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How the Wolverines
won their Freedom


Maras-Dantia abounded with a diversity of lifeforms. There were inevitable conflicts between these elder races, but mutual respect and tolerance maintained the social fabric.


Until a new race arrived.


They called themselves humans, and braved unfriendly wastelands to enter Maras-Dantia from the far south. Small in number at first, over the years they grew to a torrent. They claimed the land as their own, renamed it Centrasia, and set about exploiting its resources. Rivers were polluted, forests stripped and elder race settlements destroyed. They showed contempt for the cultures they encountered, demeaning and corrupting the native inhabitants.


But their greatest crime was to defile Maras-Dantia’s magic.


Their greed and disregard for the natural order of things began to drain away the land’s vital energies, diminishing the magic elder races depended upon. This in turn warped the climate. Before long, an ice field was advancing from the north.


So it came to war between the elder races and the humans.


The conflict was far from clear cut. Both sides were disunited. Old divisions within the elder races resurfaced, and some even threw in their lot with the incomers. The humans themselves suffered from a religious schism. Some were Followers of the Manifold Path, commonly known as Manis, and observed pagan ways. Others adhered to the precepts of Unity. Dubbed Unis, they supported the newer sect of monotheism. There was as much animosity between Unis and Manis as between elder races and humans.


One of the only native races without magical powers, orcs made up for the deficiency with their superior martial skills and a savage lust for combat.


Stryke captained a thirty-strong orc warband called the Wolverines. His fellow officers were Sergeants Haskeer and Jup, the latter the band’s only dwarf member, and Corporals Alfray and Coilla, the group’s sole female. The balance of the command consisted of twenty-five common grunts. The Wolverines were part of a greater horde serving despotic Queen Jennesta, a powerful sorceress who supported the Mani cause. The offspring of human and nyadd parents, Jennesta’s taste for sadism and sexual depravity were legendary.


Jennesta sent the band on a perilous mission to seize an ancient artefact from a Uni stronghold. The Wolverines gained the artefact, which proved to be a sealed message cylinder, along with a cache of an hallucinogenic drug called pellucid. But Stryke made the mistake of letting his band celebrate by sampling the drug. The following dawn, returning late to Jennesta and fearing her wrath, they were ambushed by kobold bandits who stole the artefact. Knowing they would pay a terrible price for their negligence, Stryke decided to pursue the raiders.


Assuming treachery by the Wolverines, Jennesta declared them outlaws and ordered their capture, dead or alive. She also established contact with her brood sisters, Adpar and Sanara, with whom she was linked telepathically. But bad blood between the siblings prevented Jennesta discovering if either knew the whereabouts of the band or the precious artefact.


During the search for the kobolds, Stryke began to experience lucid visions. They showed a world consisting solely of orcs, living in harmony with nature and in control of their own destiny. Orcs who knew nothing of humans or the other elder races.


He feared that he was going insane.


Locating the kobolds, the Wolverines exacted bloody revenge and regained the artefact. They also liberated an aged gremlin scholar called Mobbs, who thought the cylinder might contain something that had a direct bearing on the origin of the elder races. He believed the cylinder was connected with Vermegram and Tentarr Arngrim, two fabled figures from Maras-Dantia’s past. Vermegram was a sorceress, and the nyadd mother of Jennesta, Adpar and Sanara. She was thought to have been slain by Arngrim, a human whose magical abilities equalled hers.


Mobbs’ words brought out a latent spirit of rebellion in the band, and Stryke successfully argued that the cylinder be opened. Inside was an object fashioned from an unknown material, consisting of a central sphere with seven tiny radiating spikes of variable length. To the orcs it resembled a stylised star, similar to a hatchling’s toy. Mobbs explained that it was an instrumentality, a totem of great magical power long considered mythical. When united with its four fellows it would reveal a profound truth about the elder races, a truth which the legends implied could set them free. At Stryke’s urging, the Wolverines abandoned their allegiance to Jennesta and struck out to seek the other stars, reasoning that even a fruitless search was better than the servitude they knew.


Their quest first led them to Trinity, a Uni settlement ruled by fanatical preacher Kimball Hobrow, where an instrumentality was revered as an object of worship. Seizing it, the band narrowly escaped and made for Scratch, the trolls’ subterranean homeland, where they hoped a further star might be located.


Impatient with her own minions, Jennesta employed the services of Micah Lekmann, Greever Aulay and Jabez Blaan. Ruthless human bounty hunters who specialised in tracking renegade orcs, they undertook to return with the Wolverines’ heads.


The band’s expedition to Scratch was successful, and a third star was secured. But Haskeer, seized by a strange derangement, made off with them. Coilla, giving chase, fell into the hands of the bounty hunters, who negotiated to sell her to goblin slave traders. Haskeer himself, convinced that the stars were communicating with him in some way, was captured by Kimball Hobrow’s zealous followers, the custodians.


Having rescued Coilla and Haskeer, the band learned that an instrumentality could be in the possession of a centaur called Keppatawn and his clan in Drogan Forest.


Jennesta stepped up the hunt for the Wolverines, including more dragon patrols under the direction of her mistress of dragons, Glozellan. She also maintained telepathic contact with her brood sisters, Adpar and Sanara, queens of their own domains in different parts of Maras-Dantia. Adpar, ruler of the underwater nyadd realm, was making war against a neighbouring race, the merz. Jennesta offered her an alliance to help find the stars, promising to share their power. Not trusting her sister, Adpar refused. Enraged, Jennesta used sorcery to cast a harmful glamour on her sibling.


On their way to Drogan, the band several times encountered an enigmatic human called Serapheim, who warned them of approaching perils before disappearing, seemingly impossibly.


Entering Drogan forest, the band made contact with the centaur Keppatawn. A renowned armourer hampered by lameness, Keppatawn had a star which he stole from Adpar when he was a youth. But a spell cast by her left him crippled, and only the application of one of her tears could right him. Keppatawn declared that if the Wolverines brought him this bizarre trophy he would trade the star for it. Stryke agreed.


The orcs made their way to the nyadd’s domain. Nyadds and merz were at war, and Adpar had slipped into a coma as a result of Jennesta’s magical attack. Fighting their way to her private chambers, the Wolverines found the queen on her deathbed, abandoned by her courtiers. When the cause looked lost, she shed a single tear of self-pity, which Stryke caught in a phial. The tear healed Keppatawn’s infirmity, and he gave up the instrumentality.


Stryke’s visions continued, and intensified, and he became preoccupied by the notion that the stars were singing to him.


The final instrumentality was housed in a Mani settlement called Ruffetts View, where a fissure had opened in the earth and was expelling raw magical energy. Once there, the band became a rallying point for disaffected orcs, many of them deserters from Jennesta’s horde. Learning that two armies, Jennesta’s and Hobrow Kimball’s, were heading towards Ruffetts View, Stryke reluctantly allowed the deserters to join him. A siege ensued, and in the chaos of its aftermath the Wolverines made off with the last star.


When connected, the five artefacts formed a device that magically transported the band to Ilex, an ice-bound region in the extreme north of Maras-Dantia. In a fantastical ice palace they discovered Sanara, who proved benevolent, unlike her tyrannical sisters. She was held captive by the Sluagh, a pitiless race of near immortal demons who had pursued the instrumentalities for centuries. Unable to defeat the Sluagh, the orcs were imprisoned by them.


Their saviour appeared in the form of the mysterious Serapheim, revealed as the legendary sorcerer Tentarr Arngrim, father of Jennesta, Sanara and Adpar. Through him Stryke learnt that Maras-Dantia was never the orcs’ world, or the natural world of any of the elder races. Arngrim’s ex-lover turned enemy, the sorceress Vermegram, brought orcs into Maras-Dantia to create her personal slave army. But the magical portals she opened also swept in members of other races from their own dimensions. Ironically, Maras-Dantia was and always had been the home world of humans.


Stryke’s visions were not insanity but glimpses of his race’s home world, brought on by contact with the powerful energy generated by the instrumentalities.


Tentarr Arngrim, trying to make amends for what humans had done, created the instrumentalities as part of a plan to return the elder races to their home dimensions. But the scheme was dashed and the stars scattered.


The sorcerer helped the Wolverines escape, and they managed to take the instrumentalities back from the Sluagh. A portal was located in the ice palace’s cellars, and the sorcerer guided the band to it. But as he prepared to send them to the orcs’ dimension Jennesta arrived with her army. A magical battle with Arngrim and Sanara on one side and Jennesta on the other ended with Jennesta consigned to the portal’s fearsome vortex. The sorcerer queen was either torn apart by its titanic energy or flung into a parallel dimension.


Jup, the dwarf member of the Wolverines, chose to stay in the world he knew rather than cross to his race’s home dimension. He and Sanara went off in hope of escaping under cover of the anarchy that engulfed the ice palace. For his part, Tentarr Arngrim elected to stay in the crumbing fortress and hold the Sluagh at bay while the others got away. Thrusting the instrumentalities into Stryke’s hands, he set the portal for the orcs’ dimension.


And the Wolverines stepped into the vortex …
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Bilkers were the second most dangerous species in Ceragan. They had teeth like knife blades and hides as tough as seasoned leather. The only thing greater than their fearsome strength was their aggression.


The bilker being stalked by two of the most dangerous of Ceragan’s inhabitants reared on its massive hind legs. Its scabby head brushed the crest of a tree that a flick of its barbed tail would have been powerful enough to fell.


‘Think we can take it alone?’ Haskeer whispered.


Stryke nodded.


‘Looks like a mob-handed job to me.’


‘Not if we’re smart.’


‘Shit’s smarter than a bilker.’


‘You should be all right then.’


Haskeer shot him a mystified glance.


They were fine specimens of orc adulthood, with imposing shoulders, expansive chests and a muscular build. Their craggy faces bore proudly thrusting jaws, and there was flint in their eyes. Both had fading scars on their cheeks where the tattoos signifying their rank, the marks of enslavement, had been purged.


The bilker thudded down on to four legs. It gave a watery growl and resumed lumbering. Trampling shrubbery, grating bark from trees it rubbed against, it began moving along the bottom of the valley.


Stryke and Haskeer emerged from the undergrowth, spears in hand, and followed stealthily. They were downwind, catching the noxious odour the beast exuded.


The orcs and their prey meandered for some distance. Occasionally, the bilker stopped and clumsily turned its head, as if suspecting their presence, but the orcs took care to stay out of sight. The creature gazed back along its wake, sniffed the air, then trudged on.


Passing a small copse, the bilker waded a pebbly stream. On its far side was a broad rocky outcrop, dotted with caves. To carry on the pursuit, Stryke and Haskeer had to break cover. Keeping low, they dashed for the shelter of a lichen-covered boulder. They were within five paces of it when the bilker swung its head round.


The orcs froze, mesmerised by the beast’s merciless, fist-size eyes.


Hunters and hunted stood transfixed for an age. Then a change came over the creature.


‘It’s bilking!’ Haskeer yelled.


The colour of the animal’s skin started to alter. It took on the hue and mottled appearance of the sandy granite wall behind it. All except its swaying tail, which aped the green and brown of an adjacent tree. With increasing rapidity the bilker was blending into the background.


‘Quick!’ Stryke shouted. ‘Before we lose it!’


They ran forward. Stryke lobbed his spear. It struck square in the creature’s flank, drawing a thunderous bellow from the wounded beast.


Camouflage was a bilker’s principal defence, but far from all it relied on. Its fighting capacity was just as effective. Turning head on, it charged, the spear jutting from its bloodied side. As it splashed back across the stream, its cloaking ability, triggered by self-preservation and working overtime, continued to mirror the terrain. But with concealment giving way to attack, it functioned chaotically. The bilker’s upper body still imitated the rock-face, while its bottom half mimicked the water. Charge gathering pace, its hide shimmering bizarrely, the creature’s lower quarters seemed almost transparent.


Stryke and Haskeer stood their ground. Haskeer had held on to his spear, preferring to use it as a close range weapon. Stryke drew his sword.


They stayed put until the last possible second. When the bilker got close enough for them to feel a gust of its rank breath they dived clear; Haskeer to the left, Stryke to the right. Immediately they commenced harrying the animal from either side. Haskeer repeatedly thrust his spear, puncturing flesh. Stryke slashed with the blade, his strokes deep and wide.


Roaring, the bilker lashed out at them, spinning from one to the other, its great jaws snapping loudly. It raked the air with its claws, coming perilously close to shredding orc heads. And it brought its tail into play.


Haskeer felt the brunt. Whipping round shockingly fast, the tail struck him a glancing but potent blow. It knocked him flat and almost senseless, and parted him from his spear. The bilker moved in to finish the chore.


Stryke darted in and scooped up the spear. With a heave he drove it into one of the animal’s hind legs. That proved enough of a distraction for Haskeer to be forgotten. The bilker turned about, its drooling jaws wide open, looking to tear its antagonist apart. Stryke had hastily sheathed his sword before reaching for the spear. Now he groped for it.


A throwing knife zinged into the side of the bilker’s snout and the beast recoiled. It was enough of a sting to hinder the advance on Stryke. Haskeer was on his knees, plucking another knife. Stryke wrenched his sword free. The bilker came at him again. He saw inky black orbs floating in jaundice-yellow.


Stryke plunged his blade into the beast’s eye. There was an eruption of viscous liquid and an unholy stink. The bilker mouthed a piercing shriek and pulled back, writhing in agony.


Haskeer and Stryke moved in and set to hacking at the animal’s neck. They struck alternately, as though hewing the sturdy trunk of a fallen oak. The bilker thrashed and howled, its hide transmuting through a succession of colours and patterns. One moment it faked the blueness of the summer sky, the next it copied the grass and earth of its deathbed. It briefly wore the image of Stryke and Haskeer as they laboured to stifle its life with their blades.


Just before they parted its head it settled for a coat of crimson.


Stryke and Haskeer backed off, panting. The bilker twitched, blood pumping from the stump of its neck.


The orcs slumped on a downed tree trunk and regarded their kill. They breathed the pure air of victory, and relished the way life seemed brighter, more immediate, after a kill.


They sat silently for some time before Stryke became fully alert to where they were. A stone’s throw away stood the gaping mouth of the largest cave. Not for the first time he reflected on how often he was drawn to the spot.


Haskeer noticed too, and looked uncomfortable. ‘This place gives me the creeps,’ he confessed.


‘I thought nothing spooked you.’


‘Tell anybody and I’ll tear your lungs out. But don’t you feel it? Like a foul taste. Or the smell of carrion. And I don’t mean the bilker.’


‘Yet we still come here.’


‘You do.’


‘It reminds me of the Wolverine’s last mission.’


‘All it reminds me of is the way we arrived. I’d like to forget that.’


‘Granted it was … troubling.’ Stryke flashed the memory of their crossing, as he thought of it, and suppressed a shudder.


Haskeer’s eyes were fixed on the cave’s black maw. ‘I know we came to this land through there. I don’t understand how.’


‘Nor me. Except for what Serapheim said about it being like doors. Not to billets, but worlds.’


‘How can that be?’


‘That’s a question for his sort, for sorcerers.’


‘Magic.’ From Haskeer, it was an expression of contempt. He all but spat the word.


‘It got us here. That’s all the proof we need.’ Stryke indicated their surroundings with a sweep of his hand. ‘Unless all this is a dream. Or the realm of death.’


‘You don’t think …?’


‘No,’ He reached down and yanked a fistful of grass. Grinding it in his palm, he blew the chaff from his stained fingers. ‘This is real enough, isn’t it?’


‘Well, I don’t like not knowing. It makes me … uneasy.’


‘How we came here is a mystery beyond an orc’s grasp. Accept it.’


Haskeer seemed less than pleased with that. ‘How do we know that thing’s safe? What’s to stop it happening again?’


‘It’d need the stars to work. Like a key. It was the stars that did it, not this place.’


‘You should have destroyed ’em.’


‘I’m not sure we could. But they’re kept safe, you know that.’


Haskeer grunted sceptically and continued staring at the cave mouth.


They sat like that for a while, neither speaking.


It was quiet, save for the rustling of small animals and the faint chirruping of insects. Flocks of birds flapped lazily overhead as they made for their nesting grounds. With the sun going down, the evening was growing cooler, though that didn’t stop a cloud of flies gathering over the bilker.


Haskeer sat up. ‘Stryke.’


‘What?’


‘Do you see …?’ He pointed at the cave.


‘I can’t see anything.’


‘Look.’


‘It’s just your fancy. There’s noth—’ A movement caught Stryke’s eye. He strained to make out what it was.


There were tiny pinpoints of light inside the cave. They swirled and flickered, and seemed to be getting brighter and more numerous.


The orcs got to their feet.


‘Feel that?’ Stryke said.


The ground was shaking.


‘Earthquake?’ Haskeer wondered.


The vibrations became stronger as a series of tremors rippled the earth, and their source was the cave. In its interior the specks of luminosity had coalesced into a glowing multicoloured haze that throbbed in unison.


Then there was an intense blast of light. A powerful gust of blistering wind roared from the cave. Stryke and Haskeer turned their faces from it.


The light died. The trembling ceased.


A shroud of silence descended. No birds sang. The insects quietened.


Something stirred inside the cave.


A figure emerged. It walked stiffly, moving their way.


‘I told you, Stryke!’ Haskeer bellowed.


They drew their blades.


The figure was near enough to reveal itself. They saw what it was, and the recognition hit them like a kick in the teeth.


The creature was quite young, insofar as it was possible to tell with that particular race. Its hair was a shock of red, and its features were flecked with disgusting auburn spots. It was dressed for genteel work, certainly not for combat. No weapon could be seen.


Cautiously, they edged forward, swords raised.


‘Careful,’ Haskeer cautioned, ‘might be more.’


The figure came on. It didn’t so much walk as lurch, and it gaped at them. With an effort, it raised an arm. But then it staggered, legs buckling, and fell. The ground was uneven, and it rolled a way before finally coming to rest.


Warily, Haskeer and Stryke approached.


Stryke lightly toed the body. Getting no response, he booted it a couple of times. It lay still. He crouched and felt for a pulse in the creature’s neck. There was nothing.


Haskeer tore his attention away from the cave. He was agitated. ‘What’s this thing doing here?’ he wanted to know. ‘And what killed it?’


‘Nothing obvious I can see,’ Stryke reported, examining the corpse. ‘Here, give me a hand.’


Haskeer knelt beside him and they turned the body over.


‘There’s your answer,’ Stryke said.


The human had a knife in its back.
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They ventured into the cave to make sure there were no more humans lying in wait.


There was a lingering smell of something like sulphur in the surprisingly large, high-roofed interior. But the gloom proved empty.


They went back to the body.


Stryke stooped, took hold of the dagger and tugged it from the corpse’s back. He wiped the blood on the dead man’s coat. The blade had a slight curve, and its silver hilt was engraved with symbols he didn’t recognise. He thrust it into the ground.


They turned the body over again. The colour was draining from its face, making the ginger hair and freckles all the more striking.


The human wore an amulet on a thin chain about its neck. It bore symbols different to the ones on the dagger, but they were unfamiliar too. There was nothing in the pockets of the corpse’s jacket or breeches. Nor did it have a weapon of any kind.


‘Not exactly kitted out for a journey,’ Haskeer remarked.


‘And no stars.’


‘So much for them being a key.’


‘Wait.’


Stryke pulled off one of the man’s boots. Holding it by the heel, he shook it, then tossed it aside. When he did the same with the other boot, something fell out. It was the size of a duck’s egg and wrapped in dark green cloth.


The object bounced and landed nearest Haskeer. He made to reach for it, but checked himself. ‘What if—?’


‘He doesn’t look too dangerous,’ Stryke said, nodding at the corpse. ‘Same probably goes for whatever’s in his boot.’


‘You never know with his kind,’ Haskeer replied darkly.


‘Well, we have to find out some time.’ Stryke scooped the thing up.


Once the cloth was unwound, instead of some smaller version of the stars, as they half expected, they found a gemstone. Whether it was precious, or deceiving glass, they couldn’t say. It covered an orc’s palm, and it was weighty. One side was flat, the other multifaceted, and at first they thought it was black. Looking closer, they saw that the gem was the colour of darkest red wine.


‘Have a care,’ Haskeer warned.


‘Seems harmless enough.’ Stryke ran his fingers across its shiny surface. ‘I wonder if— Shit!’ He tossed the gem away.


‘What is it? What happened?’


‘Hot!’ Stryke complained, blowing on his hand and waving it around. ‘Damn hot.’


The gemstone lay on the grass. It appeared redder than before.


‘It’s doing something, Stryke!’ Haskeer had his sword out again.


Stryke forgot his pain and stared.


The gem had a glow about it. Suddenly, silently, it sent up a beam, not so much of light as something resembling smoke. Disciplined smoke, pale as snow, that flowed in a perfectly straight column, untroubled by the evening breeze. At the top of the column, taller than the orcs, the creamy smoke formed a large oval shape. It swirled and shimmered.


‘It’s a hex!’ Haskeer yelled, and would have dashed the gem with his blade.


‘No!’ Stryke protested. ‘Wait! Look.’


The pillar of smoke issuing from the gem had changed colour from white to blue. As they watched, the blue gave way to red, and the red to gold. Every few seconds the hue changed, so that the column hosted all colours in rapid succession. In turn these bled into the egg-shaped cloud suspended above their heads, giving it a rich vibrancy.


Haskeer and Stryke were mesmerised by it.


The coloured haze took on the appearance of solidity, as though it were a canvas hanging in the air. A canvas upon which a deranged artist had hurled pots of paint. But order soon swept away the chaos, and a distinct feature came into focus.


A human face.


It belonged to a male. He had shoulder-length auburn hair, and a beard, trimmed short. His eyes were blue, his nose hawkish, and his well shaped mouth was almost feminine.


‘It’s him!’ Haskeer exclaimed. ‘Serapheim!’


Stryke needed no confirmation. He, too, instantly recognised Tentarr Arngrim.


The sorcerer was of indefinite age to an orc’s eye, but they knew him to be much older than he appeared. And no matter how alien a race humanity might be, the man’s presence and authority were obvious to them, even filtered through an enchanted gem.


‘Greetings, orcs.’ Arngrim spoke as clearly as if he stood before them.


‘You’re supposed to be dead!’ Haskeer shouted.


‘I don’t think he can hear you. This isn’t … now.’


‘What?’


‘His likeness has been poured into that gemstone somehow.’


‘You mean he is dead?’


‘Just listen.’


‘Don’t be afraid,’ the wizard’s image went on. ‘I realise how foolish a thing that is to say to a race as courageous as yours. But be assured that I mean you no harm.’


Haskeer looked far from comforted. They kept their swords raised.


‘I’m speaking to you now because the stone was designed to be activated once it detected the presence of Stryke.’ Arngrim smiled, adding mellifluously, ‘I hope this is so, and that you can hear my words, Captain of the Wolverines. I can’t see or hear you, as should already have been explained by Parnol, the emissary who delivered this message. He’s a trusted acolyte. And don’t be deceived by his youth. He’s wise beyond his years, and brave, as you’ll find.’ The sorcerer smiled again. ‘Forgive me if this embarrasses you, Parnol; I know how you dislike a fuss.’


Stryke and Haskeer glanced at the messenger’s body.


‘Parnol’s role, as I expect he’s already told you, was not only to bring you the gem, but to act as your guide, should you agree to my proposal.’


‘Guide?’ Haskeer said.


‘What Parnol wouldn’t have told you is the nature of the task,’ the sorcerer continued. ‘I judged it best to present that myself.’ He paused, as though collecting his thoughts. ‘You believed me to be dead, perhaps. The circumstances in which we parted must certainly have led you to that conclusion. But I had the good fortune, and the necessary skills, to survive the destruction of the palace at Ilex. My story isn’t important at the moment, however. Of much more significance is the reason I’ve sought you out, and the point of this message.’


‘ ’Bout time,’ Haskeer grumbled.


‘Ssshh!’


‘On the principle that a picture outweighs a torrent of words, consider this.’


Arngrim vanished. He was replaced by a kaleidoscope of images. Scenes of orcs being whipped, hanged, burnt alive or cut down by cavalry. Orcs fleeing, their lodges plundered and their livestock scattered. Orcs herded like animals, to internment or slaughter. Orcs humiliated, mocked, beaten, put to the sword.


In every case, their tormentors were human.


‘I feel shame for my race,’ said Arngrim, his voice accompanying the imagery. ‘Too often we act like beasts. What you see is happening now. These outrages are taking place in a world similar to yours. But a world less fortunate, where orcs are dominated by cruel oppressors and have had their freedom stolen, as yours was.’


‘Orcs fucked over by humans,’ Haskeer muttered. ‘What’s new?’


‘You can aid your fellow creatures,’ the sorcerer told them. ‘I’m not saying it would be easy, but your martial skills, your valour, might even help bring about their liberation.’


Haskeer grunted charily. Stryke shot him a glare.


‘Why would you want to undertake such a mission? Well, if the plight of your orc comrades isn’t enough, look upon something else you know.’


The scenes of persecution and destruction faded. They were replaced by a female form, not entirely human, nor totally of any other race. Her eyes were somewhat oblique and unusually long-lashed, and they had dark, immeasurable depths. Her aquiline nose and shapely mouth were set in a face a little too flat and broad, framed by waist-length hair the colour of squid’s ink. Most striking was the texture of her skin, which had a faint glistening of green and silver, giving the impression that she was covered in minute scales. She was beautiful, but her allure was just this side of freakishness.


‘Jennesta,’ the wizard supplied unnecessarily.


The sight of her chilled Stryke and Haskeer’s spines.


‘Yes, she survived the portal. I don’t know how. And even though she’s my own offspring, my bitterest regret is that she lived.’ Jennesta was shown riding a black chariot at the head of a triumphant parade; addressing a frenzied crowd from the balcony of a palace; presiding at a mass execution. ‘Let me be blunt. Her continued existence is a bigger problem than the fate of your kin, no matter how dire their situation. Because if left unchecked, she’ll enslave more, of your kind and mine. Alone, I’m unable to defeat Jennesta. But it could be within your power, perhaps, to stop her, and to gain your revenge. If you choose that path, Parnol will thoroughly brief you. But he’ll need the instrumentalities you possess if he’s to be your guide. His journey to your world was one-way. I trust you still have them, else the enterprise is doomed before it’s begun.’ Arngrim smiled again. ‘Somehow, I think you do.’


‘Know-all,’ Haskeer mumbled.


A fresh image emerged: five perfect spheres of different colours, each the size of a newborn’s fist. They were fashioned from an unknown material. All had projecting spikes of variable lengths, and no two spheres had the same number. ‘The instrumentalities, or stars, as you choose to call them, have remarkable powers. Greater even than I was aware of when I created them. Though perhaps I should have known, given how bringing them into being drained me of so much. It was the kind of achievement sorcerers have only once in a lifetime. I could never construct another set. But note. Although rare, the instrumentalities are by no means unique.’


‘Does he mean there’s more of ’em?’ Haskeer whispered.


‘Must be. How do you think he got here?’ Stryke jabbed a thumb at the corpse.


‘Parnol would use the stars you hold to navigate the portals,’ Arngrim explained. ‘For instance, to reach the place you last left, Maras-Dantia, they would have to be manipulated like this.’ As he spoke, the spheres came together in a way that seemed implausible, if not actually impossible, and formed a single, interlocked entity. ‘To travel to the land I showed you requires this configuration.’ The stars executed another improbable manoeuvre, ending again in one piece. ‘And to return to where you now are …’ They shifted and locked together in a different but still perfect combination. ‘Attempting to use the instrumentalities without having first set them causes them to act randomly, and that can be very dangerous. But you’ve no need to worry about how they operate. That’s Parnol’s job.’ His voice took on a graver tone. ‘Your duty is to guard them as you would your own lives. Apart from being your only way home, they must never fall into the wrong hands. I urge you to accept the task I’ve outlined, Wolverines. For the sake of your kind, and for the greater purpose.’


The light went out of the enchantment. Instantly, the column of smoke was sucked back into the gemstone. Evening shadows returned, and the quiet.


‘I’ll be fucked,’ Haskeer said.


‘You put it like a poet.’


‘Greetings, orcs.’


They swung back to the gem, blades ready. It was glowing again.


‘Don’t be afraid, I realise how foolish …’


The stone began fizzling. It throbbed with a grey luminescence.


‘ … a thing that is to say to a race as courageous …’


A greenish vapour was streaming from the gem. It crackled and spat.


‘ … as yours. But be assured—’


There was a loud report. Fragments of gemstone shot in all directions.


Stryke went over and prodded the smouldering remains with his sword tip. The dying embers gave off a fetid odour.


They stood in silence for a while, then Haskeer said, ‘What the hell do you make of all that?’


‘It could be what we need.’


‘What?’


‘Do you ever feel …?’


‘Feel what?’


‘Don’t get me wrong; finding Thirzarr, coming here, having the hatchlings … they’re the best things that ever happened to me. But …’


‘Spit it out, Stryke, for fuck’s sake.’


‘This place has everything we hoped for. Good hunting and feasting, comradeship, tourneys, our own lodges. Yet, now and again, don’t you get a little … bored?’


Haskeer stared at him. ‘I thought I was the only one.’


‘You feel that way?’


‘Yeah. Don’t know why. Like you say, life’s good here.’


‘Maybe that’s it.’


Perplexity creased Haskeer’s brow. ‘Whadya mean?’


‘Where’s the danger? Where’s the enemy? I know we skirmish with other clans sometimes, but that’s not the same. What we’re missing is a … purpose.’


Haskeer glanced at the fragments of the gemstone. ‘You’re not taking this seriously, Stryke?’


‘Wouldn’t it be good to have a mission?’


‘Well, yeah. But—’


‘What better than to whet our blades again, and to help some fellow orcs? And have the chance to pay back that bitch Jennesta.’


‘It’s crazy. Ask yourself: why’s the sorcerer taking our side? Why not his own kind? If we learnt one thing, it’s don’t trust humans.’


‘He helped us before.’


‘When it suited him. I reckon there’s more to this.’


‘Could be.’


‘Anyway, this is all so much jaw flapping.’ He nodded at Parnol. ‘He ain’t gonna be doing no guiding.’


‘Maybe we don’t need him.’


‘Oh, come on, Stryke. You couldn’t follow all that fucking around with the stars Serapheim showed us … could you?’


‘The movements that get us back here; I’m trying to keep them in my head.’


Haskeer looked impressed. ‘What about the others?’


‘Er … no.’


‘Not much good then, is it? He said it was dangerous if—’


‘I know what he said. But something’s been nagging at me.’


He went over to the dead body. Kneeling, he removed the amulet the man was wearing. Haskeer peered over Stryke’s shoulder as he examined it.


The engravings etched into its surface were small, and they strained to make them out. They consisted of rows of symbols in groups of five. The symbols were circles with lines protruding at various angles. Stryke studied it for what seemed like a long time.


‘That’s it,’ he finally announced.


‘What?’


‘See that third lot of figures? It’s the same as the way the stars have to be moved to get back here.’


Haskeer did nothing to hide his incomprehension. ‘Is it?’


‘Looks that way. All these markings are different, and there’s a lot more than the three Serapheim showed us.’


‘You mean … that tells you how to use the stars?’


‘Yes. The messenger must have had it to help him remember. Like a map. I reckon this first line is how to get to Maras-Dantia, and the second gets you to that world with the orcs. The rest … who knows?’


‘That’s pretty smart, Stryke,’ Haskeer stated admiringly.


Stryke put the amulet around his neck. ‘Don’t get too excited; I could be wrong. But I’ve often wondered why Arngrim gave me the stars. Perhaps we know now.’


‘Think he planned this? From the start?’


‘Could be he was mindful of future trouble.’


‘And counting on us to deal with it.’


‘Who knows? Humans are two-faced.’


‘That’s no lie.’


Stryke adopted a pensive expression. ‘There was something about the things he showed us. Did you notice? Not once were those orcs fighting back.’


It hadn’t occurred to Haskeer before. ‘They weren’t, were they?’


‘And when did our kind ever turn a cheek?’


‘What’s wrong with ’em?’


All Stryke could do was shrug.


Haskeer pointed at the corpse. ‘And who killed him?’


‘I don’t know. But I’ve a mind to find out. You game?’


Haskeer thought about it. ‘Yeah. If there’s a fight in it.’
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The summer afternoon had softened into early evening, the quality of the light mellowing from golden to carroty. A gentle breeze brought the sweet perfume of lushness. Tender birdsong could be heard.


Eight or nine lodges stood together, along with a corral and a couple of barns.


The settlement occupied the crest of a low hill. In all directions, the outlook was verdant. There were luxuriant pastures and dense forests, and the silver thread of a distant river marbling the emerald.


In one particular lodge, a female was diverting her offspring.


‘In those days,’ she told them, ‘a blight afflicted the land. It was a walking pestilence. A puny race of disgusting appearance, with yielding, pallid flesh and the nature of a glutton. An insatiable host that gloried in destruction. It tore the guts from the earth, plundered its resources and poisoned its waters. It spread disease and stirred up trouble. It threw away the magic.’


Her offspring were rapt.


‘It felt contempt for other races, and revelled in their slaughter. But its hatred wasn’t directed solely at those who were different. It fought its own kind, too. There was warfare between their tribes. They killed when there was no good purpose to it, and all the other races were fearful of them.’ She eyed the siblings. ‘Except one. Unlike the pestilence, they didn’t murder for pleasure, or wreak havoc for the sake of it. They didn’t lack nobility or honour, and weren’t hideous to look at. They were handsome and brave. They were—’


‘Orcs!’ the hatchlings chorused.


Thirzarr grinned. ‘You pair are too smart for me.’


‘We’re always heroes in the stories,’ Corb reminded her.


She tossed them each a chunk of raw meat. They gobbled the treats with relish, red juice trickling down their chins.


‘Are there any of those human monsters around here?’ Janch asked as he chewed.


‘No,’ Thirzarr told him, ‘not in the whole of Ceragan.’


He looked disappointed. ‘Pity. I’d like to kill some.’


‘No, I would,’ Corb announced, brandishing the wooden sword his sire had made for him.


‘Of course you would, my little wolf. Now give me that.’ Thirzarr held out her hand and he reluctantly surrendered the weapon. ‘It’s time you two slept.’


‘Ah, no!’ they protested.


‘Finish the story!’ Corb insisted.


‘Tell us about Jennesta again!’ Janch piped up.


‘Yes!’ his brother echoed, bouncing. ‘Tell us about the witch!’


‘It’s late.’


‘The witch! The witch!’


‘All right, all right. Calm down.’ She leaned over their couches and tucked them in, then perched herself. ‘You’ve got to go to sleep straight after this, all right?’


They nodded, saucer-eyed, blankets to their chins.


‘Jennesta wasn’t a witch, exactly,’ Thirzarr told them. ‘She was a sorceress. A magician born of magicians, she commanded great powers. Powers made stronger by her cruelty, which fed her magic. She was part human, part nyadd, which accounted for her strange appearance. And no doubt the human part explained her cruelty. Jennesta called herself a queen, but her title and realm was gained through deceit and brutality. Under her rule, fear held the whip hand. She meddled in the affairs of humans, supporting them one moment, battling them the next, as her self-interest dictated. She waged needless wars and relished sadism. She sowed conflict that steeped the land in blood and fire.’


‘I’m back!’


‘Dad!’ Corb and Janch cried. They sat bolt upright and tossed aside their blankets.


Thirzarr turned to the figure who’d silently entered. She sighed. ‘I’m trying to get them to sleep, Stryke. Oh, Haskeer. Didn’t see you there.’


The males sidled in. ‘Sorry,’ Stryke mouthed.


Too late. The brood were up. They rushed to their father and clamped themselves to his legs, clamouring for attention.


‘Steady now. And what about Haskeer? Nothing to say to him?’


‘ ’lo, Uncle Haskeer.’


‘I think he’s got something for you,’ Stryke added.


They instantly transferred their affections and stampeded in Haskeer’s direction. He grabbed the hatchlings by their scruffs, one in each massive fist, and hoisted them, giggling.


‘What’ve you got us? What’ve you got us?’


‘Let’s see, shall we?’ He returned them to the compacted earth floor.


Haskeer reached into his jerkin and hauled out two slim cloth bundles. Before handing them over, he looked to Thirzarr. She nodded.


The brothers tore at the wrapping, then gasped in delight. They found beautifully crafted hatchets. The weapons were scaled-down for small hands, with polished, razor-keen cutting edges and carved wooden grips.


‘You shouldn’t have, Haskeer,’ Thirzarr said. ‘Boys, what do you say?’


‘Thank you, Uncle Haskeer!’ Beaming, they began to slash the air.


‘Well, it should be their blooding soon,’ Haskeer reckoned. ‘They’re … how old now?’


‘Corb’s four, Janch’s three,’ Stryke supplied.


‘And a half!’ Janch corrected indignantly.


Haskeer nodded. ‘High time they killed something, then.’


‘They will,’ Thirzarr assured him. ‘Thanks, Haskeer, we appreciate the gifts; but if you don’t mind …’


‘I need to talk to you,’ Stryke said.


‘Not now,’ Thirzarr told him.


‘It’s important.’


‘I’m trying to get these two settled.’


‘Would a bit longer hurt? I have to tell you about—’


‘Not now. You went for meat. Where is it?’


Given the hint of menace in her voice, Stryke knew better than to argue. He and Haskeer allowed themselves to be pushed out of the door.


When it slammed behind them, Stryke said, ‘I’ll tell her what happened when she’s cooled down.’


‘You know, Stryke, I could almost believe you’re afraid of that mate of yours.’


‘Aren’t you?’


Haskeer changed the subject. ‘So what do we do now?’


‘We find our mistress of strategy.’
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A bucketful of water consists of billions of minute droplets. Rivers and oceans have untold trillions.


No number could be applied to the sea of parallel realities.


Its constituent parts were infinite. They decorated the void in dense, shimmering clouds, each particle a world. In the impossible event of a spectator being present, these tiny grains would appear identical.


But a particular globule, looking like all the others, shining no more or less brightly, differed in one very important respect.


It was dying.


The imaginary observer, peering closer, would make out a world in flux. A bubble of acrid waters and fouled air.


Its surface was one of extremes. Much was still blue-green, but tendrils of aridity patterned the globe. White masses were spreading from the poles, like cream trickling down a pudding, and the atmosphere was tinted by an unhealthy miasma.


There were four continents. The largest, once temperate, now included swathes of semi-tropical terrain. At its core a dustbowl had formed, and previously fertile land was drifting to desert.


A group of militia, fifty strong, made its way across the wilderness. In their midst, two men struggled to keep up on foot. Each was led by a horse to which they were roped. Their hands were tied.


The soldiers bore the crest of a tyrant on their russet tunics. The prisoners were civilians, their clothes stained with sweat and dust.


It was hot. With midday approaching it would get much hotter, but neither man had been allowed water. Their lips were cracked, and their mouths were so dry it was hard for them to speak. They laboured on blistered feet.


There was little between them in age. The slightly older of the two had the look of someone who enjoyed a soft life. His waist was beginning to thicken, and his reddening skin was pasty. He had quick, some would say shifty, blue eyes, and a bloodless slash of a mouth framed by a skinny goatee. His black hair showed a hint of grey and was thinning, revealing the start of a tonsure.


The younger of the pair was fitter and taller. His build was strapping. He had a full head of blond hair and he was clean-shaven, bar a couple of days’ growth. His eyes were brown, and his flesh tone healthy. The filthy clothes he wore had been much cheaper to start with than his companion’s.


The older man shot the younger a sour, anxious look. ‘When are you going to do something?’ he hissed.


‘What do you expect me to do?’


‘Show some respect, for a start.’


‘What do you expect me to do, sir?’


‘Your duties include my protection. So far you’ve made a complete—’


‘Keep it down!’ an officer barked. Several other riders directed hostile glances their way.


‘ … a complete cock-up of it,’ the older man continued in a coarse whisper. ‘You did precious little to stop us being captured, and now you’re—’


‘You got yourself into this,’ the younger returned in an undertone, ‘not me.’


‘Us. We’re in it together, if you hadn’t noticed.’


‘So it’s you when times are good and us when you’re in the shit. As usual.’


‘That insubordinate tongue of yours is going to get itself cut out.’ His face was growing redder. ‘Just you wait ’til I—’


‘Until you what? Not exactly a free agent at the moment, are you?’


The older man wiped the back of a manicured hand across his forehead. ‘You know what’s going to happen when they get us to Hammrik, don’t you?’


‘I can guess what’s going to happen to you.’


‘What’s good for the master’s good for the servant.’


‘That’s as maybe.’ He nodded at what was coming into view. ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’


The towers of a fortress could be seen, wavering in the heat haze like a mirage.


As they drew nearer they saw that it was constructed of a yellowish, sandy stone, not dissimilar to the colour the surrounding landscape was turning to. And it was massive, with walls that looked thick enough to resist an earthquake. Close to, the structure bore signs of conflict. Fresh pockmarks, nicks and cracks told of a recent onslaught.


A ramshackle township mushroomed at the fortress’ base. A muddle of shacks and tents stood in its shadow, and lean-tos hugged the ramparts. People and livestock were everywhere. Water carriers, hawkers, nomads, farmers, mercenaries, prostitutes, robed priests, and plenty of soldiers. Mangy dogs ran loose. Hens scratched and piglets ate garbage. There was a sickly odour of sewage and incense.


The riders barged through the crowd, dragging their captives. They passed heckling street urchins, hard-eyed guardsmen and merchants leading strings of overloaded donkeys. People stared, and a few flung insults.


They went by vendors’ stalls heaped with bread, goat’s cheese, spices, meat and limp vegetables. Some offered wine, hogsheads of brandy or pails of beer. The prisoners turned particularly envious eyes on these wares. All they got was a half-hearted pelting with rotten fruit, each piece raising a little puff of dust when it struck their backs.


The fortress gates were suitably imposing, their surrounds frothing with epic statuary and heraldic symbols. But old and faded. Inside was a large inner courtyard. There was noise and bustle here too, though of an ordered, soldierly kind.


Greetings were exchanged. The prisoners were glared at or ignored. Everyone dismounted. Grooms came forward and led the horses to troughs, which was more than the captives were allowed. Left with their wrists bound, they sank exhausted to the warm paving slabs. Nobody rebuked them.


They slumped next to a small garden enclosed by a low wall. It dated from earlier, more verdant times, and had long dried out. The soil was like powder, and the pair of trees at its centre were desiccated and skeletal.


Most of the prisoners’ escort dispersed. Four remained, eyeing them from a distance while they conferred with an officer.


The elder prisoner turned his face from them and whispered, ‘Let’s make a run for it.’


‘Bad idea,’ his companion judged. ‘We’ve no allies here. That crowd wouldn’t be a haven.’


‘It’s a better chance than waiting on our fate like cattle, isn’t it?’


‘Not unless you want an arrow in your back.’ He indicated the battlements. Several archers were looking down at them.


‘They aren’t going to kill us. Hammrik would be furious if they denied him that pleasure.’


‘But I doubt they’re under orders not to wound. If you fancy a couple of bolts through your legs, go ahead. Master.’


The older man glowered at the fresh impertinence, then returned to sulking.


A minute later the guards were rousing them with cusses and kicks. He asked if there was any chance of a drink.


‘Favours are my lord’s privilege, not mine,’ the highest-ranking replied, jerking them to their feet.


The brief rest had made their aches more noticeable now they were moving again. They were stiff, and their muscles were knotted. But their captors treated them no more gently for it. Stinging blows from leather riding crops hurried along their progress.


They were driven to a set of double doors opening into the castle proper. The interior was gloomy to their dazzled eyes, and it was cooler, which was a mercy.


Like many fortresses that had been added to and built on over the years, there was a warren of passages, corridors and stairways to be negotiated. They passed through checkpoints and locked doors, but saw few windows, save arrow slits.


Finally they arrived at a sizeable hall. It was wood panelled and high-ceilinged, and its drapes were drawn to keep out the heat. Light came from oil lamps and candles, and the air was stuffy. High up, where the panelling ended and a stone wall began, there had been coats of arms. But they were freshly defaced, their features smashed, revealing whiter granite beneath.
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