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      “Redfield sounds like a very nice place to be from,” Trevor mused.

      He leaned against the wheel of the blacksmith’s war wagon, reaching through the spokes to finger tools that lay in an open chest.  “Maybe I’ll be from there myself, someday.”

      “You can’t be from somewhere later,” Ian Cole grumbled.  The burly smithy sat on a tree stump, scraping an irregular wedge of whetstone along the curved sword in his hand.  His words barely escaped the thick, black beard that hung from his face.  “You either are or you’re not.”

      “Well, I don’t claim anywhere as home as yet,” Trevor said, “but I believe it helps a soldier to find passion and a foundation of heart in war if he has something to fight for.  Adventure and good brew were my only compass points, before all this mess.  Now what choice do we have, eh?  Fight or be conquered.  We either give our homeland over to the Dread Duke and his fiends or we muster any able-bodied man—or woman for that matter, and I’ve met some that could wrestle you into their beds, my gigantic friend...”  Trevor winked.

      “I have a wife,” Ian growled, slapping the stone to the hilt again and drawing it down the length of the sword.  “And a son.”

      Trevor’s eyes lit like candles.  “Ah-ha.  Just what I’m talking about, my wholesome friend.  You have a foundation, a hearth, and loving home worth fighting for.  You have something to give you passion and drive you in battle.  To...  well, frankly, sir,” he said, a bit lower, “to give you courage when your knees falter.  I don’t have that and my knees, therefore, are prone to fits of nervous near-buckling.  I’m a wanderer, sir.  A lover, sure, but only from the britches, not from the breast.”  He tapped his narrow chest.

      A gust of wind blew Trevor’s wavy red locks into his face, forcing him to smooth them back with both hands to wrap with a small leather tie.  Ian recognized the strip of hide as one of his own, obviously just pilfered from his tool box.  “What are their names,” Trevor said, “if I may ask?”

      Ian hesitated.  He was not in the habit of sharing anything personal about his life with these men.  He was quiet by nature, but also by choice.  There was something about the storyteller though—his honesty, and his desperation—that made him answer.  “Sasha is my wife.  My son we call Billy.”

      “Billy!  William is his name then?  William Cole.  A burning spark from his father’s flint, no doubt.  How old is the boy?  Is he near as big as his father?”

      Despite his usual reluctance, Ian found himself suddenly happy to talk about his family.  They were, in fact, the very reason he was able to continue fighting in this damned war.

      “He’s only six,” he admitted, “but stands as tall as an eight-springs-old.  Been a full grown grasshopper since the day his mother made him.  Climbs and jumps off everything taller than himself.  The boy’s not...  reserved like his father.”

      Was that a faint grin almost breaking across the proud father’s lips?  Ian felt the twitch of it in his cheeks and fought it down.

      Trevor wagged a finger at him.  “‘Reserved.’  I like that.  You’re a more cunning wordsmith than you let on, Master Cole.  You should talk more often.”

      “And you talk to too much!” yelled a passerby.  Three soldiers moving past the smithy’s wagon howled with laughter.  “Trevor the Mouth,” one of them barked.

      “And no one was talking to you three gentlemen!” Trevor called after them.  His tone was diplomatic; he obviously wanted to be angry but didn’t want to damage any potential friendships.

      Not that there’d be any.  The other Oxhides called him Trevor the Mouth or Trevor the Lip, depending on who was saying it and how drunk they were.  The two names were interchangeable.  No one knew Trevor’s true surname; he invented a new one with each exaggerated story he told.  His deep-cutting wit was another reason for his unpopularity; sometimes Trevor’s jokes were so honest and scathing that they left his victims with deep wounds.

      He therefore most often attached himself to Ian’s side.  It seemed only natural: Trevor never stopped talking and Ian hardly started.  The quiet blacksmith left a void in the air and Trevor figured that was an invitation to fill it.  Ian was also about the only man in the company who didn’t ridicule the storyteller.  Not because he cared much for him, but because he didn’t care much for anyone in particular.  The giant, brooding blacksmith was revered and respected for his skills and strength, so much so that the other pikemen of his squad all jostled in formation to stand next to him for protection in battle.

      But despite his minor celebrity among the Oxhides, Ian kept mostly to himself.  Unofficially, he supposed, he and Trevor were the closest thing to friends each other had in this entire war.

      He tossed the whetstone into the open chest, where it clattered against other tools, then rose to his feet with sword in hand.  An instinctual nervousness flashed in Trevor’s eyes and he backed up a step.  The dark giant radiated fear, whether he intended to or not.

      Ian turned the pommel toward Trevor.  “This I made for you,” he said.

      Trevor pursed his lips, about to speak but speechless.

      “It’s lighter weight than most, and the curve of the blade makes it better for slashing.  Especially useful on horseback.”

      Trevor was one of the Oxhides’ mounted scouts.

      “You truly made this for me?”

      Someone in camp whooped loudly, a subtle call for attention.  A few shrill whistles went out.  The men were passing a warning among their brother soldiers from one end of the camp to the other.

      Ian and Trevor’s ears perked up too, and they looked about for the source of the excitement.

      Not far away was the command tent and standing outside of it was Alfred of Cattlehorn, the Oxhides’ captain and namesake.  He was older, thinner, and more crooked of posture than one might expect to see on a field of battle, but the men liked to say that it was their leader’s fox-craft and orneriness that shaped him so.  He was wearing the dull officer’s mail that Ian had repaired just the day before.  Alfred wore the armor more often for political reasons than for combat; he was uncomfortable being better protected than those that served beside him, and there wasn’t enough expensive armor for the common soldiers to enjoy.  But when the captain was reporting to a general, or when he was expecting visitors of some import...

      There, Ian thought, spying the reason.  He audibly sighed.

      “I agree,” Trevor said.  “That mule’s ass is the reason Uncle Alfred is wearing his Saintsday best today?”

      A rider on horseback entered the camp.  He also wore armor, an unkempt patchwork of leather and plates that he’d scavenged from a dead soldier of the Duke’s Rogue Army.  A crescent-shaped shield hung at his side, painted with the face of an angry moon.  His head was as smooth and pale as a stone.

      “What do you call him in your dirty little tales?” Ian asked.

      Trevor gave a sly grin.  “Bald-Headed Bert.  The fork-tongued ambassador of the Crescent Moons.  Many’s the brothel cleaning hag who’s met that snake’s charm.”  He twitched two fingers in front of his lips.  A low chuckle rumbled beneath Ian’s beard.

      The Moons were a brother company of soldiers, all defenders of the Free Fertile Lands from the invading, immortal Duke, but they had a bad reputation.  Each company of the Free Peoples Army was essentially an independent unit of brave volunteers loosely serving under the command of higher officers, who coordinated the Free Peoples’ resistance on their behalf.  The last time the Oxhides had seen Bert and his four-hundred or so companions, the man had had a large, suspicious sore on his mouth.  Trevor’s talespinning for the next week involved the various ways he might have earned it.  Whether they generally found him annoying or not, all the Oxhides had enjoyed Trevor’s fireside stories on those evenings.

      Bald-Headed Bert dismounted from his grey mare and shook hands with the Oxhides’ captain.  A third man appeared from the officers’ tent and shook hands with Bert as well.  He was tall and broad-shouldered with a corn silk beard and braids, his body girded in a polished breastplate.

      “And he’s not much better,” Ian muttered.

      The Oxhides had picked up Lieutenant Gregor somewhere along the way.  He was a professional, a soldier of fortune who had made his living swinging a rather large mace around even before the war.  He was very good at his chosen profession, and made sure everyone knew it.  Lieutenant Peacock, Trevor called him, though rarely within earshot and only behind the protective snickering of fellow soldiers.  Gregor usually wore a helmet decorated with a bristling purple crest right down the middle of it.  He would stand out in any army, and he certainly did among the farmers and tradesmen of the Oxhides.

      The three officers—Alfred, Gregor, and Bert—conversed only briefly before the peacock turned, searched the crowd of on-looking soldiers, and picked out Trevor with his hawk-like blue eyes.

      “Uh-oh,” Trevor said.  “Here comes fancy britches.”

      “Can’t say I like that lieutenant much,” Ian said.  “I like him even less than I do you.  And I like that Crescent Moon Bert least of all.”

      He pressed the newly made sword into Trevor’s hand, who limply took the weapon and stood suddenly dumbfounded and broken hearted.

      “So I guess that at least makes you third from the bottom.”  Ian’s lips curled into a barely visible half-smile.  It was as much mirth as anyone had seen from him since the war began.

      Trevor’s expression cracked in relief and he slapped the blacksmith’s shoulder.  Then he felt the weight of his new weapon and took a couple practice swings.  “Lighter than I’m used to.  I like it.  Good for fighting from horseback, you say?”

      “What’s that twig you’re swinging about?” Gregor spat.  “What is that, Master Cole, a bit of scrap you had left over?”

      “What news?” Ian said, peering down on the mercenary officer.  Gregor stared up from beneath the rim of his crested helmet, meeting the challenge in Ian’s tone.  There were few men in the company who could bear the lieutenant’s stony glare.  But there were none who could bear Ian Cole’s.

      Gregor blinked.  “The Moons have come across some blue-skins.  Lots of them.  We’re going to come around while they hold their ground and keep the zogs’ attention.

      “Muster some scouts, Lip,” he told Trevor, “and see what you can see.  Pack up your tools, Master Cole.  Our little holiday is over.”

      Gregor turned and walked back toward the tent where Alfred and the Crescent Moon’s envoy were still talking.  Other soldiers nearby had overheard Gregor and were already passing the word to strike camp.

      The blacksmith and scout shared a look.  Trevor shrugged, thanked him again for the sword, and went off to find his horse.

      By mid-afternoon the next day, all but three Oxhides would be dead.
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      Silver, they call it, the light of the full moon: celestial magic that changes men into beasts and calls the dead from their graves... and young men to their destiny.

      Billy lay on his back trying to fall asleep but his eyes wouldn’t close.  The grass was tall and damp, shielding him from the night breeze and the eyes of the world.  All around him were the sounds of the night: gurgling water, cricket songs, owl calls.  The sky was black and clear and he could feel the chill air on his face, the rest of him protected by a coat and two woolen blankets.  The waning moon glowed above, now five days past full.

      How things can change in five days, he thought.  This morning he had been Billy Cole, small town workhorse and son of an aging blacksmith.  Now he was out on his own, miles beyond the imaginary boundaries that he’d never been allowed to cross, on a quest to save everything he knew and loved.  All alone.

      “Happy New Spring,” he told himself aloud.  This was his sixteenth; he felt at least twenty.

      It was just after the New Spring, first day of the year, that evil befell the small town of Redfield.  Wicked magic that had slumbered in the Blood Marsh for centuries awoke now to bring nightmares to the living.

      That one was pretty good.

      Trevor said that beginnings were very important and made the difference between drawing a crowd and talking to yourself. You had to bait your audience without shoving it down their throats, he said.  A good story could nourish like a venison roast, but only if they swallowed it.

      How, then, would the epic of William Thunderstrike begin?

      Armed with weapons of renown and the blood of legend in his veins, William Thunderstrike left the village of Redfield on an errand of mercy.

      He smiled at that one.

      A chill crawled down his back.  He tugged his wrappings against his own weight, then sat up to do a better job.  The wool would itch against his bare chin but it was better than freezing.

      The night breeze mussed his hair with invisible fingers.  One of Trevor’s stories came to mind, the one about a seductive tree sprite who had nearly lured the Colors Three to their doom.  Billy imagined a beautiful green girl stepping out of the shadowy tree line and coming over to keep him warm.  He’d rather she not be intent on killing him, of course, but who knew what wonders he might find on this adventure?  An other-worldly romance was not out of the question now that he was free from home.  Fate knew there were no girls his age in Redfield.

      His eyes scanned the trees, just in case.  The moonlight shimmered on leaves and high grass, contrasted by deep shadows.  The entire scene seemed painted in varying shades of blue and black, save Meadow Guard’s stark white rump.  (His ride’s name was actually Meadow Mane, but William Thunderstrike would need a stronger-sounding mount than that.)  Apparently the horse couldn’t sleep either.  He was tied to the sparse line of elms along the stream bank.  Billy had set camp twenty yards off the road, far enough to hide from passersby among the brush.  Then again, who would be traveling so late?  The rest of the world was safe and warm in their beds.

      Or were they?  The Pirate’s Trail ran somewhere through here, too.  Bradley and Sprat had talked about the traffic of smugglers and bandits running some hidden path that crossed the northern road to ports on the eastern coast.  Dropped all kinds of treasure along the way, they said, hauling it like drunken slobs, their chests of gold and jewels brimming over, leaving a shimmering trail behind them.  But you dare not pick up any treasures you might find...  He remembered the big grin, ear to ear, on Sprat’s round little face as he drew a finger across his throat.

      Bah.  That’s some royal scruff, Billy thought.  Sprat was eight springs old, what did he know?

      Billy adjusted the leather pack he was using as a pillow, drew his arm back inside the wool cocoon, and lay back down.  He closed his eyes.

      And opened them again.

      The stars were plentiful tonight.

      Ever since he was a boy—or at least as long as he’d known Trevor—he’d watched the constellations.  They drifted some with the seasons but he could always find them, and these particular stars glowed with the power of legends.  Directly above him was Gregor the Golden, three points of light making up the curve of his crested helmet, four more his shining breastplate.  To the east was Trevor the Red, the corners of his flowing cape visible as well as the blade of his deadly sword, a weapon as quick as the hero’s wit.  (Billy’s hand reflexively touched the scabbard next to him, assuring him that it was still there.)  And in the northern sky, Ian the Black.  It took several stars to span his broad shoulders and the huge bear hide that draped across them, plus two more for the head of his smithy hammer.

      He felt another chill, though this one was guilt.

      “Duke’s beard,” he muttered, cursing himself, “I shouldn’t feel bad about it.  The stubborn old bear would never have let me go.”  That’s why Billy had tried to get out of Redfield before his father woke up from his beer-deepened slumber, a condition Billy himself had encouraged the night before by keeping his father’s mug full.  But his plan hadn’t been perfect.  Ian Cole had woken just before Billy could escape the clamoring townsfolk, who were still stocking his saddlebags and wishing him well.  He’d seen the confusion, then rage on his father’s face, followed by... melting.

      Ian Cole, the great bear of Redfield, had simply melted on the spot; there was no other word for it.  Thankfully no one else had seen it—the entire crowd was watching their young savior about to depart—but from the vantage of horseback, Billy could see everything.

      He wiped some water from his eye, hoped it was rain.

      “No tears,” he told himself.  “No heroic damn epic begins with the hero crying himself to sleep.  I’ve got too much brass for—”

      Billy bolted upright.

      His ears sharpened, tuning past the cricket chirps, and his eyes probed the absolutes of moonlight and darkness.  Had he heard a mumbling voice on the breeze?

      Blue-black shapes shimmered all around, the tree leaves bristling as the hair did on his neck.  His white horse glowed under the moon, shuffling nervously, pulling at his reins and bending the small tree he was tied to.

      Billy struggled to free himself from his wool cocoon.

      A thump between him and the road.  Someone cursed.  Billy remembered the fallen branch he’d almost tripped over.

      Meadow Guard snorted.

      Finally, Billy burst from his blankets, snatched the scabbard from the ground next to him, and jumped to his feet.

      And then froze.

      Just a few yards away stood a bestial figure half-crouched and ready to spring.  Triangular ears perked at the top of its head and its long muzzle snarled at him.  A dagger in its hand reflected the moonlight.  Billy’s mouth made circles like a dry fish struggling for water: W-W-Werewolf?

      Meadow Guard made a feeble buck in his peripheral vision.  The motion broke Billy’s paralysis and his hand slapped onto the hilt of his sword.

      “Wait!” the werewolf barked.  “Think about this, mate.”

      It talked?

      Billy’s vision sharpened as he stared.  He saw now the gnarled condition of the beast’s ears; the mangy, patchy fur; the dry, squinty eyes.  Were there even eyes there or just shriveled sockets?  The white points of upper teeth were raggedly gapped, it had no bottom jaw at all, and the fur of its neck rose and fell with the breeze.  This was just a man wearing a skinned dog on his head!

      Billy clenched his teeth and stepped forward.  He drew the first several inches of Sliver’s blade from its sheath.

      “Wait!”  The dog-man held up one hand and took a step back.  The dagger in his other hand danced around.  “Don’t be stupid, mate.  You don’t have to die here.”

      Billy licked his lips.  Just an ordinary man, a brigand off the road, maybe even Sprat’s Pirate Trail.  And only a coward would kill a dog to wear as fashion.  Billy was braver than this scum; born of solid brass, Trevor always said.

      He took a step forward, tilting Sliver’s exposed blade to flash moonlight.

      “You’re smarter than this,” the dog-man said.  “Just put the sword down and walk away.  This is your last chance.”

      “This is your last chance,” Billy cried, fully drawing his weapon.  Sliver was forged by his father specifically for Trevor, a curved blade designed for grace rather than power.  Years later Trevor would trick Ian Cole into making a duplicate sword, which he would then use to train the blacksmith’s own son.

      Billy leveled the sword tip at the dog’s eyeless sockets.  His left hand tightened on the scabbard; he knew it could be used as a desperate shield or even a weapon in combat.

      The dog-man danced backward.  His dagger whirled around a few times.  “Wiley?” he said.

      Billy didn’t understand until a nasally voice answered from Meadow Guard’s position: “Got it, boss.”

      Now Billy danced back, widening his stance to include this second, yet-to-be-seen opponent.

      The dog-man lashed forward.  Sliver responded in an exaggerated arc and Billy’s attention narrowed instantly back on him.  He knew it was fear making him sloppy, swinging wide and wild.  This was his first real fight, after all.

      “Give up, mate,” there was a smile in the dog-man’s voice, “and I promise you’ll walk away.”

      “You give up,” Billy spat.  “Run, before I skin you for a hat.”

      The dog head tilted sideways, as if considering something.  Moonlight found a nose and bristly chin beneath the snaggle-toothed jaw.  “How old are you?” he asked, the question drawled out.

      Billy hesitated.  “Older than you.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Old enough to run you through.”  Billy winced at the rhyme as soon as it passed his lips.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Something crashed into him from behind.  Arms flailed around his body, hands fumbling at his wrists.  He bucked and nearly threw the smaller man away, but the brigand held tight and plowed forward again.  Billy stumbled, something seized his sword arm, and suddenly the eyeless dog was right there, its jawless maw close enough to see the bandit smirking underneath.  The dog-man bellowed a foul-smelling battle cry and the three of them wrestled into the brush.  Billy staggered but didn’t fall.  Confidence swelled in his chest and lent power to his limbs; he’d always been big but holding off two grown men...  He grinned despite the struggle.

      “I’m the son of Ian the Black,” he cried, “and I’m stronger than both of you!”

      Sliver made a few short, desperate swings from the wrist, then fell away.  An elbow crashed against Billy’s face and a burst of white flashed across his vision.  Six legs tripped through the undergrowth and the bundle of wrestlers nearly fell.  The scoundrel behind Billy bit his shoulder, but his cry of pain was cut short by a fist under his ribcage, knocking the wind from him.  Gasping for air, the young man crumpled to the ground where he was kicked twice more.

      Two dark figures stood over him.

      “Next time...” the bestial shape said, panting for breath, “that Mad Dog McCray wants your horse, boy...  You just give it up, hear?”

      The other shadow, the one called Wiley, stepped away and returned with a thick tree limb held high.  “Nighty-night, kid,” the nasally voice sang.

      A sharp blow across the forehead plunged Billy into darkness.
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      The fireplace and chandelier candles all burned an eerie red.  The Crimson Cloak Tavern was crazy with people.  Every bench seat was taken and many more patrons either sat on tabletops or stood between them.  Every citizen of Redfield was in dutiful attendance, the adults more concerned with their beers than their children and the kids chasing one another through the tunnels of people in a game of Swamp Man Stalks You.  The air was as thick with laughter as it was fireplace smoke.  Billy found himself leaning against a wall with his arms folded against his chest.

      “Hear-hear!” someone shouted.  It was Master Steward, standing on his bench with his mug held high.  Most other patrons were indiscernible from the darkness, just silhouettes against the red light, though Billy could make out the preacher Brother Fabien and the lovely Jenna Knox at one table.  Jenna was playing her viol but Wil couldn’t hear the music.  In the corner behind them lurked two more shadowy figures.  It looked like a man and his dog.  Master Barbareau and his lanky hound? Wil wondered, though that didn’t seem right; Barbareau was one of the Three Stoolies and always sat at the bar.

      Master Steward cheered again and rounded his drink in the air.  Finally the crowd quieted and settled into their seats.  Man and beast in the corner faded back into the darkness, only visible by the dog’s burning red eyes.  All attention was on the tavern keeper now.

      Trevor stood behind the bar mindlessly wiping it down with his favorite rag.  All the stools along the front were strangely empty, save the last one.  The shape of Billy’s father slouched on his usual seat, a massive, ragged shape of shoulders and hair curled over a scar-lipped tin mug.  On the wall above the bar was the mount for Trevor’s legendary sword, Sliver.  The engraved plaque was polished to a high shine but the pair of hooks that usually held the sword aloft were empty—the sword was gone!

      Billy stood alert, eyes probing the hellish red light and sinister darkness for whatever thief dared steal such an icon.  No one else in the bar seemed to notice, though.  The crowd was busy nagging Trevor for a story.

      “No, no,” the tavern master said, “I haven’t got any tales for tonight.  I’m fresh out.”

      The choir of shadowy patrons complained.

      The dog in the back corner stood up, not on four legs but on two: it stood up.  That was not Master Barbareau and Dog hiding behind the crowd.  The beast’s eyes glowed with malign fire and its toothy maw widened into a smile.  The man beside it giggled, encouraging it to take whatever evil pleasure it had in mind.

      The beast stepped forward and drew a crooked dagger.  Jenna Knox sat ignorant in front of it, resting her viol on the table and listening to Trevor feign disinterest.

      Billy shouted but no one heard him.

      He pointed and yelled again, but no one saw him either; they were all watching Trevor, who was finally giving into their demands for entertainment.

      Something else was creeping in from the periphery of the room now, crawling out of the shadowy corners, slipping from under tables: small monstrous shapes with curved talons, huge pointed ears, and rows of tiny teeth glistening in their wicked smiles.  And all their eyes glowed with the same hellish light.  The children who had been playing Swamp Man Stalks You had been transformed into creatures of the Swamp Man’s will!  A green-skinned, devilish version of Sprat appeared from between someone’s legs, hissed in Billy’s direction, then ducked back into the crowd again.

      Billy felt powerless.  Surely there was something he could do?

      He looked down and realized that Sliver had been on his hip all along.  White light shined from the blade as he pulled it free from the scabbard.  Billy held the sword high and charged on top of the nearest table.

      But the crowd only cheered, thinking it a show, and the monsters cheered with them.  In the back corner, the dog-man’s jagged teeth grinned from under his bestial cowl, Wiley giggling beside him.  Mad Dog licked his dagger’s blade, raised it high above Jenna Knox and savagely plunged it downward—
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        * * *

      

      Billy opened his eyes to tall grass and darkness and sucked in a desperate breath.  Was he alive?  Had he been dead?

      His heart answered, thrumming a painful beat through a lump above his left eye.

      A second pulse throbbed in his forehead.  It was a dream.  He wasn’t in the Crimson Cloak.  He was lying curled up on the ground and shivering violently with no coat or blankets to keep him warm.

      I’m not at the Cloak, not at home, he told himself.  He was out on the northern road, on a quest.  And a dog-man and his lackey had just beaten the hell out of him.

      Blood throbbed into the goose egg as he sat up.  His fingers told him just how big it was, like a huge, third eye sprouting from his forehead.  That would not look very heroic.  Everyone would know he’d been thumped.

      A spectrum of orange and yellow glowed in the eastern sky.  Scattered bird songs announced the dawn.

      Next to Billy were two hunks of tree limb, the broken weapon that had forced him savagely into sleep.  Good thing it was dry rotted, he thought, or my head might have split instead.

      He saw no sign of his attackers.  They were gone.  Other than the waking birds, Billy was the only creature left—

      “Meadow Guard!”

      He leapt to his feet, stumbling through dizziness and undergrowth back into the empty clearing.  The Stewards’ horse was gone.  With him went the saddle, which was probably worth more than he could work off in a year, and the saddle bag, which had all of his food and water in it, and...  The spear?  It had been thonged to the rear of the saddle.

      He rushed toward the creek bank where Meadow Guard had been tied.  Not the spear, he pleaded, not Thunderstrike.  As he got closer, he noticed an unnaturally straight line standing at an angle from the ground, separate from the trees and grass.  He seized it with both hands and released the breath he’d been holding.  The spear’s long shaft was new but the armor-piercing, master-forged head had served Ian the Black during the war.  It was a relic of the Colors Three and a family heirloom.  Thank the Powers that the dog-man didn’t care to take it with him.  Too cumbersome for a rogue’s weapon, Billy figured.

      But what about Sliver?  That a thief might find useful.

      He tried to retrace the steps of the battle but in the predawn light it was impossible to tell one patch of grass and weeds from another.  And he saw no signs of his camp or that he’d ever even been here.  All of his belongings were gone: his pack, along with the meager coin pouch and basic survival gear, his blankets, even his tattered canvas coat—those Duke lovers had even stripped that from his unconscious body.  Nothing, he thought.  I have nothing.

      He wanted to scream at the sky, to sound all his frustrations at the heavens, but he didn’t.  The stars were still visible, night fading but not yet gone.  The constellations were still there, looking down on him, perhaps ashamed of him.

      Deep breath, slowly exhaled.

      Focus, he told himself.  Stay calm.  Do what a warrior would do, not what a panicky kid would do.

      He scanned around, not sure what he was looking for until he saw it: an area of crushed grass, long and narrow and about his size.  “This is where I started,” he said aloud.  A few paces away he found the scabbard that had housed Sliver.  There was no mistaking its smoothed cherry wood, lacquered red and polished to a shine.  For a second he felt guilty for thinking he’d use it in the fight with Mad Dog McCray.  Trevor had put more love into that scabbard than the whole of the Crimson Cloak Tavern.  But even it was nothing compared to the sword itself.

      Billy searched for signs of the fight.  Some crooked nettle stalks, a busted milkweed pod, the thick tangle of ivy crawling across the ground.  He remembered the three of them smashing through there.  “I’m the son of Ian the Black,” he repeated, “and I’m stronger than both of you.  Bah.  What a bunch of scruff.”  Though he nearly had been.  In a fair fight he’d have taken them.  Ian the Black was renown as a giant among men and Billy, at only sixteen springs, was bigger than most adults he knew.

      But not big enough, he thought, wading into the undergrowth and watching for the shimmer of steel.  Two wandering thieves beat me and took everything I own, and not half a day from home.  Some way to start a heroic saga.  He kicked at some weeds.

      And on top of that, I lost Trevor’s sword.

      No, I better not have lost that sword.  He wasn’t sure he could even bring himself to go home without it.

      Going home.  That prospect sounded good, and he felt some relief at the thought.  Knots in his shoulders that he hadn’t known were there hinted that they might gladly relax if only he’d head south toward Redfield.  On foot he’d be there by suppertime, and probably be treated to a big hot meal at the Crimson Cloak or the Stewards’ Inn.  Then again, why would he be rewarded for losing their sword and horse?  Of course it wasn’t really his fault, he’d been ganged up on by a pair of professional cut-throats, and he had the lumps to prove it.  Billy imagined throwing open the doors of the Cloak and stumbling inside.  The townsfolk would gasp at the sight of him, all beaten and filthy and sweaty from the long walk home.  They’d hang on his every word as he recounted the midnight mayhem, how he’d barely escaped with his life.  No one would blame him for coming home after getting robbed and thrashed, for going for help and finding only cruelty in the world at large.  They’d be glad he was home.  Probably worried sick about him now.  Duke’s beard, why did they send him on this quest anyway?

      “They didn’t,” he told himself aloud.  “I volunteered.  Hell, the whole thing was my idea.”

      Who else could have done it?  The rest were simple farmers, humble villagers.

      “And let’s face it, the legendary heroes aren’t so legendary anymore.”  They’d said so themselves, in so many words.  Their time had passed.

      “I’m just coming into my time,” he told himself.  “I’m a man now and the son of a hero.”

      You are your father’s son, Trevor had told him, the bear’s cub with iron in your arms and brass where it counts.  Though, I’m happy to say, you do have quite a bit more personality than your Pa.

      His foot struck something heavy.  Billy knelt down and found the mythic sword of Trevor the Red with a shadowy reflection of his own face sliding along the blade.

      Thank the Powers.

      He lifted it from the grass, wiped the dew on his britches, and raised the sword high enough to touch the dawn colors.  The experience of its true owner radiated like warmth from the relic, charging Billy with its power.  Then with one quick, practiced motion, the sword flipped down and kissed the scabbard’s lip, the blade slid smartly inside, and the hand guard clapped against the rim.  He imagined the sound made even the birds snap to attention.

      “I can’t go home,” he told himself.  “Not till I find the help we need.”
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        * * *

      

      Before leaving his failed camp, Billy washed his face in the stream and found some wild blackberries for breakfast.  The sparrows had eaten much of the exposed fruit but reaching through thorns and suffering a few scrapes yielded plump, juicy rewards.  Besides, the long scratches down his forearm made him look even more abused.  He was a rough and tumble warrior and anyone who saw him would know he’d suffered hardships, yet here he was, sword on his hip and spear on his back, trudging ever forward.

      Marching down the road, he imagined stalking into the town of Hobb’s Turn.  Everyone would stop and stare at the war-torn stranger.  The men would fear and respect him, the women would wonder what kind of passion burned in his hero’s breast.  He’d strut into the biggest, roughest tavern in the city and all eyes would fall on him.  Conversations would stop.  They’d see the swift blade Sliver on his hip and the mighty Thunderstrike in his fist and know he was descended from greatness.  The toughest man in the place would give up his regular seat at the bar.  They’d serve him a giant mug of rich amber ale without him asking for it (and without asking how old he was—his father drank himself to sleep but still insisted Billy was still too young to have his own).  A beautiful young barmaid would make eyes at him and ask what he’d like to eat, anything he wanted, she’d make it special.  Then she’d rush off to the kitchen, pausing halfway to look back.  When the barkeep asked what he was doing in town, he’d say he was looking for a scoundrel dressed in mutt by the name of Mad Dog McCray.

      All heads would turn to the shadowy back corner of the place.  There, trying desperately not to be noticed, would be Mad Dog and Wiley.

      “And they’d wet themselves at the sight of me,” Billy said with a sneer.

      He pounced in the middle of the road, pulled Thunderstrike off his back and cast it with another long stride at his imaginary enemies.  It soared fifteen yards and bit into a thick elm.  The spear stood straight for two seconds, then the back end slumped to the ground.

      That spear strike would kill Wiley on the spot, nailing him to the back wall.

      Billy drew Sliver from its scabbard.  He held the blade out and turned his body behind it, protecting himself just as Trevor had taught him.  “This is fencing,” he said aloud, imagining the petrified McCray cowering in the corner.  “Allow me to teach you a lesson.”  He cut the air with subtle flicks of the wrist, twirled the blade, parried invisible attacks, reposted, dodged, then lunged, striking with the blade’s tip.  The whole deadly ballet was enough to kill ten phantasmal McCrays.  Then he changed stances, sword high and second fist ready. “‘From grace to guts,’” he said, quoting Trevor.  “This, Mad Dog, is saber.”  He broke into a violent dash, slashing as he went, using the full length of the sword’s edge to cut down a full mob of imagined animal-skinning foes: one dressed in cow with cute little horns; one in a deer cowl with twenty-point antlers; a villain with two housecats tied at the tails and draped over his head; one wearing a dead goat, the head at his ass and ass on his head, tail flagging up like an early morning hair style; another with a triangular woodchuck pelt down his forehead, buck-toothed surprise forever expressed on the critter’s dead face.  And finally, after killing a whole farm’s worth of thugs, he’d face Mad Dog himself.

      Billy glared at a half-dead tree that leaned out near the road.  “Next time William Thunderstrike tells you to surrender, you just do it, hear?”  With that he spun full circle and thunked his sword into the grey trunk, separating Mad Dog’s head from his shoulders.

      “Yeah,” he breathed.  “That’s how I’ll do it.”
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            TALESPINNER’S COIN

          

        

      

    

    
      What would have taken only hours by horseback took most of the day on foot.  Billy’s stomach was grumbling very loudly by the time he reached Hobb’s Turn.  On either side of the road where he stood now were three-foot tall posts with wreaths of greenery tacked to them, traditional signs of the New Spring.  Billy looked at his red-blotched fingers and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.  He’d found more wild blackberries not far back and hoped now that his lips weren’t as stained as his hands.  The berries had been both sweet and tart, but not very filling.  A young man of his size (and heroic occupation) needed much more to sustain himself, and by now it had to be nearly supper time.  The sun had left its high throne in the sky hours ago and was getting close to the western horizon.

      Beyond the travel markers the road curved to the right and he broke into a jog, excited to finally be done.  Beyond that bend and trees was the main street of Hobb’s Turn.  The holiday decorations were still up all over town: wreaths of leafy ivy and early season flowers on front doors; growth posts in the yards, painted to show how tall the children had grown this year; and red- and white-striped maypoles every few blocks, erected for spring games.  At the town square was a grassy park with a stage.  There would have been plays enacted here, contests, speeches, a beauty pageant...  All the great things that come with the new year.  They’d had the same things in Redfield, of course, but Billy could only imagine it was of a grander scale in a town this size.  Four Redfields could fit inside this city, maybe more.  The New Spring Beauty Pageant was for kids back home; here it would be for real beauties.

      Finally away from home, on a real adventure.  He gazed down the streets in all four directions, each lined with shops and houses, most with the wisps of cook fires and chimney smoke coloring the sky.

      His belly rumbled again.

      People came and went along their way and most Turners (as Master Steward called the residents of Hobb’s Turn) walked by without regarding him at all.  A few, though, did notice him.  Was it the big lump on his forehead or did they just know an out-of-towner when they saw one?  An old woman slowed to stare at the spear in his hand.  He gave her a smile but she just jerked her head and sped her pace.  Most folks probably didn’t use weapons for walking sticks these days, he guessed.  The war had been over for nearly nine years.  Half a lifetime for some.  Well, for me, anyway.

      No, he thought, straightening his back and pushing out his chest.  Half a lifetime for Billy Cole, smithy boy and town workhorse.  But I left him in that clearing back there, knocked senseless by two rogues.  I’m William Thunderstrike, talespinner and warrior.  Wil to my friends.

      He reaffirmed it in his mind: I’m Wil now.

      Wil marched on.  He traded nods with a butcher in a bloody apron and smiled at a pretty blonde, who smiled back.  A street called Rosethorn caught his eye—he just liked the sound of it—and he took it east.  Just past the corner was another maypole with some children dancing around it and singing an old song.  He picked up the tune, singing it under his breath, and then picked up something else on the breeze.  His feet stopped and his nose drank in a long breath: stew.  Beef stew, with lots of seasoning.  He searched upwind.

      On the next corner was an inn and just as he approached the shutters of a large window swung open.  Inside was a girl about his age, her brown hair tied back and wearing a serving maiden’s apron over a faded orange blouse.  She set a leaky wooden bucket on the sill and had apparently just scrubbed the insides of the shutters, though Wil barely noticed.  He didn’t even realize that he’d stopped in the middle of the street and was staring at her until she looked up and gave a him little smile.  He grinned back.  She said something but he didn’t understand; it wasn’t that he hadn’t heard it, he just hadn’t been ready to receive any words yet.

      “Soup’s on,” she repeated.  “Best beef stew in town.”

      “I’m starving,” he said, but didn’t move.

      She eyed him up and down, not in awe or flirtation but confusion.  Now he realized that he was acting like a dumbstruck farm kid.  “Best soup in town,” he managed, stepping forward with a widening smile.  “Smells like it, too.”

      Wil moved to the side door.  From the corner of his eye, hiding in the shadow between buildings, he glimpsed a shambling figure with reaching arms, vines looping over its shoulders, jagged leaves like raised hackles, a monster waiting in ambush.  With the reflexes of a trained soldier, Wil flipped up his spear and counterattacked.  Thunderstrike’s tip pierced the creature’s chest and Wil easily threw the beast to the ground, not realizing his own strength.  His feet struck next, stomping his attacker into submission.  By the time the girl made it outside he had the thing pinned with his lance and was kicking one arm out of shape.

      “What the hell are you doing?”  She was practically yelling at him.

      “Killing this...  This...”  Wil paused long enough to realize the thing wasn’t fighting back.

      “Green man,” she said.

      “Green man?”  It was another traditional decoration for the New Spring, a figure made of brush, branches, and ivy, all wound around a wooden or wire frame.  “It’s just a...  A green man.”

      “Yes!” she shouted.  “Or at least it was.”

      Wil turned red.  He pulled the spear as carefully as he could from the thing’s body and lifted it back to its feet.  It was mangled, vines hanging like eviscerated intestines and frame showing through like an exposed skeleton.  He let go and it fell over, no longer able to stand on its own.  “I’ll make you a new one,” he said.

      She just rolled her eyes, her lovely brown eyes, and walked back inside.  She was nearly his height—he’d never seen a girl so tall—and the thought stirred butterflies in his stomach.  He hastily stood the green man against the wall and followed her.

      A red and green duck was painted on a sign above the door and the girl mumbled half-heartedly, “Welcome to the Waterfowl Inn.”  It was a cozy place with a long bar, seven or eight tables on the open floor, and a solitary chair at the head of the room.  Just past the bar was a hallway with a bed painted on the wall there.  A round, balding man stood behind the bar, talking to two gents on stools.  Two more men were seated at one table and a young couple with a little girl sat at another.  On the back wall was the fireplace, a big cooking pot suspended inside, its wooden lid flame-licked black at the edges with a long ladle on a hook next to it.  And the whole room smelled wonderful.  His mouth watered.

      The serving girl grabbed her bucket of suds and walked to the backroom behind the bar.  Wil took the seat closest to the stew pot, staring at the dancing fire and imagining the bubbling goodness inside.

      “Well, you want a bowl or don’t you?”  She was standing at the gap in the bar with a bowl in her hands.  Before he could manage an answer she told the barkeep, “Our green man’s dead, Uncle Ryan.”

      Conversation stopped.  “Dead?” the bartender asked.

      “Yeah, this young man thrashed him.”

      “Thrashed him?”  The man’s voice must have rumbled around inside his huge belly before it came out; it sounded like a thunderous echo off distant mountains.  “Duke’s beard, boy!  What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “It was an accident, sir.  I thought it was...”  Wil trailed off.  He couldn’t tell them what he really thought it was, they’d think he was crazy.  “Well, if you’d seen what I saw this week...”  The two at the bar turned to stare.  Wil slumped in his chair.  “I’ll build you a new one.”

      The big man gave a nod.  “Well then, all’s settled.  Elsa, get the young man a bowl of our finest.”

      Elsa, cute despite the annoyed look on her face, approached him.  She had to stand very close to get between Wil’s chair and the pot, close enough that her bottom nearly touched his shoulder.  There was now a shadow where the heat of the fireplace had been, but he felt a new warmth at her proximity.

      “Oh, wait, wait,” he stammered.  “I, uh...  I don’t have any money.”

      Elsa turned back to him, really annoyed now.  “You don’t have any money?”

      “No money?” echoed her uncle.  “Walking around armed like that but no coin in your pockets?”

      “It’s a long story, sir,” Wil said.  “But no, I don’t have any money.”

      Uncle Ryan gave a Humpf and returned to his conversation.  Elsa shook her head, looked down on him with a mixture of pity, contempt, and curiosity, then dumped the soup back into the pot and walked away.

      Billy swallowed (he was beginning to feel more like Billy again, a village kid out on his own and over his head).  Well, he said to himself, I hope Trevor wasn’t just milking a bull...

      “Speaking of long stories…”

      No one heard him.  They all continued with their own conversations, Elsa leaning against the bar and listening to the men talk.

      Wil cleared his throat audibly.  The little girl at the table in front of him looked up, but no one else.

      “Sir,” Wil said, loudly this time.  Finally, Uncle Ryan gave him some attention.  “How about a story, sir?”

      “I don’t know any stories,” the big barkeep grumbled.  “Besides, you’re interrupting our conversation.”

      “No, sir, I mean I would tell one.  Some traveling storytellers—professionally known as talespinners—get a full belly and a night’s rest just for providing entertainment.”

      “Entertainment?  It’s Sittingday night, boy, I’ve already hired a showman for later.  A flute player.”  Uncle Ryan gestured to the chair at the front of the room.

      “What kind of a story?”  The question came from the woman with her husband and daughter.  She craned her thin neck, genuine interest in her eyes.

      Wil licked his lips.  “A grand story, ma’am.  A legendary tale of adventure about the great folk heroes of the Free Fertile Lands, the Colors Three.”

      More heads turned.  An older gentleman had come in during the conversation and was nearly seated but reversed himself mid-squat, a task that took some effort at his age, and moved to a chair with a better view of Wil.

      “When’s your flute player coming, Ry?” asked a man at the bar.

      “Not till dusk,” Uncle Ryan said quietly.

      Elsa was looking Wil up and down again.  He wondered at what she was seeing, what they all were seeing.  A young man dressed in simple garb but armed like soldier fresh from a war.  His short-cropped hair, sprouting sideburns, and sparse chin whiskers were as black as his eyes, as black as his father’s.  And—Oh no...  He remembered the big knob on his forehead, probably bruised.  No wonder they stared at him.

      No, he told himself.  A young man armed and battle-worn, maybe a little too eager to attack seasonal decorations, but...  No, he was a mysterious figure and there was power in that.  What they don’t know about a stranger in town, Trevor had said, they’ll make up.  And what they invent is almost always better than what you could.  The flush in his cheeks faded as his confidence grew.  He let the silence ride.  The longer he sat there, saying nothing, the more their curiosity would build.  Without really trying, he had set a trap and their attentions were caught in it.  He had them.

      Finally the woman’s husband vouched for him: “Haven’t heard a good Colors Three telling in a long time.”

      “Me neither,” said a man at the bar.

      The woman gave her husband a look, who then raised his finger in Uncle Ryan’s direction.  “I’ll buy him a bowl for that.  And a nice hunk of bread to go with it.”  His wife turned back to Wil, shining.  Her little girl smiled too, baby teeth missing.

      “Fine then,” Ryan said, nodding his big head.  “Elsa.”

      A mischievous grin twitched at her mouth as she approach with the bowl for the second time.  He was leaning back in his chair now, a confident pose, and probably should have moved to make room for her, but didn’t.  Though his eyes peered into the room, his attention was at his back, knowing she was there, inches away.  He heard the lid come off the pot, clunk gently against the floor, and then the tiny splash of the ladle.  Elsa’s bottom brushed against his chair back as she spun and placed the bowl in front of him.  The soup steamed, shreds of beef and chunks of potato swimming in a greasy broth.  It was all he could do not to grab it in both hands and slurp it down right then and there.  “I’ll get you some bread and a spoon,” she said, touching his shoulder.  His face warmed.

      “Well?” said one of the bar men.

      “Yes, uh...  So many stories to tell...”  It was just as Trevor had said: this was his audience, captives of his will.  He deepened their curiosity while stalling to think.  “Which shall it be?”

      Trevor’s advice came back to him.  Some people think tales of magic and adventure should be told in some high-speak.  You aren’t telling of kings and queens.  Remember your audience.  Folks is folks, treat them that way.

      Wil slurped some soup while musing aloud: “How about the Obsidian Keystone of Blackwatch Bridge?”

      Be a showman.  Include your audience, flatter them, appeal to them.  You must be able to read people, to know what they fear and desire, and what will offend or lose them.

      “Maybe the Sorcerer’s Umbrella?  Or the Maidens Behind the Falls?”

      The great epics and legends key on symbols, things your audience will recognize.  That’s how they know it’s a tale of their favorite heroes, how they connect with what you’re saying, even if they’ve never heard you tell before.  Use the icono...  Iconomogy?  What was the word Trevor used?

      “Dragons,” the little girl said excitedly.  “Tell a tale about dragons.”

      Elsa set down a large hunk of bread and slid a wooden spoon into his bowl.  “Well, talespinner,” she said, standing very close to him, stray locks falling in front of her eyes.  “Impress me.”
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            THE DRAGON’S TONGUE

          

          PART 1

        

      

    

    
      “Dragons?”  That breath, the first word of his first tale, gave him power.  “Dragons are among the great mysteries of the world.  Very few people have ever seen one.  Most of those who have saw mainly the jaws and tongue, and much later, the puckering asshole on the way out.”  Wil shoved his fist through the circle of his other hand, drawing a laugh from the small crowd.

      Trevor’s voice echoed in his mind: A talespinner need not be himself.  In fact, it’s better that he isn’t.  This frees him not only from the trivial shackles of honesty that might hinder the details of a good story, but also from self-doubt or too much critical reflection.  Be more than yourself and your tale will be more than its origins.  Remember, history is second to story.

      Wil Thunderstrike took a deep breath, laughed with his audience, and continued...
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        * * *

      

      It is said that dragons once ruled the world, in the time before mankind made words or tamed fire.  Stories of dragonslayers go back as far as human history.  But perhaps those great heroes were too good at their trade, for few but your grandfather’s grandmother claim to have even glimpsed a dragon, and even she only caught faint wisps of its fiery belch as a child but never actually laid eyes on one.  Today there’s but one dragon spoken of around campfires and drinking tables, and it’s been dead for years.  In fact, some say its death was the start of the World’s Shadow War.

      The last known dragon to steal through darkness or glide among clouds made the World’s Shadow Mountains its ancient home.  It had a deep burrow inside the rock where it slept for years at a time, for dragons were very long lived and aged almost none while they slept.  This dragon was as long and winding as the road that twists through Hobb’s Turn.  Its scales were the color of starless night and its claws were like curled swords.  Two long horns of golden ivory curved back from behind its eyes, those black orbs with red rings of iris that burned like funeral pyre embers.  A row of ash-colored feathers grew down its neck and a white, wispy feather beard hung from its chin.  There were feathery tufts on its clawed feet and the mighty knots of muscle from which its wings grew.  The monster’s wings were its most beautiful feature, feathered in ash grey and snow white.  They folded up tightly against its night-colored back, but when spread for flight or boasting they filled the sky like a snowstorm, blotting out the sun and beating a terrible wind that could knock a man to the ground.  Being ancient and mystical creatures, it was said that magicians and alchemists could render miracles using bodily samples taken from a dragon: a feather of its wings or beard, the scales from its belly; a great talon, jagged fang, the barb from its tail; the heart, liver, tongue...

      But who would have the brass to face such a beast in battle?

      It doesn’t take brass to look upon such beauty, only a sense of wonder.  Cruelty rather than bravery would be required to fight such a marvel, to track it down in the hopes of harvesting its morbid parts for selfish ends, and there was only one man in the history of these lands whose greed would empower him to track perhaps the last of an ancient and noble race to its sleeping nest in an attempt to cut out its heart: Duke Ferdinand DeSpawn.  The Dread Duke, once a nobleman of the Fertile Lands before they were freed from birthright rulers, an honest and pious man who turned his back on Fate and the Powers and all good-natured people.  He who orgied in witches’ covens and fathered monsters.  He who made pacts with the zog tribes and sold his own heart to the Fiend of Fire and Darkness, an ageless villain who defied the Just King Leopold and was banished beyond the World’s Shadow, but returned, seventy years later, to wage war on the free peoples of the Fertile Lands.  But did he come back for revenge or to claim a prize, to crown himself king or retrieve his majestic quarry?  Politicians and scholars debate that still, but perhaps they’d never heard this story.

      Following the advice of one of his witches, the Dread Duke set out with a hunting party of twenty men and forty hounds.  Around his neck he wore the mummified nose of a famous hunter, an amulet that gave him keen senses that rivaled the huge pack of dogs baying ahead of him.  They followed the portents and scent of ancients to a cave near the very peaks of the World’s Shadow Mountains.  When he was certain his quarry was inside, the Duke called for his quiver and bow.  The bow was the wishbone of a giant sea whale, slain and eaten by his elite zog bodyguards, then carved and strung to become a powerful weapon.  His quiver was built with a special lower chamber, a reservoir of dark blue poison where the arrowheads soaked.  The syrupy venom was brewed from the blood of murderers and thieves that the Duke had tortured for their crimes.  A mere scratch by a bolt so envenomed was deadly in seconds.

      The Dread Duke nocked an arrow and motioned for the first group of hunters to enter the cave.  Ten men ventured inside, armed with fire brands, swords, and lances.  It took them several minutes, moving nervously through the dark, guided only by their torches and slowed by their fear, but soon they found the great sleeping beast, coiled within the dark warmth of the earth, and woke it with their weapons.  The last man alive came running back to his master, his body alight with dragon’s fire.  He spiraled and screamed for several seconds before finally collapsing as a smoldered black shape on the ground.  The great beast then burst from the cave with the speed of a pit viper, killing the remaining ten hunters with tooth, talon, and fire.  The forty hounds served as the dragon’s long awaited breakfast, four or five at a time snatched up like dumplings.

      The Duke watched all this from the cover of nearby rocks and brush, waiting for his best opportunity.  Finally the dragon stretched out in front of him, as awakened sleepers are apt to do, and unwittingly exposed its underbelly.  DeSpawn loosed a venomous arrow that buried itself deep among the beast’s ebony scales.  The dragon roared in pain and anger and flashed a gout of flame into the bushes, but the Duke was quick and cunning, and he shot a second arrow on the run.  The creature was too large to miss and the poisonous bolt penetrated its scaly hide.

      Still it refused to die.

      But sensing the deadly venom in its wounds, the dragon spread its blizzard-like wings and made its escape.  It soared off with remarkable speed and the Duke had to run after it.  He couldn’t believe the thing was still alive, much less able to fly.  He fired a third arrow, this one striking the dragon’s long, flowing tail.  But the magnificent creature rose into the sky and disappeared above the protection of the cloud ceiling.

      The Duke cursed to himself, then aloud, then roared his curses so that they echoed off the rocky cliffs.  He’d sacrificed twenty of his most skilled hunters and forty of his best-bred hounds, sent them all to their deaths, just so he could have one shot at perhaps the last of an ancient breed.  And the miserable creature had the audacity not only to survive, but to escape!

      Then he saw it, a league away: the great black and white shape reappeared against the blue sky, falling out of the cloud line.  Duke DeSpawn followed his prey to the very edge of the Mountains and watched helplessly as it glided, then fell, then caught itself on its wings again, gradually descending off the Mountain and into the green hills below.  It disappeared from sight over the southern edge of his domain, somewhere into the Free Fertile Lands.

      And some say this was the start of the great and terrible World’s Shadow War.
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        * * *

      

      Wil paused to slurp up a few spoonfuls from his second bowl and to chase them with a greedy gulp of dark porter.  The big-bellied tavern master eyed him doubtfully when someone ordered him a mug of beer, probably asking himself just how old Wil could be.  But Uncle Ryan complied, slopping a wave of foam on the table as he set down the oversized clay mug.  It was a beautiful sight.  Billy’d had a few drinks from Trevor’s kegs here and there, mostly when his father wasn’t around, but this was his first beer as a man.  This one was his from the first sip to the last, bought by a patron grateful for his service.  It would be more drink than he’d ever consumed in one sitting, and he intended to enjoy every drop.

      And he wasn’t the only one drinking.  A longer story keeps the audience buying beer, Trevor had said.  This is good for the barkeep—nowadays that’s usually me—and in return, good for the talespinner, who wishes to curry favor from said barkeep.  But Wil wasn’t sure how far he could stretch this story.  He knew the dragon part so well because he’d loved it, even begged for it, as a boy.  But the rest was really a Colors Three tale, and he wasn’t as confident spinning that yarn.

      He took another long draught from the frothy mug.  Wil Thunderstrike’s a damned entertainer, he told himself, and of any man alive, save Trevor the Red himself, no one is better qualified to tell this story.  The anticipation in the eyes around the room bolstered him further.  Elsa was running drinks to and fro, barely keeping up with the growing crowd, but managed to shoot him a smile as she ducked around the bar.

      A smile from a beautiful girl, he thought.  What more do I need?
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        * * *

      

      And so the Duke followed the dragon’s descent and war followed with him.  But the events of this tale tonight happen after the war.  Everyone knows the exiled Duke DeSpawn came back over the Mountains with legions of depraved slaves, brutal mercenaries, and twisted monsters, that he allied himself with creatures of darkness.  The Duke thought the Free Peoples would be easy prey to such an army.  He was wrong.  Simple farmers, tailors, blacksmiths, men of skill and labor all rallied behind community leaders and former noblemen and met the enemy on the fields of battle.  Even the soldiers who would become the Colors Three were modest everymen who’d joined the Oxhides, a company of volunteers formed from the bravest of the red-soiled farm regions.  Named for their leader, Alfred of Cattlehorn, the Oxhides fought in most major battles of the southern plains and midlands.  It was near the end of the war that they were betrayed by the sinister Crescent Moons, who had made a secret pact of damnation with the Dread Duke’s forces.  The Moons thought they’d slaughtered the Oxhides to a man and left no one to report their treachery.  Some men, however, are harder to kill than others.

      So war raged for almost four years before the Duke was chased back over the Mountains, and for three years more the Humble Trio, last of the fallen Oxhides, wandered the full breadth of the Fertile Lands.  Battlefields became plowing fields again, besieged cities began repairs, broken houses and broken lives were slowly mended.  The wounded world was healing, order was reasserting itself over chaos, and the Colors Three assisted as best they could.  There are few towns south of the World’s Shadow they didn’t pass through, and fewer still that weren’t thankful that they had.

      Sometime in that chaotic period following the war, there were three travelers making their way along a north-western road, far up where the rolling fields become rocky and grow into foothills.  The spring rains had been heavy for two days, turning roads to mud and air to mist.  Under such conditions these three riders were mere silhouettes: the leader armored and slumped in his saddle, the next thin and wrapped in a saturated rain cloak, and the last a large mass of wet fur mounted atop a draft horse.  To the passing eye they were three travelers far from home and ripe for marauders.

      At least the marauders thought so.

      Twelve horsemen broke from the shadowy tree line, a storm of heavy hooves pounding thunder into the earth and mud into the air, twelve brigands wielding an ugly assortment of blades, clubs, lances, and forks.  Their trap would close like crocodile jaws around the necks of three hapless lambs.

      The three travelers came to a stop.  “Some wield tools rather than weapons,” their leader noticed.

      “Farmers, then,” the thinnest said, “more than soldiers.”

      They looked at each other and both agreed: “Take them alive.”

      Their large friend at the rear said nothing; he need say nothing.

      The marauders fell on them seconds after breaking their charge but found the Trio armed and ready.  The blond-haired leader held the great mace Vengeance, batting away two swords and splintering a crude spear.  The thin rider, his curling hair as red as his cloak, pulled the agile blade Sliver and parried hay forks and clubs with ease.  The Dark Giant at the rear cast his long spear Thunderstrike into the midst of the oncoming brigands, scattering them from its wrath like frightened animals from a lightning bolt.  Then came the counter-attack.  In seconds the Trio had disarmed or dismounted the entire gang, who now sat in the mud frowning at their broken weapons.

      It was in this state, beaten but unharmed, that the marauding band looked up and recognized the legendary figures that had so easily crushed their advance.  Gregor the Golden sat triumphant upon his white steed, his polished breastplate now obvious even in the rain, long yellow braids hanging from beneath the famous purple-crested helm, the terrible mace Vengeance still in his grasp.  Trevor the Red’s ruddy-brown horse stepped gracefully around the men as they picked themselves up from the road.  The hero returned his viper-quick sword to its scabbard, the bloody hue of his rain-darkened cloak and thick hair now visible to them.  And the huge, coal-dark steed of Ian the Black carried its gigantic rider to where his famous lance still pierced the earth.  He looked more bestial than human as he plucked it from the ground, his face wreathed in smoke-black hair and beard, wet and dripping about his head, and a huge black bear’s hide was cinched around his body as if it were his own fur coat.  The stories of the Colors Three had reached even this remote region and their iconic visage now struck the defeated raiders, who counted themselves lucky to still be breathing.

      The leader of the twelve climbed to his feet, his expression humbled, though there lingered a glimmer of anger in his single left eye.  His right eye was covered by a black patch tied around his mangy head and he wore a now muddy leather jerkin.  He bowed low and introduced himself as Moab.  “A thousand pardons, good sirs,” Moab said, “but we thought you were mercenaries sent by our enemies.”

      “What kind of enemies do simple farmers have?” Gregor asked.

      “They aren’t all farmers,” Ian rumbled.  “Some wear the jerkins of soldiers.”

      “You’re right,” said one of the twelve.  “Some of us served in the war and still have reason to protect ourselves.”  The party went on to describe their simple village, not far down the road, and their long-running feud with another town up-land.  Their humble militia was known as the Storm Riders and their enemies they called The Cursed.

      “You can’t reason with these people?” Trevor asked, ever the diplomat.

      “They mutter some backwards hill-speak instead of Cathedric,” one explained.  “Curses and violence are our only common language.”

      Moab picked up his saw-toothed sword from a mud puddle.  His angry voice trembled as he described the feud becoming more serious of late, starting with the theft of cattle and horses, then some of their children.  “Can we count on you,” he asked, “great heroes of renown, to help rescue and avenge our children?”

      Trevor eyed the man carefully.  He was naturally suspicious of any man with so much hate in him.  He took special note of the jagged sword and the fact that Moab saw the world only through his left eye; the left is generally deemed the sinister half, the right more virtuous.  Ian the Black, too, had pointed out the ex-soldiers among them.  But Gregor, always going forward without hesitation, instantly pledged the Colors Three to any cause that was just.

      “Thank the Powers,” one of them said, then turned back to the woods and let out a shrill whistle.  A moment later two plow horses emerged towing a covered wagon, rain pooled at the slack in its canvas roof.  The driver was an old man with leathery olive skin dressed in animal hides.

      Gregor asked what they were transporting, but Moab said only, “Our secret, for now.”

      Thirteen Storm Riders now—and Trevor noticed the ill omen in that number—took the Humble Trio to their camp not far from that muddy patch of road.  They described the long-running hatred between their village and the hill town, how the barbaric raiders there had harassed their peaceful people for generations.  But now they were close to recovering their kidnapped children and ending the terror forever.

      Over the next two days Trevor the Red, fleet of foot and hoof and stealthy as a rat in a palace kitchen, led scouting missions into the hills.  He and his pupils among the Riders could not see any prison cells or child labor from their safe distance, but they did report back the details necessary for Gregor the Golden to devise an attack plan.  Ian the Black, in those two dreary days of rain and gloom, repaired and sharpened enough weapons for all, such was his mastery of steel and fire.

      At sunset of the third day, the Riders finally revealed their secret.  The thirteenth among them was not a fighter but a mystic alchemist and primitive witchdoctor.  Moab and his men gathered around the large tent where the wagon had been parked, inviting their guests to join them.  Inside the witchdoctor had set up two tables, the first crowded by jars of herbs and minerals, bubbling kettles and tiny oil lamps with their dancing flames casting strange shadows.  Neatly arranged at the end were thirteen vessels: hollow gourds, glass vials, and tiny clay jugs, all corked or sealed with wax.  On the second table lay something large, a linen sheet mottled with fresh blood covering whatever was there.

      “We have finally found the weapon we need to defeat our enemies,” Moab announced, shadows flickering on his face.  His witchdoctor gave a crooked-toothed grin, everything about him suggesting he’d been gobbled up and spat back out by some giant slavering dog, and with dramatic pause he yanked the sheet off the table.  Underneath lay five feet of bruise-colored flesh, thick and bulgy at one end and tapered to a thin, two-pronged fork at the other.  The whole thing was wrapped in cloth bandages, blood weeping where samples had been cut away.  Occasionally it quivered of its own power and one or the other narrow forks would curl up, then relax.  “It bleeds still!” Moab exclaimed.  “That is the power of the dragon!”

      Gregor squinted at it, thick arms crossed over gleaming armor.  “I’m not sure I believe in dragons.”

      “Believe your eyes, warrior,” Moab shouted, voice quivering.  “Victory is at our door, and power unimagined!”

      “Where did you get this... thing?” Trevor asked.

      Ian towered behind two Storm Riders, scowling.

      Moab gestured to the alchemist, whose expression twisted into something resembling pride.  “The alchemist told us where to find it.  The backward fools of his own village had found it years ago and kept it in some pagan shrine.  We...  liberated it.”

      “And the souls of those weed-eaters guarding it,” scoffed one Rider.  Others joined in, laughing at their easy, bloody victory.

      The Trio shared silent glances.

      Moab gestured to the collection of vessels, explaining the witchdoctor had prepared several different potions from the blood and flesh of the dragon’s tongue.  There was no way to know which formula would be successful, as no one had ever done such a thing before, but certainly consuming the right one would grant the dragon’s destructive power: the ability to breathe fire!
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        * * *

      

      Wil twisted in his chair at the Waterfowl Inn and drew a mouthful of smoke from the fireplace, then turned back and opened wide, producing a weak puff of smoke and a long string of wicked coughs.  The tavern’s patrons laughed and clapped their hands.  The trick earned him another beer from his generous audience.  Elsa set it down among two that were still untouched.  Wil eyed the new mug, then took a long draught from the one in his hand, held so long his palm was sweaty on the handle.

      “Be careful,” Elsa whispered, laying her delicate fingers on his free hand.  “You don’t have to drink them all, you know.”

      Wil felt her warm touch but denied the urge to lean in and kiss her.  He knew his breath would resemble something like a drunken dragon’s, and he didn’t need to get slapped for impetuousness in front of the whole tavern—in front of his audience.

      “You’re sweet,” he whispered instead, “but I’ll be okay.”  He was, in fact, starting to feel funny.  Rather, he had started to feel funny quite a while ago.  It was liberating and kind of fun on one hand, but also strange and potentially embarrassing on the other.  He’d finished one beer already, the first time in his life he’d ever had a full mug of his own, and was halfway through the second, with three more now to go.  It occurred to him that some of the tavern’s regulars might just be trying to get this overly talkative kid from out of town drunk as their own entertaining sideshow, but he didn’t care.  This was the most meaningful night of his young life and he was going to enjoy it.

      He drained what was left in his mug, pounded it down on the table, and asked his room full of listeners: “Now where was I?”
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