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      BODYGUARD 
OF LIGHTNING

   
      
      This is, of course, for Anne and Marianne
      

   
      
      
         Oh we’ll rant and we’ll roar like true orcish warriors

         
         We’ll rant and we’ll roar for all that we be

         
         We’ll march back from yonder all laden with plunder

         
         Oh what treasures, what pleasures, then you will see

         
         Farewell and good-bye to you fair orcish ladies

         
         Farewell and good-bye to you ladies of hame

         
         We’ve taken a liking to mayhem and fighting

         
         Our blades we will bring down and sharpen again

         
         We’ll burn and we’ll plunder and then we will sunder

         
         Their heads from their necks and their gold from their purse

         
         We’ll meet them in battle and kill them like cattle

         
         We’ll drink their beer dry while the poor bastards curse

         
         The first land we sighted we saw a tall spire

         
         We crept up in darkness and set it aflame

         
         We took silver and chalice for we bore them such malice

         
         And we hope that next year they won’t be there again

         
         We found a fat farmer, we found his fair daughter

         
         We tickled him up with the point of a knife

         
         He babbled and gabbled, gave us gold without haggle

         
         The girl ran off screaming so we roasted his wife

         
         Now let every orc warrior take up his full tankard

         
         Now let every orc warrior drink deep of strong ale

         
         Our Wolverines’ spearpoints will skewer ’em like pork joints

         
         Far richer and fatter the orcs will prevail!

         
      

      Traditional war band marching song

   
      
      1

      
      Stryke couldn’t see the ground for corpses.
      

      
      He was deafened by screams and clashing steel. Despite the cold, sweat stung his eyes. His muscles burned and his body ached.
         Blood, mud and splashed brains flecked his jerkin. And now two more of the loathsome, soft pink creatures were moving in on
         him with murder in their eyes.
      

      
      He savoured the joy.

      
      His footing unsure, he stumbled and almost fell, pure instinct bringing up his sword to meet the first swinging blade. The
         impact jarred but checked the blow. He nimbly retreated a pace, dropped into a half crouch and lunged forward again, below
         his opponent’s guard. The sword rammed into the enemy’s stomach. Stryke quickly raked it upward, deep and hard, until it struck
         a rib, tumbling guts. The creature went down, a stupefied expression on its face.
      

      
      There was no time to relish the kill. The second attacker was on him, clutching a two-handed broadsword, its glinting tip
         just beyond the limit of Stryke’s reach. Mindful of its fellow’s fate, this one was more cautious. Stryke went on the offensive,
         engaging his assailant’s blade with a rain of aggressive swipes. They parried and thrusted, moving in a slow, cumbersome dance,
         their boots seeking purchase on bodies of friend and foe alike.
      

      
      Stryke’s weapon was better suited to fencing. The size and weight of the creature’s broadsword made it awkward to use in close
         combat. Designed for hacking, it needed to be swung in a wider arc. After several passes the creature strained with effort,
         huffing clouds of icy breath. Stryke kept harrying from a distance, awaiting his chance.
      

      
      In desperation, the creature lurched toward him, its sword slashing at his face. It missed, but came close enough for him
         to feel the displaced air. Momentum carried the stroke on, lifting the creature’s arms high and leaving its chest unprotected.
         Stryke’s blade found its heart, triggering a scarlet eruption. The creature spiralled into the trampling mêlée.
      

      
      Glancing down the hill, Stryke could make out the Wolverines, embroiled in the greater battle on the plain below.

      
      He returned to the slaughter.

      
      Coilla looked up and saw Stryke on the hill above, not far from the walls of the settlement, savagely laying into a group
         of defenders.
      

      
      She cursed his damned impatience.

      
      But for the moment their leader would have to look after himself. The warband had some serious resistance to overcome before
         they could get to him.
      

      
      Here in the boiling cauldron of the main battlefield, bloody conflict stretched out on every side. A crushing mob of fighting
         troops and shying mounts churned to pulp what had been fields of crops just hours before. The cacophonous, roaring din was
         endless, the tart aroma of death soured the back of her throat.
      

      
      A thirty-strong flying wedge bristling with steel, the Wolverines kept in tight formation, powering through the struggling
         mass like some giant multi-stinged insect. Near the wedge’s spearhead, Coilla helped clear their path, lashing out with her
         sword at enemy flesh obstructing the way.
      

      
      Too fast to properly digest, a succession of hellish tableaux vivants flashed past her. A defender with a hatchet buried in
         its shoulder; one of her own side, gore-encrusted hands covering his eyes; another silently shrieking, a red stump in lieu
         of an arm; one of theirs staring down at a hole the size of a fist in its chest; a headless body, gushing crimson as it staggered.
         A face cut to ribbons by the slashing of her blade.
      

      
      An infinity later the Wolverines arrived at the foot of the hill and began to climb as they fought.

      
      A brief hiatus in the butchery allowed Stryke to check again the progress of his band. They were cleaving through knots of
         defenders about halfway up the hill.
      

      
      He turned back and surveyed the massive wooden-walled stronghold topping the rise. There was a way to go before they reached
         its gates, and several score more of the enemy to overcome. But it seemed to Stryke that their ranks were thinning.
      

      
      Filling his lungs with frigid air, he felt again the intensity of life that came when death was this close.

      
      Coilla arrived, panting, the rest of the troop close behind.
      

      
      ‘Took your time,’ he commented drily. ‘Thought I’d have to storm the place alone.’

      
      She jabbed a thumb at the milling chaos below. ‘Weren’t keen on letting us through.’

      
      They exchanged smiles that were almost crazed.

      
      Bloodlust’s on her too, he thought. Good.
      

      
      Alfray, custodian of the Wolverines’ banner, joined them and drove the flag’s spar into the semi-frozen earth. The warband’s
         two dozen common soldiers formed a defensive ring around the officers. Noticing one of the grunts had taken a pernicious-looking
         head wound, Alfray pulled a field dressing from his hip bag and went to staunch the blood.
      

      
      Sergeants Haskeer and Jup pushed through the troopers. As usual, the former was sullen, the latter unreadable.

      
      ‘Enjoy your stroll?’ Stryke jibed, his tone sarcastic.

      
      Jup ignored it. ‘What now, Captain?’ he asked gruffly.

      
      ‘What think you, shortarse? A break to pick flowers?’ He glared at his diminutive joint second-in-command. ‘We get up there and do our
         job.’
      

      
      ‘How?’

      
      Coilla was staring at the leaden sky, a hand cupped over her eyes.

      
      ‘Frontal assault,’ Stryke replied. ‘You have a better plan?’ It was a challenge.

      
      ‘No. But it’s open ground, uphill. We’ll have casualties.’

      
      ‘Don’t we always?’ He spat copiously, narrowly missing his sergeant’s feet. ‘But if it makes you feel better we’ll ask our
         strategist. Coilla, what’s your opinion?’
      

      
      ‘Hmmm?’ Her attention remained fixed on the heavy clouds.

      
      ‘Wake up, Corporal! I said—’
      

      
      ‘See that?’ She pointed skyward.

      
      A black dot was descending through the gloom. No details were obvious from this distance, but they all guessed what it was.

      
      ‘Could be useful,’ Stryke said.

      
      Coilla was doubtful. ‘Maybe. You know how wilful they can be. Best to take cover.’

      
      ‘Where?’ Haskeer wanted to know, scanning the naked terrain.

      
      The dot grew in size.

      
      ‘It’s moving faster than a cinder from Hades,’ Jup observed.

      
      ‘And diving too tight,’ added Haskeer.

      
      By this time the bulky body and massive serrated wings were clearly visible. There was no doubt now. Huge and ungainly, the
         beast swooped over the battle still raging on the plain. Combatants froze and stared upwards. Some scattered from its shadow.
         It carried on heedless in an ever-sharper descent, aimed squarely at the rise where Stryke’s Wolverines were gathered.
      

      
      He squinted at it. ‘Can anybody make out the handler?’

      
      They shook their heads.

      
      The living projectile came at them unerringly. Its vast, slavering jaws gaped, revealing rows of yellow teeth the size of
         war helms. Slitty green eyes flashed. A rider sat stiffly on its back, tiny compared to his charge.
      

      
      Stryke estimated it to be no more than three flaps of its powerful wings away.

      
      ‘Too low,’ Coilla whispered.

      
      Haskeer bellowed, ‘Kiss the ground!’
      

      
      The warband flattened.

      
      Rolling on to his back, Stryke had a fleeting view of grey leathery skin and enormous clawed feet passing overhead. He almost
         believed he could stretch and touch the thing.
      

      
      Then the dragon belched a mighty gout of dazzling orange flame.

      
      For a fraction of a second Stryke was blinded by the intensity of light. Blinking through the haze, he expected to see the
         dragon smash into the ground. Instead he caught sight of it soaring aloft at what seemed an impossibly acute angle.
      

      
      Further up the hillside, the scene was transformed. The defenders and some attackers, ignited by the blazing suspiration,
         had been turned into shrieking fireballs or were already dead in smouldering heaps. Here and there, the earth itself burned
         and bubbled.
      

      
      A smell of roasting flesh filled the air. It made the juices in Stryke’s mouth flow.

      
      ‘Somebody should remind the dragonmasters whose side they’re on,’ Haskeer grumbled.

      
      ‘But this one eased our burden.’ Stryke nodded at the gates. They were well alight. Scrambling to his feet, he yelled, ‘To me!’
      

      
      The Wolverines sent up a booming war cry and thundered after him. They met little resistance, easily cutting down the few
         enemy still left standing.
      

      
      When Stryke reached the smoking gates he found them damaged enough to offer no real obstacle, and one was hanging crookedly, fit to fall.
      

      
      Nearby, a pole held a charred sign bearing the crudely painted word Homefield.
      

      
      Haskeer ran to Stryke’s side. He noticed the sign and swiped contemptuously at it with his sword, severing it from the upright.
         It fell and broke in two.
      

      
      ‘Even our language has been colonised,’ he growled.

      
      Jup, Coilla and the remainder of the band caught up with them. Stryke and several troopers booted the weakened gate, downing
         it.
      

      
      They poured through the opening and found themselves in a spacious compound. To their right, a corral held livestock. On the
         left stood a row of mature fruit trees. Ahead and set well back was a sizeable wooden farmhouse.
      

      
      Lined up in front of it were at least twice as many defenders as Wolverines.

      
      The warband charged and set about the creatures. In the intense hand-to-hand combat that followed, the Wolverines’ discipline
         proved superior. With nowhere to run, desperation fuelled the enemy and they fought savagely, but in moments their numbers
         were drastically depleted. Wolverine casualties were much lighter, a handful sustaining minor wounds. Not enough to slow their
         advance or impede the zeal with which they plundered their foes’ milky flesh.
      

      
      At length, the few remaining defenders were driven back to bunch in front of the entrance. Stryke led the onslaught against
         them, shoulder to shoulder with Coilla, Haskeer and Jup.
      

      
      Yanking his blade free of the final protector’s innards, Stryke spun and gazed around the compound. He saw what he needed
         at the corral’s fence. ‘Haskeer! Get one of those beams for a ram!’
      

      
      The sergeant hurried away, barking orders. Seven or eight troopers peeled off to run after him, tugging hatchets from their
         belts.
      

      
      Stryke beckoned a footsoldier. The private took two steps and collapsed, a slender shaft projecting from his throat.

      
      ‘Archers!’ Jup yelled, waving his blade at the building’s upper storey.
      

      
      The band dispersed as a hail of arrows peppered them from an open window above. One Wolverine went down, felled by a shot
         to the head. Another was hit in the shoulder and pulled to cover by his comrades.
      

      
      Coilla and Stryke, nearest the house, ran forward to take shelter under the building’s overhang, pressing themselves to the
         wall on either side of the door.
      

      
      ‘How many bowmen have we?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘We just lost one, so three.’

      
      He looked across the farmyard. Haskeer’s crew seemed to be taking the brunt of the archers’ fire. As arrows whistled around
         them, troopers gamely hacked at the uprights supporting one of the livestock pen’s immense timbers.
      

      
      Jup and most of the others sprawled on the ground nearby. Braving the volleys, Corporal Alfray knelt as he improvised a binding
         for the trooper’s pierced shoulder. Stryke was about to call over when he saw the three archers were stringing their short
         bows.
      

      
      Lying full-length was a less then ideal firing position. They had to turn the bows sideways and aim upwards while lifting
         their chests. Yet they quickly began unleashing shafts in a steady stream.
      

      
      From their uncertain sanctuary Stryke and Coilla were powerless to do anything except watch as arrows winged up to the floor
         above and others came down in exchange. After a minute or two a ragged cheer broke out from the warband, obviously in response
         to a hit. But the two-way flow of bolts continued, confirming that at least one more archer was in the building.
      

      
      ‘Why not tip the shafts with fire?’ Coilla suggested.

      
      ‘Don’t want the place to burn till we get what we’re after.’

      
      A weighty crash came from the corral. Haskeer’s unit had freed the beam. Troopers set to lifting it, still wary of enemy fire,
         though it was now less frequent.
      

      
      Another triumphant roar from the pinned-down grunts was followed by a commotion upstairs. An archer fell, smacking to the
         ground in front of Stryke and Coilla. The arrow jutting from its chest was snapped in half by the impact.
      

      
      At the livestock pen, Jup was on his feet, signalling that the upper storey was clear.

      
      Haskeer’s crew ran over with the beam, muscles taut and faces strained with the effort of shifting its mass. All hands to
         the improvised ram, the warband began pounding the reinforced door, splintering shards of wood. After a dozen blows it gave
         with a loud report and exploded inwards.
      

      
      A trio of defenders were waiting for them. One leapt forward, killing the lead rammer with a single stroke. Stryke felled
         the creature, clambered over the discarded timber and laid into the next. A brief, frenzied trading of blows pitched it lifeless
         to the floor. But the distraction left Stryke open to the third defender. It closed in, its blade pulling up and back, ready
         to deliver a decapitating swipe.
      

      
      A throwing knife thudded hard into its chest. It gave a throaty rasp, dropped the sword and fell headlong.

      
      Stryke’s grunt was all Coilla could expect in the way of thanks.

      
      She retrieved the knife from her victim and drew another to fill her empty hand, preferring a blade in both fists when close
         quarter fighting seemed likely. The Wolverines flowed into the house behind her.
      

      
      Before them was an open central staircase.

      
      ‘Haskeer! Take half the company and clear this floor,’ Stryke ordered. ‘The rest with me!’

      
      Haskeer’s troopers spread right and left. Stryke led his party up the stairs.

      
      They were near the top when a pair of creatures appeared. Stryke and the band cut them to pieces in combined fury. Coilla
         got to the upper level first and ran into another defender. It opened her arm with a saw-toothed blade. Hardly slowing, she
         dashed the weapon from its hand and sliced its chest. Howling, it blundered through the rail and plunged to oblivion.
      

      
      Stryke glanced at Coilla’s streaming wound. She made no complaint so he turned his attention to this floor’s layout. They
         were on a long landing with a number of doors. Most were open, revealing apparently empty rooms. He sent troopers to search
         them. They soon reappeared, shaking their heads.
      

      
      At the furthest end of the landing was the only closed door. They approached stealthily and positioned themselves outside.

      
      Sounds of combat from the ground floor were already dying down. Shortly, the only noise was the distant, muffled hubbub of
         the battle on the plain, and the stifled panting of the Wolverines catching their breath as they clustered on the landing.
      

      
      Stryke glanced from Coilla to Jup, then nodded for the three burliest footsoldiers to act. They shouldered the door once,
         twice and again. It sprang open and they threw themselves in, weapons raised, Stryke and the other officers close behind.
      

      
      A creature hefting a double-headed axe confronted them. It went down under manifold blows before doing any harm.
      

      
      The room was large. At its far end stood two more figures, shielding something. One was of the defending creatures’ race.
         The other was of Jup’s kind, his short, squat build further emphasised by his companion’s lanky stature.
      

      
      He came forward, armed with sword and dagger. The Wolverines moved to engage him.

      
      ‘No!’ Jup yelled. ‘Mine!’
      

      
      Stryke understood. ‘Leave them!’ he barked.

      
      His troopers lowered their weapons.

      
      The stocky adversaries squared up. For the span of half a dozen heartbeats they stood silently, regarding each other with
         expressions of vehement loathing.
      

      
      Then the air rang to the peal of their colliding blades.

      
      Jup set to with a will, batting aside every stroke his opponent delivered, avoiding both weapons with a fluidity born of long
         experience. In seconds the dagger was sent flying and embedded itself in a floor plank. Soon after, the sword was dashed away.
      

      
      The Wolverine sergeant finished his opponent with a thrust to the lungs. His foe sank to his knees, toppled forward, twitched
         convulsively and died.
      

      
      No longer spellbound by the fight, the last defender brought up its sword and readied itself for a final stand. As it did
         so, they saw it had been shielding a female of its race. Crouching, strands of mousy hair plastered to its forehead, the female
         cradled one of their young. The infant, its plump flesh a dawn-tinted colour, was little more than a hatchling.
      

      
      A shaft jutted from the female’s upper chest. Arrows and a longbow were scattered on the floor. She had been one of the defending
         archers.
      

      
      Stryke waved a hand at the Wolverines, motioning them to stay, and walked the length of the room. He saw nothing to fear and
         didn’t hurry. Skirting the spreading pool of blood seeping from Jup’s dead opponent, he reached the last defender and locked
         eyes with it.
      

      
      For a moment it looked as though the creature might speak.

      
      Instead it suddenly lunged, flailing its sword like a mad thing, and with as little accuracy.

      
      Untroubled, Stryke deflected the blade and finished the matter by slashing the creature’s throat, near severing its head.

      
      The blood-soaked female let out a high-pitched wail, part squeak, part keening moan. Stryke had heard something like it once
         or twice before. He stared at her and saw a trace of defiance in her eyes. But hatred, fear and agony were strongest in her
         features. All the colour had drained from her face and her breath was laboured. She hugged the young one close in a last feeble
         attempt to protect it. Then the life force seeped away. She slowly pitched to one side and sprawled lifeless across the floor.
         The hatchling spilled from her arms and began to bleat.
      

      
      Having no further interest in the matter, Stryke stepped over the corpse.

      
      He was facing a Uni altar. In common with others he’d seen it was quite plain; a high table covered by a white cloth, gold-embroidered
         at the edges, with a lead candleholder at each end. Standing in the centre and to the rear was a piece of ironwork he knew
         to be the symbol of their cult. It consisted of two rods of black metal mounted on a base, fused together at an angle to form
         a simple X.
      

      
      But it was the object at the front of the table that interested him. A cylinder, perhaps as long as his forearm and the size
         of his fist in circumference, it was copper-coloured and inscribed with fading runic symbols. One end had a lid, neatly sealed
         with red wax.
      

      
      Coilla and Jup came to him. She was dabbing at the wound on her arm with a handful of wadding. Jup wiped red stains from his
         blade with a soiled rag. They stared at the cylinder.
      

      
      Coilla said, ‘Is that it, Stryke?’

      
      ‘Yes. It fits her description.’

      
      ‘Hardly looks worth the cost of so many lives,’ Jup remarked.

      
      Stryke reached for the cylinder and examined it briefly before slipping it into his belt. ‘I’m just a humble captain. Naturally
         our mistress didn’t explain the details to one so lowly.’ His tone was cynical.
      

      
      Coilla frowned. ‘I don’t understand why that last creature should throw its life away protecting a female and her offspring.’

      
      ‘What sense is there in anything humans do?’ Stryke replied. ‘They lack the balanced approach we orcs enjoy.’

      
      The cries of the baby rose to a more incessant pitch.

      
      Stryke turned to look at it. His green, viperish tongue flicked over mottled lips. ‘Are the rest of you as hungry as I am?’
         he wondered.
      

      
      His jest broke the tension. They laughed.
      

      
      ‘It’d be exactly what they’d expect of us,’ Coilla said, reaching down and hoisting the infant by the scruff of its neck.
         Holding it aloft in one hand, level with her face, she stared at its streaming blue eyes and dimpled, plump cheeks. ‘My gods,
         but these things are ugly.’
      

      
      ‘You can say that again,’ Stryke agreed.
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      Stryke led his fellow orcs and Jup from the room. Coilla carried the baby, a look of distaste on her face.
      

      
      Haskeer was waiting at the foot of the stairs. ‘Find it?’ he said.

      
      Nodding, Stryke slapped the cylinder in his belt. ‘Torch the place.’ He headed for the door.

      
      Haskeer poked a finger at a couple of troopers. ‘You and you. Get on with it. The rest of you, out!’
      

      
      Coilla blocked the path of a startled-looking grunt and dumped the baby in his arms. ‘Ride down to the plain and leave this
         where the humans will find it. And try to be … gentle with the thing.’ She hurried off, relieved. The trooper left, clutching the bundle as though it contained eggs, a bemused
         expression on his face.
      

      
      There was a general exodus. The appointed arsonists found lanterns and began sloshing oil around. When they’d done, Haskeer
         dismissed them, then slipped a hand inside his boot for a flint. He ripped a length of shirt off the corpse of a defender
         and dipped it in oil. Igniting the sodden cloth with a spark, he threw it and ran.
      

      
      A whoomp of yellow flame erupted. Sheets of fire spread over the floor.
      

      
      Not bothering to look back, he jogged across the compound to catch up with the others.

      
      They were with Alfray. As usual, the corporal was doubling as the warband’s surgeon, and as Haskeer arrived he was tying the
         last stay on a trooper’s makeshift splint.
      

      
      Stryke wanted a casualty report.

      
      Alfray pointed at the bodies of two dead comrades laid out on the ground nearby. ‘Slettal and Wrelbyd. Apart from them, three
         wounded. Though none so bad they won’t heal. About a dozen caught the usual minor stuff.’
      

      
      ‘So five out of action, leaving us twenty-five strong, counting officers.’

      
      ‘What’s an acceptable loss on a mission like this?’ Coilla asked.

      
      ‘Twenty-nine.’
      

      
      Even the trooper with the splint joined in the laughter. Although they knew that when it came down to it, their captain wasn’t
         joking.
      

      
      Only Coilla remained straight-faced, her nostrils flaring slightly, undecided whether they were making her the butt again
         because she was the newest recruit.
      

      
      She has a lot to learn, Stryke reflected. She’d best do it soon.

      
      ‘Things are quieter below,’ Alfray reported, referring to the battle on the plain. ‘It went our way.’

      
      ‘As expected,’ Stryke replied. He seemed uninterested.

      
      Alfray noticed Coilla’s wound. ‘Want me to look at that?’

      
      ‘It’s nothing. Later.’ To Stryke, she added stiffly, ‘Shouldn’t we be moving?’

      
      ‘Uhm. Alfray, find a wagon for the wounded. Leave the dead to the scavenging parties.’ He turned to the nine or ten troopers
         hanging around listening. ‘Get ready for a forced march back to Cairnbarrow.’
      

      
      They pulled long faces.

      
      ‘It’ll be nightfall soon,’ Jup remarked. ‘What of it? We can still walk, can’t we? Unless you’re all frightened of the dark!’

      
      ‘Poor bloody infantry,’ a private muttered as he passed.

      
      Stryke delivered a savage kick to his backside. ‘And don’t forget it, you miserable little bastard!’
      

      
      The soldier yelped and limped hurriedly away.

      
      This time, Coilla laughed with the others.

      
      Over at the livestock pen a chorus of sound arose, a combination of roars and twittering screeches. Stryke set off in that
         direction. Haskeer and Jup trailed him. Coilla stayed with Alfray.
      

      
      Two soldiers were leaning on the corral’s fence, watching the milling animals.

      
      ‘What’s going on?’ Stryke demanded.

      
      ‘They’re spooked,’ one of the troopers told him. ‘Shouldn’t be cooped up like this. Ain’t natural.’

      
      Stryke went to the rail to see for himself.

      
      The nearest beast was no more than a sword’s length away. Twice the height of an orc, it stood rampant, weight borne by powerful
         back legs, taloned feet half buried in the earth. The chest of its feline body swelled, the short, dusty yellow fur bristling.
         Its eagle-like head moved in a jerky, convulsive fashion and the curved beak clattered nervously. The enormous eyes, jet-black orbs against startlingly white surrounds, were never still.
         Its ears were pricked and quiveringly alert.
      

      
      It was obviously agitated, yet its erect pose still maintained a curious nobility.

      
      The herd beyond, numbering upwards of a hundred, was mostly on all fours, backs arched. But here and there pairs stood upright,
         boxing at each other with spindly arms, wickedly sharp claws extended. Their long curly tails swished rhythmically.
      

      
      A gust of wind brought with it the fetid odour of the gryphons’ dung.

      
      ‘Gant’s right,’ Haskeer remarked, indicating the trooper who had spoken, ‘their pen should be all of Maras-Dantia.’

      
      ‘Very poetic, Sergeant.’

      
      As intended, Stryke’s derision cut Haskeer’s pride. He looked as near embarrassed as an orc was capable of. ‘I just meant
         it was typical of humans to pen free-roaming beasts,’ he gushed defensively. ‘And we all know they’d do the same to us if
         we let ’em.’
      

      
      ‘All I know,’ Jup interjected, ‘is that yonder gryphons smell bad and taste good.’

      
      ‘Who asked you, you little tick’s todger?’ Haskeer flared.
      

      
      Jup bridled and was about to retaliate.

      
      ‘Shut up, both of you!’ Stryke snapped. He addressed the troopers. ‘Slaughter a brace for rations and let the rest go before
         we leave.’
      

      
      He moved on. Jup and Haskeer followed, exchanging murderous glances.

      
      Behind them, the fire in the house was taking hold. Flames were visible at the upper windows and smoke billowed from the front
         door.
      

      
      They reached the compound’s ruined gates. On seeing their commander, the guards stationed there straightened themselves in
         a pretence of vigilance. Stryke didn’t bawl them out. He was more interested in the scene on the plain. The fighting had stopped,
         the defenders either being dead or having run away.
      

      
      ‘It’s a bonus to win the battle,’ Haskeer observed, ‘seeing as it was only a diversion.’

      
      ‘They were outnumbered. We deserved to win. But no loose talk of diversions, not outside the band. Wouldn’t do to let the
         arrow fodder know the fight was set up to cover our task.’ Automatically his hand went to the cylinder.
      

      
      Down below, the scavengers were moving among the dead, stripping them of weapons, boots and anything else useful. Other parties
         had been detailed to finish off the enemy wounded, and those of their own side too far gone to help. Funeral pyres were already
         burning.
      

      
      In the gathering twilight it was growing much colder. A stinging breeze whipped at Stryke’s face. He looked out beyond the
         battlefield to the farther plains, and the more remote, undulating tree-topped hills. Softened by the lengthening shadows,
         it was a scene that would have been familiar to his forebears. Save for the distant horizon, where the faint outline of advancing
         glaciers showed as a thin strip of luminous white.
      

      
      As he had a thousand times before, Stryke silently cursed the humans for eating Maras-Dantia’s magic.

      
      Then he cast off the thought and returned to practicalities. There was something he’d been meaning to ask Jup. ‘How did you
         feel about killing that fellow dwarf back in the house?’
      

      
      ‘Feel?’ The stocky sergeant looked puzzled. ‘No different to killing anyone else. Nor was he the first. Anyway, he wasn’t
         a “fellow dwarf”. He wasn’t even from a tribe I knew.’
      

      
      Haskeer, who hadn’t seen the incident, was intrigued. ‘You killed one of your own kind? The need to prove yourself must be
         strong indeed.’
      

      
      ‘He took the humans’ part and that made him an enemy. I’ve no need to prove anything!’

      
      ‘Really? With so many of your clans siding with the humans, and you the only dwarf in the Wolverines? I think you’ve much
         to prove.’
      

      
      The veins in Jup’s neck were standing out like taut cords. ‘What’s your meaning?’

      
      ‘I just wonder why we need your sort in our ranks.’ I should stop this, Stryke thought, but it’s been building too long. Maybe it’s time they beat it out of each other.

      
      ‘I earned my sergeant’s stripes in this band!’ Jup pointed at the crescent-shaped tattoos on his rage-red cheeks. ‘I was good
         enough for that!’
      

      
      ‘Were you?’ Haskeer taunted.
      

      
      Coilla, Alfray and several troopers arrived, drawn by the fuss. More than one of the soldiers wore a gleeful expression at
         the prospect of a fight between officers. Or in anticipation of Jup losing it.
      

      
      Insults were now being openly traded, most of them concerning the sergeants’ parentage. To rebut a particular point, Haskeer
         grasped a handful of Jup’s beard and gave it a forceful tug.
      

      
      ‘Say that again, you snivelling little fluffball!’

      
      Jup pulled free. ‘At least I can raise hair! You orcs have heads like a human’s arse!’
      

      
      Words were about to give way to action. They squared up, fists bunched.

      
      A trooper elbowed through the scrum. ‘Captain! Captain!’
      

      
      The interruption wasn’t appreciated by the onlookers. There were disappointed groans.

      
      Stryke sighed. ‘What is it?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve found something you should see, sir.’

      
      ‘Can’t it wait?’

      
      ‘Don’t think so, Captain. Looks important.’

      
      ‘All right. Leave it, you two.’ Haskeer and Jup didn’t move. ‘That’s enough,’ he growled menacingly. They lowered their fists and backed off, reluctant and still radiating hatred.
      

      
      Stryke ordered the guards to admit no one and told the others to get back to work. ‘This better be good, Trooper.’

      
      He guided Stryke back into the compound. Coilla, Jup, Alfray and Haskeer, their curiosity whetted, tagged along behind.

      
      The house was blazing furiously, with flames playing on the roof. They could feel the heat being thrown out as far away as
         the orchard, where the trooper took a sharp left. The higher branches of the trees were burning, each gust of wind liberating
         showers of drifting sparks.
      

      
      Once through the orchard they came to a modest wooden barn, its double doors wide open. Inside were two more grunts, holding
         burning brands. One was inspecting the contents of a hessian sack. The second was on his knees and staring down through a
         lifted trapdoor.
      

      
      Stryke crouched to look at the bag, the others gathering around him. It was filled with tiny translucent crystals. They had
         a faintly purple, pinkish hue.
      

      
      ‘Pellucid,’ Coilla said in a hushed tone.

      
      Alfray licked his finger and dabbed the crystals. He took a taste. ‘Prime quality.’

      
      ‘And look here, sir.’ The trooper pointed at the trapdoor.

      
      Stryke snatched the torch from the kneeling soldier. Its flickering glow showed a small cellar, just deep enough for an orc to stand without bending. Two more sacks lay on its earthen floor.
      

      
      Jup gave a low, appreciative whistle. ‘That’s more than I’ve seen in all my days.’

      
      Haskeer, his dispute with the dwarf forgotten for the moment, nodded in agreement. ‘Think of its value!’

      
      ‘What say we sample it?’ Jup suggested hopefully.

      
      Haskeer added his own petition. ‘It wouldn’t hurt, Captain. Don’t we deserve that much after pulling off this mission?’

      
      ‘I don’t know …’

      
      Coilla looked pensive but held her tongue.

      
      Alfray eyed the cylinder in Stryke’s belt and injected a note of caution. ‘It wouldn’t be wise to keep the Queen waiting too long.’
      

      
      Stryke didn’t seem to hear. He scooped a palmful of the fine crystals and let them trickle slowly through his fingers. ‘This
         cache is worth a small fortune in coin and influence. Think how it would swell our mistress’s coffers.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly,’ Jup eagerly concurred. ‘Look at it from her point of view. Our mission successfully accomplished, victory in the battle
         and a queen’s ransom of crystal lightning to boot. She’ll probably promote you!’
      

      
      ‘Dwell on this, Captain,’ Haskeer said. ‘Once delivered into the Queen’s hands, how much of it are we ever likely to see? There’s enough human in her to make the answer to that question no mystery to me.’
      

      
      That did it.

      
      Stryke dusted the last crystals from his hands. ‘What she doesn’t know about won’t hurt her,’ he decided, ‘and starting out
         an hour or two later won’t make that much difference. And when she sees what we’ve brought, even Jennesta’s going to be satisfied.’
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      Some endure the frustration of their will with grace and forbearance. Others see obstacles to their gratification as intolerable
         burdens. The former embody admirable stoicism. The latter are dangerous.
      

      
      Queen Jennesta belonged firmly in the second category. And she was growing impatient.

      
      The warband she had entrusted with the sacred mission, the Wolverines, had yet to return. She knew the battle was over, and
         that it went in her favour, but they had not brought their monarch what she craved.
      

      
      When they came she would have them skinned alive. If they had failed in their task she would inflict a much worse fate.

      
      An entertainment had been arranged for her while she waited. It was necessary and practical as well as promising a certain
         pleasure. As usual, it would take place here in her sanctum sanctorum, the innermost of her private quarters.
      

      
      The chamber, deep below her palace at Cairnbarrow, was constructed of stone. A dozen pillars supported the distant vaulted
         ceiling. Just enough light was provided by a scattering of candelabra and guttering brands, for Jennesta favoured shadows.
      

      
      Wall hangings depicted complex cabalistic symbols. The floor’s time-worn granite blocks were covered by woven rugs bearing
         equally arcane designs. A high-backed wooden chair, ornately carved but not quite a throne, stood next to an iron brazier
         of glowing coals.
      

      
      Two features dominated the apartment. One was a solid chunk of black marble that served as an altar. The other was set in
         front and below it, of the same material but white, and shaped like a long, low table or couch.
      

      
      A silver chalice stood on the altar. By it lay a curved dagger, its hilt inlaid with gold, runic devices etched into the blade.
         Alongside was a small hammer with a weighty, rounded head. It was decorated and inscribed in a similar way.
      

      
      The white slab had a pair of shackles at each end. She ran her fingertips, slowly and lightly, along its surface. The smooth
         coolness of the marble felt sensuous to her touch.
      

      
      A rap at the studded oak door broke her reverie

      
      ‘Come.’

      
      Two Imperial Guards herded in a human prisoner at spear point. Chained hand and foot, the man wore only a loincloth. Around
         thirty seasons old, he was typical of his race in standing head and shoulders taller than the orcs prodding him forward. Bruises
         discoloured his face. Dried blood encrusted his blond hair and beard. He walked stiffly, partly due to the manacles but mostly
         because of a flogging he had been given after his capture during the battle. Vivid red weals criss-crossed his back.
      

      
      ‘Ah, my guest has arrived. Greetings.’ The Queen’s syrupy tone held pure mockery.

      
      He said nothing.

      
      As she languorously approached, one of the guards jerked the trailing chain at the captive’s wrists. The man winced. Jennesta
         studied his robust, muscular frame, and decided he was suitable for her purpose.
      

      
      In turn, he inspected her, and it was obvious from his expression that what he saw confounded him.

      
      There was something wrong about the shape of her face. It was a little too flat, a mite wider than it should have been across
         the temples, and it tapered to a chin more pointed than seemed reasonable. Ebony hair tumbled to her waist, its sheen so pronounced
         it looked wet. Her dark fathomless eyes had an obliqueness that extraordinarily long lashes only served to stress. The nose
         was faintly aquiline and the mouth appeared overly broad.
      

      
      None of this was exactly displeasing. It was rather as if her features had deviated from Nature’s norm and pursued their own
         unique evolution. The result was startling.
      

      
      Her skin, too, was not quite right. The impression, in the flickering candleglow, was of an emerald hue one moment and a silvery
         lustre the next, as though she were covered in minute fish scales. She wore a long crimson gown that left her shoulders exposed
         and clung tightly to the outlines of her voluptuous body. Her feet were bare.
      

      
      Without doubt she was comely. But her beauty had a distinctly alarming quality. Its effect on her prisoner was to both quicken
         his blood and excite vague feelings of disgust. In a world teeming with racial diversity, she was totally outside his experience.
      

      
      ‘You do not show proper deference,’ she said. Her remarkable eyes were mesmeric. They made him feel that nothing could be
         kept concealed.
      

      
      The captive dragged himself out of the depths of that devouring gaze. Despite his pain, he smiled, albeit cynically. He glanced
         down at the chains binding him, and for the first time spoke. ‘Even if I were so inclined, I could not.’
      

      
      Jennesta smiled too. It was genuinely disquieting. ‘My guards will be happy to assist,’ she replied brightly.

      
      The soldiers forced him roughly to his knees.

      
      ‘That’s better.’ Her voice dripped synthetic sweetness.

      
      Gasping from the added discomfort, he noticed her hands. The length of the slender fingers, extended by keen nails half as
         long again, bordered abnormal. She moved to his side, reaching to touch the welts covering his back. It was done softly, but
         he still flinched. She traced the angry red lines with the tips of her nails, releasing trickles of fresh blood. He groaned.
         She made no attempt to hide her relish.
      

      
      ‘Damn you, you heathen bitch,’ he hissed weakly.

      
      She laughed. ‘A typical Uni. Any rejecting your ways must be a heathen. Yet you’re the upstarts, with your fantasies of a
         lone deity.’
      

      
      ‘While you follow the old, dead gods worshipped by the likes of these,’ he countered, glaring at the orc guards.

      
      ‘How little you know. The Mani faith reveres gods even more ancient. Living gods, unlike the fiction you cleave to.’
      

      
      He coughed, misery racking his frame. ‘You call yourself a Mani?’

      
      ‘What of it?’

      
      ‘The Manis are wrong, but at least they’re human.’

      
      ‘Whereas I’m not, and therefore cannot embrace the cause? Your ignorance would fill this place’s moat, farmer. The Manifold
         path is for all. Even so, I am human in part.’
      

      
      He raised his eyebrows.

      
      ‘You’ve never seen a hybrid before?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Obviously not. I’m of mixed nyadd and human parentage,
         and carry the best of both.’
      

      
      ‘The best? Such a union is … an abomination!’
      

      
      The Queen found that even more amusing, throwing back her head to laugh again. ‘Enough of this. You’re not here to engage in a debate.’ She nodded at the soldiers. ‘Make him ready.’
      

      
      He was yanked upright, then goaded to the marble slab, where they lifted him bodily by his arms and legs. The agony of being
         dumped unceremoniously on its surface made him cry out. He lay panting, his eyes watery. They removed the chains and fastened
         his wrists and ankles with the shackles.
      

      
      Jennesta curtly dismissed the guards. They bowed and lumbered out.

      
      She went to the brazier and sprinkled powdered incense on the coals. Heady perfume filled the air. Crossing to the altar,
         she took up the ceremonial dagger and the chalice.
      

      
      With an effort, the man turned his head her way. ‘At least allow me the mercy of a quick death,’ he pleaded.

      
      Now she loomed over him, the knife in her hand. He drew an audible breath and started to recite some prayer or incantation,
         his panic making the words an incomprehensible babble.
      

      
      ‘You’re spouting gibberish,’ she chided. ‘Still your tongue.’ Blade in hand, she stooped.

      
      And cut through the loincloth.

      
      She sliced away the material and tossed it aside. Placing the knife on the edge of the slab, she contemplated his nudity.

      
      Slack-jawed, he stammered, ‘What—?’ His face reddened with embarrassment. He gulped and squirmed.

      
      ‘You Unis have a very unnatural attitude to your bodies,’ she told him, matter-of-factly. ‘You feel shame where none should
         exist.’
      

      
      She lifted his head with one hand and put the chalice to his lips with the other. ‘Drink,’ she commanded, sharply tilting
         the vessel.
      

      
      Enough of the potion poured down his throat before he gagged and clamped his teeth on the rim. She removed the cup, leaving
         him coughing and spluttering. Some of the urine-coloured liquid dribbled from the sides of his mouth.
      

      
      It was quick-acting but short-lived, so she wasted no time. Untying the straps of her gown, she let it fall to the floor.

      
      He stared at her, wide-eyed with disbelief. His gaze took in her generous, jutting breasts. It moved down past her taut midriff
         to the pleasing camber of her hips, the long, curvaceous sweep of her legs and the luxuriant downy mound at her crotch.
      

      
      Jennesta had a physical perfection which combined the sum ptuous charms of a human woman with the alien heritage of her crossbred origins. He had never seen the like.
      

      
      For her part, she recognised in him a struggle between the prudery of his Uni upbringing and the innate hunger of male lust.
         The aphrodisiac would help tilt the balance in the right direction, and deaden the pain of his ill-treatment. If need be she
         could add the persuasive powers of her sorcery. But she knew the best inducement required no magic.
      

      
      She slid on to the side of the slab and brought her face close to his. The strange, sweet muskiness of her breath made the
         hairs on the back of his neck prickle. She blew gently in his ear, whispered shockingly explicit endearments. He blushed again,
         though this time perhaps not entirely because of abashment.
      

      
      At last he found his voice. ‘Why do you torment me this way?’

      
      ‘You torment yourself,’ she responded huskily, ‘by denying the joys of the flesh.’

      
      ‘Whore!’

      
      Giggling, she leaned nearer, the tips of her swaying breasts tickling his chest. She made as if to kiss him, but drew back
         at the last. Wetting her fingers, she slowly trailed them around his nipples until they became erect. His breathing grew heavier.
         The potion was beginning to work.
      

      
      Swallowing loudly, he summoned enough resolution to utter, ‘The thought of congress with you is repulsive to me.’

      
      ‘Really?’ She eased on to him, straddling his body, her pubic hair pressed against his abdomen. He strained at the shackles,
         but feebly.
      

      
      Jennesta was enjoying his humiliation, the destruction of his resolve. It heightened her own excitement. She parted her lips
         and disgorged a tongue that seemed overlong for the cavity of her mouth. It proved coarse-textured when she started licking
         his throat and shoulders.
      

      
      Despite himself, he was becoming aroused. She squeezed her legs more firmly against the sides of his sweat-filmed body and
         caressed him with renewed ardour. A succession of emotions passed rapidly across his face: expectancy, repellence, fascination,
         eagerness. Fear.
      

      
      He half cried, half sobbed, ‘No!’

      
      ‘But you want this,’ she soothed. ‘Why else make yourself ready for me?’ She lifted herself slightly. Reaching down, she took hold of his
         manhood and guided it.
      

      
      Gradually she moved against him, her lithe form rising and falling in a deliberate, unhurried rhythm. His head rolled from
         side to side, eyes glazed, mouth gaping. Her tempo increased. He writhed and began moaning. The motion grew faster. He started
         to respond, tentatively at first, then thrusting deeper and harder. Jennesta tossed back her hair. The cloud of raven locks
         caught pinpoints of light that wreathed her in a nimbus of fire.
      

      
      Aware he was on the verge of gushing his seed, she rode him mercilessly, building to a frenzy of wanton rapture. He twisted,
         flailed, shuddered his way to culmination.
      

      
      Suddenly she had the dagger in both hands, lifting it high.

      
      Orgasm and terror came simultaneously.

      
      The blade plunged into his chest, again, again and again. He shrieked hideously, tearing the skin from his wrists as he fought
         the shackles. Unheeding, she stabbed and hacked, cleaving at flesh.
      

      
      His screams gave way to a moist gurgle. Then his head fell back with a meaty thump and he was still.

      
      She cast away the knife and scrabbled with her hands, delving into the gory hollow. Once the ribs were exposed she took up
         the hammer and pounded at them. They cracked, white shards flying. This obstruction removed, she dropped the hammer and clawed
         through viscera, arms blood-drenched, to grasp his still faintly beating heart. With an effort she ripped it free.
      

      
      She lifted the dripping organ to her widening mouth and sank her teeth into its warm tenderness.

      
      Great as her sexual gratification had been, it was as nothing compared to the fulfilment she now experienced. With each bite
         her victim’s life force reinvigorated her own. She felt the flow replenishing her physically and feeding the spring from which
         she drew her vital magical energies.
      

      
      Sitting cross-legged on the steaming corpse’s chest, her face, breasts and hands smeared with blood, she happily feasted.

      
      At length she was replete. For the time being.

      
      As she sucked the last of the juices from her fingers, a young black and white cat slunk from a dark corner of the chamber.
         It mewed.
      

      
      ‘Here, Sapphire,’ Jennesta crooned, patting her thigh.

      
      The she-cat leapt effortlessly and joined her mistress to be petted. Then she sniffed at the mutilated body and began lapping
         at its open wound.
      

      
      Smiling indulgently, the Queen got down from the slab and padded to a velvet bellcord.
      

      
      The orc guards wasted no time in obeying her summons. If they had any feelings about the scene that greeted them, or her appearance,
         they gave no hint.
      

      
      ‘Remove the carcass,’ she ordered.

      
      The cat darted for the shadows on their approach. They set to work on the shackles.

      
      ‘What news of the Wolverines?’ Jennesta asked.

      
      ‘None, my lady,’ one of the guards replied, avoiding her gaze.

      
      It wasn’t what she wanted to hear. The benefits of the refreshment were already fading. Regal displeasure returned.

      
      She made a silent vow that the warband’s deaths would surpass their worst nightmares.

      
      Two Wolverine footsoldiers lay stretched out with their backs against a tree, enraptured by a swarm of tiny fairies fluttering
         and gambolling above their heads. Soft multicoloured light shimmered on the fairies’ wings and their gentle singing tinkled
         melodiously in the late-evening air.
      

      
      One of the orcs abruptly shot out a hand and snatched a fistful of the creatures. They squeaked pitifully. He stuffed their
         wriggling bodies into his mouth and crunched noisily.
      

      
      ‘Irritating little bastards,’ his companion muttered.

      
      The first trooper nodded sagely. ‘Yeah. But good to eat.’

      
      ‘And stupid,’ the second soldier added as the swarm formed again overhead.

      
      He watched them for a while then decided to grab a handful for himself.

      
      They sat chewing, staring dumbly at the smoking embers of the farmhouse on the other side of the compound. The fairies finally
         got the message and flittered away.
      

      
      A moment passed and the first orc said, ‘Did that really just happen?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Those fairies.’

      
      ‘Fairies? Irritating little bastards.’

      
      ‘Yeah. But good to—’ A light kick from a boot against his shin interrupted the discourse.

      
      They hadn’t noticed the approach of another trooper standing beside them. He stooped, grunted, ‘Here,’ and handed over a clay pipe. Swaying slightly, he stumbled off again.
      

      
      The first soldier raised the pipe and inhaled deeply.

      
      His comrade smacked his lips and pulled a face. He dug a grubby fingernail between his front teeth and picked out something
         that looked like a minute shiny wing. Shrugging, he flicked it into the grass. The other orc passed him the cob of pellucid.
      

      
      Nearer the remains of the house, Stryke, Coilla, Jup and Alfray sat around a small campfire sharing their own pipe. Haskeer
         was using a stick to stir the contents of a black cooking pot hanging over the crackling flames.
      

      
      ‘I’ll say it one last time,’ Stryke told them, mildly exasperated. He pointed to the cylinder in his lap. ‘This thing was
         taken from a heavily armed caravan by Unis who killed the guards. That’s the story.’ His voice was growing slurred. ‘Jennesta
         wants it back.’
      

      
      ‘But why?’ Jup wondered, drawing from the pipe. ‘After all, it’s only a cessage marrier … I mean, it’s only a message carrier.’
         Blinking, he handed the pipe to Coilla.
      

      
      ‘We know that,’ Stryke replied. He waved a dismissive, lazy hand. ‘Must be an important message. Not our concern.’
      

      
      Dishing out steaming milky-white liquid from the pot and into tin cups, Haskeer commented, ‘I wager this pellucid was part
         of the caravan’s cargo too.’
      

      
      Alfray, displaying characteristic correctness even in his present state, again tried reminding Stryke of his responsibilities.
         ‘We mustn’t linger here too long, Captain. If the Queen—’
      

      
      ‘Can’t you chirrup a different song?’ Stryke interrupted testily. ‘Mark me; our mistress will welcome us with open arms. You
         worry overmuch, sawbones.’
      

      
      Alfray lapsed into moody silence. Haskeer offered him a cup of the infused drug. He shook his head. Stryke accepted the brew
         and downed an ample draft.
      

      
      Coilla had been vacant-eyed and half drowsing under the pellucid’s influence. Now she spoke. ‘Alfray has a point. Incurring
         Jennesta’s wrath is never a good scheme.’
      

      
      ‘Must you nag me too?’ retorted Stryke, raising the cup once more. ‘We’ll be on our way soon, never fear. Or would you deny
         them a little leisure?’ He looked in the direction of the orchard, where most of the Wolverines were taking their ease.
      

      
      The band’s troopers sprawled before a larger fire. There was rude laughter, rough horseplay and raucous singing. A pair engaged in arm-wrestling. Several were slumped in ungainly postures.
      

      
      Stryke turned back to Coilla. But the scene had changed completely.

      
      She was curled on the ground with her eyes closed. All the others were also prone, one or two of them snoring. The fire was
         long dead. He returned his gaze to the main band. They too were sleeping, their fire also reduced to ashes.
      

      
      It was the depth of night. A full panoply of stars dusted the sky.

      
      What had seemed to him no more than an instant of time had proved an illusion.

      
      He should rouse everyone, organise them, issue orders for the march to Cairnbarrow. And he would. Certainly he would. But
         he needed to rest his leaden limbs and clear the muzziness from his brain. Only a minute or two was all it would take. Just
         a minute.
      

      
      His nodding head drooped, chin meeting neck.

      
      A warm stupor crept into every fibre of his being. It was so hard to keep his eyes open.

      
      He surrendered to the dark.
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      He opened his eyes.

      
      The sun blazed directly overhead. He lifted a hand to shield himself from the light and, blinking, slowly rose to a standing
            position. The carpet of lush sward felt springy underfoot.

      
      Before him stood a distant range of softly rolling hills. Above them, pure-white clouds drifted serenely across a sky of flawless
            blue. The landscape was verdant, uncorrupted.

      
      Off to his right the view was dominated by the brim of an immense forest. On his left a shallow stream flowed down an incline
            before curving round a bend and out of sight.

      
      It occurred to Stryke to wonder, in an abstract sort of way, what had happened to the night. And he had no idea where the
            other Wolverines might be. But these questions did no more than mildly stroke some small corner of his mind.

      
      Then it seemed to him that he could hear other sounds beyond the tumbling water. Sounds resembling voices, and laughter, and
            the faint, rhythmic pounding of a drum. Their source was either in his head or at the brook’s destination.

      
      He followed the stream, walking in it, his boots crunching on the shingle washed smooth by its endless polishing. His sloshing
            descent inspired rustling in the undergrowth on either side as tiny furtive creatures darted from his path.

      
      A pleasantly warm breeze caressed his face. The air was fresh and clean. It made him feel light-headed.

      
      He reached the point where the rivulet turned. The voices were louder, more distinct, as he rounded the crook.

      
      Before him was the mouth of a small valley. The stream ran on, snaking through a cluster of circular timber huts, roofed with
            straw. Set to one side was a longhouse, decorated with embellished shields of a clan Stryke didn’t recognise. War trophies
            hung there, too; broadswords, spears, the bleached skulls of sabrewolves. The air was perfumed with the fragrance of smoky
            kindling and roasting game.

      
      There were tethered horses, roaming livestock, strutting fowl. And orcs.

      
      Males, females, hatchlings. They carried out chores, tended fires, hewed wood, or simply lounged, watching, talking, bragging.
            In the clearing outside the longhouse a group of young tyros sparred with swords and staffs, the beating of a hide tambour
            harmonising their mock combat.

      
      No one paid him any particular attention as he entered the settlement. All the orcs he saw bore weapons, as was only fitting
            for their kind, but despite this clan being unknown to him, Stryke didn’t feel threatened. Just curious.

      
      Someone came towards him. She strode with easy confidence, and made no move for the sword hanging in its scabbard at her belt.
            He judged her a head shorter than himself, though her flaming crimson headdress, shot through with streaks of gold, made up
            the height. Her back was straight, her build attractively muscular.

      
      She showed no surprise at his presence. Indeed her expression was almost passive, or at least as passive as a face so strong
            and active could be. As she neared him, she smiled, openly and with warmth. He was aware of a faint stirring in his loins.

      
      ‘Well met,’ she said.

      
      Reflecting on her comeliness, he did not immediately respond. When he replied, it was hesitantly. ‘Well … met.’

      
      ‘I don’t know you.’

      
      ‘Nor I you.’

      
      She asked, ‘What is your clan?’

      
      He told her.

      
      ‘It means nothing to me. But there are so many.’

      
      Stryke glanced at the unfamiliar shields on the longhouse. ‘Your clan isn’t known to me either.’ He paused, captivated by
            her fetching eyes, before adding, ‘Aren’t you wary of greeting a stranger?’

      
      She looked puzzled. ‘Should I be? Is there a dispute between our clans?’

      
      ‘Not that I know of.’

      
      She flashed her appealing, sharpened yellow teeth again. ‘Then there’s no need for caution. Unless you come with evil intent.’

      
      ‘No, I come in peace. But would you be as welcoming if I were a troll? Or a goblin?

      
      Or a dwarf of unknown allegiance?’

      
      Her mystified look returned. ‘Troll? Goblin? Dwarf? What are they?’

      
      ‘You do not know of dwarves?’

      
      She shook her head.

      
      ‘Or gremlins, trolls, elves? Any of the elder races?’

      
      ‘Elder races? No.’

      
      ‘Or … humans?’

      
      ‘I don’t know what they are, but I’m sure there aren’t any.’

      
      ‘You mean there aren’t any in these parts?’

      
      ‘I mean that your words are lost on me. You’re odd.’ It was said without malice.

      
      ‘And you speak in riddles,’ he told her. ‘Where are we in Maras-Dantia that you do not know of the other elder races, or of
            humans?’

      
      ‘You must have journeyed a long way, stranger, if your land has a name I’ve never heard of.’

      
      He was taken aback. ‘Are you telling me you don’t even know what the world is called?’

      
      ‘No. I’m telling you it isn’t called Maras-Dantia. At least, not here. And I’ve never known another orc who spoke of us sharing
            it with these … elder races and … humans.’

      
      ‘Orcs decide their own fate here? They make war as they choose? There are no humans or—’

      
      She laughed. ‘When was it otherwise?’

      
      Stryke furrowed his craggy brow. ‘Since before my father’s father was hatched,’ he muttered. ‘Or so I thought.’

      
      ‘Perhaps you’ve marched too long in the heat,’ she offered gently.

      
      He gazed up at the sun, and a realisation came to him. ‘The heat … No chill wind blows.’

      
      ‘Why should it? This isn’t the cold season.’

      
      ‘And the ice,’ Stryke continued, ignoring her answer. ‘I haven’t seen the advancing ice.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘From the north, of course.’

      
      Unexpectedly, she reached out and grasped his hand. ‘Come.’

      
      Even in his confusion he was aware that her touch was agreeably cool and clammy. He allowed her to lead him.

      
      They followed the downward path of the stream until they left the village behind. Eventually they came to a place where the
            land fell away, and Stryke and the female stood on the edge of a granite cliff. Here the stream became a pool, slipping from
            its far lip as a waterfall, a foamy cascade that plunged to rocks far below in a greater valley.

      
      The silver thread of a river emerged from somewhere at the foot of the cliff, slicing across olive plains that stretched endlessly
            in all directions. Only the tremendous forest to their right curbed the ocean of grassland. Vast herds of grazing beasts,
            too numerous to count, ranged further than Stryke could see. An orc might spend a lifetime hunting here and never want for
            prey.

      
      The female pointed, dead ahead. ‘North,’ she said.

      
      There were no encroaching glaciers, no looming slate sky. All he saw in that direction was more of the same; luxuriant foliage,
            an infinity of green, a thriving abundance of life.

      
      Stryke experienced a strange emotion. He could not explain why, but he had a nagging sensation that all this was somehow familiar,
            as though he had seen these wondrous sights and breathed deep of this unsullied air before.

      
      ‘Is this … Vartania?’ He all but whispered the sacred word.

      
      ‘Paradise?’ She smiled enigmatically. ‘Perhaps. If you choose to make it so.’

      
      The alchemy of sunlight and airborne spray birthed an arcing rainbow. They silently marvelled at its multicoloured splendour.

      
      And the soothing rush of water was balm to Stryke’s troubled spirit.

      
      He opened his eyes.

      
      A Wolverine grunt was pissing into the ashes of the fire.

      
      Stryke snapped fully awake. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Private?’ he bellowed.
      

      
      The grunt scooted off like a scalded whelp, head down, fumbling at his breeches.

      
      Still muzzy from the dream, or vision, or whatever it was, it took a moment for Stryke to realise that the sun had risen.
         It was past dawn.
      

      
      ‘Gods!’ he cursed, scrambling to his feet.
      

      
      He checked his belt for the cylinder, then quickly took in the scene. Two or three of the Wolverines were unsteadily exploring
         wakefulness, but the rest, including the lookouts he’d posted, lounged all over the compound.
      

      
      Sprinting to the nearest huddle of sleeping figures, he laid about them with his boot. ‘Up, you bastards!’ he roared. ‘Up! Move yourselves!’
      

      
      Some rolled from the kicks. Several came alive with blades in their hands, ready for a fight, then cowered on recognising
         their tormentor. Haskeer was among them, but less inclined to quail at his commander’s rage. He scowled, returning his knife
         to its sheath with deliberate, insolent slowness.
      

      
      ‘What ails you, Stryke?’ he rumbled sullenly.

      
      ‘What ails me? The new day ails me, scumpouch!’ He jabbed a thumb skyward. ‘The sun climbs and we’re still here!’
      

      
      ‘And whose fault is that?’

      
      Stryke’s eyes narrowed dangerously. He moved closer to Haskeer, near enough to feel the sergeant’s fetid breath against his
         face. ‘What?’ he hissed.
      

      
      ‘You blame us. Yet you’re in charge.’

      
      ‘You’d like to try changing that?’

      
      The other Wolverines were gathering around them. At a distance.

      
      Haskeer held Stryke’s gaze. His hand edged to his scabbard.

      
      ‘Stryke!’

      
      Coilla was elbowing the grunts aside, Alfray and Jup in tow.

      
      ‘We don’t have time for this,’ she said sternly.

      
      Captain and sergeant paid her no heed.

      
      ‘The Queen, Stryke,’ Alfray put in. ‘We have to get back to Cairnbarrow. Jennesta—’

      
      Mention of her name broke the spell. ‘I know, Alfray,’ Stryke barked. He gave Haskeer a last, contemptuous look and turned away from him.
      

      
      Sullenly, Haskeer backed off, directing a venomous glare at Jup by way of compensation.

      
      Stryke addressed the warband. ‘We’ll not march this day, we’ll ride. Darig, Liffin, Reafdaw, Kestix; round up horses for all.
         Seafe, and you, Noskaa; find a couple of mules. Finje, Bhose; gather provisions. Just enough to travel light, mind. Gant,
         take who you need and release those gryphons. The rest of you, collect up our gear. Now!’
      

      
      The grunts dispersed to carry out their orders.

      
      Scanning his officers, Stryke saw that Alfray, Jup, Haskeer and Coilla looked as bleary-eyed as he probably did himself. ‘You’ll
         see they waste no time with those horses and mules, Haskeer,’ he said. ‘You too, Jup. And I want no trouble from either of
         you.’ He curtly jerked his head to dismiss them.
      

      
      They ran off, keeping well apart.

      
      ‘What do you want us to do?’ Alfray asked.

      
      ‘Pick one or two grunts to help divide the pellucid equally among the band. It’ll be easier to transport that way. But make
         it clear they’re carrying it, not being given it. And if any of ’em has other ideas, they’ll get more than their arses tanned.’
      

      
      Alfray nodded and left.

      
      Coilla lingered. ‘You look … strange,’ she said. ‘Is everything all right?’

      
      ‘No, Corporal, it isn’t.’ Stryke’s words dripped venom. ‘If you hadn’t noticed, we should have reported to Jennesta hours since. And that might mean getting our throats cut. Now do as you’re told!’
      

      
      She fled.

      
      Wisps of the vision still clung to his mind as he damned the rising sun.

      
      They left behind the ruins of the human settlement, and the trampled, deserted battlefield beneath it, and headed north-east.

      
      An upgrade in their trail took them above the rolling plains. The liberated gryphons were spreading across the grasslands.

      
      Riding beside Stryke at the head of the column, Coilla indicated the view and said, ‘Don’t you envy them?’

      
      ‘What, beasts?’

      
      ‘They’re freer than us.’

      
      The remark surprised him. It was the first time she’d made any comment, even indirectly, that referred to the situation their
         race had been reduced to. But he resisted the temptation to agree with her. These days an orc did well not to speak too freely.
         Opinions had a way of reaching unintended ears.
      

      
      He kept his response to a noncommittal snort.

      
      Coilla regarded him with an expression of curiosity, and dropped the subject. They rode on in grim silence, maintaining as
         rapid a pace as they could over the uneven terrain.
      

      
      At mid-morning they came to a winding track that led through a narrow ravine. It was deep, with tall grassy walls rising at
         gentle gradients, making the pass wedge-shaped. The constricted path meant the band could ride no more than two abreast. Most
         took it single-file. Stony and cramped, the trail slowed them to a trot.
      

      
      Frustrated at the delay, Stryke cursed. ‘We have to move faster than this!’
      

      
      ‘Using the pass gains us half a day,’ Coilla reminded him, ‘and we’ll make up for more on the other side.’

      
      ‘Every passing minute is going to sour Jennesta’s mood.’

      
      ‘We’ve got what she wanted, and a cargo of pellucid as bonus. Doesn’t that stand for something?’

      
      ‘With our mistress? I think you know the answer to that, Coilla.’
      

      
      ‘We can say we ran into strong opposition, or had trouble finding the cylinder.’

      
      ‘No matter the story we tell; we aren’t there. That’s enough.’ He glanced over his shoulder. The others were far enough behind to be out of earshot. ‘I wouldn’t admit this to everybody,’ he
         confided in a hushed tone, ‘but Haskeer was right, blast his eyes. I let this happen.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself. We all—’

      
      ‘Wait! Ahead!’
      

      
      Something was coming towards them from the opposite end of the ravine.

      
      Stryke held up a hand, halting the column. He squinted, trying to identify the low, broad shape moving their way. It was obviously
         a beast of burden of some sort, and it had a rider. As he watched, several more came into view beyond it.
      

      
      Down the line, Jup passed the reins to a grunt and dismounted. He jogged to Stryke. ‘What is it, Captain?’ he said.

      
      ‘I’m not sure …’ Then he recognised the animals. ‘Damnation! Kirgizil vipers!’
      

      
      Though commonly referred to as such, kirgizils weren’t vipers at all. They were desert lizards, much shorter than horses but
         of roughly the same mass, with wide backs and stumpy, muscular legs. Albino-white and pink-eyed, they had forked tongues the
         length of an orc’s arm. Their dagger-sharp fangs held a lethal venom, their barbed tails were powerful enough to shatter a
         biped’s spine. They were stalking creatures, capable of remarkable bursts of speed.
      

      
      Only one race used them as war chargers.

      
      The lizards were near enough now to leave no doubt. Sitting astride each was a kobold. Smaller than orcs, smaller than most
         dwarves, they were thin to the point of emaciation, totally hairless and grey-skinned. But appearances were deceptive. Despite
         the gangly arms and legs, and elongated, almost delicate faces, they were obstinate, ravening fighters.
      

      
      Pointed ears swept back from heads disproportionately large in relation to their bodies. The mouth was a lipless slash, filled
         with tiny, sharp teeth. The nose resembled a feral cat’s. The eyes were golden-orbed, glinting with spite and avarice.
      

      
      Quilled leather collars wrapped their unusually extended necks. Their reed-slim wrists prickled with razor-spike bracelets.
         They brandished spears and wicked-looking miniature scimitars.
      

      
      In the business of thievery and scavenging, kobolds had few equals in all Maras-Dantia. They had even fewer when it came to
         meanness of temperament.
      

      
      ‘Ambush!’ Jup yelled.
      

      
      Other voices were raised along the column. Orcs pointed upward. More kirgizil-mounted raiders were sweeping down at them from
         both sides of the gully. Standing in his saddle, Stryke saw kobolds pouring in to block their exit.
      

      
      ‘Classic trap,’ he snarled.

      
      Coilla tugged free a pair of throwing knives. ‘And we walked right into it.’

      
      Alfray unfurled the war banner. Horses reared, scattering loose shingle. The orcs drew their weapons and turned to face the
         enemy on every side.
      

      
      Half befuddled from the pellucid, looted wine and rougher alcohol of the night before, the Wolverines were outnumbered with
         barely room to manoeuvre.
      

      
      Blades flashing in the sun, the kobolds thundered in for the attack.

      
      Stryke roared a battle cry and the warband took it up.

      
      Then the first wave was on them.
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