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Prologue 

 

The murmurs of the crowd were a welcome relief to Darius as he sat in the corner, his 

greatsword leaning against the wall beside him. The rest of the tavern seemed boisterous enough, 

the occupants receiving plenty of attention from the serving girl. He, however, had received only 

a single glare upon his request for water. Perhaps he should have ordered some ale along with his 

bread to win her over, but he would not pretend to nurse a drink forbidden to him. He was a dark 

paladin of Karak, and lost faith or not, he would still act like it. 

“To Kaide!” one of the bigger men shouted, raising his glass. The rest took up the cry and 

then drank.  

The name was familiar enough to Darius, though he wondered what the man had done to 

earn such drunken admiration. No doubt he‟d filled their pockets with coin. Such lawless men in 

the North, they wanted money, alcohol, and women. Give them any of the three, and you were a 

better god than Karak or Ashhur would ever be … 

“Temaryn, come to join us in our merriment?” called out someone at the bar.  

Darius glanced at the door, and he felt his heart jump. Dressed in the black platemail of his 

order was another paladin, a longsword sheathed at his thigh and a heavy shield on his back. His 

hair was long and brown, perfectly matching his hazel eyes. Darius recognized him at once. 

“Bloody Abyss,” he muttered, looking for a way out of the tavern. 

“You know I can‟t,” Temaryn called back, approaching the drunkard with a grin on his face. 

“But I hear the mad thief left a pot of gold at our doorsteps. I take it every lesson I have ever 

taught will soon be thrown to the swine?” 

“Course not!” said the drunk. “You‟ll get your share of tithes, but until then, we‟ll drink 

ourselves … hey, what‟s the matter?” 

Temaryn was no longer paying him the slightest attention. Darius sighed and waved the other 

dark paladin over. His elbow bumped his greatsword, tilting it so the hilt lay across his lap. Just 

in case he couldn‟t talk his way out … 

“I don‟t believe it,” Temaryn said, pulling a chair opposite him and sitting. “What brings you 

here of all places?” 

“I take it this is your assigned village?” Darius asked, avoiding the question. 

“One of several. Never enough shepherds for the sheep, as I‟m sure you know. The 

Stronghold has me run a loop here in the vale. Have you tried the bread yet? Nothing special, but 

they have some fantastic honey to go on top.” 

“Only butter,” Darius said, his voice barely a mumble. 

“Betty,” Temaryn said, snapping his fingers. The serving girl came over and smiled. “Honey 

please, and some bread for myself.” 

“Of course,” she said, giving him a smile Darius could only dream of getting. 

“I don‟t know what they do to it,” Temaryn said. “But you‟ll never get honey anywhere else 

in all of Dezrel like right here in Helmshire.” 

Darius felt his nerves relax, but only slightly. Temaryn remained at ease, the grin on his face 

never faltering. But his hand, though, stayed near the sheath of his sword. Habit, or conscious 

thought? The Temaryn he remembered from the Stronghold was an easy-going but faithful man. 

It could be either. 



Temaryn leaned back in his chair, and he seemed to relax even more. 

“So how are things in … what was that little place called? Durham?” 

Darius thought of the two dark paladins and the priest that lay dead, slain by his hand at his 

false Tribunal. 

“Fine,” he said. 

“Fine? That‟s it? I‟m hearing stories of a thousand wolves held at bay by two paladins, 

amazing warriors of both Karak and Ashhur allied together against the entire might of the 

Wedge. Surely you don‟t mean to tell me the simpletons around here are exaggerating your 

fantastical exploits?” 

There was something calculated about his laughter, something insidious about his question. 

Darius tensed, but he forced himself to remain calm. 

“You know the people as well as I,” he said as Betty arrived with a second plate of thick 

bread slices, along with a small cup filled with golden honey. Darius refused the offered honey, 

earning himself a frown. 

“We‟re allowed few indulgences in our lives,” Temaryn said as he drizzled the honey across 

his bread. “You should learn to accept them.” 

“If you say so.” 

Temaryn took a bite. 

“You still haven‟t told me about Durham.” 

Darius shifted, his hand inching closer to his greatsword. 

“Wolf-men crossed the river, not a thousand, only a few hundred. We stood against them, 

myself and the rest of the village. Nearly two-thirds of the people died, so I doubt too many are 

singing our praises.” 

“What of this paladin of Ashhur?” 

Darius swallowed. 

“His name is Jerico. Yes, he helped as well.” 

Temaryn fell silent for awhile, instead focusing on his bread. When the first slice was down, 

he sucked the honey from his fingers, then leaned back in his chair. 

“I must admit, I was sent to Durham to find you. We‟d heard a pretty outlandish story, and 

the Stronghold wanted me to look into the matter. Supposedly you had turned against Karak, and 

abandoned your faith. Needless to say, I found this hard to believe. I remember you from our 

training. The world would turn upside down sooner than you abandoning Karak.” 

A grim smile crossed Darius‟s face. 

“To my shame, I must admit my faith in Karak is less than it was,” he said. “But it is still 

strong.” 

“Good,” Temaryn said, taking another bite of bread. “So was it difficult killing this Jerico?” 

“No.” 

“No difficulty at all? Well, not much of a surprise—” 

“He‟s not dead.” 

Temaryn put down his meal and pushed it away. 

“So Pheus was right when he spoke of your friendship with the enemy? He wanted your head 

on a platter, Darius, and I‟m not exaggerating by much.” 

Darius chuckled at the word „enemy‟. 

“Yes, he did want that. That is why I killed him.” 

The humor finally left Temaryn‟s face. His hand closed around the hilt of his sword, and 

Darius did likewise. 



“I never believed it,” Temaryn said. “You, fallen? It made no sense. Even worse, slaying 

priests and dark paladins of your own faith? Nonsense, I thought. But Pheus vanished, as did 

Nevek and Lars. I hoped it wasn‟t you. You were never my friend, but you were an inspiration, 

an example of how much strength one could gain through the power of faith. Now look at you. 

Do you have any excuses, you wretch?” 

“No excuses,” said Darius. “Only a warning. Keep your sword sheathed. You were never as 

good as I, Temaryn. Never were, and never will be.” 

Temaryn stood, flinging his chair back. His shield and sword were in his hands, the blade 

consumed by dark fire. 

“Karak has abandoned you!” the paladin cried. The rest of the tavern went deathly silent. 

“You are nothing without him, but he is at my side at all times. Draw your sword, Darius. Show 

me your lack of faith so I may kill you in good conscience.” 

Darius stood, grabbed his greatsword, and hefted it high above his head. No black fire 

consumed it. Karak‟s gift, a fire burning with strength equal to that of their faith, was absent 

from him. Seeing the mocking superiority in Temaryn‟s eyes, Darius tensed, knowing he had no 

choice. He didn‟t want to kill a brother in faith. But he would not die, either. 

“Is that the proof you need?” he asked quietly. 

“It is.” 

Temaryn lunged, his whole body extended to maximize the reach of his thrust. Darius 

smacked it aside, pivoted, and sent his sword crashing into his opponent‟s shield. At the sound of 

their collision, the rest of the tavern erupted with noise, people knocking over chairs and jostling 

one another to get out of the way. Such a battle was beyond them, and none wanted to be caught 

in the middle. 

 Temaryn took back the offensive. He knocked aside the table between them and closed the 

distance, his sword slashing and cutting with mechanical precision. There was no surprise to it, 

no fluidity. Darius‟s enormous sword positioned perfectly to block every time. With Karak‟s 

strength, Temaryn‟s sword hit his with a jolt, but he would endure. Temaryn had no innate sense 

of battle, no real talent for it. Darius, however … 

He stepped closer, feinted a thrust, and then swung for the dark paladin‟s knees. Temaryn‟s 

shield dropped, and though it blocked the swing, it gave Darius the opening he wanted. His 

elbow smashed into Temaryn‟s face, hard metal armor shattering his nose and splattering blood 

across the dark steel. Temaryn fell back, screaming, and Darius swung again. His greatsword 

slashed through the exposed underarm, tearing tendons and causing him to drop his shield. 

Blood dripped to the tavern floor. 

“It is not too late,” Darius said. “Turn back. Don‟t make me add another sin to my burdens.” 

“Why?” Temaryn asked, his wounded arm clutched against his side. “If you know this is sin, 

then why?” 

“Because I will not go to Karak as I am. I will not be a sinner for him to burn for an eternity. 

I must find a way to make amends. My faith will not go unheard.” 

“You‟re mad.” 

“And you‟re wounded. Go, now.” 

Temaryn lifted his sword. 

“I will not run from you,” he said. “I will not go to our god as a coward. You may have lost 

your faith, you may have turned your back upon Karak, but I will not. I will not!” 

He charged, and Darius cut off his head with a single swing. As the body collapsed, Darius 

sheathed his blade and turned to the tavernkeeper. 



“Take whatever price needed to clean this up,” he told him, gesturing to the bag of coins tied 

to Temaryn‟s waist. “Give what is left to the next servant of Karak who comes.” 

The tavernkeeper, an overweight man who was sweating with fear, only nodded. Darius 

retrieved the head and put it back atop the body, using the weight of Temaryn‟s shield to hold it 

in place. 

“The next you see me, I will not be the shamed, lost paladin,” he whispered. “I will be a 

prince of Karak, a wayward son returned home. The Stronghold has twisted what we know of 

him. It has lied, and tricked me out of his blessing. My faith is strong. I will fight the chaos of 

this world, until Karak himself must speak my name and acknowledge my deeds. Pray no more 

brethren try to stop me.” 

He kissed Temaryn‟s forehead, placed a coin atop it to pay for his meal, and then left the 

tavern. 

  



 

 

1 

 

A sharp pain woke Jerico from his restless slumber. Delirious, he looked about, confused as to 

where he was and where he was going. The ground was in motion below him, but he felt unable 

to move. Tied? Not tied, he realized. He was in a net made of thick rope. That was a strange 

place to be. 

“Why am I in a net?” he asked aloud. 

Something hard struck his head, and he screamed. Colors danced before his eyes, and 

someone spoke, though the words were just a jumble compared to the ringing in his ears. 

Shaking his head, he tried to remember. He‟d been traveling in the North, alone on the road, 

when he‟d met an old man. Except it hadn‟t been an old man, he‟d been … 

“Hey, Bellok, he‟s awake again.” 

Jerico twisted his head to stare through the gaps in the net. There was the older man, though 

not as old as he‟d first looked. His hair was nearly white, but he walked with his back straight, 

and his skin wasn‟t wrinkled. He carried a staff in hand, and he waved it at Jerico. 

“Another sleep spell and he might be out for a day or two. We best not risk it.” 

A dull tingle alerted Jerico to the uncomfortable position of his arm beneath him. He shifted, 

pulling his weight off it. The movement earned him a kick in the side, which his platemail 

thankfully absorbed. Worse was the pain that awoke in his once-sleeping arm, feeling like a 

thousand ants crawling through his veins, biting him. 

“Would someone like to tell me what‟s going on?” he asked. His head pounded, and his 

stomach lurched with every bob of the net. From what he could see, the net was attached to a 

thick branch, carried on either side by two large men. 

“Shut up,” said the big lug behind him, kicking again. This time the boot connected with his 

head. The world spinning, he vomited. Much fell through the gaps of the net, but some stuck to 

the rope, and it smeared against his cheek. 

“What a mess,” the not-so-old man named Bellok said. “Don‟t worry, the sickness is just a 

residual effect of the spell. You‟ll feel fine soon enough.” 

“Wonderful,” Jerico muttered. “Can I speak, or will I get kicked again?” 

“Let him talk,” Bellok said. “He‟s no wizard. His words can‟t hurt you.” 

“I just want him to stop moving,” said the man at Jerico‟s feet. “He‟s too damn heavy.” 

“If I‟d known I was going for a ride, I‟d have taken off my armor.” 

No one seemed amused by Jerico‟s joke, which disappointed him. If he could get them to 

laugh, he could get them to like him. Instead he saw two brutes carrying him, neither cracking a 

grin, plus Bellok walking beside him. Jerico turned his attention to Bellok, figuring him the most 

talkative of the bunch. 

“So … Bellok, right? Where am I going again? I heard rumors of Kaide being a cannibal, so 

before anything else, please tell me I‟m not about to be roasted over an open fire.” 

Bellok rolled his eyes and made a loud scoffing noise. 

“Please, disgusting rumors with hardly a grain of truth. You will not be eaten, paladin, if 

hearing so puts you more at ease.” 



Jerico relaxed. Well, if he was going to die, at least it‟d be in a normal, sane way. He really 

didn‟t want to meet Ashhur having just been someone‟s substitute for dinner. 

The net shifted. What had been a flat dirt path below suddenly became heavy vegetation. 

They passed through bushes, the thorns scratching him through the net. He thought to ask his two 

captors to lift him higher, then thought better of it. The last thing he wanted was for them to 

decide to drop him even lower instead. Bellok vanished for a minute, then returned, picking burs 

from his robe. Wherever they were going, it was no longer on a standard road. 

“Damn forest,” the man muttered. 

“So where is Kaide?” Jerico asked, more of his memory returning. Someone had spoken the 

name, and Bellok had confirmed it when he mentioned the cannibal rumor. If he interpreted his 

blurry past correctly, it had been Kaide who told the rest of the men to take him after they‟d 

flung nets atop him and beaten him senseless. Of course, where they were taking him was 

another good question he doubted he‟d get an answer to. 

“Kaide is busy,” Bellok said, a look of distaste crossing his face. 

“Shagging some young tart,” said the lug behind him. “Kaide can‟t turn down a little fun 

whenever we pass by a village. The lasses are practically flinging themselves at him.” 

“And someday one of those lasses will pull a dagger and claim herself a bounty of gold,” 

Bellok said, glaring. 

“Why would a girl do that?” asked the other guy carrying him. “You can‟t hump gold.” 

Well, thought Jerico, that explained Bellok‟s distaste; and also confirmed why he hadn‟t 

gotten a laugh from either of the two lugs. He knew donkeys with better senses of humor. And 

wit, now that he thought about it. 

“So where are we going?” Jerico asked. “I hope not anywhere fancy. I must look a mess, 

what with the beatings and all.” 

“For someone an inch away from death, you seem in rather good spirits,” Bellok said. 

“Anything to stave off that final inch.” 

For once, Bellok smiled. 

“You‟ll definitely be one of our more amusing captures, of that I‟m certain.” 

Jerico fell silent. Well, this Kaide person had had captives before. He wasn‟t sure if that was 

good or bad. 

“What happened to the other captives?” he asked. 

The lug behind him leaned down, and his foul breath washed over Jerico. 

“We ate them.” 

Jerico shifted his weight again, this time waking up his other arm and reigniting similar pain 

throughout the sleeping limb. 

“Fantastic,” he muttered. 

He kept quiet as the minutes passed, spending the time in prayer with Ashhur. He didn‟t feel 

in any immediate danger, and his god gave little warning in his mind. Strange … the two captors 

carrying him were on the slow side, but they didn‟t seem particularly vile, beyond their smell. 

Bellok was intelligent, and appeared to take no joy in the situation. What had happened to the 

rest who had beaten him, though? They probably deserved a good walloping of Ashhur‟s mercy, 

and by god, he‟d be glad to give it … 

“We‟re here,” Bellok said.  

Jerico found himself unceremoniously dropped to the ground, landing hard on the twisted 

root of a tree. Biting down his cry, he pulled aside the net to stand. Both big lugs had drawn 



swords, and they pointed them at him. Jerico frowned. The men might be stupid, but they 

certainly took care of their weapons. 

“Nothing funny,” said one. “You run, we gut you.” 

“He won‟t run,” Bellok said, gesturing for Jerico to follow. 

Jerico didn‟t have the heart to tell him he was a bad judge of character. Instead he took in his 

surroundings, which were meager. Deep in the forest, it appeared Kaide‟s men had built a small 

cluster of homes in cleared areas of pine. They were small, a single floor with one or two 

windows and a door. They looked like a strong storm could blow them away. 

“Cozy,” Jerico said as Bellok led him toward the nearest of the homes. 

“This is no time for joking,” Bellok said, glaring. “If you value your life, you will listen and 

respond in an appropriate manner. Griff, Adam, you two guard the door.” 

“What if he tries something funny?” one of them asked. Whether it was Griff or Adam, 

Jerico hadn‟t a clue. Now that he was free of the net, the two looked like brothers, if not twins. 

Only the scars across their faces and arms failed to match. 

“I may not care for Ashhur, but I know how his warriors behave. Don‟t worry. Inside, 

paladin.” 

Jerico stepped inside, Bellok following. The house was dim, lit only by the open window. A 

fire burned in the fireplace, the smoke drifting up a small chimney. In one corner was a bed, and 

lying atop it was a young woman buried up to her neck in blankets. A man sat beside her on a 

stool, his grey hair tied in a ponytail. There was something familiar about him, his hardened face 

lurking in some recent memory … 

“Kaide,” Jerico said, remembering that man‟s face peering down at him, ordering the rest of 

the men to take him. “You‟re their leader?” 

The man stood, tearing his attention from the woman. His eyes were red, and he looked like 

he hadn‟t slept in days. 

“Forgive me for our first meeting,” he said. “But you have no choice in this matter, and 

neither do I. Sandra is dying. I need you to save her.” 

Jerico approached the bed, making sure he kept his movements calm. Two long dirks hung 

exposed from Kaide‟s belt, their edges wickedly sharp. Jerico still wore his platemail, but 

unarmed, he‟d be at a serious disadvantage if this Kaide knew at all how to wield those blades. 

Given his reputation, Jerico had a feeling he did. Trying to put such things out of his mind, he 

turned his attention to Sandra. Her skin was pale, her forehead beaded with sweat. Her hair was 

also grey, almost silver. No doubt if the color returned to her face, and her small lips smiled, 

she‟d be beautiful. Removing his gauntlets, he set them on the floor. 

“What is wrong with her?” he asked, pulling his gorget off his neck and putting it beside his 

gauntlets. 

“She‟s been burning with fever for days,” Kaide said. 

“Sandra cut herself on some thorns,” Bellok added. “Just regular cuts, but they‟ve grown 

infected, and no matter what we do, it continues to spread. Check her arms, if you wish.” 

“You could do nothing?” Jerico asked. 

“I‟m good at destroying things, not fixing them,” Bellok said, frowning. 

“My sister is not a thing,” Kaide said, a hard edge in his voice. Jerico found himself 

impressed by the sheer authority it carried. 

“Quiet,” he said. “Let me have a few moments of silence.” 

Jerico pulled down the blanket. Sandra slept in her shift, the short sleeves leaving her arms 

exposed. He took one in hand and turned it, looking at the marks. The skin around them had 



gone purple, the cuts themselves angry and red. No wonder she‟s overwhelmed with fever, he 

thought. 

“Can you heal her?” Kaide asked as Jerico closed his eyes. The bandit‟s voice was soft, but 

had no hesitation, no quiver. This was a man who had seen death, and often. 

“I can do nothing,” Jerico said. “All I do is through Ashhur, and I assure you, nothing is 

beyond him.” 

He closed his eyes and prayed. He felt the closeness of his deity, and warmth spread across 

his hands. Clutching Sandra‟s arm, he pictured the healing light plunging into her skin, banishing 

the wounds, and pouring a cold fire across her fever. The woman shivered at his touch. A ringing 

sound filled his ears, then his prayers completed, and everything went silent. Dizziness overcame 

him, and he leaned against a wall to remain standing. Taking a deep breath, he opened his eyes to 

see the results. 

Sandra still slept, but the cuts on her arm were but faded lines, soon to be nothing but scars. 

Already her skin had warmed in tone, and her sleep looked restful instead of pained. 

“You did it,” Kaide said, a smile crossing his face. 

Jerico chuckled. “Not I, remember?” 

Kaide waved a dismissive hand. Jerico stepped aside so the man could rejoin his sister. As he 

held her hand, Jerico plopped to a sit, still feeling dizzy. It sure didn‟t help that his entire body 

ached from the clubs that had beaten him, as well as the kicks from Griff and Adam. Bellok 

patted Kaide on the shoulder. 

“I‟ll go tell everyone she‟ll be fine,” he said. 

Kaide nodded, and then the wizard left. 

“So, Kaide,” Jerico said, feeling like he should resume conversation. He wasn‟t sure what his 

current predicament was, and he wanted to get a far better idea. “I‟m surprised you were here. 

Your, uh, men gave me the impression you were … occupied elsewhere.” 

A grin tugged at the corner of Kaide‟s mouth. 

“There are twenty women who will readily claim to have bedded me tonight. Makes it 

difficult to track my whereabouts, wouldn‟t you think?” 

“You keep this secret from your men?” 

“Would you trust those two with any plan of yours?” 

Jerico shrugged. Good point. 

“Well, now that your sister is better, I feel like I best be going.” 

Kaide squeezed Sandra‟s hand, kissed her fingers, and then stood. 

“No,” he said, his hand falling to the hilt of a dirk. “I‟m afraid that‟s not the case.” 

Jerico tensed. “I will tell no one of this place. Whatever you are, I will bear no ill will, 

especially since what was done to me was to save a loved one … even if you could have just 

asked.” 

“I fight a war,” Kaide said, and he gestured toward Sandra. “And in a war, you don‟t let go of 

any advantage. Griff, Adam, get in here.” 

The two stepped inside, surrounding Jerico. 

“Oh, hey boss,” said one. “Didn‟t know you was back.” 

“I am,” Kaide said. He stared at Jerico, watching, waiting. “Please, take Jerico to his room, 

and make sure the locks are tight. He‟s to be fed and well-treated.” 

“No beatings?” asked the other. 

“No beatings.” 

“Much appreciated,” said Jerico. 



They each grabbed him by an arm and led him from the house. Nearby was another building, 

this one noticeably lacking any windows. The two lugs shoved him inside and slammed the door 

shut. He heard a loud thud, most certainly a bar of some kind locking into place. The door had a 

single slit, and the room dimmed as someone stood before it, grinning. 

“We‟ll treat you like royalty,” he said, laughing. “So take your royal shits in that corner with 

the bucket, and you‟ll get your royal meal at sundown. That‟s when we‟ll take the bucket.” 

The slit closed as something pressed over it, sealing Jerico in darkness. 

“Well,” Jerico said, scratching his neck. “I think I preferred the wolf-men. Thanks, Ashhur.” 

He leaned against the wall opposite the bucket, closed his eyes, and slept. 

 
Darius stood in an open field, facing the west. The sky was an ugly yellow and filled with 

clouds. They growled with thunder, and lightning streaked pale blue across the horizon. Wind 

blew against his bare skin, for he was naked as the day he was born. He wished for his sword and 

armor, but didn‟t know where they were. 

Darius, cried the thunder, its rumbling forming an unearthly voice, cold and deep. He saw a 

face in the clouds, and it was the face of his god. 

“Karak,” Darius said, falling to his knees. “Forgive me my failures, but my faith is only for 

you!” 

The face laughed. No mirth. No amusement. Only contempt. 

Strong of faith, yet without wisdom, and full of doubt. You bow to me, but then ignore my 

words. You swear allegiance, and then disobey. You are nothing to me, Darius. Once you were, 

but no longer. 

“No,” Darius cried as the wind howled, stealing away his voice. “I will not be abandoned! I 

will not die as I am! I have served you, every day I have served you!” 

Then obey! 

The clouds formed a funnel, which struck the far distant plains. It grew, wider and wider, 

until it stretched for miles. The sound of its approach was like that of a thousand dragons roaring 

in fury. Before it, Darius felt small, pathetic. He begged and wept for salvation, but the swirling 

grey monster tore into him, shredding his skin and striking him with stones. His feet left the 

ground, and then he was flying, flying … 

His screaming woke him in his bedroll. At some point his thrashing had knocked his blankets 

aside, and he shivered in the cold night air. Above him, the stars twinkled through the naked 

interlocking branches. No clouds. No storm. Nearby, his campfire had died down to embers. 

Rolling over, he meant to add kindling and wood, but then it burst to life. In the newly granted 

light, he saw a dark-robed man sitting beside it, his legs crossed beneath him. 

“Nightmares, Darius?” 

Darius startled, and he grabbed his sword despite knowing it would do no good. He‟d struck 

this man before, only to watch the steel bounce off pale skin as if it were made of stone. Velixar, 

Karak‟s prophet, laughed as if he were privy to his thoughts. 

“Is that how you work?” Darius asked. “By interfering with my dreams?” 

“At times, yes,” said Velixar. “But not tonight. Do you think I would take an interest in you 

without reason? Karak watches you, and he gifts you with his divine presence. You should be 

honored.” 

The prophet poked at the fire with a stick, as if he had suddenly forgotten Darius was there. 

Darius watched him for a moment, trying to decide if he lied or not. The man‟s face, pale, thin, 

and lit by red eyes that glowed with fire, changed with every passing second. By the time he 



turned around and smiled, he appeared a new man, his cheeks wider, his lips thinner, and his 

chin longer. The eyes remained the same. 

“What did our Lord say?” asked the man with the ever-changing face. 

“He wished me to obey.” 

“As I said you would one day.” 

Darius glared. 

“He said to obey him, not you. You do not speak his will. You‟ve led us astray, all of us. 

You‟re a relic, a man lost in a different time.” 

Velixar resumed poking the fire with his stick, talking all the while. 

“Serve Karak through serving me. Even children can understand this concept. You have felt 

Karak‟s fury, yet you still deny you failed him? Still believe that you know his true heart and 

will? You amuse me, Darius, as much as you disappoint me. Sit awhile with me by the fire.” 

Reluctantly, Darius stabbed his sword into the dirt and did as he was asked. He swore the air 

grew colder around the prophet, and he felt his insides twist at their proximity. As he sat, Velixar 

pointed to the fire, where he‟d drawn several runes with his stick. The flames swirled, deepened, 

and then suddenly opened onto a vision of another place, one also filled with shadows and fire. 

Standing amid a great chasm of men, his obsidian armor gleaming, was Temaryn. He wielded a 

flaming sword in one hand and a whip in the other. 

“Do you see?” Velixar asked. “He rules in the Abyss, purifying the wretched given to our 

lord. I will not judge you for sending him to Karak, for his soul is secure, and he is in his place. 

You, however …” 

Darius could not look away from the horrific image. This was the future awaiting his Order? 

Temaryn looked pleased enough, and he lashed the sinners with his whip while crying out for 

repentance and obedience. The vision changed, and he saw a hundred things that he could not 

remember the moment after they passed, only feel the lingering terror and anguish. Through it 

all, the dead marched, sang, and burned with clockwork precision. True to his god, the Abyss 

was a place of order above all things. 

And then he saw himself, up to his knees in a lake of fire. He was naked, and bleeding from 

many open sores. A man in shining armor towered over him, his very skin wreathed in flame, his 

movements trailing shadow. Removing his helmet, this tormenter looked up from the vision and 

straight into Darius‟s eyes. It was him, only stronger, more faithful. Darius cried out, and he tore 

his eyes away from the sight. Kicking his foot, he scattered the fire, ending its heat. In the sudden 

silence, a distant wolf howled. 

“You must choose,” Velixar said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Only two fates await 

you, and you have seen them both. Pretend to wisdom, or bow to those with understanding. You 

will cleanse, or be the tormented. There is no other fate left.” 

Velixar stood, stepped into the shadows of the forest, and then was gone. Darius sat there, 

feeling drained. Everything else he‟d seen was already fading from his mind, all but that last 

image of himself—both versions. They stared up at him, one in pain, one lost in ecstasy. He 

could almost imagine them pleading for him to make the right choice … 

Darius fell to his knees, bowed his head, and cried tears to his god. He begged for wisdom, 

he begged for guidance, but all he heard was the silence and the distant cry of a wolf. 

  



 

 

2 

 

Jerico stirred as blinding light hurt his eyes. Blocking it with a hand, he tried to decipher who 

stood at the door. 

“To your feet, paladin,” he heard Kaide say. 

Jerico stood, groaning as he did. His platemail groaned along with him. He wished to oil it 

down, but could not. He refused to even take it off. So far the other men hadn‟t demanded it of 

him, and he didn‟t want to risk losing it now. As he stepped out, still shielding his eyes, he 

realized it wasn‟t daylight that hurt him, but burning torches at either side of his door. 

“What is the hour?” he asked. 

“The stars are out,” one of the two lugs grumbled behind him, still guarding the door. “What 

hour you think it is?” 

Jerico turned and smiled at the yellow and red blob that his eyes showed. 

“Ever so helpful, Griff.” 

“It‟s Adam.” 

“Sorry, can‟t see your scars too well.” 

It seemed like Adam grinned, but then a sharp pain struck Jerico‟s throat. He collapsed to one 

knee and coughed. 

“Take his armor,” Kaide ordered as Jerico fought to regain his breath. “I don‟t want it turning 

a blade should we need to subdue him.” 

Jerico tensed, and he almost resisted. In the end, he knew it was pointless. Half-blind, 

hungry, and disorientated, he would prove no challenge. Lifting his arms, he let Adam tug at the 

straps, pulling his armor off. 

“Careful,” he said. “You‟ll dent it.” 

“It seems dented enough by your own travels,” Kaide said as the breastplate thudded to the 

dirt. “You should feel better not carrying that around, anyway. Now follow me.” 

Jerico‟s sight was finally coming around, and he glanced about the forest dwellings. He saw 

the light of fires burning in several homes, and a few more outside in a ring. The sound of 

laughter met his ears, so he figured it couldn‟t be too late into the night. The amount of people he 

heard and saw surprised him. At least a hundred formed this motley bunch. 

“Did something happen to Sandra?” he asked as they returned to where the woman had been 

kept. 

“Just be quiet,” Kaide insisted. He pulled the band from his hair, releasing the ponytail. 

Shaking his hair free, he sighed and put a hand on the door. “Behave yourself, and respond 

kindly. Sandra has woken, and she wishes to thank you.” 

He pushed it open, then gestured for Jerico to enter. As he did, Kaide followed and shut the 

door behind them. 

Already Sandra looked worlds better. Her arm was bandaged, its linen clean. She smiled at 

their entrance, confirming Jerico‟s earlier suspicion about her beauty. Her room was lit by a 

fireplace, but it had dwindled down, allowing a chill to enter. Kaide took to tending it, as if he 

wanted no part of the proceedings. 



“Are you the paladin?” Sandra asked. Her voice was thick with the northern accent, and it 

masked how tired she clearly was. Jerico nodded, trying to make sense of things. He‟d been 

dragged from a windowless prison to be thanked? Would he be sent back afterward? Hardly 

seemed an appropriate reward, but Kaide had further plans for him, that was obvious. Would 

Sandra know any of it? No, of course not. She‟d been out at the time of his capture, and he had a 

feeling her brother had not filled her in. 

“I am,” Jerico said, bowing. 

“Thank you,” she said, smiling. She sat up, tugging her blanket so it remained wrapped tight 

about her. “I doubt I‟m worthy of such a noble gesture, though.” 

“I bow to all beautiful women,” Jerico said, glancing at Kaide. Sure enough, he was glaring 

death, which made it all worthwhile. 

If Sandra was flattered, she kept it in check. 

“If you say. Please, sit by my bed. None of the men here, my brother included, are much use 

for conversation. Too dull, too focused. They haven‟t seen the world. Have you?” 

“I think you should get some rest,” Kaide interrupted. “The hour‟s late, and—” 

“I have slept for days,” Sandra said, glaring. “Please, give us our privacy. Or do you think a 

paladin of Ashhur will murder me in cold blood the same day he saved my life?” 

Jerico found himself liking the woman more and more. 

“So be it,” Kaide said, nearly growling with rage. He flung another log into the fire, not 

caring that he scattered it. Jerico waited until he left, chuckled, and then took Kaide‟s place at 

getting it roaring. 

“Don‟t judge him too harshly,” she said. “He has a temper is all.” 

“I don‟t think that‟s all,” Jerico said, gently pushing the errant log aside so he could layer on 

more kindling. 

“I take it he blindfolded you before bringing you here?” 

Jerico laughed. 

“If you consider being dragged here unconscious in a net as blindfolded, then yes, I was.” 

Sandra fell silent, and Jerico berated himself for his sharp tongue. It certainly wasn‟t her 

fault. The fire finally going strong, he stood and closed his eyes, enjoying the warmth. His room 

had felt like ice when he‟d been awoken. Dread filled his stomach as he thought of the coming 

night, without blankets or a fire. 

“He‟s keeping you in the windowless room, isn‟t he?” she asked quietly. 

“He is.” 

“No fire, no blankets, and no bed?” 

Jerico looked her in the eye. 

“You seem familiar with your brother‟s accommodations. I hope those who came before me 

all deserved the same treatment.” 

Her neck flushed red. 

“That was uncalled for,” she said. “I wished to thank you, and hear of the Citadel, the waters 

of the Gihon, and the peoples in the lands beyond Mordan. Yet you‟d call me a jailor, instead?” 

Jerico felt petty, but he was tired, grumpy, and unable to stop himself. 

“You‟re sister to one. And forgive my lack of tales, for my prison‟s not as comfortable as 

yours, Sandra.” 

She sat erect in her bed, her jaw trembling with anger. 

“Get out,” she said. 



Jerico rolled his eyes. There were a million ways he could have handled the situation better, 

but of course, he‟d screwed them all up. 

“Please, I‟m sorry, it‟s just …” 

“I said out. Kaide!” 

The door opened so fast Jerico wondered if the man had been pressing his ear against the 

other side. He held his dirks in hand, and seemed disappointed that he had no reason to use them. 

“Let‟s go,” he said, grabbing Jerico‟s arm and pulling. “Back to your room.” 

Jerico bowed once more to Sandra and then allowed himself to be led back to his prison. 

When inside, he shivered against the wall, enveloped once more in darkness. He tried to sleep, 

but could not. Even with how slow time crawled, it was not long before the door burst open. 

“Yes?” Jerico asked. 

“Off your ass,” Adam said. “Come on, now, hurry!” 

With a blade pressed against his back, Jerico was pushed back into the night and toward 

another building. The door was opened, and they shoved him inside. Within was a bed, a 

fireplace, and a slender window too small for him to crawl through. 

“Courtesy of the woman,” Adam said, shutting the door. He heard the sound of locking, then 

whistling as Adam wandered away. Jerico checked the bed for lice or fleas, and found none. 

Impressive. 

“Well, Jerico,” the paladin said, finding it disturbingly easy to talk to himself given his lack 

of company. “It looks like you‟re not that terrible at talking to women after all.” 

He knew that was false, of course, but it was nice to pretend otherwise. 

 
The following day passed full of tedium and boredom. Jerico ate his meals when they were 

brought to him, and filled the rest of his hours with exercise and prayer. He wanted both his 

muscles and his faith sharp should any chance at escape present itself. So far his captors didn‟t 

seem to have any intention to kill him, so he remained patient. It wasn‟t like he had anywhere 

else to go, not with dark priests and paladins scouring the North. 

“There‟s a disturbing thought,” Jerico muttered, thinking of Kaide selling him to someone 

from the Stronghold for a nice sack of gold. Or would he be worth only silver? Questions he‟d 

never get adequate answers to. His personal pride wanted Karak‟s servants hurling entire 

treasuries at people to bring him down, but that seemed unreasonable. Maybe just a few thousand 

gold. That‟d at least be something worth bragging about. 

Not that he had anyone to brag to. Adam and Griff alternated guard duty, broken up by the 

occasional third man named Barry. An impatient and ill-tempered man, Barry was actually the 

worst of the three. The twins, as he‟d discovered, would at least joke around, however poorly, 

when he spoke to them through the hole in his door. Barry only shouted for him to shut up. 

“Must you always be talking in there?” the man once asked around midday. 

“I‟m praying,” Jerico replied. 

“Then pray into a pillow or something. Tired of hearing it!” 

Jerico spent the next hour praying directly in front of the door, and his lamentations were 

loud and heartfelt. He even prayed for Barry‟s soul, and only the iron will of a paladin kept him 

from breaking into laughter at the angry shouting that caused. 

Come nightfall, he heard only silence. He wondered if they‟d left him without a guard. No 

one answered his occasional question. Through the window, he saw the occasional person 

milling about, nearly all of them male. He wondered if Kaide recruited only unmarried men, or if 

they kept their families somewhere else, presumably safer. Jerico added that to the list of other 



questions he expected to never receive an answer to. The best information he could get out of 

Adam and Griff was their last name: Irons. 

When the stars were at their fullest, the door opened without a single knock for warning. 

Sandra stepped inside, then closed the door behind her. Jerico sat on his bed, feeling ragged and 

dirty. It‟d been days since he bathed, and despite the moderately improved living conditions, he 

was still not the cleanest. Brushing a hand through his hair, he smiled, then remembered to bow. 

“Kaide still thinks you will run,” she said, as if struggling to think of something to say. “Will 

you?” 

“Not going to lie. If I thought I could, I‟d already be gone.” 

“You haven‟t tried breaking down the door, or digging through a wall. You‟ve made no 

effort to escape. You speak in blusters.” 

“How do you know?” 

She smiled at him. 

“Because you‟re a paladin. That‟s just not what you do, is it? Or have the stories I‟ve heard 

all been a lie?” 

Jerico shrugged. “Depends on what stories.” 

“What about the one with you and the wolf-men?” 

The paladin groaned. 

“That one made it all the way up here?” 

Sandra seemed intrigued by his annoyance. She sat in a chair beside his small fire, shifting 

her skirt to the side. Her dress was thick and cut high, practical for the rough terrain surrounding 

the area. 

“I think all of Mordan will be talking about that one for a while, though the paladin‟s name 

has changed several times. But I still think it is you.” 

“And why‟s that?” 

“I‟ve seen your shield.” 

Jerico shrugged. Seemed pointless to argue it. 

“I wasn‟t alone,” he said. “And the men with me fought bravely, many dying to protect 

others. We fought a few hundred wolf-men, killed most, and chased the rest off. Meanwhile, 

more than half the town died. It wasn‟t some epic victory, not the true version of the story, 

anyway.” 

Sandra shifted in her seat. 

“I liked the one I heard better. It described you as a man with hair made of fire, and a shield 

of pure light. You would point it at your enemies, and the light itself would strike them down. I 

heard not a man died, not a woman or child touched.” 

Jerico thought of the horrors he‟d seen, and the many graves he‟d dug. 

“I‟d rather talk of something else,” he said. 

“Like what?” she asked. 

“Oh, why your brother‟s keeping me captive. That might be a fun story to hear.” 

Sandra rolled her eyes. 

“That‟s something I’d rather not talk about, either,” she said. 

“Forgive me for pressing the issue anyway.” 

Standing, Sandra looked away for a moment, as if collecting her thoughts. 

“What do you know of Lord Sebastian Hemman?” she asked. At Jerico‟s shrug, she 

continued. “Not many know anything about him outside our lands. By law, he rules much of the 

North. He draws his wealth from our fields, our mountains, and the sweat of our brow. When 



Kaide could take it no longer, when he was given no choice, he gathered his friends and struck 

back.” 

“Fascinating,” Jerico said, trying not to sound condescending. “But what does this have to do 

with me?” 

“You‟ll see soon enough,” she said. “Kaide‟s off chasing rumors of Sebastian‟s knights 

traveling the road through the forest. You‟ll be needed when they return.” 

“Why did you come to talk to me?” Jerico asked before she could exit the door. “Is it guilt?” 

A sad smile marred her beautiful face. 

“I‟m here because I wish things were different,” she said. “I‟m here because I want you to 

know we are not butchers, thieves, and cruel people.” 

“You kidnap, rob, and attack men loyal to the king,” Jerico said. “Your brother breaks 

hundreds of laws. Oh, and his thugs beat me with clubs. Forgive me for not warming up to him.” 

Sandra left, refusing to argue the point. Jerico slammed a fist against the wall when she was 

gone. 

“Help me out, Ashhur,” he whispered. “I don‟t have a damn clue what I‟m doing.” 

An hour or so passed, a disturbing silence compared to the previous day and night. All 

commotion had died down. Sandra said Kaide had gone after some of Hemman‟s knights, and he 

must have taken the entire camp with him. If there was ever a time to escape, it was now. 

“I want no part of this,” he said, leaning against the door. In the dark, he could see little 

through the slit. Still, there appeared no guard, and he heard no nearby noises. Putting his hands 

against the door, he tested the lock‟s strength. It budged, but only a little. Stepping back, he 

kicked it once, twice, and then slammed his shoulder against it. The wood groaned, and the noise 

seemed thunderous in the quiet. Preparing another charge, he just barely stopped in time before 

impaling himself on the tip of a spike that pressed through the door‟s slit. 

“I must admit,” Sandra said from the other side. “I‟m disappointed.” 

“Move aside, Sandra. I won‟t be kept prisoner.” 

The metal tip remained. 

“I have a bow as well,” she said. “Even if you kick down the door, you won‟t escape. I‟ve 

learned plenty from my brother, Jerico. I know the vital spots to kill a man. You aren‟t leaving, 

not until he gives you his blessing. I‟m sorry.” 

Jerico sighed, and he slumped down into the chair Sandra had occupied. It seemed absurd, 

knowing he‟d have to subdue a single woman to make his escape. But armed with a spear and a 

bow, she was quite capable of killing him. More importantly, he‟d have to hurt her to protect 

himself, and that was something he wasn‟t willing to do. To strike at a woman, just because he 

didn‟t like his current sleeping accommodation? Hardly the actions of the champion of mankind 

he was supposed to be. 

“Very well,” he said, wondering how in the world he‟d ended up in such a predicament. “I‟ll 

behave.” 

“Good.” 

The tip vanished, and he saw her eyes peer at him through the door. He could tell she was 

smiling. 

“You better not tell anyone about this,” he said. 

“Everyone who will listen. Don‟t worry, you‟ll even make it outside in this tale, before I 

wrestled you to the ground and beat you unconscious with my bare hands. Should earn a few 

chuckles around the campfire.” 

Jerico laughed, deciding he easily liked her most of all his jailors so far. 



 
To prepare himself for bed, Jerico knelt and began his prayers. Barely a few minutes in, he heard 

distant shouts. Stopping, he went to the small window and tried to see. Torchlight flickered 

through the trees, and a crowd of men appeared, walking along a path. A couple veered his way, 

and he stepped back from the window. A short while later, the door opened, and in stepped 

Kaide. A wicked bruise bled across his brow. Blood stained his clothes. 

“Outside,” he said. “There isn‟t enough room in here. Shit, it‟s bad, Jerico. I hope you can 

handle it.” 

Jerico gestured for Kaide to lead the way, and then followed the outlaw. Around a large, 

central campfire he saw ten bodies, lying in a circle to keep them near its warmth. They all had 

various wounds, some minor, some severe. Jerico circled them, taking in the damage. 

Surrounding him were the rest of the men, talking quietly to themselves and watching him 

intently. 

“You assaulted armored knights,” he said, turning to Kaide. “All of these are by swords. 

They injured themselves breaking the law, and attacking innocent men.” 

“Innocent?” one of the ruffians asked, and two others had to grab him to keep him from 

attacking Jerico. 

“Will you heal them?” Kaide asked. 

“Should I?” 

They exchanged a look. Jerico didn‟t know what to think, or what to do. Part of him just 

wanted to alert Kaide to the reality of his situation. In the end, it didn‟t matter. The bandit leader 

stared him in the eye and called his bluff. 

“If you are who I think you are, you would never sit back and watch a man die. Do not argue 

with me, risking my men death, just to waste my time and satisfy your pride. Do your duty, 

paladin.” 

Jerico‟s stare hardened, but then he turned away. Kaide was right. It didn‟t matter if these 

men were murderers or thieves. He would not watch them suffer needlessly. Circling the fire 

once more, he sought out the worst of the wounded, and knelt beside a bearded man with a cut 

across his belly. The man held his fists pressed against it, keeping his entrails from spilling out. 

“Let go,” Jerico said, putting his hands atop his fists. “Close your eyes, relax, and let go.” 

The man reluctantly obeyed. Jerico closed his own eyes and gave himself to Ashhur in 

prayer. Light shone from his fingers at their contact, pouring across the skin. It knitted the flesh 

together, healing the wound. Done, Jerico stood, took a deep breath to steady himself, and then 

went to the next. 

Two of the ten were already dead by the time he could go to them. Several others had mortal 

wounds, wounds he sealed with his faith. The rest, with minor cuts or broken bones, he treated 

last. Torn muscles he mended, and broken bones snapped together amid the cries of their owners. 

At last, Jerico collapsed to his knees and stared into the fire. Cold sweat dripped down his neck, 

and his head pounded. Nearby, Sandra went from man to man, wrapping what remained of their 

cuts with bandages, and giving slings to the men who‟d broken arms or fingers so they might not 

strain their tender appendages. 

“Well done,” Kaide said after chatting with a couple of the men who had, only minutes 

before, been at death‟s door. 

“Thanks,” Jerico said, still not opening his eyes. He felt ready to vomit, though he didn‟t 

know if he had anything in his stomach to empty. Something slapped his shoulder, and he 

opened an eye to see a waterskin. He took it and drank, then turned to the side and vomited it all 



back up. Coughing, he prayed for the dizziness to stop. At Durham he‟d handled worse, but that 

day felt centuries away. He was tired from the road, nursing bruises and desperate for food and 

drink. An empty shell, he lay on his back and stared at the stars through the naked canopy of 

branches. 

Kaide sat beside him, acting unbothered by the vomit nearby. He took his own drink from the 

waterskin, and then offered it a second time. Jerico weakly waved it away. 

“They were ready for us,” Kaide said. His voice was soft, and it lacked the hard edge it‟d had 

before. “Only reason we lived was because we came at them from both sides. Don‟t think they 

realized just how many have sworn to my name. Still, they wore heavy armor, like yours. Half 

my men have nothing but clubs, tree branches. Do you know what it takes to bring someone 

down with only that? Gods damn it all, the gore we left inside that armor …” 

He fell silent for a moment, took a drink. 

“Left twelve men back there, dead or too far gone to survive the trip back. Couldn‟t even 

bury them. Didn‟t have the time. Could only burn them.” 

“I‟m sorry,” Jerico said. He wasn‟t sure if he was, but it felt like the right thing to say. 

“You need to be there with us,” Kaide said, still not looking at him. “My sister‟s told me who 

you are, what you‟ve done. Those knights … you could have taken out half of them by yourself. 

And my friends, my wounded …” 

He wiped at his eyes, quick, subtle. 

“There would have been time for them.” 

Jerico rolled onto his knees, waited for his stomach to settle, and then stood. Ashhur help 

him, was this all he would ever be good for? Healing the wounded and presiding over the dead? 

“I don‟t know what god you worship, if any,” he said. “But I will pray over your dead, if you 

would allow it.” 

Kaide nodded. 

“It‟ll do a lot of the men good. You have my blessing.” 

There were about sixty of them gathered around the two graves, nearly all sporting cuts and 

bruises. Four men had taken turns shoveling, and another had whittled down stakes to place 

above them, with a single letter cut into the wood to mark their names. When the bodies were in 

place, and the dirt ready to fall, Jerico stood before them. He felt their eyes watching him, felt 

their confusion, anger, and doubt. 

“Let us pray,” Jerico said, beginning the burial ritual. 

When he was done, they shoveled the dirt back into the grave, and Kaide led Jerico back to 

his room. When he laid down on the bed, he heard muttered talking, then nothing. Curious, 

Jerico forced himself back up and to the door. A slight push was enough to confirm what he 

thought. The door was unlocked. Stay or go, he wondered. What is right? 

In the end, he returned to his bed and slept. Ashhur had guided him there for a purpose. He 

had to believe that, for all other possibilities frightened him, left him alone and adrift in the land 

of Dezrel. As sleep came to him, he vowed to find out the reason, and attack it with all his might. 

But his dreams were not of duty, or vengeance, but of Sandra, smiling at him with her sad smile. 


