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      In an hour of darkness, a new hero awakens.

      Talembur awakens alone in a forgotten catacomb, his memory lost.

      Sinister enemies wielding dark magic pursue him, seeking to claim the sword he bears.

      Yet while Talembur might have forgotten his past, his skills have not left him.

      He will make his enemies beware, for he knows how to wield the deadly sword that he carries...
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      “Wake up.”

      Talembur felt his eyelids flutter.

      “Talembur, you need to wake up.”

      The woman’s voice was a faint whisper, one that he heard with his thoughts rather than his ears.

      His mind stirred, slowly pulling itself up from the depths of sleep.

      “Wake up.”

      The voice faded away.

      Talembur opened his eyes and drew in a long breath.

      He was lying on stone, warm and smooth against the skin of his back and legs. Silence surrounded him, and a dim blue light shone from somewhere. Talembur turned his head and saw that he was lying within a lidless sarcophagus of dark stone.

      Was he dead?

      No, he was breathing, and he felt his heart beating. Talembur pushed against the stone and sat up, his muscles stiff and slow. He was naked, but the old scars on his legs and forearms drew his eye.

      Slowly he realized that he didn’t know where he was, how he had gotten here, or how he had acquired those scars.

      For that matter, he didn’t remember who he was.

      Talembur, that was his name. He knew that much.

      As for where he was, perhaps he could figure that out.

      He should start by standing up.

      Slowly Talembur eased to his feet, climbed from the sarcophagus, and looked around.

      He was in a rectangular stone chamber with a vaulted roof, thick pillars supporting the ceiling. The sarcophagus was set into the floor, and a dim blue light came from nowhere, casting odd shadows over the chamber. Talembur turned in a slow circle, but nothing moved, and he heard nothing but the steady hiss of his breathing.

      He had heard a woman speaking, telling him to wake up. Talembur searched for her, moving from pillar to pillar, his feet making no sound against the cold floor. Yet there was no sign of the woman or of anyone else here.

      He was certain that he had heard her voice.

      Her name…

      Talembur couldn’t remember her name. Yet he was certain that he knew it, that her voice had been familiar, yet he could not draw it from the fog of his memory.

      It occurred to Talembur that he could remember nothing of this place, though it seemed somehow familiar. Indeed, he could remember very little at all

      Perhaps that realization should have filled him with dread.

      Instead, he felt only curiosity, as if he had just been handed an interesting puzzle to solve.

      Maybe that was proof there was indeed something wrong with his mind.

      But as the sluggishness of sleep passed, his thoughts arranged themselves in an orderly fashion to consider the problems before him. Talembur needed to discern where he was, who had brought him here, and whether that person was a friend or an enemy. More urgently, he needed to locate food, weapons, and other supplies. And clothing, of course. The stone chamber was uncomfortably chill yet endurable, but Talembur would need proper clothing to traverse the wilderness.

      He paused, wondering why he had assumed there was wilderness outside this place. For all he knew, there was a bustling city outside. Nevertheless, Talembur was certain that when he left this chamber, he would find only ruins and wilderness.

      Assuming he could find his way outside, of course.

      Talembur searched the chamber. The thick pillars and vaulted ceiling gave it the look of a crypt beneath a church, and he had the vague sense that he had been here before. Obviously, he had been here before, given that he had just woken up, but he could summon only dim, flickering hints of a recollection.

      There were no other tombs or sarcophagi in the chamber. The sarcophagus that had held him was made of different stone that the rock of the pillars and floor. Yet there was another slab of the same cloudy dark stone set into the far wall, and Talembur gazed at it.

      He could just make out his reflection in the stone.

      Yes, that was his face. A good sign – apparently his mind was not so damaged that it would fail to recognize things when he saw them. His face was a bit gaunt, with a thick blond beard and ragged blond hair that hung to the base of his neck. His eyes were a bright shade of green that gleamed like ice in the sun.

      His body…

      His body had many scars.

      Talembur must have been a warrior, because he had both the musculature and the scars for it. Old slashes marked the thick muscles of his arms and legs, and more marked his chest. Both his arms and legs bore strange lines of thin parallel scars, as if someone had traced a sharp blade over his skin. A method of torture, perhaps?

      They all paled in comparison to a single massive scar just below his sternum. Talembur turned and tried to look at his back in the mirror, and he saw a parallel scar a bit left of his spine. It looked as if he had been stabbed either with sufficient force that the weapon had burst from his back.

      That should have been a fatal wound.

      Once again, Talembur wondered if he was dead, but the balance of evidence seemed against it. The floor felt cold against his feet, and he was starting to feel a little hungry. All those sensations seemed incongruous with death.

      Had he been resurrected? While the Dominus Christus would raise the dead on the day of the Last Judgment, Talembur was reasonably certain today was not the last day.

      Another idea occurred to him, one that seemed more likely.

      Magic could have ensured his survival.

      That didn’t bring a memory to his mind, but…perhaps an echo, or maybe a ghost of old pain. Like a man who had once been burned remembering the agony of fire. Talembur opened and closed the fingers of his right hand, as if seeking a weapon, and gazed at his palm. Judging from the pattern and distribution of calluses, he was well-accustomed to wielding weapons, most probably a sword.

      Apparently, he was also the kind of man who could recognize such things.

      He turned the mirror-like stone. A wooden door rested in an archway on the far wall, and as far as he could tell, there were no other entrances or exits. The wood was rotten and brittle – he could have pressed his thumb into it like soft cheese.

      This door had not been opened in a very, very long time.

      Just how long had he been lying in that sarcophagus?

      It was a riddle to ponder once he had attended to the immediate needs of survival.

      Talembur grasped the handle and eased the door open. He felt the need to do it in silence, though he was not certain why.

      Did enemies wait in this place?

      Beyond the door was a spiral staircase that climbed upward. The blue glow that illuminated the chamber behind him also cast a dim glow over the stairs, so he would not need to find another source of light. Talembur eased up the stairs, taking care to make no sound. The walls were of rough-hewn stone, which indicated that he was underground.

      A faint echo came to his ears.

      Talembur froze, considering the sound. It sounded like something metallic striking stone. Like a workman carrying a hammer or a shovel and accidentally striking it against the wall as he turned.

      Or, more ominously, perhaps the pommel of a sword or the metal tip of a scabbard.

      Talembur waited, but the sound was not repeated, and he continued to climb.

      The spiral stairs ended in a stone archway that opened into a larger chamber. Rows of pillars supported the vaulted ceiling, stretching away into the blue-lit gloom in either direction. Unlike the room below, there were numerous sarcophagi. Unlike the one that had contained Talembur, all these sarcophagi had been carved from granite. Reliefs on the sides showed scenes from the scriptures – the Dominus Christus walking on the water, Moses parting the Red Sea, Joshua marching around the walls of Jericho. Each lid had a carved effigy of a robed man. Niches lined the walls, holding stone urns carved with names.

      Those sarcophagi were the tombs of abbots, while the urns held the ashes of monks. Talembur must have been here before to have known that. Had he been a monk? That seemed unlikely. The life of a monk did not lend itself to acquiring the sorts of scars that marked his skin.

      As he gazed at the sarcophagi, again he heard the tap of metal against stone, but this time a grumbling voice accompanied it.

      Talembur moved in silent haste to duck behind one of the thick pillars. The noise of heavy boots striding against the stone floor came to his ears, and he heard a deep voice speaking harsh words.

      Orcish, the language was orcish. He knew the language because he understood the words.

      “This is a bloody waste of time,” said the voice. “There’s nothing here. This place has been abandoned for centuries. Not even any good loot.”

      “Well, the client’s paying enough for the search,” said a second voice. “You heard what the captain said. We come to this nice quiet country and rebuild, then return and pay back everyone who ever wronged us. If the warlock and his friend want to pay us to look in old ruins, then we’ll take his gold, aye?”

      “Feh,” said the first voice with disdain. “Warlocks and their games. Can’t stand them. That’s the reason we’re so close to the Rift.”

      “That’s why we’ll become strong enough,” said the second voice, “to repay the dogs in the south. But mind your tongue. The warlocks don’t like disrespect.”

      “This warlock wouldn’t mind,” said the first voice. “He’s a strange one, mark my words.”

      “But his friend,” said the second voice. “You don’t want to mouth off around his friend.”

      There was silence for a moment. Talembur crept behind one of the sarcophagi, peered around the corner, and then moved to one of the thick pillars. The dim blue light filling the crypt did not lend itself to making out details, but he saw two shapes moving towards him.

      “I still don’t like it,” said the first voice. “This place is too close to the Rift. If it expands unexpectedly, we’re all dead.”

      “Then let’s find this bloody sword and be done with it,” said the second voice.

      Talembur ducked behind another pillar and finally got a good look at the two figures.

      They were orcs.

      Both stood at around Talembur’s own height, close to six and a half feet tall. They had green skin and black eyes, white tusks rising from their jaws. Both orcs had spiraling crimson tattoos on the left sides of their faces. Talembur didn’t recall the design, but he suspected that he had seen it somewhere before. The orcs wore leather armor reinforced with bronze studs and carried bronze longswords in their right hands. The orcs also had a red band tied around their upper right arms. The cloth must have been the color of human blood, because it looked black in the eerie blue light.

      Talembur was fairly sure that these orcs were his enemies and meant him harm. Prudence dictated that he attack first and kill them before they could strike. Yet he was not completely certain, and he would not kill those who did not deserve it.

      That felt important to him, even if he could not remember why.

      Despite that, a fight did seem likely, so he took a hard look at the two orcs, noting details. One orc favored his left leg due to a faint limp in his right knee. The other had a faint squint in his right eye caused by an old scar across his temple.

      Talembur crept around a pillar, moved along the wall, and picked up a stone urn. It was inscribed with the name of a long-dead monk and quite heavy. He circled around a pillar, straightened up, and stepped into the path of the two orcs.

      “Greetings,” he said in the orcish tongue. “I seem to be lost. Might I ask you for some directions?”

      The two orcs gaped at him. Whatever items they had expected to find in this crypt, a naked human holding a burial urn was not one of them.

      Their astonishment turned to rage in a second.

      “It’s him!” barked the orc with the bad knee. “Kill him, and the reward is ours!”

      The orcs surged forward, bronze swords drawn back to strike.

      Talembur had anticipated their reaction, and he was already moving. He stepped closer, raising the urn, and blocked the slash of a descending blade. The bronze sword shattered against the urn, and though the impact jolted Talembur, the encounter was worse for the orc. The warrior stumbled, his balance lost, and Talembur slammed the heavy urn against the back of the orc’s head.

      The orc fell, and the warrior with the bad knee lunged. Talembur got the urn back up in time to intercept the thrust. The sword rang like a bell, but the blade didn’t shatter. The orc retracted the weapon for another blow, and Talembur threw the urn. The orc dodged, and the urn struck the floor and shattered, the echoes booming through the crypt.

      Before the orc could draw back his sword for another attack, Talembur drove his foot into the orc’s bad knee with a savage kick. There was a crunching sound, and the orc let out a cry of pain and fell to one knee, face twisting with pain. Talembur hammered a fist into the orc’s wrist, and the orc lost his grip on the hilt of his sword.

      He seized the weapon and raked it across the orc’s throat. The green blood that sprayed from the wound gleamed in the dim light. The orc fell to the floor, thrashing, and Talembur stepped back, the bronze sword raised in guard. But the bleeding orc stopped moving. The orc Talembur had struck with the urn lay twitching, his skull most probably cracked from the impact.

      Talembur ended the orc’s suffering with a quick thrust of the sword.

      He lifted the blade. It was of poor quality and not balanced right, but it was better than fighting with his bare hands. Talembur looked at the dead orcs and contemplated searching their corpses. The orc he had hit with the urn was about Talembur’s size, and not much blood had gotten on his clothing.

      Yet it seemed unwise to remain in the same place for too long. Talembur didn’t know how large this complex was, and there was no telling how far the sound of the fight had carried. He was certain that the two orcs had not come here alone. They had spoken of a captain and a warlock.

      Which suggested an important question.

      Had the two orcs and their companions come to this place seeking Talembur personally, or for something else? They had mentioned looking for a sword, but they had seemed to recognize Talembur.

      Had these orcs and their masters been enemies of his?

      Talembur looked again at the corpses. That spiraling red tattoo on the left side of their faces…he was certain he had seen it somewhere, though he could not pull the recollection out of the blank spots in his memories. Yet he was certain that orcs marked with that tattoo had been his enemies in the past.

      Perhaps that enmity had been profound enough for the orcs to follow him here.

      Had the orcs placed him in that strange sarcophagus?

      No, that seemed implausible. If his enemies wanted to kill him, certainly there were simpler and more reliable methods.

      He could not contemplate the mystery further. Almost certainly the dead orcs had allies who were searching for them or coming to investigate the noise. Talembur continued onward, taking care to make as little noise as possible, the sword ready in his hand.

      It occurred to Talembur that his memory loss was both strange and remarkably selective. He could remember his name, though he could recall nothing about his past, but he had understood and spoken the orcs’ language. Talembur had killed the orcs with relative ease, which indicated a great deal of experience with violence, an impression further reinforced by his many scars. It seemed that he could remember his skills, just not how he had acquired them.

      Once again it occurred to Talembur that he should have been afraid. He had just awakened alone in a strange place with no memory of how he had gotten there. Two orcish warriors had attacked him on sight, and Talembur had been forced to kill them both. Fear ought to have been a reasonable response to the situation.

      Yet while he felt alert and aware of his surroundings, there was no fear. Talembur suspected he had been in situations like this many times before. Perhaps not always victoriously, given the number of scars upon his limbs, but he was still alive.

      Regardless of his emotions or lack thereof, his path was clear. First, he needed to escape from this place and the enemies searching for him. Once Talembur did that, he could turn his attention to his past and figuring out how he had come here.

      Wherever this place was.

      He headed across the crypt chamber, the bronze sword held low and ready at his side.
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      Talembur found another archway on the far side of the pillared crypt with a spiral stair heading upward.

      A considerable distance upward.

      Just how far underground was he? Someone had gone to a great deal of effort to build all these chambers beneath the surface.

      Talembur listened as he climbed.

      Soon he heard voices speaking orcish coming from above.

      He wasn’t close enough to discern the actual words, but it sounded like an angry argument, one threatening to spiral out of control.

      The voices grew sharper as the stairs ended in another archway, the dim blue light casting harsh shadows over the stonework. Talembur dropped to a crouch and peered around the edge of the arch.

      The first thing he noticed was the firelight, a yellow-orange glow flickering in the distance. The smell of wood smoke came to his nostrils. Someone had lit a rather large fire here, which hopefully implied that they were close to the surface since there didn’t seem to be that much smoke. In the mixture of the firelight and the dim blue glow, he saw another large chamber, rows of pillars stretching away into the gloom. Sarcophagi stood in rows, their lids carved in the images of long-dead abbots. Some of the sarcophagi showed images of armored men at rest. They wore cuirasses, greaves, bracers, pauldrons, and plumed helmets, and swords rested at their sides or upon their chests.

      A recollection stirred in the mists cloaking his memory. Sometimes knights and lords made donations to monasteries, allowing them to be buried in the crypts. Which further reinforced his suspicion that this place had been a monastery, though that didn’t explain why he had awakened in the lower chamber.

      A more practical thought occurred to him. Perhaps the sarcophagi might hold weapons and armor that had been buried with the long-dead knights.

      Talembur eased forward, his bare feet making no sound against the stone floor, and moved from pillar to pillar. The glow of the fire grew brighter, and the harsh voices became clearer. One was louder than the others, harsh and strident with the tone of command.

      He peered around a pillar and saw the goblin.

      The creature stood about five feet tall, shorter than both Talembur and the orcs he had killed. It had blue skin and thick black hair. Yellow eyes glared from a scowling face, and needle-like teeth filled its heavy jaw. Pointed ears rose on either side of its head. The goblin wore leather armor and had a sword on its belt, and like the orcs, a red cloth had been tied around its upper right arm.

      Talembur must have encountered goblins before because he recognized the creature on sight. He also knew that goblins regularly dined upon the flesh of both humans and orcs they captured, and knew that if the creature saw him, it would likely kill him and then eat his corpse. Goblins had a keen sense of smell, far sharper than that of a human, but perhaps the smoke would mask his scent.

      He moved around the pillar, avoiding the goblin, and drew closer to the source of the flames. The angry voices grew louder as he approached.

      “Where are they?” snapped a man in orcish, his voice annoyed. “Well, Helvor? Where are they?”

      “They went to search the lower chambers,” said the second voice, presumably Helvor. He sounded calmer, albeit with a hint of strained patience. “You were the one worried about traps. And you wanted to search beneath the library and the dormitory first, my lord Kynarus.”

      “Don’t make excuses,” said Kynarus. “I hired you for this. One Free Company will serve me just as well as another.”

      “Hiring another Free Company would be challenging, given how close we are to the Rift,” said Helvor. Talembur ducked behind another pillar, coming closer to the flickering light of the flames. “You’d have to travel all the way to Torinium and back again, or maybe even to the coast, and by then maybe the Rift would have swallowed this miserable place. Or perhaps one of your enemies will have found the sword.”

      While Talembur did not understand the situation, Helvor’s points seemed reasoned. Yet Kynarus let out an angry snarl, and there was a flash of blood-colored light accompanied by a crackling sound.

      The hair rose on Talembur’s arms.

      He recognized that sound and that bloody light.

      Kynarus had just cast a spell.

      The echoes faded away.

      “Did that open the door, my lord?” said Helvor. He now spoke in Latin, not orcish, which seemed to be another language that Talembur understood.

      Again Kynarus made that frustrated noise. He muttered a few imprecations that Talembur did not catch, and then said, “Why aren’t they back by now?”

      “I’m not certain,” said Helvor. “You lot. Go and find them and bring them back. If they can’t open the sarcophagus on the lower level, we might need some sledgehammers and prybars.” He paused. “Perhaps, my lord Helvor, we might need your spells to open it.”

      “No. You won’t,” said Kynarus. Some of the irritation faded from his voice, replaced by thoughtfulness. “No, she wanted him kept alive, not embalmed. The sarcophagus can be opened from the outside without the aid of spells.”

      Were they referring to the sarcophagus that had held Talembur?

      Talembur peered around another pillar and saw the source of the fire.

      A wooden bookshelf had been hacked apart, and its fragments and the books the shelves had contained were heaped in a pile. The wood and paper had been set ablaze, and while most of the fire had died out, the coals still glowed, and here and there Talembur saw a smoldering plank or the charred leather cover of a book.

      Four human men stood around the fire. Two of them wore leather armor and carried spears tipped with bronze heads. The third man wore a hauberk of steel chain mail, hand resting upon the pommel of his sword. He had graying black hair and a bushy black beard, with hard blue eyes resting beneath a heavy brow. Like the goblin and the two orcs, all three men wore red armbands tied around their upper right arms.

      The fourth man was different.

      He wore a leather jerkin, trousers, and boots, and carried no weapons. His face was gaunt, almost emaciated, and his expression held barely controlled rage. His long gray hair hung in greasy tangles to his shoulders, and his hair didn’t quite conceal the burn scars that marred the right side of his face. The irises of his eyes were red and faintly luminous, which made them stand out in the gloom of the crypt.

      Behind him was a door in the wall. It was unlike the one Talembur had opened earlier. This door looked as if it had been newly made, the wood dark and gleaming and the iron bands polished. A faint white glow shimmered before the door, almost as it had been veiled in dim white light. On the door’s left side was another slab of the same dark stone as his sarcophagus.

      Talembur wasn’t certain, but he thought that glowing letters floated within the dark stone.

      “What are you waiting for?” snapped the red-eyed man. To judge from his voice, he was Kynarus. “Get moving!”

      “You heard him,” said Helvor, the black-bearded man. “Go and check up on them. Find out what’s taking so long.”

      The two spearmen started forward.

      “Wait!” snapped the goblin. The creature stepped forward, sniffing at the air.

      Kynarus’s scarred face crinkled with disgust as he looked at the goblin, but Helvor remained calm.

      “You smell something?” said Helvor.

      “Damn this smoke,” muttered the goblin. “It gets into everything.” He took a deep breath, his nostrils flaring. “But someone else is here. Another human scent, I’m sure of it.” He hissed and drew his sword. “It is nearby.”

      Kynarus bared his teeth and gestured. Blood-colored flame blazed around his right hand, and a ghost of remembered sensation passed through Talembur’s mind.

      The scarred man was casting a spell.

      A ring of red flame leaped from his fingers and spread through the crypt. The faint white glow on the closed door brightened for a second. The flames washed over Talembur before he could move. They did not burn, but instead left a chill, a crawling sensation as if he had just touched something foul and unclean.

      Kynarus’s glowing eyes snapped to him.

      “There!” he barked, pointing. “Take him!”

      The goblin whirled and ran at Talembur, drawing his short sword. The two spearmen flinched in shock and fumbled to get their weapons ready. In the brief glance he had taken at them, Talembur was not impressed with their skill. Helvor took a long step back, eyes narrowed, while Kynarus raised his hands and began casting a spell, shadow and red flame twisting around his fingers.

      Kynarus was almost certainly the greatest threat. Yet the goblin was closer, and he was coming right at Talembur. The goblin drew back his arm, changed the position of his feet, and Talembur anticipated the direction of the attack. He dodged around the goblin’s thrust and slashed. The bronze blade in his hand was of poor quality, but it was sharp enough and he had enough force behind the blow to open the goblin’s throat. Blue blood sprayed from the wound, and the goblin dropped his weapon, clawed hands flying to the wound.

      Talembur sprang past the dying goblin, rushing towards Kynarus.

      Another pulse of red light exploded from Kynarus’s palm, and the bronze sword shattered in Talembur’s hand. The sudden loss of his weapon threw off Talembur’s balance, and he stumbled. Before he could recover, Kynarus made a grabbing motion, and an invisible force seized Talembur and lifted him upward. He pulled against it, but the unseen power held him a few inches above the floor, and there was nothing within reach of his hands or feet.

      Kynarus stepped closer, hand extended as he maintained the spell. The spearmen followed him warily. Helvor glanced once at the dead goblin and remained where he was. Kynarus’s scarred face twisted through different expressions, starting with pure rage and settling upon malevolent glee.

      It was obvious that he knew who Talembur was and likely knew more about his past than Talembur himself did just now.

      He wondered what he had done to Kynarus to inspire such virulent hatred.

      “So,” rasped Kynarus. “After all these years. You’re still alive.”

      “It would appear so,” said Talembur, searching his mind for anything he could recall about Kynarus or the kind of magic he used. He could remember nothing about Kynarus. But he did recall something about this kind of spell. If Talembur found a way to break Kynarus’s concentration, he could slip free and attack.

      Of course, he still needed a weapon.

      Kynarus let out a sneering laugh. “I wondered if you would be here. You ought to have bled out on the battlefield below the Great Ring. But I suppose she just couldn’t bear to let you die. More’s the pity for you. If you had perished here, you would not now be in my power.” He grinned and gestured with his free hand at the smoldering bonfire. “That’s why she left you here. Little good it did her or you.”

      “Indeed,” said Talembur, wondering again what he had done that had so earned Kynarus’s enmity. Perhaps it had something to do with the burn scar. He glanced at the two spearmen and Helvor, but neither of them seemed to recognize him. “Perhaps it could yet bring you profit, should we converse further.”

      Kynarus flinched as if he had been slapped.

      “Profit?” he hissed. “Profit? You dare to speak of me of gain? After everything you did? They should have killed you when they had the chance, but no, the First Disciple let you escape.” He leaned forward, the red light in his eyes shining brighter. “You dare to…”

      Then he stopped, tilting his head to the side, a strand of greasy gray hair falling over his face.

      “Wait,” said Kynarus, bemusement replacing the rage. “Wait. You…don’t have any idea who I am, do you?”

      “Perhaps an introduction would be in order,” said Talembur.

      Kynarus threw back his head and laughed, the cords standing out in his neck.

      “You don’t remember!” he said. “You don’t remember at all! This is beyond delightful. You don’t know who I am?”

      “Then who are you?” said Talembur.

      “I am Kynarus, the Fifth Disciple of the Lord Vhalzarok,” said Kynarus.

      The title meant nothing to Talembur. Yet the name of Vhalzarok sent a faint, dark jolt through his mind, an echo of an old pain that he could not recall.

      Like a burned hand recalling the memory of flame.

      “I see,” said Talembur.

      “Then you remember nothing of it,” said Kynarus with a smirk. “You’ve forgotten my name. But you can remember this, can you not?”

      He gestured with his free hand, and a burst of crimson flame leaped from his fingers and struck Talembur in the chest. Pain exploded through him, and he let out a hiss, every muscle in his body seeming to clench at once. The pain faded, and he let out a breath and looked Kynarus in his glowing red eyes.

      “Is this really necessary?” said Talembur.

      Kynarus frowned. “You don’t remember me…do you even remember yourself? The Disciples? The war in the forest and the plains? The Great Ring?” Again rage went over his burned face. “You remember none of it?” He pointed at his burn scar. “You don’t remember what you did to me?”

      “If you wish to recount these events,” said Talembur, “I shall be quite content to listen.”

      Kynarus snarled a foul curse in another language, neither Latin nor orcish. Talembur realized it was the dark elven tongue, which apparently was another language he understood. Then Kynarus let out a quiet laugh.

      “She did this to you,” said Kynarus. “She must have done it before she hindered our work. I suppose it is a fitting punishment for all the trouble you caused us. You can die in ignorance. You never did like leaving a secret uncovered. I will…”

      “Before you kill him, Lord Kynarus,” interrupted Helvor, “I very strongly suspect we need him to open the door.” He nodded to the closed door with the panel of dark stone next to it. “Was that not why we sent men to search for him? I assume he killed them.”

      “Do you think me a fool, mercenary?” said Kynarus. “Do you presume to insult the Fifth Disciple?”

      “Certainly not, my lord,” said Helvor with unruffled calm. “However, you hired the Red Company to help you find the sword, and I suspect we shall need him alive to open the ward on the door.”

      Kynarus looked to the door, back at Talembur, and then once more to the door, and Talembur caught a brief glimmer of chagrin on his face. And fear, which implied there would be unpleasant consequences for Kynarus if he did not claim this mysterious sword.

      Talembur wondered who would deliver those consequences to Kynarus.

      “I knew that,” said Kynarus, peeved. He turned to Talembur and grinned. “So we need you alive. That doesn’t mean we need you unhurt. Or in one piece. Just one functional hand to push open that damned door.”

      He reached with his free hand and drew a bronze dagger, its edges glinting in the dim blue light. Kynarus beckoned, and Talembur floated closer.

      “You have no idea how much I’m going to enjoy this,” said Kynarus, striding forward. “Truly, I know you won’t, since she destroyed your mind. But watching you scream in ignorance, not knowing how much you deserve this…it will be better than the finest wine.”

      As he floated closer, Talembur realized that Kynarus had made an error. Talembur and Kynarus were both drawing closer to one of the sarcophagi, and in another few seconds it would be within Talembur’s reach. No doubt Kynarus intended to immobilize him further, but before he did, Talembur could seize the sarcophagus, pivot, and launch a kick into Kynarus’s face. If he struck hard enough, he might fracture Kynarus’s skull, and at the very least he could stun the wizard and break free of the spell. He would need a weapon, and perhaps the dead goblin’s sword would serve. The two spearmen did not look very skilled, but Helvor seemed far more dangerous and was frowning at Talembur as if he suspected something…

      Then he heard the woman’s voice again.

      Very faint, just at the edge of his hearing, and perhaps he heard it with his mind instead of his ears.

      “Look.”

      Talembur glanced down and saw the sword.

      The sarcophagus he approached had an effigy of an armored knight lying upon the lid, a stone shield resting upon his chest, a sword lying atop the shield. But the sword was made of steel, not stone, and a red crystal gleamed in its pommel. Whatever spell held the door closed had also concealed the sword from the eyes of his enemies.

      Was this the sword they sought and were convinced was behind the warded door?

      Talembur didn’t know, and at the moment, it was not important.

      Kynarus grinned, his red eyes gleaming, and raised his hand in a gesture of command.

      The spell tightened around Talembur. No doubt Kynarus wanted him completely immobilized before he started cutting.

      Talembur reached down with his left hand, seized the sword’s hilt, and swung it with all his strength.

      Kynarus had been careful to stay out of reach, but the weapon Talembur had taken from the sarcophagus was a bastard sword with a significantly longer blade than the shattered bronze sword. The blade ripped across Kynarus’s chest and slashed across his throat, and the wizard fell back with a scream of pain, eyes going wide, his hands flying to the blood welling from his wounds.

      The spell holding Talembur collapsed. He landed on his feet and lunged forward, driving the sword forward with both hands. Kynarus tried to get out of the way, but Talembur plunged the blade into the wizard’s stomach and out his back. He ripped the blade free, and Kynarus staggered backward and collapsed.

      The spearmen yelled and charged, raising their weapons to strike, and Helvor took a cautious step backward.

      The blade of Talembur’s sword burst into flames.

      It was so unexpected that his mind locked in surprise for a half-second. Fortunately, the spearmen and Helvor froze as well. Knowledge flashed through Talembur’s thoughts, drawn from the empty gulf in his memories. Weapons could be enspelled with various magical effects, and apparently this sword had the power of magical flame.

      Talembur recovered from his surprise and sprang forward, taking the sword’s hilt in a two-handed grip. The spearmen raised their weapons, and Talembur attacked the soldier on the left. He dodged a clumsy thrust of the spear and swung, and his sword plunged into the spearman’s neck and crunched against the spine. Talembur ripped the weapon free and turned just as the second spearman lunged. He ducked under the thrust, caught the spear behind the head, and yanked. The soldier held on to his weapon, which was a mistake, because he was pulled right onto the blade of Talembur’s sword. He screamed as the sword plunged through his leather armor and into his chest, and Talembur kicked him off the sword and turned to face Helvor.

      But Helvor was sprinting across the crypt as fast as his legs could carry him.

      Helvor disappeared into an archway on the far side of the crypt, his boots slapping against stone as he climbed another spiral stair. Talembur’s first impulse was to pursue, but he restrained himself. Helvor might very easily be leading him into a trap.

      Blood-colored light pulsed through the crypt.

      Talembur whirled, raising his burning sword in a two-handed guard.

      “I’ll kill you!”

      Kynarus was still alive.

      He had risen to his knees, blood pouring from the wounds on his neck and chest. Crimson flame and ribbons of shadow streamed from his shoulders, his arms, and his head. Talembur’s first thought was that Kynarus was casting some final spell, but the wizard’s scarred face was contorted with agony.

      “I will make you suffer!” screamed Kynarus. “When I get out of the Rift, I’ll find you, and I will take days to kill you. I…no, no, no! I won’t go back. I won’t go back. NO!”

      Kynarus seemed to unravel in a burst of crimson flame and writhing shadowy threads, his final scream fading away. Something like an unseen wind grabbed the flame and the shadow and dragged it away, and the crimson glow vanished.

      Silence fell over the crypt once more.
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      Talembur lowered his sword, the flames still dancing around the blade. He concentrated on the weapon, and the fire vanished at his command.

      Apparently that was something he had known how to do once.

      He considered his options. Helvor had escaped, and there was a significant chance he would return with reinforcements. Talembur might have defeated Kynarus and the other soldiers, but that had been a good bit of luck combined with the relative incompetence of his foes. If Helvor returned with sufficient reinforcements, he would capture or kill Talembur.

      Which meant the best choice was to escape this place before Helvor returned.

      Helvor had mentioned something called the Red Company. Talembur suspected that was the name of a mercenary band of some kind. Perhaps that explained the red armbands worn by the soldiers he had killed. If they came back to avenge the men who had died at his hands, Talembur would rather not be here to meet them.

      He turned towards the closed wooden door and took a step towards it.

      As he did, the panel of dark stone next to the door gleamed with blue light, and Talembur saw that letters had been carved into its black surface, invisible until the glow with the stone illuminated them.

      TALEMBUR. GO TO RAVEN’S KEEP. TAKE THE SWORD KEPT THERE. THE BOOKS WILL TELL YOU MORE.

      It seemed whoever had placed him here had left a message.

      It also explained why Kynarus had taken the time to burn that bookshelf.

      Talembur looked at the smoldering pile of ashes and charred wood with a flicker of annoyance. Doubtless the books had contained the answers of how he had come here and what had happened to his memory. No doubt Kynarus had burned the books just out of petty spite.

      Talembur still had no memory of his previous encounters with the Fifth Disciple, but he suspected that Kynarus did a lot of things out of spite.

      He poked through the ashes with the tip of his sword, but found that nothing had survived. An ember drifted up and landed on his right thigh, and he slapped it out.

      Finding some clothing was also a priority. If it was winter outside this crypt, he would not be able to leave.

      He turned back toward the closed door. Kynarus had been unable to open it, and Helvor said they needed Talembur alive to do it.

      Perhaps he ought to see what was behind it.

      Talembur grasped the handle. The light around the door flared briefly and then vanished, and he felt locks disengage beneath his touch. Unlike the door he had opened earlier, this one was still in good repair. No doubt it had been preserved by magic.

      It swung open on silent hinges.

      Beyond was a round chamber of stone with a domed ceiling. To Talembur’s left was another sarcophagus of black stone, similar to the one in which he had awakened. To his right was a stand holding a suit of armor that gleamed in a dim light. On the far side of the chamber was a stone table upon which rested a green sword in a scabbard of green leather.

      A flicker of uneasiness went through him at the sight of the green sword. Talembur could not remember it, but he was certain that he had seen it before, and that encounter had not been pleasant.

      Perhaps that sword had given him the scar below his ribs that looked as if it should have killed him.

      Then all such musings fled from his mind when he heard scratching from inside the sarcophagus.

      Talembur whirled, his bastard sword coming up in guard. Again the scratching sound came from the sarcophagus, like claws or nails rasping against the smooth stone. A hiss of breath came from inside the stone box, and Talembur took a cautious step closer.

      Then a gray shape hopped out of the sarcophagus and looked up at him.

      It was a gray wolfhound. The dog was big enough that the top of his head would come to Talembur’s hip, and he looked around with dark eyes. The wolfhound sniffed the air a few times, looked up at Talembur, and his tongue lolled over his teeth as he settled down upon his haunches.

      Talembur stared at the dog, frozen in sudden recognition.

      He knew this dog. He was absolutely certain of it, even if he could not recall the exact details. A blurred memory went through his mind of running through the forest, enemies either in front of or behind him, the gray wolfhound running at his side…

      “Ares?” said Talembur, the dog’s name coming back to him.

      Ares trotted over, and Talembur went to one knee and scratched the dog behind the ears with one hand, his other rubbing the wolfhound’s coat.

      To his surprise, a strong emotion went through him. He hadn’t felt very many emotions since he had awakened in the lower chamber, mostly curiosity. Even when Kynarus had been about to cut him, he hadn’t felt fear, only a sort of resigned tension as he braced himself to experience a pain he had endured many times before.

      Happy. He was happy to see Ares.

      “Good boy,” said Talembur. “Good boy.”

      Ares let out a happy bark and licked Talembur’s face.

      “You’ve known me for a long time, haven’t you?” said Talembur. At a glance, he thought that Ares was around five or six years old. Though in this place, things could be deceiving. Talembur had no idea how long he had been in the sarcophagus, and presumably Ares had been in his sarcophagus for just as long.

      “A pity you can’t answer me,” said Talembur. “Likely you know everything I’ve forgotten.” He straightened up and looked at the armor upon its wooden stand. “Presumably the woman who left us here also prepared these items for us. Likely we will have need of them soon enough. Keep watch at the door and bark if any foes approach.”

      Talembur realized he had just given a fairly complicated command to a dog, but Ares settled in front of the door, gazing back into the crypt proper. Satisfied that no enemies would take him unawares, Talembur turned to investigate the armor.

      He noticed two packs behind the armor stand and drew them out. The first one contained folded clothing – tunic, trousers, undergarments, boots, and a quilted gambeson no doubt intended to go with the armor. Talembur donned the clothing and then opened the second pack. It held a variety of foodstuffs – baked rations in the form of hard cakes and sausages. As far as he could tell, the food was recent and in no way rotten. The only explanation for that was some sort of magical spell that had preserved the food. Two pouches within the pack held a collection of gold and silver coins and gemstones.

      Talembur sorted through the coins. All of them were stamped with the profile of a king or queen, and bore Latin inscriptions with the name of that particular monarch. Talembur saw coins bearing inscriptions of High King Kothlaric, High King Amadon, King Hektor, King Justin, Queen Zenobia, and others, but none of the names triggered a memory.

      There was also an empty scabbard and a baldric propped against the wall. The scabbard was large enough to hold the bastard sword he had taken from the lid of the sarcophagus. Whoever had left him here, presumably the woman whose voice he had heard in his mind, had made thorough preparations. Unfortunately, one could not anticipate everything, and she had not foreseen that Kynarus would attack.

      Talembur turned his attention to the armor. It was polished steel, and he picked up one of the pauldrons, examining it. The metal looked lighter than it should have been, and he tapped the pauldron against the stone wall a few times, listening to the ringing note it made. An incomplete memory surfaced. He couldn’t recall the process of how it was done, but the metal had been altered with magic to make it stronger and lighter.

      Since he intended to use the armor, he couldn’t object.

      A few moments later, Talembur had donned the armor, strapping the greaves, pauldrons, and bracers into place, and donning the cuirass. The cuirass also had a skirt of leather strips reinforced with steel studs that hung to his knees, providing some protection without inhibiting movement. The helmet was open-faced, with metal flaps to protect the sides of the face, and a ridge running along the scalp to deflect sword blows. Talembur finished settling the armor in place and then used the baldric to sling the sheathed bastard sword across his back.

      Then he turned his attention to the sword in the green scabbard.

      Again he felt a flicker of uneasiness as he looked at the weapon, some shadow of forgotten pain in his mind. As Talembur recalled what he had overhead and what Kynarus had said to him, two conclusions became apparent.

      First, Kynarus and the soldiers of the Red Company had come here for the sword. Kynarus’s grievance against Talembur was only secondary. Kynarus had come here to take this green sword.

      Second, Talembur needed to make certain that no one like Kynarus ever claimed the sword. In fact, as he thought about it, he was utterly certain that no one should ever draw the green sword from its scabbard.

      After a moment’s thought, he lifted the sheathed sword from the stone table. Nothing happened, and he took a moment to arrange the sword on his baldric, placing it below the bastard sword so he would not accidentally draw it in a moment of crisis.

      No one should ever draw the green sword from its scabbard. Not even Talembur himself.

      He turned from the stone table and shouldered the pack, adjusting it so the straps would not hinder his access to the hilt of his bastard sword. Pack in place, he stepped to the doorway again. Ares had not moved while Talembur had investigated the chamber, his eyes fixed on the crypt, but he turned his head at Talembur’s approach.

      “No foes, it seems,” said Talembur. “Doubtless that will not last. Come, let us see what we can learn from the men I killed.”

      He took a few moments to examine the corpses of the two spearmen and the goblin. All three looked a bit gaunt, as if they had not eaten sufficiently for the last few days. An examination of their boots showed them to be in poor repair, with the heels and the soles quite worn down. It was clear the soldiers had recently marched a great distance with inadequate supply. The red armbands they wore were unusual. All three of them were silk, and looked to have been torn from a garment of some kind. A sort of improvised way, Talembur suspected, of identifying themselves as soldiers of the Red Company.

      Whatever that was. Perhaps the “Red Company” was nothing more than a glorified band of brigands. Certainly that was the sort of people Kynarus would hire to do his dirty work.

      Of course, he had no way of knowing that, but Talembur was nonetheless certain that it was true.

      The dead soldiers had only a few useful items. Some copper and silver coins of low quality compared to the ones in Talembur’s pack. He took them anyway, since he had no idea how much money he would need in the coming days. One of the spearmen had a steel dagger of reasonable quality in a sheath, so Talembur took that as well. Often a shorter blade was of greater utility than a longer one.

      Ares sniffed each of the corpses, bared his fangs at the dead goblin. When he reached the sport where Kynarus had disintegrated he stopped, sniffed the flagstones, and then let out a low rumbling growl.

      “Do you recognize Kynarus’s scent?” said Talembur. “I suspect we encountered the Fifth Disciple before. And I wonder if we shall encounter him again.”

      The strange manner of Kynarus’s death made him wonder if it had been a death at all. He had unraveled into crimson flame and threads of shadow, his body vanishing entirely. Talembur had dealt mortal wounds to the Fifth Disciple, but perhaps magic could undo such things.

      After all, he was still alive despite the scars upon his chest and back.

      Ares sniffed the spot where Kynarus had been once more, growled, and then trotted back to Talembur’s side.

      “Let us proceed,” he said. “I am tired of this place and wish to see the sun once more, and I suspect you are of the same mind.”

      He drew the bastard sword from its sheath and held the weapon ready at his side. The red crystal set into the pommel flashed once. Talembur considered commanding the sword to burst into flames, and decided against it. The dim blue light provided adequate illumination, and if Helvor returned with reinforcements, the burning sword would mark his position easily.

      Helvor had fled into the shadows beyond the next row of pillars, so that seemed as good a direction as any to start. Talembur moved in silence, listening for any noises and scanning the blue-lit shadows for any movement. He saw no one and heard nothing, save for the occasional sound of Ares’s breathing as the dog came closer.

      In the far wall Talembur found an archway opening into another spiral stair. The broken fragments of a wooden door lay scattered about the floor. The damage looked recent, and he suspected Helvor and his men had broken down the door. Talembur climbed the stairs, sword held before him. The air began to shift, growing warmer, and a faint breeze blew past him. He suspected the surface was not far away.

      The blue light faded away, replaced by a dim gray glow.

      The stairs ended in a small room that looked like a funerary chapel. One wall held a crumbling fresco that showed the Dominus Christus presiding over the judgment of the living and the dead, another a small altar. A stone table stood in the center of the room, no doubt where the monks had once prepared the dead for burial or cremation.

      Gray light leaked through the cracks in the walls, and through the archway on the far side.

      Daylight.

      It surprised Talembur how pleased it made him to see daylight, and he suspected that it had been a very, very long time since he had stood on the surface. Yet there was every chance he was walking into danger. If Helvor had gathered some friends and decided to prepare an ambush, that archway would be an ideal place to do it.

      Talembur grasped his sword’s hilt in both hands and headed for the archway, Ares loping after him.
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