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      Cedric looked around the mostly empty room. Almost everything had been carefully bundled up in crates. He’d let his aide take charge of most of the items in his study—predominantly books, scrolls, and other loose writings. But he’d asked him to leave the packing of his trophy shelf to him. He couldn’t bear the thought that those items might get damaged or lost, so he would see to them personally.

      The shelf was more cluttered than he liked. But the items it contained were ones with which he would have a hard time parting.

      A troll’s tooth. A bit gruesome, but there could be no better reminder of what he had undergone.

      A smooth grey adder stone on a simple twine lanyard.

      A delicate wand of wenge wood. The elf who’d passed it on to Cedric claimed it had been a gift from the tree itself.

      A raw chunk of silver ore from the dwarven king.

      A fearsome talon he had found in the mountains of Ath. The Krigares were convinced it was a dragon’s claw, though, strangely, it seemed to be made of stone.

      And of course, there were his journals. He’d started writing them when he was campaigning with the king so many years ago. And for the most part, he’d done a fair job of keeping up with the habit.

      He grabbed an empty crate and set it at his feet. And then he plucked his oldest journal from the shelf. It was smaller than the others. More weathered and tatty. He brought the journal up to his nose and inhaled. The earthy smells of leather, ink, and vellum relaxed him. And he leaned back in his chair and stared idly out the window. Dawn would be breaking soon.

      He raised the book to his nose a second time and took an even deeper breath. Still calming and familiar, though not quite as transporting as the first whiff. On a whim, he uncoiled the leather cord that held the pages together from around the button on the journal’s cover. And he flipped to the first entry.
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      Journal of Cedric Warke, Year 850

      Ath/Krigsrike—Day 280

      

      The king himself told me I should keep a journal. Well, he told a handful of us at once. But that’s the same thing to me. He said that officers were under an obligation to document their activities for posterity. I don’t know about all that. But when the men are carousing around their fires with meat and mead, and the five of us knights are scratching away at our diaries like a bunch of scribes, it’s hard to think ahead to a day when anyone would care about what we’re doing up here.

      Anyway, I suppose I should write about our mission, and the things we’ve encountered. That’s the interesting stuff, I’d say.

      Our mission is killing trolls. Vile, filthy creatures, they are. So far, we’ve skimmed along between the edge of Namur and Krigsrike. And we went as far as Pretania to the west. The Krigares keep the troll numbers down near their own cities. So we only encountered pockets of them along the way. And the locals usually steered us where we needed to go to find them. We’ve also been to Dvargheim and Ath—to maintain good relations with the dwarves and giants. I hope the dwarves especially appreciate our efforts. We lost some good men in Dvargheim. And, may the gods save us, we even took a run at the beasts in their own home in Jetningen. Didn’t think we were going to make it out of there. I couldn’t believe their numbers.

      

      We sailed as far as the northern reach of Ath, and we’ve been harvesting spars from the trees at the edge of the Krigsrike. We’re technically on Krigare land right now—with the blessing of the local Krigare “king.” And our king was nearly overtaken by a pack of trolls this morning.

      The foul beasts came pouring out of the forest like a black wave. I remember the smell most of all. Of sweat and rot and worse. And then they were upon us. The king didn’t even have time to draw his sword before one latched on to his arm. The scales saved him. And I nearly cut the monster in half while it tried to worry its teeth through his metal sleeve. Fortunately for us, the wave was over in moments. A dozen of the coarse and twisted things lay in the snow.

      And I suppose I should mention that I took a bite below the knee on the back of my left leg. I was walking through the carnage after the fight, and one of the things that I’d sworn was dead a moment before came to life and sank its foul jaws into me. It was a quick enough thing to kill it. And we all agreed afterward that it made sense to make a pile of their carcasses and burn the rest of them. But I’ll be damned if my leg doesn’t still ache like a bad tooth all these hours later. One of the sergeants has me drinking some Krigare potion he made from brandy and one of the local plants. And he put a plaster of the stuff on the bite too. He said it’s going to get worse before it gets better.

      

      Ath—Day 310

      

      Thirty days! It’s been thirty cursed days since my last entry in this notebook. I’m finally strong enough to hold a quill again today. My leg healed badly—and slowly. The Krigares say the trolls’ spit is poison. The sergeant said it’s not so much poison as rotten. And the rot gets into you when they bite you—or even claw you sometimes.

      About a week ago, I regained my wits from the fog of the disease, and I apologized to the king and my men. The king was gracious—it probably helped that I’d seen him through his own pinch that day. And truth be told, I think the men were grateful for the break. But the nights are getting colder. And the sea is freezing up. So I’m sure they’ll tire of what passes for fun among the Krigares long before spring.

      

      Cedric gently closed the book and placed it deliberately on the desk before him. Who was that innocent young knight?

      He rarely looked back through his journals these days. When he had been younger, he would read through them frequently. To remind himself what he’d been doing. And perhaps to convince himself that his actions were sound. He knew well now how time and distance could help to provide perspective on one’s decisions. Even today, in skimming over his diaries, he expected to observe things that would give him pause and cause him to consider how he might handle something differently if he were given a chance to live the moment again.

      With a renewed sense of purpose, he picked up his journal again and flipped to the middle.
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