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Chapter One

 


Night descended on the eastern face of Jewel
Mountain. The shadows deepened across the steep inclines, crags,
and boulders. With only the bloody smear of the sunset tinting the
sky behind it, the mountain transformed into a stark silhouette
above Devorah. The need to spill blood coursed through her veins.
It didn’t yet control her, but it would soon. If Devorah succumbed
to the bloodlust then she’d annihilate the Ogres so they didn’t
threaten her people or her village anymore.

She glanced skyward. The first glimmer of stars
sparkled in Valhalla’s canopy. It wouldn’t be long before she could
tiptoe into the new Ogre community and begin slaying the filthy
creatures. Devorah waited until their cooking fires winked in the
darkness. Time passed slowly as her need to spill blood grew more
powerful. Finally, when the last traces of daylight waned, she
dropped her cloak to the ground, scooped up a handful of ogre dung
she’d found near her hiding place, and smeared it over her clothes
to mask her scent. She could easily kill the monsters if she took
them by surprise, but if their keen noses sniffed her out and
several of them ambushed her, she’d certainly end up above a spit
as one of the females ladled mead over her body. Human meat was the
Ogres’ favorite meal.

On the ground lay a large suede sheath. It took
three yanks, but Devorah finally unsheathed a broadsword so large a
full-grown man would have difficulty wielding it, let alone a young
woman who stood only ten hands high. She paused and contemplated
the big weapon as she dragged it through the dirt. Its tip glinted
dully in the fading light. It was unfortunate she came from a long
line of small-statured, delicate-boned women, but Lochi’s twisted
sense of humor would forever be her true curse.

Devorah had no idea why Lochi would find it
necessary to curse her unless it was solely for his amusement. If
there was a deeper meaning, something with basis, she wished she
had a hint of what it might be. At least then her burden would be a
little easier to bear. The overpowering need to kill to quench the
bloodlust was something a cross she feared she’d carry forever. The
trickster god had infused it in her body through the sword, and
each transformation was more addictive than the one before it.

Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, she slung
the sheath’s strap across one shoulder. With stealth her nine
brothers had taught her over the years, she crept up the rough,
rocky path leading to the Ogre village, carefully tugging the
broadsword along behind her in such a manner that it wouldn’t clink
or clang against any of the stones. It took her several minutes to
reach the path’s crest. There, she lay on her belly and peered down
the slope at the cannibals.

Loud, guttural laughter rent the night. Devorah
allowed herself a satisfied smile. The Ogres’ love for potent drink
would once again prove what drunkards the race was. They were easy
to slay when they guzzled mead until they fell into a stupor. The
ugly creatures caroused by their fires, their snarls and roars of
celebration scaring away any wildlife in the area. Some Ogres drank
and ate by the dinner fires while others coupled in the shadows
outside of their huts. Their carnal grunts and cries reminded
Devorah of the sound a boar made when pierced by an arrow.

Devorah descended the slope, her sword dragging in
the dirt as she pulled it along behind her. She climbed up a small
hillock and paused by a boulder where she peered up the mountain
face. Although covered in shit, she still wrinkled her nose at the
odor of dung and smoked meat billowing from the cluster of
mud-and-thatch dwellings. A female squealed, spun on her big,
blocky feet, and slugged a male who kept pawing at her generous
behind. He growled something and reached for her again. The female
punched him in the face. He tumbled over backward and lay still.
The others roared with laughter.

“Are you insane?” a voice whispered.

Devorah pressed herself flat against the rock, her
gaze zipping from one dark silhouette to another.

A burly form separated from the deeper shadows. “You
cannot sneak into an Ogre village alone. They will kill and skin
you before your blood cools.”

“Who goes there?” she whispered back. Her heart
knocked crazily against her ribs and a chill swept over her
feces-smeared skin. Although she was cursed by Lochi and an
accomplished killer as a result, she wasn’t foolish enough to take
unnecessary chances. An unexpected voice in the night could be
anything from a god to something from the depths surrounding
Helheim.

The moon crested the mountaintop. Its light spilled
over the landscape, revealing most of the area in silvery clarity,
whereas blackness shrouded other places. A dwarf stood in the orb’s
soft illumination—a big dwarf.

“Who are you?” Devorah studied the stranger, finding
his large size surprising.

“Sir Hestbone, the captain of war for the Dwarves. I
am at your service.” He bowed, his braids and beard swaying with
the action. “I am on my way back home from the Southland after
escorting a Daughter of Trinity on a journey Raya ordered.”
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