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    The flickering torches, sickly embers staggering atop loose bundles of rotting wood, no longer even pretended to hold the darkness at bay. Their illumination succeeded only in convincing the mind that countless unseen horrors lurked within the underground, artificial night.

    Not that this was much of an illusion; countless unseen horrors were lurking in the dark. But here, deep in the rock beneath the Iron Keep, horrors were nothing new.

    The flagstones gleamed dully beneath the glowing brands thanks to a perennial coating of luminescent slime, a revolting substance that even the greatest magics of the keep's master had failed to exterminate. The slow, steady slap of approaching footsteps was heralded by the nauseating sounds of that slime squelching beneath heavy boots.

    He was known to the men and monsters under his command only as Falchion. Ice-blue and empty eyes peered through the narrow slits in a bucket-helm shaped of dingy steel. It tilted to one side, that helm—a gesture of revulsion, perhaps?—at the sight of an enormous brown rat, dripping with slime and less-pleasant substances, that clung to the bricks beside him. A glove of mail lashed out, and the low reverberation of iron on stone echoed throughout the chamber, almost masking the truncated squeal. The tiny corpse dropped to the floor, already forgotten, as its executioner continued calmly into the adjoining chamber.

    “Careless, Falchion. Clumsy and careless.” Nasal and whining, it was a voice capable of conveying little more than arrogance and scorn. “Are you really so dense that you still haven't learned how fragile this sort of incantation can be? The death of that rat might well have disrupted the entire—”

    “Shove it, Havarren.” Falchion assumed an easy stance in the far corner, crossing his arms with a faint grating sound. Those cold blue orbs flickered downward, glancing briefly at the rust-red mail that covered him from shoulders to hips. A single eyebrow rose marginally, as though he'd only now discovered that he wore the hauberk at all.

    “‘Shove it’? Really? How…common.” The second speaker leaned forward, finally exposing his own face to the faint torchlight.

    Falchion snarled behind his faceplate—a reflex that had become ingrained, triggered by nothing more than the man's proximity. Where Falchion was thick, corded, and well muscled, the other fellow was lanky to the point of emaciation. Thick blond hair cascaded to a near-perfect point just below jutting shoulder blades. His attire was vain, even foppish: bright ruffles and knee-high cavalier boots—tanned from the hide of something with more intelligence and fewer legs than anything so mundane as a cow—were complemented by an immaculately pressed violet coat and pants that were, to Falchion's perpetual dismay, worn tightly enough to accentuate, rather than conceal, what lay beneath them. And unlike the general himself, who wore at his side the heavy blade from which he'd taken his name, the other was armed only with a flimsy dagger, poor protection from anything more menacing than an agitated rabbit.

    But then, Vigo Havarren possessed methods of protecting himself that had little to do with sharpened steel.

    A caustic retort clung to the tip of Falchion's tongue, begging for release. Yet he clamped his mouth firmly shut as the chamber's final occupant approached the center of the room. He watched both men through pinpricks of unholy yellow radiance that sat where most human beings kept their eyes.

    “General Falchion. Lord Havarren.” The voice revealed just the faintest trace of an accent; whether this was natural or simply the result of a decayed vocal apparatus, Falchion never knew. “Gentlemen, the death of a rat is hardly going to interfere with one of my incantations. The death of two sentient entities, however, might well serve to strengthen the spell. Shall I find out? Or can I count on your silence?”

    Havarren blanched. “Silence can be arranged.”

    Falchion just nodded.

    “Good.” The master of the Iron Keep stepped—glided, it seemed—to the large stone platform along the chamber's northernmost wall. The fur-lined hem of a cloak that had been a beautiful midnight blue when it was new—about four centuries past, give or take a decade—whispered across the flagstones. Somehow, it remained unmarred by the grasping slime.

    A huge iron cauldron sat beneath a granite altar, a noxious blend of fluids bubbling within, heated without the aid of any visible flame. Virgin's blood, dragon's tears, spider's breath, essence of ghost, the heart of a newborn, and other reagents so rare that centuries of searching had been required for their acquisition—all splashed and burbled and flowed through the cauldron, agitated and stirred by the agonized thrashing of the live animals occasionally tossed into the pot by the lanky sorcerer.

    “Havarren?” the master of the keep glanced up from the table, where he had been carefully arranging an additional assortment of rare and eldritch objects, enchanted tools, ancient amulets. “Time?”

    The gaunt wizard briefly furrowed his brow in concentration. “Almost, my lord. You may begin…now.”

    The first of the priceless arcane objects was hurled into the cauldron. Instantly the vile substance began to glow, filling the underground chamber with the light of the noonday sun. Falchion flinched slightly—not at the sudden influx of illumination, but at the close-up view of his own dark master: Morthûl, the Charnel King of Kirol Syrreth.

    Garments once of royal quality, now worn and tattered beyond hope of repair, shrouded a body unimaginable by any rational mind. Mummified flesh creaked like hardened leather with every move the Dark Lord made. The left side of his face was covered in that not-skin, frozen in a perpetual rictus; the right was nothing more than naked bone. That hideous, sickly yellow glow was most conspicuous in the eyes—but it leaked as well from the nasal cavity and between King Morthûl's teeth. Worms and maggots, beetles and roaches and less savory creatures all crawled about and among the Charnel King's clothes and patches of long-dead flesh, wandering between exposed bone and protruding ribs, every so often dropping from the empty sockets in a twisted parody of tears. A full head of raven tresses completed the horrific image, trailing from beneath a tarnished silver crown.

    Falchion, general of the Charnel King's armies, shuddered again, a rare moment of self-reflection stealing over him in this most pivotal moment of a plan that had taken the Dark Lord centuries to implement. This, this was the man—the thing—to which he had sworn his loyalty and his life. It was enough to turn even the strongest stomach, to send even the most corrupt soul scampering into the corner to wail in terrified self-pity.

    But Falchion was, above all else, a practical man. And if one man, however revolting, however many centuries dead, was about to conquer the known world—well, Falchion wanted to be on his good side, no matter what it took.

    Morthûl's rotted form abruptly stiffened, as though rigor mortis had finally caught up with him. Then, with an explosion of voice somewhere between a sonorous chant and a low-pitched howl, the Dark Lord raised his arms, both fists—one skeletal, one wrapped in brittle skin—clenched tight. Unspeakable energies crackled around him, and a blinding wave of bile-green luminescence flowed from the cauldron into the Charnel King himself and thence upward, where it vanished through the room's cold ceiling. From there it would erupt to the surface and flow in writhing tendrils across the continent, seeking its targets.

    Falchion saw Havarren bow his head and knew he was sending a mental signal of his own, an aspect of the ritual Morthûl was too busy to perform. Immediately, agents of Kirol Syrreth, lying in wait throughout the Allied Kingdoms to the east and south, moved out into the streets to do violence. Humans and goblins waylaid all who walked the roads so late, in a dozen cities across the land. In mere minutes a thousand lives, young and old, rich and poor, good and evil, were cut abruptly short. And for every life snuffed out in these darkest of hours, the Charnel King's spell was strengthened, his power grew.

    It had taken Morthûl over two hundred years of laborious research, of perusing tomes so old they predated even his own birth, to master the magics he now manipulated. Three hundred more were spent in methodical search for the necessary components. Agents of the Dark Lord had combed the world from pole to pole, questing for items so rare that even the greatest wizards of the day scoffed at the notion of their very existence. And finally, tonight, it all came together in a few short moments of the most fearsome sorceries the world had seen in generations.

    Across the continent, kings and queens and princes, emperors and dukes and popes—all who ruled, or might one day rule—collapsed in agony so exquisite that the gods themselves must have writhed in sympathy. The Charnel King's spell swept them up in its wake and slowly, utilizing their own bodies as a gateway, traced its way through the flow of time itself, performing subtle alterations not upon the current royals, but on their ancestors.

    Still chanting, his fingers flitting as though mending a rent in an expensive fabric, Morthûl began rewriting the events of lives long passed. Slowly, over the span of generations, he instilled in each successive ruler a growing loyalty, an intense fealty to the lord of Kirol Syrreth. It took time: Seemingly endless minutes were required for the manipulation of each separate generation. But when the ritual finally reached its conclusion, just before the dawn, he would have conquered the world entire, without a single voice raised in protest, a single sword in rebellion. Once he had worked his way forward through the ages to those rulers living today, their fealty, their loyalty, their worship would be absolute, instilled by tradition that stretched back a thousand years.

    The last of the dispatched souls dissolved into the power emanating from the iron cauldron; the last of the ancient relics sank in its depths, melting into the obscene mixture that threatened now to boil over the sides and onto the floor. The critical juncture was upon them. Moments more, and the damage would be too extensive to ever be undone, the point of no return forever passed.

    Falchion, Havarren, and yes, even the Charnel King jumped at the thunderous crash of a steel door slamming into a rock wall—a sound swiftly overwhelmed by the clatter of feet dashing through the corridor. The half of Morthûl's visage that was capable of expression twisted.

    Fear. For the first time, Falchion saw fear on the Dark Lord's face.

    “Stop them!” Even that single hissed command was a strain on his body and mind, both of which channeled more sheer magic in that instant than any wizard in history.

    A metallic rasp pierced the room, and Falchion stepped toward the corridor, blade in hand. He nodded briefly as Havarren appeared beside him, animosity temporarily forgotten.

    But the determination Falchion saw etched across the wizard's features fell away as the first of the approaching figures strode determinedly into view.

    “You! You're dead!” The arrogance in Havarren's tone was gone, drowned by an amazed and growing terror. “How…?”

    The regal figure actually smiled at Havarren's bewilderment. “My dear Vigo, surely you didn't expect me to be inconvenienced by one little dragon, did you?”

    His name was Ananias duMark: one of the greatest sorcerers of this generation, beloved hero of the Allied Kingdoms, and perpetual thorn in Morthûl's side. He was also, Havarren knew, a half-breed, though little in his build or features, his rugged chin or earthy-brown hair, hinted at his elven heritage. He wore a simple robe of mahogany hue and carried a staff of that selfsame wood, intricately carved with a thousand runes.

    A curse on his lips, the gaunt servant of the Dark Lord began a convoluted dance with his fingers, weaving the magics that would finally obliterate this cretin from the face of reality itself.

    He never finished. A piercing shriek, deafening in the echoing chamber, sounded from the hall, and the first of the half-elf's allies leapt bodily over the new arrival and slammed into Havarren's chest, taking them both to the slimy floor.

    A lock of fire-red hair fell across Havarren's face, and the musk of animals flooded his nostrils. This, then, would be Lidia Lirimas, scout and beast-tamer. Even as he tossed her from him with a surprising burst of strength, he couldn't help but scoff at his half-elven foe. Would the pattern never change? Each time it was the same damn thing: Every few years, duMark would wander the lands, assembling a brand-new band of “heroes” from the most worthy of that generation. It was such a cliché that Havarren felt the urge to laugh aloud.

    Until, that is, his attempt to rise from the clinging slime was cut unexpectedly short. Lirimas, a second cry escaping her throat, spun on the ball of her left foot and brought her right heel across his face. Bone snapped with a brutal sound, and the mage once more collapsed.

    A gleam of triumph in her bright blue eyes, the young warrior raised her slim-bladed sword high, determined to see Havarren's head cleaved from his body.

    It would have gone better for her had she not been quite so focused….

    Even as he parried blow after blow from another of duMark's companions—a heavily built, dark-skinned man with a scraggly goatee and a head as bald as an egg—Falchion interposed himself between the woman and Havarren's crumpled form. He'd been overwhelmingly tempted to stand back, to focus on his own opponent and let the chips—and swords—fall where they may. But he knew that the Dark Lord valued Havarren's council, that he would be perturbed if the arrogant bastard were allowed to die.

    So, since his blade was occupied at the moment, Falchion hauled off and slammed his mailed fist into the young ranger's face. Blood spurted between his knuckles, and Lidia's nose disappeared amid a spreading mass of pulped cartilage and bruised flesh. Not dead, perhaps, but quite firmly out of the fight, she collapsed backward in a heap.

    The mage hauled himself to his feet, tossing a grudging nod of thanks Falchion's way. That simple gesture sent new spears of torment shooting through his fractured jaw. A growl deep in his throat, Havarren raised the back of his hand and wiped a smear of blood from the corner of his misshapen mouth—and if any in the room noticed that the blood was some odd shade other than red, or that it congealed too thickly to be normal blood, they assuredly dismissed it as a trick of the dancing, insufficient light.

    It would almost, he thought bitterly, have been better to die than to owe his life to that—that imbecile! This was not something he could afford to have hanging over him. He needed to repay the debt, and fast!

    Hmm. The bald man, dressed in leather leggings and precious little else, was giving the good general no small amount of trouble. His obscenely large axe hadn't yet penetrated Falchion's defenses, but a number of thin lines scored the general's hauberk, and the dark-skinned intruder showed no sign of tiring. With a nonchalant gesture, Havarren sent a stream of iridescent orbs hurtling from his fingertips, balefire summoned from the bowels of hell itself. A brief sizzling sound accompanied the stench of burning flesh, and the dark-skinned man collapsed with a scream, his back charred black by the sorcerous assault.

    Falchion couldn't be bothered even to return in kind Havarren's own nod of thanks. With barely a sideways glance to acknowledge the aid he'd just received, he stepped toward the hallway, blade raised to meet the next invader.

    Arrogant bastard. Should've let him die.

    The gaunt mage tensed. Another offensive spell danced on the tip of his tongue; his hands glowed with the vile radiance of demon-spawned magics. Desperately he twisted about, seeking the face of the man who had started it all.

    Too late. The half-elven interloper had reached the northern wall, his meandering steps having somehow carried him between the various combatants. He stood at arm's length from the incandescent form of the Dark Lord himself.

    The Charnel King of Kirol Syrreth, though absorbed in his own magics, remained well aware of the world around him. His head slowly swiveled to stare directly at Ananias duMark. Within the greater aura of the ancient spell, his unholy glow left a luminescent streak as he moved, not unlike the slithering of an eel beneath the surface of a stagnant pond.

    “I grow bored, Ananias.” Morthûl's voice, distorted by the eldritch whirlwind surrounding him, seemed to come from the deepest corners of the room—as though the walking corpse had been but the mouthpiece of something greater, something darker, that no longer need confine itself to his form. “This spell you see taking shape before you is ancient, far older than you or even I could ever dream. Even at your best, you could never hope to disrupt it. And though you may have fooled the others, I know well that you're hardly at your best. Havarren's dragon did you more harm than you let on, did it not? Flee, Ananias duMark. Flee now, and you may yet escape my reach before the night is through.”

    It was a pure, unadulterated bluff. Truth be told, Morthûl hadn't the barest idea what duMark, or any other sorcerer, might or might not be able to do to the ongoing incantation. That worried him—but not so much so as the fact that every iota of his power was tied up in maintaining these most ancient of magics. If that damn half-breed did interfere, there wasn't a bloody thing Morthûl could do to stop him.

    But even as the interloper lifted his hands, the Charnel King saw Havarren rising, bolts of cobalt-blue lightning arcing between his fingers, preparing to strike duMark down. The Dark Lord's rictus grin widened, and he felt the eldritch forces around him surge and dance, as though they, too, celebrated what was to come.

    Morthûl's triumph, his euphoria, were short-lived indeed. At the sight of the half-elf's sudden smile, he felt his own expression falter.

    Ananias duMark released his spell. No great, earthshaking magic was this, no enigmatic ritual from days of yore. Thin streams of pure arcane force, crossbow bolts shaped of light and willpower, sprang from his palm. It was among the simplest of spells, a beginner's trick, easily mastered by the lowliest apprentice, anger given form. So simple, so weak, it was absolutely useless against the various sorceries and enchantments that protected the Charnel King's undead form.

    But then, it wasn't aimed at the Charnel King. The bolts flew true: straight into the air above the combatants. The Dark Lord's scream of impotent fury was lost amid the deafening cacophony of the crumbling ceiling.

    Slabs of stone toppled to the floor, pulping anything that dared get in their way. Clouds of dust billowed upward from the shattered cobblestones, a raging storm somehow smuggled into the underground chamber. Thunder rocked the Iron Keep's foundations, echoes blending into echoes until they filled the empty spaces entirely, a physical presence as real as the ponderous rock. The marble altar disintegrated into a fine powder, the magics imbued within it lost as though they had never been. The cauldron, jagged stones already bobbing within its putrid contents, disappeared beneath an enormous chunk of ceiling. The tiny portion of the iron vessel not crushed beyond all recognition was bent so hideously that it would never again hold liquid. The nauseating glow that had permeated the room since the incantation began now faded away, the final moments of a strange and alien sunset.

    It seemed as though the torrent of rock might never end. Surely there could be no more stone above their heads! Surely they must have reached the surface by now, and beyond, and still it came. But slowly, ever so gradually, end it did. The stone fell in smaller pieces, in shorter bursts. The impenetrable dust began to disperse, though sight remained a hopeless prospect, as the room's only torches were long extinguished.

    And then the last, straggling portions of the ceiling had fallen, the last of the grit settled. Silence reigned, but for the occasional drip of unseen water.

    Until, finally, something stirred.

    Like a dog shaking off a light summer shower, Ananias duMark rose to his feet, small chunks of rubble cascading off him—or rather, off of the faintly glowing aura that surrounded him and had prevented him from becoming a permanent resident. Casually brushing the dust from his sleeves, he examined the substantial mountain of debris. Even a creature as overwhelmingly powerful as Morthûl couldn't conceivably have survived that collapse—not without the same sort of protective spells that had saved duMark himself. And the half-elven mage was quite certain that the king's godlike powers had been fully invested in the ancient spell. No, odds were good that the terror of a hundred generations was smeared across a hundred square feet of cobblestone.

    Then again, this was the Charnel King of Kirol Syrreth and master of the Iron Keep, and “odds” meant precious little. DuMark halted himself halfway through a simple light spell, allowing the inky dark to wash over him. Only then did he once more scour the heaps of stone, searching for the faintest trace of that telltale yellow glow.

    “Ananias…Help…”

    The half-elf cursed under his breath. He'd completely forgotten…

    With a strength born of desperation and fueled by arcane arts, duMark tossed stone after stone across the room, digging toward the source of that plaintive cry. He'd never have gotten so far—never have survived his many clashes with King Morthûl—without his companions, but they could be so bloody inconvenient at times.

    There! More stone, its jagged edges stained with blood. The sorcerer quickly cleared enough space to see the dark skin beneath the rubble.

    “Kuren?” he whispered, scraping away more of the detritus. “Kuren, are you all right?”

    “He can't hear you.” That same whispered voice, and now duMark could just make out a second form lying beneath the insensate warrior.

    “Lidia?”

    “Yes.” The voice, and the breath behind it, were weak, injured, but alive, thank the Gods! “He—he dragged himself over me as the ceiling began to come down. I—I think he's alive. That is, I can feel his heartbeat. But he's bleeding badly, Ananias. His mouth is full of blood, and…”

    But the half-elf was only half listening. His hands now glowing with all the magics he had remaining, he ripped the last layers of stone from atop his companions. For just an instant, something snagged his attention, and his head jerked to the side.

    But it was only a hand, protruding from between two gargantuan slabs of rock. A hand possessed of long, slender fingers.

    The sorcerer, despite his friends’ condition, couldn't help but grin. Whether or not Morthûl himself was dead, there was at least one foe who wouldn't be causing duMark any more trouble. Momentarily satisfied with that, he turned back to his companions. “There's a great deal of damage, Lidia. Shattered bones, internal bleeding. Even this far from the epicenter, it's a miracle he survived this long. Any other human would be dead.”

    Any other, but not Kuren Bekay. Even as a child, he had proven exceptionally strong for his size—a natural attribute duMark's own spells, some years gone by, had magnified tenfold. The man could rip trees up by the roots, and it would take more than a stone hailstorm to put him down.

    Probably.

    “Let's get him out of here,” duMark ordered, hefting the bulky soldier as though he were an armful of dirty laundry. A quick glance at Lidia, only now dragging herself to her feet, suggested far more eloquently than words could have done that Kuren was not the only one in need of aid.

    DuMark met the woman's eyes with his own, refusing to look at the ruined mass that was the rest of her face. “Can you walk?”

    “I can bloody well walk away from here,” she told him, a horribly liquid tone to her voice.

    “Good.” The sorcerer glided across the broken, uneven footing. “Erris and Father Thomas are still upstairs, holding off the guards. We'll see if Thomas can provide a tincture for you, do something about the pain until he has the time to patch the two of you up properly.”

    DuMark threw a single, lingering glance behind him. Nothing but tons of stone. Nothing stirred in the rubble. It was finally over.

    “And then…we can go home.”

    The door slammed shut behind them with a startling sense of finality, rather like the final page of a long and wearying book. And once again, the room was still.

    The air shimmered as if observed through a sheen of rippling water. The very fabric of the room parted, and slowly, an inch at a time, Vigo Havarren returned to the chamber. At his sudden appearance, a faint illumination spread through the room, as though invisible torches shed their flickering light upon the walls.

    The gaunt wizard was coated in dust and grime. Blood, or something that was almost blood, seeped from a dozen small wounds, and his jaw still hung crooked on his face. For a brief instant, Havarren simply stood, motionless, lost in concentration. A grating screech, a sudden crack, and his jaw popped roughly back into place. A single grunt was his only concession to the sharp pain that followed.

    Gingerly prodding at his chin with the fingertips of his left hand, he knelt beside the right—which he'd deliberately left in the debris—and wished wistfully that it would prove as easy to fix as his jaw. Already, fleshy tendrils had sprouted from the stump where that hand once rested, but it would be weeks before the writhing mass again formed into anything resembling an actual limb.

    Standing once more, Havarren scanned the room. A faint gleam of metal shone from the gaps in a small hill of stone, but he ignored it completely. The wizard neither knew, nor cared, if Falchion had survived. No, his concern was for—

    The center of the chamber erupted, showering the already-devastated room with a flurry of jagged rock. A volcanic wave of balefire coursed from the floor, the sorcerous flame melting the rubble into so much slag. Havarren only barely levitated himself above the hell-spawned flood before the all-consuming tide could eat his legs out from under him.

    A roar emerged from beneath the carpet of liquefying rock, the mingling wails of a thousand damned souls. Bursts of smoke broke through the eldritch flood, filling the room with the choking stench of sulfur. The walls began to glow with unnatural heat, and the gaunt wizard found himself wondering if even the Iron Keep could survive what was happening to its foundations. Tendrils of balefire climbed those walls, slowly metamorphosing into the questing tentacles of something: something unknown, unseen in all the worst nightmares of mankind. Almost tenderly they brushed the sides of the chamber, the touch of a lover—or perhaps the first inquisitive prods of a prisoner seeking escape.

    Arms spread, riding atop the final, cresting wave, he rose. He set his foot down atop the ruined floor, and the balefire parted beneath his tread. Eyes blazing to outshine the arcane flame below, the Charnel King of Kirol Syrreth ascended once more from the clutches of damnation.

    But duMark's assault had left its mark. The withered flesh that covered the left side of his body and face was cracked and torn away, leaving gaping windows to bone and muscle beneath. His finery was no longer threadbare, no longer worn: It was nothing but a thin cobweb of dangling threads. Roaches, maggots, and things unidentifiable swarmed across his body, writhing in panic, seeking shelter from the chaos around them. Many fell from him in a great deluge to sink and die in the hellfire below, but an infinite number appeared to take their place.

    Quaking under a surge of unaccustomed fear, Havarren could do nothing but watch as Morthûl walked, unhindered, through the wrath of hell, stopping only when the pair of them stood face-to-face.

    Slowly, as though it required no small amount of effort, the Charnel King spoke.

    “I,” he told his servant, his voice nearly too low to hear at all, “am very disappointed.”

    Vigo Havarren didn't believe in many gods, and he tended to despise those that he did believe in. But now, for the first time in his extremely long life, he felt an uncontrollable urge to pray.

    Ananias duMark, greatest sorcerer of the Allied Kingdoms, emitted a sigh of sheer bliss as he slowly sank into the down-stuffed mattress. His robe hung on a peg across the small bedchamber; his staff leaned precariously against the wall beside it.

    For the past month, ever since his final encounter with his ancient foe, duMark had daily driven himself near the point of collapse. Only within this last week had his arcane abilities returned to what he considered acceptable levels. Only now, finally, could he rest. Exhausted beyond human understanding, the wizard was asleep before his gently pointed ears hit the pillow.

    King Dororam, his snow-white beard matted by the pillow upon which it pressed, bolted upright in bed, his heart pounding. Convinced, at first, that he had escaped a truly horrific dream, he had just begun to lie back once more when the hideous, earsplitting scream—identical, his sleep-numbed brain finally realized, to the one that had awakened him—echoed through the halls of Castle Bellatine. And it was only then, as he came fully awake, that Dororam realized his wife, the elegant Queen Lameya, no longer lay beside him. That it was her despairing wail that came to him through the dark. A chill of fear waltzed with improper cheer down his spine, and the aging monarch leapt bodily from his bed, his hand already reaching for the latch set in the thick mahogany door….

    Echoing the king of whom he dreamt, duMark jerked upright, face coated in sweat, throat aching from his lingering scream. Before the echoes of that shout had dwindled, the mage was striding across the room, hands reaching of their volition for robe and staff. Rarely, even in his hundreds of years of life, had duMark experienced a dream of such intensity, and even the most wet-behind-the-ears apprentice wizard would have recognized it for the dreadful premonition that it was. Even before the hem of the robe had fully settled around his feet, duMark was mouthing the incantation that would teleport him instantly to Castle Bellatine. But his thoughts were elsewhere, miles away from the spell that he knew by heart.

    Gods help me. I should have made sure….

    He arrived in the midst of unadulterated chaos. Every servant and resident of the castle dashed hither and yon, spurred on by the call of some urgent duty, none knowing what he or she should actually do. One harried steward, though startled by the sudden appearance of the half-elf in the hallway, recognized the wizard by sight. Without a word of explanation, he quickly led duMark upstairs.

    Over a dozen guards milled about on the landing beside the royal chambers, but they all stepped aside quickly as duMark strode past.

    Queen Lameya, tears streaking her cheeks, rocked bodily back and forth in a chair in the center of the room, a low wail of anguish sporadically punctuating her sobs. DuMark had always thought of her as an attractive woman, despite her age. Now, however, grief's ungentle fingers had sculpted her face into a grimace of pain and twisted her hair from a distinguished gray to brittle white.

    “My daughter, duMark!” King Dororam, who had stood behind his wife, hands upon her shoulders, stormed across the room, his gaze boring into the mage's own. Although a decade older than his wife, Dororam had grown up a warrior and had allowed neither body nor mind to deteriorate. But tonight, his hair was tangled with sleep, his well-trimmed beard matted exactly as duMark had dreamed. And the aura of fury radiating from him was enough to make even the sorcerer retreat a step—almost enough to hide the sorrow behind it. “My own daughter!”

    DuMark quickly regained his composure. “Your Majesty,” he intoned, bowing slightly. “Something has happened? I thought I sensed—”

    “Happened? Happened?! Oh, gods!” And then he, too, allowed the tears to come, though the rage never once left his eyes.

    Reluctantly, the captain of the guard—an older man, one who had served King Dororam for decades—stepped forward, his armor clanking and tabard swaying with each step. “My Lord duMark, Princess Amalia…” The old soldier swallowed once, audibly, and then rigidly suppressed his own grief, his own horror. “Princess Amalia has been murdered.”

    DuMark felt his knees go weak beneath him. Had the wall not been near enough to support his slumping form, he would surely have collapsed to the floor. Why didn't I make sure…?

    “What…?” His voice was little more than a whisper, barely even a breath. “What happened?”

    “We're not certain, my lord. One of the serving maids thought she heard a scuffle, and when she went to investigate—”

    “They butchered her, Ananias,” Dororam intoned, his hands seizing the front of the mage's robe. “Butchered my child like an animal! They didn't—they didn't even leave us a whole body to bury….”

    Slowly, gently, duMark removed the king's fists from his robe. “Your Majesty—I am so sorry. If there were anything I could do…”

    Dororam's head shot up, that haunted look once more replaced by that burning rage. “It was Morthûl, wasn't it?”

    DuMark nodded slowly. “I think it must have been.”

    The king's mouth twitched, his teeth clenched. “You told me he was dead, duMark.”

    “I truly believed he was, Your Majesty. But there's no other answer. Had he died, Falchion or someone else might have taken over, but they'd be far too busy consolidating power to worry about retribution. No, my king. Only the Dark Lord himself could have done this. I’m sorry.”

    Dororam stared for the space of several heartbeats. And then, without warning, he was striding across the room, his right hand clenched tightly about the hilt of the sword he had yanked from the captain's scabbard.

    “Assemble the soldiers,” he shouted to the guards around. “Assemble them all, and dispatch messengers to the dukes. We ride on Kirol Syrreth at dawn!”

    DuMark, following on the king's heels, shook his head in protest. “Your Majesty—”

    “What?!” Dororam spun, blade held at the half-elf's throat. “You are partially to blame for this, duMark! Would you withhold justice from me as well?”

    It took no small amount of effort for the sorcerer to keep his annoyance from showing on his face. Why are they all such fools?

    Carefully modulating his voice, duMark said, “Your Majesty, I share your grief. Were it within my power, I would hand you the Iron Keep this very morn.” Carefully, he pushed aside the blade with the head of his staff. “But winter comes in a few weeks. In the peaks of the Brimstone Mountains, the snows are already falling. By the time they reached the borders of Kirol Syrreth, whatever remnants of your army had managed to avoid starving or freezing would find themselves stalled at the Serpent's Pass, unable to cross the Brimstone Mountains and easy targets for the Charnel King's troglodytes. What justice would that bring you, Your Majesty?”

    It appeared, at first, as though Dororam were deaf to duMark's entreaty. But slowly, so slowly, the king's wrath dimmed just a little, and the arm that held the sword began to relax.

    “What,” he asked, his voice tight, “do you suggest?”

    Internally, duMark sighed in relief. The others might have reacted poorly if he'd been forced to enchant the man. “Only that you wait. Delay your vengeance, my king. Shauntille is far from the only nation with reason to hate Morthûl. Use the opportunity that winter brings to send messengers to the others. Assemble the armies of all the Allied Kingdoms. With such a force at your side, even the gathered hordes of Kirol Syrreth cannot stand against you. And I personally shall ride by your side, to ensure that this time, the foul abomination stays dead!”

    Thoughtfully, Dororam nodded. “It shall be as you suggest, Ananias. We will wait, and we shall assemble every fighting man this land has to offer. This spring will be the last thaw the Dark Lord ever sees. Before I am through, not only the Iron Keep, but all of Kirol Syrreth will be thrown down!” The sword clattered noisily to the floor, dropped by nerveless fingers. With his rage diverted, the king of Shauntille found himself defenseless against an overwhelming tide of sorrow.

    “And now, Ananias, if you'll excuse us…We have a daughter to mourn.”

    The half-elf bowed once and departed. As he marched through the carpeted passages of the Castle Bellatine, his mind worked at a feverish pace. King Dororam and his armies might be inconvenienced by a little snow, true enough, but duMark was the greatest sorcerer of the Allied Kingdoms, and it would take far more than a change of season to hinder him. He had sworn that this time Morthûl would truly fall—and that was one vow he was bound and determined to keep.

    Like a fading mirage, the mage vanished from the walls of the great castle. There were preparations to make, and even a man so potent and resourceful had precious little time in which to make them.
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    Shadows danced in languid circles around the throne room of the Iron Keep. The impenetrable walls, adorned with an uncountable array of skulls from dozens of races, seemed to shift in the fluctuating light—and perhaps they did, guided by the fickle moods of their lord and master.

    Upon his great marble throne the Charnel King sat, slumped forward, weighted down by the impossibly heavy matters pressing upon his decomposed shoulders. His right elbow rested upon the arm of the great chair, and his chin was propped on one skeletal fist. Leathery flesh, only partially re-formed from the damage Ananias duMark had inflicted, was twisted into a grimace of equal parts anger, boredom, and dejection. Had Morthûl been anything resembling a human, he might have been described as…melancholy.

    Slowly, the hollow echoes of his footfalls puncturing the almost-sacrosanct silence of the chamber, Vigo Havarren approached his master.

    “My lord?” The lanky wizard spoke quietly. “My lord, Her Majesty the Queen seeks an audience.”

    The Charnel King moved not at all. The faces embossed in the marble of the throne—dozens of hideous expressions, screaming in agony—looked far more alive than he. “I said that I would see no one. My loving wife included.”

    “Very well, my king. I—”

    “For that matter,” the Dark Lord continued inexorably, “I don't seem to recall making an exception for you, either.”

    “I—that is, Queen Anne expressly ordered me to seek an audience on her behalf. You've told us numerous times that, in your absence, we are to obey her as though she spoke with your voice. I thought—”

    “You, Havarren, are not supposed to think. You aren't good at it.” Finally, the master of the Iron Keep raised his head, staring directly at the blond wizard. “Still, you are here now. Has there been any progress?”

    The mage reluctantly shook his head. “I’m afraid not, my lord. DuMark's spells have always been particularly potent.”

    Without further comment, Morthûl once more rested his chin on his fist and resumed the all-consuming task of staring into space.

    Havarren imperceptibly shook his head a second time. Morthûl had most certainly taken his vengeance against Dororam, the monarch who had aided duMark and his allies numerous times in thwarting the forces of Kirol Syrreth. But a month and more, now, the Dark Lord's efforts had been spent in seeking the interlopers who had invaded the Iron Keep itself, the scum who had interfered with the Charnel King's ancient spell.

    And for a month and more, those efforts had proved futile. Clearly, duMark had realized that his companions were in peril, had woven spells of cloaking and protection so tightly about them that even the combined efforts of Morthûl and Havarren had been unable to locate them, the many spies of Kirol Syrreth unable to unearth them.

    It was all finally taking its toll. The collapse of his great spell, at what was supposed to be the culmination of all his work—combined, now, with his failure even to fully punish those responsible—had apparently sucked the heart from the Dark Lord. Morthûl had withdrawn ever further from the day-to-day aspects of ruling a land as large and strife-ridden as Kirol Syrreth. The various goblin races—unsteady allies at the best of times—were reverting to their natural rivalries. The human officers had kept the peace so far, but it was only a matter of time before their efforts must prove inadequate.

    Worse still, word had just recently reached Havarren that King Dororam, enraged by the death of Princess Amalia, was assembling the armies of the Allied Kingdoms. Elf prepared to march alongside dwarf, halfling beside pixie, giloral beside human. Come the spring thaw…

    Havarren, in the process of turning to beat a hasty retreat from the chamber, abruptly stopped short. So deeply had Morthûl withdrawn, the mage realized suddenly, that there was a better than even chance he'd not yet heard of Dororam's mobilization!

    Nervously clearing his throat, Havarren turned back. “Umm—my lord, there is one other matter…”

    Once more the half-naked skull tilted upward. “And that would be?”

    The ancient evil listened, expressionless, as Havarren explained current events beyond the Brimstone Mountains. Even after the lanky wizard finished speaking, the Charnel King of Kirol Syrreth stared, as though he couldn't quite comprehend what he'd been told.

    And then, slowly, Morthûl rose from his throne. The ancient garments draping his body fell in folds around him, delighted to be free from the confines of the marble corners. Even the profane glow seemed, ever so perceptibly, to brighten.

    “Dororam seeks to challenge me? Here, in Kirol Syrreth?” A spasm of laughter racked the Charnel King's frame; dust and handfuls of squirming insects spattered across the floor, shaken from the folds of his clothes. Beneath that mocking laugh, Havarren heard clearly an undertone of fury at the hubris of a mortal who would dare stand against the Dark Lord himself.

    “Come, Havarren,” Morthûl commanded, already moving toward the door. “Let us see what my dear queen wants of me. And then, we have arrangements to make. I intend for Dororam to learn the folly of his actions.”

    Havarren nodded, falling into step behind his master. “You have a plan, my lord?”

    “When do I not? But it requires careful timing. Havarren, summon my messengers. I want you to assemble a Demon Squad.”

    The mage nodded. “Any racial preferences?”

    “No. Just make certain they're the best. I'll be asking quite a bit of them.”

    “Of course. And then?”

    “Then? Then we see to the end of King Dororam and everyone fool enough to follow him.”

    Havarren grinned, a wide expression of sheer malevolence. There were certain aspects about his “employment” with Morthûl that he deeply resented, but it was nice to see the Dark Lord's old self again.

    It meant that someone, a lot of someones, were going to die.

    The isle of Dendrakis, from whose rocky earth the Iron Keep rose, lay secluded in the northwestern corner of the massive kingdom. Isolated from Kirol Syrreth proper by the Sea of Tears, it was a part of their homeland rarely visited by most inhabitants—human or otherwise—of that nation.

    While it may have been the most important portion of the Charnel King's domain, however, Dendrakis constituted but the smallest fragment of it. Across the length and breadth of Kirol Syrreth, often in locales through which humans would dare not travel let alone dwell, goblin communities spread, a sporadic rash upon the earth. Gremlins and ogres, trolls and kobolds all made their homes here, in this last refuge from the sprawling mass of “civilization.” Once, they had warred upon one another constantly, unmindful of all who got in their way. The human cities of Kirol Syrreth surrounded themselves with walls and watchtowers, leftovers from the days when any cloud of dust on the horizon could signal the advance of a goblin army.

    The rise of Morthûl, centuries ago, had changed all that. But now, as whispers of his great defeat spread, the humans looked again to the horizon, awaiting the day when the growing chaos among the other races once more spilled over into indiscriminate bloodletting.

    Many weeks south of Dendrakis, beyond the foul waters of the Swamps of Jureb Nahl, nestled in the shadows of one of Kirol Syrreth's many mountain ranges, sat Tarahk Trohm. An orcish stronghold, that sprawling settlement—like its twin, Tarahk Grond, so many leagues nearer the Iron Keep—was one of the largest nonhuman cities within the Dark Lord's kingdom. As such, and given its relative proximity to the Brimstone Mountains, its inhabitants were largely responsible for patrolling the nearest border.

    One such patrol camped now in the thick forests just north of the Brimstone Mountains, having stopped for a leisurely noontime dinner. The sun shone directly overhead, though little of its light or warmth penetrated the canopy of leaves. Most of the broad-shouldered, bestial creatures sat around the cook-fire, laughing at crude jokes and feasting upon the slightly charred flesh of wild horses they had come across the night before. Some, more conscientious than their brethren—or perhaps simply more retentive—sat with their backs to any convenient tree, polishing their weapons with spit and old, stained rags.

    And some, even in the middle of the day, stood watch.

    “Cræosh! Join me by the fire!”

    The orc so addressed, slouched in the bushes some twenty feet from the others, tugged his attention from the forest to glance back at his chieftain.

    “I’m on watch, Berrat.”

    “Others can watch. Come.”

    Reluctantly, Cræosh straightened up. Although only about six feet in height—perfectly average, for his race—the warrior's shoulders were massive, nearly three feet across. Squinting red eyes, a sign of almost feminine beauty, peered from folds of swampy-green skin, and his shock-white hair was matted into three large tails by the careful application of mud and the blood of his enemies. A top-heavy sword, wickedly serrated, hung casually at his side, the leather-wrapped hilt permanently stained by the acrid sweat of his palms. Over hide tunic and breeches, the orc wore breastplate, greaves, and armbands that he'd melted down and reforged himself from metals scavenged across a dozen battlefields.

    Casually, Cræosh wandered to the fire and slid to the leaf-covered ground, shoving a pair of smaller orcs out of his way. They glared at him, but neither felt brave (or foolish) enough to complain. With a forced grin at Berrat exposing a number of jagged yellow teeth, Cræosh ripped off a chunk of horseflesh and began to chew noisily, ignoring the sizzling rivulets that ran down his chin.

    His companion returned a grin no less forced. Berrat was chieftain of his tribe, an influential figure in Tarahk Trohm. But Cræosh was widely considered to be the best choice for the position once Berrat…“stepped down.” The brown-skinned orc was determined that his rival would have no opportunities to replace him for a good long while. He had called Cræosh to join him not from any sense of companionship, but simply to keep a close watch on the warrior—and, frankly, to annoy him. They both knew it, the other orcs knew it, and there was actually a discreet betting pool among the patrol on when the one would finally challenge the other.

    It would not, however, be today. Even as Cræosh raised the horse haunch to his lips for a second bite, another orc—this one black-skinned and boasting a ragged, scarred hole where his left eye once sat—dashed from the concealing shadows of the trees. “Someone's coming!” he called out before his boots had even skidded to a complete stop.

    Instantly, Berrat and Cræosh were on their feet. “Take four,” the chieftain commanded his rival. “Go see. I will follow behind, once these louts—” And here he took a moment to kick at a smaller orc who was gathering his gear too slowly for Berrat's taste. Something snapped, and the orc let out a pained yelp, but he did indeed start preparing a great deal faster. “—are ready to go,” he concluded.

    “You, you, you—and you,” Cræosh gestured with the steaming chunk of horseflesh in his hand. “Follow me.” Those he'd selected—including Dækek, the monocular scout—fell in behind him. The haunch of meat plummeted to the ground with a sticky plop as Cræosh broke into a distance-eating jog that he and the others could, if necessary, maintain for a day and more.

    The sound of their footsteps, pounding in rhythm, was an earthquake thundering through the woods. Over a ton of orc dashed through the trees, sending small (and not so small) animals scurrying out of their path. The trees had begun to thin considerably as they moved south, and the Brimstone Mountains, though miles away, completely dominated the horizon.

    “There!” Dækek shouted, as his keen remaining eye spotted the intruder. Cræosh squinted even more than usual, attempting to discern…

    “It's a gremlin!” he announced, voice harsh with disgust. “We came all this way for…”

    No, he realized, as they drew close enough to make out some detail. Not just any gremlin. This one looked as though he'd been to hell and back, and on a budget. His beige skin was bruised in a dozen places, lacerated in a dozen more, and thick blood matted his clothes. Although bald on top, as were most of his race, this gremlin had grown a full beard—and it, too, hung sticky with blood. His left tusk was missing, one of his spindly ears had been torn halfway from his head, and his right arm hung loose at his side, flapping horribly from the elbow down.

    Given his druthers, Cræosh would have been just as content to ignore the gremlin's distress, if not kill him outright. But the strategically brilliant generals of Tarahk Trohm and Tarahk Grond knew that, come spring, the humans and elves and other such scum would attack. Where the gremlins quarreled, and the kobolds schemed, and the xenophobic hobgoblins drew back into Havicruess and locked the gates behind them—the orcs argued for order amid the chaos, for continued cooperation among the races of Kirol Syrreth. And so, for the sake of that order, Cræosh reluctantly went to the gremlin's aid.

    Besides, someone must have done this to him, and Cræosh hadn't had a good fight in weeks!

    The gremlin—barely four feet in height, and massing less than half of Cræosh's three hundred pounds—sobbed audibly at the sight of the huge orcs looming over him, though whether it signified relief or terror, the warrior couldn't tell. As though that sob had carried with it the last of his strength, the fleeing creature toppled forward.

    Gruffly, Cræosh grabbed him by his tunic and hauled him upright. Cooperation was just fine, but he wasn't about to coddle anyone. “What happened?” he asked, his tone blunt.

    “I—I—I, that is, I…”

    Cræosh, fast running short of patience with the little sniveler, lifted him bodily off the ground with one arm and shook him hard. A few of the orcs winced at the grating sounds from the gremlin's ruined shoulder, though they weren't especially bothered by the moans of pain that accompanied them.

    The large orc dropped his arm, and the gremlin's feet met the earth with a solid thump. “Now,” Cræosh said amicably, “why don't you try that again?”

    “Yes, sir!” The gremlin drew himself up into the closest approximation of a military stance that his present condition would allow. “My unit and I, see, we were patrolling near the Brimstone Mountains…”

    Exactly what we were supposed to be doing. Duplication of effort, Cræosh thought bitterly to himself. If they'd all just fuckin’ talk to each other…

    “Well,” the gremlin continued, unmindful of the orc's resentment, “we'd just about finished our morning rounds, when Ulev—he's our best scout, you see. Well, he used to be…”

    Cræosh's jaw began to stiffen.

    “Right. Umm, Ulev came running back, told us there was a small human caravan cutting through the foothills on the other side of the range. Well, of course, we all figure, hey, human caravan this far out, and Dororam's got all the armies tied down until spring, it's gotta be a merchant, right? That means stuff we can eat, things we can use or sell. So we all figure, hey, easy mark.”

    The large orc shook his head, the nostrils of his porcine snout distended in incredulity. “It didn't occur to you,” he asked, his voice equal parts astonishment and disgust, “that a human caravan anywhere near our borders was probably well guarded?”

    “I—that is, it's funny you should mention that…”

    Cræosh snorted. “They slaughtered you.”

    The little creature nodded sadly. “Down to the last gremlin. I’m only here now because I had the sense to run when the human I was fighting tripped over a rock. A few of the bugbears were alive when I left, but the gods only know how they're faring by now.”

    Cræosh snorted again. “Gods,” indeed! What a primitive fucking people the gremlins are.…

    “We should go after them!” Dækek interjected. “Teach them to mess with Kirol Syrreth!” The others grunted their agreement.

    But Cræosh refused. “Even if the bugbears managed to delay them, they're long gone by now.”

    It was now, however, the gremlin's turn to shake his head, and rather emphatically at that. “I don't think so, sir. You see, I’m not the only gremlin who ran, actually. We're really a pretty smart race, when it comes down to…Anyway, some of the knights rode in through some of the smaller passes, cut them off. I was a little farther ahead, but—well, if they saw which direction I went in, they might still be looking for me. I don't think they were happy about the idea of me getting away to report them.”

    Cræosh's ears perked up. “Knights?” That meant men who knew one end of a sword from the other. And Father knew how much he'd been craving a challenge!

    “You.” Cræosh pointed at one of the orcs. “Take the gremlin back to Chief Berrat. Have him follow along. The rest of us are gonna go find us some humans.”

    It was a deliberate affront to Berrat, and they all knew it. If the fight went badly, he wouldn't be so far behind that he couldn't bail them out; and if it went well, it would be over before he got there. In either case, he'd lose out on the lion's share of the glory.

    As would Cræosh's “volunteer.”

    “Why do I have to go back?” he snapped unhappily. “Let Dækek go. He's faster anyway.”

    “Yes, he is. Which is exactly why I want him with me.”

    The volunteer growled. “I don't remember anyone putting you in charge! I—”

    Cræosh's fist was a falling boulder. A bone-jarring thump was followed swiftly by a limp body sliding slowly to the grass.

    Father, but that helmet hurt! Cræosh casually rubbed his knuckles. “Minor change in plan,” he said, turning back to the squirming gremlin. “You wait here until he wakes up. Then you go with him to speak to Berrat.”

    “I…” The gremlin was looking astoundingly edgy. “That is, I don't really know that waiting around here is the best idea. I mean, I really ought to get back and report to my own superiors, don't you think? And besides, what if the humans get past—”

    Words melded into a high-pitched wail as Cræosh casually reached out and grabbed the gremlin by his bad elbow. The screeching continued for perhaps thirty seconds before finally trailing off in an abbreviated gurgle.

    “I’m sorry,” the orc said mildly. “I was thinking about something else. Were you saying something?”

    The ghost-pale gremlin frantically shook his head.

    “Oh, good.” Without further ado, Cræosh broke once again into that steady orcish jog, the other three following on his heels. There was no more time to waste with that Ancestors-damned gremlin, not when there were humans to kill!

    It didn't take long to locate their steel-clad prey. Barely had they broken through a small thicket of trees, only a mile south of where they'd met the gremlin, when the ground began to shudder. From behind a small rise, a distant foothill to the Brimstone Mountains, they came: six humans riding enormous chargers. Encased from head to toe in polished plate, the knights gleamed in the midday sun, as though the orcs faced not a band of mortals but stars yanked from the firmament itself.

    Cræosh wasn't impressed. Orcs, by and large, don't do awe; they have very little use for it. Out of long-ingrained habit, Cræosh offered a quick prayer to his Mother and Father, asking his Ancestors for their blessing in the upcoming battle. He knew, without checking, that his companions did the same.

    “Six against four,” Dækek grunted from behind, “and they're mounted. Hardly seems like a fair fight.”

    “Agreed,” Cræosh replied. Ignoring the rapidly nearing warhorses, he put on a show of deep thought. “Should we give them a handicap?” he asked finally.

    “What? Why? I hate fair fights!”

    At a distance of perhaps a hundred yards, the knights reined in their mounts. Slowly, raising a hand, one of the humans—the leader, Cræosh assumed—rode forward a few paces. The large orc shrugged, setting his breastplate more comfortably on his shoulders, and advanced a handful of steps as well.

    “Orc!” the human called loudly, his words carrying perfectly over the intervening distance. “I would speak with you.”

    “You would?” Cræosh shouted back in near-perfect Manspeak. “What do you call what you're doing now?”

    Dækek and the others chuckled loudly. A low murmur drifted back from the other knights.

    Their leader, however, appeared inclined to ignore the comment completely. “Surrender now,” he yelled, “and I promise you a quick, easy release from your wretched lives!”

    Cræosh raised his eyebrows, a gesture that meant basically the same thing in orcish culture as it did in human. “I'll make you a counterproposal!” he called.

    “Yes?”

    “Why don't you come and try to kill us the hard way, and I'll shove you up that horse's ass and feed him beans.”

    With a low bellow that would have done an ogre proud, the humans lowered their lances and charged.

    Dækek and the others spread out, weapons coming free of their sheaths with a series of menacing rasps. Cræosh, however, simply set himself, his stance wide, his arms apart. The knights were wielding stout, thick lances, and that, to the orc's mind, was a good thing. There was something he'd always wanted to try….

    As he expected, the leader headed directly for him. Closer he came, and closer, and still the orc refused to budge. Slowly, an insidious grin spread across his filthy green face.

    The lance was now mere feet from the orc's heavily muscled chest. And then, with a speed that was nigh incomprehensible, Cræosh sidestepped. Sidestepped—and grabbed.

    It was a move that would have been, for even the mightiest of humans, absolutely impossible. But Cræosh's people, with the exception of the gargantuan ogres, are easily the strongest of the sundry goblinoid races. One unfortunate human was about to learn just what that meant.

    Cræosh snagged the shaft of the weapon in both hands and jabbed downward, sinking the point deep into the soil. The dumbfounded knight vaulted into the air, held aloft by the lance's handle, which was locked professionally under his arm.

    For a timeless instant, the tableau held: the plate-clad human a living pennant swaying in the wind; the orc, biceps bulging, both fists locked around the warped and bending lance. But of course, it couldn't last. Something was bound to give, and quickly.

    It did. With an abbreviated scream, the knight slipped from the end of the lance and plummeted to the dirt, where he landed with a painful crash and a cacophony of clatters.

    Casually, Cræosh released his grip on the lance—which, though wobbling frenetically, still protruded from the ground like some demented sapling—and strode to the battered warrior.

    “How…?” the human gasped, struggling desperately to regain his breath, unable for the moment to move. “It's…It's not possible!”

    “You,” Cræosh observed, “appear to be having difficulty breathing. Would you like some help?”

    The knight's expression—now exposed, as the helmet's visor had been knocked askew in the fall—shifted in terror as the orc's foot slammed down hard beneath that helmet and crushed his windpipe.

    They get younger every year, Cræosh noted, glancing briefly at the human's face. Where's the honor in slaughtering children? Then he shrugged, turning his attention back to the others. At least, at that age, the meat was tender….

    He snarled, all thoughts of food forgotten. Dækek was handling himself admirably; he'd already punched several holes through his opponent's armor with the jagged spikes of his morningstar. But the other orcs were more evenly matched, and even as Cræosh watched, one of his tribe went down hard beneath the largest human's hand-and-a-half sword.

    With a thunderous cry, Cræosh charged, head down, shoulder forward. The knight, struggling to remove the massive blade from his opponent's corpse, barely had time to turn his steed to meet the sudden impact. Frantically he swung, determined to divorce the orc's head from his neck.

    Cræosh ducked and then dove into the legs of the startled horse. Several loud snaps reverberated over the sounds of battle, and the animal collapsed, screaming.

    The knight, abruptly pinned by one leg beneath his thrashing mount, struggled to yank himself free before—

    Too late. A thin string of drool swinging from his lips, Cræosh reached down, grabbed the human's forehead in one hand and his jaw in the other, and twisted. A sickening pop, a gout of blood, and Cræosh was once again glancing around for more enemies.

    But here, even Cræosh's years of battlefield experience proved inadequate. So busy had he been tackling the warhorse, he had perforce failed to notice another of his orcs dying beneath the blades of the two remaining knights. One of the pair went for Dækek, who had by then dispatched his own foe. The other had come for Cræosh—and by the time the big orc sensed his approach, it was too late to avoid the whistling blade.

    And yet, just before his sword hit home, the human lurched, an expression of bewilderment stealing over his features. The blow landed, yes, but with negligible strength, failing even to bruise through the metal breastplate. Before the astonished orc, the knight collapsed, and only then did Cræosh finally spot the arrow protruding from the human's helm.

    Arrow? But none of the remaining orcs were armed with bows. Who…?

    The surviving knight abruptly decided that discretion was the better part of survival. Spurring his horse into a gallop, he wheeled away from his confrontation with Dækek as fast as the powerful mount could go.

    Straight into the same copse of trees from which the arrow had flown.

    As the armored figure passed beneath the low-hanging branches, a silhouette dropped from above. Like a deranged monkey it bounced from tree limb to tree limb, hanging here from a fist, there from a foot, never staying put long enough to offer the human a viable target. With the accuracy of a circus juggler it tossed a gnarled club from appendage to appendage. Each time the creature attained a solid purchase on a branch it lashed out, club held tight in whatever hand or foot happened to be free. And each time it rang loudly, denting and mangling the protective shell of the knight's armor. Finally, after perhaps a full two minutes of such treatment, the human slowly toppled from the saddle.

    For an instant more, the creature hung suspended, staring at its victim. Then, with a high-pitched keen, it dropped to earth and began carefully removing the knight's armor, intent on reaching the softer parts within. It was only when the creature was finally in full view that Cræosh noted the black leather breastplate that blended with its fur, or the bow and quiver strapped to its back.

    “Bugbear,” the orc muttered, shaking his head. He'd trained alongside the peculiar simian creatures before, but he'd never seen one in a real fight. He had to admit that its technique, though maybe a little primitive, was pretty damn effective.

    This particular specimen sprouted unkempt red-brown fur, tinted so dark that in even the faintest of shadows it might as well have been black. Scars crisscrossed its shaggy form, roads of pain blazed through the foliage of its fur, and the predatory gleam in its recessed eyes said, as clearly as its actions, that this creature was a vicious, hot-tempered killer.

    Good.

    Hand hovering just above the hilt of his misshapen sword, Cræosh approached. He halted perhaps twenty feet away and cleared his throat. The bugbear's head swiveled toward him, bits of flesh and a small trickle of blood falling from his lips.

    “Appreciate the hand, Nature-boy. Name's Cræosh.”

    “Jhurpess,” the bugbear replied around a mouthful of raw knight.

    Cræosh waited for more. Once it became abundantly clear that the only thing coming from the bugbear would be more chewing, he continued. “Not to sound ungrateful, you understand. But why, exactly, did you…?”

    “Metal creatures kill Jhurpess's friends. Orcs kill metal creatures. Jhurpess help orcs.” The bugbear cocked his head. “Cræosh not very bright, is Cræosh?”

    After a moment's contemplation, Cræosh decided—reluctantly—that there was precious little use in taking offense. Instead, he said, “Some moments are better than others. So, you were with…” He twisted, turning a puzzled gaze on Dækek, who was cradling his bleeding left hand in his right. “What was that gremlin's name, anyway?”

    The other orc shrugged. “Don't think we ever got it, Cræosh. Scout's name was Ulev, though.”

    “Right.” Once more, he faced the bugbear. “With Ulev's group?”

    The bugbear paused, trying to connect the second half of the question with the first. When he finally succeeded, he nodded once. “Yes. Ulev was scout for Jhurpess. Ulev discovered metal creatures coming, so metal creatures killed Ulev.” The bugbear shrugged philosophically. “Ulev not very strong. Not have lived very long anyway.” Gesturing with what appeared to be a bloody femur, Jhurpess indicated the fallen orcs. “What about Cræosh's group?”

    It was the orc's turn to shrug. “They died in battle—a battle that shouldn't have proved all that tough. Either they got careless, or they'd done something to anger their Ancestors. In either case, they've paid the price.”

    Jhurpess looked puzzled for a moment, his apelike face scrunched up tightly. Then he shook his head. “Cræosh not understand question. Jhurpess want to know if Cræosh want them.”

    “Want them?”

    “Jhurpess still hungry. Humans not very filling.”

    Cræosh and Dækek exchanged looks. Orcs were known, on occasion, to consume their own fallen foes, but they'd rarely given much thought to others doing the same to them.

    But then…

    “Why not?” Cræosh said finally. “Dig in. Least we can do, I suppose.”

    The two orcs sat, taking a few extra moments to dress their wounds—or, more accurately, Dækek's arm. As Cræosh leaned over, holding the bandage in place so the smaller orc might tie it tight, he overheard a few choice whispered comments.

    “Excuse me?” Cræosh couldn't help but ask. “A lice-infested, monkey-fucking what?”

    Dækek shrugged, wincing at the pull on his bandage. “Sorry. I know it helped us out back there. I just…”

    The larger orc grunted. “You're young. It rankles, realizing you just got your ass saved by an inferior. An animal. But we're orcs, Dækek. Everyone's an inferior. And a glorious death in battle's all well and good—I intend to make damn sure that's how I go—but not for a while, and not in some two-bit, shitty little scuffle. So deal with your pride. Swallow it, choke on it, shove it up your ass, I don't care. But we're alive because of that lice-infested, monkey-fucking whatever. If that's the proxy the Ancestors sent to help us, then we'll thank them for it. You got me?”

    “I got you. I think I—I…”

    Cræosh had heard that sort of abrupt, mind-numbing terror before, but never in the voice of an orc. Senses screaming, he spun, hands raised to ward off whatever threat Dækek had spotted over his shoulder.

    And froze, his jaw dropping nearly to his ankles. From the earth it rose, a nebulous figure, the stuff of pure shadow. Gleaming red orbs, burning embers in an otherwise empty face, were the shade's only visible features.

    But while Dækek sat frozen in fear, Cræosh recognized it instantly for what it was. He'd never seen one before in his life, but he'd heard enough to recognize one of King Morthûl's messenger wraiths.

    Which meant that the master of the Iron Keep had a message—-for him. His apprehension would've needed either stilts or wings to rise any further.

    For perhaps a full minute the wraith stared, hell-fire eyes burning into the back of the orc's brain. And then it was gone, vanished into the chilling breeze like the barest wisp of smoke.

    “What—what…?”

    Cræosh didn't even look at his smaller ally. “King Morthûl had something to say to me.”

    “That was one of his?! But it didn't say anything!”

    Cræosh finally turned, a startled expression on his porcine features. “It didn't, did it? But…I remember what it was supposed to tell me.”

    “Magic,” Dækek muttered, and shuddered once.

    “All right, that's enough!” Cræosh snapped. “I've given you some leeway here, but you're an orc, dammit! Quit your sniveling!”

    Dækek straightened. “Sorry.”

    “And don't apologize. It makes your face break out.” With that, the massive goblin adjusted the scabbard at his waist and began to walk.

    “Where are you going?” Dækek called after him. “Chief Berrat should be here any minute now!”

    “I know. Tell him I've gone to Timas Khoreth.”

    The one-eyed orc blinked in surprise. “What? But—that's weeks away!”

    “That's why I’m starting now, isn't it?”

    It wasn't just the distance, though. Timas Khoreth was easily the largest city in all of Kirol Syrreth—and a human one, at that. The goblin races weren't exactly welcomed with open arms by its citizenry.

    Which meant that Dækek's next question, predictably enough, was, “Why?”

    “I,” Cræosh told him with a notable lack of enthusiasm, “was just assigned to a Demon Squad.”

    “Oh.” Dækek paused, watching his commander's back. Then, “What about the bugbear? What do I do about him?”

    “Nothing,” Cræosh replied with a sigh, a truly uncharacteristic sound for an orc. “You see, he's coming with me.”

    The bugbear looked up, mouth full of half-chewed orc, and grinned.

    It was a day no different than any other, and Timas Khoreth bustled with activity, unaware of the pending arrival of two new inhabitants. High in the watchtowers, guards chatted or dozed or threw dice, only half watching their assigned horizons. The great stone walls surrounding the city sat dully in the glare of the afternoon sun, casting a frigid shadow over the marketplace. Still, a bit of cold wasn't about to put a crimp in the activities of this city. The citizens simply threw on an extra layer or so and ventured forth to face the worst the world could toss at them.

    Or the ungodly chaos of the market, which, some would claim, was the same thing.

    On this particular cold afternoon, the center of town ebbed and flowed with a veritable tide of humanity. The noise was sufficient not only to wake the dead, but to send them scurrying for sanctuary—or at least sticking their fingers in whatever remained of their ears. Several thousand people crowded into a space that would have been cramped for one-third their number, pushing and shoving and shouting and grabbing, each concerned with nothing but the completion of today's errands. Only the occasional glimpse of a black leather jerkin or breastplate among the uniformly drab populace, a blatant sign of the Watch's presence, kept the mob from degenerating into animalistic abandon.

    For their own part, the mercenaries and soldiers of that Watch were rather more concerned with getting their own carcasses through their shift in one piece than in enforcing any particular brand of order. Any disturbance was met with club and bludgeon—and then with crossbow and sword, should they encounter even the least hint of resistance. It was an explosive, deadly situation, but the citizens ignored it as they went about their disorganized business. It was, after all, a threat they lived with day in and day out, year after endless year; scarcely enough to concern them now.

    There was one in the marketplace today, however, for whom the general anarchy was not a familiar sight. Scuttling through the crowd, he glanced wide-eyed about him, mouth watering in anticipation of the opportunities.

    He was called Gork by those outside his own race—an undignified epithet at best, but the closest most people could come to the strange bark that was his true name. At just a hair under three and a half feet, he was tall for a kobold. Although the pebbly, lizard-ish texture of his stone-gray skin prevented him from growing hair, his face and snout sprouted the occasional whisker, useful for feeling his way through small, darkened caves. His irises gleamed like a cat's in direct light, and were even more sensitive. (Only their massive cousins the troglodytes, and the Stars-damned tree-humping elves, could function as well in the dark as kobolds.) He wore ratty boots and a simple tunic, belted about the waist, that was clearly cut down from human-size. If the humans and other lumbering behemoths around him noticed him at all, they assumed he was just another scout or spy in the Charnel King's armies. Those were the only positions the diminutive, devious little sneaks ever held.

    For his own part, Gork didn't tend to think of himself as a scout, or a spy, or any other formal title. Sure, he'd done that sort of thing, and he'd probably do so again once his clan was called once more to service. But that was basically a side-endeavor, a hobby, as it were. No, first and foremost, Gork was a thief, pure and simple. (Well, maybe not so pure.)

    And here, in the lively market that was the beating heart of Timas Khoreth, there was opportunity enough to set any thief up in comfort for a good long while.

    The only question now, Gork decided as he actually rubbed his rough palms together, was where to begin. And the answer to that very dilemma struck him like a bolt from the clear blue. Actually, it was a bolt from the clear blue: A glint of sunlight stabbed directly into Gork's beady little eyes. Although briefly blinded, the greedy creature was alert enough to rapidly assess the crystal that had sent the dazzling gleam from a merchant's carrel across the way.

    It hung, spinning lightly in the breeze, from the drawstring of the merchant's coin purse. Pure quartz, just over an inch in length, it served no purpose other than sheer ostentatious display. It wasn't worth all that much—probably less than the contents of the purse itself—but it was far easier to get hold of, and should pay for a few diverting afternoons.

    Gork maneuvered across the intervening road, silent as a thought—not, really, that he needed to be. The deafening discord of the marketplace was such that Gork could have sneaked up on the distracted shopkeeper even if he'd been accompanied by a herd of elephants, a marching band, and a jogging ogre with a bunion.

    The merchant in question—a rather rotund individual, with thinning brown hair and a white cloak of softest fur—was currently haggling (read: arguing) with a young, cocky member of the watch. The soldier, clearly unaccustomed to anyone standing up to his intimidation, was loudly berating the shopkeeper over the asking price of a silver goblet, while the merchant, hands waving wildly in the air, rebutted with constant (and wildly inconsistent) pleas on behalf of the starving children they both knew he didn't have. It had long since degenerated beyond the point where either of them cared any longer about the goblet itself. This was a battle of will and wit between two men with far too much of the former and none of the latter, and was unlikely to conclude any time in the foreseeable future.

    Gork breezed past them with naked blade outstretched. In a move so practiced it was all but invisible, he pocketed the crystal in one of the tiny pouches sewn onto his belt. And just that quickly, he was gone, carried away from the scene of the crime by the constant press of humanity long before the merchant could possibly discover he'd been victimized.

    Humans, Gork chuckled silently to himself, would always be one of his favorite races. Big, clumsy, for the most part stupid—and, since Gork himself possessed little in the way of riches, always worth stealing from. A few rapid sidesteps carried him between two small buildings, out of the main thoroughfare and away from the largest concentration of shoving, unwashed bodies. Whistling a traditional kobold folk tune in a pitch no human could possibly hear, he began once more to scan the market, seeking his next acquisition.

    His view was abruptly obscured as a large shadow fell across the mouth of the alleyway. Gork looked up—and up, and up some more—until his gaze met that of the black-garbed human standing before him.

    There were enough dissimilarities in their features to make it clear that this was not the same soldier with whom the merchant had been bickering. Nevertheless, all humans looked enough alike to Gork that they might as well have been brothers.

    “Is there something I can do for you, Officer?” the kobold asked politely. Or it sounded polite in his own ears, anyway. Humans never sensed anything but hostility in the gravelly tone of kobold voices.

    “Oh, I think so,” the human told him, smiling arrogantly down from above, a bothersome demigod. “I think you can hand me the crystal.”

    “What crystal?”

    The soldier frowned. “Don't play games with me, you little shit. I saw the whole thing. See, you only got the thing because one of my platoon was distracting the fat guy. Way I figure, that entitles us to half.”

    Gork shrugged. “Can't give you half, can I? It wouldn't be worth nearly as much broken.”

    “Exactly. So you give it to me. I'll sell it, and then I'll find you and give you your cut.”

    Dragonshit, Gork thought. What he said, however, was, “Why not let me sell it, and I'll find you and give you your half? I've done this before, so I'll get a better price.”

    “I'll get a better price, because I’m human. People around here don't wanna deal with bugs like you.” The frown, by this point, had deteriorated even further, bordering now on a full-fledged snarl. “Give me the crystal, you little…”

    The man was already leaning down, fingers outstretched toward Gork's throat—whether to shake him up or actually choke him, Gork couldn't tell, and didn't plan to find out. With a vicious little growl, the kobold thrust out his snout and clamped down with his powerful jaws. Then, not waiting to see if the soldier's scream would draw other guards running, he spit the man's pinkie finger onto the ground and darted back into the crowd.

    With a furious roar, the soldier came after him, shoving citizens and shopkeepers from his path; but for every pedestrian he was forced to manhandle, the lithe and tiny kobold gained precious seconds. A series of quick turns, a jump to the left here, a step to the right there, and it was done. By the time the enraged mercenary finally broke into the open, Gork knew that the man couldn't possibly see him. The human, cradling his bleeding hand, cast his glance over the constantly shifting crowds, seeking, searching…

    All to no avail. With a last, frustrated curse, he made his way, somewhat more gently, back through the crowd, apparently only now thinking to return to the barracks and seek attention for his injured hand. Despite the open hostility burning in the expressions of many whom he had shoved, the crowd parted to let him pass. It was a scene that could, in other circumstances, have gotten very ugly in a very small amount of time.

    But not here. Nobody in Timas Khoreth—nobody in Kirol Syrreth—would dare stand in the way of a soldier of King Morthûl.

    From beneath the shadowed corner of a merchant's fruit stand, Gork tracked the soldier's progress. He let loose with a heartfelt sigh of relief, one that came all the way from his toenails—followed abruptly by a chuckle of sheer contempt. Were humans stupid, or what?

    On the other hand, they were also really big, they carried lots of pointy objects, and there were a damn lot of them in this city. It would, the kobold decided reluctantly, be better for all concerned if he were to simply vanish from Timas Khoreth for a good long while.

    Oh, well. The clan, camped in the browned grasslands outside the city, had been making noises about moving on anyway. None of the diminutive creatures enjoyed staying so near the Northern Steppes, not with the chilly nights and the ever-more-frigid winds. Gork would just have to talk to Hrark, the clan patriarch, and convince him that it was, indeed, time to be on their way….

    And thus were his thoughts occupied as he made his way from the hustle and bustle of the marketplace, sauntering between the looming watchtowers that flanked the south gates. He could feel the derisive glare of the guards on his back and head as he passed, and shrugged it off. Gork knew that whatever scorn the humans might heap upon him, he could easily return tenfold and still retain enough to choke a griffin.

    Hrark's clan was encamped some miles to the west, and Gork happily occupied his mind on the long walk back by creating, listing, and categorizing all the reasons why humans were lower than dog shit. It kept him moderately amused, as well as oblivious to the weary miles, until he finally came within sight of the camp. Gork stiffened, senses straining, whimsy gone from his mind.

    Many years and snows and bolts of lightning ago, it had been a thriving tree, covered in green leaves and waving gently in the brisk breezes. Now, it was an ugly, cadaverous claw, stretching toward the clouds, seeking salvation. It had been there, quite possibly, for centuries, as much a permanent feature of the landscape as the Brimstone Mountains to the south and east. Hrark had, in fact, chosen this very spot deliberately. The dead thing made it easier to spot the camp; many kobolds, accustomed to finding their way in the blackness under the earth, found life on the surface disorienting.

    Gork had never had that problem, but he was somewhat dismayed to see the five large horses tied loosely to the decrepit trunk. Kobolds did not ride horses; simple geometry made it uncomfortable at best, often flat-out impossible. Ergo, the visitors, whoever they were, were not kobolds.

    Gork dropped into a low crouch and crept, ever so slowly, around the encampment. Here he slid behind the tiniest of shrubs; there he vanished into a random pool of shadow. Carpets of dead vegetation and a ground liberally strewn with twigs might as well have been the plushest of carpets for all the sound he made. Finally near enough to hear what was happening in the center of the camp, Gork settled down behind a convenient hedge and watched. His fingers idly brushed the hilt of his kah-rahahk dagger: a hideous weapon, jagged and barbed across the flat as well as along the edge.

    Hrark, patriarch of the clan and all-around bastard, was currently facing off with five of Morthûl's human mercenaries. His skin was touched with a subtle tint of blue, and it somehow made him appear harder than the other kobolds. The humans towered over the diminutive creature, looming dangerously in their midnight-hued leathers. The man in the center, a white-haired veteran with a long, lightning-shaped scar across his left arm, had the bearings of a leader—but he appeared to be present, at the moment, purely for moral support. The human doing the speaking (or shouting, as the case may have been), and the one to whom Gork's eyes and ears were instantly drawn, was a much younger man. A man with a bad disposition that might have been due, in part, to the finger with which he'd so recently parted company.

    “…rightfully mine!” Gork heard him screaming as he finally focused in on the conversation. “The little bastard took it, and I want it the hell back! You get me, you little son-of-a-bitch?”

    Hrark peered up, squinting over the end of his snout. “First off, you towering turd, there's no need to scream at me. I can hear better'n you, with those stupid, tiny little rectum-looking things you call ‘ears.’” The patriarch's own ears—large, triangular affairs that appeared vaguely canine—perked up at that, as though assisting him in making his point. “Second, I'd really prefer to hear his side of the story before I make any final decisions. I don't think that's unreasonable, do you?”

    “I don't give a damn about reasonable!” the human shouted, having lowered his voice not one whit. Angrily, he thrust his bandage-wrapped hand in the kobold's face. “You see this? I lost a finger to that little shit! Reasonable be hanged, I want him!” His other hand lashed out, shoving the kobold back a few steps. “Are we clear?”

    Hrark's face went cold, and the surrounding kobolds stiffened. The patriarch took a single step back toward the human, his jaws clenched. “You did not just push me.”

    It was at that point that the older veteran began to get the hint that, just maybe, they had overstepped their margin of safety. “Hey,” he said, placing one hand gently on the younger man's shoulder. “Maybe we should—”

    “Get off me!” Completely ignoring his commanding officer, the nine-fingered soldier advanced on Hrark. “I'll push you any time I feel like it, you—”

    Two things happened then, damn near simultaneously. First, Gork noticed a pair of kobolds who had been skulking about at the rear of the crowd untying the horses from the blasted tree. One of them, all five reins clutched in his tight little fist, led them away while the other began brushing and covering the tracks with a small broom.

    The second event was that Hrark, much as Gork himself had done, stepped forward and bit down. Only this time, since the human's hand was out of reach, the patriarch chose a target somewhat closer to his own level. Cloth and flesh ripped audibly. Hark retreated a pace, chewing thoughtfully, as the soldier collapsed to the ground, screaming in a painfully high-pitched timbre.

    Everyone else watched the older soldier, who was torn between the need to avenge the rather excruciating injury done to his man and the realization that the kobolds currently outnumbered the humans by about six to one.

    It wasn't the first time, nor would it be the last, that humans put far too much emphasis on size.

    “Kill them all!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, ripping his sword from its scabbard.

    Hrark barked, and the entire clan fell upon the humans, an avalanche of teeth and flesh and bad attitude. Kobolds jumped, dove, and even threw one another through the air—anything required to fasten a fist or a mouth upon their larger foes. Men toppled, overwhelmed. Tiny fists with tiny claws rose and fell, jaws bit down, and blood flowed freely from deep within the writhing kobold pile.

    It was, Gork decided, safe to join in. With a joyous cry, he scurried up the blackened tree like a spastic cat, pausing on the very tip of the highest branch that would support him. Then, kah-rahahk in a two-fisted grip, he launched himself into space, coming down smack-dab in the middle of the wriggling mass. Taking only enough care to ensure that the flesh was not stony, he sank the dagger time and again into any target soft enough to accept it. Gouts of blood followed the blade each time he ripped it free, and he fancied he could hear the cries of pain, even beneath the deafening turmoil around him.

    “Hey, no fair!” one of the nearby kobolds shouted. “He's using a weapon!”

    “No points for Gork!” another voice called from the crowd. “Everybody else's bet is still good!” And with that, the speaker suddenly reached into the fray and yanked loose a flap of skin that appeared, just possibly, to be an ear. “Five points!” he called gleefully. His brethren ignored him, each intent on claiming his own share of keepsakes—as well as the money contained in the betting pool some nameless kobold had started while Hrark addressed their “guests.”

    A few more moments, and it was well and truly over. Skeletons coated in a thin fleshy pulp were all that remained of the humans, and even those wouldn't last long. Already, a “cleanup” crew was at work, hacking the bodies with axes and passing the severed chunks around the gathering. Anything edible would be gone within the hour, and the rest would wind up at the bottom of whichever river the clan next happened across. It was, all told, an efficient system; unsurprising, considering that this was hardly the first time they'd needed to make some of their “fellow” soldiers disappear without a trace.

    Nor was it the first time that Gork had been responsible for that need.

    “You!” The patriarch snagged Gork by the collar and yanked him out of the line where he stood with other eager kobolds, awaiting his portion of human. “Let's talk.” Fingers locked firmly on Gork's tunic, Hrark strode swiftly away from the others.

    “I certainly appreciate the assist, boss,” Gork offered once they were out of earshot of the others. “If I—”

    “Gork?”

    The kobold swallowed. “Um?”

    Hrark glowered at him. “I am looking for an excuse,” he said, “to hurt you. A lot. You with me so far?”

    “Umm, yes?”

    “Good. Now, pay close attention; this is the good part. You listening?”

    “Yes…”

    “All right, we're cooking now. As of this moment, I am telling you to shut up. I am going to ask you some questions. You may answer those questions. Anything else you say will be the excuse I’m looking for. Is that clear?”

    Gork looked around nervously.

    “It's a question. You can answer it.”

    “Oh, right. Yes, boss, it's clear.”

    Hrark nodded, and then started twitching his snout, the kobold equivalent of the human head-shake. “I don't know what I’m supposed to do with you. Haven't we talked about this sort of thing?”

    Gork decided, after a moment, that the question was more than just rhetorical, and thus presumably safe to answer. “Well, yes, but it wasn't my fault! They—”

    “It's never your fault, is it, Gork?”

    That one, the other kobold decided, was rhetorical.

    And then, Hrark grinned. It was a twisted expression, curling back the snout, revealing the front teeth, and it was most assuredly not what Gork wanted to see. His own expression, already less than overjoyed, fell notably. He could feel his ears drooping loosely atop his head.

    “Gork, my boy,” Hrark oozed at him, actually going so far as to place an arm around his shoulders. “All trouble aside, that took skill, you know? What have you accomplished here today? Kept that little crystal from the soldiers, stood up for yourself, and that was a pretty spectacular leap you took into the fray earlier. You really are impressive, did you know that?”

    Gork gawped at his patriarch, waiting for the other claw to drop.

    “In short,” Hrark concluded, “exactly the sort of kobold they need.”

    “They?” the other asked in a tight little voice.

    “Oh, yes. ‘You are so commanded,’ the wraith said—or at least, I remember it saying, which isn't really the same thing, but close enough, ‘to choose the best among you for assignment to the master's elite.’ Congratulations, Gork. You're Demon Squad.” The patriarch's grin stretched very nearly larger than his snout itself. “It's a great honor, of course. You'll be a hero when you get back.”

    Gork's world was very methodically crashing in around him. Demon Squad?! He was a dead kobold, pure and simple. “Great honor” his rough stony ass!

    “Hrark…Boss. Couldn't you find someone else? I mean, battle isn't really my thing….”

    “Nonsense, my boy. You'll do fine.”

    “But they say that no one's ever survived a full tour of duty in a Demon Squad!”

    The patriarch's eyes gleamed in the fading afternoon light. “That,” he told Gork, his voice suddenly frigid, “is an added benefit.

    “Pack your stuff and say good-bye to everyone. I think an hour ought to be sufficient, don't you?”

    Finally, finally, Timas Khoreth hove into sight, a darker spot against the gleaming snows of the Steppes that began some leagues beyond the city. Cræosh was not, by nature, a sentimental orc. Hell, there weren't any sentimental orcs. But after weeks with the damn bugbear as his only companion, he felt an overwhelming urge to dash on ahead and kiss the very walls in thanks.

    For his own part, Jhurpess squinted quizzically at the sprawling shape. “That it?”

    As much as he hated the idea of a human city, Cræosh couldn't quite keep the grin from his voice as he answered, “Yeah, Nature-boy, that's it. Timas Khoreth.”

    “Oh. What ‘Timas Khoreth’ mean?”

    The orc looked daggers at him. “It means the Khoreth of Timas. How the fuck do I know what it means?”

    “Jhurpess just asking.”

    “And Cræosh just answering. Can we get moving already? It's been a long walk, and I need a drink.”

    The bugbear immediately started to reach for his pack.

    “I mean something a hell of a lot stronger than water,” Cræosh told him.

    “Oh. Jhurpess understand. Cræosh want to celebrate arrival at city.”

    A brief pause. “Sure, something like that.” The orc headed toward the towering city walls, his pace newly quickened.

    After a moment's hesitation, the bugbear loped up beside him, moving on all fours. “Jhurpess enjoy last few weeks. Cræosh and Jhurpess going to be good friends in Demon Squad.”

    My other option was death, the orc reminded himself silently. I can deal with a lot if it means I don't get dead.

    “Jhurpess not even care that Cræosh not very bright. Jhurpess a tolerant bugbear.”

    On the other hand, death has its perks.…

    Jhurpess's tolerance was clearly a trait not shared by the black-armored humans standing post at the gates. “That's a first,” one of them remarked loudly as the traveling companions approached. “A pig and an ape loose in the wilderness. Wonder how that happened?”

    Cræosh reluctantly suppressed his temper. It wasn't worth getting into trouble in an alien city—and besides, his nose wasn't that piggish. Instead, he took a moment to examine the fortifications themselves, rising steeply behind the annoying soldiers.

    This, despite its great size, was clearly a city designed with defense foremost in mind. The surrounding wall was close to twenty feet high, with large crenellations and dozens of murder-holes halfway to the top. The gates, flanked by a pair of watchtowers, consisted of massive oaken doors reinforced by a bar thicker around than Cræosh himself and supplemented by an iron portcullis. Cræosh was certain that the guards had ballistae, cauldrons of oil, and other such weapons close at hand. Even with an army of orcs, he'd hate to have to take Timas Khoreth by force.

    Fortunately, he didn't have to lay siege to the damn place—and as for a particular trio of irksome guards, well, them he could deal with. He decided to be diplomatic about the whole thing, and rather than draw a weapon or even offer any retort, he simply continued on ahead, ignoring the fools entirely.

    Orcs, it's worth noting, have a broader definition of diplomacy than humans do. It more or less amounts to “Anything other than killing you.”

    The guard who'd spoken, however, a bald fellow with just a few days’ worth of beard, was clearly intent on making a scene. “Hey!” he shouted, stepping in front of the large orc. “Obviously, you didn't get the hint. Not surprising, really.”

    Cræosh glared.

    “In words of one syllable, then,” the human continued. “We—don't—want—your—kind—here. Is that sufficiently clear to you?”

    “‘Sufficiently’ has more than one syllable, you leprous, brain-damaged goat-fucker.”

    The guard retreated a step, startled, but still determined to block their path.

    “Look, I don't care if you can speak a civilized tongue. Timas Khoreth is a human city. That means humans live here. You people cause us nothing but trouble, and we've had it up to—”

    “Jhurpess tired of this,” the bugbear declared. Before Cræosh could even think about stopping him, the simian creature loped forward and backhanded the bald guard solidly across the face. The soldier's feet actually left the ground, and he spun for two full revolutions before crashing to the earth in a cloud of dust.

    Had Cræosh hit the man like that, he'd have caved in the side of his skull and shattered the jaw completely. Bugbears aren't quite as strong as orcs, on average, so Jhurpess's blow merely snapped his neck.

    The end result was pretty much the same, though.

    Cræosh yanked his sword from its scabbard, cursing under his breath as the humans did the same. This, he figured, was probably not the most auspicious start to his new assignment. Briefly, he glanced at his irritating ally. He wasn't sure whether or not Jhurpess understood why they were about to be attacked by the entire watch, but the bugbear was smart enough to recognize the situation for what it was. One long hand snaked up over his shoulder, lifting the cudgel from its makeshift sling. Jhurpess pounded it once into the earth, launching a second dust cloud easily the equal of the first, and dropped into a simian slouch.

    One of the other humans rose from where he had knelt to check on his fallen companion, his face a mask of rage. “You bastards! You killed—”

    “What in the name of the blackest hell is going on here?”

    Orc, bugbear, and human examined the late arrival. Another human—older than the others, to judge from the gray streaks in his chestnut-brown beard—approached from within the walls. He sat atop a gargantuan black warhorse, and his armor, similarly hued, was steel rather than leather. The symbol embossed in the man's breastplate, the silver crown of Morthûl, instantly marked him as an officer.

    “Captain!” one of the soldiers called to him. “These—these creatures attacked us! They—”

    The officer raised a gauntlet-covered hand, silencing the guard. Then, turning to face the heavily muscled orc, he asked, “Is this true?”

    Cræosh shrugged his massive shoulders. “They didn't want to let us pass.” He didn't point out that, technically, only the bugbear had committed any violence. He'd save that for later, if necessary….

    The captain turned back to the soldiers.

    “He's an orc.” The same soldier answered the unspoken question, as though it explained everything. “And he's got a bugbear with him!”

    The captain nodded. “I’m not blind yet, soldier. Last I checked, we were all soldiers of Kirol Syrreth. Was I asleep when they changed the rules?”

    “No, sir, but—”

    “And didn't I specifically mention at last week's assembly that we were expecting a few, ah, foreigners because the general was assembling a Demon Squad?”

    The guard snapped his mouth shut, unwilling to admit that he didn't know—because he'd been recovering from an unauthorized night on the town, and suffering from an equally unauthorized hangover, on the morning in question. The dead man lying on the ground, had he been able, might have admitted to a similar condition.

    The captain shook his head. “You,” he said, pointing to a passing soldier, one who'd been uninvolved in the altercation. “Show these two to the barracks.” The soldier had been on his way to the mess hall for a much-needed lunch, but clearly knew better than to protest with the captain in this sort of mood. Glumly, he nodded, then gestured for the travelers to follow. The captain was still haranguing his men fiercely when they finally passed out of earshot.

    And then Cræosh happened to glance over at his companion. The furry creature was staring back the way they had come, his mouth quirked dejectedly downward.

    “What's your problem?” the orc asked.

    “Guards take dead human away. What guards do with body?”

    Cræosh thought for a moment. It'd been a while since his lessons on human culture, but…

    “Bury him, I think. Why?”

    “Because,” the bugbear wailed, “Jhurpess hungry!”

    Cræosh threw up his hands and moved to catch up with their guide.

    It quickly became apparent, however, that even here, at the end of their journey, nothing was going to be simple. The orc had taken perhaps a dozen more steps when he and the human were both jerked to a sudden halt by the plaintive screech from behind.

    Cræosh spun, one hand already grasping at his sword, to see Jhurpess crouched in the center of the road, arms wrapped over his head as though shielding his skull from a sudden hail.

    Torn between outright exasperation and a certain reluctant sense of obligation, Cræosh stomped to the bugbear's side. He completely ignored the staring crowds that surrounded them, except for a single murderous snarl he directed at the humans nearest his odd companion. “What's the problem now?”

    “Jhurpess not like city,” the creature whined, refusing to uncover his head. “Too many! Too many!”

    “Too…What's he blithering about?” the soldier asked over the orc's left shoulder.

    “He's a forest-dweller,” Cræosh snapped in sudden understanding. “He's not used to this many people.” Then, in a much lower voice, he spoke directly into the bugbear's ear.

    “Listen up, Jhurpess. You don't like crowds. That's fine, I can understand that. We all have our problems. I, for one, just happen to hate sparrows. Can't stand the little fuckers. Pathetic feathery little bodies, those—anyway, point is, you don't see me goin’ around and throwing a conniption any time I see one. If you're gonna react this way every time the humans get a little ample, we're gonna have a serious problem, ‘cause they're sort of common around here. Thicker than flies on a shit pie, really. You won't be much good to me, or the rest of the squad, like this.”

    “Jhurpess not want to be good to squad. Jhurpess want to go home, where it quiet.”

    All right, fuck this. I tried it the friendly way! The bugbear wailed yet again, this time in reaction to the orc's fingers digging harshly into the fur on the back of his skull and yanking his head back.

    “I ought to kill you right here, you pathetic little weasel!” Cræosh snapped at him. “You're not a bugbear! You're a teddy bear!”

    A growl sounded deep in the simian's throat, and Cræosh noted a single hand reflexively grasping at the handle of the massive club. Good.

    “But if I did that, I might get King Morthûl kind of pissed at me—and whatever else you might have heard, I never met anybody that stupid.” He lowered his own face, bringing it within inches of Jhurpess's own. The bugbear's breath spread over him in a noxious caress, and he forced back the urge to gag through sheer willpower alone. Obviously, there were still tiny bits of orc decaying between the creature's teeth.

    “Just like he'd be angry at you,” Cræosh concluded, “if you tried to back out of this now. You want that, Jhurpess? You want the Charnel King angry with your monkey ass?”

    Eyes wide as bucklers, the bugbear shook his head as fiercely as the orc's grip permitted.

    “Well, you know how to avoid that?”

    Jhurpess blinked.

    “By standing the fuck up, that's how! Take a good look around you! It's crowded, it's loud, it's smelly, it's annoying! See it, feel it, and then deal the hell with it and move on! You got it?”

    The bugbear rose to his feet, head twisting this way and that as he tried to take in the entire scene at once.

    “If it makes you feel any better,” the orc added more gently, “think of them with plates under their asses and gravy on their heads.”

    Jhurpess stopped twitching. Slowly, a big grin settled over his features, and he actually licked his lips.

    “Finally,” Cræosh muttered, and turned his attention back to the guide. “Now, can we get to the damn barracks already?” Before anything else goes wrong! This was looking to be a very long assignment….

    Unless, he realized, they died fairly early on, like most Demon Squads he'd heard about. Considerably cheered, Cræosh lightened his step as the mismatched trio marched toward the barracks.

    Gork watched, whiskers twitching in contemplation, as the hulking duo followed their reluctant guide through the market's heart. For a moment, it looked as though the bugbear was about to have a relapse of the fit he'd suffered on the way in. But before his orcish companion could say anything, the simian critter had abruptly straightened himself up. With a bellow that, from Gork's distance, sounded like “Get out of way!” he plunged through the mob, pushing, shoving, and—in a few cases—bodily tossing people from his path. Obviously, Gork realized with a sense of foreboding, the bugbear was too stupid to do anything in half-measures. Terrified or hostile—there didn't seem to be anything in between.

    And these, unless he was very much mistaken, were his new teammates. Dragonshit.

    Still, there was one distinct advantage to having so volatile an ally. It meant that, more often than not, everyone's attention would be on the bugbear and not on his far smaller, less conspicuous companion.

    Much as it was now, for example.

    Once more silent as a ghost, the kobold drifted into the crowd, alert for any opportunities that might—there! One man, knocked aside by the bugbear's passage, had just now clambered back to his feet, glaring and shouting along with the others. He seemed mostly uninjured, although his immaculately coifed black hair was now dangling in all directions and his soft green tunic was ripped along one sleeve. Even more important, though, was that his coin purse had been knocked loose when he fell. It hung now from the back of his belt, dangling by a single cord. A cutpurse far less talented than Gork could have performed the operation with no chance of discovery.

    Or, to be more accurate, no chance of discovery by the victim. Gork's grasping fingers were perhaps half an inch from the pouch when a hand dropped down from the side and fastened on his wrist.

    I’m slipping. That's two bystanders in two days who've spotted me. A high-pitched growl building in his throat, the kobold swiveled his head, scowling at the man who'd grabbed him.

    Well, at least it wasn't one of the watch this time—or, if it was, he wasn't on duty. This human wore a typical peasant tunic, gray in hue, and brown breeches. Dull, sandy-blond hair topped his head, and duller brown orbs peered out from beneath it.

    “You shouldn't be doing that,” he informed the kobold, as though educating an ignorant child.

    Gork, for his part, wasn't in the mood to be educated. “Get your hand off me before I eat it.”

    The human just cocked his head to the side as though puzzled.

    Great. Not only was I spotted, it was the village idiot who got me. How embarrassing! Time to go.

    He couldn't, due to the angle, quite get his mouth around a finger this time, so he settled for taking a small chunk from the edge of the man's palm. The ripping noise was satisfying to hear, as always, though the absence of any cry of pain was somewhat mystifying. Still, the man let go, and Gork began to back away….

    Aagh! Oh Stars, what was that?! Gaaahh! Snout twisted in revulsion, the kobold spit out the flesh on which he chewed, gagging to the point of dry heaves. It was a testament to the anger of the crowd that they stayed focused on the departing bugbear, rather than devoting any attention to the retching kobold in their midst.

    Finally, as his stomach ceased trying to climb up his throat and his tongue ceased trying to climb down his throat, Gork saw just what it was he'd been trying to swallow.

    Lying on the cobblestones beside him was a puddled mass of…Well, Gork wasn't sure what it was. A substance, fleshy but not quite flesh, quivered beneath the tiniest layer of a hard, thin material. Chitin, Gork realized abruptly. And the entire thing was coated with some off-yellow ichor that had the color and consistency—but most clearly not the taste—of custard.

    “What the fu—?” Gork began to ask nervously of the man beside him. Only, even as he watched, the figure ceased to be a man at all. Over the span of perhaps twenty seconds, the stranger's head sank to the level of the kobold's own, the skin wrinkling horrendously as the body beneath it shriveled. The man's—no, the thing's—nose flattened and stretched, becoming nothing less than a snout! The skin retracted, tightening up so that it once again matched the size of the form that wore it, but it began also to harden, to shift in hue from an ugly human pink to a much more natural and attractive stony gray. Even the clothes twisted and writhed, altering size and shape to remain consistent with the being that wore them. Finally, Gork watched the creature's eyes fold inward, as though turning themselves inside out, and then pop open into reflective orbs that were the mirror image of Gork's own. Only the short sword the creature wore, which the kobold hadn't even noticed strapped to the human's side, failed to change shape.

    Gork blinked in amazement at the kobold who now stood before him. The image was absolutely perfect—and it was blatantly obvious, now, exactly what the creature must be. “I know what you are,” Gork told it.

    The “kobold” nodded his recently acquired snout. “And does this bother you?”

    The kobold shrugged. “I don't really give a damn what you are. What bothers me is that you soured my score.”

    “A pouch, no matter how subtly taken, will be missed the moment the former owner chooses to purchase something.”

    “So?”

    The shapeshifter grinned, a strange, open-mouthed affair that didn't at all resemble the expression of a true kobold. “A more patient approach. You follow the man. Sooner or later, he will go somewhere unseen by others. A slit throat gets you the money as easily as a slit purse-string—and a body, despite its size, can be hidden for a lot longer than a missing…”

    As he lectured, Gork ceased paying attention to his words. Instead, he listened to the tone of the creature's voice and watched the sharp gestures and the way he moved. Changing form was one thing; behaviors and mannerisms learned over a lifetime, something else entirely. It dawned on Gork that, with a few moments of study, he might just learn how to spot these creatures regardless of form. That, he decided, might just prove handy at some point in the—

    His attention suddenly snapped back to the shapeshifter's words, and he didn't care at all for what he was hearing.

    “What?! Someone as ‘careless’ as I am might what?”

    The faux-kobold blinked at him. “Might, I was saying, prove detrimental to the squad as a unit. You are here for squad duty, yes? It seems unlikely that you'd be hanging around Timas Khoreth, let alone following the orc and the bugbear, otherwise.”

    “So what if I am?” Gork growled.

    “So, I don't intend to trust my life to a creature without sufficient sense to kill his victims.”

    “Listen here, you faceless insect! I—” But the kobold's tirade was lost in the cacophony of the crowd, for the shapeshifter had already wandered away, his form warping once more, blending in flawlessly with all the other humans who, to Gork, still managed to look the same.

    Gork growled a lengthy curse that had no equivalent in any language besides Kobold—but had something to do with the other's ancestry, various underground vermin, and a sharp stick—and drifted away from the marketplace. Not only had the damn shifter ruined his shot at the human's fat purse, but he'd delayed long enough that Gork could no longer even risk another attempt. If he was to arrive at the barracks in time, he had to be on his way. Muttering in his native tongue, he wandered the streets in the direction the orc and the bugbear had been taken.

    He'd gotten perhaps four blocks when a voice called out from behind. “There, Officers! That's the one!”

    Gork spun, one clawed hand reaching for the kah-rahahk at his waist—but he swiftly changed his mind upon seeing the half dozen guards rushing toward him, weapons already in hand. Instead, he raised his hands up by his ears in a clumsy imitation of the movements he'd seen humans make in the past to indicate (he hoped) surrender. “Is there a problem, Officers?”

    Rather than answering, however, the largest of the humans simply grabbed him by the collar and dragged him forward. “Is this him?” he asked gruffly.

    “Oh, yes, sir! That's most definitely the one!”

    Gork stared in astonishment, his ears flattened against the sides of his head. It was the human from the marketplace, the one whose purse he'd almost stolen. But the man couldn't have seen him! Besides, he hadn't actually taken the damn purse! It didn't make…

    And then Gork watched as the human gestured at the guards, describing—in detail—the kobold's attempted theft. Watched the sharp, alien tilt to the movements, listened with rapt attention to the faintest trace of accent…

    “All right,” the guard told him, “let's go.”

    Gork looked up, forcing his eyes wide. “But, Officer, I—”

    Whatever else he might have said was driven from his lungs, along with the rest of his breath, by the soldier's boot slamming into his stomach. The kobold collapsed to all fours, hanging limp and offering no resistance as the guards lifted him bodily off the ground and began carrying him in the direction of what he assumed was the local gaol. Still, as he was hefted away, he had the strength to raise his head and meet the gaze of the “human” standing at the end of the street and watching them fade into the distance.

    You, Gork projected at him silently, are so going to die. If it takes a hundred years, I will kill you.

    It was not a vow Gork made often, or lightly, and it was one that he fully intended to keep. Assuming he ever got away from these damn humans….

    The orc sneered in revulsion at the cramped, filthy courtyard and the creaky, dilapidated buildings that surrounded it. Litter and dead rodents formed a patchwork carpet, and the structures were built of wood so rotted that Cræosh wouldn't have trusted it to support the weight of his own testicles. So far, nothing about the human city had impressed him, but this shithole corner of town was even worse.

    “This is the barracks?” he asked finally.

    “In a manner of speaking,” the guide answered. “It's the old barracks. We haven't used ‘em in years. Hell, we haven't even cleaned ‘em in years. But this is where we've hosted Demon Squads before, and no one's told us that you lot get any special treatment.”

    Cræosh advanced on the soldier, hulking over him. “And what if we don't want to stay here?”

    The human solider swallowed once, but held his ground. “Take it up with the captain, then. Not much I can do about it, is there?”

    The orc debated ripping the man apart anyway—might have, in fact, had the next of his teammates not suddenly appeared from around a nearby corner.

    “Oh, shit!”

    At the alarm in his companion's voice, the bugbear immediately spun from where he'd been examining a small, hollylike weed that had cropped up on the far end of the courtyard (to see if it was edible, no doubt). As soon as he caught sight of the newcomer, however, he let out one of his high-pitched whines and covered his head with one arm—keeping the other fully extended, however, club in hand. Clearly, Jhurpess was prepared to cower or fight to the death, whichever proved most viable.

    The figure loomed over them all, though it was substantially more slender than the broadly built orc. A thin layer of coarse fur, far shorter than the bugbear's shaggy coat, covered the creature from fore to aft in a spotted, patchy pattern resembling a bobcat's. Armor, leggings, tunic, and boots, all clearly tanned from the hide of a single gargantuan beast, made up the entirety of the creature's wardrobe—all except for a necklace of humanoid and goblin ribs. A huge snout protruded from the thing's face, something not unlike a wolf, or a coyote, or a hyena—and yet, not quite like any of them, either. Even as they watched, the horrible maw gaped in what could only be a hideous smile, exposing multiple layers of jagged teeth that actually flexed in and out when the creature spoke.

    Or, presumably, bit.

    A thin stream of drool trickled from its lower lip. In an abrasive, mind-numbing voice, interrupted constantly by the intake of a raspy, trembling breath, the thing said, “Pleased…to make…your acquaintance. I…am T’chakatimlamitilnog, of…the House of Ru.”

    “Ancestors,” Cræosh whispered hoarsely. “What did I do to deserve getting stuck with a troll? And how do I atone for it?”

    And then silence fell across the courtyard, except for the rasping breath of the troll and the rapid patter of retreating footsteps that were the only remaining evidence of the human who'd brought them here.

    Slowly, being very careful to keep two arm's-lengths between them, Cræosh examined the new arrival. It—she? Yes, those were definitely teats hidden beneath the leather breastplate, and in multiple rows to boot. All right then. She was nearly a foot taller than his own six feet, and her slender body made her look even taller. He figured he was probably stronger, pound for pound, but damn, he didn't want to have to find out. Trolls were considered, bar none, the most cruel-minded, violent, vicious, and brutal creatures ever to serve in Morthûl's armies. In combat, or so he'd heard, they were more animal than sentient being, ripping apart their foes with an unholy glee. They casually perpetrated horrors too gruesome even for an orc's liking, and it was said that the concept of taking prisoners was completely foreign to them.

    But what made them so wildly unpopular with the other goblin soldiers, and what inspired the decision to allow trollish units to fight alone, unassisted by the other races, was their attitude toward their fellows. Trolls had proved thoroughly incapable of grasping the concept of “ally” as it applied to any outside their own race. In a moment of anger, hunger, or even simple boredom, a troll's teammates were just as apt to end up dead, or even eaten, as anyone else. Cræosh found himself pondering the notion that he might just be better off, consequences or no, if he were to simply kill her now, before their working relationship became an issue.

    Before he could come to a decision one way or the other, however, he and the troll were both startled nigh unto violence as yet another piercing scream burst from somewhere within Jhurpess's furry throat. More extreme even than that elicited by the troll's appearance, it was enough to convince Cræosh that they must be facing nothing less than a great dragon or the Charnel King himself. He twisted about madly, one hand groping again for his sword.

    What he saw was certainly neither the Dark Lord nor a dragon. No, the creature approaching from across the run-down courtyard was…

    “It's just…a gremlin,” the troll rasped, her breath gurgling in the back of her throat as she struggled to make her bestial jaws form the words. “What is…the matter with your…bugbear?”

    “You got me stumped,” Cræosh told her. “But I sure as shit intend to find out.” With that he advanced, reached out, and grabbed Jhurpess by the scruff of the neck. The bugbear didn't seem to notice, so intently was he staring at the gremlin.

    Admittedly, Cræosh couldn't help but note, that was one disconcerting mother of a gremlin. At four feet tall, he was a giant among his own race, and his muscles literally bulged—which, in a gremlin's case, just meant that you couldn't actually trace the lines of the bones in his arm from twenty paces away. A thin mat of stubble, which constituted a full head of hair for his people, was just barely notable beneath the floppy, porkpie hat he wore crammed between spindly ears. He was well protected beneath a full suit of hardened leather armor, but it was a suit that had clearly been scrounged, piece by piece, from the field of battle, as not one component resembled any of the others. The gremlin had done his best to compensate for that particular mismatch by dyeing the entire suit a brilliant red that was enough to cause madness, blindness, or both. Even the moth-eaten hat and the wilted ostrich feather atop it had been colored to match. So all right, he wasn't an image of beauty, and he had obviously never even heard the word “stealth,” but that hardly made him a figure to be feared (except, perhaps, for the possibility of going blind in his proximity).

    “So what's the problem this time?” Cræosh asked, his impatience ringing clearly in his voice. “I thought we'd settled this whole collapsing-and-pissing-myself bullshit back in the market.”

    But this time, all the bugbear would do was whimper unintelligibly, and even being bodily lifted off the ground and shaken accomplished nothing. Finally, Cræosh dropped him back to earth with a grunt of disgust and left him in an untidy heap that more or less resembled a shag carpet sucking its thumb. The gremlin, newly arrived, opened his mouth to introduce himself—and stopped, staring openly at the quivering bugbear.

    “I give up,” Cræosh announced to the world at large. “On the one hand, I've got a friggin’ troll, who's probably loyal enough that I can count on her not to eat me when anybody's watching. On the other, they stick me with a bugbear who makes a habit of crawling up his own ass and hiding whenever the wind shifts. And bringing up the rear,” he added, pointing at the startled gremlin, “we have the incredible Walking Rosebud. This ain't a Demon Squad, it's a fucking side-show lineup.” Since the bugbear had cowered out of reach, and the gremlin was several strides away, he settled for walking straight up to the troll—foolhardy as it might have been—and jabbing her in the sternum with a finger. “You can tell the boss, whoever or whatever he might turn out to be, that I’m going home. Have him send me a message when he's got a real squad together.”

    The troll grinned, and Cræosh was just about bowled over by a wave of hot, fetid breath. “Fingers…are stringy. But still…one of the tastiest parts…of an orc.” She glanced down. “Are you…making an offer?”

    Cræosh, who was almost certain she was jesting, yanked his hand back anyway, just in case.

    The bestial creature laughed sharply, a grating sound that made the orc's ears hurt, and wandered over to lean against the nearest wall. Idly, she spun a chirrusk—a length of weighted chain with a razor-sharp four-pronged hook at one end—in a slow circle. The low-pitched whistling it caused as it whirled was extremely—and, Cræosh was certain, quite deliberately—annoying. Despite his threat, he did nothing more than mutter a few choice curses in Orcish and settle back against the wall; not, he made certain, the same one on which the troll was leaning

    As though spring-loaded, the glowing gremlin popped up into his field of vision. “Hello!” he beamed, thrusting out a hand in a greeting custom that many of the goblin races had picked up from watching the humans. “It's really a pleasure to meet you! I mean, I've heard about these Demon Squads from time to time, but I never thought that I'd actually get the chance to be part of one! It's so exciting, isn't it? Oh, I’m sorry! Where are my manners? I’m Gimmol Phicereune. And you are?”

    “Getting very annoyed,” Cræosh responded.

    “Ah. Yes, well, I can see how that might be the case, what with all this waiting and all. I mean, you'd think that they'd have someone ready to meet us. They called us here, right? Why, you wouldn't believe what I had to go through to get in the gate! They—”

    Cræosh backhanded the small creature across the courtyard, remembering only at the last instant to pull his punch enough so that he wouldn't kill the chatty bugger. Then, actually sighing with pleasure at the newborn silence, the orc leaned his head back against the stone and resigned himself to patience.

    Gork tumbled claw-over-cranium across the bumpy floor, coming up to his feet just in time to hear the door slam shut behind him with a ponderous sense of finality. Most of the guards were just doing their jobs, and thus went on the kobold's secondary mental list: that is, People Who Just Need to Suffer a Little Bit. The man who'd tossed him into the cell, however, was going on the Bad List, and would bleed severely at some unforeseen future point. Why, if Gork hadn't been the nimble kobold that he was, that impact with the stone might have damaged a lot more than his pride.

    With a faint snort of disgust, he went to examine the various mechanisms on the door. Hmm. The lock itself should prove little more than an inconvenience. Would've been a lot easier if they hadn't taken his picks, but he had enough tools secreted about his person to get the job done.

    The bar, though—that was a much more formidable obstacle. Gork was well versed in multiple methods of circumventing just such an obstruction, but those methods required specific tools, substantial time, or both. That he would be free of this cell, Gork had no doubt. Whether it would be in time to meet with the rest of the squad—or, for that matter, before the end of the month—was another question entirely.

    “Kobold…”

    Oh, dragonshit. Pupils dilating to pierce the darkness of the cell's far corners, Gork faced the cellmate he hadn't realized he had.

    Larger than their gremlin cousins, the so-called hobgoblins were by no means the most fearsome of the goblin races. What they were was sufficiently xenophobic to make even trolls seem cuddly. They formed an army within an army, for not even Morthûl could convince them to fight alongside the other goblins, and Gork knew that his proximity to this hobgoblin was enough to cause the creature physical pain.

    He knew, too, that there was only one way for the hobgoblin to make that pain go away. The kobold found his back pressed tight to the door, as though he could will himself through the wood.

    The hobgoblin—filthy, half-starved, dressed in tattered rags, breath reeking of illness—reached out for him from the shadows, his hatchet-sharp features twisted in loathing. It was, Gork couldn't help but note in the portion of his brain that wasn't too busy gibbering in fear, much like the expression he'd once seen on a human soldier who'd discovered roach sacs in his underwear.

    He tried to bite as the creature neared, but the crazed hobgoblin yanked his arm away from the snapping teeth. Even as the hobgoblin's fists closed around his throat, Gork thrust both hands outward, driving small claws into his attacker's stomach. But kobold claws, designed for scampering over jagged rock, were strong without being particularly sharp, and the hobgoblin's hide was more than sufficient to turn them aside.

    It appeared, for what it was worth, that Gork needn't worry about choking to death, as the hobgoblin had something rather quicker in mind. The hand not already locked on the kobold's throat latched onto one scaly knee, and he lifted Gork clean overhead. Gork kicked the hobgoblin squarely in the temple with his free leg, once, twice, but though the larger creature staggered and swayed, he lost neither his balance nor his grip.

    Gork tensed for a third kick, aiming this time at a bulging eye, and his entire world went white with agony as the hobgoblin slammed him bodily against the stone wall.

    The back of his head felt numb—was, in fact, the only part of him other than his toes that didn't hurt—but the kobold retained just enough sensation to recognize the wet trickle of blood. The hobgoblin drew back, now aiming Gork at the wall head-first, apparently planning to use him as a squishy battering ram. Gork tried for one final instant to make his limbs respond, to struggle, to do something—and then the floor flew past beneath him, and the white of his agony faded away to black.

    The fact that he awoke at all was enough to send ripples of surprise through the pool of liquid pain that was his brain. From beneath heavy lids, he saw the stone ceiling of the cell above him; through aching snout, he smelled the scent of someone cooking nearby. Carefully, Gork struggled to sit up, but toppled straight back down as his head and stomach tried to travel to opposite corners of the room. He rolled over, emptied said stomach across the stones—what was that, a fingernail?—and prayed to the Stars for a quick death.

    “You're the best Hrark could do, huh? I'll have to have a few words with that little puke. And with the guards who tossed you in here in the first place. Ooh, have I got some plans for them!”

    It was not the hobgoblin speaking. A new voice, then—a stranger. But the kobold just couldn't find the strength in him to sit up and see who the newcomer might be.

    “Well, you'll have to do. Too late to find a replacement. I’m going to assume you've got your uses, though I’m buggered if I can see ‘em from here. Better prove me right, though. Else…”

    Gork weakly twisted to one side, hoping to catch a glimpse of the speaker in his peripheral vision, and encountered, instead, the charred corpse of the hobgoblin who had attacked him.

    The proper response, Gork decided, was to throw up again. Which he did. Twice, just to be sure he'd covered all salient points.

    “Great. All right, let's get that head dealt with. You've got a meeting to attend.”

    Gork felt a sudden pressure on the back of his skull, followed by yet another burst of pain. With no small amount of gratitude, he allowed himself, once more, to pass out.

    It was perhaps two hours after the troll's arrival when Cræosh's well of patience ran dry. With a grunt of irritation, the orc slammed a fist into the wall behind him, knocking a loose chunk of brick to the ground. “That,” he told his startled companions, “is it! I’m sick of this shit! If I wanted to stand around with my dick in my hands, it sure as hell wouldn't be with you all watching.” Once more gathering his traveling pack, he pivoted toward the nearest street.

    “Are you sure that's a good idea?” Gimmol called nervously, nursing the large bruise spreading across his jaw. “I mean, they're going to expect us all to be here, and if you've gone, they might…”

    The gremlin's voice suffocated and died beneath the sheer malevolence of Cræosh's glare, though his jaw kept moving for some seconds afterward. With a nod of approval, the orc took two steps toward the road, only to come within a hairsbreadth of colliding with a brown-haired, dull-featured human.

    “Watch it, you idiot!” the orc shouted, one fist raised to smash the obstruction from his path.

    “Idiot?” the human asked with just the faintest accent. “Me? I’m not the one walking away from his assignment, am I?”

    Cræosh snarled—but only a little, since the man did have a point. “Are you supposed to be our leader, then?”

    “Perhaps I should be. But no. I’m a simple soldier, although maybe not as simple as some. I—”

    “All right, you maggots, fall in! That means line your asses up! Now!”

    Cræosh was irritated, impatient, and rapidly coming to despise the very notion of the Demon Squad. On the other hand, his mother had raised him a sensible orc—one who knew that you never argue with a disembodied voice. They never wind up attached to anything pleasant.

    The troll already stood in the courtyard, the human having stepped up beside her, albeit not too close. Still grumbling, Cræosh moved to join them. Maybe now, they'd find out…

    An enormous crashing sounded behind them, followed immediately by the bugbear's shrieking voice. “Red gremlin won't hurt Jhurpess now! Red gremlin won't hurt Jhurpess!”

    Every face, even the troll's, went slack in shock. Jhurpess stood over the prone and bleeding body of the gremlin, Gimmol Phicereune, slamming his enormous cudgel again and again onto the prostrate form.

    “What the fuck?” Cræosh whispered to the courtyard at large. The human shook his head slowly, and the troll continued to gawk.

    “Stop!” The voice thundered between the buildings, somehow intensifying rather than fading each time it echoed. As though lifted by an unseen hand, the giant club—Jhurpess dangling from the narrow end—rose a dozen feet into the air. For a moment it hung, the bugbear swinging gently in the breeze, and then it dropped like a—well, like a giant club. Bruised only slightly but shaken to the core, Jhurpess rose, casting a suspicious glance at both the gremlin and the club, and brushed himself off. Sullenly, his weapon dragging behind him, he moved to join the others in line.

    “What in the name of the Ancestors was that?!” Cræosh demanded as the bugbear came up beside him. They've assigned me a fuckin’ lunatic! I didn't know bugbears had lunatics!

    Jhurpess stared at the orc as though he were the crazy one. “Cræosh not know?” he asked.

    “Know what?! I swear, I’m gonna start breaking people if—”

    “Bright!” the bugbear whispered fearfully. “Poison!”

    It was the troll who picked up on it first. “Nature,” she growled.

    Cræosh pondered that. “Huh?” he finally rebutted.

    “Bugbears live…in forests. Hunt there. Bright…fur or coloration…”

    Cræosh finally understood. “…is often a sign of poison,” he concluded for her. He turned back to the bugbear. “You,” he told the hairy creature, “are really fucking weird.”

    “Shut up!” the voice demanded.

    The orc grinned slightly. “I was wondering when he'd get around to that,” he whispered to the troll. She just shook her head.

    Slowly, as though trapped in quicksand, the gremlin began to drag himself forward. Blood caked his head and the side of his face, and edges of broken collarbone protruded through torn flesh. Still, the agonized creature did his best to obey the orders shouted down at them by…whatever.

    He's determined, Cræosh noted silently, his opinion of the gremlin rising a tiny notch. Gotta give the little shit that much.

    The garish red armor grew slowly brighter, as though the sun itself were staring at it, and Cræosh realized that the gremlin had actually begun to glow. Faint at first, barely leaking through mouth and nose, and then brighter, until the little creature was practically incandescent. As the astonished onlookers squinted, bruises faded, gashes pulled themselves shut, and the collarbone shifted back into something resembling its proper state with a sequence of horrible pops. The glow faded, leaving the gremlin to stand before them under his own power—far, perhaps, from the picture of health, but no longer in any immediate danger. His eyes wide, though not quite as large as the bugbear's, Gimmol took his place at the leftmost end of the line.

    “Get in there!” the spectral voice shouted. Cræosh thought, at first, that the unseen commander must be talking to the gremlin, even though Gimmol had already done just that.

    The air rippled. Like a fish leaping from a tranquil pond, a figure appeared before them. Smaller even than the gremlin, and covered in his own collection of fading wounds, he stood for a moment and brushed himself off, as though the teleportation had somehow soiled him. Then, glancing about with far more curiosity than fear, the kobold sauntered over and took up a stance beside the troll. Cræosh noticed with some amusement that the kobold was the only one who had not chosen his place in line based on height, something the others appeared to have done instinctively.

    And finally, in a burst of sulfurous smoke, the mysterious officer made his own appearance.

    It was all Cræosh could do to swallow his laughter. Dark gray skin covered a gargoyle's face and form. Two membranous wings sprouted from the creature's back, and rock-hard talons tipped its digits. Narrow cracks in the stony façade peered from above a draconic muzzle, and a barbed tail scratched idly at the empty air.

    It also stood maybe twenty inches tall—although, because it was currently standing in midair, it remained at eye level with the orc.

    “My name is Shreckt,” the imp shouted. “And it is my unfortunate duty to turn the sorry lot of you into something vaguely resembling soldiers!”

    The tiny demon began to pace, his feet clacking audibly on the nothingness on which he stood. “As of right now,” he continued, “I wouldn't use any one of you to wipe my ass! But by the time I’m through, you're all gonna be worth something! You'll be soldiers, or you'll be fertilizer, and I’m fine with either!

    “Now,” he said, halting and turning to face the group, “before we go any further, let me get this out of the way. Invariably, some dumb fucker decides that, since I’m short, he doesn't have to listen to me. And that, you looming shits, ain't gonna cut it. So, any of you think you can take me? Now's the time to try.”

    Cræosh rolled his eyes, despite his complete lack of surprise, when Jhurpess stepped forward.

    “Jhurpess can fight little thing,” he announced, hefting his club. “Jhurpess will—”

    Jhurpess, however, did nothing but scream as a bolt of lightning burst from the imp's tiny hand, crackling and sizzling its way down the courtyard, and slammed the bugbear halfway through the nearest wall.

    “Anyone else?” Shreckt asked when the roaring, the thunder, and the sounds of falling masonry finally ceased.

    Not surprisingly, there were no takers.

    “Good.” The imp gestured at Gork. “Help the monkey up.”

    “What?” Gork squeaked. “Me? But he—”

    Shreckt raised a hand; the kobold immediately hurried over to the bugbear.

    Jhurpess's fur smoldered, and even Gork's hand on his arm seemed to cause an inordinate amount of pain. Nevertheless, the bugbear struggled to his feet—using Gork primarily as a crutch, nearly shoving the kobold's head down into his own rib cage in the process.

    “All right, then,” the imp continued once the mismatched pair had limped back into line. “Here's the situation. I tell you to do something, and you do it. That, and that alone, is your life until I say otherwise. You will not speak unless I tell you to. You will not fight unless I tell you to. You will not think—well, that's probably not much of an issue. You will not eat, sleep, shit unless I tell you to. Any questions?

    “Good. Names!”

    “Gork!” the kobold piped up immediately.

    “Jhurpess,” came weakly, a moment later.

    “Gimmol Phicereune,” the gremlin announced next, “and it's a distinct pleasure—”

    Cræosh reached past the human and smacked the gremlin on the back of the head. Gimmol shut up; possibly because he got the hint, possibly because it was all he could do to stay conscious.

    “Omb Fezeill,” the human said.

    “Cræosh.”

    And finally, “T’chakatimlamitilnog, of the…House of Ru.”

    Even the imp looked taken aback. “Say that again?”

    “T’chakatimlamitilnog,” the troll repeated, snout furrowing in bewilderment.

    “Right,” Shreckt said after a moment. “‘Troll’ it is.” His demonic visage swiveled toward Fezeill. “True forms during inspection, soldier.”

    For the first time, an actual expression crossed the human's face. “Is that really necessary?”

    The imp's flinty face actually developed crags as his features scrunched up. “Is that really necessary what?!”

    “Sir!” the man corrected. “Is that really necessary sir?”

    “Yes!” the imp shrieked.

    Slowly, the “human's” body began to warp. The squad watched intently—some in fascination, some in disgust, and one in outright hatred—as his true form appeared before them. Loathsome white flesh, vaguely akin to a maggot's, bulged from between segments of a dark gray chitin. The creature's eyes, protruding hideously from the sides of its head, only added to the insectoid image. Multifaceted, they stared, unblinking; Cræosh found himself confronted by a hundred tiny orcs contained in those alien orbs. A faint lump with gaping nostrils was the closest thing the creature had to a nose, and the mouth was full of jagged ridges made of something akin to bone. Its fingers were clearly built for grasping, for tiny barbs edged the digits from palm to tip.

    It was, even for those used to supping with gremlins and fighting with trolls, more than a little repugnant.

    “Doppelganger,” Gork grumbled under his breath.

    “Better,” Shreckt said. “I expect you to look this way every time I call assembly.” There was silence, then, except for the tap-tap-tap of the imp pacing across thin air.

    “Gork!”

    The kobold, still studying the doppelganger, just about came out of his skin. “What?!” And then, before the imp could draw breath to reprimand, he corrected, “What, sir?”

    “You've had some, ah, problems with the local authorities.”

    “Yes, sir! You were there, sir!”

    “Indeed.” Shreckt scowled. “For better or worse—worse, I expect—you idiots are my charge for the time being. And that means nobody fucks with you except me.”

    The imp actually rubbed his hands together. “Now, I've got a few activities in mind for the soldiers who arrested you. But we need to set an example, Gork. Did you get a good look at the man who accused you in the first place?”

    The kobold hesitated a moment. Then, “I wish I had, sir. But I’m afraid not.”

    Shreckt's face fell. “No?”

    “No, sir.”

    “Not even a glimpse?”

    Gork shook his head.

    “Drat. All right, then, that's it for now. You're billeted in that piece-of-shit building to your left. Between the roaches and the bird droppings, it oughta feel homey enough. Each and every one of you, equipped and ready to move, better be lined up in this courtyard at dawn tomorrow. You,” he added, glaring at the bugbear, “get your ass to the infirmary. I'll be buggered if I’m healing any more of you myself today, and I expect you in top form in the morning.” With that, and another puff of smoke, he was gone.

    Slowly the group dispersed, milling about in various directions. A puzzled and vaguely suspicious expression on his once-more-human face, the doppelganger appeared at Gork's side.

    “Why?”

    “Why didn't I turn you in?” the kobold clarified.

    Fezeill nodded.

    “Real simple,” Gork told him, his little muzzle twisted into an evil grin. “I don't want you in trouble with Shreckt.”

    “You aren't upset about what happened?”

    “I didn't say that.” Gork's grin grew wider, revealing jagged, yellowed canines. “You see, I want to deal with you myself.”

    The kobold delighted in the feel of Fezeill's gaze boring into his back as he casually wandered away in search of a bunk that wasn't too disgusting.

    As ordered, they were all lined up like good little soldiers when the dawning sun finally broke over the horizon. (Although it must be noted that Gork, panting just a bit, had arrived with seconds to spare, and Jhurpess had simply bedded down in the courtyard once he'd returned from his side-trip to the infirmary). And, good to his word, Shreckt appeared but moments later. He carried a riding crop, cut down to his size, that he slapped against his leg as he marched back and forth across that same stretch of nothing.

    “Good,” he said with a grin. “You can follow orders. Not a bad start.”

    The imp took a moment to examine them each in turn. “You're here,” he began, “as part of this squad, because you're supposedly among the best your races have to offer. Trained and experienced soldiers, or killers, or—whatever. So it would be redundant to try to train you further in any conventional capacity.”

    Cræosh didn't know about the others, but he was starting to get a twitchy feeling in the pit of his gut. Never, in all his years of war, had he heard of any “unconventional training” that didn't involve extreme discomfort.

    “The Serpent's Pass,” the imp persisted, “is the only route through the Brimstone Mountains large enough for an army. But Dororam might utilize the other passes to try to squeeze smaller groups of his people around behind our main defenses. Likeliest places for that are the northeast mountains, in the Steppes. So step one is to make sure that you ‘elite’ can function as well there as you can down here.”

    Cræosh winced. He hated the cold.

    “Your first exercise, then, is straightforward enough. Survive four days in the tundra. Then we'll talk further.”

    The troll raised a clawed hand.

    “What?”

    “Four days…will barely get us…into the Steppes. Even from…here, it is…quite a long walk.”

    “True.” Shreckt grinned malevolently. “That's why you aren't walking.”

    Cræosh had enough time for a single mental Shit! before they were surrounded by an abrupt puff of sulfurous smoke—and Shreckt, cackling maniacally, stood alone in the courtyard.
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