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  Introduction



 

 

            Although I had been writing for years, my first novel didn’t appear until I was almost fifty. I had written a musical comedy that was performed in my high school; worked on school newspapers and published my own; wrote articles for magazines and local newspapers; founded, edited and wrote for a magazine about animation called Animato!; edited and wrote newsletters for political groups; wrote a rule book, a player’s guide, and many plot-lines and adventures for a live-action role-playing game I had helped to establish; and composed many legal briefs over the years, but never seriously tried writing a novel until Arch Enemies.

            I knew practically nothing about the publishing industry and was not aware that in the category of “young adult fantasy” the book should be no more than 70,000 words. Arch Enemies was almost double that.

            Double Dragon Publishing liked it and printed it to some success, and it was followed by a sequel called The Axes of Evil, which this time was wisely around the 70,000-word limit.

            In the meantime, I had started sending off short stories to various anthologies and magazines and was pleased when they were accepted. I began editing a series of anthologies myself called Tales of Fortannis, and five books were eventually published, each containing a follow-up story featuring characters from Arch Enemies as well as stories from other authors taking place in the land of Fortannis.

            The rights to the stories and novels had returned to me, and Fantastic Books wanted to republish them. This gave me the opportunity to make some corrections and updates. Arch Enemies was split into two books (Terin Ostler and the Arch Enemies and Terin Ostler and the War of the Words) so it wasn’t too long for a Young Adult novel. I moved some scenes around and changed a few things here and there, although 95% of the book remained the same. The Axes of Evil was then released without much change except to rename it Terin Ostler and the Axes of Evil, to make it clear it was part of the series.

            I then collected all my stories published to date along with a few new ones, resulting in the book you now hold.

            Coming up next is a collection of my favorite stories written by others that had been published in the various Tales of Fortannis collections. They’ll be combined into one Tales of Fortannis book.

            The first six stories in this book are further adventures of Terin and the squires, with the fifth finally addressing the cliffhanger hinted at in The Axes of Evil. The first five were originally published in the Tales of Fortannis collections. Somewhere in-between all those stories, a Fortannis novel that features these characters was written by Derek Beebe (and edited by me), called It’s a Wonderful Death. There’s a mention or two about that novel’s plot in the story “The Hidden Treasure of Pirate Percy,” but nothing that would spoil that book for you.

            And then there’s a brand new Terin story, “Confronting the Duke,” which sort of closes the whole Terin the Squire plot, written specifically for this anthology.

            All of these Fortannis stories take place in the world of the live-action role-playing game I previously mentioned, called Alliance LARP. The game is still around, although I no longer run it, and has chapters all over the US and Canada. Check it out! (AllianceLARP.com) The stories use the basic world and concepts, but I pretty much ignored the rules of the game when writing the stories, because what works in fiction doesn’t work in a game, and vice versa.

            All of the stories here have been tweaked a bit, but you’d probably never notice unless you reviewed them line by line with the original publication. Anyway, I’ll have a few comments about each story as we go along, so I hope you’ll enjoy them.

 

Michael A. Ventrella

Spring 2022


  The Zombie King’s Plan



 

 

            This was the first Terin Ostler story, and it appeared in the anthology A Bard’s Eye View. It takes place after the three Terin Ostler novels.

 

            “Braaaaaaaaiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnsssssss.”

            I backed away and swallowed deeply. Although I had faced zombies before, it didn’t reduce my fear of them. They were unnatural, created through chaos magic, ripped from the fabric of order. They felt wrong.

            Plus they had that ridiculous limited vocabulary.

            The once-human creature struggled to place one leg before the other as it stared at me with blank eyes. Clumps of dirt fell from its ragged clothing as it advanced, arms outstretched. This was someone’s friend once—someone’s father or brother.

            I reached within myself and felt the power of the earth beneath me, all around me. I drew those energies into me and concentrated them, and hurled a pure Healing spell toward the abomination.

            The power of order—of the natural progression of life—slammed into the twisted form. The burst of energy canceled the necromantic magics that held it together. The creature collapsed to the ground, a lifeless body once more.

            “Terin!” Darlissa yelled. “Behind you!”

            I spun around. My eyes grew.

            Limbs askew, eyes vacant, and smelling of rot, dozens more of the undead shambled our way.

            Rendal screamed and charged the horde. His twin swords slashed from side to side. His strength and speed proved no match for the undead creations. Arms, legs and twitching bodies fell to the ground—but more zombies shuffled forward to replace the fallen.

            Darlissa kept pace a few steps behind Rendal. A rancid zombie slashed at Ren. He cried out in pain. Dar tossed a Healing spell at the creature and it fell to the ground. Another spell healed Rendal’s wound. He never looked back.

            Jumping from side to side like a trained monkey, I tried to get around Rendal. Zombies turned to moan at me. I aimed a Healing spell at the closest but missed. It continued toward me, oblivious.

            A scream came from behind. One of the braver town locals dashed past me. A bloody pitchfork stabbed into the zombie’s neck. With a twist, the neck snapped.

            Around me, other people jumped out of buildings. Rusty knives and heavy sticks crashed into mindless skulls.

            “Braaaaaaaaiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnsssssss.”

            Pitch-covered torches lit the area with bright fire. A young man to my right swung his like a mallet. It crashed into his target, tossing the zombie backwards. The creature fell to the ground aflame.

            I continued to toss Healing spells at the zombies. The effort weakened me.

            One horrid-looking undead lumbered toward me. A young woman ran up to the slow-moving zombie and whacked it in the back of its head with a shovel. The zombie’s jaw fell to the ground. Undeterred, it moaned and stumbled toward its attacker. I ran forward and finished it off with another spell.

            The problem was that there were more zombies than there were townsfolk, and the zombies never tired.

            A rotten undead came around a building toward the battle. I ran toward it.

            “Riiiiiiiiinnnnnnngssssssss.”

            Rings? Did that zombie say “rings”?

            I stopped, puzzled. It continued toward me. I threw a Healing spell at it and enjoyed the sight of the abomination falling to the ground.

            I ran among the combatants. Five more zombies fell to my magic. Three villagers were healed.

            Breathing heavily, positive I did not have the energy to cast one more, I rested my hands on my knees and looked around.

            The battle had ended. Lifeless body parts filled the streets. Bloodied townsfolk peered nervously from side to side.

            “Check and make sure none of the fallen are ours!” Darlissa yelled. Shaken villagers flitted from body to body and called out to family and friends to assure themselves that none of the corpses were familiar.

            Rendal approached and handed me a waterskin. I drank deeply. We wordlessly nodded to each other.

            “Never a dull moment with you around, Terin,” he said. “The Duke said this would be a nice peaceful trip into the countryside to deliver a message. Nothing to worry about! But no, when Terin is along, someone will always stop by to try to kill us.” He gave me a sidelong glance and a bit of a smile. “This is all your fault, you know.”

            “Well, it’s a good thing we happened by just now,” Dar said, walking up while wiping her hands on her pants.

            “It is indeed!” A broad man with a full white beard stepped up to us. His eyes widened when he noticed the red belts we wore, signifying that we were squires of Duke Frost Vardik. “We are honored and thankful to have you here in our village, squires!” he said after a pause. “I am Geoffrey, the town Elder.”

            “I am Squire Darlissa, and this is Squire Rendal and Squire Terin.”

            “Terin!” Geoffrey said. His mouth opened and closed a few times. “Squire Terin? Here in our—”

            Booming laughter echoed along the street. Heads turned, seeking the source.

            A bright flash from a nearby building blinded me. When my vision returned, the wicked laughter drew me to the balcony of the tavern. Along with my fellow squires and a few brave townsfolk, we approached the source. A horrid-looking human, his greasy hair plastered to his face, leaned against the railing. He waved his arms dramatically.

            “I am the Zombie King!” he shouted. “I create and control all of the zombies! I demand that you bring the rings to me, or I will call down more zombies upon this village! I have—”

            He paused, noticing Rendal and Darlissa rushing to the tavern door. I raced after them.

            “No!” the Zombie King yelled. “Not yet! Listen to my glorious plan!”

            Ren burst through the tavern door first and dashed for the stairs leading to the balcony. Unable to match Ren’s athletic prowess, Dar and I stumbled our way past the overturned tables and chairs and slipped on the spilled beer.

            “Surrender!” I heard Ren yell.

            As I reached the top stair, a blast of magical fire lit up the night. I threw myself to the ground. Unable to stop in time, Dar tumbled over me. Her chin jabbed into my back. The burst of fire from the Zombie King’s magic flew over our heads and splintered the wood with a deafening crack and a wave of heat.

            Darlissa got off me and I pushed myself up. Ren stood near the edge of the balcony, the shadows on his dark face dancing in the firelight. The bleeding form of the Zombie Master lay at his feet.

            “He didn’t surrender,” he explained.

* * *

            Darlissa took a deep breath and once more ran her fingers through her long brown hair. “Let me see if I understand this.”

            The town elder swallowed and tried not to meet her eyes. He scratched nervously at his beard. I wondered if this was the first time he had encountered a biata before, and he was unnerved by her feathery eyebrows. Or maybe he just wasn’t accustomed to three ducal squires appearing in his small town.

            Geoffrey’s private meeting room provided ample comfort for the four of us. Dar sat in the primary chair and looked at the candle that flickered in the glass jar on the table. Rendal sat to her left, munching on a cold chicken leg someone had provided. He squinted at a bit of parchment on the table while taking another bite.

            I sat to Dar’s right. As the youngest and newest of the three squires, I was more than happy to let her do the questioning.

            Geoffrey shifted uncomfortably in his seat and continued to glance at me from the corner of his eye. “We are here to help, Good Squire.”

            Dar crossed her arms. “You said that a young woman named Millicent came into the village a few weeks ago. She had the mind of a child and hardly spoke any words, and she was wearing a very unusual ring. Right?”

            “Yes, and we thought it was quite—”

            “She had a map, and some of your braver citizens followed it to a cave where they killed some giant spiders and found another ring that matched the first one.”

            “Drak still has a scar from that battle,” Geoffrey said, looking to me. “He used to be in the army though, so it’s not like he—”

            “And when that ring was given to Millicent, she put it on, and some of her memory returned.”

            Not wanting to be interrupted again, Geoffrey merely nodded.

            “She recalled where a third ring lay hidden, and you found that also.”

            Geoffrey stared down at the table.

            “And after that was found, she—would you look at me when I’m talking to you?”

            Geoffrey jumped in his seat, knocking his drink onto the floor. “I am so sorry, Squire Darlissa! Please forgive me! I do not mean to disobey! Do not punish me!” He stared open-eyed at her, afraid to look away even for an instant.

            Dar sighed again and calmed herself. “You have nothing to fear from any of us. We are squires and are in service to the people of Ashbury.”

            “I know,” Geoffrey replied. “But shouldn’t Squire Terin be the one leading this discussion?”

            Dar turned to me, fire in her eyes.

            “It’s not my fault!” I cried.

            I had been wrongly named as the hero of the Arch prophecy the previous year, but somehow I’d managed to solve the problem anyway. Songs and stories of my adventure had quickly traveled the duchy. Now wherever we went, even in this remote village, everyone expected me to be a great hero. Darlissa and Rendal, my constant companions, had yet to become used to this attention.

            Truth be told, neither had I.

            “It’s all right, you can tell Squire Darlissa,” I said to Geoffrey. “Without her, I would never have been able to accomplish all those things in the tales.”

            Geoffrey gasped. “You mean she helped you fight off those giants when you saved the babies?”

            “What? I—giants?” I sputtered. “I’ve never even seen a giant!”

            Geoffrey’s brows creased in concern, but he refused to look away from Dar.

            “Can we please get back to the problem at hand?” Dar said. “Elder, you don’t need to stare at me. Relax and tell me what happened next.”

            Geoffrey lowered his eyes and pursed his lips. “Two of our citizens died getting the third ring. It was deep in an abandoned dwarven mine. They had to fight a pack of monsters there. After that, we decided that helping Millicent just wasn’t worth the trouble.”

            Dar crossed her arms. “Did she ever tell you what significance the rings have?”

            “Well, no, but I’m not sure she knows, or even understands in her current condition. Maybe you should talk to Millicent yourself. She was the one the zombies were after, you know.”

            Ren looked up. “Did they hurt her?”

            Geoffrey held up his hands. “No, no, they didn’t touch her, but they certainly all seemed to be trying to get to her. We fought them off each time.”

            “Each time?”

            “Yes. Ever since Millicent showed up in our town, there have been zombie attacks. They always headed straight for her rings. We’re not trained fighters and we don’t have any real weapons. Good thing they move slowly. Tonight’s was the biggest attack, and we weren’t doing too well. Fortunately, you happened to be traveling by and heard the battle.”

            Dar’s feathers flittered. “Has the Zombie King ever appeared before?”

            “Well, no. I’ve never heard of him until tonight.”

            “He’s a crazy necromancer who laughs maniacally and wants the rings because of the great power they will give any spellcaster,” Ren said.

            I laughed. “And how do you know that?”

            Ren held up the parchment. “He wrote it in this note. I found it on his body.”

            I snatched it out of his hands and stared at it. “‘I, the Zombie King, must obtain all four of the Rings,’” I read. “‘With them, I shall have vast power to create zombies endlessly! They must not get into the hands of Millicent, who will remember her past and continue to use them to fight against necromancy! They belong to me! Muahahaha!’”

            Dar started. “Wait, did he really write ‘Muahahaha’?”

            “Clearly insane,” Ren said.

            “Clearly dead,” I responded. “So if we get the last ring, Millicent will regain her memory and become a great Hunter of Necromancers or something?”

            Dar shrugged. “Apparently.”

            I tucked the parchment into my pouch. “Well, that sounds like the kind of thing squires should be doing. Geoffrey, can you bring Millicent to us?”

            Geoffrey rose from his seat so quickly it tipped backwards and he had to grab the table to keep from falling over. He dashed out the door without a word.

            “Have you ever heard of this Zombie King?” I asked when he was out of earshot.

            Dar shook her head. “No. I wish we had time to research what these rings are.”

            “Not a very creative fellow,” Ren said.

            Geoffrey appeared a few seconds later with a biata woman at his side. Her hair was silky black, but the feathers she had in place of her eyebrows were as white as freshly fallen snow. Her delicate hands sported three silver rings, the details of which I could not make out. She had a somewhat vacant look in her eyes but followed Geoffrey’s indication to sit before us.

            “Are you Millicent?” Dar asked.

            “Yes,” she replied in a soft voice.

            “We have been told a little about your magical rings. What do you remember?”

            Millicent smiled. “I remember making the rings. They were pretty. I put my power in the rings. Pretty rings. But then trolls took them. Bad trolls! And then I walked.”

            Dar waited for Millicent to continue, but the young woman seemed distracted by a moth.

            “But how did you know where they were?” Dar finally asked.

            “The trolls dropped maps,” Millicent said. “Where they hide treasure.”

            “She already had one when she first came to us,” Geoffrey reminded Darlissa.

            “Yes, I remember you telling me that,” Dar responded while gesturing toward the elder to keep him quiet. “And you knew the other two places?”

            Millicent nodded, but her eyes were wandering around the room.

            “Well, can you make us a map of where the fourth ring is?”

            “Yes,” Millicent said in a distracted voice.

            Dar reached into her pack and pulled out parchment, ink, and a pen. She handed these to Millicent, who stared at them for a few seconds before taking them.

            “Can we wait until morning to follow this map?” I asked Dar as Millicent scribbled on the parchment. “I’m really tired.”

            “Of course, but if more zombies attack, you’d better be ready to fight.”

            I yawned my agreement.

* * *

            “So why didn’t you use your biata powers to cure her?”

            Dar sighed and refused to look back at me. The hot midday sun beat down on us through the breaks in the trees and made us all a bit tense. She, Rendal and I had been hiking for a few hours now, following the directions provided, but that question had been bugging me since the day before.

            “It is illegal to enter someone’s mind without their permission,” she replied.

            “Yes, but you didn’t even ask if you could.”

            Rendal, who led the way, turned around and walked backwards for a few seconds. “Millicent doesn’t have much of a mind right now, Terin. She put it all in the rings.”

            I tightened my mouth. “Biata have the power to go into your mind and plant memories, right?”

            Dar nodded but didn’t turn around.

            “And biata can remove memories too, or at least hide them. That’s what happened to the Duke, right? The Thessi planted memories and controlled him for a while, and then later his memory was restored.”

            Dar nodded again, just once. “His memory was always there, just unavailable to him. Millicent apparently removed hers, so it’s not as if we can take hidden memories in her mind and bring them back. They’re not even there.”

            I kicked at a stone. “That doesn’t seem right.”

            Ren suddenly held up his hand and stopped. We paused behind him.

            The smell was awful. Rotting carcasses of numerous wolves lay haphazardly on the hillside and around the entrance to a deserted fort. Flies buzzed around and crows flew into the trees, complaining noisily about our presence.

            “This must be it,” Dar whispered.

            Ren crouched down. “Looks like someone got here before us. These wolves were probably the guardians of the final ring. They were killed in battle but also stripped of their meat and some of their skin.” He began walking slowly around the area, keeping his eyes to the ground.

            I scanned the remains of the fort. Moss and ivy appeared to be the only things holding together parts of the walls that had not already tumbled to the ground. A strong breeze would topple other areas. The wooden gate had long since turned to dust, providing an invitation too open to completely trust.

            “This may have been an old elven fort, or maybe even biata one,” Dar said. “It certainly is not of dwarven make.”

            “How do you know that?” I asked.

            “If it were dwarven, it would still be standing. And humans didn’t even come to this area until about a hundred years ago, and this is obviously older than that.”

            Ren wandered back toward us. “The moss here hides any footprints, so I don’t know what may have killed the wolves.”

            “Well, maybe that’s good news,” I offered. “Maybe whatever killed the wolves left, and now the ring is unguarded.”

            Ren gave me a glance. “With our luck?”

            “Oh, right, sorry.” I took a few steps to the side so I could peer through the doorless entrance into the inner courtyard. The dense plant growth made it impossible to see if anyone or anything lurked inside.

            “Are you certain this is the right place?” I asked.

            Dar handed me the map and directions Millicent had written. “See for yourself.”

            I examined the parchment and read the notes. “Well, this is interesting.”

            “What?”

            I paused, uncertain. “Nothing.”

            Dar shrugged, then began walking toward the entrance. I stuffed the map into my pouch.

            Rendal blocked her way. “Let me go first.”

            Dar and I didn’t argue. By far the biggest and strongest of us three, Ren usually led. He also had the best tracking skills, having spent a great deal of his boyhood hunting in the countryside. Dar and I specialized in magic, not weapons, and so were better suited for the rear of any dangerous encounter.

            After a few minutes wading slowly through the dense flora, Ren held up his hand again. Dar and I froze. Ren stared ahead at something. He finally leaned back and whispered, “Voices ahead.”

            He parted the bushes so we could see the remains of an old stone building about thirty feet away. A ratty cloth had been hung over the opening where a door once stood, and various bones littered the small patch of open ground leading to it.

            “Could you make out any words?” I asked.

            Ren shook his head.

            Dar stretched her fingers, wound them together, and stretched again. I had seen her do this previously before a battle. Maybe it helped her cast spells.

            “We’d better be ready for anything,” she said. “They’re obviously intelligent enough to speak, and perhaps they can cast magic as well.”

            I nodded, then looked to my hands and stretched my fingers.

            Ren crouched down and stole forward slowly. We followed close behind. The sound of voices had stopped.

            An unlit campfire filled most of the area to the left of the doorway, and a path headed away from the building in another direction. I strained but could hear no voices.

            Ren motioned for us to remain silent and still. He crept up to the cloth and pulled it slowly aside.

            A dozen green arms reached out and yanked him into the building.

            “Hey!” I yelled and dashed forward.

            “You no come closer or we kill big guy!”

            A short but muscular figure jumped before the cloth, blocking the opening. He stood a little over five feet tall in his bare feet, the toes of which sported long unclean nails. His bright orange hair matted about his green face to provide a colorful frame to his bulbous nose and sharp teeth. A long, dirty white shirt hung to his knees. He held before him a large and rusty battle axe.

            I held my hands out before me in a gesture of peace. “Please accept my apologies. We did not know that you were here.”

            “You stupid then,” the goblin replied. “We hang up cloth of stay-away, but you no stay away!”

            The sounds of scuffling continued behind him as Ren struggled to free himself. Even a mighty fighter can be overwhelmed by a large number of smaller foes.

            “We will honor the peace offered by Duke Frost,” I said. “We are not here to fight you.” I had helped to arrange a treaty of sorts between the goblins and the duchy a short time ago, but of course, not all goblins—nor all humans—complied.

            “Right!” the goblin said, his demeanor instantly changing. “Come in then.”

            He pulled the stay-away cloth aside and yelled back to his fellow goblins. “Let him go now.”

            There was a brief shuffling noise, and as we entered the building, Ren pulled himself to his feet. He brushed himself off and looked quite embarrassed.

            About a dozen goblins, including a few children, backed away from the entrance to give us more room. They eyed us warily.

            “Me Boko,” the leader said, pointing to his chest to make sure I understood.

            “I am Squire Terin, and this is Squire Rendal and Squire Darlissa. We are pleased to meet you.”

            “We bring you food,” Dar said. I turned to see her holding out the bread and cheese we had packed for lunch.

            The goblins cheered.

            “Right!” Boko said. He smiled as Dar placed the offering in his hands. He broke the bread and cheese into small parts and distributed them to the others—children first—who devoured them rapidly.

            Ren looked decidedly frustrated that our lunch was disappearing. I took the time to scan the building the goblins had chosen, apparently because it retained more of a roof than any of the others left standing. Wolf pelts scattered around the floor furnished make-shift bedding. Logs provided the only seating.

            Unable to speak with his mouth so full, Boko motioned us to sit. We obliged, and then he joined us.

            “This is a nice place,” I said politely.

            Boko beamed. “We fight many wolves for it!”

            Dar smiled and leaned forward. “We are searching for a very special ring that is supposed to be hidden here somewhere. Have you seen it?”

            The goblin leader shook his head. “No rings. Found knives, and bowls, and cups, and nails, and bones, and—”

            “But no ring?”

            “No ring.”

            I sighed. “How long have you been here?”

            “Oh, long time,” Boko said. “Looooong time. Must be, oh, three weeks.”

            I nodded. “Well, do you mind if we look around? Perhaps it’s hidden.”

            Boko picked at his teeth. “Right! Maybe behind lock.”

            “Lock?” Rendal said. “What lock?”

            Boko put his arms on his hips. “Me try to tell you. Found knives, and bowls, and cups, and nails, and bones, and helmets, and poles, and horseshoes, and lock.”

            “Tell us about the lock,” Dar said sweetly.

            “Big lock, need big key.” Boko held his hands apart as wide as possible. “No can pick. No can break.”

            “What behind lock?” one of the goblins asked.

            “What there?” another asked.

            “Treasure behind lock?”

            “We want!”

            They all chattered about the lock to the point where it was hard to hear. Their insatiable curiosity and love of shiny treasure made them giddy with excitement. I suspected the unyielding lock had kept them in the ruined fort, as they couldn’t bear to leave until they discovered its secret.

            “Can you take us to it?” I asked over the noise.

            “Right!” Boko replied. He jumped up and scampered out the door.

            I exchanged surprised glances with Dar and Ren before we grabbed our things and followed.

            Boko jogged down the path toward the remains of a guard tower. He climbed over a crumbling wall into an area about twenty feet around that had once formed the interior of a building. Pushing aside some weeds at the far side, he pointed to an opening where crumbling stone stairs led down to a cellar.

            Dar kneeled down and pulled off her pack. A few seconds of rummaging produced a candle. She set it down and opened her tinderbox. After a short time, a handsome flame danced before her.

            Ren leaned over, picked up the candle, and started for the stairs, moving slowly so as not to extinguish the flame. Boko bounded in front of him to bounce down the stairway. Having dealt with goblins before, I knew their night vision far surpassed ours.

            The two led us into a small cellar with a dirt floor. The cellar held nothing except a few scattered piles of moldering leaves. A forest of draping cobwebs hung above our heads. As I wiped one out of my way, my eyes focused on the prominent keyhole in the large metal door in the wall farthest from the stairs.

            Ren moved closer and held the light to the door. “So you didn’t find a key?”

            Boko shook his head. “No, only knives, and bowls, and cups, and nails, and bones, and—”

            “Can you hit it with that destroying spell, Dar?” I asked.

            “No,” she said. “It’s too big. You know how that spell works. You can’t just make a hole in a big thing; you have to target the entire object. And I’m just not that powerful.”

            “Well, why don’t we just remove the hinges then?”

            “The hinges.”

            “Look,” I pointed. “The hinges are on the outside, and they’re almost rusted through as it is.”

            She gave me a sideways glance, then walked to the door. I tried not to smile. Dar never liked it when I figured something out before she could.

            “Ren, do you have any tools?” she asked.

            Ren held the candle to the hinges. “I could try to pry them out with a sword, but that would dull the blade…”

            “Me get knife!” Boko cried, and ran up the stairs.

            “That might work,” Ren said. He turned to me and grinned.

            I returned the smile. Ren, who had slain many goblins in service to the Duke, was still having trouble adjusting to the peace agreement, and his smiling acceptance of Boko’s suggestion pleased me.

            We looked toward the stairs when we heard the echoing of Boko’s returning footsteps. “Got knife!” he said.

            He handed a butter knife to Ren.

            Ren held the blade before the light and bent it to test its strength. He raised an eyebrow, glancing at Dar and me. This was not an ancient knife found in the fort’s ruins. I wondered if the goblins had stolen it before the treaty or after.

            While Ren picked at the hinges, I considered the lock. “If I were a troll,” I said, “why would I hide a ring behind this door? For that matter, why would they hide them at all? Why not use them? Why not just wear them as decoration? Why not destroy them?”

            “All good questions,” Dar replied. “Maybe getting them together will provide the answer, once Millicent regains her memory.”

            It seemed only seconds before Ren popped the pins from the hinges. After warning us all to stand back, Ren slid the knife between the door and the wall and began wobbling the door. When it had given enough for him to fit his fingers in the opening, he gave a heavy grunt and pulled. Metal grated against metal as the door rushed forward to collapse onto the floor. A cloud of dust and rust filled the room, causing a full minute of coughing fits.

            When we could all breathe easier, Ren held the candle before him to display a cramped storage closet. Rotting shelves lined the walls, and the remains of broken weapons littered the floor.

            And there, on a rocky ledge, glistening in the lamplight, was a ring.

* * *

            There are a lot of things required of a squire: having to get up early to do exercises, struggling through weapons practice, and trying to stay awake through history classes. None of those make for exciting stories.

            But if there is one thing I definitely enjoy, it’s the attention and praise I receive, especially when the three of us have accomplished something grand and that praise is justified. I know, I know, I am supposed to be humble—but honestly, who wouldn’t love this?

            Geoffrey led the cheers as we walked back into the village, holding the ring before us. Children ran beside us and touched us, and some fairly pretty girls flirted with Ren and me. Geoffrey escorted us to an outdoor pavilion where a number of rough wooden benches sat haphazardly around a raised platform. I motioned for everyone else to sit.

            It struck me as odd how quickly a person’s life could change. A year ago, my only goal in life was to be a bard and travel the country telling stories and singing songs about great heroes. Instead, I had become a squire and people were telling stories and singing songs about me.

            I still took the opportunity to use my storytelling skills whenever I had the chance, so I spent the next half hour entertaining the villagers with an exaggerated, humorous version of the tale of how we acquired the last ring.

            Millicent listened too, and seemed to enjoy it, although at times she appeared a bit anxious.

            “So finally,” I said to the crowd, “we got the ring! We bring it back to you now, secure in knowing we have once again served our duchy.”

            Geoffrey stepped forward, clapping along with everyone else. “That’s wonderful! So now we can give it to Millicent. She can then leave, go back to fighting necromancers, and the zombies will stop haunting our village! I love a happy ending!”

            He motioned her up to the front, and she approached slowly, wearing a smile.

            “Millicent!” I said as I helped her onto the platform. “You must be so thrilled. Soon you will have your complete memory back.”

            “Yes,” she replied.

            “Excuse my curiosity, but I was a bard, and I love a good story. How did your memory leave, anyway?”

            She blinked at me. “What?”

            “Well, certainly you must have had a memory before you got these rings.”

            “I… I put my memory in the rings.”

            “And then they were stolen?”

            “Yes.”

            “By who?”

            She pouted and gave me a stern look. “I told you. Trolls.”

            Dar sidled up to me. “What are you doing?” she whispered.

            I ignored her. “I wonder why trolls would want rings,” I said.

            Millicent shrugged.

            “So you need all four rings to do great magic? One of them by itself has no power?”
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