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Foreword
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Before you launch yourself into the saga that awaits you, let me just mention that I would like to have this book available in as many different languages as possible, so if you’ve mastered a couple and you’re tempted by adventure, visit Babelcube to get in contact with me! The original language is French (but I will entertain offers based on a previously translated language), but the target languages depend only on you – although some have already been covered.
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It is important to understand that the “coming of age” aspect of the Chronicles is the result of a patchwork of themes and ideas that I added in as they came to me, in a spontaneous way, without really thinking about their effects on the overall stream of the story—a bit like an intimate diary or journal.  However, the completion of the writing process also marked a moment of comprehension and a new perspective on my life and the world; I now thought of elements that I ardently wanted to share, though the story was sadly already finished.  As I reread the story in the light of this new realization, I discovered that all that I now wanted to say was already there, though perhaps poorly expressed (as I hadn’t constructed the story with those ideas in mind). 

So, I would also like to mention my latest project concerning this series: I am planning on creating an animated series, divided into episodes.  For connoisseurs, it would be somewhat in the style of Japanese anime.  Ideally, I would like to work in collaboration with an animation studio (perhaps seeking a scenario?) so that the story can benefit from the knowledge, advice, and resources of professionals, all while maintaining my point of view, my ideas for direction, and my music.  Most important for me are assurances to respect the atmosphere and the story.  The creation of an animated series would permit me to begin the creative process again, but with those key themes and message in mind, so that I could transmit them throughout the story, but in a clear, structured, and logical manner.

So, if you know individuals who work in the field of animation who might be interested, or if you yourself are in such a position, don’t hesitate to contact me!

––––––––
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And here we go. It is more than time for you to discover the adventure that is to follow. Enjoy reading, and enjoy the journey...

To all who still know how to enjoy the here and now...
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Chapter 1
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“WHAT on earth could I have done with it?”  He plunged his hand into his sack, but found nothing but food.  “I know I brought it.  It has to be here!”  This time, he shook the pack until all of its contents were scattered across the ground, and finally, he found the object he was seeking.  “There it is!  My map!  I knew I hadn’t forgotten it.”  Glaide grabbed the piece of parchment, a big smile on his face, until he suddenly seemed to realize that now all of his provisions for his journey were spread about him on the ground.

“Criminy,” he muttered.  He quickly gathered up the food, taking a moment to make sure none of it had become dirty or damaged.  He’d decided to set up camp a bit away from the road where the grass was thick, so in the end, all of the food could go back into his pack except for one apple, which he began to munch on distractedly.  

The young man had left the morning before.  First, he had taken a moment to consider which direction his master might have taken, but honestly, he didn’t have even the vaguest idea.  He figured Kezthrem had probably decided to travel without any particular destination in mind, stopping here and there as the whim struck.  The adolescent, on the other hand, had a very clear goal: to find his friends.  However, to do that, he would need information about them.  Since he didn’t know if they’d done anything to make a name for themselves, he didn’t know whether or not any of the rest of the inhabitants of the Known Lands would know where they could be found.  

He had finally started towards the north, since the majority of the villages were that way.  However, after a good deal of reflection, he had decided that that might not be such a good idea.  Baras was searching for him, after all, and as soon as he entered a village, he risked being recognized.  Plus, if he asked about his friends, he could be overheard by someone who might deduce who he was—something that he ought to avoid at all cost.  That was why, too, he didn’t want to go to Shinozuka; as soon as he arrived, he was sure Rozak would want to proclaim his identity, and in that case, even if his friends heard he was there and tried to join him, he’d bet Baras would gather an army straightaway to attack the city, which would certainly put a damper on things.  And as things stood, and without the aid of the other peoples, humanity wouldn’t stand a chance.  Those thoughts had occupied him the entire previous day, and today, he needed to choose a destination, keeping in mind his goal and the risks inherent to each possibility.  And so it was that he sat studying his map early that afternoon, trying to decide where his steps should carry him.

“Right,” he murmured.  “Based on my previous trips, I should be about a day’s journey from Adrish.  If I hurry, I could reach it tomorrow, before sunset.”  He quickly chased that idea out of his head, however.  Adrish was, after Shinozuka, the most likely place where he would be recognized, after all.  “Let’s see... Further to the north is Endre.  I’ve never been there, so no one there should know who I am.”  However, and for no apparent reason, that solution didn’t particularly please him, either.  

“There’s always a risk that someone will recognize me,” he grumbled.  “And besides, that’s too close to Fyth.  The one time Baras spoke to me, I was near those mountains...  I could keep going until I reach Heidro, but that would bring me close to Shinozuka.”  With a sigh of resignation, he let the parchment slip out of his fingers and fall gently onto the grass.  It was obvious that finding anything out about his friends while still remaining inconspicuous would be impossible.  And that was besides the fact that he would probably receive plenty of erroneous information that would carry him to the four corners of the Known Lands, making it more and more difficult for him to remain anonymous.

The other solution was that he spend his time almost entirely on the road, entering villages only to buy provisions.  It would be safer to make his purchases in the scattered villages and isolated homes that he chanced upon during his travels, but Glaide knew that then his chances of coming across his friends would be slim to none.  “I can’t leave it all to chance,” he said to himself.  “I have to get information somehow!  Sure, I found Kezthrem purely by chance, but it’s inconceivable that something like that would happen again...”

The boy looked at the scenery around him, hoping that there he would spot a hint towards some kind of solution, but that didn’t help either; his mind remained a blank.  He remembered the shakuhachi then; his master’s gift was somewhere in the bottom of his sack.  He hadn’t taken the time to play it yet, instead saving his breath for walking, but at the moment, he had no interest in walking, since he had no destination in mind.  Very carefully, he pulled out the instrument.  The swirls and decorations engraved on it made the instrument one of a kind, and he was pleased to own such a piece of art.  But he wasn’t there to stare at it, so he brought it to his lips.

The first sounds to come out of the flute were nothing but wind in the best case, and screeching sounds in the worst case.  However, instead of becoming discouraged, he slowly worked to control his breath until he began to hear notes worthy of the name.  Pleased with that first victory, he decided to try to string a few notes together.  Kezthrem had told him that the melody of such an instrument depended on what one felt, and that it wasn’t difficult to play; however, the young man didn’t really succeed in producing “music” per se.  What he created was hesitant, and lacked the fluidity of true music.  Finally, after about a quarter of an hour, he tucked the shakuhachi into his belt.  He hadn’t accomplished anything particularly exceptional, but he well knew that he’d have plenty more chances to work on it!  Besides which, the small break had accomplished what it was meant for: he’d decided on a destination, or at any rate, a town’s name had come to mind.  However, he didn’t get up or make any move in that direction.  In fact, it was absolutely out of the question to move before he’d carefully considered all the potential consequences of his idea.  And there were certainly plenty of those, since he was considering nothing more nor less than heading towards Zakorth.

“Zakorth,” he murmured.  “The Cursed Village, the place that shelters the worshippers of Baras... The refuge of all who have chosen to follow him, instead of fighting against him.”  He and his master had passed near the city just over a week ago, on their return from the temple of Aras, and they’d discovered a horrifically ravaged village bearing silent witness to the fact that the territory of that city had grown.  The memory still brought the young man pain, and the few words his master had shared about the city made it seem likely that greater still and entirely unmentionable atrocities were experienced by those poor souls that survived such attacks.  

At the same time, though, the adolescent could not ignore the place.  If Baras had an eye on his friends, which was very likely, then he would be sharing that information with the inhabitants of Zakorth.  That meant it would be the most likely place to find valuable and precise intel on them.  And there, he wasn’t particularly concerned about being recognized.  Up until then, his adversaries had been simple monsters, most of whom had been killed.  Besides, Baras wouldn’t be expecting his prey to throw himself into the jaws of the wolf.

“I have to go there,” he declared.  “From where we were, the city didn’t look so terrible.  If I’m as inconspicuous as possible, and I collect my information quickly, I should be able to come and go without any problems.”  He knew perfectly well that what he was planning was risky, and that if anyone discovered he was the Destroyer, it would be not just him that died, but also the hopes of all the peoples of Galadria alongside of him.  Worse than that, he wouldn’t be able to keep the promise he’d made to his friends: that he would see them again.  

“If I don’t go there, though, I’ll never be able to enter another city, and I don’t want to spend my entire life on the road.  I have to gain the support of the different peoples before I reveal my identity, and I have no idea how.  And besides, I should have my magg at my side as soon as possible.”  

The boy took the time to turn the idea over and over in his head, but no matter how he looked at it, he always found that heading to Zakorth was the fastest and most efficient solution.  Of course, besides the village itself, he’d have to deal with the territory around it, which was also plenty dangerous.  If he was attacked by a regiment, despite all of his training, he’d have little chance of surviving.  However, after thinking about it a bit more, he found a solution even to that problem: he would simply have to make anyone he crossed paths with believe that he was allied with Baras.  Besides, what imbecile would head towards the most dangerous village in the Known Lands if he didn’t live there?  

“Me!” thought the boy with a smile.  

However, he also imposed one limit on himself: if, on his approach to Zakorth, he decided he was likely to become trapped there, whether by a topography that didn’t favor flight, or by the presence of too many overzealous guards, then he wouldn’t enter.  The goal was to gain information, not to become a prisoner for some indeterminate duration...

With that thought, Glaide took to the road again.  A quick estimate of the distance to be traveled told him that he could reach the gates of the town in under a week.  The day before, when he’d come across the relay station that he and his master had discovered just before returning to the dojo, the man tending it had told him that the mount Kezthrem had rented for him was already en route for Vlatendire.  A little disappointed, the boy had nonetheless understood that he couldn’t have ridden anyway: with no one to follow and his own lack of skill, he would have been incapable of pacing or leading his horse as he’d need to.  But nothing could beat a good walk, anyway!  And besides, that would give him time to think things over, as was his wont.  

He remembered then how the solitude he’d experienced after leaving Tyv and Paeh had weighed on him; having no one to talk to had been dreadful.  Happily, though, that had lasted only days before he’d encountered the dwarves, and after them, a dragon.  Those thoughts filled him with excitement as he imagined everything that could happen to him in the days to come.  Would he see Ayrokkan again?  Cross paths with other adventurers?  Would he finally see an elf?  Anything was possible!  As Kezthrem had said, once one got a taste of adventure, it was hard to give it up.  However—and Glaide kept that thought always in mind, even during moments of complete euphoria—it was also adventure that brought death and pain.  For the moment, though, he felt good, and the spectre of loneliness and solitude appeared far off, at least for the time being.  

The afternoon passed by tranquilly, and bit by bit, Glaide began to find his rhythm.  That evening, he didn’t stop to eat, instead taking pleasure in watching the sun set off to the left, then slowly be replaced by the multitude of stars that contrasted with the inky black of the sky.  He felt light-headed as he gazed upwards, and the shadows around him swallowing up all the landmarks reinforced that feeling.  The moon, nearly full, brightened the plains that he was traveling through.  With his gaze fixed on the infinite sky, he thought, “It’s funny, but now that I think about it, when I was traveling with Kezthrem, I didn’t actually pay much attention to the land we were passing through.  We spent a lot of time talking, especially in the evening, and soon after that I usually went to bed, completely exhausted!”  He let out a deep sigh.  “Just like when I first met my master, I’ll have to get used to this new lifestyle.  Bit by bit, I will get used to it, though, and fall back into the habits I had when I first left Emily, Jeremy, and Gwenn.”  Then, out loud this time, he said, “And to think I’ve finally finished my training...  It’s incredible!  I’ve learned how to use a sword, I’ve come to know a truly amazing man, I’ve learned the true history of Dzen and Novak, beyond the erroneous memories of the inhabitants of the Known Lands, and that's not even mentioning all of the other things I’ve learned!  

“I was afraid six months ago, not knowing whether or not I should leave by myself, and today, at long last I’m searching for my friends again.  Did I really believe this day would come?  Wasn’t it, deep in my mind, nothing more than some unlikely future?  An image of a utopia where everything I hoped for came to pass?”

Deeply happy, Glaide wrapped himself up in his cape and passed a peaceful night, filled with dreams of victory and the promises of the future...
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Chapter 2
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THE next day, his determination began to waver: the further he went, the more time he had to ask questions and relive his memories, which made him reconsider his decision more than once.  Finally, he refused to think at all, because he knew he could consider and reconsider the decision endlessly.  On one hand, he could think of all sorts of arguments to change directions, while on the other hand, he was unable to come up with a better solution...

––––––––
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Two more days passed without the young man really noticing.  He’d come across no one thus far, and he knew that after a few more miles, it would no longer be likely for him to come across anyone at all.  The territory of Zakorth wasn’t much farther anymore.  However, before he could be sure he’d crossed into the town’s territory, he would have to find strong proof of enemy activity in the area.  That could mean cadavers, or the traces of a struggle, complete with blood...  As he saw the sun begin to set, he decided to stop for the night.  He didn’t know for sure how far the borders of that cursed city might be, and he didn’t want to risk crossing them accidentally, or spending an extra night already within hostile territory.

“And to think I’m headed there of my own free will.  I’m the one who decided to head towards Zakorth, though I’ve seen with my own eyes how dangerous its inhabitants and the plains around it are!”  But before the dilemma that had been torturing him for days filled his mind once again, he fell asleep.

––––––––
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A few hours later, the boy began walking again.  He still didn’t let his mind wander to his many questions, however; he needed to put all his concentration on his surroundings, so he could decide where he was. 

After a few minutes, he spotted some tracks that appeared fresh: the grass had been trampled, and hadn’t yet had time to recover.  He looked around for a moment, trying to decide exactly what he was up against, and was surprised to find the remains of a campfire.  “I can’t imagine orks have any great need for light in the evening,” thought Glaide.  He decided that the traces must not belong to the usual monsters.  That wasn’t any great relief, however, because in this area, humans, too, could be dangerous.  

After a bit of reflection, he decided to follow the imprints and try to catch up to their owners.  Then, if he saw they weren’t dangerous, he could enjoy a bit of company.  If, however, he decided they were, he could just remain in hiding, or fight if necessary.  And so the young man began tracking them.

He followed the path enthusiastically, constantly checking to see whether the imprints still appeared fresh or not.  He finally decided it had to be a group of less than a dozen people, and that they weren’t traveling nearly as quickly as he was.  He thought he would probably catch up to them the next morning.  Several times, he found the remains of campfires, proof that the mysterious individuals had been doing nothing to hide their presence.  Though Glaide couldn’t be certain he’d reached the territory of Zakorth, the plains around him seemed familiar, and he decided to go on the assumption that he was already in enemy territory.  That left only two possibilities about the mindset of the strangers he was following: they were leaving tracks either because they were unaware of where they were, or because they knew exactly where they were...  “I’m either following the tracks of unsuspecting innocents, or dangerous adversaries,” the adolescent told himself.

He didn’t discover anything unusual during the morning, but just as he finished eating a piece of bread—and so finished his lunch—the tracks suddenly and unexpectedly changed directions.  Instead of continuing on ahead, they headed off to the right.  There was no clue as to why they’d decided to change directions, but the boy decided to continue following them, to discover where they were headed and why.  The response came shortly thereafter: a hundred yards away, he found a small battlefield strewn with bodies.

“Whew,” he murmured, “just goblins.”

The battle appeared to have been a violent one, and some bodies were covered in more blood than others, but happily, the monsters didn’t appear to have killed any of their opponents.  The discovery left Glaide feeling rather perplexed, actually.  As he continued to follow the tracks, he tried to make sense of it all.  “One thing is certain,” he said.  “Whoever I’m following can’t be allied with Zakorth, because why would they massacre their confederates like that?  Plus, it seems like they headed towards that group of monsters intentionally, and that that was the explanation for their sudden detour.”  So then, the question now was why the strangers were looking for a fight.  

The afternoon was punctuated with similar finds to the last one: he found different places covered in the bodies of many different creatures—sometimes even satyrs—which prompted the young man to use ever more prudence in his travels.  In his opinion, anyone able to take on those monsters ought to be an excellent swordsman indeed.  Bit by bit, he began to have an idea of why the group might be motivated to make themselves so visible with their campfires, and to attack all of the adversaries that they crossed paths with, even seeking out those that passed by further away: vengeance.  

“If I’m right, these people are my allies.  However, I fear they’re unaware of the danger they’re really in...”  He began to seriously worry when, towards the end of the afternoon, he found yet another battlefield.  This time, it was some chimeras that had fallen to the deadly lunacy of the mysterious warriors.  However, what alarmed the boy even more than the massive bodies of the monsters was the presence of a grave, easily recognized by the overturned soil.

“Good Lord, they lost a companion in this battle, and yet they continued to advance!”  In fact, the tracks continued on their way as if nothing had happened at all.

“They must be either completely insane, or completely desperate,” he sputtered.  The macabre discoveries continued up until the evening, and when Glaide decided to stop for the night, his count was alarming: the group he was following had lost half their number, so that if there were ten to start, only five remained, and yet they had not turned back.  The adolescent couldn’t continue his investigation for the time being, however; with nightfall, he risked missing crucial details, and as significant as the situation seemed to him, that was not an option.

“Tomorrow morning, I’ll meet up with these people,” he told himself as he lay down on the ground.  The dirt that had covered the last of the dead had still been moist; his grave couldn’t have been dug more than a few hours earlier.  They couldn’t be far, and they were obviously taking their time.  

“They seemed to be single-mindedly following a goal of killing as many of their enemies as they can.”  With a sigh, he murmured, “At least they’ve cleared the way, so I can pass the night in hostile territory without any great risk.”

In the distance, he thought he could make out a campfire, but he couldn’t be sure.
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The young man woke early, taking advantage of the first rays of dawn to navigate.  If his calculations were right, he ought to reach Zakorth by the end of the day.  Naturally, he didn’t intend to enter late in the evening, but rather to sleep a few hundred yards away from the main gate, so that he could enter early the following morning.  Who could say what might await him there?  And he preferred to have an entire day to spend investigating whatever was inside those walls.  For the moment, however, he concentrated on the strangers that he had been following the day before, and who he should encounter shortly.  He hoped that the night hadn’t seen any new confrontations, and that the small group had managed to retain their number.  

In an hour, he found another camp.  Unfortunately, despite the early hour, it was already abandoned.  However, that meant there was no longer any doubt: the travelers couldn’t be more than a few hundred yards ahead.  The embers of the fire were still glowing and a light stream of smoke still rose up from what had once been the fire pit.  Glaide looked around for some clues so that he could continue in the right direction, but he discovered that the grass here was much shorter than what he had seen before, so that it camouflaged any signs of footsteps.  While cursing the way luck had abandoned him so close to his goal, he took a few moments to search the area for any clues.  Since he wasn’t exactly an expert in the field of tracking, it took him a solid hour before he spotted a fresh apple core.

“They must have headed this way,” he said.  “If I’m right, Zakorth, too, ought to be in that direction.  They’ve got a head start on me again, though, and I’d better catch up to them as soon as possible.”  With that, he began walking more quickly.  Along the way, he kept an eye out for signs that he was still going in the right direction, and the exhausting effort finally bore fruit: a little after noon, he reached the top of a hill where he found logs and rocks arranged in a circle.  He could easily picture the five strangers sitting there for a discussion.  “Where they discussing whether to continue or turn back?” Glaide wondered.  “Or were they only taking the time to discuss what the best way to enter the enemy city might be?”  

Again unsure about which direction to go, he set his gaze on the plain at the base of the hill, and two things leapt out at him: first, he saw a dark point in the distance, which he immediately identified as his destination.  “And to think that when I was with my master and we saw that stain in the distance, we hurried on our way... and today, that’s exactly where I’m headed!”  The second thing that he saw quickly stole his attention from the first, however: he saw five silhouettes moving through the center of the expanse of grass.

“There they are,” murmured the young man.

Suddenly, he spotted another group—bigger than the first—headed towards the group of strangers.  They were still far off, but it seemed inevitable that the two would cross paths, and Glaide doubted that would be a peaceful meeting.  Without taking a moment to think, Glaide raced down the hill and took off towards the oblivious strangers, who appeared to have decided to reach Zakorth no matter what the cost.  He had only one idea in mind: get them to turn back before he found himself having to bury them.

“Hey,” cried the young man. “Wait!”

The strangers heard his call and turned, surprised.  Their reaction proved to the adolescent that these were not trained soldiers.  Anyone with even the tiniest bit of training would have immediately drawn their swords after hearing a voice in a place where no one usually went.  They finally decided to react only after Glaide had already drawn close enough to see that all five of the strangers were men.

“Stay where you are, and identify yourself,” one called out.  The young man didn’t have time to announce that he was the Destroyer, and besides, that would only have confused them.  He continued to run, ignoring the order so that he could draw as close as possible.  As he’d expected, the men threw themselves at him, taking him for an enemy.  Short of breath, Glaide nonetheless managed to disarm them with just a few blows of the sword.  Then, he took the time to sheath his weapon and catch his breath.  The five men in front of him seemed frozen in place, not knowing how to react in the face of such strange behavior.

“Take up your weapons and sheath them,” ordered the boy.  “I’m on your side, though I don’t have time to elaborate.”  The men did so, then took up positions in front of Glaide, though this time at a respectful distance.

“Who are you, and what do you want?” demanded one warily.

“My name is unimportant, and in any case, you’ll discover who I am within a few weeks.”  To himself, he added, “When everyone learns that the Destroyer has come.”  Aloud, he continued, “As for what I want—I only want to save your lives.”

“We don’t know you.  Why do you think we need your help?”

“For one thing, because no one in their right mind comes into the territory of Zakorth looking for a fight like you have, and secondly, because a group of enemies is headed in this direction right now.”

“We’ll cut them to pieces, just like the others,” cried one man, hatred filling his voice.

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” roared Glaide in turn.  “I’ve been following you for a day, and you’ve lost five of your comrades, and yet you continue heading towards that cursed village!  You’re dead men walking!  Do you understand what that means?  You don’t know how to fight properly, your little battles are inflicting no significant losses for our enemies, and you’re all going to wind up dead!”  Glaide was so worked up by that time that he was once again out of breath.

“What do our lives matter?” cried one.  “We have nothing left, so we’ve nothing left to lose!  This journey is the last we will make, and its only goal is to see us gone!”  The declaration and the conviction gleaming in the eyes of the speaker left the young man without a voice.

“They’re insane,” he thought.  “Insane with despair...”

“Listen,” he finally continued, forcing himself to speak calmly.  “You don’t know me, but believe me, if your goal is to avenge something, you will not succeed like this.  In a few minutes, a group of monsters will rise up in the distance.  If they spot you, they will kill you, and you can give up even thinking about Zakorth.  You’ll never reach it.”

“Then we’ll die trying.  It’s too late to pull back.  Our brothers have already given up their lives; we’ve passed the point of no return.”

“Their deaths are your fault,” replied the adolescent, his voice trembling with anger.  “Their sacrifice was in vain.  Do you hear me?  Theirs, and yours as well.  For those creatures, your bodies mean nothing.  They’ll kill you as if you were mere animals, without even once thinking of the creatures you’ve put to rest.  They aren’t like us!  Vengeance and pain don’t exist in their hearts.”

The five companions made no reply, and judging by the bitterness on their faces, they had yet to give up their plan.  Glaide knew, though, that he was speaking reason to them.  If he could get them out of this murderous rage, which was nothing more nor less than a defense against pain, perhaps he could get them to think and change their minds.  But just as he went to add something else, his heart skipped a beat.  Behind the men and coming towards him, a noruk surged suddenly into view, followed by twenty orks.
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Chapter 3

[image: image]




GLAIDE reacted instinctively.  He drew his sword before anyone—friend or foe—managed to react, and cried out, “You morons, I don’t remember telling you to stop moving!”  Stupefaction reigned from one group to the other.  The moment the men turned and spotted the monsters a few yards away, however, they jumped back.  The creatures immediately returned to their senses, but just as a battle cry climbed in the throat of one, the adolescent bellowed yet again.  “Hey, who do you think’s in charge here?  You want to end up like your five pals, with a sword through your body?”

One of the men turned towards Glaide, his face transfigured with indescribable rage.

“Traitor,” he hissed.  The word pierced the adolescent like an arrow, carrying so much hate along with it.  Nonetheless, he took the blow without protest.  He dared not show the smallest sign of weakness, so he would have to play this role until he had everyone safe and sound.

“Are you in charge of these slaves?” growled the noruk, addressing Glaide.  Behind him, the orks were beginning to look impatient, and Glaide thanked the heavens that an individual with the intelligence of a noruk led them, because then he had a chance of duping them.

“Yeah, that’s me,” he replied.

“Then why are they armed?”

The question took the young man by surprise.  He had demanded that his chance companions take back their weapons, without even thinking that that would look suspicious.  He let none of his distress appear on his face, however, and instead declared with a sadistic smile, “So when I get tired of them, I can make them hurt themselves, or kill their comrades.”

“You bastard,” cried one of the men.

Before Glaide could react, the noruk approached the troublemaker.  With an incredibly rapid movement, he drew his hatchet and struck the man on the head with its handle.  The adolescent couldn’t help but release a sigh of relief when he saw that the man remained living, a sigh that he quickly turned into a cruel smile.

“Silence!” ordered the noruk, before turning to Glaide to say, “We’ll accompany you to Zakorth.”

At that, Glaide felt his anger getting the best of him.  Trying to control the tremble in his voice, he replied.  “That isn’t necessary.  I can deal with them myself.  And besides, you certainly have other things to do.”

“These slaves seem ornery.  If you’re alone, they might escape, and we won’t take that risk.”  

Seeing that arguing was pointless, the adolescent let the creature take the lead.  First off, it ordered the men to give up their blades.  However, the boy insisted he take them, arguing that he could get a good price for them.  The orks posted themselves to the right and left of their supposed prisoners, and Glaide drew up the rear.  He thought quickly, trying to ignore the murderous glares of the five prisoners.

“Zakorth is only a few miles away,” he thought to himself.  “If we reach the city, we’re doomed.  Good grief... What do I do?”  Suddenly, one of the men jostled against his guard, trying to escape.  An ork drew his weapon, but before his sword could fall, the young man ran him through.

“What’s going on back there?” roared the noruk.

As naturally as possible, Glaide picked up the weapons that he had dropped and replied, “That imbecile tried to damage one of the slaves.  I stopped him.”  The creature made no comment in response, but ordered that none of the slaves be seriously injured.  
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