense of wary calculation I’d noticed yesterday.

      I nodded to the man, and he returned it. His face didn’t seem capable of anything more than a scowl. There were plenty of men like that. Some took life too seriously, while some had seen so much of the world’s darkness that they wore a perpetual look of sadness and anger. I wondered what kind of man the captain was. I supposed I’d find out.

      Platters of eggs, ham, fried potatoes, leeks, and some kind of dark sausage were placed before us, along with a pitcher of what turned out to be freshly squeezed lemon juice mixed with water and sugar. I was taken aback by that. Sugar was extremely rare and expensive in Urlik. How was it that a frontier village like Einin could have such a treat?

      We tucked into the meal, and the locals all talked while I listened. I was kind of surprised that I found I liked the drink that Grania had mixed, and she was an amazing cook. Not even King Lucan’s kitchen could have rivaled that breakfast.

      As for the people, they couldn’t have been more different. Rhianne listened and spoke occasionally but stayed out of the gossip Grania rattled away about. The headman’s wife was a skilled cook but seemed to be a rather scatterbrained busybody. She dominated most of the conversation until we were finished eating. Caleb and Niall contributed little, though they seemed cut from similar cloth.

      Once we were done and the dishes cleared away, Niall looked to Caleb, his tone grave as he commanded, “Tell them what you told me.”

      The captain nodded, his scowl never changing. “After your return last evening, I sent out some men with fast horses to scout nearby and to watch the woods. One returned in the early hours, saying that they saw fires in the distance to the east and movement in the forest. He switched off with another, and she rode out about an hour after he reported to me. Something is happening, and I don’t know if it has anything to do with you or not.” Caleb fixed me with his gaze as he spoke this last bit. His pale eyes carried a look of accusation or maybe just concern. It was hard to read the man.

      I nodded slowly. “I would have to see the movements myself before offering an opinion. Perhaps it’s nothing more than Wegs.” I smirked faintly. “Or ogres too cowardly to leave their forests.”

      Rhianne frowned and her brow furrowed at my words, but she said nothing. I wasn’t mock what she’d said earlier, only making an attempt to lighten the mood.

      “I doubt it’s that simple,” the headman said drily, resting his folded hands on the table. He seemed to be weighing everything that had been said. “Though if you wish to go and have your own look, I can certainly arrange that.”

      “Was there any sign of Ga’idra?” Rhianne asked.

      Grania, who was standing behind Niall, made a sudden quick warding gesture with her fingers. Something like a devil-ward back home, it certainly looked similar. This Ga’idra was something more than just a war leader who could use magic. She had to be some sort of boogeyman figure, too. I needed to remember to ask Rhianne more about her.

      “The scout didn’t say,” Caleb reported.

      If I volunteered to check things out and could convince Rhianne to guide me, I could both demonstrate my willingness to help the village and learn a bit more of the surrounding area. Besides, I had experience that these people lacked. I turned to Niall and said seriously, “Headman, I’d like to look myself. If it is trouble, maybe I can do something about it or draw it off from Einin.”

      “Wait! Are you seriously proposing that?” Rhianne twisted in her chair to stare at me. A myriad of emotions danced across her face: concern, frustration, surprise. She wore her feelings like a badge of honor.

      I held up my hand placatingly. “I’m not foolish, Rhianne. I’d like your help. Magic, this countryside, even the enemy that could be out there, are all unfamiliar things for me.”

      She frowned still but appeared satisfied by that. I truly did want her help. She was certainly capable and good company as well.

      “I’m not sure I can allow our Runemaster to go into danger,” the headman said slowly. “Surely there is another way.”

      Rhianne shook her head, worry evident on her features, along with no small amount of anger. “No,” she said firmly. “There’s no one else that can match Ga’idra’s magic.”

      Grania fluttered her hands and looked around the room, her eyes wide almost comical concern. Niall frowned worriedly while Caleb’s own scowl deepened. He glared at Rhianne as he said, “And there is nothing in your decision that has anything to do with this stranger in your house, likely in your—”

      “I would watch your tongue, Caleb,” I interjected, pitching my voice low as I stared right through him. “Since I expect you wish to live to see the sunset.”

      “Peace,” Niall said quietly, raising a hand. He was definitely a man accustomed to being obeyed. Why was he here on what I assumed to be the frontier?

      The guard captain stilled and turned away from my gaze. “I meant no insult,” Caleb said reluctantly, still not looking at me. He sounded almost petulant. This might be another man to watch.

      “I do not like this.” The headman looked to Rhianne, eyes narrowed. His voice carried a grave weight as he pronounced, “However, if you will renew your works and swear to return to us, then I can let you go.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she sighed. “I will, and I swear that Einin will not be without a Runemaster.”

      Niall was silent for a minute, then nodded. “Acceptable.”

      There was something else I could do, especially if we weren’t to leave immediately. “I am well-versed in war, headman. Perhaps I may be able to help with Einin’s defenses.” I focused my attention on the headman. If my knowledge would give these people more of a fighting chance against their enemies, they might be less likely to try to restrict my movements. Not that they could, but I didn’t want to fight them. Especially since I didn’t want to force Rhianne to choose sides.

      “What do you have in mind, Sir Anzar?” If nothing else, the man was unfailingly polite.

      “Improvements to weapons, mostly. A few siege weapons that are easy enough to construct. Perhaps a few other suggestions.”

      I could see Caleb chewing this over from the corner of my eye. He looked like he’d swallowed a rat. “Surely you don’t think war will come to Einin,” the captain finally spoke.

      “It pays to be ready for anything,” Rhianne said, and I nodded.

      “Indeed,” Niall studied her for a long moment, then turned to me. “Speak with our builders and our blacksmith. You can demonstrate your ideas to Caleb.”

      “Yes, sir.” I nodded to the headman. “Should trouble come this way, I swear to lend my strength to the defense of Einin, in return for the hospitality you’ve shown me.” It was a fair oath. The village would be as good a place as any to begin my quest for challenges, and if Ga’idra sought revenge for her defeat at my hands, I would give her an easy target.

      “Excellent.” He picked up his mug and raised it to Rhianne and me with a faint smirk. “You will be informed if anything changes. When do you wish to leave?”

      She looked at me, and I shrugged, thinking. “I need a day to check and replenish the runes and wardings, then a day to recover. Day after tomorrow, dawn?”

      The headman nodded. “So be it, then.”

      Taking that as a dismissal, I stood and bowed. “Thank you for your hospitality, headman Niall.” I still didn’t know how to take the man. He was playing some sort of game, but he did honestly seem to care about the people under his leadership. Perhaps I’d misjudged him, but time would tell.

      Rhianne followed suit a moment later. “Grania is quite an excellent cook.”

      “Ah,” sighed the headman. “Don’t I know it.” He waved us off, turning to speak to Caleb as we left.

      We were halfway back to Rhianne’s house when she said, “I’m worried.”

      “About what?” I was already distracting myself with thoughts of fortifications and battle, despite feeling like there was an arrow aimed between my shoulder blades.

      “Something feels off, but I can’t put my finger on it.” She pursed her lips and gazed off at the nearby rooftops. “It’s like some god’s attention has turned our way and is watching.” I’d never seen a god in all my years, but since this world had magic, perhaps the prattle of their priests had real meaning. “Be wary.”

      “I will be.” I shifted the giant axe to rest more comfortably on my shoulder. “Could you introduce me to the blacksmith and some builders?”

      Rhianne smiled. “Certainly.”
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      Rhianne and I paused at the gate to the smithy’s work yard. I wasn’t sure what was going on in her head as she bit her lower lip and studied me. Then she laughed softly and stepped in to press her body against mine. I took her in my arms, and we kissed, then she slid her cheek along mine to whisper in my ear, her breath hot against my skin. “You’ll likely meet Moira, and she’s a bold one, too.” Her teeth found my earlobe and nipped softly. “I suspect you two will find much in common.”

      I tensed and shivered, a surge of desire going through me. “Damn it, woman,” I growled, dropping one of my hands to her firm bottom to give it a squeeze.

      She laughed again. “You don’t need to worry about me, Gharrik Anzar.” Rhianne grinned, her eyes smoldering. “And don’t feel bad should Moira fancy you. I’m far from the jealous type.”

      The playful smirk on her lips and the look in her eyes promised interesting things to come. She wriggled her body against me enticingly and teased, “Ready to meet the blacksmith?”

      “I’d rather drag you off to his storage shed,” I replied lustily.

      “Hmm …” Rhianne laughed and pushed me away, glancing down for a long moment at my kilt. “There’ll be time for that later, my hammer.”

      Calming down was about the last thing I wanted to do at that moment, but I closed my eyes and took a deep breath of the chill morning air, taking in the hot-metal scent of the smithy and listening to the sounds of the village coming to life. Once my blood had cooled a bit, I opened my eyes and nodded to her.

      “There better be,” I told her, half-seriously. “I’m not one for broken promises.”

      Her eyes raked over me and she smiled. “Good. Neither am I.”

      She opened the gate and entered the yard beyond. I followed, taking in the layout of the place. It was mostly open space with three furnaces, several water-filled troughs, and a set of differently-sized anvils, all but one of which was stone. A bit primitive compared to what I was used to but still workable.

      We found the blacksmith inspecting a crate of copper ore. “Hello, Fergus!” Rhianne called.

      The smith, a barrel-chested man with a thick, black beard and a shiny, bald head, looked up from his task and regarded her a moment. “Rhianne,” he rumbled.

      “Good to see you too,” she laughed and walked up to him. “I wanted to introduce you to Sir Gharrik Anzar. He’s from the portal.”

      Fergus grunted as I walked over and offered my hand. He gripped my forearm, and we each gave the other a little test of strength as expected. Neither of us flinched or pulled away, and the smith nodded to me once we released each other. “Caleb told me you might be coming by.”

      Rhianne had watched us with a bemused expression on her face. “Now that I’ve done my part, it’s up to the two of you.” With a laugh, she turned and then called back over her shoulder, “I’ll leave you to it. I need to do my job.”

      I watched her walk off, hood back, her hair shining in the sunlight. Fortune had smiled on me when I met her at the ruins, of that I was sure.

      He looked me up and down, scowling, then asked gruffly, “Know your way around a forge?”

      I nodded. “Some. Do you work with iron?”

      “A little. We get it from river rocks, and sometimes Weg traders will bring some through. Usually, we just send it on. There’s a lot in the hills.” He motioned me over to a large wooden bin and indicated the pile of ore. “Copper and tin, though, we have barely enough of.”

      A scarcity of the materials used for bronze definitely opened up the possibility that he’d be interested in steel, especially with iron-rich hills.

      “Charcoal?” I asked. “Chopped up fine?”

      “Of course! Do you think I’m daft?” He snorted and crossed his arms, his bright blue eyes glaring from under his heavy black brows.

      I did the same and gave him an appraising look. This was a man well-versed in his craft. That I could tell from his work and the order of his smithy, his heavily muscled arms, and his heavily callused hands. I’d need to set this hook carefully.

      “What if I told you” - I turned and gazed thoughtfully into the bin of iron ore - “that I knew a way to turn that ore into a metal stronger than bronze?”

      He was silent for a moment, and I could see his eyes flicker from the iron to me and back. “It’s done where you’re from, isn’t it?”

      I nodded. The air was thick with the smell of hot metal and burning wood, and it reminded me of my time before I became a soldier, working my apprenticeship under a man much like Fergus. “We don’t have magic, so our tools and our weapons had to advance. I can show you if you’d like.”

      “What do you want in return?” He looked up at me, eyes narrowed. “Never met anyone giving something away for free.”

      “Once you get a good batch, I need a weapon forged.” I met his gaze. “A hammer. If you’ve got some charcoal sticks and any kind of hide or paper, I’ll sketch it out for you.”

      “Made of this metal you can show me how to smelt?”

      “Yes. The hammer I left behind, I forged it myself. This one I’ll be trusting to you.” I folded my arms over my chest and gave the smith a level look. “What do you think?”

      He scowled behind his beard, then reached up and rubbed his head with a scarred, callused hand. “Show me. I’ll forge your hammer.” The smith’s eyes lit up and I could see his mind working behind his eyes.

      I didn’t want much for what I was offering, and I’m pretty sure Fergus knew it, but if it got me what I wanted, and ingratiated me a bit with the smith, it was worth it. With a broad grin, I straightened and said, “All right then, Fergus, show me around.”

      The blacksmith nodded and motioned me deeper into his smithy. He had several large clay furnaces, one of which was currently going. Fergus’s journeyman was overseeing the mixing and pouring of a batch of bronze. We stopped and watched for a bit.

      “What does a village this size need such a large smithy for?” I asked, curious.

      Fergus looked sharply at me, and I could see him weigh the question for a moment before relaxing a bit. “A lot of ore actually collects in the bend of the river, so we drag out the rocks and smelt them down, then either trade the bars or finished goods.”

      “It wouldn’t have anything to do with demand for your own work, would it?” I’d been studying Fergus’s work since I had stepped into the smithy. The man was a master smith if I’d ever seen one.

      He chuckled. “Perhaps a little.” The man ducked his head and led me over to one of the cold furnaces. “Will this serve?”

      I examined it closely, checked the spouts and the bellows. “It should.” I rapped the stack with my knuckles.

      Fergus watched me with a bemused expression while I inspected the cold furnace.

      It looked like every other furnace I’d worked with, a well-used structure of fired clay bricks, sealed and smooth on the inside. “This should work,” I told him. “Ready to start?”

      A grin split his bearded face. “Definitely. What do you need?”

      “Fill it with charcoal and let it heat up first,” I said. “We’ll need to keep the bellows going through the process.”

      “Right. Once my boys are done, I’ll get them on the bellows.” He looked over to the three younger fellows working at their respective furnaces. “I’ll introduce you too.”

      Fergus indicated a wheeled wagon filled with fine-chopped charcoal and I pulled it over to the furnace we planned to use. Stripping to the waist, I donned a spare leather apron. This was going to be hot work once the fire was going. Working together, we loaded the stack, shovelful by shovelful.

      “Once it burns down to about here …” I indicated a spot on the outside of the stack. “We add a layer of iron, then top it with a layer of charcoal, and keep doing that as it burns down.”

      “Then we pull out the slag and make sure nothing gets stopped up? It’s not that different from iron or bronze.” Fergus grinned at me through his beard and pointed to the bellows. “Work that, Gharrik, until I get this thing a-burning.”

      I grinned back and pulled on a pair of gloves before moving to the bellows while he lit the charcoal with a torch. Slowly, I started working them, feeding air to the hungry flames. Once he was sure the fuel had caught, the blacksmith went to the other set of bellows, and we started pumping them together.

      “So,” the smith yelled over the roar of the furnace as we worked, “what’s the difference in working this ‘steel’?”

      “First off,” I called back, “it’s hammered, not cast, although I have known some smiths to cast blanks. There are a few other techniques for working with it that I can show you, but I’m far from being a master smith.”

      Fergus snorted. “I guessed that. You work like a journeyman, and I’d trust you for solid, basic work.”

      “That’s good to know.” I laughed, and for a while, we worked in silence, the rhythm of the bellows and the roar of the fire lulling me into a calm that I hadn’t felt in years.

      I missed the forge. Sure, it was hot, hard work, but so was fighting. The hate I’d felt all those years ago when I fled my apprenticeship to join Lucan’s growing revolt was distant now. What had I been thinking? I’d gone, years later, and forged my old steel hammer myself, blackening the metal using a technique I’d picked up from an old traveler.

      I loved to work. My body was honed and strengthened by practice and motion. I was fast, immensely strong, and had scars that proved how hard I was to kill. There was always something about the act of creation though. Whether hammering steel, weaving grasses into a rope, or shaping wood and stone, I could find a sort of peace and hold my center for a time. It could never last though. The call of violence always reached me in the end.

      The day wore on. Heat from the furnace had raised a sweat on us both and reddened our skin a bit, but the fire roared, the charcoal nearing the spot I’d indicated earlier. Fergus’s assistants had finished with their work and were setting aside the still-cooling bars of metal they had smelted.

      “Bryan!” bellowed Fergus. “I need you and the apprentices, now!” What the smith needed, he got, and quickly. The three boys hurried over. “Take the bellows,” Fergus growled, stepping aside to allow one of the apprentices in. The other came to me, and I did the same.

      The apprentice smiths were burly lads in their teens, I figured. One was brown-haired, the other blond, and they carried that surly air of all apprentices everywhere when they believed they should be given a break.

      “Ah, better,” Fergus said, flexing his arms. He rolled his neck and then motioned the journeyman, Bryan, over. “Gharrik Anzar, this is my journeyman. I’m figuring in a year he’ll be good enough to set out on his own.”

      Bryan beamed through the sweat and ash that covered his features and held out his right hand to me. He was a lean framed young man, with bright blue eyes and brown hair cropped close to his skull. We clasped hands, and he said, “Nice to meet you, sir.” Then he looked to Fergus. “The bars are done, master. What do you need now?”

      “Gharrik here is showing me a technique for making something he calls steel. Bring over the iron ore, and we’ll get you involved, too.”

      I checked the level of the charcoal while Bryan retrieved the cart of ore. When he got back, we started adding it to the stack. I laid down a shovelful of iron, then Fergus covered it with charcoal, then I added another layer of iron.

      We kept this up as the apprentices, Aven and Will, pumped rhythmically at the bellows. When we’d topped off the stack again, we stopped, and I said, “We can swap out on the bellows. It’ll probably take most of the rest of the day to get a good bloom. After that, you can try working with it.”

      Fergus nodded and peered into one of the openings the base of the furnace, then poked a rake in and scraped out some glowing slag. “Looks like we’re getting somewhere.”

      I nodded. “Keeping the iron hot and using the charcoal like we did helps to strengthen it, as does the hammering and tempering when you’re making a blade or whatever. I’d suggest working a blood groove into any blade you forge, too. That will make it even stronger.”

      “Will it take runes?” Fergus asked.

      “I think so. We’ll find out, I suppose.” I grinned, relishing the idea of a rune-worked hammer. “It seems like you can put runes on just about anything.”

      He nodded. “True. As long as the worker can draw the rune into whatever she’s working on—”

      “Fergus!” bellowed a familiar voice from the front of the smithy.

      The smith grumbled. “Blast. Caleb’s here to steal you away already.”

      So soon? I chuckled wryly as the burly man stomped off to meet the guard captain, then crouched down to check the bloom in the furnace. Using the rake, I pulled out some more slag. Unless I missed my guess, this would be more than enough steel for my hammer, and a few other blades besides. As Fergus had said, Einin had a better supply of iron ore than they did copper and tin.

      With a nod to Bryan and the apprentices, I dusted off my hands and made for the front of the smithy, where I could hear Fergus loudly talking with Caleb.

      They went quiet as I came up, and Caleb turned to me. “Sir Anzar,” he said formally. “I would like to hear what you have to say.” Something must have changed in my face because he followed that with, “I have heard tales of your prowess and your courage from the survivors of the ogre attack. I may have misjudged you.”

      I held up a hand to stop him. “No more, Captain. There’s no apology needed for mistrusting a strange man.” The sour look on his face changed to gratitude. “Well said.”

      “I want to show you what Gharrik here has demonstrated,” Fergus said. “Come.” Without waiting for an answer, the smith stumped off back into the smithy, heading for the furnaces.

      Caleb sighed and started walking after him. “Well, you seem to have made a good impression on our smith.”

      “I’m good with people,” I said with a smile. It wasn’t so much a gift as a product of my training by the king and his previous champion. The task hadn’t been an easy one, as I was a stubborn, sullen student. In the end, though, I’d come around and started walking the path I was on now.

      He barked a laugh, then scowled. “Once we’re done here I would like to know your thoughts on our defenses. If Ga’idra and her ogres come in mass, we have little hope to protect the village as things stand. Rhianne’s strong, but numbers can overwhelm her.”

      Fergus knelt down and pointed into the furnace as I arrived with Caleb. “This is a way of turning iron into something Gharrik calls ‘steel’. It’s supposed to be stronger than bronze, and since we’ve got a much readier supply of it, I think using this technique will put us in a much better position to arm our village.”

      Caleb nodded, giving the glowing bloom a cursory glance. “The hills are rich in iron, it’s true, and we dredge a fair bit from the river’s bend, so yes, this will be good for Einin.” He looked up at me. “Hopefully this works as well as you say.”

      “I’m sure that Fergus can take what I told him and make it even better.” I grinned and regarded them both. The smith was definitely good enough, and he had a quick mind. He was probably even better than the master who’d trained me. Certainly, he’d be able to take what I’d shown him and move forward with it.

      The smith preened. “Once I get a better idea of how it works, I just might.” He seemed to be immensely pleased with himself.

      Caleb nodded. “Well, can you handle this for now? I want to borrow Sir Anzar for a bit.”

      “Certainly,” said Fergus, then looked at me. “Should we keep adding to it?”

      “If you want. You know how to layer it now.” I shrugged. “I guess it depends on how much you want to make.”

      “Bryan! Bring over the other wagon of ore!”
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      “So, you think you can keep Einin safe?” Caleb grumbled at me as we left the smithy. I had thrown my cloak about my shoulders but was still bare-chested. Several women and the occasional man stared as we walked towards the palisade. “Ga’idra will return, and each time she gets stronger. Rhianne has been able to drive her off so far but not kill her.”

      “There is always a way to defeat any foe,” I quoted.

      We started walking towards the gate. “Pretty words,” Caleb grumbled.

      “But true.” I stopped and pointed back at the smithy. “I was an apprentice smith before I became a soldier, and I served for many years before I became a champion. Now, I don’t know of any man who can defeat me.”

      “Yet there is always a way to defeat any foe,” he quoted back at me. Was that a note of humor in Caleb’s dry voice?

      I gave him a sharp look and barked a laugh. “Ha! Indeed.” He looked a bit more at ease as we turned back towards the gate.

      “Sometimes I think we are safe only because of Rhianne,” he said quietly. “Yet even she can fail. Ten of our hunters died in the ruins despite her. All would have died were it not for you.”

      “I was King’s Champion, Captain. I did what I must.” The saying came to me like a rote. Hells, I was proud of my position, but it had become more duty than joy in the past couple of years.

      “Maybe, sir, but you seem to be far from that country and that king.” He gazed shrewdly at me. “What drives you now?”

      I hadn’t really paused to consider this, outside of my quest for greater challenges. Helping these people in their fight was something, but it wasn’t everything. I gave him a thoughtful look. “There were no challenges left for me back home. Sure, I could have retired and enjoyed my position, with all its perks.” I thought briefly of the princesses and the memorable night they’d given me. “But that would be like dying for me, Caleb, and I’m not ready to die. Not yet.”

      Caleb nodded and led me to the gate. “I’m not either,” he said and pointed, changing the subject. “Rhianne has reinforced our gate and protected our village with the runes she knows. Without the help of outside magic, the ogres and the Weg would never be able to break through.”

      “Useful,” I observed. If we had had this magic back home for the castle walls, for the doors and windows, how would everything have changed?

      He nodded. “It is, but with Ga’idra, the ogres have the magic they need.” Caleb started walking again. “How can we fight an army that has a Runemaster? Even with one of our own, we are less than three-hundred, and perhaps half of those are able to fight.”

      The thought came to me as matter-of-factly as any other challenge set before me. “If I killed Ga’idra, would the ogres rout?”

      Caleb froze and looked at me. “Kill Ga’idra? I don’t think it can be done.”

      I smiled inwardly. “Never tell me that something can’t be done, Caleb. It makes me want to prove you wrong. What is she? Why do you fear her? Why do the ogres follow her?”

      We stood in the shadow of the gate, and he spoke in hushed tones. “Ga’idra came a few years back, an orc bandit queen in iron armor who could wield runes like a master. Tell me, Gharrik Anzar, are there orcs where you come from?”

      “What are orcs?” That was a word I didn’t know. Were they some tribe like the Weg?

      Caleb nodded his head. “They aren’t human, to begin with. The men are as tall as you but broader, with green skin and tusks like wild boars. They are savages, and they dwell beneath those mountains.” He pointed off to the north. “They come out to raid and plunder, usually fighting with the Weg, but sometimes, a raiding party reaches Einin. They pillage a farm or two, sometimes a mining stead, then leave. Until Ga’idra, we had never seen one of their women.”

      So Ga’idra wasn’t even human, nor were these orcs. They seemed far different than the ogres, and with a raiding culture, they probably knew how to fight instead of just using size and strength to cow lesser foes. I wanted to know more, but I wouldn’t get much done if I kept asking questions. I put the orcs in the back of my thoughts and tried to focus on more pressing business.

      I remembered seeing some buildings in the distance, past Einin to the north and east. Those must be the farms, although most of the village seemed to subsist off of box gardens, chickens, and goats. There was hunting, too, and likely trade. They did have flour though. Maybe they traded for it? The waterwheel I’d seen when we first approached the village ran a saw instead of a grinding stone, so I wasn’t sure.

      Rubbing his face, Caleb’s frown grew as he continued. “Where they pillaged, she burned. Rhianne had been our Runemaster but a year when Ga’idra came to Einin. She acquitted herself well in that fight, and the orcs were forced to retreat. While we had a reprieve, we were able to send a runner to Ashen Hall and requested the Earl send help. He led a force of soldiers personally, slaughtering Ga’idra’s raiders, but she managed to escape and flee into the forest. Since then, she’s appeared occasionally, but only within the tree line and always accompanied by forest ogres.”

      That reminded me of a question I’d considered earlier. “Why do ogres fear to leave the forest?”

      “Earl Ashen set a bounty on their heads and sends heavy patrols to keep the roads clear. If even a single ogre leaves the forest, the Earl raises a hunting party and marches one day in and one day out of the border of the woods, killing every ogre they find.” Caleb looked up at me, scowling as he always did. “Does that answer you, Sir Anzar?”

      “Mostly. Have you sent word to this Earl of the attack in the ruins?” I turned and studied the palisade, noting the runes carved into the wood.

      “A messenger went out this morning, right after our scouts sent word of fires to the north and movement in the forest. A hard ride will reach the Earl’s hall by nightfall, but it will be a few days before any troops arrive.”

      “Rhianne told me that she thought the ogres feared the open sky.” The day was warming up a bit, especially out here in the sun.

      “Might be true now. Ashen likes having his runemaster drop lightning and fire on them from the sky, then a rain of arrows. Likes his overkill, that one.” The guard captain crossed his arms. “The Earl started his ogre hunting a few years before Rhianne came.”

      I nodded thoughtfully, those thoughts turning towards what would be the best things to arm these people with that could be made quickly. Traps? Maybe some small catapults? “Could you show me what you have for raw materials, Captain? I’ll show you a few simple things to build up your defenses and teach you the designs of a few others. I don’t want to set you on something that will take too long to build.”

      “Right,” he grunted. “Follow me.” He set off back the way we’d come.

      “How did you come here, Caleb?” I asked as we walked. “I’ve met frontier guard captains before, and you’re a cut above.”

      I think maybe he smiled. “I served in the King’s army until I retired to the frontier, accepting a land grant for a farm near Einin. Headman Niall was looking for a man to organize the village militia, and I fit the bill. It’s not something I would have chosen for myself, but I was a good fit.”

      I nodded. This would certainly be easier since the man had been a soldier. There was a certain lingo that we tended to drop into amongst ourselves, ways of referring to things and other sorts of assumed knowledge. “We can speak the same language then.”

      Caleb barked a quick laugh. “Aye.”

      He turned away and began telling me about the layout of the village and the walls and other fortifications. I listened and watched intently, drifting along in his wake.

      “It’s mostly infantry you have to deal with, right?” I asked as we toured the palisade and the small watchtowers built along it.

      Caleb snorted. “Ogres are a bit more like siege engines but close enough.”

      “How does the palisade hold them then? What do the runes do?” I walked up and rapped my knuckles on one of the spike-topped logs. It felt like rough wood, but I could see the runes inscribed in it on the village side.

      He nodded. “Rhianne’s work. We’ve got a lot more wood than stone. She makes the logs stronger, and bonds them with the earth to make them harder to knock down.”

      That made sense. I thought for a bit, considering the various weapons I knew. Something fairly simple to make, probably wood, and easy to use. I finally settled on something and asked, “Are you familiar with crossbows and catapults?”

      “Catapults, yes. What’s a crossbow?” He gave me a doubtful look.

      “I’d say it’s like a small ballista, but I’m not sure you know what that is either.” I huffed. This was one of the instances where the differences between our worlds were most obvious. “I know the basics of building siege engines.”

      “Catapults are a bit large. Not too useful, really.” He shrugged and started walking again.

      I paced along beside him. “True,” I said slowly. “But I’ve worked with small designs, and I can show you some designs for crossbows and ballistae.”

      “All right.” He led me to the guardhouse and had some paper and charcoal brought. “Impress me.” Caleb smirked and sat down across from me.

      “If that’s really what you want,” I told him with a dry chuckle.

      My drawing skills weren’t great, but I was able to convey my ideas. The first thing I showed him was the crossbow and ballista, and he sent for the town bowyer almost immediately, intrigued by the idea of a stronger, harder-hitting weapon that could be used by almost anyone.

      The bowyer, Moira, a lean, muscular woman with a sun-creased face and faded copper hair studied the designs with pale green eyes. This had to be the person Rhianne had mentioned earlier. I couldn’t imagine a village this size having two people with such a distinctive name, or this woman having the characteristics the Runemaster had warned me of. I wasn’t so sure it was a warning either. Was it a suggestion?

      Moira caught her lower lip in her teeth and chewed on it for a moment, eyes narrowed in thought, her interest growing as she looked over the plans. “How does it fire?” she asked, finally, looking up at me. “How do you load it?”

      I indicated the trigger and the groove. “The arrow sits in the groove after you’ve pulled the string back and held it with that hook. When you pull the trigger, it releases the string and fires the arrow. It’s slower to load and shoot than a bow, but it can punch cleanly through armor.”

      “How does it do that?” Moira asked, tilting her head curiously. She was full of questions, but they were good ones. They told me that she was someone who’d mastered her craft, now excited to learn that there was a whole next level beyond.

      “You can use a much stronger bow than an archer could draw and hold, and the arrows are different. We call them ‘bolts’, and they’re shorter and thicker than normal arrows, perhaps half the length and twice the girth.” I looked up and found her smirking faintly.

      “So, the short, girthy shaft is more likely to penetrate … armor when driven by a particularly strong … bow,” she said blandly. “Interesting.” There was a spark of mischief in her eyes that undercut to her serious expression, and I could feel her eyes roaming over me. What in the hells had I gotten myself into?

      I blinked, then chuckled in amusement. “Definitely.”

      Caleb coughed behind his hand. “Do you think you two can put one of those crossbows together before dark?” He looked up at the sky. We have three or four watches by my reckoning.

      “I’m sure I can handle strong bows and girthy shafts,” Moira said with a shrug, her lips still carrying a quirky smile. “We can try.”

      I had to re-evaluate my first impression of the lean-framed bowyer. Like Rhianne, Moira seemed to be quite vital and sharp-witted. I nodded. “I think so.”

      “I’d like to see it before day’s end, then.” Caleb gave a sharp nod. He was all business.  “Good luck.”

      “As long as Moira is as skilled as she says, luck won’t have anything to do with it,” I said with a faint smirk. “I think you’ll be surprised, Caleb.”

      I caught a glimpse of Moira studying me, likely unsure of whether I was jesting or not. She needn’t worry, I was already convinced of her skill just from the specifics of her questions.

      The guard captain grunted. “We’ll see,” he said. “We’ll see.”
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      Wanting to get started as soon as possible on my ‘invention’, Moira and I headed to her workshop as quickly as we could. Once we were there, the bowyer got to work. Her tools had been rune-enhanced and didn’t dull or slip, and she was quite gifted with her fingers. The stock was done in less than an hour. Then she cannibalized a pair of broken bows for their arms and, after less than three hours, presented me with a sturdy, basic crossbow and a handful of bolts. Everything looked a little rough, but it would definitely serve for a demonstration.

      “Is this it?” she asked, standing close enough that I could feel the warmth of her body, despite the cold air. There was a hunger in her eyes as she looked at me, and I felt my body starting to respond. Moira was definitely attractive though not in the same way as Rhianne. She was lean, small-chested, and narrow-hipped.

      I nodded, and she pointed to some targets outside the workshop that were set up in front of hay bales. “Try it out. I want to see this thing in action.” As I turned, she licked her lips, and I got the feeling that it wasn’t just the crossbow she wanted to see.

      My first shot was off the mark. This was far from the best crossbow I’d ever fired, but it had power, and as fast as she’d assembled it, without really knowing what one was, I was impressed. I’d just have to adjust to the lack of sights.

      Moira narrowed her eyes. “The bolt flies flatter than an arrow. Hardly any lift at all.” She laughed happily. “I’d like to see what it does to armor before I go get Caleb.”

      I nodded. “Do you have anything metal that I could shoot?” My eyes met hers for a moment. I could play this game, too. “I’d prefer some way to show off the penetration.”

      Moira snorted and went to retrieve some items from her workshop. “This.” She came back with a stool and battered bronze helmet. She placed the stool in front of the target, then balanced the helmet on it.

      As soon as she was back beside me, I loaded the crossbow, aimed, and took the shot. There was a clank of metal, and the helmet flew wide of the stool.

      Moira walked over and picked it up, moving quite deliberately in front of me, her hips swaying. She let out a low whistle. “You certainly weren’t lying about the penetrating power.” There was a hole entirely through the helmet, and the bolt was stuck three-quarters buried in the haybale. “It’s slow to fire though.”

      “True, but against ogres outside the walls, it might prove useful. There’s also a tactical formation to maximize the use of crossbows in combat.” I inspected the string. It was already fraying a bit, but that was fine for now.

      She waved a hand dismissively. “I should go get Caleb … unless you’d like to show me something more?” The bowyer took the crossbow gently from my hands and set it aside, boldly placing one of her long-fingered hands on my chest. The touch tingled enticingly.

      “I guess that depends on what you want to see,” I replied, my breath catching. This was exactly what I guessed when Rhianne warned me, but if she didn’t mind, neither did I.

      Moira laughed and brushed her other hand over the front of my kilt, and her eyes widened at what she found. “Something long and girthy, with strong penetration?” She said with a grin.

      A smirk tugged at my lips. Both Rhianne and Moira? I could get used to this. I hoped I wasn’t misreading the situation, but it all seemed quite plain to me.

      “Would you prefer to investigate this in your workshop or out here?” I glanced around the yard.

      Her smile was a hungry one like a cat pleased with itself. “The workshop. I’ve got a nice, sturdy bench we can use for a demonstration.” Moira wet her lips with her tongue and gazed up at me.

      I nodded and followed as she went inside and shut the door behind us. When she turned, I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her hungrily. After a moment of surprise, her arms slipped around me, and her body melted against mine.

      We didn’t take long getting straight to the point, as Caleb would be seeking us soon. I quickly discovered just how good she was with her fingers, and she found exactly what she wanted to see.

      Fortunately, there was still daylight when we stepped out of the workshop.

      Moira sighed. Her whole body was flushed, and she walked a little shakily, but I could tell she was happy. “I should go and fetch Caleb.”

      I nodded, feeling pleased and a bit lethargic as well. Our brief encounter had almost made up for the interruption of my time with Rhianne that morning. Almost. “While you do that, I’ll go see if Fergus has anything sturdier than that helmet.”

      She nodded and winked at me, then we parted ways on our specific errands. The blacksmith was quite close to Moira’s workshop, so I was able to get there and back before she returned with the guard captain.

      While I did rather feel like Rhianne had set me up, I had no complaints. Moira was certainly a good match for me, though not quite like the red-haired Runemaster. I wasn’t the kind of man to question his good fortune, either. No, it was far better to enjoy it while it lasted.

      When Caleb arrived with Moira, I was waiting, crossbow in hand. I pointed at the target, where I’d secured a bronze plate that Fergus had been able to quickly procure for me. I handed over the crossbow for him to inspect, then picked up one of the short bows that were so common in Einin.

      “This is what I want to show you.” I nocked an arrow, aimed, and let fly. The arrow snapped against the metal plate, as I expected, leaving no more than a scratch on the shiny bronze. Moira frowned. I think she was hoping that her short bows would do better on this part of the demonstration, but I expected she’d be proud on the next part.

      Caleb nodded and handed me back the crossbow. I cocked it with the stirrup, loaded it with one of the bolts Moira had made, aimed, and fired. The bolt punched clean through the plate and disappeared into the haybale behind it.

      “Gods above!” Caleb exclaimed. “That might even go through the hide of an ogre!”

      Moira nodded. “Wasn’t too hard to make, either. I’m going to try to put together one of the big ones over the next few days.” She grinned. “That way, I’ll get to work with something long, hard, and thick. Damn thing practically fires short spears.” I caught her wink as she looked at me. That made me wonder just how good friends she and Rhianne were. They were certainly birds of a feather.

      The guard captain eyed her with his customary scowl, then looked at me. I smiled faintly and dipped my head. Working with Moira was certainly entertaining, and she was attractive enough. How did she and Rhianne get along, I wondered?

      Pushing those thoughts out of my head, I addressed Caleb. “Now, let’s see if we can rig a few surprises if the ogres come knocking.”

      When Rhianne found me close to nightfall, I was helping lift some logs into place for deadfalls near the gate. I had shown the captain designs for a simple catapult, a small ballista, and numerous traps that could be used to slay an enemy that had gotten past the walls. Moira was already at work to construct the ballista.

      “I’m here for Gharrik,” Rhianne told him, and he nodded, pointing to where I was getting the last piece of the trap settled. There were going to be guards posted near the triggers to keep children from accidentally setting any of the traps off.

      I brushed off my hands and went to meet her. I’d ditched my furs again, and was bare-chested, sweating despite the chill in the air.

      Her eyes ran appreciatively over me. “I see someone’s been busy,” she said, raising her eyes to mine at last.

      “We’ve got the beginnings of a plan, I think,” I said. “And we need to talk.”

      She nodded, and it suddenly occurred to me how tired she looked. Even the false magicians of my world spoke of how their art required energy. Did real magic do the same? “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “A bit tired. Grania has sent dinner for us if you’re done.” She looked over to where Caleb was supervising a pair of guardsmen, fumbling with the same task I’d accomplished alone.

      “Caleb!” I called to him. “Do you need me for anything more?”

      He looked over and shook his head. “This is the last, Sir Anzar. Thank you.”

      I threw the older man a salute, which he returned with a faint lessening of his scowl, then gathered my things and set off with Rhianne. She was moving like an old woman, slow and deliberate. “Does magic take a lot out of you?” I asked, concerned.

      “It can,” she replied. “I renewed every rune in the village today, so we’d not have to worry so much about leaving.”

      “That’s good, I suppose.” I wasn’t really sure what all this meant, but if it lent itself to Einin’s defense ...

      “Of course, you wouldn’t know.” She drifted over as we walked to take my arm and lean against me. “The easiest explanation is that each rune takes a bit of energy and concentration, more than it would to just carve it. Renewing them is like carving them, but quicker.”

      That made sense, so I voiced my conclusion. “So, you did in a day what took you many to do before?”

      She nodded and looked up at me with a faint smile. “You’re smart, for a warrior.”

      I smirked back, remembering last night. “And you’re strong, for a wizard.”

      We both laughed at that. Once we’d stopped, Rhianne gave me a sidelong look and asked, “Did you enjoy your time with Moira?” When I hesitated, she laughed. “Don’t worry. I said it was all right, didn’t I?”

      I chuckled, relieved. It wasn’t until we spoke that I realized how worried I was that Rhianne would actually disapprove, despite what she had said to me. “That you did. So, how well do the two of you know each other?”

      We paused at the door of her house, and she grinned up at me. “Well enough.”

      Now that was certainly interesting. My blood quickened as she laughed playfully and opened the door. Even as tired as she looked, she kept her teasing humor.

      The smell of warm bread and stew caused my stomach to growl as we entered Rhianne’s home. Grania had sent us more bread and cheese, along with some dried apples and a pot of stew. Rhianne had set it over the coals and coaxed the fire to life before finding me, so the meal was nice and hot when we settled down at the hearth to eat.

      I didn’t realize how hungry I was until the first taste touched my tongue. Why was the food in Einin so good? Did they use magic in their cooking as well as almost everything else? While I ate ravenously, I caught Rhianne barely picking at her food.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, concerned.

      “Exhausted. These people have no idea how tiring it is to replenish a village full of runes in a day.” Her eyes were closed, and she was leaning on the hearth. At least she’d finished her bowl of stew.

      I watched her for a bit. There were a few questions in my mind, mostly about her dealings with Ga’idra and the ogres, though some part of me wanted to know more about her. She’d made a good impression on me when we’d first met, and since then, I’d only grown more curious and more interested in her.

      Rhianne seemed to be about my age, possibly a little younger, although I supposed magic could affect that. Whatever it was, just thinking about her warmed my blood and set my loins to stir. She was quite a woman, and I was both impressed and pleased that she could keep up with me. Not only that, but she was intelligent and witty, traits that also appealed to me. She was the kind of woman whom I might even be willing to settle down with.

      As that thought filled my brain, I sopped up the remains of my second bowl of stew with a hunk of bread and ate it. Rhianne seemed to have fallen asleep against the hearth, her own bowl sitting precariously in her lap. When she didn’t move for a few more minutes and started snoring softly, I chuckled to myself.

      After nesting her bowl with mine and setting both on the hearth, I knelt down and scooped her up gently. She stirred, semiconscious, and mumbled something, curling against me as I carried her up to bed.

      As I set her down on the bed and straightened to head back downstairs, she reached up and caught my arm. “Surely you aren’t too tired from your adventures to stay and warm me up, Gharrik Anzar?” she purred, and I looked down into her half-open eyes.

      “Not at all,” I replied. “Even if I were, you’re more than enough to wake me.”

      “Good,” she said and pulled me down for a kiss.
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      I woke with the dawn and slid out of bed to take care of my necessaries and dress in the cold. Rhianne was still deeply asleep, buried under the mound of furs that covered her bed, and I left her alone, making my way downstairs to build up the fire and see what there was to eat.

      Some coals still glowed in the fireplace, so I sat down on the hearth and began feeding wood in slowly, gently blowing on them until they caught. As the fire grew, I added more wood, enjoying the spreading warmth. Fireplaces were common back home on my world, but I had seen a few iron stoves, particularly used to warm the rooms in Lucan’s castle. Maybe Fergus could work with that idea if I explained it to him.

      Why didn’t they use magic for heat? They certainly used it for light, and I was starting to get used to the little flameless lanterns that hung here and there. One more thing I had to ask Rhianne about. I sighed and fed more wood to the fire, adding a couple of larger logs. It was frustrating being in this situation. I knew just enough to get myself into trouble, and not enough to strike out effectively on my own.

      I could do it if I wanted to, though, through trial and error. Being able to adapt and make my way through different situations and cultures had been one of the many reasons that Lucan had named me his Champion. It was flattering that the people of Einin had trusted me so readily. I felt like I owed them something, and for the time being, I planned to stay.

      There was some stew and bread left over from last night, and I set it to warming on the hearth. I had no idea if Rhianne would be awake before I went to meet Caleb and check on Fergus and Moira to see how their projects were coming.

      While the food warmed, filling the room with a pleasant smell that filled my nostrils and set my mouth to watering, I finished a bit of tidying from the night before. After that, I ate and left the remaining stew and bread on the hearth to stay warm.

      Rhianne was still fast asleep, one bare arm sticking out from under the mound of furs. Both the rune-work she’d done and our entertainments last night must have taken more out of her than she’d ever admit. Stubborn woman.

      I stood at the top of the stairs for a moment and stretched, joints crackling. There was a strong temptation to wake her up, but I resisted it, turned, and went back downstairs. I wanted to see about some boots or moccasins and some new clothes. After that, I’d check in on Fergus and Moira, then maybe Caleb and the guards.

      It was going to be a busy day.

      Einin had a leatherworker and a tailor sharing the same shop space, and that was where I went first. More people were out and about than I’d seen lately, and it looked like there was already work starting on the palisades, as well as guards training under Caleb’s direction. He hadn’t wasted any time. Admirable.

      The pair, a middle-aged man and his wife, welcomed me with friendly smiles. “Sir Anzar! A pleasure to finally meet you. I’m Galen, and this is my wife Aina. Welcome to our shop.” The man, balding and bearded, with brown eyes and a slight paunch, escorted me in. He adjusted his kilt and motioned for me to sit. “What can we do for you?”

      Aina joined us. She had salt and pepper hair, braided and tied up in a bun on the back of her head, blue eyes, and wore a leather apron over her woolen dress. “It’s not every day that we can serve a hero.”

      “I’m just glad I wasn’t too late to the fight.” I looked around the shop curiously. Instead of shelves of wares or racks of leathers, bolts of cloth and hanging pieces of cured leather were arranged around the walls. The oiled leather gave the entire shop a pleasant aroma, and it was plain that the actual tannery for the leather was far, far from here. I could only guess that the display of materials meant that they did primarily custom work, but hopefully they had ready stock in the backrooms.

      “True enough, but I don’t think the ogres or their leader expected to see a naked man join in without hesitation,” said Galen, giving me a wry smile. “I assume that’s what you’ve come here to fix, eh? The naked part?”

      “I did what any good man would have done.” I shrugged. “I made a snap judgement and came in on the side of the underdog in that fight, especially since, you know, they were also human.” I gave them a wink.

      That brought a round of laughter. “Well then, Sir Anzar, how may we help you?” Aina asked as she gestured at her shop. “Anything in particular you wish to see?”

      “Clothes and boots. Rhianne has me dressed as a Weg, she says, but I’d prefer something actually made for me, as opposed to wearing a bunch of furred hides held on by leather thongs and rope.” I stuck one of my feet out to show off the makeshift boot.

      Aina laughed and Galen just shook his head. “She’s a strange one, our Runemaster,” he added conversationally, inspecting me. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she has you dressed that way to show off your muscles.”

      “Oh?” I asked, turning my head to watch as he walked a circle around me.

      “What better way to show off the man who saved us than to show off his muscles. Makes your deeds a lot more believable than if you were some twig of a man,” Aina told me while giving her husband a conspiratorial wink. “Then again, maybe she just liked to look.” The old woman gave me another appraising look. “Though I doubt that’s all she did, why if I weren’t married to the handsomest man in town …”

      “You know, Rhianne is quite the prize,” Galen added, seemingly unconcerned with his wife’s comment. “She was quite the girl-about-town until the young men found she had a mind of her own, then she started to keep company with Moira. ‘Tis a shame, truly.”

      “Not that that’s bad or anything,” Aina walked over and inspected me more closely. “Our bowyer is something of a man-eater if you ken my meaning.”

      I did actually but didn’t find anything wrong with that. “Do they share the same sort of …?” Knowing just how to guide this conversation, I trailed off and waved one hand in a circle.

      “Maybe a bit or maybe they’re just close friends, you know?” She shrugged, and that shrug made some interesting thoughts run through my mind, I have to say.

      “That’s enough gossip!” Galen snapped. “They’re both good people and do right by the village. What they do in their homes is not for us to judge.” He affected a pious air that almost made me laugh, but I held it back, looking away at the rest of the shop.

      Aina huffed and folded her arms but said no more. Her eyes narrowed as she watched him.

      Her husband continued, “Now, I can’t fit you with more than a kilt on your bottom, at least not without measurements and some time to work, but Aina might have some boots that’ll work.”

      “I just might,” she said with a nod before stomping off. I could practically see the simmering annoyance under her demeanor, but Galen either ignored it or didn’t notice. Perhaps he was used to this danger or didn’t fear it. I wasn’t sure what to think.

      “A kilt is fine,” I told him. “I just would like a tunic or shirt, and if you can measure me for some trousers that I can pick up later, I’d be thankful.”

      He chuckled. It was pretty obvious he was the tailor, and his wife the leatherworker. “I can certainly help you out, sir.” Galen stood and walked towards the back of the shop, muttering to himself.

      I looked to Aina, who was on her way back with a pair of heavy boots. They would reach almost to my knee, if they fit, and looked good and sturdy. She placed them in my hands. “Try these on while my husband takes care of your shirt and kilt.”

      There was a pleasant smell to the leather, some sort of aromatic oil that I couldn’t place. Despite its thickness, the leather was supple and flexible, and the boots were lined with soft fur. I shucked the other makeshift boot and slipped my feet into these.

      Perhaps fortune smiled, or some god of heroes was watching from above and deemed me worthy of some reward. The heavy boots fit perfectly, the inside soft and comfortable around my large feet. My eyes must have gone wide in shock or something similar, because Aina let out a soft cackle. “I haven’t lost my touch, have I? Made those a few weeks ago to send off to trade, but I think you’ll wear them better, Sir Anzar.”

      I rose to my feet and strode back and forth, then danced through a round of shadowboxing. Never had I worn such boots as these! Turning, I bowed to Aina. “I salute the craftsman. What can I do to pay you for these?”

      She waved a hand dismissively, her cheeks rosy as she looked away. “Wear them in honor and triumph, sir,” Aina said, smiling brightly. “Everyone speaks well of you, and Einin wants you to feel like one of us.”

      “That goes for me as well,” Galen said as he returned from the back, bearing an armful of shirts and kilts. “We mean to outfit you well.”

      Now, I was used to accolades, having been a liberator and bringer of justice for many years, but I can’t say it touched me like it did in the village of Einin. They were placing their hopes in me, and my heart stirred in response. “Thank you,” I said simply.

      The tailor nodded and began laying out his treasures on the table while Aina asked, “Would you like some leather armor, sir? I can outfit you with some, but I’ll need your measurements.”

      I normally wore only light armor, mail with some plates at most, so what she was offering was almost perfect. It would protect me from grazing wounds and reduce the impact of more direct hits. I’d worn that kind of leather in my youth, when I was nothing more than another infantryman in the rebel army of Lucan the Bold.

      A smile pulled at my lips and I nodded. “You honor me,” I told them both. There really wasn’t much else to say. I was growing to like Einin more and more. Of course, Rhianne and perhaps Moira were definitely good points in the village’s favor. “Take my measurements, both of you, and surprise me.”

      They beamed at me and bustled off for their marked strings. It was almost torment when they got to it, telling me to move this way and that, wrapping the strings around my neck and my chest, my biceps and stomach, hips and legs. All the while, they chattered and made notes on a slate board with bits of chalk.

      Finally, they were done, and Galen showed me his particular wares. There were three kilts in different tartan, a pair of woolen shirts (one green, one blue), and a white cotton tunic that would reach halfway to my knees.

      I tried them all on. The kilts fit, being little more than wide lengths of wool, wrapped and belted around the hips.

      “These patterns don’t represent any particular families,” said Galen. “Perhaps one day they’ll be chosen.”

      “Maybe I’ll choose one.” I looked the three over. There were a few kilt-wearing lands back home, and the tartans were unique to the different families there too.

      “Ha!” He exclaimed. “Mean to start your own clan here, do you? Or just lay claim to a pattern for you alone?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I said honestly. “Probably just a pattern for me.”

      “No plans on settling down with the Runemaster?” Aina asked, looking over.

      This gave me pause. I’d already been exploring my thoughts on Rhianne and how it seemed we’d connected. I didn’t have an answer for her. Not yet. “Perhaps,” was all I said.

      She gave me a knowing look and laughed before turning her attention to the rough ledger she was copying my measurements into.

      I turned from the kilts to examine the shirts. Unfortunately, only one of them, the green one, came close to fitting me. I was so broad in the shoulders and deep in the chest that neither the blue shirt nor the tunic fit at all. I let out a disappointed sigh as Galen folded the two garments and carried them back.

      “You needn’t worry,” Aina whispered to me. “You’ll have a few more shirts after a week or so.” She nodded and grinned conspiratorially.

      “I hope you aren’t putting yourselves out to do this for me.” No one in Einin seemed wealthy, except maybe the headman. These two seemed to be trying hard to impress me, and they really didn’t need to.

      She shook her head. “Not at all. We’re just repurposing some trade goods.” Her eyes sparkled with that mischievous light I’d seen in Rhianne and Moira. “Just tell anyone who asks where you got your outfit, and we’ll be square.”

      I laughed softly. So that was it. They wanted to be the first ones to clothe the newcomer, and they wanted people to know it. In some ways, I was glad to know that there was a hint of selfishness in the people of Einin. I could relate to that better than utter selflessness.

      I turned my attention back to the kilts. With the green shirt in hand, it wasn’t a hard choice. One of the kilts was a black and green pattern that would work well enough. It was the one I’d been partial to when I first looked at the garments before I’d checked the shirts because, well, it reminded me of King Lucan’s battle flag. Green and black felt right to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      When I finally left the shop, the sun was nearing noon-day and my stomach was complaining, but I was dressed more the part of the champion and less the nomad barbarian. I did, however, still wear the cloak of wolf fur that I’d been given at the ruins. I liked it, and it rather mirrored how I felt. I was a wolf again, and it felt good.

      I took a side trip to the market square, just outside the town hall where Niall sat. Einin was small but busy, and a cacophony of sounds reached my ears as I made my way into the market. Goats and sheep complained from makeshift stalls, and the cries of merchants and the rapid fire back and forth of hagglers filled the air.

      Here, the animal stink and the press of people brought to mind a more familiar place, and I realized that the magical cleanliness of the village had made the place feel almost unreal to me. Stepping into the market was almost like coming home.

      I drifted among the tables and stalls having no hope that I wouldn’t be recognized. This was a small town after all, and word had travelled fast about my arrival and the people I’d saved.  Word spread quickly once the first market-goer recognized me, and I was quickly mobbed by grateful townsfolk.

      The people of Einin made me feel welcome and apparently were more than willing to share the bounty of their farms and crafts with me. Food and drink at an open-air stall came first in the form of a thick, meaty stew that had a bit of spice to it despite the northerly climate, a loaf of black bread, and a wedge of cheese, all served with a kind of homebrewed beer that had a touch of sweet under a strong, malt flavor.

      While I ate, savoring the hospitality and the taste of the food, people brought gifts to me. A fine oilskin pouch, a boot knife, a knitted woolen scarf, and a leather haversack.

      “Thank you,” I told the people as they brought the items and offered them to me. Since I had next to nothing yet, I was extremely grateful for the generosity of the people of Einin.

      “’Tis a small token, Master Anzar,” said the woman presenting the scarf. “You brought my husband home safe to me.”

      “And my da!” exclaimed the young woman who’d given me the pouch.

      A man, the one with the boot knife, nodded. “My son.”

      The older woman with the haversack looked down and smoothed her dress. “Mine as well, sir,” she said. “This belonged to his father, dead these five years.”

      “I only did what any warrior would do, good people.” I smiled at them. “You’ve done much for me by taking me in.”

      “Do you plan to stay?” someone asked.

      “For a time, at least,” I confirmed, then raised my mug.

      “Long as Rhianne lets him warm her bed, I’ll wager,” someone in the back of the crowd muttered, just loudly enough to carry.

      I frowned suddenly and put down my beer as the crowd went silent. “Who said that?” I asked, rising to my feet, my good mood souring. There was one in every crowd.

      People parted, leaving a large man standing there and gazing at me with sullen eyes. He was heavy in his shoulders and arms, bull-necked, with narrow hips and well-muscled legs. Blond hair crowned his head and fell to his shoulders, while blue eyes stared from squinted eyes. A man like this would have had his pick of the barmaids back home, but here, he looked out of place in his goatskin coat, kilt, and heavy boots. A truncheon was tucked into his belt.

      “I did,” he snarled, drawing himself up as the other folk pulled back from him.

      Plowboy grown strong, I figured, looking him over. I had at least ten years on him, probably more, but only an inch or so in height, and he possibly outweighed me. Would he back down? I scanned the crowd, picking out a few other young men who seemed to be watching the exchange with eager eyes.

      “Where I’m from,” I drawled, rolling my neck. “Something like that is meant to start a fight.” Lifting my gaze, I met his eyes with mine. “That what you want, boy?” I said with a smirk.

      He bristled. “I’ve killed ogres, old man. So, what if you’ve done the same?”

      “He don’t look like much, Ryan!” called out someone in the crowd.

      I sighed. Always an instigator in every damn crowd too. “Tell you what, let’s step out of the tent and have these good folk clear us a circle, and I’ll show you and any of your friends who’ve got the balls to step in with you just how much I am.”

      The thought seemed to take a moment to get through to him and he nodded, snarling, “Come on, then.”

      “Fight,” someone whispered as I followed Ryan out of the tent, smiling faintly to myself. The word spread through the market, and once we were arranged, we faced each other in a cleared-out circle of eager humanity.

      How many of the boy’s friends would jump in? I looked around and evaluated the crowd. People were intense and nervous, talking among themselves quietly as I took my place in the ring. I’d left my axe at the table since I didn’t want to really hurt anything more than Ryan’s pride.

      He didn’t move like a trained fighter, which likely meant that he just used his size and brute strength to overwhelm any two or three people who came at him.  Likely, he’d never fought anyone that could match him before.

      That was about to change.

      Ryan shrugged out of his coat and stood bare-chested in his kilt and boots, watching me.  I took off my cloak and the nice green shirt I’d just acquired, then stood quietly, watching as he took in my physique and the scars I bore. Doubt swelled in his deep-set eyes.

      “You can do it, Ryan!” another of the young men cheered.

      “Tear his head off!”

      “Shit down his neck!”

      That was a bit much. I marked the three who’d yelled and pointed at them. “Why don’t you three come on in, make this fair?” I grinned wolfishly. There were barely enough people in Einin to make this fair, but they didn’t know it. “Or are you boys yellow as a baby’s nappies?”

      They swore and started stripping down to their kilts, joining the big boy in the ring. Talk among the people intensified, someone asking, “Should we get Caleb?”

      I shook my head and said quietly, “They’ll keep being trouble unless I deal with this right here. Caleb can come but let him watch.”

      There was a murmur of assent, and I tried not to look as I heard the clink of coin. I’d never been in a street fight where money didn’t change hands. “Someone, call a start!” I yelled, squarely facing the four young men.

      “Fight!” a voice that sounded kind of familiar bellowed. Fergus?

      All four charged me, yelling. That was their first mistake.

      I dodged to the side, evading Ryan and focusing on dealing with his three compatriots. I don’t think they expected me to be so fast, but then, I didn’t expect them to be so slow and amateurish. I grabbed the arm of one of them, easily able to catch a grip in the cold, dry air, and braced, pivoting to sling him around and into a second. The impact sent both of them crashing back and falling, yelling and groaning as I circled around the burly leader before he could turn and reach for me. Ryan was going to be last.

      The third, smaller young man swung wildly at me, and I just let him hit me. From the sudden grimaces and tears, he probably hurt himself more than he did me. I let him think about that for a second, then punched him in the face, dropping him in his tracks.

      Ryan threw a haymaker at me that would have leveled a horse, but I ducked it, gave him a solid punch to the ribs, and slipped past to relieve his other associates of consciousness before they could untangle themselves and regroup.

      That left the two of us facing each other. I grinned as the plowboy looked nervously at his fallen comrades. “How many ogres did you kill, boy?”

      “I got two when they attacked my family’s farm,” Ryan growled at me and crouched. “Caught me out in the field with a scythe.”

      That was kind of impressive. He had potential, if he ever got past thinking he was the biggest and strongest. I grinned and said, “That’s a start.” I straightened and held out an arm, making a ‘come on’ gesture. “Let’s finish this.”

      That pissed him off, just like I was hoping. Ryan bellowed and put his head down, charging me like a bull. I met him head on, catching his arms and stopping him dead after my boots skidded backward a foot or two in the dirt. He was strong, but I was stronger. Years of fighting, marching, and working had hardened my body to near impossible levels. Combined with the simmering rage that burned inside me, I could perform feats that were almost impossible to duplicate, which had created the legends of The Hammer.

      Ryan grunted and strained, struggling with me as we clinched. He quickly figured that brute strength wasn’t the answer and tried a back-alley move, attempting to knee me in the crotch. I twisted, taking it on the hip.

      This left my opponent off balance, and I wasn’t about to let that move go unpunished. I released the clinch and went straight in, scooping the muscular young man up, lifting him, and then throwing him bodily to the ground with a shout.

      He landed heavily, the air shooting out of his lungs. I followed up by putting my boot on his throat. “Are we done?” I asked, scowling. For emphasis, I leaned on him a bit, watching his eyes go wide.

      Ryan nodded frantically and slapped at my leg until I withdrew. “Now, I’d like an apology.”

      Coughing, the plowboy rolled over and clambered to his feet. “I apologize, sir,” he said quietly. Around us the crowd was muttering and exclaiming in wonder. “I was out of line.”

      “You were,” I told him. “And I probably went easier on you than Rhianne would have.”

      The other boys were starting to stir, groaning. Ryan blanched. “Yes, sir,” he muttered.

      “Now, if you and your friends want to really learn to fight, I can probably help you out if you’re willing to learn.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “That goes for anyone else too. The better all of you are, the less likely it’ll be that the ogres can cause you problems.”

      There was more nodding and discussion around me as I gave Ryan a nod and stalked back to my table. Hopefully my food hadn’t gotten too cold.

      Without bothering to dress, I crashed down into the wooden chair and dug back in. People drifted up and kept a respectful distance. Once I’d finished the stew and my beer, I raised my head. The woman who’d gifted me the scarf stood at the head of a small collection of townsfolk.

      “Sir Anzar,” she said meekly. “If you would, we’d like to hear the tale of how you came to this world and what happened in the forest.”

      I was silent for a moment, then nodded. “What’s your name?”

      “Deanna, sir,” she replied.

      “Well, Deanna, if all of you will gather around, I’ll tell the tale, but I’ll need a bit more drink.” Raising one hand, I signaled the server and ordered another beer for myself, then asked for drinks for the crowd. There was little objection to the request, and soon everyone was gathered raptly around me as I began.

      “I stepped out from the gateway into the middle of a battle, naked and unarmed …”
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      Once the story was done, I dressed and packed up all of my gifts, then I went back to Rhianne’s modest house to check on her, a package of cheese and sliced venison tucked into my new haversack. She was up and about when I slipped in, poring over a journal or book of some kind in front of the fireplace.

      “Been busy, I see,” she said with a smile, even though I could see in her eyes that she was still tired. “You look nice, Gharrik Anzar. Every inch the hero. It makes me hungry just to look at you.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was mocking me or being serious. So, I just nodded and walked over to join her. “Everyone wants to give me something. I’m not sure that I’m doing the right thing by taking it.”

      “I wouldn’t worry. You’ve caught their eye, and they won’t hesitate to ask you for help. I’d consider the gifts to be something of a pre-payment for services.” She put her book aside and leaned against me as I unpacked the haversack, offering her the cloth-wrapped packages of cheese and meat. “And you even thought of me! How sweet!” Her laugh filled the room and I smiled faintly.

      “To be honest, I have a hard time getting you out of my thoughts,” I confessed as she took the food and tore into it. Rhianne ate like a soldier.

      We sat in pensive silence aside from the sounds of her devouring the offering of food. After a short while, she looked me in the eye and smiled. There was no mischief in the Runemaster’s eyes this time.

      “I’ve got the same problem,” she murmured. “I want to be at your side, no matter what.”

      My heart leaped. It was no confession of love, but in our own way, we both were soldiers, we had our jobs and our duties. Happiness was to be taken where we could find it on our lonely road. “I’d like that.”

      Rhianne’s smile lingered and then the sparkle returned. She playfully hit me in the shoulder, then winced and shook her hand. “Damn you, Gharrik Anzar.” Her laughter rose again, and I couldn’t help but grin back at her, joining in. The serious moment was over, but we both knew that another step had been taken along a perilous road.

      Her face grew serious. “What do you have left to do?”

      “I need to visit Fergus and Moira, then talk with Caleb. Aina and Galen took more time than I expected.”

      “Oh, really?” she smirked, tapping her lips with a forefinger.

      I shook my head, chuckling. “Nothing like that. Seriously?” Did this woman think of anything else?

      “I tease,” Rhianne purred and slid back up to me, the remainder of her meal sitting on the hearth. “Since Moira is likely to lay claim to you again if she’s able, I think I should give you something to remember me by.”

      “What might that be?” I asked, watching her closely. The blood was rushing through my veins, heart pounding. She was so hard to resist, especially when I didn’t want to.

      Her lips quirked, and she kissed me. “You’ll see,” she murmured, reaching down and sliding a hand up along one of my muscular thighs, pushing my kilt up along with it. When she turned her gaze to what she found, I leaned back against the hearth. I wasn’t unfamiliar with this sort of thing, not in the least, but when she leaned down, I couldn’t help but close my eyes and lean my head back. Something to remember her by, indeed.

      It was some time later that I left her sleeping upstairs once more. My little Runemaster was still quite worn out from her magical exertions, and that sort of thing seemed to awaken a particular hunger in her. I wasn’t complaining.

      The smithy was the next place I visited. Fergus and his assistants had been busy. He was in the middle of banging away at a red-hot hunk of metal on one of the anvils while Bryan held it steady with tongs.

      I watched as the hunk began to take on a definite shape. The burly smith was sticking to his word and was working on the early stages of my hammer. I couldn’t help but grin. It would be so satisfying to wield my namesake weapon once more, especially once Rhianne worked her magic on it. Hopefully, she wouldn’t mind doing something similar with the leather armor Aina was making for me. Magic arms and armor, just what children’s tales always described.

      The thought didn’t bother me as much as it might have. Since magic and monsters were real, it was only smart to outfit myself as best I could to be able to face things in my customary fashion, head-on. I’d never shied away from using any tools necessary to win, though I’d never betray a trust or harm a comrade. There was always another way, and I wouldn’t be Gharrik Anzar, The Hammer, Champion of Urlik, if I compromised on those principles.

      Fergus stepped back, studied his work, and then pointed towards one of the stone water troughs. Bryan hefted the nascent hammer with his tongs and carried it over to ease it into the water, throwing up a burst of steam.

      “Came to check up on me?” the smith asked, grinning through his beard.

      I chuckled. “I wanted to see if you’d taken to steel yet.”

      “It’s no harder to work than bronze and easier to smelt. I never could stand measuring the ratios of tin to copper, and I prefer forging to casting anyway.” He pulled off his gloves and wiped his sweating hands on his apron. “Moira must’ve figured something out, because she put in an order for some bloody strange arrowheads, saying something about tipping ‘short and girthy’ arrows. You talked to her too, didn’t you?”

      “They’re called ‘bolts’.” I nodded and glanced down with a smile on my face. Moira was incorrigible. “Guilty. Did she say anything else?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Oh, lots. Had my apprentices run off and Bryan there red as a beet.” Fergus smirked. “I think she forgets I’ve been around the barn a few times in my life too.”

      “Probably,” I laughed. “Well, I won’t stay in your way. Rhianne and I are leaving in the morning to do a favor for Caleb and the headman. How long do you think until the hammer’s ready?”

      The smith stared at the anvil for a moment, and at the journeyman struggling to remove the hunk of metal from the steaming trough. “Not tomorrow, I’m afraid. Probably a few days, week at the most.”

      “That’s fine. I’ve still got the ogre’s axe.”

      Fergus nodded. “It suits you. Somehow I expect this hammer will suit you even better.”

      Oh, it would. I laughed and turned to walk away. “You’ll see, Fergus. I’ll talk to you when we get back.”

      He threw up a distracted hand and stumped off towards Bryan.

      Moira’s shop was bustling with activity when I arrived. Caleb, several guards, and Niall himself were standing in a loose circle around some construction of wood, while the bowyer spoke animatedly with them. I paused and listened from the back for a moment, waiting for someone to notice me.

      Moira was the one who did, and she nodded to me with a knowing smirk. The others turned, looking to see who she’d greeted, and Niall spoke. “Ah, Sir Anzar. Moira was about to demonstrate this … thing—”

      “Ballista,” she corrected. “It took me all night and most of the morning, but I built it.”

      That was quite a statement. Usually, it took a siege engineer and several assistants a few hours to put a ballista together from parts, but Moira was claiming she’d built one mostly from scratch in less than a full day. If this wasn’t some sort of overestimation, I’d be impressed.

      I walked up, and they stood aside to let me inspect the weapon. It was on the smallish side, but still as long as a man was tall, and I couldn’t tell that it had been hastily constructed. Moira was certainly an artist at her chosen craft. I started wondering what other sorts of weapons she might be able to produce, as I’d seen a lot in my many years of campaigning.

      “After seeing how the crossbow punched through metal,” Moira said, “I was a bit worried about what we could shoot to demonstrate this.” She looked at me with questioning eyes. “What do you think?”

      I scanned around. It wasn’t far to the palisade, and that was rune-strengthened. Either the bolt would penetrate, or it wouldn’t. My brow furrowed a bit as I considered, then finally I came to a decision. “Swing it around and aim it low at the palisade.”

      “That far?” she asked.

      “Yes. This is a siege weapon, remember? I’ve seen these fired from half a mile away and still go straight through an armored horse from front to back.”

      Her eyes went wide. She must have seriously underestimated the power that her creation could potentially unleash.

      I hoped I hadn’t.

      I helped her swing the ballista around and drop the angle on it, then we cranked the string back and loaded it. All the while, Niall and Caleb watched in silence.

      “Ready?” I asked Moira.

      “Yes.”

      “Fire!”

      She pulled the firing string and the arms snapped forward, hurling the short spear across the intervening distance to imbed itself a hand’s breadth deep in one of the magic-strengthened logs.

      I smiled at the gasps from the watchers. They were sold. When the ogres came to Einin, there would be a surprise waiting. Together with these weapons and any of the townsfolk and farmers who wanted to train with me, Einin would be much stronger than it had been. Maybe next time there was a problem, they wouldn’t have to send to Ashen Hall for help.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to wait until your hammer and armor are ready?” Rhianne asked as she finished her breakfast. “I know you’re tough enough not to need it since you can slaughter an army of ogres naked, but even still …”

      “I’d thought about that myself since it will only be a few days,” I mused as I packed my gear. “But this is simply a mission to see the scouts. There should be little danger, and even if there is, my new axe will be more than enough to handle it.” I took a deep breath. “Besides, if there is trouble, I’d rather know about it sooner than later, even if there is some risk.”

      “True enough,” Rhianne replied, nodding as she cleared the dishes and moved toward her pack. “You’re always thinking of other people. It’s quite cute.”

      “Ha,” I said, slinging my pack over my shoulder and moving toward the door. As I opened it, I saw that the first rays of dawn were just punching across the horizon. “I don’t think I’ve been called cute since I was a babe.”

      “That’s even cuter,” she replied with a laugh as she followed me out the door.

      As we made our way to the gate, we found Caleb holding the bridles of a roan gelding and a dappled mare. “Here, Niall wanted you to take these from his own stables. They’re sturdy, fast, and likely won’t die under you if you have to flee.”

      I didn’t run from battle, but I felt no need to tell him that. Rhianne nodded to the guard captain. “Convey our thanks to him,” she said as she moved to start packing her things in the mare’s saddlebags. Glancing at me she added, “I know these two. That’s Finn, and this is Siann.”

      Dark circles were plain under her eyes. Despite having two nights of rest since she’d replenished the village’s magics, she still looked tired. Last night, she’d slept like the dead, and I’d had to wake her up this morning, which hadn’t been easy. I was concerned that she was overtaxing herself, especially since she’d rested most of yesterday and the day before. It was worrisome, especially if Ga’idra was waiting out there in the hills.

      The roan, Finn, rolled his eyes and looked uneasily at me as I walked up to him. This wouldn’t do. It was always a good idea to have a friendly working relationship with your mount, and the key word was ‘friendly’. I liked horses, and it was always kind of a personal challenge for me to see how quickly I could win one over.

      He backed his ears as I offered my hand for him to sniff and nuzzle. Once he’d relaxed a bit, deciding I wasn’t any sort of danger to him, he let me scratch between his ears. Then I fished a bit of dried apple from my pack and held it out to him. This should seal the deal. The cagey horse nibbled it straight from my palm, and I knew we were friends.

      Caleb watched me load the saddlebags and swing into the saddle. Finn danced a little, getting used to my weight, but I sat solid.

      “Good luck to you.” The sour-faced man nodded and waved.

      Rhianne gave a wave and took the lead, easing Siann into a trot as we left Einin and headed for the bridge. She seemed about as comfortable in the saddle as I was. Admittedly my experience with Runemasters was rather limited, but they didn’t seem nearly as frail and pasty as the frauds who claimed to wield magic in my world. That said, she still seemed worn out from the last few days since she was slouching in the saddle now that we were out of sight of the gate. Worse, her whole demeanor had changed from eager readiness to bone-weary.

      I urged Finn up beside Siann and asked, “Are you good for this?”

      Rhianne smiled weakly back at me. “Good enough. Working the whole of the village took more out of me than I’d expected, though two good nights of sleep should have been enough.”

      I nodded. We’d done a lot more than just sleep those two nights, and she knew it. She’d bear watching if we got into a fight, but I was used to being a protector when necessary. “What can you tell me about the local Earl and his dislike of the ogres?”

      She laughed softly. “Earl Isher wanted to make them fear us, after they launched several attacks outside the forest. He found an old story about how the god of the ogres once quarreled with a god of the sky and lost. So, he started hunting them with Runemasters who could wield the lightning rune. This reminded them to fear leaving the forest.”

      “So, they only leave the forest if they’re really riled up?”

      “Right.” She nodded and smiled faintly. “I spoke to Earl Isher on my way to Einin, five years past.”

      “Not a bad way to keep an enemy in line,” I observed. It sounded like something I’d do, if I had wizards and was trying to quell an uprising of ogres.

      “True, the legend is ancient. I read it during my apprenticeship and didn’t know anyone outside of the college at Imbergrad knew of it.” She shrugged.

      College? We had one of those in Lucan’s capital. It was mostly a place for the philosophers to stand around and debate who was smarter or who had the longest beard, or so I thought. I’d never done more than ride past the place. This place surprised me, sometimes. It seemed so much like a frontier kingdom, then turned out to have a college of magic. I put those thoughts aside for now and stood up in my stirrups to peer off to the south, letting Finn follow Siann.

      After a minute I settled back down. “Nothing. How far to the scouts?” She looked off at the forest in thought. We were still quite a way off, judging from what Caleb had told us, and riding parallel to the tree line.

      “About an hour’s ride at our current pace.” Rhianne yawned behind her hand and made a disgusted face. “I know a runeword that will wake me up and give me energy, but it’ll knock me out tomorrow.”

      That didn’t sound worth the trouble to me. “Save it. Hopefully, you can get some sleep tonight.”

      She nodded, and we rode for a while in companionable silence as the terrain grew hillier.

      I was almost reluctant to break it, but it was hard to just watch her sagging in the saddle as we rode. “Tell me about Imbergrad. It’s a city, I suppose?” I looked over at her.

      She jerked in the saddle and looked over at me, blinking owlishly. “The capital of the realm of Artur and the seat of King Danaan. Maybe I can show it to you, one day.” Rhianne managed a bright smile, though it faded quickly. “It’s quite a wonder, built of rune-carved white stone, and home to thousands of people. You’ll have to tell me if it matches the cities of your world.”

      “If I can figure out how the portal works, I’ll take you to see them,” I didn’t even think of the people I’d left behind. It was just me and Rhianne.

      She scoffed tiredly. “I’m not sure I want to visit a place without magic.”

      “We have wonders of our own,” I said defensively, thinking of the grand palace of Urlik, the colossus of Tarn. I’d seen these things, and they’d all been built by craftsmen without magic. “We haven’t needed magic.” My home was as good as this place. But, if it truly was, why had I left?

      “You can’t miss what you don’t have, right?” She gave me a smile. “I don’t know what I’d do without it, truth be told. Magic has been a part of me since I was a child. I think I’d miss it greatly, Gharrik Anzar.”

      “Fair enough.” I looked away and studied the hills, with their scrubby trees and covering of brown grass. “Since the portal opens to my world, maybe it has magic that we just never found.”

      “Huh.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully and nudged her horse to walk a bit closer to mine, pensive. “I’m sorry for snapping.” A smile tugged at her lips. “I’d like to see your home, and maybe you’re right about not needing magic or even having it hidden. If it is truly gone in your lands, though, going there for me would be like if you left your skill at arms and your strength behind when you came through the portal.”

      That explained a bit more about magic to me. It was both tool and talent, and with that explanation, I could understand her fear. I nodded thoughtfully and lapsed back into silence. The air was crisp and clean as we rode on, passing over hills and through valleys as the ground became rockier. I guessed we were still several days from the mountains, but since they loomed spectacularly in the distance, they must have been enormous.

      It wasn’t long after we crested a tall hill and began descending into a shallow valley that Rhianne reined in her horse and started to look around intently.

      “What is it?” I reached down and unlimbered my axe, even though I saw nothing. It never hurt to be ready.

      “We should be close, but I don’t see any sign of the scouts. Didn’t Caleb say that they would be waiting for us?” Rhianne stood up in her stirrups for a moment, then dismounted. I hadn’t seen her cast a rune, but all her lethargy was gone. She seemed full of nervous energy now. This was something I’d seen before, felt it, even. It was the anticipation before a battle, the energy that surged through a person when they were surprised, enraged, or in fear.

      I slid off of Finn and shouldered my axe, walking over to her. If anything happened, I could certainly play the bodyguard.

      “I don’t remember what Caleb said exactly.” I told her. “He said that a messenger had been sent to the Earl’s hall though.”

      “Good.” She took her staff and walked back up towards the crest of the hill, leading her horse. She was heading for higher ground, which made sense. We’d be able to get a better view of the surrounding area. I followed, doing the same. From this new vantage, we were able to see the forest quite well in the distance, but the hills rose higher to the north. It was quiet save for a hawk’s screams in the distance.

      “This is where they were supposed to be, I’m sure of it,” Rhianne muttered. “But where are they?” She cleared a patch of earth with her foot and used her staff to scrawl one of her symbols in it while I stood by, staying alert for trouble. Her eyes shut, she took a deep breath, then whispered something in some language I couldn’t understand. Still keeping her eyes closed, she held out her staff and turned a slow circle.

      Her turn stopped facing almost due north, and she opened her eyes, shoulders drooping a little. I looked on in concern. How much more magic could she do in her tired state?

      “This way,” she said. “We will want to lead the horses.”

      “What was that rune?” I asked, gathering up Finn’s reins and following her as she walked north with Siann.

      “Finding. I know the names of the people who were sent out so I can locate them. I can find anyone if I know their name and they aren’t protected in some way.” Siann’s nostrils flared, and the mare tried to shy back. Rhianne stopped and gazed further down into the valley. She bowed her head and sighed as I came up next to her.

      Below, the two scouts lay burned and broken, their horses gone. The grass and weeds around where they had been were scorched and blackened, mostly ash.

      “Ga’idra,” Rhianne growled. “It had to be.”

      I scowled and let go of Finn’s reins. Either he would wait, or he wouldn’t. I made my way down the slope of the hill in a few quick strides. There was nothing to be done for the pair, and a brief flash of anger surged through me. I hated being late, but it was no one’s fault. Rhianne had needed rest, and other things in Einin had needed attending to. We certainly hadn’t expected anyone to be actively hunting the scouts. It was still frustrating though.

      The smell of burned meat and blood filled my nostrils, along with a faint acrid scent. Nothing was burning, and when I knelt down to touch one of the bodies, it was cold. “It’s been a few hours, I think. Likely, they were hit before dawn.”

      She shifted her grip on her staff in preparation for drawing another rune and started sweeping clear another section of ground with her boot. Her movements were sharp and forceful. She was angry, and I didn’t blame her. Hoping to find something, I turned my attention to checking for tracks or other clues. It wasn’t too long before I found where their actual camp had been. From their tracks and the position of their bodies, they had been fleeing something that came from the east, the same direction we’d come.

      Their camp itself had been flattened; stomped and kicked apart by massive feet that had then turned south. I looked back up at Rhianne only to find that she’d moved out of view.

      “Damn it,” I growled in frustration as I strode back up the hill. If she wasn’t so tired I wouldn’t have been worried, but for the time being, I didn’t want to let her out of my sight.

      At least she hadn’t gone far. She stood, flanked by the horses and staring in the direction of the forest. “Did you find anything?” she asked quietly.

      “Tracks of ogres, I think. They flattened the scout’s camp and then headed south. I didn’t see hoofprints or anything man-sized though.” I walked up behind her. “Our people were fleeing to the west when they were struck down.”

      “I want to go after her,” Rhianne said flatly. “That bitch has done enough.” I could hear the resolve, the anger, in her voice. How well she had known these men, I didn’t know, but I knew how much the deaths in the forest had weighed on her. She needed to face Ga’idra, and she needed to win.

      Just not now.

      “Rhianne,” I said firmly, to get her attention. “Look at me.”

      She squared her shoulders and turned, her eyes blazing. “What?”

      “Do you trust me?” I asked as she searched my eyes. I kept my tone even and gentle.

      She blinked and nodded. “Yes,” she said softly.

      “Then I give you my word. We will hunt Ga’idra. We will run her to the ground. She will be yours to deal with.” I paused, studying her.

      “But …?” She asked, her voice softening.

      “We have to return to Einin now. That’s where she’s going to go.” I was sure of this.

      “How do you know?” Rhianne demanded, her brow creasing as her anger surged. “How in all the hells do you know?” She pulled back and hugged her staff, glaring at me.

      “Because I’ve seen it happen many times,” I explained, keeping my voice level. “A bandit king or a mercenary captain attacks some town or village but underestimates the town’s defenses. They lose their men, but they escape and stay in the area, making trouble but never getting themselves caught. Until one day, they find themselves with a truly powerful force. They want vengeance, and they’ve been waiting. Empowered by their new strength, they aren’t content to just hurt and pillage. No, this time, they want to raze the place to the ground. You defeated her at Einin, Rhianne. She will want vengeance for that, and she will come to us. It would be best if we were there when she did.”

      She quivered for a moment, staring at me with emotions playing over her face. I saw rage turn to frustration, then to resignation at last. Dropping her runestaff, Rhianne practically hurled herself at me. I caught her in a tight hug as she buried her face against my chest. Her body shook as she reined in her emotions. The Runemaster was a fiery one, full of passion, but even she needed a rock, and at that moment, it was me. I felt my feelings for her blaze, I would move mountains for her.

      “Every time I’ve faced Ga’idra, people I know, even friends, have died or been hurt. I’m done, Gharrik.” She raised her head, tears of pain and anger running down her cheeks. “Their spirits cry out for vengeance, and I will be the instrument of it.”

      I gazed into her eyes. “We, Rhianne. We will be the agents of vengeance for Ga’idra’s crimes, but now, Einin depends on us.”

      Finally, she pulled back a bit and looked up at me. “You’re right. Let’s go,” she said gravely. “We should probably run the horses.”

      I nodded and released her. She gathered her staff, we mounted up, and were off, thundering over hills and through valleys. Close to midday, we burst out onto the plains that surrounded Einin. I growled deep in my throat and bent over Finn’s neck as I kicked my heels into his flanks. Beside me, Rhianne did the same with Siann.

      I started turning towards the bridge, but she yelled, “Trust me! Go straight!” With her right hand, she reached out her staff and began to mutter as we rode. With no idea what she was going to do, aside from more of her magic, I had a choice to make. Did I trust her and her magic, or did I do this the way my mind told me to? Damn it all.

      “Fine!” I called back, turning Finn back. My choice was made.

      There were ogres at the gate, lots of them. They milled around, beating at it with their weapons as the guardsmen fired at them from platforms behind the palisade. Most of the shots did little, but every now and then, whichever of the guardsman who lucked into being issued a crossbow managed a shot that drove through an ogre’s flesh and set it howling in pain. Perfect!

      We crossed the river on a spit of land that erupted ahead of our horses’ pounding hooves and collapsed behind us. I’d seen her do magic, but nothing like this. Even the burning arrows and the lightning happened too quick for me to think about them. Riding hard over water, on land created by magic was new even to me. I glanced at her in wonder for a moment, then turned back to the task at hand.

      “We’re going straight through,” I snarled as we rode towards the rear of the troop of ogres pounding at the gate, the bronze axe in my hand.

      She reached over with the staff and tapped the axe, saying something in that rune language. At that moment, the weapon grew lighter in my hand and began to burn with a cold flame as all the runes carved into it flared. How in the hells did she do that? Rhianne sagged visibly and fell back. “Go, be the champion!”

      This, I understood. This, I could do. I was Gharrik Anzar, The Hammer, riding into battle with a monstrous foe!

      As I galloped towards the town, an ogre tried to climb the wall with the help of two of his friends. There was a loud twang, as if from an oversized crossbow, and the massive creature was thrown back, impaled on one of the short spears that Moira used to demonstrate the ballista.

      Seeing that, a fierce pride rose in my heart. Determination flowed through my veins and I let out a bellow of, “For Einin!”

      The burning axe rose and fell as I crashed into the rearmost ranks of ogres like a bolt of lightning. Using the mass and momentum of Finn’s surging legs and my own berserk strength, I pushed as deep into the pile of ogres as I could.

      A moment later, four of their number already lay bleeding and broken in my wake. Unfortunately, the big gelding wasn’t trained for war. That was fine though. I didn’t need him.

      As the horse slowed and balked, I leaped from the saddle. The ogres whirled on me as I flew through the air.

      I bared my teeth at them in a snarl of challenge and charged forward as my feet hit the ground. My first swing took the closest ogre’s massive arm off. That ogre fell back, howling and clutching the spurting stump of his arm.

      I was already moving though. Spinning on my heel, I met another ogre who tried to cleave me in half with a stone axe. I ducked the swipe before burying the flaming blade of my axe in the center of the monster’s chest.

      As it collapsed to the ground, two more tried to rush me, but they were so big that they got in each other’s way. Better still, they didn’t seem to know how to work together, let alone use tactics.

      Another ogre fell as I cleaved through one of his knees, spun the axe as he fell, and split his skull wide open. The survivors slowed and circled, wary of me, now. I didn’t give them the time or space to regroup. The battle lust was upon me, and as an ogre with a spear thrust it at me, in a frantic lunge. I stepped aside and cut the wooden half apart before feinting at its wielder. He flinched back, letting another one step in to swing a stone-headed mace at my head.

      I dodged again, lopped off one of the creature’s arms, then took his head with a backswing. This was too easy. Where was the lightning? The fire? Had Ga’idra really not come? If I was wrong, I owed Rhianne an apology. Right or wrong though, I owed her a hunt, and I owned Einin a debt for its hospitality.

      That debt would be paid in the blood of their enemies. The remaining ogres gave up their assault on the wall and encircled me, the gate of Einin forgotten to concentrate on the whirling death in their midst.

      I was covered in the blood of the slain, and my axe smoldered with rune-charged fire. They hooted and roared at me, beating their chests in challenge. It was all meant to be intimidating, but I had reached that detached state that had allowed me to become as skilled as I was. I could feel them, where they were, their intentions, their fear, and their petty insults meant nothing to me.

      They were gathering their courage to rush me. I was between the ogres and freedom, trapping them against the rune-reinforced gate to the village, and their mistress was nowhere to be found. Finn had broken out of the circle and was staying distant from the fight, while Siann and Rhianne were nowhere to be seen.

      A roar went up from the ogres, and they launched themselves at me just as arcs of fire shot over the palisade, burning into the creatures from behind. As their charge faltered, I stepped to meet it, axe rising and falling, swinging and cleaving. Three more ogres went down under my axe, and the remainder of the troop scattered, running for the bridge and the distant forest.

      I watched them go, resisting the urge to chase them down and disappointed that Ga’idra hadn’t made an appearance. A fierce elation rose in my heart as I saw that the town hadn’t suffered much. The rune-reinforced gate swung open, and I was joined by several townsfolk with bows, Caleb, and Rhianne. How had she gotten into town?

      She walked up to me from the gate, took my arm and leaned tiredly against me. “I didn’t see the bitch.” Her voice was flat.

      “Neither did I,” I practically snarled. “Damn it all! We rest a few days, then go hunting. I don’t think the ogres will be back.” I shifted a little and settled my arm comfortably around her. It was a possessive gesture, maybe, but she didn’t seem to care about that, or the gore that covered me.

      Caleb stalked up on the side opposite Rhianne.

      “With any luck, we’ll have reinforcements from the Earl soon, if we even need them after that display, Sir Anzar,” he added, staring off in the direction the ogres fled.

      I nodded. Fergus would have my hammer soon, and Aina might even have my armor as well. I’d need to make sure Rhianne was up to placing runes on them. I inwardly drooled at the thought of magical weapons and armor. What could I accomplish then? Glory? Honor? I could be unstoppable!

      But was that really what I wanted? I gazed around at the faces of the villagers and felt pleased, happy that I had been able to protect them. Taking a deep breath, I smelled the carnage around me, my element. Satisfaction flowed through me, and I felt, for the moment, truly alive.
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      “How’d you get into the village?” I asked as Rhianne nestled tiredly against me. Guards and other people of Einin were exiting the gate around us, saying their thanks and setting to cleaning away the massive corpses.

      She chuckled and lifted her staff a little. “I have a rune that lets me walk on water. Siann and I took the back way in. Then I helped Caleb rally the guards and some of the other folk, bound fire to their arrows, and attacked. Moira and a couple of the guards dragged the ballista to the gate, and she took charge of it.”

      “Beautifully done,” I smiled down at her. We had been fortunate, perhaps, that the other Runemaster hadn’t taken the field because Rhianne looked like she was about to drop in her tracks from exhaustion.

      How much did this magic take out her? I bent carefully and scooped Rhianne up. Immediately, she nestled against my chest, muttering something about Ga’idra and molten lead, I think. Caleb watched from the gate, scowling like he always did.

      “Take her home,” he grumbled as I approached. “She’s worn herself out.”

      “Is this normal?” I asked, concerned. It wasn’t uncommon to see soldiers and warriors so worn out after a battle that they could hardly move, but with no idea how magic worked, what price it demanded from the body, I didn’t know how to judge if Rhianne might be in any danger.

      Caleb shrugged as he walked over and gave her a quick inspection, checking her pulse in her neck and easing open her eyelids with his fingertips. She protested feebly and squirmed in my arms.

      “She won’t die, if that’s what you mean,” the sour-faced man said to me. “She’ll sleep a while, probably a day or two.” His eyes met mine. “I’ve seen it before, Sir Anzar, back in my army days.” Caleb reached out and clapped me on the shoulder. “Some rest and she’ll be fine.”

      His reassurance helped a little, and I nodded slowly. Was I growing too attached to this woman? Maybe, but I was also discovering that I didn’t care.

      “I’ll be back,” I told the captain and walked off carrying her. Once I’d settled Rhianne in her bed, I returned to help the villagers drag the dead ogres from in front of the gate. We all watched for any sign of Ga’idra, but she was still conspicuously absent. At least once, I thought I saw a watcher on a distant hill, but there was no attack. No lightning fell on us from the clouded sky as we piled the corpses for a pyre.

      Rhianne’s plan had worked well, but it had cost her, and it was hard for me not to worry, despite assurances from Caleb and Moira. While I helped around the village and started to train Ryan, the big brawler, and his friends, along with some of the other villagers, Rhianne slept, recovering from the drain of her magic. Work kept me distracted, and I grew more familiar with the village of Einin as I helped its folk. Rhianne, though, stayed always at the front of my mind.

      She slept for two days and woke up hungry for more than just food. We didn’t leave her house the third day and barely left the bed.

      A knock on the door woke us on the morning of the fourth day, and Rhianne, wrapped in a fur, went to answer it. When she returned and sat on the bed, she was scowling.

      “There’s been no sign or answer from Ashen Hall or the Earl. It’s been long enough that a message should have reached him and been returned.” She closed her eyes and sighed.

      “The messenger could have been killed like the scouts.” I propped myself up on my elbows to look at her. She’d let the fur fall back onto the bed.

      “Niall wants to meet with us again, probably to discuss defenses. I doubt he’ll let me go with you to hunt that bitch though.” Rhianne didn’t move. “I feel like we’re being isolated. Why didn’t she show up when the ogres attacked?”

      She had voiced what I didn’t want to. I reached out and stroked her bare back. “I don’t know.” We both fell silent for a moment. My mind wandered for a bit and settled on a question I’d been meaning to ask for a while. I gazed over at her and asked, “What happened to the other men who came through the portal?”

      “I remember one. Several years ago, an old man dressed in leaves was found by our hunters. They brought him to Einin, and Niall had him cared for. I think his name was Zaius. We spoke a bit, and he got us interested in watching the portal, though we hadn’t figured out the timing on it yet. As for the old man, he convinced the headman to let him leave with a guide, a young man named Avery.”

      I nodded slowly as I continued to stroke her skin, distracting myself a bit with the touch while I tried to remember what I knew of the old man, Zaius. I recalled him being ambitious and quick to anger, especially when questioned, but I’d never spent much time in his presence.

      “I knew Zaius. He was one of my king’s philosophers. Before the portal became more than a curiosity, he went through and never returned,” I told her.

      “We never saw either of them again, though I know they reached Ashen Hall.” She sighed and leaned into my touch. “Gods, I don’t want you to stop, but we should go see Niall.”

      I sighed as well, I didn’t want to stop, either, but duty called.

      “Of course.” She twisted around and kissed me hungrily, cutting off my need for further discussion. It seemed as if her appetites were still raging, and were it not for duty, I’d have been happy to oblige. We parted reluctantly and dressed, then went to meet the headman in his office.

      The headman’s bench was no larger and no more comfortable, but Rhianne was a warming presence pressed against me. Niall studied us in silence for a long moment as we settled in.

      “I was informed to tell you that your weapon is ready,” the headman said. “Which means Fergus can move on to other things. He has demonstrated this ‘steel’ for me. It is truly wonderous, and I can’t thank you enough for showing it to us.”

      I dipped my head in acknowledgment as he continued. “Since the attack, there have been no ogre sightings, not by hunters, farmers, or scouts. However, we’ve received no word from the Earl, and this troubles me. Sir Anzar, would you be willing to go with a guide to his hall and deliver a message?”

      The ogres, with or without Ga’idra, could always come back. I didn’t like the idea of leaving the village, but if there were a problem on the journey, I certainly would be able to deal with it. A cynical part of me also pointed out that, despite the fact I was a hero, I wasn’t one of the village folk and therefore expendable. I looked at Rhianne and then nodded to Niall. “As you wish, headman.”

      He nodded and looked sharply at Rhianne. “You must remain behind. There is a chance that Ga’idra will return, and you are the only one here who can face her. Conserve your strength and do what you need to fortify yourself.”

      “But —” she opened her mouth to protest, and he cut her off with a gesture and words.

      “We were fortunate that you two returned after finding the scouts, and doubly fortunate Ga’idra wasn’t with the ogres. Will we be so fortunate again if you go off with Sir Anzar?” Niall leaned forward and regarded her sharply. “We need you here, Rhianne, and while I hate to do this, remember that you are under king’s contract to Einin.”

      She visibly deflated. “Yes, headman.”

      I put a comforting arm around her. Duty, I understood, along with disappointment. Niall had let her down easily, and I couldn’t help but feel a surge of respect for the man.

      “Sir Gharrik Anzar, we of Einin are in debt to you and to Rhianne.” He sighed as he regarded her. “But we need her here.”

      I nodded slowly. “I understand.”

      Rhianne sighed and leaned her head on my shoulder. “I understand too, headman,” she said quietly. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      He laughed dryly. “I think you’ll get your reckoning with Ga’idra soon enough.”

      Her head came up. “I’d better.” She looked at me. “You’d better not kill her without me, Gharrik Anzar.” A fierce look came into her eyes. “Promise me.”

      Niall raised an eyebrow in an otherwise expressionless face as I gazed into Rhianne’s eyes and nodded. “You have my word.” I put as much gravity into my statement as I could, wanting her to believe me, to have faith in me.

      “Should I say, ‘witnessed’?” the headman asked, a faint smile growing on his face. He seemed to be secretly amused, though I couldn’t fathom why.

      Rhianne froze for a moment, then she broke into a laugh and said, “Good enough for me.” Her smile sent my heart speeding up and filled me with wanting.

      I managed to restrain myself and we both turned to the headman. I asked, “Who do you recommend as a guide?” Without Rhianne, I’d need someone who knew the area.

      “Anwen, maybe, or Eamon,” Niall suggested.

      Rhianne pursed her lips. “Both have been to Ashen Hall and know the way.”

      “Which of them won’t spook if we end up in a fight?” I asked. It wasn’t a stretch at all to expect an ambush or some other misfortune. Although I wasn’t liking the idea of possibly facing Ga’idra without Rhianne to counter her magic, I was confident that I could deal with the witch if that came to pass.

      “Eamon,” Rhianne said with no hesitation.

      Niall nodded agreement. “Less likely to spook, anyway. Anwen’s a good tracker but high strung.”

      “And has a daughter,” she added.

      “Yes. Eamon has yet to jump the broom or father any children.”

      I scowled for a moment. Someone that new could either be an asset or a problem. A lot depended on his attitude, and how likely he would be to follow orders and keep his head down. “He’s not likely to play hero, is he?”

      “You should be able to make him understand that he needs to stay out of your way and do what you tell him.” The headman smiled faintly. He was an insightful man, I’d give him that. “Could you introduce them, Rhianne?”

      “Of course.”

      Niall looked at me, a strange expression on his face. “I am concerned,” he said. “While we mustn’t wait too long, I want you properly outfitted.”

      “Food, a horse, and my hammer now that Fergus’s done with it. Plus, whatever this Eamon needs.” I shrugged. There wasn’t much that I tended to carry into the field, especially if I had to move fast.

      “Done. I’ll loan you Finn, once more, and you can request any supplies you want,” said Niall. “Go and may the gods speed you on your way.”
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      “Ha! Sir Anzar!” Fergus bellowed a greeting as Rhianne and I entered the smith’s yard. He was sitting at a worktable, running an oilcloth over what could only have been my new hammer. As we started walking in his direction, he stood, hefting the weapon and doing an inspection of it, obviously showing off.

      The smith held his masterwork out to me, a twinkle in his eyes. I took it reverently. He’d forged it exactly as I’d described. A head slightly bigger than a human skull topped a four-foot, steel-reinforced wooden haft that was wrapped with leather. A counterweight attached to the lower part of the haft helped to balance the massive hammerhead, with its flat crushing side and two piercing spikes. One of these topped the haft, allowing me to stab with the weapon like a spear, while the other formed the opposite side of the head from the crushing face, giving me a way to pierce through heavy armor.

      I hefted it in my hands, getting a feel for the balance while Rhianne chuckled. “You look like a child at Winter Solstice,” she told me, and Fergus laughed.

      “This is a fine weapon, Fergus,” I told the smith, and he beamed happily. With those words, I walked back into the yard and ran through a series of practice moves to get a feel for my new hammer.  It was a little heavier than my old one with slightly different balance. I’d also have to get used to the piercing spike atop the whole.

      That wouldn’t be a problem.

      I loved it, and I think it showed in my face as I beamed at Fergus. “Perfect,” I told the old smith and then swept a low bow. “I will tell you of its victories.”

      He grinned. “Of course, you will.”

      As we walked off in the direction of the small barracks of Einin to look for Eamon, Rhianne pursed her lips thoughtfully, eyeing the hammer as she said, “I can work some enchantment into that tonight, if you want.”

      I’d had thoughts of an enchanted hammer ever since I learned that magic in this world was real and effective. “What would you do?”

      “A rune-bond to make it stronger, unbreakable except by magic, and to catch fire if you wish.” She stared off down the street as we walked.

      “Instead of fire,” I asked, remembering the fight back in the forest, “what of something to let me block spells, as you did with your staff against the lightning?” If I could somehow defend myself better against magic, that would make facing Ga’idra, or any other Runemaster, a viable proposition.

      She looked at me sharply, thought for a moment, and nodded. “Unbreakable and spellbreaking?”

      Whatever that meant. “If those mean that my hammer would do as I asked, then yes,” I replied.

      “They do.” She smiled at me. “Before bed, then.” That smile curved into something more carnal and seductive. I knew that look in her eyes. Tonight would be quite the sendoff.

      I nodded. “Do I need to know any words to make it work like the fire on the axe?”

      “No. Everything will be passive.” She chuckled. “I’m not sloppy in my work, like whoever worked that axe.”

      “There is another thing,” I said, pausing in front of the shop of Galen and Aina. “If it’s ready, I’ve got some light armor on commission.”

      “I can tool a few runes into it if you’d like,” she offered.

      “Definitely. Just don’t overtax yourself. You’ve only barely recovered.” I shot her a look of concern. She was much like me, a person of action and the fact that her talent exhausted her was something that obviously frustrated her.

      Galen and Aina welcomed us to their shop, and he started immediately fussing over Rhianne and her garb. While she fended him off, I spoke with Aina.

      “Is it ready?” I kept looking over in the direction of Galen and Rhianne, unable to fully contain my amusement as they bantered back and forth about her outfit.

      Aina nodded, beckoning to me, and I followed her to the back of the store. What she showed me was a simple set of boiled leather armor, custom fitted to me. “I could still decorate it and add some more personal touches, but if you need it, Sir Anzar, it’s ready for you.”

      I sighed as I looked the suit over. It would be nice to have something more impressive, and I had no doubt Aina could make it look better. Unfortunately, I needed it, and besides, it was the man that made the armor. “While I’d love to see what you can do, Aina, I’m afraid I need to go ahead and collect it.”

      “I understand,” she said. “Once you return and have the time, I can always do some improvements. Now, come over here and let’s test the fitting.”

      When we walked out of the shop, I was wearing my new armor to ‘break it in’ as Aina said. Rhianna had broken down and bought a new scarf from Galen which, possibly intentionally, was in a pattern that matched the tartan on my kilt. Several young men were loitering around the barracks as we walked up. They stopped what they were doing, which looked like a dice game to me, and I could tell they were about to start gushing.

      “No,” I held up a hand, and they all froze.

      “Eamon, Garrett, Bran, and Conal,” Rhianne said. “I think you’ve probably heard of Sir Gharrik Anzar. Since he came through the portal, he’s been helping us with our ogre problem.”

      I nodded, amused, as she continued. “He is going to need a guide to Ashen Hall, and your name came up, Eamon.” She pointed at a lanky young man with flyaway brown hair gathered into a ponytail, wearing leathers and furs not much different from most anyone else I’d seen in Einin.

      He immediately gave me an awkward salute. “I won’t disappoint you, Sir Anzar!”

      Ah, the enthusiasm of youth. “Meet me at the front gate tomorrow at dawn,” I said. “Get food for both of us for however many days it is to get to the Earl’s Hall, along with water and something for the horses. You can ride, Eamon?”

      He nodded. I could tell Rhianne was looking at me.

      “Good.” I grinned at the young man. “I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

      We turned and walked off. “You put them off-balance,” Rhianne muttered to me as we drifted out of earshot.

      “I don’t fight for praise,” I said with a shrug.

      “What do you fight for then?” She asked as we headed for her house.

      I glanced down at her, a flippant answer dying on my tongue. “At first, it was because I was angry,” I began in earnest. We were almost to her cottage.

      She nodded, leading me inside and then perching on the hearth, watching me. I pulled over a chair and sat on it, regarding her. I suppose I’d never really thought about it, and my reasons seemed strange on my tongue as I said them, as if voicing them made them more real than they were. Somehow, though, they seemed petty to me when spoken, but were they?

      “As I grew stronger and learned what I was doing, I started to relish the challenge. There was something about risking my life to prove that I was stronger or more skilled than another warrior that drove me to do it again and again.” I shrugged and smiled faintly at her. “The challenge, I suppose. That’s why I came here, through the portal. There wasn’t anything my world could offer me.”

      Rhianne nodded and rose, walking slowly around me. Her warm hands rested on my shoulders, fingers pressing into the hard muscle. “If you’ve met all challenges of combat, aren’t there others you can seek? You seem a good leader and a good man.”

      I chuckled softly. “If you say so.”

      She leaned over and pressed herself against my back, nuzzling at one of my ears. “Certainly, a good enough man to satisfy me,” she whispered.

      I reached up and stroked her hair with my right hand. My fingers drifted over her braids. She moaned softly and kissed my neck. “Is that what you want?” I asked her.

      “Gods, yes.” Rhianne slipped her hands down over my chest, and I closed my eyes. This was becoming a kind of game between us. She was fond of coaxing me, begging even, while I tried to control myself and deny her. Even this was a kind of challenge; to see how long she could tease and offer before I gave in. When I finally did, she would immediately surrender to me.

      Her breath was hot against my skin as she kissed along my neck, then lightly nibbled on my ear. “Beg,” I told her.

      “No, Gharrik. Don’t make me beg. Take me. Make me yours tonight.” She slid around and straddled my thighs. Her robe was open, and her eyes gleamed with desire.

      I met her gaze, expressionless. This was going to be difficult. I was leaving in the morning and wanted nothing more than to carry her off to bed and have my way with her. I wasn’t even certain that I’d make it to the bed. There was a perfectly good rug before the fireplace and a sturdy table that I could bend her over.

      “Beg,” I said again as I reached out to part her furs further, curling my hands around her firm, hard-peaked breasts. She moaned again and squirmed in my lap, before leaning in to brush her lips against mine.

      “Take me, champion,” Rhianne murmured hotly. “Please.”

      That was enough for me. I moved my left hand to the back of her neck and pulled her down for a lusty kiss. We weren’t going to make it to the bedroom. Not for a while.
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      Eamon and I rode out of Einin shortly after dawn. It was a cold, overcast morning, and the world seemed muffled in gray. In the wan light, the brown and grey plains surrounding the village looked bleak, leafless trees and bushes clawing for the heavy sky like the fingers of a dying man. The air smelled wet, and the river flowed, black and sluggish, as it curled around the village. There might be rain, or even snow, in our future.

      I checked the handle of my hammer, tested the draw, then let it go. In addition to the heavy steel weapon, I wore a throwing axe on each hip and a dagger tucked into a fur-lined boot. Sometime during the previous night, Rhianne had managed to carve the runes for what she had called ‘indestructibility’ and ‘spellbreaking’ into the hammer and empower them. It was much heavier than the axe, but the weight felt good. She had also spent some time on my leather armor, enhancing it with runes that would protect me from weapons and magic, and allow the leather to endure more abuse.

      Eamon carried a short bow and a long knife, along with a quiver of arrows. He was a talkative, friendly fellow, with sandy hair and hazel eyes, clad like I was in kilt, boots, and furs.

      At the bridge, he reined in and looked at me, his hazel eyes serious. “Sir Anzar, we have a decision to make.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, gazing off at the forest to the south.

      “The fastest way to reach Ashen Hall is by the trade road through there.” He pointed at the looming woods. “The way is about a half-day shorter than if we follow the forest’s edge to the west, then turn south.”

      My mind went to other campaigns, other chases and infiltrations. Usually, there was one thing that an enemy didn’t expect: “Straight through,” I said after thinking a moment. “They probably won’t expect us to go right through their territory.”

      He swallowed visibly and nodded. “Yes, sir.” I showed him a grin, and his eyes widened in concern. This boy wasn’t used to confronting problems head on, I’d wager.

      Nothing attacked us as we passed under the shadow of the trees, the scent of pine and earth wrapping us. Eamon led, keeping his horse, Aengus, another gelding like Finn, moving at a fast walk. For my part, I kept my eyes and ears open, focusing my attention on anything that might be out of the ordinary or dangerous. Finn plodded on after Aengus, content with the easy pace.

      The shadows changed and lengthened as the day wore on. We stopped around noontime to eat and to rest the horses. Even on the path, the shadows were deep, just a little light trickling down through the leaves and branches of the ancient trees. The air was chill and quiet, and it was peaceful here.

      Despite that, I was on edge. “No sign of anyone passing this way for a while,” I observed after studying the ground for a moment. A false sense of security was dangerous to us and my companion seemed to know this on some level.

      “It’s still winter, though near to spring.” Eamon said quietly as he swiveled his head about, staring into the shadows beyond the trees. “When spring comes, the ogres and other things retreat deeper into the forest, and trade re-opens with Ashen Hall.”

      I paused. “Other things?” I thought of bears and bandits, mostly, though even on my world we had fairy tales of monsters in the deep woods. I’d never really encountered a monster, even the ogres, for all their size and strength, were really just larger men and were just as easy to kill. Visions of dragons, witches, and other horrors sprang immediately to mind and the thought of testing my mettle against them thrilled me.

      He nodded. “I’ve seen a couple and heard of others. We do have bears and wild cats, snakes and giant spiders, but the things to fear the most are forest wyrms, kobolds, and cockatrice.”

      Giant spiders? I’d seen a spider as large as my two hands, once, but nothing bigger. “What are those other things?”

      Eamon finished eating and packed his things back up, checking Aengus carefully before turning to me. “A forest wyrm is a small dragon, with a poisonous bite, kobolds are small creatures, much like hairless dogs that walk on two feet, and cockatrice are an unholy combination of cock and lizard that, it’s said, can turn you to stone with only a glance.”

      I studied the young man, half-suspecting he was pulling my leg, but he looked deadly serious. With a shrug I went to pack my own gear, then checked Finn and mounted back up. “Which of these creatures have you seen?”

      Eamon swung up into his saddle. “Kobolds and a forest wyrm. Occasionally the hunters will run into one or the other,” he said as we set off again. “Both tend not to come near the trail.”

      So at least two out of the four he’d mentioned were from firsthand experience. “Are they all beasts, then?” I asked as we set off again. Giant spiders sounded reasonable too. It wasn’t hard to imagine such a thing. But the cockatrice?

      He shook his head. “Only the cockatrice and the forest wyrms. Kobolds are said to be as smart as men.”

      This world certainly had more variety than mine, at least in things that could possibly kill you. The idea of facing a dragon, though, did have a certain appeal. We had stories of them even on my world, but I’d never seen them. Here, though, everything that was legend or myth back home was real.

      “Are there large dragons?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.

      “So I’ve heard, Sir Anzar. They lair in the mountains to the north, and on occasion, we’ll see one flying in the distance, but none have ever come near Einin.” He made a gestured of warding. “It is likely for the better.”

      The mountains sounded interesting to me for a number of reasons. I’d grown up near mountains and had spent some of my spare time exploring and climbing around near my home town. Also, since they were the home of orcs and dragons, perhaps I’d be able to find more challenges of arms. Of course, there were a growing number of other considerations; Einin and Rhianne specifically. If she was bound to stay with the village, I could hardly ask her to accompany me, and going it alone didn’t appeal to me nearly as much as it might have once. I had to admit, though, that Gharrik Anzar, Dragon Slayer, certainly had a ring to it.

      We rode on as the day waned and grew dark. Night birds woke slowly, chirping in the trees and shadows as we continued along the path. Under the trees, night came early. Eamon drew out one of the magical lanterns, and we continued on.

      Eventually, we stopped and made camp, building a small fire to warm ourselves against the cold. We ate, wrapped in our furs, and slept. I felt no need to keep watch. We had the horses, and I was a light sleeper. Just out of curiosity, though, I set a line of thread around the campsite. Rhianne had given it to me before we left, calling it a ‘warding’ and telling me to circle the camp with it, then activate it with a drop of blood.

      I did so, feeling a tingling across my skin as I completed the little ritual. Then we went to sleep.

      At some point in the night, I woke. The fire had burned low and the horses were restless under their blankets, huddled together. I could hear Eamon’s regular breathing. My skin tingled and I knew, as if by magic, that we were surrounded. This was a useful magic.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something move. Branches rustled, and a horse whickered. I slowly eased onto my side, looking out into the woods with the fire behind me. I reached out slowly and gripped the haft of my new hammer. Perhaps it would see real bloodshed tonight.

      My ears caught the sound of more motion in the bushes. I was certain we were being watched, probably surrounded.

      “Hells with it,” I muttered, rising from my bedroll to stand with my back to the fire. I kicked Eamon awake.

      “What?” he complained.

      “Shut up. We’re surrounded.” I didn’t look down at him as I stared intently out into the undergrowth.

      “By what?” he whispered, scrambling free of his bedroll and readying an axe.

      “I don’t know. They’re staying low and away from the fire.” I didn’t shift my eyes from the dark woods surrounding us. “Watch my back.”

      He didn’t respond, but I could hear him move and feel his presence on the other side of our small fire. It was slowly going out.

      “They’re waiting for our fire to fail,” I hissed as I came to that realization. “Build it up, I’ll protect you.”

      Something let out a series of barking yips out in the night, and Eamon swore. “Kobolds,” he said as he crouched and started feeding wood to the fire.

      “Will they attack?” I shifted the grip on my hammer and crouched a little. The balance was different than my old one, better. The question was purely curiosity on my part. If the creatures backed off, that would be fine too. I rather suspected they wouldn’t.

      The firelight grew brighter as Eamon fed the blaze more wood. “Probably. I would guess they’re only this bold because food is scarce.”

      Another one of those yips sounded out, this one near the horses. “Damn it!” I growled. “Watch the woods.” With that, I strode over to where the horses were hobbled and urged them closer to the fire. I thought I saw eyes glittering in the shadows as Eamon kept building up the fire.

      When the darts flew, I was ready. I deflected one with my hammer, dodged two, and caught one. There was no time to inspect it, though, as a small horde of yipping, growling little dogmen poured from the shadows, bearing spears that looked to be tipped by some metal other than bronze.

      The runes on the hammer sparkled faintly in the firelight. I was very pleased at the balance and craftsmanship of the weapon, even as simple as it was, and as quickly as Fergus had produced it, the man was definitely a master.

      I heard Eamon yelp as the darts flew, and figured he’d been hit. As the kobolds charged, I threw the dart into one, saw it stagger, then brought my hammer to bear. The little creatures stood between two and three feet tall, and were as Eamon described; smallish dogs, with hands, that walked on two legs. They were mostly dark in color and wore metal and leather armor.

      What he hadn’t told me was that they were much more organized than the ogres. Where I had mostly expected beasts, I had soldiers charging me in a unified squad while more closed in on Eamon. I would have to adjust on the fly.

      I swept my hammer across the small forest of spears, throwing them off and using the motion to spin myself around. My second blow slammed into the charging kobolds, sending them flying in all directions. More were coming out of the woods, but I had to get to Eamon. He was on his knees by the fire, weakly trying to fend off another squad of the creatures that were menacing him with their spears.

      Leaping the fire, I got a moment’s look at their surprised faces as I brought my hammer crashing down in their midst. One died, the rest scattered and regrouped.

      “Poisoned dart,” Eamon whispered. “Can’t … stay … awake …” He fell over, axe dropping from his hand. I stood over him, watching the kobolds regroup. Eamon was still breathing, were they trying to take us alive?

      A scuffling sound on the ground behind me caused me to turn, dropping down to scoop up my companion’s axe. As my eyes tracked over the dog-men closing in on me, I hurled the axe, splitting open one of the small creatures as I leaped in behind it. I laid about with my hammer, breaking bones and sending small bodies flying about in a whirlwind of death. Of the seven that had been closing in on me, only one retreated into the trees, yelping.

      I spun in the other squad and snarled, stalking forward. Four raised their spears to meet me, while three behind them drew and hurled more of the poisoned darts. Sweeping them out of the air with my hammer, I let out a roar and charged. The kobolds broke and scattered before I got to them, fleeing into the woods with more of those yipping cries. I stopped at the edge of our camp, then paced a quick circle around the perimeter, checking for any that might have stayed.

      Finding we were clear, I moved to check on Eamon. He was out cold, breathing but limp and unresponsive when I tried to wake him. That was when it occurred to me that the kobolds might carry an antidote for their poison in their gear. I took the time to rifle the bodies as I moved them to the tree line.

      Fortune smiled. In the pouches of several of the creatures, there were extra darts, doses of the poison, which had a sort of lavender scent and made me sleepy just smelling it, and a bottle that smelled extremely strong and acrid when I opened it.

      Testing a theory, as I was familiar with the smelling salts some leeches used to awaken patients from a faint, I waved the open bottle beneath Eamon’s nose and was rewarded by him stirring and starting awake with a sudden sneeze.

      “Welcome back,” I said as he groaned and sat up. He looked at me, then turned and vomited noisily beside his bedroll.

      “I feel awful,” the young man spat a couple of times, then scrubbed at his mouth with a forearm. “I was hit by a kobold dart, and after that …”

      I stood and stretched, figuring it was probably a good idea to make light of things and put him to ease. “The kobolds and I had a bit of an argument. Several of them thought to make a rather permanent point, but I managed to bring them around. Forcefully.” I grinned for a moment at him. “They withdrew. Now, you might want to eat quickly and pack up. I’d like to get out of this damned forest by tonight.”

      Eamon nodded and got unsteadily to his feet. I was ready to catch him if he started to fall, but he didn’t.

      “I think I’ll eat later,” he muttered, reaching for a waterskin and taking a few shallow drinks. “Not sure I can even keep water down.”

      I nodded slowly and helped him pack his gear on Aengus, then we set out once more. How many more non-human races were there on this world that could make war? These kobolds had been effective for their size and smart enough to cut their losses. That was quite a contrast to the ogres. For now, though, my concern was my companion. Eamon could barely ride, so I didn’t distract him with my questions.

      By noontime, he was feeling well enough to eat a bit, and shortly after that, we broke free of the trees and emerged onto the hilly, scrub-covered plains that ringed the great forest. I’d have to remember to ask if the forest had a name. No one had ever named it to me, and I’d never thought to ask.

      We kept going, following the trail under the clouded skies. “Is that smoke?” I asked. Off in the distance, several dark gray plumes rose lazily to join with the low clouds.

      Eamon stood in his stirrups and shaded his eyes, peering off into the distance. “I think so, sir. That’s in the direction of Ashen Hall, too.” He went pale, sat back down, and urged his horse forward, heading for one of the larger hills in the near distance.

      When we crested the hill, off in the distance, I could see Ashen Hall or rather what was left of it. Smoke rose from the small town surrounding the castle, but only a few fires were visible in the gray light. The keep itself was in better shape, although the gate was wide open, the drawbridge down, and smoke curled up from the windows of one tower. So much for getting help from here. I had a sudden urge to wheel Finn around and ride like hell back towards Einin, but I pushed it down. We needed to figure out what happened.

      It looked like the fighting was over. From the damage and overall lack of visible fighting, I suspected that we were a day or so too late. Eamon stared in shock. “What? How?”

      The only answers we’d get now would be from survivors, if there were any. I spurred Finn forward, grim-faced. “Come on. Let’s see if anyone still lives.”
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      I could smell smoke and death as we rode into what was left of the town surrounding Ashen Hall. Eamon covered his nose and mouth with a sleeve, his eyes wide with fear. There were bodies everywhere, some in livery and some that looked more like militia, killed as they defended their town. Here and there, other non-human corpses lay. It was these that drew my immediate attention.

      Eamon stared, shivering. “Orcs and ogres, Sir Anzar …” He must have noticed my gaze or was just offering an explanation out of a sense of courtesy.

      I dismounted, looking around with an appraising eye. “Wait here.”

      Everything seemed quiet enough as I walked over and examined what Eamon had called an orc. They were just what Caleb had described; large, muscular humanoids, with green skin, tusks, and black hair. Unlike the ogres, who seemed flabby despite their size and power, the orcs seemed dangerous, even dead. They were muscular and heavy-framed, with long arms and mouths full of sharp, heavy teeth. The weapons they bore were about twice as heavy as their human counterparts. Far fewer orcs littered the streets than the defenders, a mute testament to their strength. Though if the invaders had won, why did they leave their dead behind? That was an odd practice.

      As I started forward, I motioned to Eamon. He gathered Finn’s reins and followed, staying mounted. There were few female dead, and those were garbed in armor and armed. Guards, from their gear, and no children. That meant captives for ransom or slavery. I ground my teeth. While both practices were common in my world, neither sat well with me, and I had been vocal in my opposition to them, something the nobles had hated me for.

      Unlike my young companion, I had no emotional connection to these people. My concern was for Einin, but we needed to know what had happened. I continued my slow walk, checking houses and buildings, listening for any signs of life. Occasionally I’d bellow a, “Hello! Anyone alive?”

      Eamon pitched in after the second time, adding his own faintly quavering voice to the search.

      The rune-carved walls had survived, but doors were broken in. I wasn’t sure what it would take to break the runic defenses, but Eamon’s eyes widened when I mentioned it.

      “More magic, sir,” he told me. “Perhaps weapons keyed for spellbreaking?”

      I picked up a heavy axe from one of the orcish corpses and examined it. There seemed to be no sign of any runes at all on the bronze head. I swung it with all my strength at the wall of a two-story building, a shop of some kind. The blade bent under the force, and the haft shattered in my hand. Cheap crap. Probably mass-produced by mediocre smiths to outfit an army.

      Still, that was an army of orcs and ogres. No wonder the defenders had done so poorly. I grunted, hefting my hammer and repeating the test that the axe had failed. This time, the result was much different. My hammer sank into the wall, shattering parts of it. The runes on the head shone faintly.

      “Perhaps,” I said to Eamon.

      He just nodded, looking sick.

      So, where were the spellbreaking weapons? I picked up and examined a few more, looking for runes. Nothing. Had they retrieved the enchanted weapons? Or, possibly, no wielders of rune weapons had been downed in the fighting. The latter seemed a bit unlikely to me, but possible. I still didn’t know everything that magic could do.

      We paused at the castle’s drawbridge and gazed across at the castle. Aside from scattered bodies, there was no real sign of damage. The bridge was down, the portcullis up, and the doors thrown open. I paused and frowned. This looked like no siege I’d ever seen before. There was only one answer, barring magic, of course, and it wasn’t comforting.

      “What?” Eamon asked, noticing my expression. His own posture shifted as he peered around, probably trying to figure out what I saw.

      I shook my head and said slowly, “The only times I’ve seen a conquered castle with its gates open and undamaged is when there was betrayal or skullduggery involved. While I’ve never betrayed any lord I’ve served, I’ve certainly been a party to infiltrations, and I’ve personally thrown open more than a few gates and doors. All the signs are here.”

      “What do you mean?” He looked around, eyes wide.

      I didn’t answer right off and started walking across the drawbridge into the castle proper. There were more of the dead here, including a pair of guards that were cut down in the act of trying to raise the bridge.

      Could the whole attack have been conducted with such speed and stealth that the town and the keep had been caught unawares? Was magic capable of hiding an army? If this was true, then I would have to adapt everything I knew about tactics and strategy.

      Eamon dismounted and walked past me. He was in shock, I could tell, and his hands shook.

      “Stay in the courtyard,” I told him.

      I didn’t stay to see if he answered. Furtive movement behind an arrow slit on one of the towers had drawn my attention, and I bounded off. If someone lived, I wanted to question them.

      The door at the tower’s base flew open as I slammed into it. A quick glance showed me no one in the circular room at the base, so I went for the stairs. Above, I heard the sound of feet on stone and started running up the stairs, taking them two or three at a time. Occasionally I caught a glimpse of a trailing bit of dark cloth, or maybe a tail?

      Another glimpse as my quarry paused to gaze down at me. Definitely a tail, blue-skinned and tufted, protruding from the split back of some kind of robe or cloak. In outline, the figure seemed to be female, of middling height, and not visibly armed.

      A tail, though? What in the hells looked mostly human but for blue skin and a tail? Damn it all! I’d find out later. For now, I had to catch her, and she was fast.

      I reached the door to the battlements as it swung shut in my face, yanked it open, and emerged into the sunlight hot on the heels of the fleeing figure. One of her gloved hands reached back and scattered a handful of something that sparkled in the light behind them as they ran, leaping over a couple of bodies that lay sprawled on the parapet.

      My eyes were sharp. These were spikes, caltrops meant to discourage pursuit, but I wasn’t about to stop in the face of such paltry things. I was the wolf, intent on his prey. I hopped to the crenellations, sure-footed as ever for the three steps it took to get past the glittering field of caltrops my quarry had dropped. She was closing in on the next tower as I put my head down and poured on the speed, practically flying over the stones.

      As I pounded after her, the figure paused at the door and looked back. Golden, inhuman eyes opened wide in a pale blue-skinned face, and then she did something that caught me by surprise.

      Her leap from the parapet dropped her the fifty or so feet into the courtyard below, and she landed perfectly in a crouch before sprinting straight at Eamon. To his credit, the young man drew his axe and stood his ground. Who was this woman? What was she?

      I followed the cloaked figure’s leap. If they could do it, so could I.

      My heavy landing cracked a cobblestone under my booted feet and pain shot up my legs as they flexed mightily, absorbing the impact. I still took off after the fleeing figure, hobbling for a moment as my body got back into motion. As I ran, I drew one of my throwing axes and hurled it sidearm in a calculated throw meant to take her legs out from under her. It was a hard shot and risky, but I didn’t want to kill her, not yet.

      The woman, over halfway to Eamon now, glanced back, just as the haft of the axe struck her in the heel of their left foot. Sweeping the leg aside, the throw sent her tumbling in a rolling heap that crashed into a sprawl and was still.

      I skidded to a halt, hammer up and ready as I stood over her prone and motionless figure. From a closer look, I could tell a bit more. She was wearing a full outfit of some kind of soft hide, deerskin probably, dyed black and with a split cloak of some dark fur over all. A cowl and mask covered her head and face, aside from her eyes. While the general form beneath the cloak and hides was humanish, the fingertips emerging from her cut-off gloves were tipped with claws. A long, thin tail, like a lion’s, complete with a shiny black tuft of fur at its end peeked out from beneath her.

      I couldn’t help but stare in curiosity. Even the orcs and ogres hadn’t had tails.

      Eamon ran up, panting. He looked down at the woman, then at me. “Troll,” he said. “You should kill her, Sir Anzar.”

      I shook my head. This was the only survivor of whatever happened here, and we needed answers.

      “No,” I said flatly. “We have to find out what happened here, and she’s our only source right now.” Besides, I didn’t relish the idea of killing any woman, especially not one who was unconscious and helpless. For a moment, I wondered if that reluctance would extend to Ga’idra, if I ever caught up with her.

      “But she’s a troll, sir! She’ll cut your throat soon as look at you! They’re murderers and thieves all!” From the look of him, he was terrified.

      I studied the troll for a long moment. She didn’t stir but for the slow rise and fall of her chest. “Get me some rope,” I told Eamon. Maybe binding her would settle him down a little.

      He stood there for a few heartbeats, staring at me, then hurried off to the horses, muttering to himself. I knelt down by the troll and reached to pull the cowl away from her face.

      As soon as my hand touched it, her eyes snapped open and she grabbed my wrist. She was strong, but I was stronger. Our eyes met, and I scowled.

      “I want to talk to you,” I said, keeping eye contact. She had eyes of a deep golden color, with no white and a large, black pupil. “I give you my word that you will come to no harm.”

      “You could have taken off my leg with that throw,” she said matter-of-factly. Her voice was muffled by the cowl, but it had a pleasant sound to it, along with an odd, lilting accent.

      “Like I said, I want to talk.” I kept my eyes on hers.

      “You could have killed me, and you did not.” She bowed her head in acceptance. “You have defeated me, and my life is yours.”

      This reminded me of some of the tribes I’d fought and drunk with in the far north of my own world. I’d test that theory. My eyes met hers and I said calmly, “A life for a life?”

      Her eyes widened just a little in surprise. I wished I could have seen the rest of her face. “There is more than that, warrior,” she replied softly. “But that is close enough.”

      I nodded and said, “Fine,” in the same calm, almost flat tone that I’d been using.

      Did her eyes narrow a bit? Was she listening for changes in my voice get a read of me, much as I was trying to do with her? I could only assume so. Otherwise, I’d be underestimating her, and I wasn’t about to give her that kind of advantage, especially as wary as Eamon was being.

      As I said that, she let go of my wrist, put hers together, and held them up like an offering. Eamon came jogging back up and froze as he saw her eyes open. His mouth opened and closed like a fish until I held up a hand. She looked from him to me. “Will he honor your word?”

      I gave Eamon a sharp look. “I’ve given this one my word that she will come to no harm.” Likely he’d give me no trouble.

      His eyes widened, and he nodded, obviously understanding the situation and withering a bit under my glare. “I give my word as well,” he mumbled, but it was clear enough.

      She closed her eyes and leaned her head back. “I am Kasaka, of the dead.” Her hands remained out, wrists together, as if she expected to be bound. “You have my life, and I surrender to you and ask for your protection.”

      “Why do you want my protection?” I asked. This was a curious change, and one that put me in a bit of a predicament. From Eamon’s expression, he wasn’t any more clued-in than I was, so he’d be no help. I focused on the troll woman.

      “You are from the other world, and you have fought the ogres. Ga’idra fears you.” She opened her eyes and stared at me, damn that mask on her face. “I have abandoned my duty, and my tribe is dead.” There was sorrow in her eyes, and she seemed human enough to read, even with most of her face covered.

      My instincts usually served me well, even in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. This time, they told me to trust her. Something about the way she carried herself and moved spoke of more than just surrender. She was expecting to die.

      “Why did you introduce yourself as ‘of the dead’?” Eamon suddenly blurted out. Kasaka’s eyes flickered to him, as did mine. So, there was curiosity in the boy. Good.

      “My tribe is dead, and I have abandoned my duty,” she said plainly, repeating what she had said before.

      “What duty?” I asked.

      “I served The Maker.” Her eyes dropped to her feet. “I killed in his name.” She took a deep breath. “But my tribe is dead, and I no longer wish to serve him.”

      “I am Gharrik Anzar,” I told her, finally. “This is Eamon of Einin. I accept your surrender and extend my protection. What happened here?” Eamon looked like he was about to rattle off more questions, but I held up my hand to stop him.

      Kasaka let her hands fall to rest on her belly for a moment with a soft sigh. Was she disappointed that we hadn’t bound her? Was that expected in her culture? Finally, she sat up slowly and reached down to explore her left ankle with her fingertips, giving a hiss of pain as she touched the tender flesh.

      “The Maker sent General Dakar with his army to capture the folk of Ashen Hall. It should have been Ga’idra, but she is being punished for her failure with Einin.”

      “Does the Earl live?” I asked, studying her and wishing I could see more of her face.

      Closing her eyes, she nodded slowly. “When I watched him being led away in chains, he did.” Very carefully, she pushed on her ankle and I heard the crackle of bones shifting. Then she flexed her ankle slowly and gave a single nod. “I can travel now.”

      A broken ankle healed in moments. More magic, I supposed. I had to start considering runes in my plans. “Where were the townsfolk and the Earl taken?”

      “North, to Gorran.” Kasaka pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, watching Eamon and I with her strange, golden eyes.

      “How far is it by foot?” I squatted down and regarded her from the same level.

      She shrugged. “A week. Two. The Maker uses runes to make it faster.”

      “So, a week or two without magic. How long does it take with his runes?” I glanced up at Eamon and frowned before returning my attention to Kasaka.

      “A day, maybe.” She shrugged and shifted her head a bit, staring off in the middle distance while Eamon and I shared a look. He seemed completely out of his depth, but there was the fire of determination in his eyes. The young man wouldn’t balk.

      My disbelief warred with what little I knew of rune magic. A day to move an army through a two-week journey? What were the limits on this magic, and how powerful was this ‘Maker’? I frowned. Two weeks behind the enemy forces, and anything could happen. Could Rhianne manage this fast travel magic? We’d have to return to Einin, but that might give us an advantage if she could.

      “Where is Gorran?” I asked the troll, turning my gaze back to her.

      Eamon spoke up. “The northern mountains, sir. North and west of Einin.”

      Kasaka nodded. “He’s correct. Gharrik Anzar, would you help me stand?”

      I nodded and rose then offered her a hand up. She took it and rose smoothly, then tested her ankle.

      “Do you wish to go to Gorran?” she asked. Her voice was flat, resigned. It was the tone of someone who was accepting of their fate.

      I studied her curiously. How far could she be trusted?

      “We need to stop at Einin,” I said, watching her.

      She nodded slowly, standing still and keeping her hands out where they could be seen. What was I going to do with her? How strongly did her word bind her? Eamon wasn’t any help since he possessed some kind of immediate hatred against her kind.

      I wasn’t a gullible man. I’d seen through plots and assassins, picked thieves from a crowd of revelers. She seemed sincere but guarded, and while I didn’t have Eamon’s prejudices, she had recently been an agent of the enemy. Perhaps she even had the old soldier’s excuse of ‘I was only following orders’ to let her sleep at night, or perhaps she was as evil as my companion believed.

      Though there was plenty of uncertainty, I knew could handle her if anything happened, and if her word was good and she was sincere, this would all be worth it.

      “Would you serve me, then?” I asked.

      Kasaka looked up sharply and her golden gaze met mine. I held my face expressionless as she stared at me.

      There was silence for a long moment, then she nodded. “I think that I would be happy to serve Gharrik Anzar.” Her tail twitched jerkily to and fro, her eyes earnest, but …

      “Show me your face,” I commanded, crossing my arms and staring down at her.

      Kasaka nodded slowly. “There are three conditions whereby I may reveal my face, Gharrik Anzar. The first is to whom I serve, the second is to whom I am about to kill, and the third is to whom I about to mate with. Please have your man turn away. I do not wish to have to kill him.”

      Eamon blinked in surprise.

      “Go ahead,” I told him. Bloody superstition was all this was, just like the eastern assassins back home. It’s not like I’d let her kill him, but since she’d just pledged fealty to me, I didn’t want to have to fight my own … whatever she was.

      The young man sighed and turned away while she watched him.

      There was no melodrama. Kasaka simply removed her cowl and regarded me intently. Golden eyes gazed at me from a pale, blue-skinned, and heart-shaped face, with a sharp nose and thin lips. Delicate tusks protruded slightly from behind her lower lip. Short, glossy, blue-black hair was swept back from her forehead in a widow’s peak.

      She was attractive despite her inhuman appearance, and I couldn’t help envisioning her naked and entwined with me in an act of passion. I took a deep breath and nodded to her.

      She made an odd little bow, almost a dance step over her extended right leg, then donned her cowl once more. “Is that adequate?”

      “Barely. I’d prefer you to go unmasked.” I regarded her. It would serve a bit to earning trust, but I didn’t think she’d go for it.

      Kasaka shook her head. “Not yet,” she murmured. “Not yet.”

      Old habits died hard. Maybe one day she’d go unmasked, if I didn’t have to kill her before then. I frowned and looked in Eamon’s direction. “It’s safe, Eamon. Let’s see if there are any other survivors or renegades who managed to hide themselves away.” I really needed to know more about this world. So far, all I was doing was reacting to things as they happened, but the situation was such that I didn’t know to ask a question until I needed the answer.

      This annoyed me.

      “Yes, sir,” he said, turning around.

      “I don’t think you’ll find anyone,” Kasaka added.

      I shrugged, inwardly agreeing with her, but said. “We have to look.”
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      Unfortunately, Kasaka proved to be right. The Maker’s forces had captured or killed everyone in Ashen Hall. Whatever livestock there had been was gone, leaving only the rats, cats, and occasional dogs to wander the streets and fight over the dead.

      I wasn’t surprised by this. The attack had been too well planned, too complete, to have left behind any of the peasantry, and as far as we could tell, all the guards had been slaughtered.

      In one of the ransacked rooms off of the castle’s main hall, I righted one of the remaining chairs and pointed at it.

      “Kasaka, sit,” I said. She blinked in surprise under her mask but did as I bade her without questioning. I looked over at Eamon. “You, stand by the door.”

      The young man opened his mouth but withered and went silent under my glare. He sullenly took a position leaning against the stone wall beside the broken door.

      I grunted and focused on the troll. “You said that you worked for the enemy here. I want to know more. In fact, I want to know everything.”

      She fidgeted as I held her gaze and finally looked down at her gloved hands where they rested in her lap. “I was ordered to infiltrate Ashen Hall a few days before the attack. The general sent a group of us to soften up the target. My own mission was to poison the food supplies and the water of the guards.”

      Eamon tensed and fidgeted, he didn’t know much of warfare, but then, I didn’t expect him to. Poison and disease were often used as weapons to soften up a hard target, such as a keep, fort, or castle. I didn’t care to use them, and never needed to under my commands, but I was familiar with their use. “So, you got in with your orders, but I don’t think you carried them out, did you?”

      Sure, I was leading her a little bit, to see how she’d react. She shook her head after a moment. “I did not.”

      “Why not?” I looked over at Eamon and frowned when I saw he was away from his post. He noticed my disapproving gaze and settled back in beside the door, scowling like Caleb. For a moment, I wondered if they were related, then turned my steely gaze back on Kasaka.

      She regarded me impassively from behind her mask, I’d given her a moment to prepare her story.

      “I don’t know,” she said simply. “I had been wanting out from under The Maker’s thumb for months. My friend had failed him, then defied him and been imprisoned. There was nothing for me to lose. Perhaps the humans would win.”

      I stayed silent, watching her. This was a classic soldier’s dilemma, and a good reason never to use conscripts.

      “I hid,” she continued. “If the general thought I was caught, then maybe he would call off the attack, but he did not.” Her eyes searched my face, but I was careful to keep my expression neutral. “Two of us were trolls, and two were humans. The others did what they were told, and …” She waved a hand around.

      I stayed impassive during this, but Eamon trembled with rage. “Why didn’t you warn them?” he demanded when she’d finished recounting her part. This time, I let him.

      She looked down at her boots and her shoulders slumped. “I did not want to die.”

      “But you are dead to your people!” he shouted across the room.

      “I was the last of my tribe anyway.” She lifted her gaze and I could see anger in her golden eyes. Best to quell this now. I had all the information I needed, and more than enough to convince me to give her the benefit of the doubt for now.

      “Enough!” I snapped. “This gets us nowhere. It’s time to leave this place behind and return to Einin.” With that, I turned away and walked to the horses.

      Kasaka would have run along beside us or tried to, but I had a better idea. I thought I had her measure and wanted to put my theory to the test. Since we never searched her for weapons, I put her behind me, on Finn. She’d be less likely to catch me unaware than she would the boy, even if he could be convinced to let her ride with him.

      As we settled in to move out, I glanced back at her. “Dismount quickly if a fight starts. Hide or fight as you will and find me when it’s over.”

      She gave a nod of her cowled head and we set out. Eamon ranged ahead, but not far, and frequently glanced backwards. He fully expected her to betray us. I rather did, too, but I hoped to be pleasantly surprised.

      Our trip back through the forest was uneventful, though Eamon remained subdued and Kasaka mostly silent. She ate facing away from the fire, never exposing her face, only speaking when spoken to, making no attempt to escape. If she had any weapons, which I suspected she did, she made no move to draw them.

      We were getting close to the edge of the forest when Eamon slowed Aengus and waited for me to ride up beside him.

      “Sir Anzar, I don’t think that we should bring her to Einin.” His eyes met mine, and they were wide and earnest. The boy was pale and sweating beneath his furs. He was afraid to speak of this, which bothered me on some level.

      “Why not?” I asked, curious. I didn’t bother reining in Finn, and our horses continued walking along as we talked.

      Kasaka interrupted before he could speak. “Because humans are afraid of trolls.” Her tail lashed, body shifting behind me. “The boy is right. They will want to kill me, like he does.”

      “Why?” I looked from her to Eamon. There was too damn much about this world that I didn’t know. It was growing frustrating.

      He sighed and looked away and grumbled, “Trolls are assassins, Sir Anzar. They also eat people.” My young friend was worried, that was clear.

      She cackled, a rather jarring sound. “We do not waste the dead, it’s true.” There was a definite note of amusement in her voice. Was she teasing the boy?

      “Stop,” I told her and shook my head. I’d fought cannibals before and fought beside them. Most of them either treated an enemy’s corpse the same as they would any other kind of meat or attached a great deal of ritual significance to the act of eating their flesh. I glanced back at Kasaka and wondered for a moment which path she followed.

      “Eamon, you keep repeating that trolls are these horrible monsters, but you haven’t told me a single thing that they’ve done that humans haven’t. There’s more to it, isn’t there?” I studied the young man.

      “Even the cannibalism? That’s awful!” Eamon exclaimed. He looked up at me, eyes wide and almost pleading. “The kings of Artur decreed that all trolls must die. I don’t expect you to understand, sir, but they are monsters …”

      “Enough!” I snarled, this argument was both tiring and repetitive. It needed to stop. “Eamon, what is your word worth?”

      He paused and stared at me, taken aback. “What?” he asked.

      “I said … what is your word worth? You gave your word, along with me, that Kasaka would not be harmed.” My eyes met his and held them.

      Kasaka had avoided as much physical contact with me as she possibly could, given as close as we rode, but as I stared hard at Eamon, she put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Easy,” she whispered. Could she sense my growing anger? Probably. She was right, too, there were better things to rage against than my own companions.

      Eamon narrowed his eyes. “My word is good, sir,” he said firmly as he straightened in the saddle.

      I nodded and said, “Remember it, then,” before tapping my heels to Finn’s flanks and urging him into motion.

      “You have a way with people,” Kasaka murmured in my ear as she shifted behind me, leaning into my back. Her arms slipped around my waist in a surprisingly intimate gesture. It was the first time she’d done this since we’d left Ashen Hall, and I almost broke her head for it. I had expected an attack. “What sort of man are you, I wonder?”

      Once I realized the gesture was innocent, or at least mostly so, a brief surge of desire ran through me. I pushed it down. This was not the time nor the place, and I definitely needed to learn more about trolls.

      “Just a man,” I answered and glanced over at Eamon. He was riding with his back stiff and his eyes ahead. There was pride and determination in him, but he lacked experience. He would learn, probably the hard way, that until a person was strong enough to stand firm, it was best to bend when necessary.

      He broke the tree line first and rose up in his saddle. “No. Oh, no.” As he dropped back down and turned to look at me, I reined in beside him, staring off at the rising plumes of smoke from Einin. Some of the buildings burned, and parts of the palisade were broken, but unlike Ashen Hall, there were figures still moving inside and outside of the village.

      Worry and anger came together to fan the fires of my battle lust.

      “Come on!” I yelled at Eamon, feeling Kasaka’s arms tighten around my waist as I spurred Finn into a gallop.

      Before us, the town burned. Figures rushed around, trying to fight the fires. Strangely, though, there was no sign of any attacker.

      Before we reached the bridge, my passenger leaned in and whispered to my ears alone. “Call my name if I am needed, otherwise, I will wait for you at the bridge.” Without waiting for me to respond, she rolled nimbly off the horse and landed running, pacing us for a moment or two before slowing and veering off. Either this was the betrayal I’d been expecting, or the moment of proof had come. Time would tell.

      Eamon had his axe out and Aengus was neck in neck with Finn, hooves pounding the earth as we raced towards the burning village. My hammer was in my hand, but I saw no enemies once we were close. Where were they?

      Two bedraggled and bloodied figures charged out to greet us, waving for us to stop. We yanked on the reins, stopping our lathered mounts inches from the pair. One was Caleb, his right arm bound in a sling and a haphazard bandage over his skull. The other was a guardsman I didn’t recognize. He was bandaged around his ribs and left leg and leaned heavily on his spear.

      I flowed smoothly off Finn and landed before Caleb. His eyes were clear but haunted as a breeze wafted over us, hot from the fires and smelling of burning wood, flesh, and blood.

      “What happened?” I demanded as Eamon dismounted and ran up to us. My muscles were tense, ready, and I was practically thirsting for blood. It took me a few moments and several deep breaths to calm myself.

      Caleb eyed me, a hint of understanding evident in his gaze. “They appeared from nowhere, Sir Anzar,” the old guardsman said. “An army of orcs, some ogres, and a handful of Runemasters attacked us in the dark hours before dawn.” He let out a sharp, bitter laugh. “An army attacked by surprise, can you believe it?”

      I growled and said, “Much the same happened at Ashen Hall, but they were not so lucky as you. Continue.” Then I paused. “Where’s Rhianne?”

      “Taken,” Caleb said, holding up a hand as I bristled, my rage suddenly flaring into roaring life again. “She’s the reason we’re more than just ash and bones though. Rhianne gave us a second’s warning, enough time to shut the gates and sound the alarm. I don’t know how she knew they were coming, but she came running barefoot to the gate, yelling for us to close it and make ready.”

      His jaw set grimly. “That was when they started to appear. Their first charge would have gained them the town had Rhianne not been there.”

      I felt a surge of pride, mingled with anger. “How was she taken?”

      “She fought a duel of magic with their Runemasters, slew three of them before the other two were able to force her back, and in that moment, something flew out of the dark, snatched her up, and fled.” Caleb rubbed his nose and looked at me. “Seger claims it was a dragon, but I don’t know. Whatever it was flew off to the north and we lost it in the dark.”

      “’Twas a dragon,” grumbled the guardsman that had come up with Caleb, no doubt this Seger fellow. “I was right there when it came out of the dark and grabbed her in one of its hind claws.”

      Caleb glanced sidelong at the man, who silenced as the captain took a deep breath and studied me. “After that, they kept pushing into the village for a while. Not for long though. They sounded a retreat, and once they’d pulled back to the fields, the whole army vanished with a sound like thunder.”

      This would not stand. Rhianne had grown dear to me, and now she was gone. My vision was going red as my heartbeat pounded in my ears. If she had been killed, then my vengeance would shake this world to its roots. I would not rest until The Maker and his generals were ground beneath my heels.

      “Sir Anzar?” Caleb’s voice broke through my building rage.

      I fought it down again, swallowing hard. “Yes?” I spoke through gritted teeth. The tendons in my hands creaked as I clenched my fists.

      The old warrior seemed to have read my mind. “I know she still lived when she was carried off. The creature could easily have torn her apart or dropped her from on high.”

      Seger nodded. “She was still fighting the whole way.”

      I nodded slowly as my head cleared a little. It wasn’t time to kill, not yet. Soon, though. Soon. “You think she has only been captured then?” I asked, hoping that they missed the desperation in my voice, and took a few deep breaths to continue the process of calming myself.

      “Aye,” Caleb said grimly. “A few others are missing, too, and the headman’s been badly hurt. Would you be willing to go and seek them? Save them if you can, or avenge them if you must?”

      This was what I was born to do, and what I had done for years.

      “I will,” I said, meeting his gaze. “They will fear the name of Einin and the name of Gharrik Anzar.” Forcing my clenched hands to relax, I took a deep breath of the air, smelling the wood smoke and burning flesh. There would be time for rage and killing later, when the enemy was found.

      Caleb grinned like a hungry wolf. “Good. I’ll have supplies ready for you shortly.” He looked over at Eamon, who had remained silent through our discussion. “Do you go or stay, son? We could use you here, but I’m certain Sir Anzar will need a guide.”

      Indecision warred in the young man’s eyes. Finally, he spoke, “Captain, if I can help to stop this, then I must. I might be able to help rebuild here, but Sir Anzar could make better use of me.”

      I smiled. Maybe he just wanted to watch my back against the troll, but the young man held promise.

      Caleb nodded. “Fine. Go see your family quick, boy. Who knows when you’ll be back?” Eamon nodded and scampered off, leaving Aengus with the other guard.

      “What happened at Ashen Hall?” the old guard captain asked me.

      “A suddenly appearing and disappearing army,” I said. “Much like this one.” Then I shook my head and told Caleb the whole story, including the bit about the troll. He was silent throughout, watching me.

      When I’d finished the story, he nodded. “Faceless Tribe, at a guess. I thought they’d been wiped out fairly recently. Guess you managed to find the last one.” His face took on a distant, calculating look and he said quietly, “It’s a good thing, too, they’re about the only troll tribe who takes their word seriously. Life debts, captive’s honor, whatever you want to call it, she’ll hold to it. I heard they had some oddities, too, but I guess you’ll find out. No one from Artur would have spared her life, even if she surrendered. The high kings saw to that.”

      I wondered what led a king to want a whole race killed on sight. Not even the ogres suffered that kind of ban. It didn’t seem right.

      “Trolls sound no worse than some men I had to work with when I was king’s champion.” I snorted and shook my head. “I thought you’d be more like Eamon. He wanted me to kill her while she was helpless.”

      Caleb shrugged slightly and said, “He may have been right. Most people think the only good troll is a dead troll, but if she’s alone and she can tell you where to find the Earl and his people—”

      “And hopefully Rhianne,” I interrupted. Honestly, I couldn’t care less about the Earl, but Rhianne and the common people worried me.

      He slashed his good arm through the air. “Especially Rhianne!” he snapped. “She’s one of ours, gods damn it! You … you’re this big hero from another world, Sir Gharrik Anzar, and you had better bring her back to us!” I thought I saw tears in the old man’s eyes, and his voice cracked with pain and rage.

      I was surprised by the force in Caleb’s voice. He hadn’t seemed all that fond of the Einin Runemaster before, but at that moment, I understood. She was part of the village, and even if the guard captain had his issues with her, even if he couldn’t command her, he cared about the red-haired, fiery, stubborn woman.

      A fierce grin split my features. “You have my word, Caleb. I’ll bring her back or write her epitaph in the blood of our enemies.”

      He closed his eyes for a long moment, regaining his composure, then held out his hand to me. “You’re a good man, Sir Anzar. I’m glad to have met you.”

      We clasped forearms and I said, “We’ll meet again. I’ve got to bring Rhianne back to Einin.”

      A faint smile touched the corner of his lips. “I almost believe you will,” he muttered, and his eyes met mine. Where there had been only anger and frustration, there was now hope.

      “Believe it, old man,” I said quietly as he released my arm and stepped back. Some of the other guards, all of them sporting bandaged wounds, came up and started packing more supplies on the horses.

      “We need more,” Caleb told them. “Pack them for at least four people and hurry it up. They need to hit the trails.”

      No one questioned him, and the guards hurried off. I raised an eyebrow and he shrugged.

      “What do you know of trolls?” I asked quietly. The old guardsman already had shown he knew more than most I’d met about many things, the trolls included.

      His scowl deepened. “They’re strong, fast, and merciless, usually. Each tribe specialized in some different art of killing, from runes to weapons. Most people think they worship death itself.”

      I studied him. “What do you think?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll tell you if I ever meet a troll.” A brief grin touched his face, then he dropped back to the usual scowl. “The king’s men have hunted them for generations, drove them to join with the orcs and the Weg.”

      “So, the kings just strengthened their own enemies.” I shook my head in disgust and moved to check the tack on Finn.

      “Looks that way.” He scowled and tried to adjust the bandage on his head. “Soon as the boy gets back, you should get going.” After a moment, he added, “Just remember what I said, Sir Anzar, only the Faceless put much stock in their word or so the tales say. If she’s the last, then she’s bound by something stronger.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, curious, as I studied the old man.

      He tapped the side of his nose with a finger. “The desire to preserve her tribe. Why else would she flee the army she was part of?”

      I didn’t have an answer for that, and he turned his attention back to the guards while I waited for Eamon. Once again, I had more questions than answers.

      It wasn’t much longer before Eamon came running back up. He seemed more determined than ever. “Sir Anzar. Captain Caleb. I’m ready.”

      I pounded my right fist against my chest in salute and said, “Let’s go,” before swinging up into Finn’s saddle. Eamon mounted Aengus and we turned and spurred our horses towards the bridge and, hopefully, a waiting troll. I didn’t look back. The hunt was on.
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      At the bridge, we slowed our horses and looked around.

      “Do you think she ran?” Eamon asked. He had something of a smug tone about him that irritated me. If Caleb had been right, we’d know soon.

      I hoped that the guard captain was speaking true. It would certainly make it harder to rescue Rhianne, the Earl, and the other captives if Kasaka had run off, but we did have a general direction in mind. North.

      I reined Finn to a halt and waited after bellowing, “Kasaka!” A few moments later, the troll rose from the scrubby grass beside the trail. She had camouflaged herself with dirt and stalks, looking like nothing so much as a short rise of the earth.

      “My word is given as the last of my tribe,” Kasaka said determinedly. “I will not run.” She glared at Eamon then looked up at me.

      “What is the name of your tribe, Kasaka?” I asked curiously. “You haven’t told us that.”

      She huffed and indicated her muffled face. “I thought it would be obvious, but you are not of this world and he is young. I am the last of the Faceless.”

      I nodded, pleased to know that Caleb’s assessment had been correct, and shifted a bit forward on Finn, making room for her to clamber up behind me.

      “Do we go to Gorran?” she asked once she was settled in the saddle.

      “Yes. They attacked Einin and took a few more captives. I mean to recover them.” There was no thought of failure or even setback. I would rescue Rhianne and the others and put an end to The Maker.

      I felt Kasaka shift against my back and figured that she’d nodded. “Follow the river north. I will warn you of outposts that I know and guide you once we must leave the river’s edge. It will be about five days before this though.” Her voice held a note of uncertainty but more from my tone, I suspected.

      “Five days?” Eamon asked. He carried an air of irritability, and his voice was snappish.

      I glared over at the boy and he settled down, scowling, and once again he reminded me of Caleb. I spurred Finn into a trot. There were a couple of hours left to the day, and I meant to make the best of it. The young man grumbled to himself as he followed, nudging Aengus to keep up with me.

      We had gone a few miles when Kasaka spoke to me. Her voice was quiet, and it was doubtful that Eamon could hear. “You smell of anger, warrior, and worry for another. Someone close to you was taken?”

      She could tell all of that from a sniff of me? I was impressed. “How can you tell that?”

      “He smells differently than you.” Kasaka nodded in Eamon’s direction. “There is something more personal, more intense, in your scent.” She leaned in close and sniffed at my neck. “You have a good smell, Gharrik Anzar, a strong smell.”

      I grunted, unsure of what to make of her statement. “Are all of you able to smell things like that?” It would be useful to know if I ever encountered more trolls. With all I had learned, I expected it.

      “All trolls can hunt by smell, but my tribe, we took it further. We were taught to understand the scents as well as hunt by them. To smell emotions …” She trailed off. The sun was beginning to set, painting the landscape in reds and oranges. It was growing colder.

      “Sir Anzar!” Eamon called. “How much longer do we keep going?” His voice was irritating me. Short tempers seemed to be the order of the day; his questions, her answers. When was the horse going to start braying nonsense?

      I kept my irritation in check and looked up at the sky. There was still some light left, and I wanted to take full advantage of it.

      “Until full dark.” The horses needed to rest, probably Eamon, too. I didn’t know about Kasaka, but I could go for a few days without sleep if I had to. Any more than that and I’d start slowing down. If we were going to go against an army and a dragon of whatever size, I wanted to be at my best. Anything less, and I just wouldn’t be me.

      An unfamiliar moon shone between the clouds as night fell. We were in a shallow valley now, traveling upriver. Stars were beginning to sparkle in the blackening sky. It wasn’t the best place to camp that I could hope for, but we had water close by to supplement our stores.

      “This’ll do.” I pulled Finn’s reins, the horse coming to a halt with a soft whicker. I reached down and patted his neck before dismounting. Kasaka slid off as well and began gathering firewood wordlessly, anticipating my command. Could she smell my intentions too?

      While she did that, Eamon and I took care of the horses and fed them a bit of our grain stores before hobbling them near a patch of the scrub grass that grew everywhere in the hills. With that done, we started putting together our camp. Caleb and his guards had packed us an oilskin tent along with a couple of weeks of food. That would be useful, and I was glad for it.

      By the time Kasaka returned with an armful of wood and kindling, we had the tent up and a space cleared. Kneeling down, she placed the wood for the fire, then drew a small stick from within her cloak and touched its tip to the pile of kindling. She whispered a word, causing a spark to leap from the tip of her stick. As the spark hit the kindling, a fire sprang to life.

      “You know rune magic?” I asked. This had been the first indication of any magic from her, and this only worked to confirm my suspicions that she was holding weapons and other tools.

      Kasaka chuckled and shook her head. “No. Activating an existing rune can be done by anyone if you know the right words. The fire-stick is just a tool I have.” Eamon and I joined her as she sat cross-legged by the fire. “There is only one tent,” she observed critically, after regarding it for a long moment.

      “It should have enough room.” I passed around some dried meat, cheese, and apples from our food stores. “We do have an extra bedroll. Not only that, it is looking to be a cold night, and we are fully clothed. You don’t need to worry about your virtue, I think.”

      She looked at me sharply, her golden eyes unreadable, and then nodded, taking the food and turning away from the fire to eat. Eamon glanced over at me and frowned, his eyes flicking to the troll’s back. I regarded him blandly, then said, “I’ll sleep in the middle. Do you think we need to set a watch, Kasaka?”

      “No. It will be a few days before we need to.” She lifted her head and sniffed the air. Somehow her mask didn’t dull her senses. Maybe it was magic too, or her sense of smell was just that sharp. “There will be snow by morning, a last cold snap before spring.”

      “The horses won’t like that,” Eamon muttered tiredly. He finished eating and stood, walking over to get a pair of extra blankets from our stores before going to the horses. They nuzzled at him and tried to get into his pouches while he spread the blankets over each of them.

      “I think I’ll go on to bed,” Kasaka said as she turned back to the fire. “Which bedroll is mine?”

      “Either of the outside ones.” I finished my own meal and turned my head to watch her as she stared into the fire, her eyes glittering. I saw the covering over her mouth move a bit.

      “I am content to sleep next to you for now,” she stated after a minute or so, then stood and drifted off towards the tent. My eyes narrowed. What did she mean by that?

      Overhead, the sky was starting to grow heavy with clouds. I fed more wood to the fire and nodded to Eamon when he rejoined me. I had come to a decision about the boy.

      “I’m going to start training you in the morning,” I said before he could open his mouth. “You’re brave, but you know little of fighting, and you need to be better.”

      He nodded slowly and fidgeted a little as I looked him over. “Thank you, sir,” was all he said.

      “Get some sleep. We’ll start early, then we have a full day of riding.” I turned my eyes back to the fire.

      Eamon shuffled his feet, waiting near the fire. I waited too. The boy obviously had something he wanted to ask me.

      “Why do you trust her?” he finally asked, glancing back towards the tent.

      I shrugged. He was right in that I was more than willing to give her the benefit of the doubt, even if I’d keep an eye on her. “Why not? She’s kept her word so far.”

      “Everything I’ve ever heard about trolls paints them as murdering, vicious creatures. Life means nothing to them.” We were back to this argument again. What was it going to take? He kept his voice low at least, but I had a feeling that Kasaka could still hear him. Her senses were sharp enough.

      “Eamon,” I said seriously. “I’ve probably killed far more people than she has, and I’m considered a hero. A champion. What makes me any different from her?”

      His mouth dropped open as realization hit. “You … aren’t a troll. You’re human.”

      I nodded and smirked faintly. “Keep going.”

      “You’re on our side,” he said lamely.

      “Right. Now, she is too.” I got slowly to my feet. “Don’t worry though. I’m no fool.”

      My eyes closed for a moment and I stretched, feeling my muscles loosen and my joints pop quietly. Maybe we’d made some progress. Actions made the man or the woman, but perception was all about what side of a conflict someone was on. Being from a different world meant that I didn’t have a lot of the preconceptions that seemed to prevail here.

      It was an interesting position to be in. I wonder if Zaius had gained any advantage from it or if it had hampered him. Somehow, I imagined the former. The old philosopher had been stubborn, forceful, and a bit ruthless if any of the stories were to be believed.

      Eamon nodded and headed for the tent. I stayed up for a few more minutes, listening and gazing up at the sky. The few stars I could see sparkled in unfamiliar patterns, and I allowed myself to think of home. How was Urlik doing in my absence? Were Sheba and Lucinda well? I felt my loins stir as I thought of the princesses and their surprise, and I smiled to myself. Then my thoughts drifted to Rhianne.

      Where the sisters had been calculating and intense, the Runemaster was pure passion. She wanted everything that life would give her and, what’s more, wasn’t afraid to reach out and grab it. Like me, she wanted to be challenged, and I had come to like having her by my side in the short time we’d known each other. Her presence filled a void inside me, one I didn’t even know I had.

      I scoffed and shook myself out of my growing melancholy, then joined my companions in the tent to sleep. They were curled up in their bedrolls, facing away from each other. I just shook my head and worked my way into the middle, then pulled the tent flap down behind me.

      Kasaka proved to be correct again. The next morning, when we crawled from the tent as the sky had begun to lighten, a layer of snow and frost covered the ground, sparkling in the growing light. Once again, the troll went to work starting a fire while I led Eamon off towards the river bank.

      “Okay,” I said, looking him over appraisingly. “Draw your axe and attack me. I want to see what you know.”

      “What if I hurt you?” he asked, readying his weapon.

      I laughed. It wasn’t terribly likely that he could even get close to me if I didn’t want him to.

      “If you hurt me, I deserve it.” I motioned to him. “Come on.” It would take serious luck on his part or a fatal mistake on my part for him to really hurt me. I’d seen him fight, but I wanted to get a better look.

      As Eamon came in slowly, axe at the ready, I raised my hammer to guard position. His attack, when it actually came, was so sloppy and predictable that I could have walked circles around him. Instead, I caught it with the head of my hammer, kicked the young man’s legs out from under him, and hopped back as he sprawled in the snow.

      “Get up,” I told him. “Do it again. This time like you mean it.” I settled back into guard and waited for him to rise, gather himself, then launch another attack. This time, he was a bit more serious, but he was trying to pull his swings.

      I dodged, blocked, then kicked him again, this time square in the chest, sending him flying backwards to land on his rump.

      “Better,” I said calmly. “Do you know what you’re doing wrong?”

      Eamon looked up at me and shook his head. There were tears in his eyes as he worked on recovering his breath.

      “You aren’t treating me like a threat. It’s like you think I’m fragile or something. Get up, and this time, try to kill me. I think you already know you can’t but try anyway.” I grinned fiercely at him.

      As he stood this time, Kasaka came up and stood a safe distance away, watching curiously. Eamon shifted the grip on his axe and started a cautious advance. His first couple of attacks were tests, quick swings followed by a hop back out of range if I started to move. The young man had potential. He was fast and fairly sure of himself, but the more I watched him, the more I began to suspect that the axe wasn’t really his weapon of choice.

      I stayed defensive, holding my ground as he began building up his confidence. His swings grew faster, but he stayed predictable and had a tendency to overswing. I started letting him force me back as I dodged and parried his strokes.

      He did manage to surprise me by not falling into a rhythm. Each attack was unique, though still positioned so it could lead into a follow-up. Eamon had something of a talent for combat, it seemed. He was just a bit slow and not terribly strong, but both of these problems could be fixed with the right training.

      I lured him into a swing at my head, parried his blow with the haft of my hammer, then with a twist and jerk, disarmed him. His axe shot up into the air and he staggered back, holding his hand.

      “Not bad,” I said, reaching out and snatching the falling axe from the air before it could hit the ground. “Would you like to be better?” I asked as I flipped the axe around and offered it to him.

      He slowly took it. “Yes, sir.”

      I nodded and grinned at him. “We’ll work on it while we travel then.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s eat something, see to the horses, then break camp and set off.”

      Kasaka came up to me as Eamon trudged off through the snow back to the camp. “I would like to spar with you,” she said, her tone unreadable.

      “When we stop for the night. I’ve heard so many stories that I’d like to see how trolls really fight.” I shouldered my hammer and we started walking back to join Eamon. “Do you have weapons?”

      She laughed softly and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Yes.” Two long knives, short swords really, sprang into her hands. “Perhaps you cannot play with me like you do the boy.”

      “How did you know I was playing?” I paused for a moment. That confirmed my suspicions. She had been armed the entire time and had made no move to kill us, despite having several opportunities. I didn’t fully trust her, not yet, but she wasn’t an enemy.

      “You had several chances to strike or disarm him that you didn’t take. I didn’t understand at first, but when you disarmed him, I realized that you were playing with him, trying to get his measure.” The knives disappeared back into Kasaka’s sleeves and she adjusted her cloak.

      She certainly wasn’t disappointing me today. “Good eyes. I’m pretty sure Eamon didn’t learn to fight until a year or two ago, while it’s been about twenty years for me, with most of that being experience instead of training.”

      We got back to the fire and sat down, Eamon handing out portions from our food stores, and we ate in silence. I could tell from the troll’s eyes that I’d hear more from her during our ride today. That would certainly pass the time, and I was looking forward to it.

      Once we’d finished eating and were loading up to set out once more, I asked Eamon something lingering in my mind from our spar, “Why the axe?”

      “Sir? What?” He fumbled with his words a bit as he turned to look at me.

      “Why do you wield an axe and not something else?” I swung up into Finn’s saddle, Kasaka settling in behind me.

      Eamon looked up at me thoughtfully, then mounted Aengus and shrugged. “It was what they taught us when we began training in the guard. The axe and the spear.”

      “Which do you prefer?” I tapped my heels into Finn’s flanks and he started moving, following the river under my guidance. If Eamon preferred the spear or even a sword or other blade, we could improvise a good enough weapon to do the job.

      He rode beside us, and I could tell he was deep in thought. “I’m better with the spear,” the boy said slowly. “I was one of the best in my training group.”

      I had suspected as much. “So why didn’t you bring a spear?”

      He fidgeted and looked away. “I didn’t think about it, sir.”

      Sometimes, I hated recruits.
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      It continued snowing lightly as we continued north, and a thin rime of ice grew from the riverbank out into the sluggish water. Eamon was quiet and alert, his eyes pensive. The terrain grew hillier, the river winding gently through a valley. Scrubby bushes and the occasional copse of trees provided the only real break in what was otherwise bleak scenery. Everything was covered in last night’s snowfall, and the temperature had dropped significantly.

      Kasaka had taken to leaning against me as we rode, something I wasn’t exactly sure if I enjoyed or not. She was certainly firm in all the right places and soft in even better ones, plus I had a distinct memory of her face.

      I shifted my weight in Finn’s saddle. “Do we turn west from the river tomorrow or the day after?”

      “Hm?” Kasaka perked up and asked. “What was that?”

      Had she been sleeping against my back as we rode? I suspected she had. “How long until we turn west?”

      I felt her squirm against my back and found myself wishing that we didn’t have layers of fur and leather separating us.

      “About two more days,” she said. “Then we must be careful. Patrols range out several days from Gorran, and we will be in the lands claimed by the tribes of Weg.”

      “What are the Weg like?” I asked her, imagining them to be much like the northern barbarians in my world. “I’ve heard the name back in Einin.”

      She laughed. “They are, perhaps, the most orcish that humans can be. They are tribal and warlike, eager to fight, to drink, and to hunt. A few of their tribes have joined with The Maker.”

      I grunted. “Human tribesmen. Got it.” Eamon had drifted Aengus up to within earshot and was trying not to look like he did so deliberately. “Where will they have taken the prisoners?”

      Kasaka was quiet for a few moments, then said, “Gorran, probably. The Maker will want a chance to look them over before passing them on to his allies.”

      “What can you tell me about The Maker?” I was going to take full advantage of her sudden willingness to talk. Eamon leaned closer at that, no longer hiding the fact that he was eavesdropping.

      “He is an old man but vital. His ability with runes seems unequaled, and he possesses several that were lost.” Kasaka took a deep breath. “He has claimed many wives but has no children, which is strange. All of his wives are human, and most are Runemasters.”

      That was good to know. A powerful old man, with an army of loyal wives capable of wielding magic. I started to wonder where he got his wives, then a dark thought hit me. “Kasaka, does he send out his forces to kidnap Runecasters?”

      “Oh, yes, Gharrik Anzar. He kidnaps them, then breaks their will to make them loyal to him.” Her tone was fearful, and I felt her flinch as I let out a low growl. Eamon gasped.

      “How long does it take?” I said darkly. A twinge of something stirred in my gut. I’d felt fear before, every soldier had. Fear for another I cared about as well. At that moment, I was afraid for Rhianne, and I would do anything to get her back.

      “Days, weeks sometimes,” Kasaka murmured, trying to be reassuring. “Much depends on the will of the chosen one.”

      Rhianne was strong, but that didn’t keep me from worrying about her. I tensed and dug my heels into Finn’s side. A gallop was dangerous in this weather, but a trot or a canter would cover ground faster. Eamon spurred Aengus to keep up with me.

      Dark thoughts whirled in my head. I would find The Maker, and if he had harmed Rhianne, I would crush his skull between my hands. When the troll put her arms around my waist, it startled me, and I straightened in the saddle.

      “She was taken by a dragon?” Kasaka asked suddenly.

      “So they said.” I let Finn keep his pace. The troll’s sudden interest made me curious.

      “We will have time, I think. I have heard Ga’idra’s stories of the red-maned witch.” Kasaka laughed softly, but it sounded forced. “Perhaps your Rhianne cannot be broken.”

      “He’ll probably kill her then.” My voice was flat.

      She shook her head. “He does not believe he can fail, Gharrik Anzar. If she is not easily broken, she will be imprisoned.”

      The way she called me by my full name reminded me of Rhianne’s quirk, how she did the same. Sudden anger rose inside me, and it was all I could do to keep from snapping.

      “That’s not much better,” I said through tightly gritted teeth.

      I focused on the path ahead. We still paralleled the river, cantering along beside it on the narrow beach allowed by the valley in which the river flowed. The day stayed cold and the sky gray, snowflakes drifting to the ground.

      Kasaka took a deep breath, sighed, and then leaned against my back once more. Eamon was no longer in listening distance. “I have a request.”

      There it was. I had been expecting some sort of request or demand from the troll ever since we departed Einin. If it was something reasonable, especially something that wouldn’t set me against my new friends, I’d probably do it. “What do you need?”

      Her body tensed a bit. “My closest friend is bound by The Maker. She is not one of his wives, but she is a favored pet, and she has failed him. Likely she is imprisoned because I do not think that she is dead.” Finn was slowing a bit, and I suspected the cold air had something to do with it. We’d need to rest soon.

      “You want me to rescue her?” I asked.

      “Yes. Please.” She rested her forehead against my back. “I will give you anything you want.”

      Now, I wasn’t the sharpest sword in the armory, but I was experienced. I had learned a thing or two in order to be king’s champion. Lucan had forced an education on me, and while I still preferred to let my muscles and my hammer solve problems for me, I could figure things out when the clues were so obvious.

      “It’s Ga’idra, isn’t it, Kasaka? She’s your friend.” I glanced back for a moment, then returned my attention to the front.

      She went as still as she possibly could on the cantering horse. Then, in a small voice, said, “Yes.”

      Damn, I hated being right. This would complicate things to no end with Rhianne, I suspected.

      “The Maker bound her, didn’t he? You said she’s not one of his wives, but she might as well be, right?” I was letting my horse slow a bit. He needed the rest.

      “This is true. Ga’idra wished to leave The Maker’s service but was not allowed. She fought with him and lost.”

      I nodded and then suddenly reined in. “Fine.” I nodded. “But you’ll help us rescue Rhianne, Earl Ashen, and all the people that have been taken, and she will too. You’ve both got a lot to atone for.”

      She kept her eyes downcast as I continued. “I am going to kill The Maker, his dragon, and his generals. I’ll even slaughter his armies if they don’t surrender.” As Finn came to a stop, I slid out of the saddle. “Take care of the horses, Eamon, and get something out to eat.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, looking from me to Kasaka and back. “What’s going on?”

      “Yes,” Kasaka wondered as she dismounted. “What is going on?”

      I gestured to her. “We’re going to fight, that’s what. It’s lunchtime, and I’ll bet you’re as frustrated riding that damn horse as I am.”

      She laughed nervously, watching me closely. “You might be right.”

      “What’s more, I’ve got a wager for you,” I continued as I walked closer to the water.

      Her head tilted, and she regarded me curiously.

      I smirked. “If you win, you get me. I’ll work for you, help you with whatever quest you might have, but if I win, you lose the face covering. You said you didn’t have a tribe anymore, so nothing is keeping you from showing your face.”

      She went still, much the same way a lizard will. Except for the tip of her tail, that was. It twitched slowly in the snow. “Accepted,” Kasaka said firmly. “Though if I can beat you, I doubt you’ll be of any help with what I want to do.”

      I dropped my hammer on my shoulder and waited for her to make the first move. It didn’t take long, with a shriek of challenge that made Eamon fall on his ass in surprise, Kasaka snapped her hands out, swords springing into them as she charged.

      Her speed was incredible, her form impeccable. I was immediately put on the defensive as I discovered why trolls were so feared. They were fast, strong, and nimble. At least Kasaka was. I really had no idea about male trolls. She was compact, nearly as strong as the ogres, and actually faster than me.

      A fierce grin lit my face and doubt blossomed in her eyes. Here was an opponent worth fighting!

      I twisted past one of her slicing blades, parried the second, and swept a kick at the side of her knee. She saw it coming, twisted, and took it on the big muscle of her thigh instead of letting it collapse her leg. Two swift sword-strikes followed, sparkling blades striking at my face.

      Kasaka wasn’t pulling her blows at all. I grinned widened as I caught her strikes on the steel haft of my hammer and let the momentum carry me around, aiming a blow at her midsection. The wind from the passage of my hammerhead tugged at her furs as she danced nimbly aside.

      I whirled again, felt her coming in to strike at my back, and drove the butt of my hammer into her midsection. With a barking cough, she flew back and hit the ground. My next two strikes missed as she rolled backward, finally bouncing to her feet and settling into guard.

      Eamon was staring. He hadn’t gotten up. I’d have to yell at him about that later, but right now, I had a bigger fish to fry. There was no way I was going to let her get any of that early fight momentum back. Whirling my hammer in an intricate, humming pattern before me, I advanced.

      Sparks flew as she came in with her swords, trying to deflect the powerful blows. After a few more exchanges, she caught the haft of my axe in a v-parry and held me there for a moment, her golden eyes blazing in her blue-skinned face. As I started to try forcing her back, she let out a howl and swung a foot at my vitals.

      I twisted, caught the kick on my thigh, and staggered back. The troll was definitely strong, and on any lesser man, either of those hits would have ended the fight right then. Instead, I let it drop me to one knee, and as she leaped in to finish me, I swept her from the air with my hammer and sent her tumbling across the muddy, snow-covered ground to land in front of Eamon.

      He let out a yell of surprise and scrambled backward as she rose.

      “You can hit harder than that, Gharrik Anzar,” the troll laughed, tossed her swords up into the air and hurled a pair of triangular blades at me.

      I slapped one aside, tried to dodge the second, and felt a line of fire along my cheek. She wasn’t playing, there was poison on those blades, and I could feel the burn of it spreading. This would have to end quickly.

      Kasaka caught her swords as they dropped back down and charged at me again. I raised my hammer above my head. Sensing an easy victory, now, the troll thrust her swords at my middle as I brought the hammer down.

      Perhaps she’d expected the poison to slow me or distract me, but it did neither. I twisted aside, letting my furs tangle her blades. Her eyes widened as the hammer descended and she tried to dance aside, but it was too late. Her overconfidence had been her downfall.

      The steel rapped her on the head, her eyes rolled back, and she dropped like a stone. I backed up, bent, and scooped up some snow to press against my burning cheek.

      “Eamon,” I said, looking over at the wide-eyed young man. “That’s your first lesson of the day. Now, check the horses and get out the food.”

      When I went to drag the unconscious Kasaka to the horses, she was starting to stir. “You didn’t play with me, did you?” she whispered hoarsely.

      I shrugged. “Other than not actually trying to kill you, no. It’s harder not to kill someone, at least for me.”

      “You are a tricky man.” She held out a hand, and I took it, helping her up. “And tough enough to withstand the saire.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Her eyes met mine. “A blade venom that my tribe used. It stuns with pain and then numbs the body, slowing the target.”

      I had noticed it but pushed through. This saire was a pretty mild poison, at least by my standards. “You fight well,” I smiled faintly. “I was surprised.”

      “Why?” she asked as her eyes darkened. I’m sure she thought I was mocking her, but I wasn’t.

      I touched my cheek, where the cut from her throwing blade still oozed. “You managed to draw blood.” My faint smile became a grin. “I’m impressed.”

      She snorted and shook her head. “You are a strange man, Gharrik Anzar. Sometimes, I think you are arrogant, but you are just being honest. It is … strange.” Her eyes cleared and met mine again. Then, very deliberately, she reached up and removed the covering from her nose and mouth, exposing her face.

      The troll woman was just as attractive as I remembered from the brief look I’d had at her back at the remains of Ashen Hall. She smiled rather hesitantly and sniffed the air. “Your squire is staring.”

      I glanced back at Eamon, and he quickly turned away, fidgeting with the horses’ tack. That brought a chuckle to my lips. “I’m sure you’ll get more looks.” Then I nodded to her. “Now that that’s out of the way, why don’t we help each other?”

      Her lips pursed, and she nodded slowly. “Of course. You have proven yourself strongest, so I will submit to you as leader, rather than captor.”

      Whatever that meant. I rather wondered if I should worry as I turned away. Kasaka’s eyes seemed to have a glimmer of something else in them, a look that I’d seen in the eyes of Sheba and Lucinda before I left, and then in Rhianne’s and Moira’s when we were alone together.

      Perhaps I was wrong though. I didn’t really know a thing about trolls.
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      Eamon and I continued to spar in the mornings, while Kasaka prepared breakfast and started breaking down our camp. In the evenings, the troll and I would duel, while he made camp and started our fire.

      Over the next two days, before we turned away from the river to set off into the foothills, Eamon made something of a breakthrough as we rode along the shore. A dusting of snow persisted in the shadows beneath trees and on the leeward side of hills. He rode up closer to me and gave me a nod before addressing Kasaka.

      “I want to apologize,” he said, fidgeting as if the words made him uncomfortable.

      Kasaka shifted a bit against my back, and I imagined her straightening and looking at him with those rich, golden eyes.

      “For what?” she asked, her tone pitched low.

      Eamon took a breath. “I had only heard tales of trolls, and nothing too flattering,” he told her somberly. “Traveling with you has shown me that I shouldn’t be so quick to judge.”

      I was impressed. Often it took men years to break out of their prejudices. Possibly it was because she was a pretty female, but I wanted to think that Eamon had a bit more depth to him than that.

      The shifts she made against my back during our own conversations had taught me a little about how to read whether she was nodding, shaking her head, or making some gesture or other. She was definitely nodding as she stated graciously, “As it has taught me that humans can be both trustworthy and merciful. Our kinds have often been at odds, something that this man, Gharrik Anzar, did not know. Perhaps we both are seeing our world through his eyes.”

      That was embarrassing. I coughed and twisted to look at them both. “Enough,” I said firmly. “We’re on the same side, fine. I don’t need to hear either of your confessions.” Then I turned away, hiding a faint smile as they both fidgeted nervously.

      “I heard you talking about Ga’idra,” Eamon spoke up again, and Kasaka stiffened. “We’re rescuing her, too, aren’t we?”

      “I reckon so,” I said blandly. “That was part of the deal I cut with Kasaka here, and …” I paused for a moment, thinking of Rhianne’s years-long rivalry with the orcish Runemaster. “I keep my word. Hopefully, Rhianne will come around.”

      “It was not my friend’s fault, Gharrik Anzar,” the troll said softly, protesting. “Your lover will surely see this.”

      I took a deep breath and thought of Rhianne and her absolute rage when we’d found the dead scouts and of the oaths we’d sworn. It would be up to her to decide for herself, and all I could do was keep my word.

      “Hopefully,” was all I said. They didn’t need to know how far I’d go to keep my promise to Rhianne.

      “What can you tell us about where we’re going, Kasaka?” I asked as I settled the saddle on Finn and checked the cinch. The damned horse was good and taking a deep breath right before I tightened it down, but I was wise to his ways.

      “The city of Gorran is an ancient place, Gharrik Anzar,” she replied. “It is built around a citadel, a great castle that predates the kingdom of Artur. Orcs held the city before The Maker.”

      I looked over at her. “How did he end up in charge?”

      Eamon walked over, looking curious, but until I nodded to him, he kept his distance. “Sir Anzar, when do we leave?”

      “When Kasaka finishes telling me about Garron and The Maker,” I replied, then turned my eyes back to the troll. “Stay around if you want.”

      She huffed softly. “The Maker arrived in Garron peacefully. He was learning and exploring. The Warlord accepted him and gave him leave to delve into the vaults beneath the city, in hopes of gaining some kind of leverage over Artur. There were several delves, but on the last one, The Maker did not return as expected. Months went by, and everyone thought him dead. When the dead began to rise, and he ascended from below at the head of an army, the Warlord fell, and The Maker became the master of Garron. He unified the tribes of orcs, brought in the trolls and the ogres, and then conquered the Weg.”

      I nodded slowly. So, The Maker had found allies or some kind of forsaken magics in the vaults. He might prove difficult to kill, but we would see. “What about the captives?”

      “They will be kept in the citadel or the dungeons beneath it,” Kasaka replied, her tail twitching. “I know a secret way though, if you will trust me.”

      “I don’t really see as we have much choice.” I glanced over at Eamon, who was scowling, then back to her. “I’m willing to follow your lead, just don’t abuse that trust.”

      “Of course not, Gharrik Anzar.”

      Before leaving the riverside, we refilled our waterskins and double-checked our supplies. We would be able to supplement our foodstuffs with forage as we traveled, and we were only a few more days from the feet of the mountains and the town or city or whatever it was called Gorran.

      For now, though, we rode through the valleys with the troll leading us. I understood that we would have an easier time seeing the terrain ahead if we kept to the crests but staying in the low spots kept us from seeing anyone coming until it was too late.

      Unfortunately, the valleys were also slower, and I chafed at our pace. It was tempting to send Eamon back. He was potentially a liability, and I didn’t want to be responsible for the boy’s death. My mood turned dark as we kept moving ahead.

      On the other hand, we didn’t run any patrols or travelers. Kasaka was adept at sneaking and hiding our presence as we traveled. While a fortunate thing for our travels, I was growing frustrated, and a good fight would have done wonders for pulling me out of it. My worry for Rhianne was only growing as we got closer to our destination.

      That night, we had found a small cave in one of the hills and made camp inside it. Animals had used the place as a den before, and it had a musky stink to it, but it was better than being in the open. As the moon rose, we could hear drums and piping in the distance.

      Eamon retired early. The trip was wearing on him, and I didn’t think he’d ever been away from home for so long. He was bearing up well enough, though. As for Kasaka, she had a stoic streak a mile wide. If she had any problem with the travel, it didn’t show.

      I stood by the mouth of the cave, staring out into the night, our small fire burning behind me. We had drug some brush to the mouth of the cave to help muffle the firelight in hopes of hiding our camp from prying eyes. That had been the troll’s suggestion, though I would have relished a fight, just to break the monotony of travel.

      The drums and pipes continued. Kasaka had disappeared into the rear of the cave, where it seemed to go deeper into the hill. I let my mind go blank, just listening and watching. A solitary wolf trotted by, paused to look at me, then continued on its way. I watched it go until the beast vanished into the night. I was growing to like this world. Despite many noticeable differences, there were a lot of comfortable similarities too.

      “Gharrik Anzar?” Kasaka asked from behind me. I’d heard her walking up, even as stealthy as she was, but had chosen not to react.

      Without turning, I answered, “Kasaka.” She stepped quietly up beside me, and I did look at her then.

      “The cave extends deep into the hill, and there is a spring. We could replenish our water.” She spoke barely above a whisper. “Would you like to see?”

      Something in her voice seemed to imply that she wanted me to go with her. I nodded. “All right. Do you have a light?” While I could see fairly well at night, no human that I knew of could see in total darkness. I wondered if trolls could. When I looked at her, the normal gold of her eyes was almost eclipsed by the black of her pupil.

      She nodded. “I do. It is very small but should be enough.” Then she turned and started padding off towards the back of the cave again, expecting me to follow.

      Bemused, I did, bringing my hammer with me. I didn’t fear betrayal or anything of the sort, not from her, but I did like having it with me. Eamon looked to be fast asleep, rolled up in his furs and snoring softly. I walked on by into the darkness to join Kasaka at the narrow passage in the rear of the cave.

      A dim light sprouted in her hand as I came up, a small bead glowed like a candle in her palm. “Rune?” I asked curiously.

      She smiled faintly. “Yes. Ga’idra carved this for me and taught me the command words for it.”

      “You aren’t a magician?” I asked as she held the bead out to me and dropped it in my palm. The light stayed.

      “No, no.” She chuckled and shook her head. “Some runes can be inscribed to activate if certain words are spoken. Your lover didn’t tell you?”

      I shook my head. “She might have implied something of the sort, but I didn’t have the chance to ask her about it.” The bead rested coolly in my palm as I examined it. After a moment, I gave it back. That explained how she was able to just touch the axe and speak to get it to blaze up with power.

      Kasaka just smiled at me and turned away, slipping off down the passage. I followed, having to squeeze a bit to fit between the narrow rock walls. After about twenty feet or so, things widened out, and I was able to move more comfortably.

      Up ahead, the light had stopped, and I could hear the quiet trickle of water. She was standing and holding the bead up to illuminate a break in the cave wall from which a small cascade of water poured. It filled a clear pool in the floor before overflowing and disappearing down a crack that opened near her feet.

      “See?” She looked over at me, her golden eyes mostly black.

      I held out a hand, let the cold water pour over it, and brought a handful to my lips for a taste. It was as good as any spring water I’d ever tasted. “Good idea. We’ll need your light, though.”

      “Of course, or I can do it. I see fairly well in darkness.” Her faces twisted into a smile.

      That was something useful to know. She could douse the light, blind me, and attack, putting me at a serious disadvantage. A thrill shot up my spine. I’d walked willingly into danger.

      As I tensed, Kasaka turned towards me, dropping the bead at her feet. Instead of attacking, though, she shrugged out of her robe, letting it slide down her body to pool around her booted feet.

      This was unexpected.

      “You have yet to claim me, Gharrik Anzar,” she said huskily. “I submit to your will.”

      The troll looked little different from a human woman unclothed, save for the tail, blue skin, and small tusks. Her eyes searched mine as I looked her over as best I could in the faint light.

      Her shoulders were as wide as her ample hips, and her breasts were lush and full, tipped with dark areolae and nipples. A flat belly, the navel decorated with a silver ring, sloped down to a hairless mound. She smiled as I took a sharp breath. “Do you like what you see?”

      I smiled back as my heart began to pound. This was definitely unexpected, but not unwanted. “I do,” I replied in a deep voice. “Do you want this?”

      Kasaka nodded vigorously. “Very much,” she said, then her smile took on a different cast, almost mischievous, like the looks I’d seen on Rhianne and Moira. “Master.” Her breathing quickened as she gazed at me, the hypnotic rise and fall of her shapely breasts drawing my eye.

      How far did that go, I wondered. I had to keep reminding myself that Kasaka wasn’t human, but it didn’t matter, my body responded to her like it did any other shapely female. “Is that your game, then?” I growled, setting my hammer aside and closing with her. Our eyes stayed locked together.

      I paused for a moment, considering. Somehow, I doubted my fiery redhead would mind, given how she’d felt about Moira, especially if she could join in next time. With that thought in mind, I surged forward, catching the troll’s arms and pinning her to the wall of the cave beside the spring.

      Kasaka gasped. “So strong,” she murmured, arching her back to press her breasts against me. The offer was plain, and I certainly intended to take it. This was the only thing that could beat a good fight for venting my frustrations.

      Bending down, I kissed her. The tusks didn’t get in the way nearly as much as I imagined they might. She let out something between a moan and a growl and parted her lips to mine, inviting me into the warm sweetness of her mouth.

      My blood was raging, hungry for her as I pressed her against the cave wall. Her scent filled my nostrils, musky and enticing, almost maddening in effect. I released her wrists to fumble at my belt as it seemed like just lifting my kilt wasn’t enough. Her warm hands cupped my face for a moment, caressing through my growing beard before she started helping me undress.

      Soon my clothes and armor had joined her robe on the stone floor and then she turned from me, putting her hands on the wall and offering herself to me with those long, muscular legs spread wide. Her tail arched up and over her back as she twisted her head to look at me, eyes filled with hunger.

      “Claim me, Master,” she moaned.

      I was beyond caring if this had some kind of meaning to Kasaka’s kind. She gave, and I took, venting the frustration of the past few days on her strong, responsive body while she coaxed and pleaded, giving herself to me entirely.

      Later, lying on the cave floor on top of our clothes, she snuggled in against me, body vibrating faintly. Her hands traced gently over my skin as I held her.

      “Thank you, Master,” she whispered, then pressed her lips against my chest, her small tusks digging into my skin a little.

      I was silent in the wake of that, thinking. Something about the smell of her had stolen my faculties, driven me mad with desire. Now that we were basking in the aftermath, my brain had cleared. I nuzzled into her hair, sampling her scent once again. Something had changed.

      “What brought that on?” I asked curiously, letting my own hands roam even as hers did.

      “I wanted you,” she said simply. “Among trolls, defeating someone in combat gives the loser an option, both are forms of service. I was not about to offer myself when the young one was about, and I had been waiting for the chance to get you alone.”

      That wasn’t all of it, I was sure. “There’s more than that. You … smell different, now. Something has changed beyond … whatever you call it.”

      “Submission. You have defeated me, and I have submitted to you. You are now my master.” I felt her smile against my skin, and her body continued to vibrate gently against mine, like a lightly plucked bowstring. “As for my smell, I am … embarrassed.”

      I scoffed. “After what just happened, you’re embarrassed?” My right hand drifted along her flank and over her ribs, feeling the play of muscle under the soft curves of her body.

      Kasaka squirmed a little and propped herself up, her gold and black eyes gazing deeply into mine. I felt I could lose myself in those eyes.

      “Trolls do not typically mate for any real length of time,” she said hesitantly. “We do not have what you call marriage or really any sort of long-term families. Children belong to the community and are raised as such. Frequently, we do not even know our parents.”

      I had heard the saying about how it takes a village to raise a child, but the rest was hard to believe. My world had harems and other such things, but nothing quite like what she described. How did it work? I was about to ask when she continued.

      “Female trolls … we … go into heat like animals. Males smell it, and it draws them to us. It is even more pronounced when we are aroused.” She took a deep breath and paused, but I stayed silent. My questions would wait. “Being claimed by a male causes the scent to fade.”

      I pondered that for a moment. “You had gone into heat and didn’t want other trolls sniffing around. We’re in your people’s territory.”

      “Close to it,” she murmured, leaning down to brush her lips against mine. “But that wasn’t the only reason.”

      I shifted my arms around her. “What other reason?”

      The soft vibration of her body intensified. “Like I said, Gharrik Anzar, I wanted you. Not only are you the best looking human I’ve ever seen, but you are the strongest and the least judgmental.” She kissed me yet again. “I doubt any other human would have mated with a troll, even intoxicated by our scent.”

      “You aren’t much different from a human woman,” I confessed. “You’ve certainly got everything you need to attract me.” That wasn’t a lie, either. I found her as attractive as Rhianne physically, and I enjoyed her company. How common was it to have more than one lover at the same time in this world, especially long-term? It was pretty variable back home, usually depending on one’s religion and social status.

      I got the feeling that it didn’t matter so much here. So, as long as Rhianne was willing to go along, and given our conversations, I didn’t think she would mind, we might just have ourselves a troll.

      “What should I expect now since I’m your master?” I asked, looking up at her.

      “A wise question.” There was a hint of laughter in her voice. “I have given my life and my body to you, to do with as you will. My time traveling with you has shown that I can trust you to both protect me if necessary and treat me as I should be treated. I believe I have chosen well.”

      I was flattered by the amount of trust she’d placed in me. It really was strangely overwhelming, but also quite compelling. “All right then, Kasaka. There will be some conditions when the time comes.”

      “I expect that you will place your lover Rhianne above me. That’s acceptable.” She stretched out a bit, settling herself half on top of me and resting her head on my chest. I stroked her back and her side with my hands.

      “Acceptable, hm?” I chuckled, my mind wandering some more. “I’m rather hoping that the two of you like each other. If you don’t, it could cause problems.”

      “I understand,” she said in a tiny voice. “Should that happen, you can always release me.”

      “Hopefully, it won’t,” I said. “Now, come here. I can go again if you want to.”

      “I do!” she exclaimed. “I do!”

      When we finally returned to the campsite, some hours had passed, and the fire was burning low. Eamon still snored softly in his furs, and we slunk to our own bedrolls to burrow in for some sleep after adding a bit of wood to the softly crackling flames.

      Tomorrow was looking like a better day already.
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      The mountains loomed to the north as we continued our travels through the deepening valleys. Distant drums were almost a constant companion now, and one morning as we set out, I thought I saw a dragon flying in the distance.

      Dragons. Even a few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have believed such things existed, but I’d quickly learned better. This world was new and exciting, and I expected that there would be much for me to do, even after we completed our quest. Once everyone was rescued, we still needed to deal with the one called The Maker.

      The more I thought about him, the more I suspected that he was from my world. It was little more than a gut feeling, but I knew I wasn’t the first to walk through the portal. More so, Rhianne has spoken of finding an older man in the woods, a man named Zaius. The timing matched. I didn’t know how long it took to learn rune magic, but it had been at least five years.

      More than enough time for an ambitious man to gain a foothold, and if he were without mercy, he could accomplish even more.

      The Zaius I had known was a philosopher, a former general under King Lucan who had laid down his sword as age and rheumatism robbed his hands of their strength. He was a smart, angry, ambitious man, who had plunged through the portal without hesitation, hoping, I suspected, to find or create a new place for himself wherever it led.

      While I couldn’t be positive, I suspected that Zaius and The Maker were the same person, and we were certainly on a course to find out. I hoped Eamon was up for it, and I wasn’t sure of the wisdom of bringing him along, but he had to learn and was proving to be an apt student.

      “What’s that?” I asked as we came around a bend in the valley to see some kind of ruins sprawled out ahead of us, occupying most of the valley.

      “It is on the way,” Kasaka said. “Perhaps faster, even, than going the rest of the way overland.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question,” I snapped. We didn’t need another delay.

      She flinched. “I wanted to show you this, Master.” The troll had taken to calling me that since the cave. I didn’t mind, but Eamon gave us strange looks whenever she said it. “This is where my tribe came from. We are in the shadows of Gorran. In this haunted place, we can rest without fear of interruption.”

      I reined Finn and stared off at the ruins. All that remained was stone, great blocks of it reaching for the sky like broken fingers clawing up from the rocky ground. There were few buildings even partially intact, save for one. Off in the distance, what must have been a great palace or temple rose in several tiers, although it still did not reach the height of the surrounding hills.

      “Do many know of this place?” I asked. Could this place be useful to retreat to after we dealt with Gorran? It looked defensible, and I wasn’t relishing the thought of possibly shepherding a town’s worth of people through the hills of enemy territory to safety. Getting them to a spot where we could resupply would be best, and maybe Kasaka knew this.

      She shook her head. “The Weg and the orcs think of it as haunted. It was once a great temple and necropolis for the trolls, long since fallen. Here, our ancestors would commune with the dead, train, and perform their rituals.”

      “That was a long time ago,” I said, looking around with a critical eye.

      “My own tribe would visit every year, to continue the rituals and celebrate our dead, but I am the last.” She stared off into the distance. “I brought you here because I wanted you to understand. The Hidden Blade tribe knew of many things and dabbled in prophecy.”

      Prophecy. That was a way for religious leaders to control their flocks, or at least it was in my world. Since magic worked here, maybe prophecy did too. I frowned at the idea. Religion was a thing I had little use for on a good day. The gods breathed life into us at birth, and then wagered on what we would do until we stood in judgment after death. As in life, men were judged by their deeds.

      Kasaka slid off the horse and padded off. “Come!” She beckoned to us. “I’ll show you!”

      I kicked Finn lightly in the sides and guided him after her. This had better not be a waste of time. Eamon stayed silent and followed us, looking around in wonder as we passed through the quiet, broken streets.

      Kasaka led us to the remaining complete structure, although that could have been a matter of some debate. Narrow windows marked the outer wall of the structure, which I guessed to be a temple of some sort. The workmanship of the stone walls was impressive, more magic, I supposed, until I saw that there were no carven runes anywhere.

      As prevalent as that magic had seemed in Einin and the remains of Ashen Hall, there was absolutely no evidence of it here. “Kasaka,” I called. “Do your people use runes?”

      She paused and turned, walking slowly backward as we kept going. “We have no runecasters, no. Our magic was here.” With an expansive gesture, she turned and kept going.

      Our magic was here? What in the hells was that supposed to mean? I looked around some more, trying to let my gaze go deeper, but gave up after a minute. Whatever it was about this place was evading me. It just looked like old ruins to me.

      Eamon and I dismounted and tied the horses to the remains of some kind of stone signpost as we watched Kasaka ascend the stairs of the temple. I couldn’t help but feel we were wasting time, but I would give her a chance. Maybe this was important, and if it would help us get Rhianne and the others back, I was willing to chance it.

      Light trickled in through the narrow windows of the vestibule as we paused. Kasaka seemed to be in a kind of trance, standing before the open stone doors leading deeper into darkness. The walls were decorated with carved reliefs that were barely distinguishable in the dim light. Trolls doing things, I supposed.

      “Master, here you must decide if we will proceed all together or if Eamon will stay behind. In the temple’s depths, there is a passage that leads to the undercity of Gorran, but the horses may not pass.” Her voice sounded more like an intonation, echoing distantly in the vast space beyond the doors.

      Eamon shuddered. “I’d rather not be alone, Sir Anzar, but someone needs to watch the horses.” He regarded me seriously. “I believe you can rescue them, and you need Kasaka to guide you.”

      “Right.” I frowned. “I don’t like leaving you by yourself, but if she speaks true, then this place is safe.”

      He nodded. “She’s done right by us so far, and I think we’re right to trust her.” A faint smile touched his earnest features. “Just go and do what you do, Sir Anzar.”

      I nodded and clapped the young man on the shoulder. “Kasaka, will we need to bring food and water?”

      “Some. It’s only a few hours, Master.” She continued to sway slowly in the doorway, humming to herself in some kind of religious ecstasy. I sighed. This kind of behavior worried me.

      “Fine, let’s go.” I gave Eamon a serious look. “We’ll be back as soon as we can. Be careful.”

      “I will, Sir Anzar. Gods watch.” He dipped his head to me, but there was no hiding the young man’s nervousness.

      With nothing for it, I went and retrieved my own pack of food and waterskin from Finn, outside. Shouldering it all, I strode past Eamon and walked up to Kasaka, peering into the darkness past the doorway. I couldn’t see anything but vague shapes and outlines. “I’m ready.”

      “Very good, Master,” she chirped, producing the bead of light from her pouch and holding it forth. Without looking at me, she started forward. I glanced back and threw a wave over my shoulder to Eamon, and then we were in the darkness of the sanctuary, the dim light spilling through the doorway falling behind us.

      Kasaka’s tiny bead of light did little to light our path as we negotiated our way past stone benches and statues. I kept silent, listening and looking as the troll led me to the altar. All was quiet aside from our footsteps and breathing. I could even hear the horses shifting outside as Eamon did whatever he was doing. Tuning it out, I focused on Kasaka’s back as she walked up the steps to the altar and stood before it, staring at the wall behind.

      I didn’t know what this was all about, but I would follow her lead for now. At least I assumed she knew what she was doing and wasn’t in the thrall of some ancestor spirit or magic. I shifted my grip on my hammer, resting it on my shoulder.

      “See, Master?” She gestured at some shadowy images that darkened the stone of the wall before us. I couldn’t make out much of it until she slipped around the altar and held up the bead.

      In faded relief behind the altar, a drama played out. A great six-armed figure with golden eyes, tusks and killing claws loomed. It was somehow both male and female, grossly exaggerated, and yet as demonic as the figure appeared, there was something about it that dominated the image, around which were smaller reliefs of trolls building, hunting, celebrating, and killing.

      “Your god?” I asked. That was the obvious answer, but I suspected there was more.

      “Avanar, who forsook us,” Kasaka said in that dreamy voice. “Once the god of trolls, but no more.” She heaved a sigh and turned to me. “My people have been dying for a thousand years, Master,” she said, her eyes shining as she met my gaze. “Always, we have chosen the wrong side. I think, though, that I have done well in choosing you.”

      I snorted and ascended the steps to stand beside the altar. “Can you get the rest of the trolls to join us?”

      “Perhaps,” she replied. “Will you trust me if we meet others?”

      “Do I have much choice?” I studied the relief further. Trolls mingled with what looked like humans, heavy-framed green-skinned people who were probably orcs, and creatures who had to be full blood giants. Did the races all get along, once upon a time, or just certain tribes and groups?

      “There is always a choice.” I looked sharply at Kasaka as she spoke. There was something in her voice that didn’t sound like her, or at least not the person I’d grown accustomed to the past few days on the trail.

      Her eyes were wide as she turned and gazed up at the relief. My gaze followed hers and I gaped in surprise as the figure began to move! I had witnessed enough magic since I came to this world that most things didn’t surprise me, but this? I saw no runes, and as far as I knew, Kasaka had done nothing to trigger it. Was is some ancient trap or warding, or was it the act of a demon?

      There was no time to think about it. Kasaka staggered back, her eyes wide with surprise and fear. I stepped up and put myself between my troll and the animated stone as it pulled the rest of the way from the wall and stood over us. It let out a roar like the sound of grinding stone and raised its arms.

      I took a deep breath and readied myself, shifting my grip on the hammer. Stone, demon, or god, I’d face it on my feet with my weapon in my hands. My lips slowly pulled back from my teeth, and as Avanar strode forward, bringing three of its six arms down to strike, I shoved Kasaka out of the way and did what I did best.

      Stone rang on steel as I knocked aside one of the stone god’s fists, then dodged between the other two as they smashed the altar into bits of stone. Eamon, drawn to the doorway by the noise, yelled something behind me, and Kasaka cried out in alarm.

      I ducked another series of blows and slipped inside the statue’s reach to slam the rune-hardened head of my hammer into each side of one of the thing’s knees. Chips of stone flew, and it let out another grinding roar.

      “Stay back!” I yelled. Eamon would try to get involved, I was sure, and as an arrow splintered off of the thing’s stone chest, it only confirmed my thought. I had no idea what Kasaka would do. This was an effigy of her god. Would she side with it against me, or join her new master in a fight against the thing?

      Dancing out of range of another sweep of Avanar’s arms, I struck again, this time slamming my hammer down on one of the statue’s wrists. More chips of stone flew, but I thought I may have noticed a bit of give. This was going to be a fight of attrition. Could I wear down a tireless construct of stone before I got tired and made a mistake?

      I wasn’t about to let that happen. The statue struck out at me once again. There was a pattern to its attacks, but no intelligence or at least none that I could tell. At least it was focused on me for the moment and was ignoring Kasaka, who knelt by the altar in stunned silence, staring at the fight in disbelief, and Eamon, who kept trying to aim his short bow at the vast shape in the darkness.

      So long as he didn’t hit me, he could shoot all he wanted. He needed the practice. I let the stone god push me back, and I began using the stone benches as obstacles. Heavy as they were, they slowed the construct a little but destroying them distracted it.

      As it kicked its way through several benches, I took the opportunity to try something risky. Making a running start, I two-stepped up the back of one of the benches, leaped, and drove my hammer into the statue’s face with all my strength and weight behind it.

      I was rewarded by an explosion of rock and gemstones as the statue’s head shattered mostly in half, right before a sweep of those massive stone arms caught me and sent me pinwheeling through the air to crash at the foot of the stairs leading up to the altar.

      Somehow, I managed to keep ahold of my hammer. Gods, that thing was strong! I struggled to regain my breath and scramble to my feet as it stomped the remaining benches to dust and let out another of those grinding roars. Only this time, it sounded weaker.

      Kasaka was suddenly by my side, helping me to my feet. A look of grim determination was on her face. “Sorry, Master,” she said in her work voice. “I let myself get distracted.”

      I coughed and spat some blood onto the dusty stone floor, then grinned. “Don’t let it happen again,” I said to her, shaking free and watching the thing come stomping at us. My strike had destroyed half of its face, including one of the jeweled eyes and a good portion of the jaw.

      More telling was how it now approached us with its head turned, the remaining eye gleaming. One of its six arms was raised in a guard position, protecting its face. It still seemed to be mostly ignoring the troll as it came in, the gleaming eye focused balefully on me.

      As it struck again, we dove aside, and I struck again at the wrist I’d damaged before. This time the stone broke the rest of the way, and one giant hand fell to the ground, suddenly inert. Another arrow broke on the stone, and there were several rapid metal-on-stone impacts as Kasaka attacked one of its legs.

      My whole left side hurt, but I’d had worse. Hell, I’d done worse to myself falling off of a horse. It was still ignoring the other two, so this time, I let it back me up the altar steps. I’d need the high ground for another good swing at its head, and I didn’t want to give it a chance to pummel me.

      I figured I’d get one chance at this. The troll and Eamon continued slashing and shooting at the statue’s back as it closed in on me. If I miscalculated, I’d end up a red smear on the stone floor, but I wasn’t ready to give up my life yet, especially with my growing lists of reasons to keep fighting.

      The statue raised its arms to crush me as I stood my ground, hammer at the ready. All six arms came down, and I dodged aside, leaping as the motion brought its head within reach once more.

      I swung my hammer once more, and it seemed to almost realize its mistake. The damaged head turned to face me and then exploded into shards of stone as I brought my hammer crashing into it. The eye gem went flying, along with what seemed to be several other sparkling stones, and it went inert.

      I hopped back anyway, readying for its retaliation, but nothing came. It was dead, or as dead as stone could be. With a deep breath, I straightened and shouldered my hammer, studying my handiwork as Kasaka slipped around the broken statue of her god and came up to me, her mouth starting to open to speak.

      As I gazed at the fallen god - for all I knew, that’s exactly what I’d killed - my thoughts went to Rhianne, the dead scouts, and the burned town of Ashen Hall. A fierce grin pulled at my lips. Ware, Maker, The Hammer comes!

      The troll must have seen my face in the dim light, for something changed in her demeanor. Instead of speaking to me, she waved to Eamon and called, “We are fine! Wait for us!” Then to me, she said, “Come, follow,” and headed off into the darkness.

      I strode after her, not even trying to be quiet anymore. Whatever other gods, demons, or spirits inhabited this forsaken place could come and taste my hammer. I did not fear them, dragons, or The Maker himself, and I would bring it all crashing down.
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      It actually took a bit more reassurance to get Eamon to settle down before Kasaka and I set off deeper into the ruined temple. She took the lead, and I followed, staying alert. Were there more surprises awaiting us, like the animated statue? Some little part of me hoped so.

      “I am sorry for freezing, Master,” she apologized again, quietly, as we made our way through darkened passages. More frescoes and reliefs decorated the walls, but we didn’t pause to inspect them.

      “It’s fine,” I told her. My momentary annoyance earlier had faded, giving me a moment to think. We had been faced with an image of her god, after all. I think I would have been more concerned if she hadn’t hesitated.

      “I have been here many times, and that has never before happened.” She sighed softly.

      “Maybe because I’m human?” I didn’t really know, but she seemed to want to talk, which was rare enough.

      “Possibly.” We emerged into a room that terminated in a closed, stone door that was decorated with the face of the troll god. “This leads to stairs that descend into the caves beneath the hills. Those caves lead to vaults beneath Garron that are only lightly guarded. We can make our way upwards and, with any luck, come across the captives in the dungeons above the vaults.”

      “Do you expect any kind of opposition at all?” I walked with her over to the door, and together we hauled the heavy doors open. A sour, musty smell washed out of the darkness beyond, and Kasaka sneezed.

      “It’s been a long time, so I don’t know. The last time I walked through these passages, The Maker had yet to come to power.”

      I nodded slowly. “Right, so expect anything.” Her little bead of light illuminated the way beyond the door very dimly, a stone passage disappearing into complete darkness.

      “That might be best.” Kasaka drifted over and leaned against me, slipping an arm around my waist. I replied by draping my arm around her shoulder. She was a strange one, my troll, but I had no complaints. I hoped that Rhianne would be as open as she was about Moira. Somehow, I rather suspected she would.

      “Let’s do this, then.” I gave her a comforting squeeze, and we walked off into the darkness, quickly coming to some descending stairs. When we eventually reached the bottom, we stood in a natural cavern that was eerily silent. The staircase itself descended into the middle of the cavern, which stretched off into darkness in all directions.

      Kasaka motioned to me wordlessly and started off at a quick pace, heading deeper in. Stalactites, stalagmites, and pillars were the primary obstacles in our path, and we wove our way carefully through them. Glimmers of phosphorescence flickered distantly out of reach of the troll’s glowing bead. It was little brighter than a candle but more than enough to help us pick our way forward.

      Judging time in caves was difficult at the best of times. I still ached from where the statue had struck and thrown me, but it was fading with the exertion of keeping up with Kasaka down here. The air was clean and cool, filled with the aromas of water, earth, and other less-identifiable things.

      I stayed on edge. Caves and caverns in my world were mysterious places where men had disappeared, never to be seen again. My guide seemed perfectly calm though. Despite my unease, I followed in her wake, ready for anything as she led me through the twists and turns of the underground passage.

      We paused to eat some of our food, resting in a garden of stone. Water welled up in a small pool before trickling off among the formations, which looked so much like plants and trees that I could easily imagine we were making our way through a dark forest. Pale crickets and other insects crawled about, no longer than my thumb, and seemingly devoid of eyes.

      It wasn’t long before we set off again with few words exchanged. To speak in this silent world seemed almost disrespectful.

      Time passed, and eventually, sounds other than our own breathing and footfalls began to come to me. There was a faint whispering of air, the rustle of something moving, and distant footfalls on stone. Kasaka paused and looked up at me as I came abreast of her.

      “We are close, Master,” she whispered, reaching for and catching my hand. “The vaults lie ahead.” The hand that held the bead, her left, reached out and pointed ahead. “I will need to hide the bead once we are inside, but there will be light.”

      “I trust you,” I said quietly, giving her hand a soft squeeze.

      She gave me a grateful look. “I don’t know if anything dwells in the vaults, but they once were the catacombs and resting places for the dead of the trolls and orcs. Back when our races were mighty.”

      “You’re still mighty,” I told her with a smile, and her skin darkened a bit in the wan light as she looked away.

      “This way, Master, “she said and started moving once again.

      We soon came to a spot where a set of doors had been set into the wall of the cavern. They were carved from black stone, probably twice my height or more and had no handles. I studied the door for a moment, then looked to Kasaka. Her brow was furrowed in consternation as she stared at the doors.

      “These have never been closed before,” she whispered. “I don’t know how to open them.”

      I spat and stepped forward. “Do they open in or out?” I spoke in a normal tone rather than the near whispers we’d been using. She flinched a bit, startled, and looked at me sharply. I just shrugged. I didn’t see a need to be so timid in here.

      “In, I think,” she replied, looking from the door to me and back. “If they are sealed, then we’re wasting even more time.”

      Setting my hammer down on the stone with a clang that pierced the silent darkness, I clapped my hands together and rolled my neck. “It’d waste even more to go back and then overland. We’re going through these doors even if I have to break them into pieces.”

      Kasaka stared at me, wide-eyed, then gave a sigh and lifted the pearl to give me light. Placing my hands on either side of the divide in the massive doors, I set my feet and began to slowly apply pressure. We’d see if the doors would open first, and if not, I supposed I would have to knock.

      The heavy stone started to move slightly, then caught on something. It didn’t feel like anything terribly heavy. A simple bar, maybe? But such a thing would be wasted on doors this size. I was starting to grow used to nothing in this world being as it seemed.

      Muscles bulged, and tendons creaked and stood out as I dug deep and applied more pressure. I had lifted portcullises, split iron-bound doors with a single kick, and held a gate against an army.

      I was Gharrik Anzar, The Hammer, and no door, no magic, and no foe would keep me from my goal.

      Abandoning silence, I let out a primal roar and shoved with all of my considerable strength. Something cracked and scraped, and with a grinding noise, the doors began to swing open. First an inch, then six inches, a foot, a bit more, until they fetched up against something again and stopped abruptly.

      I stepped back, snatching up my hammer and waiting to see if anything emerged to meet us. Kasaka joined me, her short swords held at ready.

      “That was amazing, Master!” she whispered excitedly. “Had I not seen it with my own eyes, I’d scarcely have believed it!”

      The doors were open wide enough for me to slip through if I squeezed, and after grunting an acknowledgment to her, I did just that, forcing my way past the two feet of stone to emerge in darkness. She came through behind me and held up the bead. Ahead of us, the chamber stretched, empty of life, though here and there, a pale jumble of bones gleamed against the darkness of the stone.

      “From here, I must put out the light,” she whispered. “Take my tail and be gentle.”

      I nodded and caught the proffered appendage. “There will be some light, right? Else it will be hard to fight.”

      “Should anything come that we cannot avoid, I will make a light, although I recall some places where you should be able to see.”

      “What about you?” I asked, just to see if I was right.

      She smiled. “Trolls do not need light to see, Master.”

      I wasn’t surprised by this, of course, but it was nice to have confirmation. “Lead on, then,” I grumbled, not liking the fact that I’d be the next best thing to blind and completely at Kasaka’s mercy.

      If I didn’t trust her, this would have been much harder.

      The light went out, and we began to move. I tried to keep from slowing Kasaka too much, and she kept a careful pace, going easy on me, I supposed. Closing my eyes, I tried to focus on my other senses, paying careful attention to my guide’s tail, and the soft scuff of her footfalls on stone. My own footfalls were louder, and I could easily hear both of us breathing as we passed deeper into the vaults.

      There were other sounds too, harder to identify. All around, there seemed to be a faint clicking and clattering, the sound of bone on stone, if I didn’t miss my guess. My duties never required much imagination, but I’d had cause to study philosophy and logic, and right now, those particular things pointed me towards some very disturbing conclusions.

      I remained silent as Kasaka led me, envisioning the armies of the dead surrounding us, only held back by the lack of light. My grip shifted a little. I could wield this hammer one-handed if I had to, though I preferred a two-handed style.

      Her pace quickened a little, then slowed and stopped, and she whispered a soft curse.

      “What?” I said quietly, pitching my voice to match her whisper.

      “We have to fight, Master. The dead block the way ahead.” She shifted to stand beside me, and I released her tail. “They will try to drag us down and steal our souls. I wish I had not brought us this way.” Her voice sounded pained.

      “How bright can you make that bead?” I wanted to know, an idea already forming in my head. Whatever she meant by the dead, I could only assume that I could hit them with my hammer, or else she’d not say we needed to fight. Perhaps it was fortunate I couldn’t see, for my thoughts were already painting a fearsome picture.

      “No more than a bright candle,” she replied nervously. “We mustn’t take more time, they are being drawn to our voices now.” Her body trembled against mine. “Are you ready?”

      “Always,” I growled. “Make the light and let them come.”

      My hands shifted on the haft of my hammer as I prepared for whatever was to come. It was a fight, I knew, but what kind of fight was likely to be new to me. Excitement grew and the thought of a new battle, rivaling the fierce joy of my earlier battle with the animated statue.

      Kasaka tensed, and I closed my eyes, anticipating the sudden bloom of light in her hand. When it came, I opened my eyes to a startling sight in the shadowy gloom of the vast vault. All around us were the dead, standing in ranks to either side of the path we walked and arrayed between us and an archway leading ahead.

      As the light came up, the eye sockets of the things around us flared into an unholy red light, and with a hideous moaning and clatter of bones, the animate dead surged forward.

      My hammer was there to meet them. One, two, five of the skeletons fell beneath each blow, but more filled in to take their places. Bony hands raked at me, grasping and trying to overwhelm me with sheer numbers while Kasaka danced and spun among them, dodging, taking her opponents apart piece by piece.

      “Make for the door, Master!” she yelled, dropping to the ground and doing a quick spin, one leg outstretched. Several skeletons clattered into pieces around her, giving her a second’s reprieve. She wove her way back to my side as my hammer rose and fell in a rhythm, crushing bones and splintering skulls.

      I shook off more grasping, bony hands and backhanded a skeleton’s head from its body before caving in the ribs of a second with my hammer. Kasaka was at my back now, her movements making the shadows play wildly around the room.

      “Keep the light going,” I snarled, “And stay close. I’m moving.”

      Beyond the grasping, clattering skeletons, other figures moved in the dancing shadows. I kept a half-watch on these as I started forcing my way forward, step by step, scattering broken bones in my wake. The hordes pressed in on me, clawing and biting. Several skeletons latched onto my arms, trying to hold me back. Kasaka continued guarding the rear, slashing and kicking at the undead attacking her.

      The problem with skeletons in a fight against a man as strong as I was simply the fact that there was next to no mass to them. In addition to being able to crush or break them with my hammer, I could easily tear them apart and throw them around with my bare hands, and since they were unarmed, there was little they could do to me.

      Step by step I fought my way towards the arched passage to the next vault, Kasaka watching my back. More and more bones were scattered broken across the stone floor. None of my battles before had prepared me to fight the walking dead in the dark of an underground vault, but I could certainly make do.

      Everything changed as we approached the archway. The fodder skeletons moved to cram themselves in front of us, trying to slow or block our forward progress. As they did, a greater threat emerged from shadowed nooks about the vault.

      Four skeletons armored and beweaponed like knights stood before me. Their tarnished bronze gear gleamed in the light of my troll’s pearl. I hadn’t had much time to examine the other skeletons we’d fought, but they were mostly man-sized and of a familiar shape. These were not. They were broader than I was, perhaps half-again, and their bones were thick and had a faint gleam to them. Massive tusks protruded from the lower jaws of these things, and they all bore weapons.

      This was the main event, I surmised, turning from the blocking dead and facing this new threat shoulder to shoulder with Kasaka. “Maybe this will be more like a fight and less like hammering nails,” I muttered.

      One of the new skeletons, its armor more ornate than the others, chattered its teeth and let out an impossible howl. Nothing without lungs should be able to make a sound like that. A chill went up and down my spine.

      Drawing a deep breath, I howled back and charged, my bellow echoing through the vault and startling Kasaka, who hesitated a moment before plunging after me.

      I clashed with the first of the armored skeletons, driving it back a few steps before I had to turn and defend myself against the attacks of the one beside it. Kasaka engaged the other two, flowing nimbly through the motions of some elaborate, martial dance. Then I lost sight of her behind her larger opponents and focused on my own problems.

      Despite being armored, animated skeletons, the pair facing me fought with intelligence and tactics, taking turns, trying to flank me, feinting and moving in an attempt to lure me into making a mistake. On some level, I was impressed that dead things could fight this well. They were strong too, and whatever force animated them had given them more weight. My blows didn’t knock them around like they did the lesser skeletons.

      I parried, dodged, and thrust the head of the hammer into the midsection of one, caving in its armor. Drawing back from that, I swung at the second, only to have my hammer rebound as it was parried. My lips drew back from my teeth in a fierce grin as I dug deep and let the battle lust rise. I loved this feeling. Everything seemed to slow as my heart pounded in my chest, powering my muscles and setting my mind on fire.

      I knocked the second skeleton’s weapon aside with a sweep of my hammer, kicked it backward, and focused my attention on the first. Blow after blow rained down on it as I swung my hammer with wild abandon, breaking its guard, its arms, and finally driving its helmeted head down into its chest.

      The first one fell, clattering to pieces across the stone, and I turned on the second as it came in on me, recovered from my kick. I parried, broke one of its legs, spun, and shattered its spine as it fell, kicking away its head for good measure as I heard Kasaka let out a cry of pain.

      That was it. The next one fell as I stepped forward and struck off its head, sending it flying across the room to shatter the ribcage of a watching skeleton. Both fell to pieces and that left one. I began moving for it as Kasaka, bleeding from a gash to one of her arms, kicked the armored figure’s legs out from under it. As it crashed to the stone, I brought my hammer down on its helmeted head, silencing the chattering teeth and ending the fight right there.

      “Are you okay?” I asked the troll, concern in my voice as I surveyed the remaining skeletons. Their eyes still glowed red in the dim light, but they made no move to attack us. Could the dead be demoralized? Maybe so.

      “I’ll live,” she replied. “This is nothing.”

      “Fine, let’s get to the next vault, and I’ll have a look.” I started to walk for the archway, glowering at the skeletons that still stood in my way. Slowly, they edged apart, but not fast enough. After I’d shattered a few more, the rest finished clearing out, and we passed through the arch without further incident.
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      Kasaka’s wound had almost finished healing by the time we came to the doors of the next vault. Like the first set, they were closed. I sighed irritably and peered back the way we came, almost hoping that some skeletons had followed us, but there was nothing.

      How much worse could it be? The armored skeletons had been tough, but they had fallen in the end. I didn’t know much about the walking dead. Such stories were generally mocked in my world, but here, like the other fables of monsters, they seemed to be true. That was fine by me, I’d gotten tired of killing men.

      “Do you want to try forcing these?” Kasaka asked, looking me over with a faint smile.

      I shrugged and stretched, flexing my muscles as her gaze drifted over me. It always felt good to be wanted. Dropping my hammer, I stepped up, placed both hands on the double doors, and started to shove. When they swung easily open, it caught me by surprise, and I had to stagger to keep my balance. “Damn!”

      She came up beside me, holding up the faintly glowing bead. Ahead, the vault stretched into darkness, great columns that would need several men clasping hands to encircle rose out of sight. Otherwise, all seemed silent.

      I scooped up my hammer and shook my head as she started to speak. “Keep the light. If things come to us, then so be it.” There was no need to be stealthy. Likely we’d have to fight our way through the vaults anyway and starting in darkness put me at a small disadvantage. “Do you know what lurks in this vault?”

      The troll shook her head and said meekly, “I do not, Master. The vaults hold the dead of thousands of years. If The Maker has raised them all, then we will face armies.”

      I started forward, eyes scanning for any sign of movement and ears listening for the faintest sound. Somewhere ahead and up, Rhianne was imprisoned, and there was nothing in my world or this one that would stop me from retrieving her.

      Kasaka paced along beside me, her head staying in motion as we strode forward over the smooth floor. Behind us, the doors receded until we could no longer see them, and that was when the smell hit us.

      She almost gagged and pulled her mask up over her face. I didn’t blame her. This was something that I had smelled before, on hot days after a pitched battle with bodies bloating and splitting open under the sun. This stench was like that, but older and stronger, like rotting meat, vomit, blood, and shit all left to stew in a charnel pit of corruption.

      I swallowed hard. Gods, but that was foul! When I started moving faster, she joined me, trying to hurry so we could reach the exit and get away from the stink. The further we went into the vault, though, the stronger the smell grew until we say a mountain of something looming out of the darkness ahead of us.

      The troll hesitated and put a hand on my arm. “Master,” she whispered, her voice thick. “I know what dwells in this vault.”

      I paused as well. “What?” I asked, trying not to breathe any deeper than I had to. Even to my jaded nostrils, this was foul.

      “Ghouls.” Her voice carried a taint of despair.

      As if in response to her, a liquid voice gurgled out a series of words that I didn’t recognize, and the columns around us all began to glow like torchlight, illuminating the room, and revealing what lay at its center, directly in our path.

      Corpses were piled in a festering heap, reaching at least twice my height into the dark above our heads. Blood and other, less savory fluids stained the stone floor, creating a disgusting pool that spread from the pile of bodies almost to where we stood. Lounging on the bodies like a king on his throne was a tall, lanky creature.

      A strange, rubbery thing, he was clad only in a filthy loincloth and sported dirty, pale skin, and long-nailed hands. A mouthful of jagged teeth was set into a face that was neither human nor canine, but some twisted amalgam of both. His legs ended in feet that were much like the hind paws of a dog, but with grime-encrusted, jagged claws. Standing, it would be a giant, taller than an ogre, but emaciated instead of obese.

      As it leered at us, long, pointed tongue lolling from that hungry maw, we heard barking and gibbering all around us, and more of these things, ghouls I presumed, stalked out from behind the corpse throne and the massive columns. Some were male, some were female, and none wore more than a filthy cloth around their waists if they even bothered with any kind of modesty. Unlike the ghoul on the throne, these were all of a more human height.

      “Trespassers,” gurgled the giant ghoul, its urine-colored eyes trailing over Kasaka then me. “One of you will be tribute, and the other will be allowed to pass.”

      He was remarkably well-spoken for a gore-spattered, charnel giant, but I didn’t have time for this. Kasaka seemed about to protest when I stepped forward and pointed my hammer at the enthroned ghoul.

      “I have a counter-offer,” I snarled, putting just a bit of my barely contained rage into my voice. “You will allow us to pass, or you will join the rest of the dead on that throne of yours.”

      “Gods, Master,” whispered Kasaka. “Be careful. Their claws are poison, and their bite can freeze a man in his steps.”

      I nodded at her words but kept my eyes on the giant. There was no way I was backing down from this. These creatures, these ghouls, were nothing but one more obstacle in the way of what I wanted. I shifted one foot into a ready stance, awaiting the ghoul’s reply. Around us, the other ghouls chirped curiously and shuffled, looking between their king and me. Slowly, the great monster leaned forward and focused on me with its glare.

      “Impudence!” it hissed. “You will die for this disrespect! Your rotting meat will feed my children!” As it roared this last bit and started to rise, I was already moving, rushing at the ghoul king and leaping to swing my hammer at his swollen head.

      The other ghouls scrabbled to rush in on Kasaka, but she was ready as well. She dove between an attacking pair and sliced their legs from under them with a strike of her swords. They fell, mewling, and she put her back to one of the pillars and faced the rest.

      Meanwhile, the king merely slapped me aside as I leaped at him, sending me sprawling in the blood and filth at the base of his throne. With a shriek of outrage, he charged, faster than I expected, lashing at me with his broken talons as I scrambled away and found my footing. This was the second time something had knocked me out of the air. Maybe I’d have to re-think my strategies.

      Two ghouls charged me from the sides, grabbing for my arms while their king closed in from the front. I crushed one’s head as I evaded the other’s grasp, then drove the butt of my hammer into the second ghoul’s throat, throwing it back and away.

      That gave the king time to close and flail at me, driving me back with slash after slash of his filthy talons. I stayed on the defensive, encouraged by the dismayed gibbering of the creatures as they tried to swarm my troll and by her cries of challenge.

      Frustrated, the king changed tactics and rushed in at me, trying to grab and bite. I brought my hammer down on one of his wrists, felt bone crunch, and then shifted my hammer and swung it in a great arc, connecting with the king’s jaw as it descended at me. There was another crack of bone, and the monstrous creature was knocked aside, howling and spraying stinking fluids laced with grave worms from its suddenly crooked maw.

      Suddenly, the advantage was mine. With a feral roar, I tore into the staggering giant, striking it in the feet, the ankles, the knees and forcing it back until a group of its smaller counterparts came in on me, claws scraping on my toughened leathers and dragging at my cloak.

      Whirling around on them, I bashed skulls and crushed limbs until they fell back. Then Kasaka joined me, her blades dripping with dark, worm-ridden blood. Together we stalked after the retreating king as he limped back to his stinking throne. More ghouls threw themselves at us, only to fall to the troll or me.

      “Stop!” slurred the giant ghoul as we approached. It held up both hands to ward us off. “Stop! Pass! Spare us!” The great voice had turned sniveling, and the thing’s piss-colored eyes glistened wetly above its distended jaw and canine nose.

      At those words, the other ghouls withdrew, slinking back behind the pillars to vanish, leaving only us, and the king.

      I walked up to stand at the foot of the corpse-pile, glaring up at the battered king with rage-filled eyes. “Give me one reason I should let you live,” I growled. “Hideous thing. Killing you would be a blessing.”

      The ghoul-king whimpered and sobbed, wringing his taloned hands. “Help you, yes. We can help you. Whatever you seek, mighty warriors!”

      “How can you help us?” Kasaka joined in, her voice firm and angry. I smiled inwardly. My troll was a strong one.

      One of the king’s eyes opened and rolled to gaze at us. “Ghouls know all the secret ways. We are the ones hidden in the walls, the scratching in the night. Nowhere in Garron is safe from us.”

      I looked sidelong at Kasaka, and she at me. A knowing glance passed between us before I turned my eyes back to the ghoul. “How do we know you won’t betray us as soon as you get the chance?” I demanded forcefully, letting the haft of my hammer slide through my fingers so that the head hit the ground with a loud clang, punctuating my words.

      “My … word …?” the king whimpered, clutching his head at the sound.

      I lifted the hammer and let it drop again. Clang!

      “What good is the word of a dead thing?” Kasaka scoffed. “Give us something of value … something that you would rather die than lose.”

      “No!” howled the king, clawing at the bodies on which he sat, rotten blood oozed sluggishly. “No! Take my word!”

      “We will not.” I backed up Kasaka, figuring she knew what she was doing. “Give us something to hold, monster.”

      More blithering and whining followed, but we held firm. Finally, with a sigh of resignation, the king fished around amongst the corpses of his throne and held out to us a battered crown. “Take it,” he moaned. “You will be king … and I, I will be nothing …”

      “You’ll be alive, such as it is,” I snapped, taking the misshapen item and inspecting it. Runes sparkled on the metal.

      “Yes, yes. Go! Finnsa will guide you.” The king waved a hand limply at us and turned away, muttering.

      Kasaka and I looked at each other, then started off around the pile of corpses, not saying another word. I packed away the crown, such as it was. Neither of us wanted to spend any more time in this stench than we had to, and we certainly didn’t trust the king.

      As we circled the charnel pile, a ghoul stepped from the shadows and padded along beside us at a respectful distance. It was female, clad in nothing but a broad leather belt.

      “Finnsa?” I asked, suspecting it was.

      She nodded slightly. “Yes. I am to take you wherever you wish to go.” Beneath the filth and grave mold, Finnsa looked almost human, well, aside from her doggy legs and features. Sharply pointed ears crowned her skull and twitched in the direction of sounds.

      “Where does The Maker keep his special prisoners?” I asked.

      The ghoul woman froze for a second, then hurried to catch up with us. “You seek to defy The Maker?” she whispered unbelievingly, but was that a glint of delight in her eyes?

      I nodded grimly. “He has taken from us, and we mean to take back.”

      “Ha!” she barked. “Ghouls would have helped you anyway, knowing that. The king licks The Maker’s backside, and the crown keeps us from killing him.”

      That was curious. Possibly advantageous to us too. Any army was a good one, even if they were disturbing. Pausing, I fished out the crown and offered it to Finnsa. This was a calculated risk. Either the ghouls would take the offering and help us, likely after dealing with the king, or they would turn on us as soon as one of their own held the crown.

      Finnsa’s eyes went wide, and she reached out to gently take the battered headware. “You have done all of the ghouls of Garron a great service, heroes. How may we help you in return?”

      Kasaka looked at me, her eyes full of trepidation. I arched an eyebrow and looked from her to the ghoul, then asked levelly, “How do we know you won’t lead us wrong?”

      The ghoul shrugged and continued walking along beside us with her peculiar, loping gait. “You don’t,” she hissed in amusement, “but we pay our debts.” Throwing back her head, she let out a howl that sent shivers up my spine, even with all my experience. All of this was something new, fighting dead things, magic, monsters. I took a deep breath and focused, this was no time to think about how things had changed, or even to be homesick. There was work to do.

      Back on the other side of the corpse pile, a shriek of anguish filled the still, cold air, followed by the hisses and snarls of more and more of the ghouls, and the sounds of fighting. The king wouldn’t go down easy, even injured and without his crown. Finnsa looked at us with a fearsome, feral grin.

      “Fine,” I snapped, any patience I might have had was wearing thin. “Take us up.”

      The ghoul nodded and took the lead, forcing Kasaka and me to hurry our pace. Instead of leading us to the next vault, she took us to a side passage that looked like it had been dug through the obsidian wall over the course of centuries. More ghouls watched us pass, crouched and studying us with beady, gleaming eyes.

      This tunnel was narrow enough that we had to follow Finnsa in single file as she led us through branches and switchbacks. Our only light was that from Kasaka’s bead. I don’t know how long we slunk through the ghoul warrens under the watchful eyes of the creatures. Without our guide, we’d have been lost, and I hated having to depend on her. An ally was one thing, but an ally that I wasn’t sure I could trust was something else entirely.

      The chittering of ghouls echoed through the dark passages, and I could tell Kasaka was unnerved. Hells, I was unnerved, but there was one advantage. If they turned on us in these narrow tunnels, I’d be able to hold them off for as long as it took them to decide we weren’t any flavor of easy prey.

      Finnsa came to a halt, her head cocked in a listening pose. She looked back over her shoulder and said, “Something is going on in the prison galleries. It’s not far, but we need to hurry.”

      “What do you hear?” I demanded as we picked up the pace, practically loping through the narrow passageways. Risking a glance back, I noticed that we were picking up additional followers, ghouls trailing along behind us, well out of reach. I shifted my grip on my hammer and kept going.

      We finally emerged from the tunnels into an underground gallery with a high, arched ceiling. Regular torches lit the room instead of the rune-powered lighting I was growing accustomed to. A crowd of humanoid creatures, bulky and heavily armored, with green skin, were marching through, weapons at the ready.

      Finnsa pointed needlessly. “That way,” she hissed softly. “Do you need me further?”

      I shook my head slowly and then gave her a serious look. “No. Thank you for guiding us.”

      Finnsa dipped her head and smiled faintly. “You have done my folk a great service in returning the charnel crown. If you ever find yourselves in need of aid and there are warrens nearby, we would be happy to help you.”

      “I think we should hurry.” Kasaka tugged at my arm. The last of the guards and passed our perch.

      “Right.” I nodded quickly to Finnsa. “Farewell.” Then, without further hesitation, I dropped down the twenty feet to land in a crouch on the cold stone floor. It was good to be out of the claustrophobic passages of the warren, and I was certain I’d be getting more exercise very soon.

      Kasaka landed next to me, making almost no sound at all, and I glanced up to see Finnsa’s head disappear back into the hidden entrance of the tunnels. Was this entire place honeycombed with passages dug by the ghouls? That thought was rather disturbing.

      As we started after the guards, the sounds of a commotion reached us. Someone had been caught, and they were making it cost. Some commander shouted orders. “Take them alive!” he bellowed.

      “Bugger you and bugger your master!” cried a familiar, female voice. “Touch me, and you’ll wish you were dead!”

      Rhianne? Free? This would make things easier. I started forward at a dead run, unlimbering my hammer.

      “You face two of us, Worrud,” snapped a second voice, this one also familiar. “Run, now, and none of you have to die!”

      Ga’idra? What in the hells?

      Kasaka perked up. “My friend is there, Master!” She sounded ecstatic as we charged after the guards in the direction of the voices. There came a hiss and a detonation, fire blooming from the archway ahead. Apparently, the guard captain had chosen not to give up and slink away.

      His mistake.
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      Kasaka and I hit the rear ranks of the guards like the hand of death itself. I wanted to get to Rhianne and she to Ga’idra, and these poor creatures were in our way. Why the two were together, facing these guards, was a story I wanted to hear more of. What could drive implacable enemies to put aside their differences and trust one another?

      The answer was one I already knew. Need. The pair must have been in similar straits and joined forces in order to escape. It’s certainly something I would have done, but I wanted to hear the whole of the tale. To do that, we would have to sweep aside these foes like the meek chattel they were.

      A cry went up from the orcs as they noticed the attack on their rear. Bodies flew, bones shattered by the heavy blows of my hammer, or fell, spurting their life’s blood from opened veins as Kasaka sped by them.

      There were more cracks and booms of magic, shouted words and more commands. Whatever you could say about the orcs, they were disciplined, at least under the commander leading them now. He split his force evenly, half focusing on the fugitives, and half turning to defend against me and my troll.

      Suddenly, the tide started to shift. Orcs weren’t slow, like ogres, and were almost as strong as I was. They also fought like demons with their axes and swords, slowing our advance through their ranks.

      I broke an orc’s leg with my hammer, then parried the axe of another while Kasaka darted in and cut the first one’s throat with a scissoring slash of her paired swords. Following the parry, I swung my hammer in an arc over the troll’s head that drove our opponents back for a moment.

      A burning orc flew over our heads to crash bonelessly to the floor to the tune of more magical swearing.

      “Rhianne!” I yelled, continuing to swing my hammer in a threatening arc, keeping the orcs at bay. Kasaka pressed against my side, covering my flank.

      “Gharrik!?” Rhianne called back incredulously. “You’re here!?”

      There was a crackle of electricity, and another orc cried out in pain. Ga’idra shouted another bit of magic followed by a cry of pain. The guard commander roared, and some of his men rushed forward to the sound of indignant yells and cursing. Through the swirling melee, I could make them out on the other side of the room.

      “Yes!” I bellowed, surging forward. I swept aside the weapons of the closest orc with a blow of my hammer, then caved in his face with my follow up.

      Two more orcs came at me, then one spun aside, blood spraying as Kasaka leaped by and opened him up with her swords. The other swung his axe, I parried, then broke his arm with a swing of my hammer before kicking him away. We advanced, my troll covering my flanks and rear while I forced my way forward.

      Rhianne and Ga’idra were just past the guards, fighting mostly with magic. I saw the pair driven back by a rush of guards, and Rhianne dropped to her knees, out of my sight. I forced my way forward with a wordless cry of anger, knocking guards aside with hammer, fist, and foot. Kasaka followed, weaving death with her paired short swords.

      A shouted runeword and a blast of heat washed over us as a few more of the guards fell back, burning. Ga’idra rose, pulling Rhianne to her feet, and together they faced the captain and a handful of other orcs. Kasaka launched forward, out of the circle of my hammer’s range, and dropped one of the guards with a double-stab to the belly, her blades punching through armor.

      At long last, the four of us stood side-by-side, facing the enemy. Both women were near naked, sporting bruises, cuts, and stains from blood and soot but seemed hale. Drawn all over their skin in what looked like charcoal were runes of all sorts. A fierce light burned in their eyes as they glared at the guard commander.

      This was Worrud, I suspected. He was large, even compared to his men, most of whom were heavier and broader than I was. His armor was heavy bronze, and his black hair and beard were shot with silver. Black eyes glared at us from under thick brows, and heavy, yellowing tusks gnashed as he spoke.

      “Enough of this impudence!” the orc roared. “My patience ends! Surrender or die!” He clashed his axe against the bronze of his shield and studied the four of us. Around him, the remainder of his force grouped up, taking a moment’s respite and preparing for another round of fighting.

      Ga’idra stepped forward, a faint nimbus of lightning wreathing her fists. She shook them at Worrud. “We are ready for you, dog! It is not my blood that will be spilled today!”

      They bristled at each other while I quickly scanned the hall. A couple of the less-injured orcs were creeping for the exit, preparing to run for reinforcements, no doubt. “Kasaka,” I whispered and smirked as she nodded, drifting sideways and out of my field of vision.

      Rhianne moved up beside me, and we both spared each other a look. “Long story,” we said in unison, then smirked, focusing back on the orc leader. She whispered some words, touching a few of the runes scrawled in her arms, and fire bloomed around her hands.

      Worrud and Ga’idra continued their verbal sparring as Rhianne and I faced off with the remaining guards. As best I could tell, he was trying to delay the fight until his men could go for reinforcements. I suspected he would be disappointed, not with Kasaka off in the shadows to deal with his runners.

      I looked at Rhianne, and she looked back at me. We both grinned, turned, and charged. The posturing had gone on long enough. Two more orcs died, one bursting into flames beneath his armor, the other with his helmet smashed down into his chest. As they fell, Worrud bellowed and launched himself at Ga’idra, who drew lightning around herself and struck him three times.

      He still shouldered into her and threw her back, sending the female orc sprawling. As he raised his axe to strike her, I caved in his left knee with my hammer, his angry roar becoming a howl of pain. He dropped heavily and my next strike sent his axe flying across the room as Ga’idra rolled to her feet. Another roar of flames and burst of heat against my back told me that Rhianne was well on her way to finishing off the other guards.

      “Yours,” I told Ga’idra, looking down at Worrud, then back at her.

      She nodded agreement, her eyes blazing. “Mine,” she growled.

      The captain’s eyes went wide, and he started scrabbling for his axe as I turned away. This orc had wronged Ga’idra in some way. I had turned the odds, but I wasn’t about to steal away her chance for vengeance. Worrud’s death would be long in coming, I suspected.

      Together, my red-haired sorceress and I made short work of the last of the guards. As the last one fell, Rhianne pounced into my arms and kissed me hungrily. I hadn’t forgotten the raw passion that fueled her, and that kiss only served to remind me. It was full of promise and desire, so much so that I was sorely tempted to take her right there.

      A sudden, high-pitched shriek suddenly cut off from Worrud interrupted us, and we parted reluctantly. Kasaka stood off to the side, watching as Ga’idra hewed the orc’s head from his body with his own axe. His death had taken less time than I expected, but it had been no less difficult.

      When the last echoes of Worrud’s death faded, we all stood looking at each other, and I finally took a moment to study Ga’idra. Like all the orcs I’d seen now, her skin was a shade of green, a little paler than the others. She was shorter than Rhianne, but not by much, and broader, with wide shoulders and hips, and a significant bust. Her body was muscular too, with strongly defined arms, legs, stomach, and backside. She had black eyes and short, straight hair that looked like it had been hacked off for the sake of utility, and an attractive, if broad and square-jawed, face.

      Rhianne looked from me, then Ga’idra, Kasaka, and back, a calculating expression on her face. “Before we move on, I think we should salvage some clothes,” she said, a faint smirk on her lips. “Even if Gharrik might be disappointed.”

      That was hardly fair, although she was right. I wondered again how Rhianne and Ga’idra came to be working together, but this wasn’t the time. We had to find the other prisoners and figure a way out of here.

      “Do what you can, I guess,” I said, keeping my voice bland. “I’ll keep watch.”

      Two arches led from this room, which seemed to be a guardroom or barracks of some kind. I glanced back the way we’d come, then went to the opposite arch and peered ahead. Fortunately for me, these halls were lit by torches and even from where I stood, they seemed to stretch out in a grid of crossing passages.

      Behind me, the three chattered away like old friends, and some part of me wondered just what in the hells was going on. Rhianne had wanted to destroy Ga’idra, and now they were working together to escape. Stranger things had happened, but I had to wonder as I glanced back over my shoulder.

      Kasaka had given Rhianne her robe, and Ga’idra was belting on the armor of one of the smaller-framed guards. There was no way any of them were going to find boots that fit, though. I leaned against the wall. Now that we had a moment’s reprieve, everything was starting to ache, and I meant everything. Half of my body was a solid bruise, and I was starting to feel tired and hungry. How long had we been down here already?

      Rhianne came up beside me and put a warm hand on my arm. I gave her a wan smile, and she offered me a leather package and a waterskin.

      “Thanks for coming after me,” she said quietly, then glanced back at the other two while I took a long drink and opened the package. Dried fruit and meat, nectar of the gods at this point.

      “Of course, I came after you,” I said with a broad grin. It was so good to see her, hale and whole. “What happened?” I asked between mouthfuls. Ga’idra and Kasaka had similar food packs, recovered from the guards, I guessed, and were eating quickly. The orc woman was studying me and looked away quickly when I met her dark eyes.

      Rhianne grimaced. “Lots,” she said and leaned against the wall beside me. “First things first though, Ga’idra and I have worked out our problems. She’d been forced, first by the orc warlords, then by The Maker, to harry us.” Her face lifted, and her eyes searched mine. “She was imprisoned when the scouts were killed. One of The Maker’s agents was responsible for that.”

      So, the woman wasn’t guiltless, but there were circumstances that made her do what she did. I looked off in her direction with eyes narrowed. She was dangerous, sure, but was she really on our side or just hers?

      “We helped each other escape,” Rhianne continued, taking back the waterskin and drinking deep. “Ga’idra has asked for protection and sanctuary.”

      “What do you think?” I asked, studying her. “It won’t be an easy road for her.”

      “I know,” Rhianne nodded and sighed softly. “I think she might be worth the trouble though.” She leaned tiredly against me. “We can get out of here, right?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath, slipping my arm around her and enjoying the comforting warmth of her body against mine. “We can,” I said, grim determination in my voice. “But with the help we have here, I think we can go ahead and bring this all crashing down around The Maker’s ears first.”

      She looked up at me with a gasp of surprise. “Really?”

      “Yes.” I gazed off into the middle distance, thinking. How many prisoners were down in these dungeons? How many guards? Hell, how many entrances were there? If we could take control of the places below Garron, we could really make trouble for the enemy. Food stores might be a problem, but if we could just hold out a few days, it might be enough to draw The Maker out and kill him.

      Ga’idra and Kasaka padded up. “I would join your clan too,” the orc woman said bluntly, gazing up at me with hands on hips.

      “Clan?” Rhianne laughed. “Gharrik Anzar! What have you been doing?” Then she really looked at Kasaka, then at me. “Oh, my.” The laughter started again.

      “I take it that you aren’t mad,” I said with a raised eyebrow. This was certainly not going as expected.

      “Not at all!” Rhianne gasped out, her shoulders shaking with laughter. “Dear Gharrik, my love who came for me, why would I be mad that you took on others? I am first, yes?”

      I started to say something more but settled on a simple, “Yes.” Ga’idra was frowning, her arms crossed in front of her ample chest. Meanwhile, Kasaka looked inordinately pleased with herself, and was eyeing Rhianne with a look I would have called hungry. This could be interesting. “Kasaka is my second and seems happy with that.”

      A nod and smile from the troll confirmed my assumption, and I turned my attention back to Rhianne. The red-haired Runemaster pulled me down for a kiss. “Well, go ahead,” she said, smiling.

      If Rhianne was vouching for her once-enemy, I could certainly accept the orc woman. With a sigh, I nodded to Ga’idra. “Unless my first and second object, Ga’idra, then I would welcome you. Are you certain this is what you want?”

      She looked pensive for a moment, then nodded, letting her arms drop to her sides. “I do. It is a bad time, I think, for you to claim me, but soon, yes?” The orc’s gaze held an intensity that I’d rarely seen, and I felt my heart speed up as desire rose inside me. Not just one or two, but three beautiful, competent women who wanted to share my bed? It was a dream come true, or maybe it was the challenge I wanted. Certainly, keeping all of them satisfied might be a legendary feat all to itself.

      “Of course,” I replied. “Let’s get out of this dungeon and deal with The Maker, then meet back up with Eamon at the troll temple.”

      “Eamon’s here?” Rhianne exclaimed in surprise.

      “He is safe,” asserted Kasaka. “No one goes to the temple.”

      “Right.” I took a deep breath and looked at the three women. “What can you tell me about this place? We’re looking to free Earl Ashen and his people, then get them out. If we can take down The Maker while we’re at it, so much the better.”

      “Ambitious,” Ga’idra murmured, giving Rhianne a calculating look. “I like him already.”

      Rhianne laughed and said, “I told you!” Then her expression darkened. “These passages fill several levels beneath the entire castle, and the city of Garron surrounds us. We’ll have to take some prisoners, I think.”

      “Maybe,” I mused and looked at Ga’idra, rubbing my beard thoughtfully. When had it gotten so long? “You’re the native guide. What do you know?”

      “Rhianne speaks the truth. There are five levels of the Garron dungeons, and then the vaults—”

      “We came up through the vaults!” Kasaka chirped brightly, interrupting. Ga’idra sighed and gave the troll a long-suffering look. It was one of affection, though, and I could tell that the two were happy to be together again.

      “Fine, whatever.” Ga’idra rolled her eyes. “Okay, five levels of dungeon, then we’re in the castle proper. The whole thing is running on a skeleton crew now, aside from a company of General Dakar’s men under Captain Mal’Vesh.” She looked at the remains of the dead guard commander. “That one and his men will be soon missed. We should head down and escape through the vaults.” Her eyes drifted to me, then searched the others, looking for support, I figured.

      I shook my head. “No. We go up. We free everyone we can, and we secure the dungeon levels. If you think you can get everyone out through the vaults, fine, but I need to try to put an end to this.”

      “The Maker isn’t even here!” Ga’idra exclaimed. “He and General Dakar have taken almost all of their forces to assault Imbergrad. It’s too late! Even his wives are gone!”

      I turned my head and looked at Rhianne, who had gone white as a sheet. “What does that mean?” I asked levelly.

      “If The Maker is as powerful as he seems, then it could mean the end of Artur,” Rhianne said softly, her eyes wide. “You said he was gone, Ga’idra, but you didn’t say where or why. That’s what’s going on, isn't it?”

      The orc nodded. “He’s been planning this for a long time, setting up distractions to keep the eyes of Artur elsewhere. The assault on Ashen Hall was a test. Using the movement rune and supplemented by the power of his wives, The Maker was able to move a portion of his army from here to there instantly, then return it the same way. He’s drawn on even more power and moved the entire army, now …” Her voice trailed off, and she looked between us all.

      “Well,” I said firmly. “That tears it. We take Garron, and we use the runes to go after The Maker’s army. Hopefully, we’ll get there before he takes Imbergrad.” Though I was tired, I felt the fire returning. I could win this fight. Hell, we could win this fight. I wasn’t alone, and that made it even better.

      This was the lowest of the dungeon levels. Rhianne and Ga’idra had been heading for the vaults. We quickly secured the way up from here, and explored the whole level, freeing any captives and conscripting the able-bodied into our growing force. Most of them were orcs, some humans, and a troll or two.

      None of them wanted to remain in thrall to The Maker and were happy to have the chance to take the fight to him. I kept us moving at a slow, careful pace, despite the eagerness of Rhianne and Ga’idra. They were definitely cut from the same cloth, and that excited me. Kasaka was a solid, calming influence on her friend which translated, oddly enough, into helping me keep Rhianne in line.

      There was no sign yet of the Earl and his folk, but we still had four more levels to go before we reached daylight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      We worked our way upward through the dungeon halls. Rhianne, Ga’idra, Kasaka, and I led, slipping to each new level and taking out the guards who might run and give warning. Once we’d dealt with the guards and secured the stairs up, Rhianne and I would stand watch while Ga’idra, Kasaka, and the others we rescued went rapidly through the level, freeing captives and arming them from the guard’s gear.

      At the moment, Rhianne leaned on a bronze-reinforced battle staff across from me as we stood guard.

      “So,” she asked mischievously, “how did you end up with a troll calling you master? I was gone less than a week.”

      I’d been waiting for that question, actually, and I answered with a shrug before saying, “Eamon and I found her in what was left of Ashen Hall, gone renegade. I captured her, and she offered to help us get here.” I smirked faintly and shook my head. “I didn’t know what she meant when she said that she would submit to me …”

      She laughed quietly, musically. “Well, congratulations, my love.” Her eyes sparkled, and I froze. Many women had claimed to love me over the years, but never with quite that same look. Was she sincere? I certainly hoped so.

      I nodded and chuckled nervously as my heart beat faster. “Thanks, I think.” My gaze went back up the stairs, and I listened for any sound of movement. Aside from the calls from our people as they freed the prisoners on this level, there was nothing.

      Rhianne smirked as she studied me. “I’m serious, Gharrik Anzar. You’re quite a man. Ga’idra respects you for showing no fear in the forest and for besting her ogres. When we were talking in the dungeon, she asked about you. When I told her of your deeds, she wanted to join us.”

      “You wanted to kill her though.” I shifted and looked at her intently. “And I promised to help you hunt her. What changed?” This would be two enemies who had changed sides, and if Rhianne spoke the truth, which I expected she did, it was at least in part because of me.

      Rhianne looked uncertain for a moment, then closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “She helped me, Gharrik Anzar, and trusted me. I found out her story and …” She sniffled. “I couldn’t hate her, much as I wanted to.”

      Pushing off from the wall, I made my way over to put a comforting arm around my red-haired Runemaster. “I just wanted to know.” I hesitated for a moment, then bent down and kissed the top of her head affectionately. “Love.”

      She froze for a moment and then tilted her head up and looked at me. “Really?”

      I nodded and smirked. “Yes.”

      Her arms flew around me, and she kissed me deeply. “What about …?” She whispered against my lips, holding herself pressed against me. I held her tight.

      “Kasaka? I think so. Ga’idra? If you can give her a chance, then so can I, but only time will tell. You will always be the first though.”

      I hadn’t said such words since I was young. Hells, I hadn’t felt this way since I was back in my home village as a blacksmith’s apprentice, totally smitten with one of the shepherd girls. It was good. A new determination bubbled up inside me.

      “Now, let’s win this war.”

      Rhianne’s lips pulled back from her teeth as she grinned up at me. “Fine by me. We can figure out all the details later.”

      All the details? What sorts of troubles had I gotten myself into?

      When the time came, I ascended the stairs to the next level, leading the way with Kasaka, Ga’idra and Rhianne behind us. We fell into a routine, I would level the door and the troll woman would dash through, engaging the guards. The rest of us would follow, taking care of those she hadn’t killed. Then, once that guardroom was secured, we’d rush to the next exit to block any word or warning preceding us.

      So far, though, Rhianne and Ga’idra hadn’t found their gear, so they were having to make do with improvised runes, which was draining on them. Two levels to go, and they were starting to get slower and a bit sloppy. I couldn’t say much. I was getting tired too, but we couldn’t stop, not yet.

      Kasaka, though, just kept going. She healed fast and didn’t tire. The other handful of trolls we’d liberated were demons, just like her, fighting tirelessly and recovering from terrible wounds in minutes. They were only happy to join up with our little insurrection. I was wary of them though, remembering that only the Faceless tribe were reputed to keep their word. These were Long Tooth and Red Eye, and a fair mixture of male and female. My troll assured me that the whole rumor about the untrustworthiness of her people was nothing more than myth, but I planned on keeping an eye on them nonetheless.

      Male trolls were bulkier and a good bit taller than the females, with a sort of hunched, rolling gait, longer features, and more pronounced tusks. All of them had tails, and their skin tones ranged from pale blue to pale green.

      It was when we started up into the second level that things grew more challenging. Instead of the usual small contingent of guards at the stairs when we broke through, we ran afoul of what appeared to be a full shift change, or else the commander of this level had gotten suspicious that there’d been no word from below. Either way, a large number of orcs awaited us.

      Without hesitating, I shouted, “We’re spotted! Attack!” and dove into the arrayed guards, my hammer swinging. Kasaka charged along with me, tumbling past the closest of them to try to reach the commander before he was able to get the troops organized.

      The rest of our little army poured up the stairs behind us, led by Ga’idra and Rhianne. It wasn’t a slow fight after that. Our rescues certainly had a bone to pick with the guards, and they feared imprisonment more than anything else. I suppose I couldn’t blame them.

      I followed Kasaka, heading after the commander as he fled. The orc’s shouts echoed through the dungeon halls. My troll dashed up behind him, going low, and took out the big tendons at the back of his knees with a slash of her long knives. As he started to fall with a howl of anguish, I silenced his cries with a swipe of my hammer, caving in his head with a solid crunch.

      “We’ll secure the stairs,” I said flatly. “The others can clear this level, but we’ve got to assume someone made it out to give warning.”

      She nodded assent, and we took off through the halls at a dead run as fighting raged behind us. I took down a couple more guards as we rushed through, as did she, killing them rather offhandedly as we ran past. When we finally came to the stairs, we crashed headlong into a force of orcs coming down.

      These guards were ready for us. The first rank held shields and short swords, and the next rank wielded spears. Kasaka and I skidded to a halt and settled into ready stances. If we could, we would make them come to us rather than hurling ourselves upon their spears.

      “This has been quite impressive,” said a deep, penetrating voice from behind the ranks of soldiers. “Surrender, and you’ll be held for The Maker’s judgment. Continue to resist, and you will all be put to the axe.”

      At the foot of the stairs behind the shield wall stood an older orc, clad in what looked to be full plate armor of shining bronze. His hair and beard were a steely gray, his tusks yellowed, but his deep-set black eyes were clear and cold. Runes decorated his armor, and twin axes were in his hands, glowing with magic.

      “I think,” I drawled, rising to my full, gore-spattered height, “that I’ll take the axe, if any of you are brave enough to stand against me.”

      “Strong words, human,” snarled the orc leader. His eyes met mine, as cold and dark as any glare ever shared between killers.

      I only grinned at him and dropped my hammer casually onto my shoulder. Likely, if he went down, his men would falter or break. I figured I could take him. “I’ve never lost. Can any of you say the same?”

      Sure, I was tired, but a little bravado never hurt anyone, right? I looked over the opposing troops as Kasaka crouched and readied her blades. These orcs held the look of regulars, stony faces, firm grips. None of their weapons shook as they faced us. They wouldn’t make any mistakes, and all they had to do was hold us until reinforcements could arrive from above.

      Their commander glowered at my words. “Then you have never faced true warriors, human,” he growled. “Come and let us settle this!”

      I shifted my weight a bit, preparing to either charge or defend. It was never good to be forced to react to one’s foes on the battlefield, but that was what I had to do here. If I could just get past the shield wall …

      I risked a glance at Kasaka and amended my thought. If we could get past the shield wall, we could make short work of the soldiers. The commander would be a different story though. At least I hoped he would.

      “Take them!” the old orc commanded, and his men began a slow advance, shields raising and spears lowering.

      “Ready?” I asked Kasaka as my blood began to burn with battlelust.

      Her grim reply brought another grin to my face. “Of course, Master.”

      We separated. She went to the left, and I went to the right, catching the shield wall in a kind of pincer formation. While all they had to do was hold us, we didn’t have to do much more than the same. Ga’idra, Rhianne, and our other allies shouldn’t be long in getting to us.

      I lost sight of the troll as I engaged what I was considering my half of the orcs. A field of spears thrust at my face, only to be swept aside by my heavy hammer. I drove a foot into one of the arrayed shields in a powerful thrust kick that forced one of the orcs back a step and knocked his shield askew.

      This wasn’t the opening I wanted, but it was a start. As my victim fumbled to re-ready himself, the ranks started to close up. The second rank soldiers pulled their spears back into line, and the shieldbearers readied their swords. They wouldn’t let me get so close again, not easily. The orc commander shouted some more orders as I strove to break through the ranks.

      I let them push me back, spears scoring a couple of minor hits past my enchanted leathers to leave bleeding, stinging scratches on my sweat-soaked skin. Let them think they had the advantage, at least for now. As the orcs pushed me back step by step, I focused entirely on defense.

      Kasaka wasn’t giving them space to back her up, but she wasn’t past the shield wall yet. At least they couldn’t advance on me without breaking rank and leaving an opening for one or both of us. I was able to retreat and advance pretty much at will, just due to the fact of her relentless assault.

      Could I do any less? I started going after their weapons, striking aside the spears and aiming the occasional swing at one of the arrayed shields. A few hafts splintered under my blows. The rank and file didn’t seem to be worthy of rune-enhanced gear. That was good.

      I heard a clang and then the sound of blades slicing into flesh coming from Kasaka’s side of the shield wall. An orc shouted in pain, then spears plunged down, and my troll let out a cry before staggering back, bleeding from a sword thrust to the belly.

      As the commander shouted to hold ranks, some of the soldiers lunged after her. That was their second mistake. The first had been hurting her in the first place. I shouldn’t have been playing with these grunts, but too many years of easy fights had seen me start to hold back, just to make them harder. Seeing Kasaka hurt enraged me. Blood sang in my ears as I started walking forward, hammer clenched in both hands. Time seemed to slow down.

      The leader was focused on getting his men back in line, at least until the first of the shieldbearers sailed past him to land in a crumpled heap. As he turned to assess, I forced my way past the shields, smashing down another before breaking the head of the soldier holding it. The second rank was swapping weapons while the wall collapsed.

      Orcs came at me with short swords, roaring and gnashing their tusks, but I was in my element now. My hammer rose and fell like a lumberjack’s axe, breaking heads and driving my attackers back. Any fatigue I’d felt was lost in the excitement and rage of battle. More bodies crashed around me as I fought my way towards the orc commander.

      Behind him, on the stairs, more troops were arriving, these armed with heavier weapons and better armor. While the shield wall had been a great idea, they hadn’t reckoned on me. I’d fought both with and against phalanx formations, and I was probably as familiar with battle tactics as the old orc. Once a wall fell, it was much harder to get it back in place if the enemy was inside.

      A hammer blow knocked one of the massive orcs to his knees. He raised his arms to ward off my hammer, then jerked in surprise as a pair of blades drove through his chest from behind. Kasaka withdrew her short swords and spun to take her place at my side. I laughed and focused on the commander.

      “Kill them!” The old orc was furious, his face turning a dark, dark green as his eyes bugged and froth spattered his lips. Soldiers poured down the stairs from behind him.

      Then a roar went up from behind, and a thunderbolt blasted past me on Kasaka’s left, sending an orc flying backward in a twitching heap. A lance of fire roared past on my right, felling another orc, half his torso burned to ash. Ga’idra stepped in and planted herself beside my troll, and Rhianne took her place next to me. Both of them were splashed with blood and ash, and I noted that my red-haired Runemaster had darkened her eyes with a dark smear of soot, much like the blue warpaint she wore when we first met. Gods!

      “Having fun?” Rhianne spared me a grin as she planted her flaming staff in anticipation of the coming rush. The rest of our little force was engaging the guards as they swarmed around us.

      I nodded, laughed and straightened up to my full height. “Took you long enough,” I said to her. “There almost wasn’t any left.”

      “Thank you for saving me a few then.” She scratched a rune on the floor stones with the copper butt of her warstaff, spoke a word, and another wash of fire burst over the guards. It was joined an instant later by another deafening thunderclap as Ga’idra weighed in. Bodies flew as the enemy ranks broke entirely.

      The commander’s eyes met mine across the room. I only grinned, pointed at him, and then beckoned with my fingers. His mouth worked silently for a moment before he raised his axes, bellowed a challenge, and started forward. I fancied a quick glance at my fierce beauties, lifted my hammer, and charged to meet him with a ringing battle cry.

      He answered me with a roar, tucked his head down, and launched himself at me in a run. It was as if the battle parted for us to clash, swirling aside to make way as we came together in a ringing crash of steel and bronze.

      From what Ga’idra and the other captives had said, this had to be Captain Mal’Vesh. Grey hair didn’t seem to be any kind of sign of weakness for orcs. In fact, it might even be a badge of strength. In a culture of war, old age meant success in battle, and I suspected the captain had been quite successful.

      He opened with a sort of slashing, scissoring motion with his axes, meant to amputate any limb caught within it. I slipped out of that one and swung at his legs, but he stood firm, my hammer rebounding from the spell-strengthened bronze.

      With a laugh, Mal’Vesh swung again, this time for my head, one axe rapidly following the first. I parried, ducked, and drove the weighted butt of my hammer into his midsection with a short, hard thrust that would have flattened most men. He took a step back with a grunt but otherwise seemed unphased.

      “You’re strong,” growled the orc, starting to sidle in a circle around me. Occasionally, he flicked out an axe to test my defenses. He was getting my measure, as much as I was getting his.

      “So are you,” I said, thrusting my hammer at his midsection but pulling it back before he could slash at my arm with one of his axes. Both of us were strongly offense-based fighters, and our choices of weapons showed that. This would be a ‘one mistake’ kind of fight. I started circling as well, moving in the opposite direction.

      All around us, the fight raged on, but it was going badly for the old orc’s men. We continued testing each other with occasional strikes and parries, but aside from our initial exchange, neither of us landed any blows.

      The captain kept his focus, even as our rag-tag band pushed his men back towards the stairs. Our fight was a series of quick skirmishes and exchanges, attack-parry-attack-parry. I strove to lure him into a pattern, while he did the same to me.

      It was almost like some of my sparring sessions with Lucan. Hopefully, my people would hang back and let me finish this fight. I’d be annoyed if they didn’t.

      Mal’Vesh struck again, this time in a sweeping two-weapon strike that left his middle open. I read it as a feint, ducked the upper swing and threw a block at the lower one. Weapons clanged, and we both went for the follow-through. I slammed a full-strength blow into the middle of the old orc’s chest while he drove one of his axes into my side.

      Spell-strengthened or not, the axe didn’t manage to go through my armor, although I felt a rib crack under the blow. Gods, but that hurt! I spun away and dropped into a ready stance as the captain fell back, gasping and wheezing as he tried to pull his crushed chestplate off. I’d struck true, and my heavy, rune-carved hammer had caved his armor into his chest, stealing his breath and probably breaking a few ribs in the process. Payback.

      It was enough. I stepped in before he could recover and rapped the old orc in the head with my hammer. His eyes rolled back, and he dropped in a crash of metal. I raised my hammer and yelled victory, turning, at last, to see how the rest of the fight fared.

      We’d won, and my little clan had held back the victorious prisoners, allowing me to finish the fight. I could see murder in their collective eyes as they glared past me at the fallen commander. Mal’Vesh hadn’t been popular, but I couldn’t let them kill him just yet. We needed to know what was above, and he might still be of use … if he’d survived me.

      “Check and see if he still lives,” I commanded, moving out of the way. My broken rib was a sharp throb on top of the other injuries I’d had, and my body felt like a solid bruise.

      Damn, it was good! Maybe there’d be more fights like the statue, the giant ghoul, or the old orc waiting for me. There was a dragon, an army, and a magician … I was feeling young again and, despite the aches and pains, hungry for more than just fights.

      Rhianne and Kasaka came to me first, checking my injuries while our prisoner army checked and trussed up Captain Mal’Vesh. He still lived but was deeply unconscious. I might have hit him a bit too hard.

      Ga’idra joined us, staying back and pensive. I’d accepted her, and she knew where she was expected, but there was no connection, not yet. Her eyes smoldered as she looked at me, but she held her tongue and watched the others attend me.

      It wouldn’t be long. We had to take a short break, then secure the next level before we could rest. Even then, we’d have a night or a day at most before we had to venture out and free Gorran. Imbergrad would have to wait a little while longer for us.
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      The uppermost level of the dungeon fell quickly. Captain Mal’Vesh had mustered all of the remaining guards to try to stop our advance. Those who were left surrendered rather than face the small horde of angry prisoners rising from the depths. We had momentum and a fair bit of surprise on our side.

      When we emerged into the barracks just above the dungeons, we encountered more of the same, demoralized troops who threw down their weapons at the sight of their captured commander. Apparently, without strong leadership, our enemy was more than willing to give up or switch sides.

      “Is this normal?” I asked Ga’idra. She and Rhianne were flagging, becoming more sparing with their magics. We had recovered their tools and gear in the barracks, along with more weapons and equipment to support our little insurrection which was fast becoming a full-fledged coup. Quite frankly, I was expecting the orcs and human soldiers to turn on us, and I was looking for some kind of reassurance.

      She just shrugged. “Orcs respect strength. With The Maker gone and Mal’Vesh downed by your hand, you are the strongest in Gorran.” Her face brightened with a toothy grin. “If you kill The Maker, you will be able to claim the city and unite the tribes as he did.”

      That was an interesting idea, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to do it, not as willing as these creatures were to change sides. I’d be stuck sitting on a throne and keeping the peace until I died unless there was more to it.

      “They’re awfully quick to turncoat,” Rhianne observed.

      “No one liked The Maker, but they feared him. Since he is gone, what is the saying …?” Ga’idra stared off into space, thinking.

      Kasaka broke in, “When the dragon’s away, the dwarves will play.”

      Dwarves, too? Or maybe it was just a saying. I almost hoped it was at this point. This made sense and assuaged some of my worries. Since their despot wasn’t present, and we had killed one of his lieutenants, the people were taking a chance on us. They could do worse.

      I laughed. “On my world, it’s ‘when the cat’s away, the mice will play’, but the thought’s the same.” I took a deep breath and winced. My rib still twinged, despite the work of Ga’idra, Rhianne, and a troll by the name of Crooked-Eye, whom Kasaka called a ‘medicine man’. He was a shaman by any other name, but he knew a fair bit about healing. “All we have to do now is prevent The Maker from coming back with his army, and we’ll be fine.”

      “He’s taking quite a risk,” said Rhianne.

      “How’s that?”

      “Ga’idra told me that he’s taken almost all of his forces. Even his rune-caster wives and a majority of the undead. He’s gambling on being able to take Imbergrad.” She leaned against me and rubbed her temples. “Gods below, I hope we can resolve this soon.”

      This was probably the wrong time to tell her just how much fun I was having. I’d gotten my second wind after the fight with Mal’Vesh, and after setting Rhianne and Ga’idra to rest in one of the guard’s common rooms, I took Kasaka and the more loyal-seeming of the prisoners. With that force, we set out to secure the rest of the actual keep.

      The guard barracks and the stairs down into the dungeons were located in a tower on the northern side of the castle. My troll and I, followed by a mixed force of about thirty trolls, orcs, and humans (Weg, Rhianne told me), made our way out into the great hall, overwhelming the remaining guards and capturing the servants.

      As below, none of them put up much of a fight, and we quickly secured this portion of Gorran Castle. These halls were grand in a martial way, with displays of weapons and armor, along with flags and banners representing the various tribes united under The Maker. Tables and chairs were heavy wood, stained dark, and built for the broad physique of orcs, primarily. With the way safe, Rhianne and Ga’idra rejoined us, now a bit more rested.

      “No damage, if you can help it!” I yelled at a pair of young orcs who looked to be about to start tearing things from the walls. They shied away at my voice and scurried back while I glowered.

      Kasaka laughed and gave me a fond look. “You are a natural, Master. We will make a warlord of you yet!”

      I scowled at her and made my way to the throne. This was where The Maker ruled over Gorran and the tribes. It was a towering structure of wood and bone and stone, carved to resemble nothing so much as a skeletal, grasping hand. Runes decorated every inch of the thing, and there was something about it that made it hard to look at. By some trick or magic, the throne almost seemed to shift in and out of visibility depending on how I looked at it.

      Slowly, I paced back and forth across the room while my allies watched, muttering back and forth among themselves. Did I claim The Maker’s throne? Even Kasaka held back, she seemed to be hypnotized by the massive thing.

      “Beware, Gharrik Anzar,” Ga’idra was the first to speak. “The Maker warded his throne with a Death Spirit named Orleath.”

      “If we claim the seat of his power, then we control Gorran, yes?” I wanted to know, not taking my eyes from the heavy throne. Fighting was beginning to rage outside the throne room.

      The orc woman nodded. “Claim the throne and defeat its guardian, and Gorran will bow to you.”

      “So be it, then.” I stalked forward.

      “Orlaeth will show you fear, Master,” Kasaka interjected. “It is a spirit of Death itself, and it will steal your soul.”

      “Not if I kill it first.” Pausing at the foot of the dais, I inspected the throne for a moment. There was nothing that I feared, and if this would take us another step along the road to defeating The Maker, I had to take it.

      A scarlet cushion covered the throne’s seat, and it was sized for a human, not an orc. This had been created soon after The Maker’s conquest, and it seemed to confirm my suspicions. Embroidered in the cushion was a large, golden ‘Z’.

      “Zaius,” I muttered, then bounded up onto the dais, snatched away the cushion and hurled it aside before dropping my own muscular frame into the seat. Kasaka’s eyes went wide, and she started forward, reaching out a hand. The others stared in shock.

      What were they seeing?

      As I sat on the throne, I felt a tingle across my skin. The room drifted in and out of focus, growing dark as shadows rose. Something began to whisper incomprehensible things into my ears, or was it inside my head? I had heard of people who heard voices, usually insane hermits or madmen.

      What were they saying?

      The room faded away as pain began to build behind my eyes, and then fire shot through my veins. Agony, unlike anything I’d ever felt before filled my body, and the only thing I could hear were screams and the pounding of my own heart. Something curled its dark fingers around my heart and yanked, tearing my spirit away to somewhere else.

      I was alone. Around me, a field of bones stretched off into the fog-shrouded distance. Dull shouts and the clash of weapons drifted to my ears, but I could only see shadows in the moonlit mist. Where in all the hells was I? Was this death?

      Slowly, I rose to my feet. There was no pain or anger, and I felt a strange sense of peace as the chill, damp air caressed my skin. Turning, I gazed at the throne, which was nothing more than a giant, skeletal hand, now. There were none of the runes or decorations that had adorned the throne back in Zaius’ great hall.

      I took a deep breath, and my side didn’t hurt. Maybe I was dead? The thought didn’t bother me as much as it should. Hefting my hammer to my shoulder, I took a step forward, then another, until I was walking straight away from the throne and into the mists.

      That was my philosophy of life, really. Ever forward, with only a few stops along the way. What had happened to me? Before the portal, I’d been fairly content as Lucan’s champion. I’d had gold, women, and people praised me and sang my name. For any other man, that would have been enough.

      Not for me. To stop moving forward was to stop living. I was the best warrior in Urlik, and in my years as a soldier, adventurer, and later King’s Champion, I’d never met my match. Sure, it’d been close sometimes, but those challenges had grown further and further apart as the years wore on.

      That was why I’d chosen the portal.

      Shapes loomed out of the fog, an army of shadows that drifted along in my wake. Whispers and moans rose in my ears, but still, I marched towards the sound of combat. Somewhere beyond the mists, I was convinced I’d find …

      Rhianne. A vision of her smile, her slim, supple body, red-brown hair, and glorious, bright blue eyes rose before me and faded. I snarled and started moving faster, moving recklessly over the uneven ground as bones crunched beneath my boots. Her voice rose above the whispers and the growing sounds of fighting.

      Another voice joined hers, calling my name.

      “Gharrik Anzar!”

      Kasaka. The troll appeared before me now, her golden eyes ablaze, blue-black hair standing out around her head. She reached for me, and vanished, just like Rhianne.

      I was running, barreling headlong through the blinding mists, following the voices as my rasping breath and thundering heartbeat rang in my ears. The fighting grew closer. I heard it.

      Then I burst out of the mists into the midst of a battlefield. Shades whirled and clashed around me, the cold of their passage leaving ice on my sweat-soaked skin. I slashed at them with my hammer, but they faded into nothing before returning, grasping at me and leaching the heat from my bones.

      At the center of the swirling combat, three figures fought a desperate battle against a fourth. Rage rose in my heart at the sight. A cloaked figure, wielding a bladed staff wreathed in dark, purple energy, slowly and steadily beat back Rhianne, Kasaka, and Ga’idra. Lightning, fire, and flashing blades assailed the shadow, who laughed as he struck aside the attacks.

      None of them saw me, intent as they were on their own fight.

      Kasaka fell first, speared through by one of the leaf-shaped blades and cast aside like a broken toy. I snarled and began forcing my way further in, despite the grasping, freezing specters around me. My blood was boiling, filled with the rage and will that had carried me so far in life and would carry me to victory.

      The grasping claws of the dead sapped my strength as I fought my way towards my embattled friends … lovers. One of the cloaked figure’s hands grasped Ga’idra by the throat and lifted her off the ground, even as he parried a magically enhanced strike from Rhianne. Flames blossomed around the dark figure, who shook the orc woman like a terrier might shake a rat.

      Even where I was, I heard the cracking of bone, followed by a dry laugh as Ga’idra was thrown into the milling shades, landing near me. Her gaze met mine as the light dimmed in her eyes.

      “Orlaeth,” she whispered before the life fled her broken form.

      Strength flared in my limbs, and I surged a few more steps forward before the clinging hands of the dead dragged me down. I dropped to one knee, my strength fading as the dead feasted on it.

      Rhianne’s scream of rage lifted my head, and I witnessed a tornado of flame engulfing her and the dark figure, Orlaeth. I recognized that word as what the dead had been whispering. Was he a king? A god? Or, as Kasaka had said, the spirit of Death itself?

      I didn’t care. He’d hurt them. Whatever he was …

      Bitter cold engulfed me as the dead piled over me, obscuring my sight. Then Orlaeth chuckled again, and I heard the worst. Rhianne’s voice suddenly cut off in a gurgle that I’d heard many times in battle.

      I closed my eyes. It was over. My grip tightened on my hammer as despair threatened to overwhelm me.

      No.

      Never.

      My blood caught fire, lightning flared about the hammer in my hand, and the spectral shapes around me howled and quailed back as I rose from their midst like a vengeful god. “Orlaeth!” I roared, and a path opened up between me and the shadow.

      “You would challenge me? Here?” that dry voice whispered. “I am Death.” He raised his bladed staff, the purple energy spilling from it like blood. Rhianne lay crumpled at his feet, her throat opened in a crimson grin.

      I raised my hammer and pointed the spiked cap at Orlaeth. “I am Gharrik Anzar, The Hammer. For what you have done, I will end you!” As those words echoed, I charged forward, swiping an errant specter or three from my path until my weapon clashed with Orlaeth in an explosion of force that shook the battlefield. My hammer blazed along with my rage, and I knew its name.

      Deathbane.

      In moments, I had him on the defensive, blocking blow after blow of my hammer as I raged in the skeletal face of this creature who named himself Death. He had taken more from me than anyone, stolen my growing love for Rhianne and Kasaka, and cut short any possibilities that may have existed between Ga’idra and the rest of us.

      No mercy. No quarter. I fought like a man possessed, going toe-to-toe with whatever manner of being this was; god, demon, or reaper. There was no pain, no fear, no exhaustion. The wellspring of rage within me was limitless, and it had only one focus.

      Orlaeth.

      Beneath the cloak, he was a gaunt man with milk-white skin, and black, empty eyes. His lips pulled back from shark-like teeth as he strove against me. “What are you?” he hissed. Those eyes tried to consume me, but I was not going to be denied. Not now. Not ever.

      Our weapons clashed together, surrounded by the dead, and stared into each other’s eyes. The weight of time and age bore down on me, along with the loneliness of death. No matter how large our families or how many people attend us on our deathbeds, we still die alone.

      Orlaeth showed me many deaths. Everyone I’d ever killed bore witness, accusing me, blaming me, and howling for my blood. I watched myself die, to blade, to fang and claw, to old age.

      Was that it? All men die. It’s up to us to choose how we live, and I’d made my choice. I didn’t falter, and it was Death that turned his gaze from me.

      The fight was over. With a howl of triumph, I struck Orlaeth’s bladed staff from his pale, gaunt hands, and brought Deathbane crashing down on his skull with all my strength. Lightning, thunder, and the howls of the dead filled my senses.

      I bolted up from The Maker’s throne. It was as Ga’idra and my troll had said, The Maker had indeed laid a foul enchantment on the throne. Orlaeth had indeed shown me my fears … but that was gone now. I had conquered that fear and Death itself to return here, and the throne was mine now. It had left me feeling amazing, especially discovering that my three women hadn’t been slain and that I wasn’t dead. I’d beaten it.

      Fighting raged through the great hall. The remaining loyalists had launched a last-ditch assault, I figured, but whoever they were, they were winning. Rhianne, Kasaka, and Ga’idra stood at the foot of the throne’s dais, defending me. I felt a surge of pride at this show of loyalty.

      “Stop!” I bellowed at the top of my lungs, and the echoes filled the great hall. Everyone froze, even the three women. Slowly, all eyes turned to where I stood. Very deliberately, I shouldered my hammer.

      Raising my left hand, I pointed at the loyalists and their leader, a powerful-looking, armored orc, wearing a kilt and a cloak of furs. “Mal’Vesh is fallen! Orlaeth is fallen! The Maker will fall! Surrender, join us, and be free once more!”

      As I said that, I swung Deathbane from my shoulder and spun, roaring as I brought the heavy hammerhead smashing into the side of the throne. Wood, bone, and metal flew as the whole structure blew into splinters, across the floor of the great hall.

      I turned as a sudden, deep rumble jarred the castle. Several of the former combatants were thrown from their feet, shields and weapons fell from the walls to clatter on the stone floor. Everything fell silent, and all eyes were on me.

      Ga’idra suddenly shouted, “All hail Gharrik Anzar, Warlord of Garron!”

      Rhianne stared at me, mouth open in shock, but Ga’idra only grinned, her eyes laughing. Kasaka nodded and mouthed, “Master.”

      I raised Deathbane over my head, glaring around the room with barely contained rage. If they did not surrender, I would paint the walls in blood. If I had to conquer Gorran by emptying it of life, I would. Defeating Orlaeth had opened a wellspring of strength and anger within me, and it begged to be released.

      They felt it, too. Around the hall, weapons were dropped as the orcs, trolls, and Weg dropped to their knees. The loyalist commander, cowed by my display, made his way slowly to the bottom of the dais and knelt, his head up. Taking his axe in both hands, he lifted it up in offering.

      “Sergeant Obaz gives service to Warlord Anzar,” the orc said in a deep, ringing voice.

      Others were lining up behind the first as I nodded to Obaz. “You fought well. I accept.”

      One after another, all of the combatants pledged themselves to me, then withdrew, waiting. Obaz waited nearby, watching everything with hooded eyes. Once the rest of the soldiers had settled back down, he looked up at me. “What are your commands, warlord?”

      I had a few things in mind. “First, these three,” I indicated Rhianne, Kasaka, and Ga’idra, “are my generals. Unless I say otherwise, they speak with my voice, and you will obey them as you would me.” Once again, the three women gave me surprised looks. “Second, Sergeant, you are promoted to Captain, and report directly to General Ga’idra.”

      Obaz nodded and then pounded his chest in salute. “Yes, Warlord!”

      A buzz of conversation spread through the hall. I pounded the butt of my hammer on the stone for quiet, and when I had it, I said, “Spread the word through the city. General Rhianne and I will be leaving shortly to go deal with The Maker once and for all. Ga’idra will muster what forces she can and follow as quickly as possible.”

      “What of me, Master?” asked Kasaka softly.

      “I have something special in mind for you, my troll,” I replied.

      She nodded slowly, studying me. “Yes, Master.”

      The three women fell in with me as I started to march out of the great hall. Obaz and his men were starting to disperse, even leaving through different doors. We walked through the castle halls until I found an empty room, where I ushered them all in and closed the door securely behind me.

      “That was well played,” Rhianne told me, a broad grin splitting her attractive features.

      Ga’idra nodded, “Indeed. Breaking the throne sealed it well.”

      “But what happened?” Rhianne asked. “You sat down and then froze, your eyes stared, and your skin went grey …” She shivered and then suddenly pounced into my arms.

      Kasaka slid forward and wrapped her arms around us both, while Ga’idra stood back, silently. “We thought you were dying,” murmured the troll.

      “I’ll tell the story in time,” I said, giving Rhianne a kiss first, then Kasaka. “But I’m fine, now. That’s what’s most important.” This was true. I was rested, and I’d never felt stronger. Whatever I’d faced had lent me new life and inspired my lust for it. Whether my visions had been true or not, I’d gotten a bit of an insight into all three of these women.

      They were willing to die for me. Even Ga’idra.

      As that realization came to me, the orc spoke up. “Gharrik Anzar,” she said firmly. “I would like to become part of your family, and I would share your bed as well.”

      I blinked in faint surprise. She’d mentioned this before, down in the dungeons. My eyes met Rhianne’s as the orc looked on hopefully.

      My Runemaster smirked up at me. “I suggested it, Gharrik Anzar. Don’t be a fool.” She looked around the room, it was some sort of office, with a desk and chairs. Barely adequate, but it would have to do.

      Kasaka and Rhianne stepped back from me, motioning Ga’idra forward. She stepped up to me. “I have never been part of a family before,” the orc murmured, a faint tremble in her voice belying her bold demeanor.

      I flicked my eyes to Rhianne again, who gave a single nod. She and Kasaka had come together, arms around each other, and were watching Ga’idra and me. My breath quickened with my heartbeat as I looked into Ga’idra’s eyes. She smiled and took a deep breath, her body shivering in anticipation.

      “I am yours, Gharrik Anzar,” the orc said, just before our lips met in a passionate, hungry kiss.

      What the hell was it with these women and my name?
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      We got word that Earl Ashen and the citizens of Ashen Hall had been found, none the worse for wear, in a guarded camp on the edge of Garron. Rhianne went with Obaz to secure their release while I chafed. I wanted to get back on the road, despite a deep desire to remain close to my new family. Duty called, and I was pleased to have these three dangerous women at my side.

      On the mustering grounds just outside the castle, a large archway had been constructed. It stood at least a hundred feet high at its peak and was easily that wide at the base. Runes adorned each brick.

      “This is an amazing feat,” Ga’idra observed as I stood with her, gazing up at the structure. Kasaka had already been dispatched on the special mission I required, to fetch Eamon safely to Garron. “It resonates with power, allowing a single rune caster to send large groups, an army in this case, across vast distances, connecting with a single sympathy stone.”

      “Sympathy stone?” I asked. The workmanship on the arch was breathtaking, even to my own jaded sensibilities. I never would have imagined the orcs capable of such a thing if I hadn’t seen it myself. Magic, by this point, was something I just accepted. It was another force to be harnessed and used. Maybe I didn’t understand it, but it worked.

      Ga’idra was silent for a long moment, and I looked over at her, curious. Slowly, she began, “It is a runestone that is used as a target.” She gestured at the arch. “Think of this as a bow, and the army waiting to pass through it as an arrow. Only you cannot see your target, you can only see a magic stone with a rune on it.”

      Something clicked in my brain. “The stone gives you something to aim at. I get it.” I looked at the arch. “Can we use the gate to get to wherever The Maker and his armies went?”

      She walked up and put a hand on the closest stone of the arch, closing her eyes for a moment. I watched her lips move as she whispered something. I waited while she focused on the stones, turning as I heard someone approaching.

      Rhianne, accompanied by a short, heavyset man with a stony gray gaze and white-flecked, pale ginger hair, came up to us. His brow furrowed as he glared past me at the orc until I put a stop to that by simply stepping in front of him.

      “Earl Ashen, I presume,” I said blandly.

      He studied me like a hunter examines his prey, then nodded. “Aye, and you are the otherworlder, Gharrik Anzar.”

      I dipped my head in assent. “At your service.”

      Rhianne caught my eye and curiously looked in Ga’idra’s direction. “Why don’t I see if I can help her out while you and the earl talk?” she said.

      So Ashen had said or done something to set Rhianne on edge, and she needed to get away from him for a bit. I nodded and motioned to the Earl, putting on my best courtly manners as he muttered, “Bloody good.”

      We walked away, letting the women study the giant magical artifact while I prepared myself to be berated by a man I barely knew.

      “We need to get back to the hall,” Earl Ashen said. “It’s almost planting, and we’ve got to repair whatever damage these monsters did before the ogres decided to move in.”

      “You have no guards, Earl,” I told him flatly. “Perhaps a handful of undamaged houses and a water supply that might be in question. For the time being, you and your people are safer here in Gorran. I don’t know if you care or not, but The Maker is threatening Imbergrad with an army of untold size. He’s got a dragon, undead, orcs, trolls, and probably ogres. So, forgive me if getting you and yours back to Ashen Hall is not one of my highest priorities.”

      The man blinked owlishly at me, and his mouth worked behind his beard. I suspected he was not used to being blown off, which was basically what I was doing.

      “I will make sure that you are as comfortable as any other citizen in Gorran and given the respect due your station,” I continued. I indicated Ga’idra, who was now deep in conversation with Rhianne. “My general there will be seeing to things here in my absence.”

      “But,” he spluttered, “she’s an orc!”

      I fixed the older man with my gaze and frowned. “She is my general, Earl, and I am leaving her in charge while Rhianne and I go to help Imbergrad. Remember that I am Warlord of Gorran, and you are in my lands now.” For too long I had been no more than the mouthpiece and iron fist of King Lucan. Now, however tenuous it may be, I had my own position and my own power.

      Ashen looked away and folded his arms. “Fine,” he said, then sighed and deflated. “I hate to be at anyone’s mercy, Warlord Anzar, but I am a stranger in this part of the world, and my people are afraid.”

      “Ga’idra will take good care of you and your people, Earl. I give you my word on that. For now, move your people from the camp into better housing.” I was being exceedingly patient with this man. He was trying to protect his people, and I respected that. Unfortunately, my patience could only hold on for so long.

      “Come with me,” I said and led him back to where Rhianne and Ga’idra were discussing the runes on the arch. “Ga’idra, could you assign someone to move the Earl and his people into more permanent housing, at least until we deal with The Maker and can take them back home?”

      She paused for a moment and nodded. “I’ll see to it, Warlord.” Her eyes sparkled.

      I nodded, and she took the reluctant earl in tow, leading him off in the direction of the camp. Rhianne nudged me in the side as I watched them go. “Don’t forget me,” she teased.

      Maybe having the three of them was going to be more trouble than it was worth, but probably not. Teasing I could deal with. “How could I ever forget you?” I asked, slipping an arm around her waist and pulling her against me.

      She laughed and put her arms around my neck. “Well, you are the Warlord now, and I am just a Runemaster.” Her blue eyes twinkled with amusement.

      I snorted. “As fun as this is, dearest, we have work to do.”

      “Yes, yes,” she sighed. “Ga’idra or I can activate this gate and get us to wherever the sympathy stone is. We’re assuming that it’s near Imbergrad but using it might put us in the middle of The Maker’s army.”

      “We’ll deal with that if it happens.” We hadn’t let each other go yet. “When can we leave?”

      “Now, if you want. Does Ga’idra know what to do?”

      I recounted the plan we had discussed in the aftermath of our impromptu celebration of the conquest of Garron. “You and I go through first and try to make our way into the city, to offer our help and try to secure the cooperation of the king and the military, so that when Ga’idra marches what passes for our army through and attacks, Imbergrad can join in. She’s going to muster what forces she can. We’ll have a day to get in and speak with the king.”

      Rhianne nodded. “We move fast and keep our heads down, but fight if we have to, and if we see a chance to take out either the general or The Maker, we take it.”

      “Right. Ready?” I released her, reluctantly and stepped back, turning to regard the archway.

      “As I’ll ever be, Gharrik Anzar.” I caught her smirk as she stepped up to the rough middle of the opening beneath the arch, knelt down, and placed her hand on a flat stone that was carved with a single rune.

      She spoke a single word, and the air seemed to ring like a bell. Beneath the arch, a shimmering field arose, iridescent in the morning light like the skin of a soap bubble.

      “Go!” Rhianne called and stepped through with me right on her heels. There was a brief resistance, a sense of rapid motion and then we were standing in a trampled-down field of brown grass atop a hill that overlooked the vast rear ranks of the largest army I had ever seen.

      The gate closed behind us. There was no archway, only a single stone about the size of a man’s head, carved with a single rune. A pair of orc sentries gawked at us as we got our bearings.

      Both of them died before they recovered, one with his skull split by my axe and the other drowning in his own blood from the knife in his throat. So much for slipping in undetected.

      Rhianne did some more magic, and the great shimmering wall we had just arrived through vanished. At this point, we could only hope our arrival had gone unnoticed. About a hundred yards or so from where we crouched, the rear ranks of The Maker’s army bustled about with typical army business. They were constructing siege towers and other heavy weaponry. I recognized at least one trebuchet being built, possibly two, along with a handful of catapults and some ballistae.

      Zaius had been busy.

      In the center of the sea of orcs, Weg, trolls, ogres, and things I couldn’t identify squatted a vast pavilion of black cloth. Pennants of black and white fluttered and snapped in the light breeze on poles that towered above the vast camp.

      I caught Rhianne and hurried for cover, breaking her from the spell of disbelief that had almost caught me as well. We made it to the tree line without being seen, hunkered down, and did our best to scan the army arrayed between us and the great, gleaming white walls of Imbergrad.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I hadn’t expected the capital of Artur to be as impressive as it was. It was a castle-city, larger than anything I’d ever seen. It rose in grand, walled tiers, gated and set with watchtowers. Beyond the city flowed a great river, and this was what I focused on.

      “So many,” Rhianne whispered. “Do you think we can get past them?”

      “They’ll be wary as soon as the guards are found.” I studied the way the army was camped. We could get to the river, I thought, then use it to get close to the city. Once close, I figured it wouldn’t be too hard to get in. “We need to move. The river might be our best bet.”

      “Probably. There are docks and boats, but they’ll be watching for a larger force, so we might have a good chance of getting close at least.” She squared her shoulders and gripped her staff.

      “Good. Let’s get going.” I took the lead and started creeping through the sparse woodland. She nodded and followed, keeping alert for anything that might be trouble.

      There was no sign of the dragon that had abducted Rhianne. Perhaps that was a good sign, but I would have preferred to know where that monster was. At least the trees, bare as they were in the late winter, would give us some camouflage against an airborne hunter, and the scrubby vegetation would keep the army at large from seeing us easily. How long we had before the dead guards were found, I didn’t know, but we needed to take advantage of it.

      “I don’t like suggesting this,” Rhianne said quietly as we drifted through the woods, “but we might be best served waiting until The Maker’s forces attack, then use that distraction to slip into Imbergrad and try to contact the king.”

      I’d been thinking the same thing. This was just another in the long list of reasons I had grown so fond of her.

      “That’s a sound plan,” I said, continuing to flick my gaze up and around as we paced along, something was off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. “If they attack before we get to the river, we run for it.”

      She nodded as we rounded the trunk of a large, bare-limbed tree and entered a clearing.

      A strong scent of blood hit my nose, and Rhianne and I both froze. Crouched in the center of the clearing, tearing away at the remains of what must have been a bear, was a dragon. We’d found the very thing we had been trying to avoid. Intent as we’d been on staying unseen and quiet to avoid the army’s patrols, we’d run right into the flying monster.

      I’d hardly believed it when Seger had described the creature carrying Rhianne off, but here it was. I shook my head slowly and readied my hammer as she glanced up at me for a moment, eyes wide. The dragon wasn’t as large as I’d imagined, but it was still impressive. It was about twice as tall as I was at the shoulder, with mottled green and red scales, a heavy, large-jawed head that bore swept-back horns, and immense, furled bat-like wings. A long, spiked tail lashed behind it as it tore at its meal, wolfing down large chunks of meat.

      I was torn between going after the creature and trying to catch it by surprise, or just leaving it to its meal and slipping around it. Rhianne started moving around me, making her own choice to try and avoid the beast, which was fine for now.

      Fate, though, seemed to have other plans. The dragon stopped eating suddenly and lifted its head, sniffing the air for a moment before whirling to face us with a roar of challenge that they probably heard all the way in Imbergrad. I readied my hammer. We’d have to finish this quickly, one way or another.

      Rhianne swore and started muttering spells, the runes on her staff flaring up one by one while I sidled away from her. Unwilling to leave its meal, the dragon crouched over the carcass and hissed at us, thick, sharp claws tearing at the ground.

      Hells with it, maybe I could catch the damned thing by surprise. I lifted the hammer and charged.

      Behind me, Rhianne swore. “Gharrik Anzar!” she cried, then she spoke another word, a lance of fire shooting over my head to splash against the dragon’s armored chest.

      As I came in, the monster bounced sideways, acting like nothing so much as a large cat. It hissed and swatted at me, forcing me to duck and spin aside. Each of the monster’s hooked claws would have put Kasaka’s blades to shame, and I suspected they’d tear through my enhanced armor as if it were paper.

      It swatted at me again, crouching low and arching its tail over its back. This time, I swung my hammer to meet the strike, and we both recoiled. The force of the blow had numbed my arms, but the dragon slunk back, that paw curled up protectively at its breast. Great jaws gaped impossibly wide, and I saw a flicker of light as its throat swelled like that of a frog.

      Rhianne screamed, “Move!” at me and I did, tumbling aside and rolling as a gout of red-blue fire filled the air where I’d been standing. The dragon flared its wings and roared angrily, turning on the Runemaster as she circled the opposite direction from me, keeping her bronze-shod staff between her and the creature.

      Seeing an opportunity, I came in at its flank, ducked a lash of that spike-covered tail, and drove the pointed end of Deathbane’s head into the dragon’s armored side. Blood spurted around the impact point, and the creature whipped its head around and snapped at me before I could fully retreat. I yanked my hammer out of its side and managed to avoid getting caught in its teeth, but I was sent tumbling by the attack.

      Quickly recovering, I spun out of the way of another snap, spotted an opportunity, and drove the spiked top of my hammer into one of the beast’s eyes. Blood and jelly poured from the ruined socket as it wrenched away, roaring in pain and anger. Wings flared, and with a great leap, it took to the air.

      I ran towards Rhianne, keeping an eye on the beast as it circled over the woods. From the direction of the army, the echoes of horns and drums reached us, sounding an alarm at last. “Damn it all,” I said.

      “Run?” she asked.

      “Right.” I nodded, and we took off at a run into the thicker parts of the old forest as the wounded, enraged dragon began to light the entire thing on fire. It was flying back and forth, spewing flames with every roar.

      The woods burned at our heels as we made for the river, plowing through undergrowth and dodging nimbly around trees. Finally, it seemed as if the dragon had lost us, its rage engulfing a large portion of the forest. We paused and gazed back to where we could see it still circling and occasionally spewing a gout of flame into the already burning forest.

      “That,” Rhianne gasped, “was amazing! If it hadn’t gotten into the air, you would have killed it, Gharrik Anzar.” She bent double, panting and laughing hysterically.

      I put a steadying hand on her back, breathing hard as well. “Next time, can you keep it on the ground?” I asked, keeping an eye on the dragon as it circled in the smoke.

      “I can certainly try. I know a binding rune, but not the rune for dragon.” She took a few more deep breaths.

      “What about a rune for ‘wing’?” I didn’t know how specific runes were, or if you could get away with doing something like that.

      Rhianne looked up at me and nodded slowly. “That just might work,” she told me, pushing back her hair. The tidy braids she wore were falling loose, and there were some scorched ends in her hair. Her lips pulled back in a grin. “You are much smarter than you look, Gharrik Anzar.”

      “Good for you that I do other things better than I look too, aye? Else why keep me around?” I smirked at her. “Impudent wench.”

      She laughed. “That I am, and you love it.”

      I chuckled. Rhianne was right, of course, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. Not yet, at least. “We need to get moving. The Maker knows something’s going on now, especially with the dragon having set half the countryside on fire.”

      “Great distraction, that,” Rhianne observed, her eyes still sparkling with laughter. Life and death situations seemed to have that effect on the both of us. We were still alive, and we’d managed to injure the dragon. Now we just had to infiltrate Imbergrad, find the king, and convince him to talk to us.

      Just another day for The Hammer.

      We set off again, skulking a bit more, and being wary of our surroundings. I couldn’t help but consider that if I was The Hammer, what was Rhianne? She needed a suitably fierce war-name, and Shadow just wasn’t it. I peered ahead. The river was still out of sight beyond the tree line, and smoke from the dragon’s ire was lending the whole thing a misty air.

      It wouldn’t be long, though, and then we’d have to either wait for the army to attack, or swim for it and hope that we went unnoticed. I glanced at Rhianne, she was breathing hard, but otherwise seemed none the worse for wear after our fight with the dragon and subsequent mad dash through the woods.

      That was good. We still had to make sure we spoke with the king or someone in charge before Ga’idra came through to attack the rear of The Maker’s forces with whatever she could muster. After seeing his army, I hoped it would be enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      We hadn’t been the only ones to think of the river as a way into the city, which didn’t surprise me at all. The Maker and General Dakar had sent infiltrators against a target as small as Ashen Hall, they were certain to have a similar plan for Imbergrad.

      Unfortunately for them, it was Rhianne and I that stumbled into their midst while they awaited their signal. They were ready for us, of course, but we were both on edge from the fight with the dragon. There was no hesitation as a group of trolls sprang out at us from their hiding places in the scrubby vegetation.

      There were two for each of us, one male and one female, moving fast and hard, attacking with paired weapons. Rhianne was pushed back, sparks flaring from her staff and the magical shield she’d erected around herself. The light show almost distracted me from my own defense. Almost. I parried the attacks of both trolls, kicked the legs out from under one and sent her sprawling.

      She bounded quickly to her feet, moving much like Kasaka did. Were these Faceless tribe? Had my troll lied about being last of her tribe? These four dressed very similarly to her, but as I fought them, I picked out several differences.

      First, they weren’t as fast, and their attacks were nowhere near as precise. While the female troll recovered from my sweep, the male came in, moving like he was going through a practice form. I backed up a step, then thrust the spike tipping Deathbane at his center of mass. He flailed a bit and backed up as I drew back and started hammering at his guard.

      Second, the coverings they wore to hide their faces weren’t as neatly secured as Kasaka’s had been. The female troll’s was already askew, and she didn’t seem to care, her face a snarling grimace as she struck past the larger male with what seemed to be two short-hafted spears. I stepped back again and maneuvered so that she would block him, at least for a moment.

      Third, they just weren’t as skilled. I let the female come in, offering her a strike at my belly. It was an obvious feint, one that Kasaka wouldn’t have taken, but this troll did. I sidestepped and rapped her on the back of the head with my hammer, taking her out of the fight.

      The male spun past his falling partner, thrusting twin daggers at my face. I tilted my head to the side, ducked a bit, and doubled him over with a strike of the butt of my hammer to his solar plexus. A grunt escaped him as he doubled over, and I dropped Deathbane on the back of his head with a crunch. He collapsed bonelessly, and I turned to see how Rhianne fared.

      One troll was burning on the ground at her feet while the other circled her. Her eyes blazed, and there was a nick on her cheek where one or the other of her opponents had managed to slip through her guard.

      Rhianne said one of her activation words as the troll came in at her, and the staff was a blur as she swept aside her attacker’s sweeping knives and drove the butt of into the troll’s stomach. There was a flash of light, and the creature was thrown head over heels backward into the scrub, flailing like a child’s doll as she hit the ground.

      I grinned as she turned to gaze at me, and she returned it. “What do we do with them?”

      Both of us were familiar with the recovery abilities of trolls, but if they were like Kasaka, we might be able to deal with them. She had given us enough insight into her race that we knew most of the tales told about them were lies. Since the battle hadn’t started yet, we had at least a short time.

      Working together, we stripped the four trolls of weapons and trussed them up using rope from their own supplies. They were geared as sappers and infiltrators but would stand out if they were seen. That meant that whatever part of the attack was theirs was intended to take place after dark.

      Since most of The Maker’s army didn’t suffer in darkness like humans did, I was starting to suspect that it would be nightfall when they stormed Imbergrad. When Rhianne and I looked at each other, it was obvious we’d come to the same conclusion. She looked up at the sky. Dusk was starting to fall.

      I focused on the trolls as the light dimmed. One by one, they started to awaken, their wounds healing rapidly, bruises and burns fading, broken bones straightening. Long tails twitched, and bright-colored eyes opened to regard us.

      “Which of you leads?” I demanded, gazing at each one in turn, focused on their movements.

      “I do,” one of the women said after a long moment. She was the one Rhianne had sent flying.

      I focused on her. “Good. I have a deal for you.”

      “Serve or die?” She spat. “I have had enough of those kinds of deals.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Get out of the way, watch The Maker fall, then decide where your allegiance lies.”

      She gazed off in the direction of the great city of Imbergrad. “The Kings of Artur decreed my kind anathema. Who are you to defy them, human?”

      Rhianne broke in. “He is Gharrik Anzar, Outworlder, Warlord of Garron, known as The Hammer.” She spoke firmly, but I could pick up an unspoken, “And he is mine,” capping off her introduction.

      I looked over at her, smirked, and turned my eyes back to the troll. Could I be even more fond of Rhianne? The implied possessiveness was amusing, in part because I knew it wasn’t entirely true, I wasn’t just hers. None of us were exclusive, at least not within our little circle.

      Before my mind wandered too far, the troll gave us an unbelieving stare. “But Garron is under Mal’Vesh while The Maker is away making war!”

      “Not anymore,” I said, leaning forward to meet her gaze. “I am Warlord now, and Ga’idra and Kasaka run Garron while I deal with The Maker.”

      The trolls looked at each other, then they all focused on me. “Why should we believe you?” demanded the leader.

      Like most warrior cultures that I had ever dealt with, orcs, trolls, and Weg all took trophies from their defeated opponents. I had kept Ma’Vesh’s axes, replacing the throwing axes I carried. Drawing one, I held it up in front of the trolls.

      “Recognize this?” I said. “Do you think that Commander Mal’Vesh would have given up one of these, let alone both, if he still ruled?”

      “We know the name of Kasaka,” said one of the others.

      “Yes,” said another. “She trained us.”

      That explained the similarities of style and the differences. I rather suspected Kasaka would be disappointed in them, considering the performance of her students in combat with us.

      “So,” I asked, fixing each of them with my gaze in turn, “do you accept my terms?”

      The leader troll nodded. “Yes, Warlord. I am Marai, and I submit to you.”

      Oh, no.

      “I am Gasara,” added the male next to her, “and I submit to you.”

      I looked to Rhianne, who was wearing a big smirk, before looking to the next troll in line, the other male.

      “Rennai,” he said, “and I submit to you, Warlord.”

      The last troll, the female I’d fought, glared, her narrowed eyes focused on me, then shifted to Marai and back. “My name is Lorei, and I submit to you.”

      Gods, I hoped this didn’t mean what it did when Kasaka surrendered to me, but from the look on Rhianne’s face, I half suspected it did. At least, she thought it did.

      With their word given, we freed the trolls one by one. “Wait and hide,” I told them, “or find your own way back to Garron. Ga’idra and Kasaka will be coming here soon enough, so if you do go north, you may need to seek out Captain Obaz.”

      Marai nodded. “I remember Obaz as a sergeant.”

      “I promoted him.” It was coming on full dark now. Horns were sounding in the distance, and bells had started ringing through Imbergrad.

      Rhianne took my arm. “We have to go,” she insisted.

      “Right.” Some part of me expected a surprise attack as we hurried away from the trolls. I wasn’t unfamiliar with the idea of showing quarter or mercy, but somehow it seemed like many of the orcs and trolls we encountered were quick to turn. Did they hate and fear old Zaius? Or were they just eager for some sort of real change to their worlds?

      I wasn’t about to hazard a guess just yet, but I suspected a bit of both. Whatever it was, it did give us something of an advantage, and we needed every advantage we could get.

      I drew up short at the cataclysmic thunder of the first exchange. The crash of magic, combined with the roar of the thousands of attackers, was enough to rattle my bones. Rhianne had to pull me towards the river as I gawked like a rube at the blaze of interacting forces at the lower wall of Imbergrad.

      Lances of fire and lightning arced from the city only to be deflected by a purplish shadow-energy like Orlaeth wielded in that half-dream trap I’d survived. Was this the power of The Maker and his brides? Bolts of that same, eerie purple flew against the walls, deflected by sparkling shields as the Runemasters of Imbergrad came to her defense.

      To my untrained eye, the powers seemed evenly matched. Would this be a battle of armies, with the magic holding a stalemate? I almost hoped so. Perhaps Imbergrad could hold out.

      “Damn it, Gharrik Anzar,” Rhianne hissed in my ear. “You can stare later. We’ve got to get to the docks.”

      I tore my gaze from the wonderous, fearsome sight, feeling for the first time in many years small. Only for a moment, though.

      I had faced the stone effigy of Kasaka’s six-armed god, a giant, charnel ghoul, the living dead, and what may have been a manifestation of Death itself. This was just another day in my life. I gathered myself and strode along with her. “We should be able to swim it easily, yes? I can’t imagine anyone’s attention not being on that display.”

      “No one’s seen a war of magic like this in several lifetimes,” she told me as we hurried towards the great river. “You’re probably right. Anyone not hiding in their homes is out watching or getting ready to fight.”

      I had to ask. “Do you think Imbergrad can win?”

      “Against that army? Probably not, my love. Especially since The Maker seems to bring as much magic to the table as the entire College of Runes.” She shook her head as we reached the shore and started to strip down, bundling our gear tightly and securing it to ourselves. I couldn’t help but stare for a moment at her lithe, bare form, illuminated in the moonlight and flare of magic.

      Rhianne smiled at me, catching my glance. “Later,” she said and drew a cross between her breasts.

      I nodded, doublechecked my equipment and the tight bundle of my clothes, then waded out into the frigid water. A hiss of indrawn breath told me she had followed. We wouldn’t be able to do this for long, but thankfully, it wasn’t that far to the docks.

      “Take the lead,” I told her, and she nodded, taking a deep breath and diving forward, disappearing beneath the dark water.

      Fortunately, we had the current on our side. I followed, keeping Rhianne in sight as we swam hard through the water towards the distant lights of the docks. The cold was draining, and by the time we reached the first slimy piling, my muscles were burning.

      Rhianne’s teeth chattered as she gave me a wild-eyed look, then we set off towards the nearby ladder, easing out of the water and ascending to the dock itself, shadowed by a large, river-going barge. There in the darkness, we dressed again, thankful the leather cloaks we’d wrapped our clothing and armor in had kept out the worst of the water.

      It wasn’t hard to make our way onto shore and into town, the sound of battle at the wall echoed through the streets, and what few folk there were hurried nervously on their business. We put up our hoods, and she took the lead, guiding me into the dark streets.

      Here and there, one of the magical lanterns created a small pool of light for us to avoid. There was something wrong, though, and I could tell Rhianne was concerned. The darkness was too deep, it almost seemed to swirl and drift like mist, circling and stalking the light.

      “More magic,” her voice came to me muffled, as if through layers of cloth.

      “The darkness?” It seemed a safe assumption. Rhianne nodded and pulled me into an alley off of the street.

      “I fear the attack is the distraction,” she whispered to me. “Something far worse is coming.” That wild look was in her eyes again, fear and anger and raw determination. “There may be someone at the College who can help us get into the castle.”

      I looked up, watching the dragon fly before the moon before diving out of sight, flames spewing from its mouth. Maybe I’d get another crack at it. My lips peeled back at the thought.

      “Why not just straight to the castle? They know you, right?” I studied her in the darkness. There was a definite strangeness in the air. Something seemed to slither across my skin.

      That was when the screams began, and I knew immediately what was happening.

      “He’s called the dead,” I told Rhianne as she whirled towards the street, raising her staff and invoking a blazing light. The darkness seemed to draw back from us, and shining eyes sparkled suddenly.

      “I think you’re right, Gharrik Anzar,” she said in a conversational tone, her eyes narrowing. “Straight to the castle it is.”

      Shadows leaped out of the swirling darkness at us, specters and wraiths with blazing, hateful eyes and reaching hands. I struck at them with Deathbane and saw it flare with that dread, purple glow. Instead of passing through our attackers, as I’d feared, it drove into them just as it would a creature of flesh and blood.

      I took heart as the dead drew back, eyes blazing as they focused on me. Rhianne poured more magic into her light, sagging a little as it blazed up. “They want to kill the light, Gharrik Anzar,” she murmured, just loud enough for me to hear. “It’s hard to hold, like something is actively fighting me … it’s draining.”

      “Hold fast, Rhianne,” I said. “Guide me to the castle and stay with me.”

      Something lunged out of the dark, clawing at her, but I knocked it away with a swing of my hammer. More of that purple radiance flared. Had my weapon stolen power from that Orlaeth creature? It must have since I could smite these profane spirits as easily as anything physical.

      Rhianne began to walk, holding her staff aloft for the light while I prowled nearby, keeping her safe. We passed by a few dead guardsmen, all in the process of rising as zombies. I put a quick end to them, but they weren’t the only ones.

      About the only good fortune to be had by the citizens of Imbergrad was that these undead couldn’t pass through rune-reinforced walls, but gods forbid anyone left open a door or window. More of the zombie-like creatures clawed and battered the doors of the still living, and there was no way either of us could just pass by.

      She stayed close when I made these forays, smashing these dead from their feet, crushing their skulls, and hurling what was left of their bodies into the street and away from the various doors. Rhianne said nothing, but I could see in the way she carried herself, her slow, deliberate motions, that holding the magical light was taking a lot out of her.

      Outside of homes and businesses, places with magicked walls, the lights had all gone out. The battle still raged at the front wall, but a deathly silence had fallen over the rest of the city. How many dead were there? How many families huddled in fear behind their walls, unable to even muster the courage to cry out for help.

      “Rhianne,” I turned to her. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She smiled weakly. “Move faster? This is a continuous drain, love. If this was any other fight, I’d have moments to catch my breath and recover a little, but this is crushing me.”

      We had stopped, and I jabbed and swung at a wraith that tried to breach the circle of light. It fell back. “How far is the castle from here?”

      “Not far,” Rhianne gestured with her staff, pointing off down the darkened streets. Overhead, the dragon roared, and there were more flames. This time, though, they were answered with lightning, but the creature spiraled out of the way. “Can you see it?” she asked.

      I peered off into the gloom. Stairs rose to the closed gate of the next tier, then beyond that, more road. “Not really. The gate ahead is closed.”

      “Damn it,” she swore. “Nothing for it then.” She started forward, but I caught her arm.

      “Get on my back,” I commanded. She wasn’t that heavy, and I could at least keep her safe.

      “Damn it, Gharrik Anzar! I will not treat you like a beast of burden!”

      “Just do it, Rhianne. We don’t have much time. We’ve got to reach the castle before Ga’idra arrives.” I was about to just grab her up under my arm, and I think she knew it.

      “Fine,” she muttered, and I helped her climb up and get settled on my back. She wrapped her legs tightly around my middle and hooked her left arm around my neck.

      “Hold on tight,” I told her and took off at an easy lope up the shallow stairs.

      When we reached the gate, it was closed, and no guards were visible. I went straight to the gatehouse and pounded on the door with Deathbane, wood splintering, but I wasn’t trying to break the door down.

      “Who goes there!?” shouted a voice from behind the door.

      “Rhianne of Einin, Alberon’s student!” She called from my shoulder.

      “Gharrik Anzar!” I added. “Also of Einin!”

      There was some back and forth conversation behind the door, and I stooped to let Rhianne slide off and stand on her own while I took up a guard position. As the door opened behind us, a pair of specters loomed out of the uncanny darkness, reaching for us, and I met them head-on.

      Deathbane crushed the head of one, slamming it to the ground before I pivoted and drove my hammer into the second’s chest, throwing it back and out of the circle of light.

      As more of the monsters began to loom, Rhianne grabbed my cloak. “In!” she called.

      I followed her into the guardhouse, and someone shut the door behind us.
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      “How did you do that!?” exclaimed the young guardsman as I turned and shouldered Deathbane, its head still shedding a faint, purple glow. Rhianne extinguished her light and sighed in relief, her body sagging a bit.

      I shrugged. “Practice and milady’s magic,” I replied, giving her a worried look before scanning the room. There were three other guards huddled here, but only one who looked to be more than a recruit.

      “You survived the streets,” said the older guard. “That alone is a wonder.” He held his arms folded across his chest, weapons near at hand. “I’m Sergeant Gustav of the tower guard, charged with keeping the ward gates secure, but we aren’t sure how to do that anymore.” He wore a bleak expression. “How fares the city?”

      “Poorly,” Rhianne told him, then gestured at me. “Sir Anzar and I bear news of the army outside and must reach the king. How can we best do that?”

      Gustav looked us over, but the look on his face was desperate. Any hope we might offer, he was willing to take. “Master Alberon protects the castle while the rest of the College aids the army at the walls. General Malachus is handling those defenses.”

      “We had no warning,” one of the other guards chimed up. “How did they get an army here so quickly? First, there was nothing, then they stretched right around Imbergrad.”

      “Aye,” added another, “And why did they wait till night? If they’d moved right ahead, the walls would have been theirs within a bell while we scrambled to make ready.”

      Rhianne and I exchanged looks. The army had been the distraction, the trolls were there to make things easier for the army, and the dead were the true threat. We’d nullified the trolls, maybe weakened the dragon, but the dead still needed to be dealt with.

      “Can you get us to the castle, Sergeant?” I pressed. If there were passages through the walls and underground that were protected by the rune-carved walls, then we wouldn’t have to risk the streets.

      He shook his head, and I couldn’t help but scowl.

      “What about the wall?” Rhianne asked him. “We need to get a warning to the General as well.”

      The sergeant nodded. “That, I can do.” He managed a weak grin. “But if you need to get through to the castle, you’ll need to go through the streets.”

      Rhianne looked at me, and I nodded slowly. “I’ll go to the castle,” I said. With my hammer powered up and able to hurt any of the undead I encountered, it would be easiest for me to go alone. I wouldn’t have to worry about keeping her safe while she walked around carrying a magical beacon.

      She huffed a sigh. “Right, I’ll go to the wall and talk with the General.” With that, she grabbed me in a tight hug and planted a passionate kiss on my lips. “Come back to me, Gharrik Anzar,” she whispered against my lips while the guardsmen looked on, the younger ones snickering, Gustav with an unreadable expression.

      “Of course,” I replied, smiling and giving her a tight squeeze.

      While we said our farewells, the sergeant got some vellum from a desk, checked it over, and scrawled a quick missive on it.

      “Sir Anzar,” he said, offering it to me along with a guardsman’s badge, “this will get you through the checkpoints at each tier. The Castle is straight up the Royal Way, all the way to the top. It’s about four miles from here, with a gate each mile.”

      I tried to imagine the scale of the city, finally settling on what I remembered of the capital of Urlik. Tens of thousands of people, thousands of soldiers, all doomed to fall unless Rhianne and I were successful. Ga’idra was a few hours from coming through the gate, dawn was to be her queue. With any luck, we’d be able to hold off the dead and The Maker’s forces until then.

      “I’m ready,” I told him as I took the vellum and the badge and tucked them away.

      He nodded and led me to the inner door of the guard tower. “Good luck, Sir Anzar,” he said and opened the door.

      I plunged through into darkness and heard the way slam shut behind me. For a moment, I stood, getting my bearings and listening. As I did, I slowly came to the realization that I could see.

      Everything was dim, illuminated by a faint purplish aura, but at least I wasn’t blind. I held up Deathbane and examined it, the whole of the hammer glowed in a similar hue, faintly shimmering in a mist that surrounded my weapon.

      More magic. Well, I’d wondered what it would be like to bear a weapon out of the fairy tales, and now I think I knew. I gave my surroundings a quick scan and then took off at a run, keeping as quiet as I could.

      Shapes drifted through the air, gathering around the doors of homes and shops, fortunately stymied by the city’s magic, at least for now. I could make out a few shuffling zombies moving along the street, heading, it seemed, towards the larger concentrations of specters and wraiths.

      I wanted to help, but any delay could mean failure. Besides, these people would be safe so long as their doors and walls held. Determined, I moved faster, loping up the slope towards the next gate.

      Only two guards survived at that post. The others having been caught outside when the darkness rose. They cringed at my voice but let me through after seeing Gustav’s missive and the badge. Another door slammed shut behind me as I moved through to the other side, and this time I just took off at a dead run. Either the darkness was failing, or my vision was growing better.

      Something had definitely happened to my hammer when I’d killed Orlaeth. Whatever it was, it had certainly prepared me for this. I was beyond fear, driven by determination, anger, and … was it love? I wanted to be reunited with Rhianne, Kasaka, and Ga’idra, even if I didn’t know her as well as the others yet.

      I swept a stumbling zombie from my path as I charged into sight of the next gate, sending it flying off the road, head shattered and spilling stinking, black blood. Skidding to a halt, I took a moment to breathe as I studied my next dilemma.

      This gate was open, as was the gatehouse door, and the dead were dragging the screaming guardsmen out into the streets. My rage swelled. Shifting Deathbane in my hands, I let out a bellow of challenge and did what I did best.

      I charged into the zombies, tearing one almost in half with a blow of my hammer. Turning, I kicked a second one away, the still-shrieking guardsman falling by my feet as I felled a third with a blow from my hammer that crushed its skull. Several wraiths and specters fell upon me then, but they quickly learned to fear me.

      Could the dead truly know fear? I didn’t know, and for the moment, I didn’t care. I sent the captors of the second guardsman to their second death, reversed the head of my hammer and struck at a specter, tearing it nearly in two with the spiked backside of the hammerhead. The purple glow had grown, and as I placed myself between the two men and a growing swarm of the dead, I felt a surge of strength.

      “Get inside!” I roared at the two men, swatting down a wraith and a specter as they lunged at me. I heard them scrambling, thrust the cap-spike of Deathbane through another ghostly shape, turned, and followed them into the gatehouse. I slammed it shut, and one of the pair dropped a bar across it.

      I didn’t have time for this, but I had to ask, “What happened?” as I walked over to the inner door. With the gate open, I’d probably still have to fight my way upward.

      “The sergeant,” one of them gasped out. “He wanted to get a message to the lower tiers, to try and coordinate something.”

      “We don’t even know, sir,” said the other.

      I just shook my head. “I’m going on,” I told them. “Bar the door behind me.” With that, not giving them time to protest, I charged out, deeper into Imbergrad.

      The dead swarmed me as I emerged, and I swept my hammer in a great arc, throwing them back as the guards slammed the door behind me. I knocked aside a zombie, spiked a wraith, and then was in the clear, bounding upwards as the moaning, shrieking horde clamored at my heels. I’d have to turn and fight at the next gate, but at least they wouldn’t be able to surround me once I got there.

      My back hit the next door, and I bellowed, “Open, in the name of the king!” What the hells, I’d used that line many times before, in service to Lucan. He’d never actually released me from being his champion, after all.

      I smashed the head of a grinning specter as it reached for me, kicked a zombie in the chest and sent it tumbling down the slope, then drove Deathbane’s spike through the chest area of a wraith. Another sweep of my hammer drove the dead back again, and I heard shouting from behind me.

      Suddenly, the door opened, and someone called, “In! Quickly!”

      After swinging another arc, I glanced back and hopped through into the gatehouse, helping the guards close and bar that door. Hands scrabbled at the rune-marked wood, but nothing came surging through, and the door held.

      “The gate below this is one is open,” I told the three guardsmen. “I’m bearing a message for the king about the attackers, and I need to go through.”

      They didn’t even ask for the missive. At least one of them had seen me fighting the dead in the streets, and I seemed to have them in awe. “The castle should still be safe,” the sergeant told me. “Master Alberon set those wards himself and is present at the king’s side.”

      “Any news of the army and the attack on the walls?” I asked, catching my breath and moving to the inner door.

      The sergeant shook his head. “Nothing much. The creatures haven’t managed a breach, but with everything going on inside the city and the Runemasters busy, we’re not doing well. Fortunately, the dead can’t get through the spells on the stone and the doors.”

      “Not all of them, at least, but the walking corpses can tear down doors, given time.” I was ready to go again. “Good luck to you. I trust you know what to do once I’m out.”

      “Oh, yes!” said one of the guardsmen.

      “Godspeed, kingsman,” the sergeant saluted.

      I charged out into the final tier before the castle. Here, it was quiet, and the dark not so oppressive. Grand, walled manors lined the street, and I could see the outline of towers and other great structures against the dim light of the night sky.

      This was truly unlike any city I’d ever seen on my world. Magic had allowed these people to take the basest materials, enhance them, and use them to create quite a wonder to behold.

      I wanted to see more. But to do that, it would have to survive until morning. I put my head down and charged up the slope towards the final gate, passing clumps of the dead that clustered around gates and walls leading to the houses of the wealthy. These protections held, and the owners seemed smart enough to stay inside, though it was possible, given the quiet, they all were dead already.

      When the castle gate came into sight, I almost stumbled. Next to the castle of the king of Artur, Lucan’s palace was no more than a borderland keep. It towered as the center of Imbergrad, all towers and spires. The very walls seemed to shed light that drove away the darkness, but the outer gate was silent as I came to a halt.

      A quick look around showed none of the restless dead in the immediate area, so I just walked up and banged Deathbane on the gate itself. The rolling booms of the blows echoed through the still night.

      The sudden crack of leathery wings filled the air as that damned dragon from the forest rose from behind one of the nearby manor walls and landed in the middle of the boulevard, its tooth-filled maw opened in a deafening roar.

      I slammed my hammer into the gate one last time in frustration, turned, and started stalking towards the dragon, ignoring the rising shouts of alarm behind me. It wasn’t going to escape me this time.

      With a sudden lunge, the dragon charged at me, jaws gaping open and trailing fire. Its claws gouged the cobblestones as it galloped towards me. I shifted my stance a bit, eyes on the beast as it closed. My muscles fairly vibrated in anticipation of something I’d planned ever since the creature escaped me in the forest.

      I sidestepped into the dragon’s blind-spot, taking advantage of the earlier injury I’d dealt it by driving Deathbane up into the heavy lower jaw of the creature, putting my weight and strength into the blow. Its jaws snapped together, and the great head lifted, throwing off the creature’s charge. Recovering as my hammer rebounded, I ducked under a flailing foreleg, crouched, jumped, and drove the spiked side of the hammerhead into the underside of the beast’s wing, where it joined to the massive, armored body.

      The spike punched through those softer scales, I heard a crack of bone, and then I had a problem. Deathbane lodged in the monster’s flesh, and I was dragged along in its wake, bouncing against the dragon’s heaving side as it roared again, spewing fire to the sky. The wing I’d damaged jerked spasmodically, freeing the hammer and sending me flying head over heels to crash heavily on the stones.

      Rolling to my feet and blinking away the stars, I readied myself as the dragon lashed its tail and shattered one of the manor walls before focusing its baleful eye on me. One wing flared, but the other only twitched and hung limply over the creature’s side, dragging on the stones. It didn’t look to me like I’d managed to break anything, but I’d certainly dislocated the wing.

      “You’re not running away again, damn you!” I shouted as I raised my hammer and stumbled into a charge. The dragon was stronger than either the statue or the giant ghoul, and it had done a number on me just shaking me off. I couldn’t let it take the offensive, not if I wanted to win this fight.

      When I came in this time, it was ready. Rearing up like a cat, it boxed at me with its front claws, slashing the air and sending me skittering back to avoid being sliced to ribbons. As it dropped back to all four, its head shot forward, jaws snapping.

      I brought my hammer down on its snout, and it recoiled and glared at me, head tilted slightly so it could focus with the one eye. I started circling around the dragon’s blindside as it twisted, forcing it to keep moving to stay abreast of my motion. Then I barely dodged as it slammed its spiked tail down on the stones, cracking them. I didn’t want to be hit by that any more than by the claws and teeth. Despite the monster’s injuries, it was still going strong, but then again, so was I.

      Maybe I could confuse it a bit. I sidled towards the dragon’s uninjured side, diving out of the way as it puffed up its throat and shot a gout of flames after me. While it was recovering, I jumped forward again with a swing, this time tearing away some scales on its chest before the swipe of a claw sent me reeling back.

      The flames followed me, scorching my left side before I swung Deathbane around and cracked the dragon across the jaw, throwing its head sideways and cutting off its fire for the moment. While it backed away, pawing at its head, I patted out the smoldering flames that threatened to blossom on my armor.

      When we faced each other again, the dragon’s jaw seemed lopsided, its forked tongue lolling out as smoke drifted from its nostrils. Again, we clashed, and this time claws scraped against my armor, finding the smallest chinks and tearing my skin while I brought my hammer down on the beast’s other paw, flattening it between the hammerhead and cobblestones.

      With a roar of rage and pain, the dragon reared and drew back, its eye glaring hatefully at me. I risked a glance back at the gate to the palace. Nothing. Fine, I’d kill this damned lizard by myself.

      Once again it charged at me, limping on the foot I’d just smashed, but still clawing at me and sweeping its head to bring its horns to bear. I spun the hammer in my hands and used the spiked side of it to tear away a patch of scales as I spun aside.

      Twisting faster than I expected, the dragon turned and lashed at me with its tail, which I barely managed to dodge. We were both quite wary of each other now. It was as smart as a man or smarter, and tactically minded. I’d had to dodge feints and tricks, and even been suckered into taking the shot that had led to me being burned.

      Meanwhile, it was growing closer and closer to dawn. Hopefully, Rhianne had managed to deliver our message to the General on the walls, so that Ga’idra’s attack wouldn’t be read as more of the enemy joining in.

      As we eyed each other, the dragon pawed at its jaw again, trying to get it back in-line so that it could either breathe fire at me again or bite. The big problem I was having was that I just couldn’t do enough damage through the dragon’s scales with the hammer unless I could get it in a vital spot, but it wasn’t making things easy. Not that I blamed the creature. This was a hell of a fight, it’s just one that I didn’t need to be in, not with everything else going on.

      I shifted stance and inched forward a bit as the dragon gave up trying to fight with its jaw and charged at me again, just like it had last time. It let out a burbling, incoherent bellow of rage, and flames splashed from its open maw as it pounced. This time I was ready though.

      I planted Deathbane, drew one of Mal’Vesh’s axes as the monster came in and slashed it hard across the throat. The head lifted, blood spraying everywhere, then out of reflex, it tried to grab me in its jaws.

      The top spike of my hammer sank deep into the roof of the dragon’s mouth with a crunching sound, and it burbled again as I yanked the spike free and dove out of the way of its falling body. With the dragon writhing weakly in a growing pool of its own blood, I stumbled away and readied myself once more. Eventually, its movements stilled, and the hateful gleam in the creature’s remaining eye faded out.

      I had won! I was Gharrik Anzar, Dragon Slayer!
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      I turned from the carcass of the dragon and stalked towards the castle gate. There was no more time to waste on playing games. If these people wouldn’t open the gate to me, I would knock the damned thing down. My skin stung painfully where the dragonfire had scorched it, and I was liberally splashed with the creature’s blood.

      As I got close, the great gate swung open wide enough to admit me, and a man in guard livery poked his head around the edge and called, “Quickly, man! Lookouts have signaled, and the dead have broken through the last gate!”

      Of course. I swore soundly as I broke into a run, dove through the gate and helped the small squad of guardsmen pull it shut and drop a large wooden beam into place, barring the great doors shut.

      A distant wailing rose beyond the gate, and I turned to the guards. “I need to speak with the king,” I told them, drawing myself up to my full height and speaking with all the authority of a king’s champion. “I can end this, but I need cooperation.”

      They looked at each other nervously, something was definitely wrong. “Come, sir,” one told me, motioning. “This way.”

      More guards were mustering in the courtyard, preparing for what they likely expected was the inevitable fall of the gate. I glanced skyward. How much time had passed? Were the clouds growing lighter? It may just have been wishful thinking, but I believed they were.

      I followed the guard through a brilliantly lit, well-groomed courtyard and garden, decorated with noble-looking statues of lords and ladies past. A large marble fountain burbled in the center of the path, which split around it, forming a kind of patio complete with benches. Large, colorful fish swam in the bowl of the fountain. We entered a large foyer, but instead of heading straight into the main hall, the guard led me through a camouflaged door in one wall, through a narrow passage, and then out into a circular room, probably the base of one of the many towers.

      Here he paused and looked at me appraisingly. “Go up the stairs, sir, and knock on the door at the top. Master Alberon and Princess Morrigan await.”

      I studied him for a long moment. There was fear in this man and sorrow. What had happened that he and the other guards were trying to conceal? I had my suspicions, considering I was being ushered to a clandestine meeting with a Runemaster and the Princess of the Realm, as opposed to King Danaan.

      With a nod and a thank you, I turned and started marching up the spiraling staircase, passing five secure and rune-covered wooden doors until I reached the top. There were no windows along the walls of this tower, and all the lighting came from decoratively carved runes set into the walls themselves.

      At the final door, I reached out and knocked firmly and was rewarded as the door swung open of its own accord before my fist met the wood a fourth time.

      “Enter,” commanded a clear, female voice.

      Never one to hesitate, I did.

      The door swung shut behind me, and I found myself facing two rather distinctive individuals. First, the princess. She was tall and pale of skin, with straight, jet-black hair and brilliant blue-green eyes that were set in a lovely, elfin face with full and expressive lips. A black gown that moved like silk hid most of her body from view, leaving only her shoulders and a modest amount of cleavage bare. Sadness hung about her like a cloud.

      Beside her was a man who appeared both young and old. He was straight-backed and tall, with piercing, pale-grey eyes, long silver hair that spilled over his shoulders, and a beard to match. The latter was gathered by a leather thong in the middle of its length. He wore robes of blue and silver, embroidered with hundreds and hundreds of runes, and held a gnarled, heavily carved staff in his right hand.

      Both of them regarded me solemnly as I looked them over, then bowed politely. “Princess Morrigan, Master Alberon. I am Gharrik Anzar.”

      The princess nodded. “Be welcome, Sir Anzar. I only wish that we could show you better hospitality than a tower room, distant from listening ears, but some things must be said with little time to say them.”

      “Rhianne managed to reach me with a message, informing me of your coming,” Alberon spoke up, his voice deep and steady. “I would hardly have believed her, yet I witnessed your run through Imbergrad and your killing of the dragon Ranserrix.”

      I drew in a deep breath, pushing down the flash of anger that rose in my chest. “So, you watched, but lent no aid?” I asked, focusing my gaze on the Runemaster.

      He returned my stare with equal intensity. Here was a will to rival mine. “I had the safety of the castle to concern myself with, Sir Anzar,” Alberon replied. “Rhianne had faith that you would make it, and so you did.”

      There was no arguing with that. “Did she tell you any more than that?”

      “Only that aid was coming with the dawn.” The old man quirked his head and studied me. “Such messages are limited, and she had joined the defense of the outer wall.”

      I nodded and looked at the princess. “Since it is you meeting me, I assume that things are not well within the castle.”

      “My father is dead, Sir Anzar,” she said quietly. “While it is not yet official, I am queen in all but title now.”

      “There was nothing to be done,” Alberon added. “I’ll spare the details, but whoever our adversary is, he struck strong and true, using our own weaknesses against us.”

      “But I think he did not reckon on me,” Morrigan spoke grimly. “There is a reason the gates were opened to allow the dead to reach the castle. Here in the upper streets, we can trap and hold them until dawn, when they must return to the earth.”

      I liked her. If that plan worked, if the dawn really did send the undead to rest, then the city would be safe, at least until night fell again.

      “You have news of our attacker?” The old wizard looked at me curiously, and I nodded.

      “As you may know, I came through into this world from a doorway located near Einin and was found by Rhianne and some of the villagers.” I waved a hand. “The one controlling that army, The Maker, is from my world as well. A former court philosopher by the name of Zaius, he was one of the first people to enter the gate when it opened and never returned. Every description I’ve heard of this Maker seems to describe the man I knew.”

      “Can you defeat him?” the Princess asked, interrupting Alberon.

      I thought for a moment, then nodded assuredly. There was no man I couldn’t defeat. “When the reinforcements arrive and attack, I need you to throw open the gates and attack with everything you’ve got, catch his forces between yours and mine. I’ll be part of the attack from Imbergrad, and I’m certain I can reach Zaius and kill him.” My gaze met Alberon’s for a moment. “But I need to know something, Runemaster.”

      “What is that?” he folded his hands at his belly and studied me.

      “How is it that Zaius can do these things? He calls the dead, reaches across vast distances, commands dragons and maybe even demons. Are you capable of such feats?”

      Alberon studied me thoughtfully for a long moment, and Morrigan was silent, watching us both. Finally, the old man shook his head. “There is knowledge that was forbidden to the Runemasters long, long ago, Sir Anzar. It was sealed away, broken, and lost … deliberately forgotten because of the evil it could wreak. I do not know the magics that are being used against us, but I can counter some of them.”

      “Old Zaius must have discovered something in those vaults then.” I scratched idly at my beard. “I wonder what else is down there.”

      “Vaults?” asked the princess.

      “Beneath the city of Garron, there are a series of vaults and dungeons. I passed through some on my way to find Rhianne after she was captured.” I chuckled smugly. “With Zaius and his generals away, I was able to carry out something of a coup. Now, as I don’t know how much Rhianne was able to tell you, I would like to formalize an alliance between the City State of Garron, under the Warlord Gharrik Anzar.” I inclined my head, partly to hide a smirk. “And the nation of Artur, before my forces arrive upon the field.”

      “You … took … Garron?” Morrigan sputtered, her eyes wide with disbelief.

      Alberon started to laugh. “That explains why Rhianne seemed to think it was so important but wouldn’t say why.”

      I nodded to the princess. “The remaining forces of Garron will be attacking the rear of that army out there come dawn. We can catch the old bastard’s forces between us and crush him, though he’s got magic to spare, I’m sure.”

      “He does. Whatever he’s traveling with is holding a stalemate with the entire College, and his vile trick of calling up the hungry dead has kept me from joining in.” The wizard muttered something under his breath. “Do we know anything else that he’s capable of?”

      “This is the most I’ve seen, and I didn’t get to spend much time in the vaults sightseeing.” I shook my head. “We can hope to catch him by surprise then. I think he expected the city to already have fallen.”

      “Good,” Princess Morrigan studied me, an odd look on her lovely face. “Warlord Anzar, I accept the initial terms of your proposal. Once this threat is past, we can negotiate further. Perhaps a longer-term alliance?”

      I couldn’t believe that all the years I’d spent listening to Lucan talk and barter with the leaders of other kingdoms was actually coming in handy. “Of course, princess. Once these problems are resolved, I would be happy to discuss things further.”

      Alberon looked sharply at us both, and I got the feeling that I may have overlooked some fact or another, but gods damn it, I had a lot on my mind.

      “We need to get you into position,” Morrigan was all business. “Alberon, could you relay to the troops that they need to prepare a counterattack, something more than just throwing things from the walls? Once the forces from Garron arrive, we sound a charge and go.”

      He nodded. “Yes, princess. Is there anything more you need of me?”

      “No, old friend,” she said softly. “Take the Warlord with you and introduce him to the captains. I’m going to the war room to watch.”

      With that, we separated. I bowed to the princess, or rather the queen, and accompanied the elder Runemaster down the stairs and through more secret passageways. This castle was positively honeycombed with hidden ways to reach what seemed to almost be any room or hall imaginable. At long last, we reached a barracks somewhere on the ground floor.

      The first thing to meet my eyes was Rhianne, my Runemaster, running across the marble floor and pouncing into my arms, showering me with her kisses as she pressed her body hungrily against mine. Time lost its meaning for a bit until someone cleared their throat.

      “Not to interrupt,” the man’s voice said, “But we have a battle to plan and not much time to do it in. There’s maybe half a watch until dawn.”

      We separated reluctantly and turned to where Alberon stood beside another older man who reminded me like no one so much as King Lucan in his prime when he led the army that freed Urlik. Clad in shiny, bronze plate armor, elegantly decorated as befitted his rank, the general was a little shorter than I was and almost as broad, with a gray-streaked red beard and a shiny, bald pate. His eyes were hazel and set deep beneath bushy eyebrows.

      “General Lugh,” Alberon said. “This is Warlord Gharrik Anzar, our ally in this conflict.”

      The general nodded, looking me up and down. “Seems you’ve been busy,” he commented dryly, taking in my blood-spattered frame and torn armor.

      “A city full of the dead and a dragon, General,” I said, just as dryly. “I wanted to do something to prove my goodwill.”

      Rhianne hid a smile behind her hand while Alberon looked on inscrutably. There was a long pause, then Lugh laughed and offered me a hand, I grinned, clasped it, then we both stepped back.

      “What’s this plan that I’m just now getting wind of?” the general asked.

      I eyed Rhianne. Apparently, she was leaving this part entirely to me. “Around dawn, forces from Garron will be arriving at the rear of the army outside, via the same means. Their orders are to engage immediately, directly, and as fiercely as possible, knowing they’re outnumbered. After speaking with Princess Morrigan and Alberon, they’ve agreed that an attack from Imbergrad, coordinated with the one from Garron, might be enough to break the assault.”

      “You want me to open up the sally gates and charge, Warlord?” The general’s eyes told me that he knew exactly what I wanted, he just needed it confirmed.

      “Exactly, General. We catch the siege army between our forces. Meanwhile, Rhianne and I will fight our way to where the leaders of that army outside are and put an end to them. Hopefully, that will break the siege and what remains of The Maker’s … Zaius’ forces will surrender.”

      “You say hopefully,” Lugh focused on me, then looked to Alberon. “That seems quite a risk to take.”

      The Runemaster shrugged. “We survived this first night of the dead rising, General. I don’t know if we can survive another. The princess agrees that a risk must be taken.”

      General Lugh nodded thoughtfully. “All things considered, I’ve seen worse plans succeed.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Warlord, I’ll have my men in position within half a watch. Sunrise is soon after that. Do you need new armor or healing before this begins?”

      I was reluctant to trade out my light leather armor, but we were about to head out into a war. “Armor, something to eat and drink, and some water to clean up with.”

      The general nodded and pointed to a door. “You can use my office. Without a specific fitting, the best armor I can give you is mail over leather, I’m afraid, and you don’t use a shield with that hammer.”

      “That will do,” I made a face as I stretched and then looked to Rhianne. “Help me out of this and see if I even need healing?”

      She nodded and led me to the general’s office while he started issuing orders. Alberon stood by impassively. When the door closed, Rhianne let out a heavy sigh and started helping me out of my damaged armor.

      “It’s not going well on the walls,” she told me. “We’re badly outnumbered, and The Maker and his brides wield runes and magics we of the College can barely counter. What makes it worse is that everyone that falls gets up and joins the fight against us, unless we burn them to ash or destroy their heads.” A shiver ran through her.

      All we had to do was get to Zaius, which meant going through his army, his general, and his brides. Easy. I laughed at myself, and then, bare-chested, gently gathered Rhianne in my arms. “We can do this. I know we can.”

      Her head rested against my chest as she wrapped her arms tight around my middle. “I know. I’m just so tired now.”

      “What about that rune you told me about back in Einin, that restores your wakefulness?” It wasn’t something I really wanted to suggest, but if there was a need, there was a need.

      She looked up at me. “I won’t be of much use after it wears off.” Her warm hands slowly caressed my bare chest, awakening the stirrings of desire in me. I took a deep breath and gently caught her hands in mine.

      “Wait,” I said softly, much as I didn’t want to. What I wanted was to bend her over the general’s desk and forget all of the pain and stink and death for a while. But there would be time for that later. “We’ll celebrate when we’ve won.”

      Rhianne pouted up at me and sighed. “Fine, Gharrik Anzar, but you have to promise me.”

      “I promise, Rhianne of Einin, and I swear by whatever gods there are in your world that I will leave you unable to walk when I’m done with you.” I sealed that with a kiss on her soft lips and drew back as someone knocked on the door.

      She grinned, and a different kind of shiver coursed through her body. “I’ll be looking forward to it,” she told me as I opened the door.

      A young soldier and some servants came in, bearing a bundle of leather and bronze mail armor, a basin and cloths, and a tray of meat, cheese, bread, and wine. We didn’t have much longer, and as they filed out, I enlisted Rhianne’s aid in getting cleaned up. None of my injuries were bad, but she worked a few runes to quell the pain, bind torn skin back together, and prevent infection.

      While I donned the armor, she sat down on the floor and closed her eyes, tracing runes in the air with a finger before whispering a soft word or phrase. I settled the mail over its leather arming coat and cinched the belts tight. It was certainly light, and hopefully would stop or at least slow the orcish axes and trollish blades.

      We would have to move fast to get to The Maker in his pavilion before he realized that our target was him, and not just his army. I started to eat and drink, enjoying what might be my last meal for a while. Rhianne finally stood, done with her spells, and smiled brightly at me. The change wrought on her was obvious. Her movements were quick and precise, and she seemed wide-eyed and aware of everything around her.

      The tray of food didn’t last long after that, she had an appetite to match mine, and in more than the one way. Unfortunately, we didn’t have the time to indulge.

      Another knock on the door and Lugh himself stuck his head in. “It’s time, Warlord.”

      I nodded and sighed, then picked up my hammer and did a last, quick check of my kit. Rhianne did the same, and we left, following the general and a squad of soldiers through more passages until we came to the first of what must have been several sally ports built into the city walls.

      Lots of soldiers were gathered, nervously awaiting the command as Runemasters stood by, controlling the exits. Outside, the battle raged. I recognized the roars and bellows of orcs and ogres, the crash of stones against the outer walls, and the sizzle and boom of magic.

      Beside me, Rhianne fidgeted as the minutes passed. The mustering point grew silent, and I imagined I could feel the sun rushing to rise, its warmth touching my face as it crested the horizon.

      Beyond the wall, a howl of dismay went up from thousands of throats, followed by the bellowing challenge of something immense. Immediate fighting ceased, and General Lugh shouted. “Attack!”

      The Runemasters touched the magical portals and whispered their invocations. Doors opened, and we poured out into the cold, gray light of dawn, weapons in our hands, and warcries on our lips.
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      As vast as The Maker’s army had seemed when Rhianne and I stepped out of the gate, facing it up close was even more impressive, even to me. The front ranks were about thirty yards from the base of the walls of Imbergrad and arrayed out of sight to the left and right. Orcs, ogres, and men stood side by side, bearing weapons and shields of sturdy wood and bronze. Commanders stood out in their plate armor, mostly orcs, but a few Weg in breastplates and leather kilts.

      Rising behind them was the great black pavilion, our target. Several towers had been arrayed to give the enemy generals and the spellcasters a commanding view of the surging field of war.

      The Runemasters of Imbergrad who stood atop the walls redoubled their efforts, softening the front lines with fire and lightning even as the opposing casters launched a counter-assault. Overhead, the very air crackled with magic as the two forces pitted their powers against each other.

      Fortunately for us, Ga’idra had done her job and done it well. The gate shimmered in the distance, those inhabitants of Garron and the surrounding regions that had answered her call pouring through. It was a small force, but for a few, notable exceptions.

      “Gods above!” I shouted, glancing back at Rhianne. “Giants?”

      She grinned fiercely and nodded, fire starting to blaze about her staff as we closed on the distracted front line. I put my wonder aside for now, narrowed my eyes, and prepared myself in the moments it took to cross that thirty yards and engage.

      The forces from Garron certainly had our enemies’ attention. Ga’idra had only (hah!) brought two giants, both of them towering almost half the height of the gateway itself, carrying immense clubs and clad in a tied-together patchwork of furs. They were thinner than I’d always imagined giants, bald of head and face, with long faces, large noses and ears, and skin the color of granite. Their footfalls shook the earth as they charged the rear of the enemy line, our own people having made plenty of room for them.

      A cry of dismay went up from the collective throats of The Maker’s forces as they turned to face the new threat, only to get caught, as it were, between the hammer and the anvil.

      I took vanguard for Rhianne, trusting her to cover my back and keep up, especially in her current state. Not only had that rune erased her fatigue, but it had also boosted her strength and speed. We reached the front line slightly ahead of the rest of the Imbergrad forces, and I swung Deathbane in a broad arc, striking aside weapons and shields and caving in the side of an orc’s helmet, his heavy body tumbling aside. Energy flared around my hammer, blue in the morning light instead of the purple it had glowed in the night.

      Strength flowed into me as the battle lust took hold. Weapons crashed, and shields broke under my onslaught while Rhianne darted to and fro, burning and bashing our foes with her whirling, flaming staff. Fighting was everywhere. Discipline in the enemy ranks had dissolved as many of the troops realized they were trapped and panicked.

      I ducked a sweeping blow from an ogre, shattered his knee with a strike from my hammer, then reversed it and tore most of his head in half with the spiked end of it. Rhianne leaped the fallen body and struck a Weg warrior three times with her burning staff before he fell, his armor smoldering.

      Three orcs tried to charge past me, heading for easier prey or hoping to dogpile on Rhianne from behind as she engaged an ogre on her own. I caught one across the throat with my arm, knocking him off his feet, spun and crushed the skull of a second. Rhianne tumbled out of the ogre’s way, swept the third orc’s feet from under him as I rushed past to engage the ogre, thrusting the spiked cap of Deathbane’s head up beneath his chin and into his brain.

      Imbergrad soldiers were slowly pushing into the mass of The Maker’s army, holding their formations despite the whirling chaos of the demoralized enemy. We had to get to the commanders before they could reassert control and smash our side with their vastly superior numbers.

      A lance of fire blazed past me, punching a hole in an ogre, who stood for a moment, staring dumbly down at the smoking black ring in his chest before staggering and falling backward. Rhianne laughed, sketched another rune in smoke, and fired off another hissing blast before we started off in a new direction.

      Not far from where we were struggling forward, a Weg commander, his breastplate shining, shouted commands as he rallied his clan around him. A few of the nearby orcs and ogres were taking heart from his leadership and forming a defensive bunch. This would not do.

      I caught Rhianne’s eye and pointed in that direction with Deathbane. She nodded and grinned back, and we charged, me slightly ahead, using my mass and strength to beat my way through the jostling bodies.

      I parried an axe, punched an orc in the face, and kicked another back into his companions, sending them all sprawling. Arcs of fire flashed by me, setting other soldiers to burning, dropping and rolling, or just trying to flee.

      Finally, I was face to face with the commanding Weg. Two of his men tried to intercept me, but I smashed one down to the bloodstained, torn-up ground with Deathbane, parried the sword blow of the second and caved in his face with a single blow. How long had we been fighting? Minutes? Hours? I had no idea. I was a machine, fighting and killing my way across the field until something blocked my way.

      Meanwhile, Rhianne wove a dance of death with her flaming staff and controlled arcs and spears of fire. She was beyond fatigue, a goddess of fire and death.

      As the Weg commander lifted his heavy great sword and glared at me, I hefted Deathbane and made a ‘come on’ gesture with my free hand. Letting out a war cry, he charged, his men standing aside to let us duel. I had no illusions they’d join in if their leader started to lose, but I didn’t care. They’d die too.

      Our weapons crashed together in a blaze of sparks and magic. I aimed a kick at his leg, but he turned and caught in on the meat, taking the blow without staggering. His grip shifted on the sword, and the pommel flew at my face. I managed to slip aside, and we both hopped back. Behind me, Rhianne fought on, the occasional wash of heat warming my back.

      The Weg and I clashed again, backed up, circled. We were taking each other’s measure. He was strong, but not as strong as I, depending as much on being able to use the great sword’s versatility as on his power. Any other time, I’d feel bad about killing him. He was a skilled opponent.

      But I was better. I lured him into an overhand blow that I effortlessly dodged, then brought my hammer down on his sword’s blade. As I’d hoped, the magically treated bronze didn’t break, but the force tore it from the Weg’s hands. He looked up at me, and I saw resignation in his eyes before my hammer fell again.

      Some of his men cried out in anger and launched themselves at me, weapons flashing in the growing light, while others slipped off into the rest of the battle. Then Rhianne was beside me, and together we made short work of the few who didn’t just flee. We exchanged triumphant glances and pressed on.

      The pavilion was closer now. I could make out what seemed to be six women on three towers, all of them weaving and hurling magic both at the College Runemasters on the walls and at the Garron reinforcements. Two generals, one orc, one Weg, were directing the battle from another tower, using drums and horns to direct their forces. While in a central tower, a dark robed figure stood hunched over, clutching a heavy staff in both hands.

      Zaius.

      We started forward again, only to run into a mixed squad of orcs and ogres. They didn’t last long. I cracked heads and broke bones with my hammer, while Rhianne burned flesh and melted weapons and armor. When the last one fell, we charged forward, finally reaching the wall of guards at the edge of the command pavilion.

      Off to one side, a couple of the commanders had rallied their men and were slowly taking down a giant, although it had torn a swath through the army, leaving the ground behind it strewn with corpses and injured. When the giant fell with a hooting cry of agony, it crushed friend and foe alike beneath its immense bulk, thrashing its last as the minions of The Maker swarmed over it like flies.

      I heard Ga’idra’s voice then, carrying over the din of the battle as she bellowed commands. A war horn sounded, and the remaining giant paused while Garron troops rallied around its feet. There she was, armor crackling with lightning and voice like thunder, gathering her surviving forces for a push at the pavilion.

      “Damn,” Rhianne said from beside me, and I knew she was watching the same display.

      We drew our eyes reluctantly back to the perimeter guards and readied ourselves once again. The earth shook beneath the giant’s feet, and then Zaius raised his staff. From where I stood, I couldn’t hear anything he said, but a lance of crackling darkness fell from the sky to him, then it split into hundreds of secondary arcs that shot out over the battlefield. A fell darkness covered the field, dimming the light of the sun in a dome over the battlefield, even over Imbergrad itself.

      Where that darkness fell, the dead rose. We were instantly surrounded by the corpses of allies and enemies alike, all seeking to drag us down to join them in death and service. A ragged cheer went up from The Maker’s forces. This was their triumph, but we wouldn’t go down easy. I drew a deep breath and looked at Rhianne, her eyes meeting mine as she dipped her head. We readied our weapons and set ourselves back to back.

      “Hello, Master,” a familiar voice chirped as Kasaka stepped up to join us, two zombies falling to pieces in her wake. She snapped the blood from her short swords as she dropped into a fighting stance beside Rhianne and me.

      “Nice of you to join us,” Rhianne teased. “This is looking like a last stand.”

      The troll shook her head. “We did not just bring giants. Wait a moment.”

      Living and dead surged around us, and we had to fight for our lives. The glow on my hammer had gone from a brilliant blue to a dark purple, an angry color, and it flared with each blow I struck. Rhianne’s fire took hold of the fresh corpses, burning away their flesh and bones, boiling their dead blood. Kasaka spun and slashed and dodged, her blades removing limbs and heads, returning the corpses to their unliving state even as more rose to join them.

      Ga’idra shouted something, and a different, deeper note sounded from her horn. It was answered by a strange, muffled chirping cry that seemed to come from the very ground beneath us. I braced myself, there was no telling what that pair had done. They had proven quite skilled in the past, now, they were proving to be resourceful and unpredictable.

      Maybe we had a chance after all.

      All over the battlefield, creatures the color of grave mold burst from the blood-soaked earth, unleashing a centuries-old stink of rot and decay. Thin, leathery arms grabbed the dead and pulled them down into the earth, talons and teeth savaged the living, mercifully avoiding the surviving Imbergrad soldiers as they regrouped in pockets across the field.

      “Ghouls?” I asked Kasaka incredulously. “You brought ghouls?” It was both disturbing and heartening as the charnel creatures tore handily into living and dead alike.

      She nodded, grinning widely. “They like you, and there is a whole necropolis of them beneath Garron. All they asked for was dead meat on which to feast.”

      Rhianne coughed and pointed. “I think they’ve got it.”

      I peered off through the gloom, watching what seemed to be a veritable horde of the lanky, bestial creatures swarming over the undead giant, tearing at it even as it tried to drag them away from its dead flesh. It staggered in a circle, crushing many of The Maker’s troops in its frantic efforts to dislodge the clamoring, feasting ghouls.

      “Not the most heroic way of doing things,” Rhianne said dryly, “but it’ll do. It’s not like they were playing fair either.”

      I laughed and said, “Time to finish this. You two try to take the brides alive. I’ll deal with the generals, and maybe Ga’idra will catch up with us in time for us all to face Zaius.”

      Kasaka snorted. “Give us the easy task, why don’t you, Master?”

      “Would you rather face the generals?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Rhianne grumbled. “But we’ll do it.” She looked to Kasaka. “Ready?”

      The troll nodded. I didn’t bother with any more words, raising Deathbane, I charged the wall of guardians with a roar to rival that of the giants, hammering into their shields, denting and breaking their defenses and sending several of the burly orcs and men stumbling back.

      Instead of slowing and growing tired as the battle wore on, I had only become stronger. Each foe I downed brought a surge of energy and vitality that let me keep going. I’d have to talk to Rhianne and Ga’idra. My hammer had been acting strangely ever since that incident in the weird shadow realm of death, where it had earned the name Deathbane.

      It lived up to that name quite well.

      It also wasn’t half bad at putting the living in their graves. I cleared a path through the guards surrounding the command area, opening the way for Kasaka and Rhianne, who dashed through, leaping bodies and twisting past slashing and thrusting blades as they went for the first tower of brides. After taking down a few more of the hapless soldiers, I followed, diverting towards the generals’ tower.

      They both descended to meet me, resplendent in heavily decorated and rune-carved armor. The Weg bore a heavy sword with a middle-length, hand-wide blade, and the orc carried a large, double-bitted axe, outfitted head and butt with thrusting spikes, much like my hammer.

      These were experienced tacticians and skirmishers. They’d try to circle me and take me down, as fast and brutally as possible. Hells, it’s what I’d do. The trick would be to not give them the opportunity. Maybe I could maneuver them into getting into each other’s way.

      I took the initiative and went after the orc, Dakar, the general Kasaka had mentioned. He was younger than commander Mal’Vesh, but there was still grey in his black hair and beard, and his eyes were deep black and glittered with malevolent intelligence.

      Instead of parrying, he slipped aside and drove a hard swing of that axe at my midsection, forcing me to twist aside and backpedal in time to barely evade a sword thrust from the Weg. Damn! I’d almost given them what they wanted right at the beginning of the fight.

      I took a swing at the Weg, who blocked it with his shield, even though I rocked him. With the rebound, I feinted at Dakar, who just hopped back out of range. I had to drop one of them and quick. They were good at working together, which could be bad news for me. I backed off a bit and circled. Instead of following, they dropped back and stayed close to each other, almost back to back but not quite.

      Behind me, I heard the creak and crack of wood, several surprised screams, and a thunderous crash. That was one way to get the brides out of their towers, I supposed. The momentary distraction let me dart far enough forward to get the Weg general between Dakar and me, and I charged him, hammer swinging as fast and hard as possible.

      Deathbane crashed against the man’s shield, throwing him back, but he braced and lifted it, trying to stab at me. I just shifted my angle of attack, spinning the hammer in my hands to employ the spike as I swung, not for the center of the shield but for the edge. It was almost a surprise when my tactic worked. The general was thrown off and spun around, staggering as the force of my blow nearly tore his shield from his grasp. Dakar had to shove him away to keep from being entangled, and I planted a kick in the Weg’s backside that sent him falling facedown.

      While he struggled to right himself, I turned to the orc. I had a moment or two to do what I could before his ally was back up, and I fully intended to make the most of it. Instead of swinging the hammer, I came in with the spike, thrusting at the general’s face and putting him on the defensive for a moment. After a few steps, I saw rage flare in his eyes and knew I had him.

      Spinning to the side, Dakar threw a powerful blow of the axe in my direction. Had I been a fraction slower, or any lesser man, it would have torn me in two. Instead, I struck perfectly, taking a step back as he telegraphed his swing, then bringing Deathbane down hard on the wide, flat target that the head of his battleaxe made.

      The purplish light surrounding my hammer flared, sparks flew, and the massive axe flew in two pieces from the general’s bleeding hands. I followed up quickly, letting the motion and weight of the hammer spin me around before I brought it crashing in the side of Dakar’s head. It was a testament to the orc’s strength and the robustness of his armor that my blow didn’t simply tear his head from his body. Instead, he went flying through the air to crash into one of the supports holding up the observation tower where the two had been.

      I turned to the Weg, shifting Deathbane to my off-hand as I drew one of Mal’Vesh’s axes. As the man stood, I hurled it, splitting his skull and dropping him in his tracks. The ground shook, and I turned to see the living giant looming over the central tower. Ga’idra stood on the creature’s shoulder, directing bolts of lightning into the tents and scurrying guards.

      Zaius faced her, his back to me. Behind me, another tower began to creak and crack, then more howling bolts of purple energy flew, countered by flames and force in the hands of Rhianne. Kasaka, defended by the Runemaster, downed the towers by the simple expedient of cutting the ropes that lashed together the wooden frames. The second group of brides shrieked as the tower came down, tumbling them to the earth.

      That was when the full might of the College of Runes of Imbergrad came to bear. Without the power of the brides to counter their magic and with Zaius distracted by Ga’idra and the giant, the army had no defense against what came next. Bolts of lightning, fists of earth, waves of fire, all of these things and more began hammering at the enemy, sending them scurrying, morale broken. A ragged cheer went up from the surviving soldiers of Imbergrad, scattered across the field.

      But there was one loose end left to wrap up. I fixed my gaze up at Zaius’ back as he faced Ga’idra and the giant. Ga’idra sketched a rune in the air, hurling a bolt of lightning at The Maker as I tugged my axe from the dead Weg’s skull and took off running in that direction.

      The giant smashed the top of the largest watchtower then started kicking it to pieces as Zaius dueled with my orc. I’d like to say she triumphed, but she wasn’t the only force on the field now, and with the full might of the College directed just at him, The Maker did the only intelligent thing he could.

      He fled. One hand traced a rune in the air as lightning, fire and other energies played over his defenses, and in an instant, he was gone.

      A moment later, Ga’idra dropped down to my side and embraced me tightly. “Warlord, may I offer amnesty to those who surrender?”

      “Yes,” I told her, smiling as I hugged her tightly back. She’d done well, and I was happy to have her.

      The orc pulled away and quickly climbed to the top of the general’s tower, weaving a few more runes as she reached the top and looked over the rout. The darkness was dispersing, the ghouls were retreating back into the earth, and the animate dead were falling back to ruin.

      A great voice rang out over the battlefield. “Former soldiers of The Maker! The new Warlord of Garron is nothing if not merciful! Throw down your weapons! Surrender, and you will be spared and returned to your home! Continue to resist, and you will die by sword and axe!”

      “She’s good, isn’t she?” Rhianne said, a hint of tiredness in her voice as she came up, slipping an arm around my waist and leaning against my side.

      “I think we can keep her,” I responded, smiling. I meant it.

      Kasaka joined us, an arm slipping around me from the other side. I draped my arms over them both. “The Maker has fled.”

      “And we’re going after him. Do any of the brides live?” I wasn’t too sure I wanted to know the answer, but I had to ask.

      “You wanted them alive, Master,” my troll responded.

      Rhianne added, “We took them alive. A little battered, but alive.” She looked up at me and grinned. “Did you think I’d disobey you, Gharrik Anzar?”

      I just shook my head, smirking. All over the field, The Maker’s forces were discarding their weapons and standing still, waiting. This fight was over, but the hunt was about to begin.
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      With The Maker gone and his forces surrendering, we quickly assembled our people while General Lugh and his commanders pulled back his men into a defensive position, separating out both my forces and the Imbergrad soldiers from the defeated enemy. Many of The Maker’s former soldiers were still milling around in confusion. The tide of the battle had turned so quickly that they were having trouble acclimating to the sudden cessation of hostilities.

      A few scuffles did break out but were quickly quelled, and by the time the sun was at its zenith, we were shuffling our captives back through the gate to Garron. Ga’idra had gone first with the surviving giant and made sure that my city (I was having a bit of trouble getting used to thinking in those terms) was in no immediate threat from a returned, angry Zaius.

      Unfortunately, he was nowhere to be found, which wouldn’t do. That man had a lot to answer for, and not just to me and mine.

      However, we still had two particular hurdles to overcome before I could devote myself to hunting down and ending the old man. First, Rhianne would have to pay the price for her magic, which meant she would be unconscious for a day or more. Second, Kasaka. Trolls were still hunted and reviled in the kingdom, and that was unacceptable to me, especially since it had been a troll and an orc that had helped turn the tide of this war.

      I hoped that the princess and Alberon would see it the same way.

      To their credit, none of the soldiers escorting us to Alberon’s tower said anything, which was good for them. I was in the mood for no disrespect. Kasaka herself was in good spirits, bare-faced as I’d commanded her. There were looks, of course, both at her and at the returned Ga’idra, who’d found notoriety through her actions as Zaius’ agent among the ogres.

      Was I on edge? A little. A lot had changed in a very short period of time. Everyone seemed to be in shock following the aftermath of the Battle of Imbergrad, as it was coming to be called.

      We were brought to the same tower room where I had first met with Alberon and Princess Morrigan. They had been joined by General Lugh and an older woman in an elegant black dress that matched the princess’.

      I entered first, followed by Rhianne, then Kasaka and Ga’idra. The matronly woman’s eyes widened at the sight of the troll and orc, but no one else reacted.

      “Warlord Anzar.” Morrigan broke the silence. “We would like to thank you and your companions for your timely aid.” She smiled softly. “Artur and Imbergrad thank you as well. You were able to prevent the death of countless of our subjects.” The young woman had definitely been coached for this meeting and looked just a little uncomfortable.

      I bowed, and the three women with me curtseyed. “It was our pleasure to assist,” I said solemnly.

      She smiled even more. “Would you please introduce us?” The princess indicated the women standing with me. I nodded.

      “Runemaster Rhianne of Einin,” I said, and the red-haired Runemaster bowed her head politely and smiled. She was fading, dark rings sprouting beneath her eyes. “General Kasaka of Garron.” My troll looked at me with bright golden eyes before mimicking Rhianne’s gesture and smiling gently at the princess. “And General Ga’idra, also of Garron.” The orc woman straightened and brought her right fist thumping against her chest in a salute.

      Morrigan nodded and looked at each of my companions in turn, at last focusing on Ga’idra. “General, I know that your part in this was planned by the four of you, but your appearance upon the shoulder of a giant? I doubt that I will ever witness something so incredible.”

      Ga’idra smiled and chuckled. “As long as this man lives, you just might,” she said, turning to look at me.

      I made an exaggerated sigh and eyed Ga’idra before returning my focus to the princess. “As much as I hate to have to keep going, your highness, we must return to Garron and head out in pursuit of The Maker.”

      “Do you have any hope of tracking him?” Alberon asked.

      Rhianne just grinned tiredly. “I believe I can find him,” she said. “We don’t think he fled far, perhaps to the Vaults of Garron.”

      I nodded. “There is a lot of unexplored territory below the city, and we think that’s where he found whatever forbidden runes he’s been using.” My thoughts drifted to that strange trial I’d had upon planting myself on Zaius’ throne and the creature I’d slain.

      Morrigan nodded and looked to Lugh and Alberon. “I see no reason to keep our new friends from their course,” she said firmly. “Warlord Anzar, is there anything that we can do for you?”

      “Actually,” I said slowly, “there is.”

      She tilted her head and regarded me. It was a cute gesture that was completely out of place on a princess, but it made her seem more human. In many ways, she reminded me of Sheba, only a bit more serious and mature. “Do know that we are prepared to negotiate an alliance at your convenience.”

      “That will be done as soon as The Maker’s head decorates a spike over the gate of Garron, your highness. What I ask should be simple, at least in theory.” I gazed at her thoughtfully, my voice serious and level. “First, General Ga’idra was bound and misled by The Maker, but escaped his service and took up with me and mine. I would ask for her pardon.” I could play these games as well as any, having watched from the right hand of Lucan, probably the best king Urlik had ever known.

      Morrigan blinked and glanced at her advisors, I presumed. The matronly woman bore no family resemblance and had not been introduced, despite us not knowing her. That meant that either she was unimportant, which I doubted, or she was someone whom the others didn’t want us to know.

      Thus, I wasn’t surprised when she was the one to speak up. “Warlord Anzar,” she said in a clear contralto. “I am Bryn, once advisor to King Danaan, now to Princess Morrigan.” More than just an advisor, I suspected, but they could have their little fictions. “I know more of the laws of Artur than the Princess, and I can offer her my advice, which I will do openly. There is no reason that the crown cannot offer pardon of any sort. However, it may be best to do so informally and specifically, until such time as the coronation is done.”

      The princess looked a bit crestfallen as she looked up at me. “Would that be acceptable, Warlord?” she asked.

      “Provided my second request can be met at that time too, yes. I believe it’s the more complicated of the two.” I didn’t change my expression. This was the big one, as it went against generations of high kings before now.

      “Please ask,” Morrigan said, her eyes meeting mine. She seemed desperate to please, but it was hidden well. I supposed she wasn’t ready for the responsibility of rulership, but then, who really was?

      I gestured to Kasaka, and she stepped forward. “A long time ago, Kasaka’s people were done a wrong, Princess.”

      The others, Lugh, Bryn, and Alberon, exchanged looks. They knew what was coming, and I think she did too, so I gave it to them. “I want pardon for the trolls. They’re my people now, at least some of them, and if we’re going to be allies, I don’t want any reasons for us to fight.”

      Morrigan didn’t even look at the others. “We can do that,” she asserted.

      “Princess!” exclaimed Bryn.

      The princess turned on her. “Lady Bryn, these people risked their lives, sacrificed, and came to our rescue. What would we be if we turned them down? I may not be queen yet, but this is something we must do.”

      Alberon spoke up. “I agree.” The old man leaned on his staff. “There was never a good reason for the High Kings to declare the entire race of trolls outlaw. It was to save face, to make a declaration of strength.”

      “We were never your enemy,” Kasaka said softly. “Not until you made us such. The Warlord wants us to have a chance to be at peace again.”

      I just nodded. “Garron doesn’t need wealth, Princess, but we will need friends. I think that Imbergrad will, as well.”

      Lugh sighed. “They’re right.”

      Bryn nodded as well. “We can make it work, I believe. It won’t be easy, though.”

      “But it will be done,” Princess Morrigan stated firmly. “I will make the proclamation after my coronation and the burial of my father.” Her eyes dropped for a moment, then lifted, and she smiled at me.

      “Thank you, your highness,” I said, then bowed. “May we have your leave to begin our pursuit?”

      She nodded gracefully. “By all means, Warlord. Please let us know if we may be of any assistance.”

      “Of course.” I started to turn, but Alberon stopped us.

      “I believe that there is something I can do,” he said slowly. “Rhianne, come to me.”

      We all turned and watched as Rhianne slowly made her way over to stand before her mentor. She blinked owlishly up at him. The magic was wearing off quicker than we had expected, or else we’d been at this longer than I thought.

      “You used the spell of temporary rejuvenation, did you not?” the old wizard wanted to know.

      “And of fortification,” she admitted, looking down at her feet and swaying a little.

      “Child, child,” Alberon shook his head. “You shouldn’t use all of those magics when you’re exhausted.”

      Her head came up. “I had to, master Alberon. I was needed.”

      “I know,” he said softly, then motioned me forward. I came, unsure of what he was about to do. Reaching out one wrinkled hand, he traced some runes on her forehead. There was a whisper of magic, and Rhianne collapsed. As I had been ready for something to happen, I caught her and lifted her in my arms, glaring at the old man.

      “What did you do?” Rhianne was warm in my arms, breathing steadily and limp. More warning would have been nice, but she would have protested being put to sleep.

      “I took some of the cost from her,” Alberon replied tiredly, leaning on his staff. “She will sleep a normal span, instead of days. Likely, you’ll need her sooner than later.” A smile hid in his beard. “She was ever the stubborn one.”

      This was true. I chuckled and nodded. “I know.”

      “Now, I think, we leave?” Kasaka asked.

      “We do.” I bowed my head to the Princess and her advisors, and we left, being escorted back to the gateway. Ga’idra opened it, and we stepped through, into the mustering yard of Garron.

      I started marching immediately for the castle while Ga’idra and Kasaka hurried to keep up. Rhianne needed a bed, and I needed some refreshment and rest myself.

      “Once she’s in bed,” Ga’idra asked, “what then?”

      “We won’t hunt tired,” I replied. “We rest a bit and recover, then see if you and Rhianne can discover his trail. Perhaps someone around here knows where he might have kept his bolt holes.”

      “The brides,” Kasaka offered, and I nodded. I’d forgotten about them. Perhaps the old man had spoken to them of safe places below in the vaults.

      Or maybe he wasn’t even anywhere near Garron, and this was a futile plan, but I didn’t think it was. I didn’t think The Maker would give up his city so easily. I tucked Rhianne into bed in the large suite that the women and I had claimed as our own, then met the other two in the main hall. There was bustling, and occasionally one of my people would pass through, giving us a vaguely curious look. I was still getting used to the idea of rulership, but I’d commanded troops before. It didn’t seem so different, yet.

      “I’ve asked the ghouls to peek through the vaults,” Ga’idra was saying. “They should have a report for us by morning, I think, if not earlier.”

      “Bringing them to the battle was a brilliant idea, by the way,” I told her with a smile. It had turned the tide as much or more than the giants. The strange, terrible creatures had wreaked horrible losses on Zaius’ army, particularly the undead. “And then there were the giants …”

      Dragons, giants, the walking dead. What else did this world hold in store for me? I couldn’t wait to find out.

      She laughed and blushed, her cheeks showing a bit of pink beneath the green. Kasaka smiled at her, then looked sidelong at me. “You are not disappointed, then?” she asked me, her tone teasing.

      I just shook my head. “Not at all.” I grinned, then looked at my hands and back at the women. We were still a mess from the battle, fierce and ragged, covered in blood and soot and dirt. Ga’idra bore some stained bandages as did I, while Kasaka seemed nearly unharmed, but for gashes and holes in her clothes and armor.

      “We’re a mess, aren’t we?” Ga’idra observed, catching my gaze.

      I barked a laugh. “Aye, but we’ve done the impossible. Even if we haven’t killed The Maker yet, we’ve beaten his armies and driven him into hiding.” I waved a hand, “We’ve taken his city, freed the orcs, the trolls, and the humans—”

      “And the ogres,” Kasaka added. “They may not be much to look at, but I believe they are potentially capable of being more than they seem.”

      “Really?” I nodded thoughtfully. “What about kobolds?”

      Ga’idra snorted. “Vermin.”

      I eyed her and frowned. “I’m not so sure. They fought with complex tactics, but unfortunately for them, they fought me.”

      She shrugged. “If you say so.”

      This was something that might need attention. Ga’idra was very opinionated, almost arrogant, at least until she was put in her place. She respected me for my strength, Kasaka was an old friend, and somehow, in the dungeons of Garron, she and Rhianne had shared enough trials to become allies and friends.

      We all were close enough now to share a bed, although it had grown a bit crowded. Perhaps we’d need to have a larger one made. That was definitely a good idea.

      “We should question the brides,” Kasaka said suddenly.

      Without being asked, a few of the servants arrived at the table where we sat, bearing food and drink in the form of some kind of smoked and sliced meat, a blue-marbled, strong-smelling cheese, black bread, and large mugs of a sweet, crisp cider.

      Once they’d set down the refreshments and departed, I nodded to the troll. “I mean to. Ga’idra, do you know them?” We all took from the plates and started eating and drinking, savoring the humble repast as if it were a feast.

      “A little,” she replied. “I tried to avoid them once I learned that The Maker had bound them to him. He had enough hold over me, just from the loyalty I traded for learning.”

      So, she had sought greater magic from Zaius. That explained why she seemed to be a nearly endless font of magic, while Rhianne grew exhausted with a kind of unfortunate regularity.

      Something must have shown on my face, because Ga’idra asked, “You worry about Rhianne?”

      I nodded. “Magic seems to wear her out much more quickly than it does you. How does that work?”

      The orc took a long draught of her cider. “She does not know how to pace herself. While she is quite skilled with combat magic, she doesn’t have much experience with using them. Her passion and desire cause her to put too much of herself into each spell, which makes her tired.”

      “She wants very much to impress you, Master,” said Kasaka, and I looked sharply at her.

      I assumed that they did talk when I wasn’t paying attention, and this was proof. “When did you learn this?”

      The troll laughed softly. “When you first bedded Ga’idra, and we were left to our own devices.” She licked her lips with that long tongue. I remembered it well and fought down a surge of lust. There was still work to do.

      Kasaka laughed while Ga’idra just gave her a dirty look. I huffed and turned my attention to the meal. It certainly took the edge off, but I needed a bath and more food and drink before I’d feel truly human again. Sleep, and maybe some supple, lusty company would certainly have me ready to fight dragons and monsters again in no time.

      We left nothing behind of the refreshments and made our way down to the first level of the dungeons, where the brides were secured. Ga’idra had them imprisoned one to a cell, gagged and bound, naked, with their arms chained above their heads. Each one had a rune drawn in ash between her breasts. The treatment soured me on the questioning somewhat, though I assumed it to be necessary, especially having seen the havoc Rhianne and the orc had wreaked after escaping their own bonds.

      It struck me as odd that all of the girls were human, and quite young, possibly still in their teens. Just for this, I would happily break Zaius’ scrawny neck.

      “Only one is awake, I think,” Kasaka said, leading me to a cell about midway, where a tall, long-legged girl fought her bonds. She had light brown hair and blue eyes, the oldest of the prisoners I’d seen so far. As we entered her cell, she glared at the orc, then at me. At that moment, I suspected I had once again seen in action the phrase ‘if looks could kill’.

      “Can she work magic if we take out her gag?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest and giving the young woman a cold, appraising look.

      Ga’idra shook her head. “Not without being able to draw a rune, and she’d be pretty limited, even if she managed to scratch one into the dust of the floor.”

      “Remove the gag then,” I said. It wasn’t hard to slip into character, and the girl seemed to falter and shied back a bit as Kasaka removed her gag.

      “What do you want?” she gasped breathlessly. This particular bride was attractive, large of breast, and …

      “Gods below!” I exclaimed. “Is she pregnant?”

      “I believe so, Master,” said Kasaka. “Though it might be a good idea to have a midwife examine her.”

      “I am proud to bear the child of The Maker,” the girl said, her voice trembling.

      My blood boiled, and I stood for a long moment, clenching my fists so hard the tendons creaked. “Are they all like this?”

      Ga’idra nodded slowly. “As far as I can tell. Astrid here is the oldest and the furthest along, but all of them show the signs of a swollen belly.”

      “Damn it all!” I slammed my right fist into my left palm hard enough to hurt, and the girl, Astrid, flinched. “Can you break his influence on her?”

      “I don’t know,” the orc said, sadness swelling in her voice.

      I gazed at the girl once again. “Do you want to be free again, Astrid?” I asked.

      Her body tensed, and tears welled in her eyes. “I do, I do!”

      “Where is The Maker?” I asked. The effort of holding onto the cold clarity of an inquisitor was taxing me more than I would ever admit. This was a part I could play, but I hated it. For all my faults, I did have some compassion.

      “Gone!” the girl shrieked suddenly. “But he’ll be back! In the darkness, he gathers his strength! The old runes give him power!” She writhed in her bonds, straining so hard that blood began running down her pale arms. “He waits below!”

      Ga’idra cursed and spoke a few words, stepping forward to grab the girl’s head as she thrashed. Astrid went suddenly limp, and the orc turned to me. “I think that answers the question.”

      It certainly did. “The Vaults,” I said. “We rest, now. Rhianne should wake on the morrow, and we can descend.” Zaius was going to die.
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      The four of us descended through the dungeons, halting at the actual entrance to The Vaults, a vast stone door set flush with a wall in a chamber barely lit by a pair of the small, magical lanterns. A pair of ghouls were waiting. One of them was Finnsa, still clad only in her leather belt, but this time, she wore the charnel crown on her sloped brow.

      I gave her a nod, and Kasaka asked, “Did you find him?”

      “Not directly,” hissed the ghoul with a toothy grin. “But the lower vaults have been closed to us.”

      “His scent lingers,” the other ghoul added, “but things are different.”

      “He calls on dark powers. Grows stronger.” Finnsa looked the four of us over. “We cannot aid you more than we have. The Maker knows we have taken your side and has barred the way to us.”

      “Watch, then, for our return,” I said flatly, looking past the two ghouls to the doors.

      “Yes,” she whispered, and they both drew back, disappearing into the shadows of the corners of the room. A faint scrabbling of claws on stone reached our ears, and the four of us stood alone.

      “How far do we go?” Ga’idra asked. “I don’t know the vaults at all.”

      “As far as it takes,” I replied, studying the door. Since we had reached the dungeons from the ghoul warrens, I had no idea how deep into the vaults we would have to delve either. It didn’t matter. We had weapons, food, and water, and the running of the city had been left in the capable hands of Captain Obaz.

      Rhianne slipped past me and inspected the door as well, then reached out and touched it lightly with her fingertips before whispering something. There was a heavy scrape and thunk, then the doors swung open on wide stairs leading downward. “That was simple,” she observed, giving me a smug look.

      “Doubtful that everything will be,” Kasaka murmured, moving up beside Rhianne and kneeling down to inspect the stairs for a moment before rising. “I will go ahead.”

      “I’ll be second,” I rolled my neck and shouldered Deathbane. It glimmered with a blue light in the dimness.

      “Third,” Rhianne spoke up. “Ga’idra and I will conjure lights and keep them up.”

      “As well as any support,” added the orc. “But we want a piece of The Maker too.”

      “You’ll get it,” I told them. “Let’s go.” I was filled with grim determination. No matter what, I would see this through, and I knew the three women, my new family, would as well.

      Our footfalls seemed muffled by the heavy air as we descended. Even the magical lights that Ga’idra and Rhianne called up seemed dim. For a long time, it seemed, we descended into darkness, following the stairs as they wound back and forth through switchbacks that were eerily precise. What few words we exchanged were barely whispers. Our ears strained to catch sounds that seemed to hover at the edge of hearing. Finally, we reached a broad landing, with great stone doors set to either end while the stairs continued.

      “Rhianne?” I said quietly as we spread out. One of her jobs was to see if her location spell could find Zaius, a feat that would make our hunt so much easier. Aside from the ravings of the captured bride, Astrid, we had nothing to go on aside from my hunch that the old man wouldn’t have strayed far, not if he wanted to reclaim his city.

      She did a quick pace-off to measure the landing and settled in the approximate center of it. Drawing a bit of chalk from her haversack, Rhianne drew a precise array of runes on the stone. Kasaka and I kept watch while Ga’idra looked over the Runemaster’s work.

      Once the drawing was done, Rhianne touched her fingers to the stone among the runes and began to whisper, an aura like a heat shimmer springing up around her. She closed her eyes for a long moment, then nodded to herself and stood, sweeping a foot over her work. “Down, still.” She told us with a sigh.

      I nodded, and we resumed our descent, Kasaka moving a few steps ahead and alert for any sign of trap or ambush. The rest of us drifted along behind, keeping our own watch. Eventually, we reached another landing.

      “This is the level of the warrens, I think, Master.” My troll looked back at me as we gathered for Rhianne to again perform her magic.

      I wasn’t surprised when we were told, “Down.”

      “Do any of you have an idea how far down these vaults go, or what’s in them?” I asked. They would likely bear exploring once The Maker was dealt with. Likely there was something that would be of use to my new kingdom, else why protect it? The idea of forbidden knowledge was alien to me. Weapons and tools were just that, whether magic or mundane.

      “There are stories,” Ga’idra began hesitantly, “that Garron was built on top of an ancient necropolis, the remains of a civilization that doomed itself by the misuse of magic. The gods grew angry, destroyed their nation in the cataclysm that created the Hawbor Mountains to the north, then sank their capital city beneath the earth.”

      Rhianna gave her a sharp look. “Abbakar,” she said. “I’ve read those tales.”

      “They are more than just tales, I fear,” the orc said quietly. “The Maker descended into the vaults and returned with magics no one had seen before. I came to him to learn, and he taught me a little, crowing all the time about his ‘findings’.” She shook her head. “You’ve seen what he could do in the attack on Imbergrad. I don’t think that’s even scratching the surface.”

      I chuckled. It was too late for second thoughts now. “If we don’t hunt him down, he’ll come after us,” I said to them, growing serious. “I’d rather not be on the defensive, even if we end up deep in the old bastard’s territory. The mere fact that we came to him has got to worry him some.” With a deep breath, I indicated the stairs down. “All we’re risking now is a tumble down the stairs. Let’s go.”

      That brought a bit of soft laughter from the three as the mood lightened a bit. It was oppressive down here, the walls surrounding us, the pressure of the air, and the endless stairs. We continued making our way downward.

      Five more levels passed by us in the same manner, two closed doors, and Rhianne’s magic telling us that our quarry was still further down. The descent became mechanical, and I began to wonder if we should explore some of these side vaults, but every time I began to think like that, I was reminded of Zaius’ crimes in this world. Hells, I would have run him to the ground just for what had been done to the girls he’d claimed as brides.

      Perhaps they had been willing, seeking to learn at the feet of one who was old and had achieved power. But Zaius had bound them using magic, against their will, and I wouldn’t stand for that.

      The stairs ended in a large room with three doors, all stone and indistinguishable from each other. As above, the room was empty of dust, and the air was chill and seemed to move faintly. The smell of mold had grown stronger as we descended, and while we could see no sign of it on the stone walls, there was a definite reek.

      Kasaka, with the strongest sense of smell of us all, wrinkled her nose and covered her face with a hand. “Master, may I cover my face?” she asked me plaintively.

      I nodded to her. “Yes,” I said. “We all might want to consider doing that.”

      Rhianne looked up from her spell as Ga’idra and I both pulled cloths from our packs to cover our noses. She shook her head. “He’s here, somewhere,” the red-haired Runemaster said. “But I can’t pinpoint him.” She looked between the three doors. “We have to search.”

      “So be it.” I took a deep breath through the cloth as Rhianne covered her own face, then pounded my gloved hands, fist to palm, together. This was certainly better than an endless stairway.

      Ga’idra crinkled her eyes. “Nothing down here feels right,” she said in a muffled voice. “There’s a lot of magic, but it’s old.”

      “Old and rotten,” Rhianne added.

      I didn’t understand how magic could be rotten, but this was their bailiwick, not mine. “Which way?”

      Kasaka crouched down by each door in turn, bending down and lifting her mask to sniff at the floor beside each portal. Finally, she stood and turned. “The one ahead smells strongest of the mold, the right of rot, and the left …” Her brow furrowed. “It smells like fire, hot stone.”

      With a shrug I shouldered my hammer and straightened, stretching my back a little. “That doesn’t help much.”

      “I’m sorry, Master.” She looked down at her feet while I tried to remember what the man Zaius had been like. Maybe some memory of mine would be the key, but nothing came to mind.

      “Fine,” muttered Rhianne as she walked to the left door. A pattern of runes glowed on her staff as she reached out and placed her hand on it. “I’ll pick.” There was another crack and the sound of stone grinding together as that door swung open.

      A hallway stretched off ahead, and the air, unlike the chill of the staircase, was warm. I reached out and touched the stone, finding it hot to the touch. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” I grumbled.

      Rhianne grinned behind her mask. “Fire, I can deal with.”

      We formed back up, Kasaka at the head, me next, then Rhianne, with Ga’idra taking up the rear. This particular corridor led to another, through some doors that lead to treasuries of gems and precious metals that sparkled in the magical light. The air had grown hotter, and small creatures fled from us, manlike things a foot or so tall with skinny bodies that crackled with flames and large, bat-like wings.

      “Imps,” Ga’idra said as I stared after the things. “They shouldn’t trouble us if we don’t bother them.”

      “Don’t they require a place to nest?” Rhianne asked, most of her attention on the sparkling gems and ingots. There were no coins that we saw, and I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      The orc shrugged. “Probably.”

      We’d come back for this. Wealth like that interred in this vault would make for a good beginning to my rule of Gorran. I’d never seen it’s like, and it was hard to resist the urge to scoop a handful or three into my pack. I was sure the women were having a similar difficulty, but we finally moved on.

      We found ourselves eventually in a large, central chamber, surrounded by the smaller rooms and their packed wealth. This room was easily a hundred feet across and stretched out of sight above us. It was circular, with a great pool of fire dominating most of it. Within the flames, shapes moved, most of them small, flittering imps, but there were other things, too.

      Structures hid in the flames, and manlike shapes, and over the roar of the flames, something like the ringing of a hammer on an anvil. We stood for a moment in awe, the heat washing over us.

      “Is this …?” Rhianne trailed off, staring.

      “I think it is,” Ga’idra replied.

      I glanced over at them and scowled. It was something so outside of any of my experiences that I couldn’t even begin to guess. “What in the hells is it?” I demanded before I noticed the look of pure wonder in their eyes and on their faces.

      Like me, Kasaka seemed immune to the spell of the dancing flames. She reached over and shook Ga’idra, breaking her out of the enthrallment. I did the same to Rhianne and repeated my question as she blinked and looked up at me. “It’s an elemental portal of some kind.”

      Sweat was drying on my skin as fast as it formed. It was like working in a large smithy, only we were still a good distance from the flames.

      “Permanent rift,” added Ga’idra. “We should go back.”

      “Too late,” Kasaka observed, and the rest of us looked up as something, several somethings, writhed out of the flames.

      From the waist down, they resembled nothing so much as large, crimson snakes, three or four times in length as the height of a man, with smoldering skin, but above that, they seemed mostly like men, only with the characteristics of lizards; scales, neck frills, and fangs. They bore weapons that looked to be of brass, heated to the point of carrying a rainbow sheen.

      All four of the creatures bore expressions of malicious glee as they split and slithered toward us, one for each. Or at least that was their plan until the four of us sprang into action and set to mixing things up.

      I charged forward, swinging Deathbane at the monster closest to me. Kasaka darted between Rhianne and the one coming for her, leading her own assailant on a merry chase as Ga’idra drew her weapon and stalked to meet hers, lightning playing over her rune-carved gauntlet and axe.

      Rhianne raised her staff and spoke a few words, and the heat seemed to fail around us, protection of some kind against the flames. I grinned and spun as my target writhed backward, stabbing at me with a broad-bladed short spear. The air around it steamed as the creature slipped into range of my Runemaster’s spell.

      It thrust the spear again, and I struck the blade aside before slamming the flat head of my hammer into the center of the creature’s chest. Flames burst from its mouth as it fell back, trying to cough or breathe or something. No quarter given, I came in again, battered down its feeble defenses, and crushed the thing’s head with a heavy blow.

      Beside me, Kasaka was finishing off hers, its flaming blood splashed across the stone floor as it died, writhing madly with its throat opened all the way to its spine. I stepped past to intercept her original attacker, bashing down its guard before spinning past the thing and snapping its spine with a blow of Deathbane.

      It fell, howling, and Kasaka silenced it with a scissoring blow of her short swords that removed its head. Behind us, a thunderclap snapped us around in time to see the flopping body of Ga’idra’s opponent go sailing past to land in a boneless heap.

      “Damn, we’re good,” Rhianne laughed.

      “Let’s find the way out of here,” I said, shaking my head in amusement.

      As we started making our way around the pool of fire, the imps occasionally made forays out to watch us or dive bomb us like crows sometimes do to other animals in their territories. When we reached the other side of the room and re-entered cooler passageways, they finally left us alone.

      This was another section of passages containing treasure rooms, the glittering gems and precious metals once again enticing us. That was when it occurred to me that there was no lock or guard on these storerooms and that it had been quite easy to get into the portion of the vaults. Something wasn’t right.

      “Hold on,” I said, coming to a sudden stop. “Doesn’t this bother any of you?”

      “Doesn’t what bother us, Gharrik Anzar?” Rhianne asked irritably. She had run into me and stumbled when I came to my sudden stop. Kasaka and Ga’idra both looked at us curiously.

      “Other than that fiery room and the creatures there, there are no other guards or anything in these vaults, only all of this treasure here for the taking. I don’t like it, but I can’t figure it out.” I swept my gaze passed the doorway I’d stopped at, studying the stacks of ingots and buckets of gems within. Nothing stood out as odd, other than the treasure itself.

      I shook my head. “Let’s stay out of these rooms for now and get back to the stairs. I think we’d be best off trying a different door.”

      Rhianne put her head together with Ga’idra, and they both doodled out a few runes on the doorjamb, whispered a bit, then she reported, “You’re right. There’s magic here, but it’s not obvious.”

      “It’s very subtle, in fact,” Ga’idra added. “What bothers you about all of this?” She waves a hand at the piles and piles of precious metals and gems.

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t leave this kind of wealth just lying around without guardians, and those fire creatures are hardly the guards I’d use.” Tapping my chin, I looked around, then shook my head. “We can waste time with it later after The Maker is done for.”

      The others nodded, and we set off again, perhaps a bit more troubled by this puzzle than we should be.

      Back at the foot of the great stairs, we stood in silence, regarding the last two doors. One, Kasaka had smelled mold, worse than it was here, while behind the other, rot, but what kind? I shouldered my hammer and looked between the doors. From a philosophical standpoint, either held potential. Mold represented corruption from outside, infecting and infesting, growing until its host could no longer survive, and became mold as well. Meanwhile, rot came from the inside, consuming and destroying the underpinnings of a person or structure.

      Both were similar in their actions, but their sources were different. It occurred to me that Zaius could have fallen to some sort of outside influence, but that didn’t seem too much like the man I remembered. He would have followed his own course, no matter what dark path it took him down.

      “That one,” I pointed to the door on the right. “I think that’s it.”

      The women all looked at me, but they didn’t question me any more than I questioned them about their hunches. If I had a feeling about this door, then we’d give it a shot. If it so happened that we didn’t find our quarry, then we’d come back and hit the third door.

      Rhianne opened the door, and we beheld stairs leading down into darkness. The way stank like an open grave, causing her to recoil and retch as the odor penetrated our feeble defenses. Kasaka joined her, her sensitive nose overwhelmed by the foulness. Ga’idra and I stood firm, though she swallowed hard.

      From below, there came the sound of something drawing a breath, then more of the foul air rushed out at us. This was it. It had to be. Hammer in hand, I started forward and began descending the wide steps. Ga’idra fell in beside me, and Rhianne and Kasaka followed.

      We hadn’t gone far when the great stone doors grated shut behind us, and our magical lights snuffed out, plunging the four of us into total darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      To everyone’s credit, no one made a sound when the lights went out. We all froze, then I felt a touch on my arm, and Kasaka whispered, “I can see, Master.”

      “As can I,” Ga’idra added, just as quietly. “I’ve got Rhianne.”

      “I’m completely blind,” Rhianne said softly. “Want us to try bringing up a light again?”

      “Wait a moment,” I replied. Deathbane began to glimmer that dark purple aura that it seemed to get when I faced the dead, dimly illuminating the corridor ahead. It wasn’t much, but it was something. “He’s been waiting for us,” I said, shifting my grip on the hammer.

      “Indeed,” came a dry, echoing voice. “Never let it be said that Gharrik Anzar, Champion of Urlik, is above stating the obvious.”

      “Show yourself!” Rhianne cried. “You’ve much to suffer for, you bastard!”

      “Why?” hissed Zaius. “So, you can defeat me like you did at Imbergrad? I think not. You are all going to die down here, and then Garron will be mine again. I will take the crown of the ghouls as my own, and with them, the tribes, and the ancient dead at my back, Artur will fall! Unfortunately, you won’t be around to see it.”

      He paused and chuckled. “Unless you join me, of course. Rhianne of Einin, Ga’idra of Garron, and Kasaka of the Faceless. You all would be wonderful additions to my harem.”

      “I think not!” I exclaimed in anger, the battle rage rising in my chest. Threatening me was one thing, but my family? Never. Shaking off Kasaka’s hand, I stalked forward, even though a small part of me tried to hold me back. I don’t think I had ever been so angry as I was in that moment.

      “Fools!” the voice of Zaius grew to a booming roar. “You have only known me as a destroyer and a master of the dead! Know now why I am named The Maker!”

      Stone shifted and grated as the whole structure shook. I staggered, catching myself with a hand on the wall and swung my head around as a wall of stone crashed down, separating me from the others. Their cries and curses faded, and all was silent except for the whispering laughter of The Maker.

      “Come now, Champion. Find me, if you dare!” He taunted me as I slammed my hammer into the new wall, sparks flying. “The lives of your women are the prize. Will you play?”

      “Damn you, Zaius!” I roared, my voice echoing through the corridors. “Let them go, and I’ll let you live!” My hammer slammed into the wall with each word. I had never felt this kind of rage. Deathbane flared with that eerie, purple radiance, and suddenly I could see.

      “Find me, Gharrik Anzar,” laughed the voice. “Find me before I break their wills and turn them against you!”

      The echoes faded to silence, and I slammed my hammer into the wall one last time before taking a deep, ragged breath. I needed to be calm, to think. Zaius was smart, but he was also mad. Power he hadn’t had back in Urlik had infected him with a sort of twisted ambition. He didn’t have the fear or respect that the folk of this world had for magic. To him, it was just another tool, like a sword or a hammer.

      It was his strength, and his mind was his skill. I tried to recall everything I could remember about Zaius once again as I paced through the dark corridors. Could he see me? Was he laughing? Did he actually have Rhianne, Ga’idra, and Kasaka captive?

      All I had to go on were his words and lies would probably serve him better than the truth. I paused in the center of a four-way intersection of identical corridors and took a deep breath, forcing myself to be calm. Rage might give me strength in battle, but it wouldn’t help me find my women, my family.

      I thought of them and smiled faintly. How was I going to find them? In the light of Deathbane, I could see, but everything was still dim and shadowy. Reversing my hammer, I walked over and knocked a chip out of the corner of the right-hand passage, then another out of the corner of the passage I’d entered through before going down the right-hand path.

      This path continued straight on out of sight, and I was starting to consider turning back when a faint shift in the air on my skin sent me ducking, barely dodging something flashing down the hallway at about the level of a normal man’s neck. It moved too fast to see, and if I’d stepped on a trigger plate, I hadn’t noticed.

      Staying crouched, I waited for the thing to return, and moments later, my patience was rewarded as the thing flashed back overhead and disappeared into the distance. I ran after it, keeping myself low.

      Then all hell broke loose. Blades slide out of the wall, slicing through the air in front of me. I leaped, dove, tumbled and kept going. Then more blades chased after them, spinning through the air and forcing me to dodge around or between them. Finally, I grew frustrated and broke one off near the base with Deathbane.

      It clattered to the floor and was still while the mechanism continued to slash and grind, but I had a new course of action; break things. Fortunately, the flying guillotine didn’t return, and I continued on my way, bashing my way through the sliding and slicing blades and leaving them broken on the stone floor behind me.

      After what seemed like an eternity of fighting my way through this mechanical, unrelenting foe, I was past it. Silence fell. My body stung from hundreds of small nicks and scratches, where shards of metal and found chinks in my armor and unerringly struck exposed skin.

      Like all of the other doors, this one was stone, with no visible hinges or handle. I stood, staring at it for a handful of heartbeats before bringing my hammer back and then slamming it full strength into the stone. My patience was at an end.

      When the door split down the middle and collapsed inward, I didn’t even pause. Stepping over the ruin and into the room beyond, I suddenly froze in my tracks, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the sudden light.

      Unlike the dark stone that formed the rest of the vaults, this room was formed from great slabs of pink marble shot through with gold. Statuesque columns, formed to resemble beautiful, naked women lined the walls and surrounded a crystal clear, rectangular pool of water that steamed gently. Hangings of silk fluttered here and there and tucked in between the columns were lounges upholstered in deep red velvet. The sweet smell of vanilla and cinnamon filled the air.

      Beyond the pool, though, I saw the shadow of a doorway past several of the colorful silks and started forward. As surprising as this place was, my goal was past it, and I was in no mood to dally, despite the memories and stirrings stirred up by the scents here.

      That was when she appeared, drifting from between the columns closest to my goal. Clad in nothing but jewelry and her own leathery wings, she regarded me with faintly glowing, crimson eyes. Her skin was milk-white, decorated by black, tribal style tattoos that traveled up one long, shapely leg, around her back, then down the opposite arm, as well as being visible on either side of her neck. I couldn’t help but trail my eyes over the perfect curve of her hips and belly, the shapely swell of her pink-tipped breasts, each nipple sporting a golden hoop.

      “Ah,” she breathed in a husky voice as her eyes drifted over me. “You are the one that Zaius fears.” A forked tongue drifted over her blood red lips, and she smirked. “I can see why.”

      I clamped down hard on my baser urges, trying to regard her impassively. “Whoever you are, do you mean to help me or stand in my way?”

      My thoughts went to my women. To Rhianne, with her fiery hair and passion to match, to Kasaka, quiet and stoic, obedient to a fault, but more than willing to stand up to me, and to Ga’idra, an enemy turned lover, who I was only just getting to know but had grown to depend on. I drew strength from those memories and stood a little straighter, meeting the gaze of this strange woman.

      She laughed softly, and I saw she had a tail, the same color as her skin it was, with a broad, spaded tip. It lashed for a moment, then settled behind her. “I think my little game has come to an end. Pity.” As I walked closer, she drifted away, not precisely retreating, but not letting me get any closer, either.

      Soon, we faced each other across the pool. “So, you’re responsible for this?” I demanded angrily. Could I clear the pool to strike her? I wasn’t sure, it would be quite a leap.

      As if reading my mind, the winged woman drifted back a bit, and her tail started lashing. “If you attack me, outlander, you will never find your quarry.” I wanted nothing more in that instant than to knock that smug smile from her gorgeous face.

      “Fine,” I snarled. “What do you want?”

      “Ultimately? This world. Garron and Artur were to be the start, but you and your little pets have gone and cocked that up for me.” She shook her head. “Or maybe I just let Zaius a bit too far off of his leash.” Her voice trailed off into a feline growl.

      I shifted a bit, half expecting this strange creature to attack me in some way, but instead, she just raised her head and grinned at me. “He’s below, in the ruins of Abbakar, in the Temple of Orlaeth.”

      So that thing had been a god? “Orlaeth is dead.”

      Another laugh escaped her lips. “Dear man, Orlaeth has been dead for a thousand years. You might have slain what remained of him in that little trap Zaius left behind, but I suspect they’ve long since been merged.” She shook her head, and that soft, black hair flowed like liquid around her head. “Do you have any more questions?”

      “Only this,” I said. “Why?” This creature had no reason to help me, none at all. Though maybe she wasn’t, and this was nothing more than another trap. I had to take that chance though.

      “Because I want to see the next act,” she said cryptically. “You add an interesting twist to this world.” I could feel her eyes drift over me again, full of hunger. For a moment, I wondered what it would be like to spend a night in her arms. I shook my head as she continued. “We shall meet again, outlander.” Her tail lashed as she pointed to the next room. “For now, I promise not to kill you.”

      Before I could retort, she vanished in a puff of flames, her mocking laughter lingering in the air. “Bitch,” I muttered, then set off for the next room.

      Once again, I paused. A sheet of crimson flames burned in the middle of the room, but I quickly realized there was no heat to them. There was nothing for it, either that woman would be my death, or she’d given me the key to finding Zaius. I readied my hammer and strode forward into the fire.

      It was dark, colder than the vaults, and there was a much vaster sense of scale. Some light illuminated the massive shapes of ruined buildings, and, looking up, it was easy to imagine that I saw stars. But as my eyes adjusted, I could tell that I stood on a broken stone boulevard that wound amongst the ruins sticking up from the stone floor of this immense cave like the discarded bones of some great beast.

      Somewhere ahead, a fight was going on. Familiar shouts reached my ears, along with distant flashes of light and a peal of thunder. I took off at a dead run, I knew my women wouldn’t fall so easily!

      Suddenly, the memory of my battle in the field of bones returned, desperation and rage lent wings to my feet, and I came crashing to a halt in the enormous cathedral of a ruined church. A frantic battle raged within, Rhianne, Kasaka, and Ga’idra arranged on one side in a sort of defensive triangle and surrounded by the restless dead. Skeletons, wraiths and other things danced and capered around them as they fought the seemingly endless tide while standing on the altar, a robed figure, holding a purple-glowing bladed staff, laughed and taunted them.

      My sudden arrival surprised everyone. “Gharrik!” “Master!” came the cries from my fierce women, and they suddenly redoubled their efforts, unleashing hell on the horde of undead. Thunder, fire, and disconnected bones flew about the cathedral.

      “No!” shrieked the figure on the altar. “You can’t be here!” Whatever he was now, what I faced across the battlefield bore little resemblance to the Zaius I once knew. He wore the same robes that he’d had at Imbergrad, but they were tattered and torn, scorched, and stained with grave-mold. His flesh was partially peeled away, revealing blood-stained bones, and instead of eyes, purple flames burned in empty sockets.

      “You should choose your allies better, Zaius,” I told him as I stalked forward. Man, god, or demon, it was time for this to end. “Your winged bitch betrayed you.” There was a little of Zaius and a little of Orlaeth there. So, I hadn’t killed Death after all.

      This time, I’d fix that.

      Either way, Zaius was beyond reason at this point. Shrieking, he flew up from the stone surface of the altar and sailed through the air to meet me. I barely parried the swift series of blows coming in on me from that whirling, howling staff.

      At least the women were making swift work of the dead things. Fire and lightning and flashing blades served them well, even against the wraiths and specters. Meanwhile, the mad thing I fought pressed me harder than anything I’d faced yet aside from, perhaps, the dragon. More and more, I was convinced that there was next to nothing left of Zaius. The man I knew had given himself over to this Orlaeth, whatever he or it was.

      I didn’t think it was a god, not from how the winged woman had spoken, but it wasn’t a mortal either. Maybe it was just another dead thing, though a fearsome one. Deathbane had dimmed when we had first crossed weapons, but now it began to flare up once more, burning with a purplish radiance that matched the aura of Zaius’ staff.

      We were going at it hammer and tongs, sparks and dark energy flying as we circled and tested each other’s guard. This thing fought with a skill the version in the shadow realm hadn’t had, and we pressed each other back and forth about the cathedral. In his rage or because of whatever had happened to him, Zaius brought no additional magic into play, which may have been fortunate for me.

      Once again, we battled before the altar. I parried a swing of the staff, thrust at Zaius’ face with my hammer-spike, and then Kasaka joined in, dashing in like a blur to attack the undead thing from one side. Ga’idra came in from the other, her cestus and axe crackling with lighting, while Rhianne stepped up to join me, fire blazing over her staff.

      Still, he fought like a mad thing; parrying, slashing, thrusting with that bladed staff, only now beginning to speak spells in that eerie, hissing voice as we fought. Zaius deflected lightning and fire with little effort and grew faster and stronger as runes flared up on his staff. We continued to attack relentlessly, and step by step, we pushed him back.

      Kasaka drew first blood, but it cost her. Zaius blocked an overhand smash from me, parrying Deathbane with his glowing staff, then suddenly looked down in surprise as a pair of short swords pierced his thin chest.

      “You dare!” he hissed, pushing my hammer aside.

      As I recovered, lightning and fire engulfed the undead thing, but he didn’t seem to care. He swept his staff across, pinning the troll’s arms for a moment before reversing his strike and slashing her across the belly. Kasaka cried out in pain and fell back, clutching herself as purplish flames danced between her fingers.

      Zaius would have slain her right there had I flinched or hesitated, but I didn’t. I swung as hard as I could right for his middle, letting out all of my sudden rage in a roar that echoed through the ruins. Purple light flared around Deathbane’s head, suddenly shifting to blue at the instant it struck.

      Both of us were flung backward, hard. Zaius sailed halfway across the cathedral to smash hard into the stone wall. It cracked under the impact and the purple flames wreathing his bladed staff snuffed out. Meanwhile, I was thrown back into Ga’idra, and we tumbled together in a heap, twisting to rise. Rhianne, out of the way, crouched over Kasaka, already tending the troll’s injury.

      I rose, pulled Ga’idra to her feet, and we both turned our eyes on the crumpled body of the sorcerer. She called up her lightning and started to stalk forward as I looked questioningly over at Rhianne, my heart in my throat. To lose one of my new family so soon …

      “She’ll live,” said the Runemaster, giving me a soft, grim smile. “Finish it.” She turned her attention back to Kasaka, who had started to tremble, her golden eyes wide.

      My eyes burned as I turned my eyes on the broken Zaius. He was still struggling to move and rise, one skeletal hand clawing for the staff. “Move,” I growled at Ga’idra, who was standing over him.

      She turned, wild-eyed, “He is mine too,” she screamed as I charged forward.

      “Strike with me then!” I cried to her. She nodded, shouted a word, and lightning flared in her hands.

      “No!” hissed Zaius. “We are eternal! We are—”

      Ga’idra and I struck together, and the wall of the cathedral exploded outward under the force of our combined blow. Thunder and lightning shook the underground realm, following crackling of bone as my hammer smashed Zaius’ skull, another detonation of blue energy flaring from the black steel hammerhead to consume the purple flare that tried and failed to protect him.

      The Maker was dead.

      I raised my hammer over my head in triumph, letting out a roar that was echoed by my orc. Turning, I pulled her to me and kissed her hard. She stiffened for a moment in surprise, then melted against me, her body thrumming. When we drew apart, I went over to check on Kasaka, then gave Rhianne and my troll the same, though my injured one got somewhat gentler treatment.

      I sat down on the stairs to the altar and leaned my head back. Ga’idra joined me. “I almost can’t believe it’s over.”

      “It’s not,” Rhianne looked up from Kasaka. “We need to figure out how to get out of here.”

      At that, I started to laugh. They both looked at me like I was crazy, and that made me laugh all the more. Kasaka opened her eyes and managed a pained smiled. Her regeneration seemed stunted or unable to cope with this injury and those purple flames, but that smile convinced me that she’d be all right.

      Finally, Rhianne joined in, then Ga’idra. It felt good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      It had only been two days since we managed to struggle our way back up from the ruins of Abbakar.

      We owed the ghouls for that. They had been waiting for the protections on the lower vaults to fall or for The Maker to come for them, should we have failed. They were quite ecstatic in their strange way that we had been victorious.

      Of course, it had taken them a bit of time to find us, and we had been busy caring for Kasaka, whose injury had taken much longer to heal than any of us expected. Finally, though, it had stopped paining her and closed, much to our mutual relief.

      I took the time to explore the ruined city, at least close to the cathedral, while Ga’idra and Rhianne poked around as well, although one of us always stayed with our troll. We didn’t find that much, but we didn’t go too far. The cathedral itself did still retain some books and information that bore examination, and Rhianne packed it up carefully for our anticipated trek upward.

      In the crypts below, we discovered a broken sepulcher, engraved with writing which Rhianne translated roughly as, “The Rest of Orlaeth the Undying.”

      “I suppose we can assume this is what Zaius found.” She yawned and pushed her hair back from her face, her braids had been slowly unraveling, but she didn’t seem to care.

      I nodded slowly, peering into the empty nook beneath the broken lid. “Where’s the body?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, stepping back and looking around suspiciously. “I wonder if we can even be sure that thing we fought was actually Zaius, and he hadn’t been consumed by Orlaeth.”

      “Is that something normal?” I wanted to know. The dead, consuming the living? I guess it made sense in this world, but where I was from, dead, thankfully, meant dead.

      Rhianne started laughing. “Gharrik Anzar, you ask so many questions.” Turning, she waved for me to follow, and I did. “The undead exist, but they are far from normal.”

      “That’s one thing I prefer about my old home, I think. Dead things stay that way.” I smirked to myself as I followed her back upstairs.

      Our food was running a bit low when the ghouls found us, but Kasaka was back on her feet, and we were ready to start our search for the path upwards since we had no means of teleporting.

      I sprawled on the new throne of Garron, a mug of dark beer in my hand, enjoying a moment with Rhianne, Kasaka, and Ga’idra while a celebration raged in the great of the castle, my castle. That was going to take some time to get used to.

      The new throne was simple and had enough room that the three women could sprawl over me, which they were currently doing. Rhianne, half-drunk already, had claimed my lap. Ga’idra leaned heavily against my left side, her chin resting on my shoulder, and Kasaka snuggled against my right, her tail slowly twitching as she watched the festivities through half-closed eyes.

      It had been less than two days since we returned from the vaults below with news of Zaius’ end, and Garron had quickly prepared a celebration for us. The Maker had been feared and hated by everyone, his dragon and his brides used to enforce the old man’s will. Punishment was always quick and brutal. Even for the warlike orcs, the primitive Weg, and the dimwitted, violent ogres, our killing of The Maker had given them hope, and they were more than happy to accept my rulership.

      I had no idea what the future held, but rulership was a challenge I’d not yet indulged in, especially with a kingdom of mostly non-humans. Watching them as they celebrated, I was struck with just how little our differences really were. Aside from appearances, my women, my wives I supposed, despite no sort of formality, seemed little different from human women I’d known during my life. Maybe I just saw things without any sort of preconception.

      Drummers pounded out their rhythms and my people danced.

      Immediately after our return from below, Captain Obaz, under orders, had seen the people of Ashen Hall and the Earl through the gate to Imbergrad, where they would have a place to stay until an escort back to the Hall could be arranged.

      Other things were in motion. Word was that we were to be invited to the coronation of the new Queen of Artur, Morrigan, after which an alliance would be discussed. We had a couple of months to get things settled here. I didn’t expect all of the tribes to easily accept my rulership and somewhat less militaristic policies.

      That was fine. It would give me something to do.

      As for the trolls, Kasaka had sent out word, via the handful that dwelled within Garron, that they were welcome in our city-state, and we were waiting for a response.

      I wondered if I was getting too used to this magic. The party continued while I brooded, letting my hands wander a bit over the fit bodies of my women. More drink was brought and more food. Their hands wandered as well. No one seemed to care.

      Kasaka fed me from the tray set before us, then Rhianne, then Ga’idra, carefully doing what she considered her duty. I had given up arguing with my troll about it. She wanted to play a submissive role, so she played a submissive role. I was starting to wonder if it was truly play though. I’d have to talk to her eventually. For now, though, I could deal with it.

      So, our celebration and the first holiday marking the new beginning of Garron ended in a debauch to rival the rowdiest bawdy houses of my own world, and I learned a great deal about this world and how much more open the people were, at least among the tribes of orcs and Weg.

      I felt at home.

      The next day, I walked the streets of Garron with Rhianne, clad in clothes that had been quickly made for us to replace our battle-damaged garb until it could be repaired. She wore a belted tunic, dyed blue and split at her hip, along with fur leggings and boots, with my old wolf cloak over it all. In her hands was her staff, looking more charred than ever from use.

      For my part, I wore a kilt of simple black, a heavy, white, cotton tunic, furred boots, and a woolen cloak. Deathbane rested heavily on my shoulder as we explored. Garron was old, with parts that looked oddly patched together. Rhianne knew some of its history, and I was happy to let her talk as we looked over what was now our domain.

      “The histories say that the orcs found the ruins of Garron during the time of the first High King, and instead of despoiling it, they claimed it. As time went by, other folk, displaced by the expansion of Artur, found their way here to the north, and after a few wars, they and the orcs made peace.” She paused and looked over a large building that had been repaired with a lesser grade of stone. “I don’t know what to think of this place, Gharrik Anzar,” she said, giving me a sly look. “I suppose I should return to Einin, but a large part of me wants to stay here and see how this all plays out.”

      I gave her a sharp look, those words reminding me of the demonic woman I’d met in the vaults. What did I want, though? With everything that had happened, I had discovered that I loved Rhianne, and from that realization, that I loved Kasaka, and then Ga’idra as well. They were more than just bedmates anymore. The four of us were partners, and it wasn’t a stretch for me to think of them as my wives.

      “Uh-oh,” Rhianne laughed.

      “What?” I asked, blinking and meeting her gaze.

      “You’re thinking deeply again, my Warlord,” she purred, smirking faintly.

      I stopped. “Rhianne, if you want to stay, we can arrange it, I think.”

      She blinked at me. “Do you want me here, Gharrik Anzar?” A smile, more than her usual mischievous smirk, touched her lips and made her eyes sparkle.

      “I do. I can’t imagine not having you at my side.” It was a bold admission for me. I’d never needed anyone before, but times had changed, and I was happier for it.

      “What about Kasaka and Ga’idra? Is there room for them too?” She had folded her arms beneath her breasts and was studying me thoughtfully.

      “I would certainly like that,” I replied honestly. They had proven themselves time and time again, and I had already realized that I loved them.

      Rhianne grinned and bounced forward to throw her arms around me, giving me a delighted kiss. “Good,” was all she said, holding on to me and grinning.

      I set down my hammer and put both of my arms around her as well. “Is this kind of thing normal here?”

      She laughed at that and kissed me again. “Love, the practice of polyamory, and harems of men and women are as common as monogamy. Smaller towns like Einin tend to focus more on a single mate and large families with occasional exceptions. There’s no prize in virginity or whatever, and often alliances are struck by the siring of a child to be raised in both kingdoms.”

      That was interesting. I wondered if that was what the princess had in mind regarding an alliance between Garron and Artur. “So, I can call all three of you my wives, then?” I asked, gazing into my Runemaster’s gorgeous blue eyes.

      “I would be pleased to accept that title, Gharrik Anzar,” she replied. “As for the others, you will have to ask them yourself. It may be that Kasaka would prefer to be your slave, but I don’t think Ga’idra will turn you down.”

      “I suppose I’ll have to ask them then.” I was never a man to do anything half-hearted. It was all-in or all-out. I released Rhianne, picked up Deathbane, and started marching back towards the castle, while she hurried to keep up, laughing.

      We found Kasaka on the training grounds, overseeing the practice of some of our few trolls. The ones Rhianne and I had met in the woods near Imbergrad had yet to show themselves, but others had filtered in as word of Zaius’ demise and my claiming of Garron had spread. We were expecting more, and envoys from the Weg tribes were arriving as well.

      Rhianne and I positioned ourselves where the troll would see us, and after setting her trainees to sparring, she walked over to us, smiling broadly. “Good afternoon, Master and first,” she said to me and Rhianne. “How may I serve?”

      I glanced sidelong at the Runemaster, who was keeping her expression studiously blank. “I have a question for you, Kasaka,” I said. “Would you be willing to be one of my wives?” Frankly, I didn’t really have any idea how to best ask this question so this would have to do.

      She froze, blinked, and then went very still, her eyes on mine. I just waited and watched. “I …” For once I had her at a loss for words. This was strangely satisfying for me. “I would be honored to accept, Master, so long as I am still allowed to keep calling you that.”

      I shrugged. “Kasaka, love. You can call me whatever you like. I just want to call you, Rhianne, and Ga’idra my wives.” This was just a formality in my eyes, but it seemed to be a great deal more for my troll. She pounced into my arms, forcing me to drop the hammer or be overborne.

      A passionate kiss later, I gazed into her happy eyes. “Then I accept, Master.” Her cheek slid along mine, and she lightly nipped my ear before drawing back. “You have another to ask, do you not?”

      I nodded. “Where is she?”

      “In the great hall. She is meeting with Captain Obaz about those captives returned from Imbergrad.” She stepped away, practically glowing with happiness. “I must return to training. Good luck!”

      I turned to Rhianne and shrugged. She giggled behind her hand. “You aren’t good at this, are you?”

      “I’ve never had cause to ask anyone,” I replied with a shrug, picked up Deathbane, and started walking towards the castle proper.

      We were hoping to gain the loyalty of The Maker’s former troops, especially since his demise, and it had gone well to begin with. The hard part now was figuring out where to assign them, and how to check for those who might be less than honest. Gorran really needed troops. I had heard enough of the expansions of Artur that while I was willing to give the princess some benefit of the doubt, I didn’t want to be in any position of weakness.

      “You’re doing fine.” She grinned at me. I wasn’t sure if she was teasing or not, but the way things were going, I didn’t really care.

      We arrived at the main hall as Captain Obaz was walking out. He gave me a salute which I returned before the heavyset orc strode off in the direction of the mustering grounds. I took a deep breath and walked on into the main hall with Rhianne right on my tail.

      Ga’idra was sitting at the largest table, right in front of the throne, with a slate board and chalk sitting before her. It was covered with notations, presumably from her conversations with the Captain. She seemed relieved to see us as we made our way to where she sat.

      “Gods, Warlord,” Ga’idra began, “there’s so much to do now. So many troops to figure out what to do with. Even with the death toll from Imbergrad, our army is going to be vast, especially once we pick new leaders and gain assurance that they’ll be loyal to the new Garron.” Her dark eyes met mine, and she paused. “You aren’t here to talk about the troops, are you?”

      I shook my head. “No, though we can once I have an answer from you.”

      “An answer?” She blinked in surprise. “An answer about what?”

      As I had with Kasaka, I just shrugged while Rhianne tried to keep her face blank. “Would you like to be my wives, one of three?”

      A broad grin split her face, and her black eyes sparkled. “Oh, yes!” she exclaimed, rising to her feet. Anticipating what came next, I placed Deathbane on the table, and not a moment too soon. My arms quickly filled with female orc as she hugged me tight and kissed me.

      When we separated, she asked, “Rhianne is first, Kasaka second, and I third, yes?”

      I thought for a moment and then looked sidelong at Rhianne. “Rhianne is my first wife, yes, but unless there is a problem, I think I would like us all to be equals.”

      Ga’idra seemed a bit confused by that. “But you are Warlord.”

      “Yes, and you three are generals, but that is what the world sees. Together, we are partners, a team.” I gestured grandly. “This makes it formal.”

      “Just go with it,” Rhianne added, grinning over my shoulder at the orc. Ga’idra blinked and laughed, then kissed me again.

      Deep down, I expected we needed to dig into the material we found in Abbakar and to seek the identity of the demon woman. Who was she? Curiosity gnawed at me, and not just about her. I still had this alliance with Artur to cement, and Rhianne had put all sorts of interesting ideas into my head about that.

      Despite the trials of ruling that lay ahead, for now, I would simply enjoy my victories with the women that I loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Curious about what happens to Gharrik, Rhianne, Kasaka, and Ga’idra next?

        Find out Soon!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read my next Hammer novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you.

      Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when the next comes out.

      You’ll probably never know about my next books, and you’ll miss lots of new adventures. That’s rather terrible.

      There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

      1) You join my mailing list by clicking here.

      2) You follow me on my Facebook page or join my Facebook Group. I always announce my new books in both those places as well as interact with fans.

      3) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page (or clicking this link) and clicking on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side.

      If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

      Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published.

      If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about my next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll hear about the next adventure.

    

	
  

cover1.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
T 15 HER STO%Y

amazonindle NOOK koho eiBooks

o wincows ' aisctseny





