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			Chapter 1

			The sky was filled with stars and sound. A great wind raced out of the mountains to the north, bending treetops and snapping twigs, scattering dead leaves and the remnants of the harvest, chasing summer before it to the edge of the sea.

			In the vast forest beyond the village of Markan, there was no light at all save for the sputtering glow of a campfire at the back of a small clearing. Two men huddled over the stone-ringed flames, studiously ignoring the crawling shadows the fire cast on the lower branches. Their clothes were ragged and ill-fitting, singed in a few places that had nothing to do with the fire at hand, and their threadbare hooded cloaks were gathered around them like blankets.

			They could hear the wind, and were grateful they couldn’t yet feel it; they couldn’t see the stars.

			“I tell you, I have a bad feeling about this, Trax,” the first man said. He was burly and tall, his face and hands scarred by knife and sword. In his left hand he held the slightly overcooked haunch of a scrawny rabbit. The rest of the animal was still on the spit over the flames.

			Trax, who was smaller but no less strong, sighed with exaggerated patience. “So? You always have bad feelings, Castus.”

			“It’s my nature.”

			“And you’re usually wrong.”

			Castus chewed thoughtfully, staring at the flames. “Usually doesn’t mean all the time.”

			Trax didn’t bother to argue. His friend got that way sometimes, all introspective and contemplative, thinking about things a mere mortal shouldn’t concern himself with, especially in a strange place in the middle of a night that shouldn’t have been so cold. In Trax’s view, living was what counted. As long as you could. Stealing, too, of course, but that was part of living. His living, anyway. And if the gods wouldn’t mind a touch of hubris here, he was pretty good at it, too.

			The problem was, being a thief, even one with the skills and panache he had, hadn’t gotten him very rich. In fact, he thought glumly, rich didn’t even enter into it. Bloody poor was more like it.

			Until now.

			A hand reached out to be sure the bundle that lay between them was still there. It was long, swathed in thick black leather that shone in the firelight, and securely tied with heavy cord. It had taken them over a week to get it. It had cost them the lives of four of their band.

			Of which, unpleasant truth be known, only he and Castus remained.

			Castus gnawed the bone to get at the marrow. “You think he’ll come?”

			“He’ll come.”

			The clearing lay fifteen paces from the woodland trail; they sat at the clearing’s back so they could see, or hear, anyone approach.

			“You think he’ll bring the money?”

			“He will.”

			“A hundred dinars, Trax.”

			“Gold,” the thief corrected with a dreamy smile. “A hundred dinars in pure gold, my friend. And we’ll get twice, three times that much from the changers in Sparta if we’re lucky. Midas should be so rich.”

			“You think—”

			Trax thumped him impatiently on the top of his head with a loose fist. “Stop it! You think too much. It’ll make your head hurt.”

			“It hurts now.”

			Trax thumped him again, just for the hell of it. Castus was a lifelong friend; they had been through a lot of adventures together, shared cells and women and too many close calls to count, but there were times—like tonight—when he wanted to thump the man into the ground, just to shut him up. Castus worried at his worries as if they were that stupid rabbit’s bone.

			Sparks flared from the pit.

			The wind soughed.

			“I’m going to buy a chariot,” Castus announced, and yanked another haunch off the rabbit on the spit.

			Trax stared at him in disbelief. “You’re what?”

			“I’m tired of walking all the time. My feet hurt. When my feet hurt, I can’t think straight.”

			Trax was about to thump him again, but reconsidered when he realized that the man actually had a decent idea for a change. Why sneak into a village, rob the inn or whatever, and have to run away? Lately it seemed as if there were at least a dozen men who could run faster than they did, which often led to him getting a thumping of his own, not to mention the kicking and gouging and slapping around.

			Half the time, now that he thought about it, he and his cohorts never even made it out of the village.

			But a chariot . . . !

			“You’re a genius,” he whispered in reluctant admiration.

			“My head hurts.”

			A chariot would give them an advantage no other thieves in the kingdom had—at least four more feet.

			Of course, on the downside, there was the expense. You had to buy a horse, or the chariot wouldn’t work. Then you had to feed the horse, grease the wheels so they wouldn’t squeak at night, keep the reins in good repair, cushions in the back in case one of them got lucky. . . . He frowned, then shrugged. No matter. It was better than getting pounded by a dozen angry villagers. That tended to take the spark out of thieving, no question about it.

			On the other hand, if the village had a good chariot of its own . . .

			“I hear something.”

			Trax looked up, automatically adjusting his hood to keep his face in shadow.

			Someone had left the trail, and was making no effort to conceal his approach.

			“You think it’s him?” Castus whispered, nervously nibbling on the haunch.

			Trax lay a protective hand on the bundle. “If it’s not, you’ll have to . . . you know.”

			He shouldn’t have worried; his friend already had his dagger in hand, hidden now by the folds of his cloak. Castus thinking was a danger only to himself; Castus fighting with his trusty spiral dagger was a danger to everyone else.

			Seconds later a figure broke through the underbrush and entered the clearing. He was tall, wearing thick black leather armor studded with medallions of burnished silver and polished bone. His heavy boots laced up to thighs thick as trunks. His gleaming black cloak rippled. The hilt of his sword caught the firelight.

			He wore no helmet, made no attempt to hide his face.

			“Do you have it?” was all he said.

			Castus lumbered to his feet, still holding dagger and haunch. “You have to give the password.”

			The man scoffed. “You can see it’s me, you fool.”

			“The gods have been known to assume human forms.”

			Trax held the bundle protectively to his chest and rose cautiously, suddenly wishing he were as tall as his friend. He sincerely hoped Castus remembered the password, because he sure didn’t.

			“The password,” Castus repeated, his voice deep, exposing the dagger’s blade.

			The man lowered his head and shook it slowly. “My feet hurt.”

			Castus bobbed his head and grinned. “So do mine. I’m going to buy a chariot, you know. If the horse’s feet hurt, I won’t care.”

			The man glared. “That’s the password, you idiot!”

			“Oh.” Castus laughed. “Right. I forgot.”

			I will disappear now, Trax decided; I will find a rabbit hole and I will jump into it and disappear.

			“The prize?” the man demanded.

			Trax stepped around the fire pit and said boldly, “The reward?”

			They stared at each other for several long seconds before the man plucked a small sack from his belt and tossed it to Castus, who caught it against his chest. Trax hesitated, then handed the bundle over, retreating quickly as soon as the man had it.

			The man began to unwrap it. “I have to be sure.”

			“Of course,” Trax agreed readily. “You wouldn’t want to be cheated.”

			The man glanced at him. “I am never cheated.”

			“Of course not. And we wouldn’t think of it, would we, Castus?”

			“Trax?”

			The rope slithered to the ground.

			Trax licked his lips impatiently. He wanted to be gone. He wanted to be in Sparta, convert the gold, and be gone. Preferably somewhere a hundred leagues across the sea.

			“Trax?”

			“What?”

			Castus held out his hand. “It’s empty.”

			The leather wrapping dropped to the ground.

			“What’s empty?”

			“The sack. There’s no gold, Trax. He didn’t give us our gold.”

			Suddenly the fire pit dimmed as the clearing filled with a brilliant red light.

			Oh boy, Trax thought.

			Just before he screamed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Markan was a village of fair size and reasonable prosperity. Its businesses were located on three sides of a cobblestone square, while the open, southern side allowed a sweeping view of rich grassland, distant forest, and the towering, now snowcapped mountains beyond, perpetually swathed by pale mist. In the center of the square was an ancient well around which had been set hard-carved, slightly curved stone benches for the comfort of local and traveler alike.

			The homes of the village’s inhabitants were set primarily behind the square, reached by narrow streets and alleys most felt perfectly safe in walking alone, even at the darkest hour of the stormiest night. There was no fortress wall here; even the farmers and herders in the valley had little fear of raiders and thieves. It wasn’t that such bloodthirsty men didn’t exist; it was simply that the vigilance of the king’s patrols didn’t permit them to exist for very long.

			Most Markans agreed in public and private that King Arclin was, except for the occasional tax and tithe, a pretty fair man for a king. Like his father before him, he never executed anyone who didn’t deserve it, and, like his father, he knew how to throw one hell of a party when the harvest was in.

			On this particularly warm afternoon the square was busy and pleasantly noisy. Brightly clothed women gathered at the well for water and gossip, strapping young men gathered at the well for water and the women, some shopped, some haggled, some laughed, and a demented flock of wild-throated children pursued imagined monsters and evil warriors in and out of the area in a manner just shy of chaos.

			Comfortably nestled at the north side was the Bull and Bullock Inn. Outside, beneath an overhanging roof of well-kept thatch, the owner had placed a quintet of small tables for use during pleasant weather, or when the air inside grew too stifling. Within were twice that number carefully placed across the constantly swept floor; plus lanterns on the roof posts to keep the large room bright, a long table that served as a bar for those who didn’t want to sit at the tables, decorations on the walls, and a barmaid whose beauty had been measured against the best the kingdom had to offer, and not found wanting.

			Nikos Veleralus was content.

			Business was good, especially now that Markan had taken long strides in establishing itself as a regular stopping place for travelers going south to escape the harsh winter. Nikos had six fair rooms upstairs and a four-stall stable behind the main building, and they were always filled. His barrels of wine and ale were regularly tapped. And his food, while perhaps not the same elegant cuisine as might be served to a king, sufficed to keep a good man’s belly filled without complaint. Even now, during that part of the afternoon when the inn was usually empty, a man sat at one of the tables, enjoying the daily special.

			Life, in other words, was pretty much perfect.

			Except, Nikos noted sourly, for the urchin racing through the doorway.

			Nikos couldn’t stand urchins. They were short, they were unbearably noisy, their clothes were disgustingly filthy, and they had the tactless habit of pointing out at the tops of their shrill voices that his nose was too big for the rest of his face. Much too big.

			This particular one, who couldn’t have been more than eight or nine, fell heavily against the bar, gulping for air. “Nose,” he gasped breathlessly, his grimy face puffed with exertion. “Nose.”

			Nikos glared. “What?” he said flatly. Although he wasn’t more than average in height and looks, and noteworthy for nothing other than his nose, he had an experienced bartender’s grasp of moderately sincere expressions, ranging from sympathy for a man’s troubles with his wife or cattle to if-you-cause-any-more-trouble-I’ll-belt-you-senseless-with-my-club.

			For the urchin he used the tolerant mode, but only because one couldn’t belt a child with the club.

			“Bones.”

			Nikos rolled his eyes. “Sorry, lad, but I gave them to the dogs last night. You have to be quicker than that.”

			The boy shook his head as he tried to catch his breath again, and Nikos shuddered when something fell out and crawled erratically across the floor. “Bones,” the boy repeated. His large eyes blinked wildly, his grimy hands fluttered dangerously over the just-cleaned bar. “Bones.”

			Experience finally suggested that something was wrong. Urchins generally didn’t hang around the Bull and Bullock gasping “Bones” every day. “Nose,” maybe, and once in a while “Beak,” but never “Bones.”

			He dipped a small cup into a bucket of water, walked around the bar, and sat as he handed the drink to the child. Gingerly. “What bones?” he asked.

			The boy drank gratefully, wiped his mouth with his sleeve, and said, “In the forest.”

			The innkeeper put a thoughtful finger to his chin. “Bones in the forest, eh?”

			“Yes.”

			“Animal bones were they?”

			The boy’s eyes widened further, and he shook his head vigorously. Luckily, nothing else fell out.

			“Oh no. People bones.”

			Nikos’ eyes narrowed in suspicion. “People bones? Are you sure, boy?”

			“Oh, yes.” The boy gestured feebly toward the door and took a deep breath. “We were playing Hercules, you see, and I was a cyclops and Dorry was Hercules and he chased me into this clearing and I almost got away except he jumped on me, which he wasn’t supposed to do because I wasn’t supposed to get dirty today, but Dorry didn’t know that, so he jumped on me and we fell down and we landed . . . we landed on—”

			The boy hiccupped as soon as he ran out of air.

			Nikos, who was still lost somewhere back in the just-getting-to-the-clearing part, waited patiently. Smiling as only adults can do when they haven’t the faintest idea what a child was talking about but didn’t want to admit it.

			Then he saw the unmistakable glint of a tear in the corner of the boy’s eye.

			More accurately, he saw the pale track the tear made through the grime on the boy’s face.

			“All right, lad, all right,” he said gently, putting a hand on the boy’s shoulder before he realized what he was doing. “You take it easy, take your time, tell me when you’re ready.”

			“But I already told you!” the boy wailed in exasperation. “We was in the clearing, Dorry jumped on me, we fell on some bones, they were people bones, Dorry got scared and ran home, and so did I.”

			Nikos blinked in astonishment, squinted, and looked closer, prepared to be appalled.

			He was.

			“Bestor, is that you?”

			The boy, who, as it turns out, was Nikos’ son, nodded, and hiccupped, and another tear track began to work its way toward his chin.

			“By the gods, boy, you’re filthy!”

			“We was playing.”

			“You look like an urchin!”

			Bestor lowered his head contritely. “Sorry, Father.”

			An urgent shout outside distracted Nikos for a moment, just long enough for his son to throw his arms around his waist, bury his face in his chest, and begin to sob. The innkeeper patted the boy’s back awkwardly, torn between the realization that his very own son had turned into an urchin when he wasn’t looking, and the news that human bones had been discovered in the forest.

			He sighed loudly. Life had been a lot simpler when the boy’s mother was alive.

			Bestor lifted his face. “Father, what shall I do?”

			“Take a bath.”

			The boy gasped in horror.

			Nikos scowled, not at the boy’s reaction but upon hearing another shout, this one rather frantic, and coming from the square. “Wait here,” he ordered as he rose.

			“But, Father, the bones!”

			Nikos didn’t respond. He strode angrily to the doorway, determined to find out who was disturbing his peaceful afternoon. Probably more urchins. The self-same urchins who had seduced his only son into forgetting his manners, his lessons, his station in life.

			He stepped outside just as a woman screamed.

			He put a hand to his chest and muttered, “Oh my.”

			It wasn’t urchins.

			It was the Corsco brothers.

			
			For well over a year, the two Corsco brothers had, for some unknown reason, made it their profession to terrorize the village whenever they needed a few dinars, some free food, or some illicit recreation. Homes had been damaged, bones and skulls broken, purses snatched, and women defiled. While the Markan men certainly weren’t cowards, neither were they, singly or in groups, capable of taking on ill-tempered men whose arms and legs were broad as boulders, and whose strength was such that tables had been split in half with a single one of their blows.

			“Oh my,” Nikos said again.

			The brothers had cornered two women by the well, and the square, in a disturbing fit of self-preservation, had emptied without a fight. Every few seconds a foolhardy man would race in, wave his arms threateningly, and race out again.

			The brothers only laughed as they pushed the women back and forth between them.

			Then Nikos growled.

			The women were Lydia Cember and her younger sister, Dutricia.

			“Father,” Bestor exclaimed from the doorway, “look, it’s Lydia!”

			Nikos nodded grimly. Both he and the boy were in love with Lydia, and she, it appeared, with them. It had been his plan, in fact, to propose a union before the season was over, and he had no doubt she would accept.

			“Nikos!”

			She had seen him, started to run toward him, and was grabbed from behind by Francus Corsco, who immediately began a disgusting, and loud nuzzling of her neck.

			Enraged beyond reason, Nikos whirled, raced inside, reached over the bar, and grabbed the hefty club he used to keep the peace on nights when his customers threatened to become rowdy. He had never actually had to use the thing, just display it, but this was an emergency. He smacked it against his palm and, once outside again, saw that Sinius Corsco had lifted Dutricia onto the well’s lip, held her by one arm, and laughingly threatened to shove her over the side. Lydia was on a bench, Francus snorting and pawing hungrily at her skirts.

			Nikos howled and charged.

			Francus looked up, grinned, and stood.

			Nikos swung the club.

			Sinius shoved Dutricia into the well, still holding her by her wrist and laughing.

			Francus caught the club on its downward swing, wrenched it easily from Nikos’ grip, and said with a mirthless laugh, “Die, toad.”

			Bestor shrieked.

			Lydia shrieked.

			Dutricia shrieked, her voice echoing a little from within the well.

			Nikos wanted desperately to shriek, too, but Francus had one hand around his throat, squeezing mercilessly, while the other rose and fell as it measured the distance between the club and his skull.

			“Toad,” Corsco whispered.

			Nikos could barely see. Most of his air was gone, the bright sun had begun to dim alarmingly, and all he could hear was the blood bellowing in his skull, Lydia bellowing on the bench, and, oddly, a man’s amazingly calm voice say, “I’m trying to eat, do you mind?”

			Suddenly the innkeeper was free. His knees buckled instantly and he sprawled on the ground, shading his eyes just in time to see the man from the inn snatch the club out of Francus’ hand and toss it away, take Francus by the tunic and toss him away, step over the bench, grab Sinius by the scruff and toss him away while, at the same time, grabbing Dutricia’s arm and hauling her safely out of the well.

			It takes longer than that for a bird to blink.

			The square was silent.

			Finally Nikos pushed himself groaning to his hands and knees, glanced around fearfully, and gaped when he saw Francus lying motionless atop the wreckage of one of the inn’s outside tables, Sinius lying motionless atop him. A faint cloud of dust drifted over their backs and heads.

			He looked at the stranger.

			The stranger smiled as he assisted the two shaken women to a bench, sat them down, whispered something, and turned. “Are you all right, innkeeper?”

			Nikos nodded mutely.

			One by one the villagers returned, whispering among themselves, trying and failing not to stare at the stranger who had saved their women.

			The man extended a hand and hauled Nikos effortlessly to his feet. Nikos nodded his thanks and dropped onto the bench beside Lydia, who immediately threw her arms around his neck and began to sob in relief. A moment later Bestor was on his other side, a trembling hand on his father’s leg while he stared up at the man.

			“Wow,” the boy said.

			“Thanks,” the man answered.

			He was fairly handsome in a smoothly rugged sort of way, if, Nikos thought, you liked that sort of thing, which women tended to these days. Long light brown hair parted in the center and neatly brushed to the shoulders, nice eyes, a friendly smile, arms that bulged but didn’t brag, a yellowish shirt open to expose a chest that bespoke strength but, like the arms, was too modest to brag. He even had a nose that fit the rest of his face.

			“I—” Nikos coughed and massaged his injured throat. “We owe you our lives, sir.”

			“You were doing just fine. I just kind of butted in, that’s all.”

			Nikos blushed at the polite lie even as Lydia stirred against him.

			“Mister?” Bestor tugged at the man’s vest. “Can you show me how to do that?”

			The man’s smile broadened. “I don’t think so, son.”

			“Your name,” Nikos said hoarsely, abruptly remembering his manners. “To thank you properly, we really should know your name.”

			This time it was the man’s turn to appear uncomfortable. He shrugged one shoulder, scratched his neck, sighed.

			“Hercules,” he said at last.

			Bestor gasped.

			Lydia and Dutricia gasped.

			Nikos gasped, but that was because his throat still hurt and Lydia’s arms had tightened convulsively around his neck.

			Before he had a chance to say anything, however, Hercules turned to the boy and said, “So what’s all this about bones in the forest?”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Hercules stood at the edge of the forest and wondered just what he thought he was doing. Finding bones in places like this wasn’t unusual. People died, animals died, and the natural process produced the obvious. It wasn’t as if these people had never seen bones before.

			Yet the boy had been so upset, and the father so grateful for the assistance, that before he could stop himself he had promised he would take a look. After all, what harm could it do? Go in, find the bones, see the bones, return to the village, and tell them there was nothing strange going on.

			He glanced at the sky then, and sighed heavily, because “nothing strange going on” was not, by any stretch of the imagination, the way to describe what usually happened when he was around.

			“What’s the matter?”

			Nikos stood beside him, his club in one hand.

			“Just thinking.”

			The innkeeper, who had volunteered to accompany him, shifted nervously, and Hercules smiled to himself. Nikos was evidently a good father, and clearly a respected man of the village, who absolutely did not want to be here. The club twitched like a cat’s tail, his gaze was unsteady, and a single “Boo!” would probably send him on a record-breaking footrace for home. On the other hand, after he’d been bested by those men, he had to prove to his son and the slender, fair-haired woman named Lydia that he was no coward.

			Hercules suspected they knew that already, from the way Nikos had dared take on the Corsco brothers on his own.

			It was the father who needed the convincing.

			Hercules knew that all too well.

			“Where is this clearing?”

			They had followed the main road that led out of Markan from the square, left it at an intersection, and continued across the grass toward the woods. Nikos pointed to a faint trail that wound around some high shrubs and saplings and then into the trees. “In there somewhere. He said it’s a little off the main path, marked by a big tree split in half by lightning.” He squinted at the sun. “Are you sure we have to do this? He won’t know if we don’t do it.”

			“No, but we will,” Hercules told him gently, and Nikos sighed at the truth of it.

			Fifteen minutes later they reached the woodland’s main path, but despite the sparse underbrush, finding the tree and the clearing took them another hour.

			The only way they knew the clearing was the right one was the fact that they could see the bones.

			“Oh . . . my,” Nikos said, the club swinging at his side, his weight shifting from one foot to the other.

			Hercules slowly walked the perimeter of the clearing, Nikos close behind, skittish and looking everywhere but at the skeletal remains. The foliage overhead kept the area in shifting shade, and the air was cool and smelled faintly of smoke.

			“At night,” Hercules said, “you can probably see the village lights from the path.”

			Nikos nodded; it was a fair assumption.

			Hercules pointed at the shallow fire pit, and the spit still straddling it. “Either they didn’t want to be seen, or they didn’t want to come into the village.”

			“Bandits.”

			“Maybe. Let’s take a closer look.”

			He returned to the spot where they had entered the clearing. Not five feet away was the first skeleton. Or what was left of it. It was sprawled on its back—a dusty skull with jaw agape, a shattered ribcage with one arm attached, and the pelvic bone, only the left leg remaining, and that only to the knee. By the way it was twisted, this must have been the pile the kids had fallen on.

			“Well,” said Nikos carefully, “by the looks of them, gnawed and such, they’ve been here for quite a while. Probably a couple or so months.” He scanned the clearing again, partially closing one eye in concentration. “Funny, though, that they haven’t been found before this.” He gestured vaguely toward the path behind the trail. “We’re not exactly that far off the beaten track here.”

			Hercules hunkered down with a short stick in his hand. He poked at the skeleton, disturbing the femur, frowning when the bone nearly vanished into dust; he poked at the ground around it, shifting blades of grass and dead leaves. Finally he said, “Look.”

			“Bones,” Nikos confirmed without moving.

			Hercules glanced up at him. “Closer, Nikos, closer.”

			Reluctantly the innkeeper knelt beside him, not sure what he was supposed to see and his expression telling Hercules that whatever it was, he didn’t want to see it anyway. Then his eyes widened a little.

			“They look burned.”

			Hercules nodded, and pointed with the stick. “I don’t know how long ago this happened; maybe you’re right about the months, but . . .” He frowned, and rubbed a finger across his temple. “You can still see some ashes caught in the grass.” Puzzled, he crossed to the second skeleton, this one larger and even less complete. A dagger lay a hand’s-breadth away. “The same here.” He touched a rib with his boot, and it, too, crumbled to dust.

			Nikos licked his lips nervously. “Maybe their clothes caught from the fire there.” He frowned. “They couldn’t put it out and . . .” He shuddered.

			Hercules shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. If you look closely, you can see the grass is burned only around the bones. If the fire had caught them, they would have rolled around, or run, and we’d see the results. No, Nikos, these men died where they stood. And this was no campfire that did it. This was something much worse.”

			“But what?”

			Hercules had no answer.

			He did, though, have a suspicion.

			
			“The way I see it,” Nikos said eagerly as they broke from the forest and headed back to the village, “we have two choices here. The first is, whoever they were, they really pissed off the gods and they were zapped. The gods do that sometimes. Miss one lousy rite, use the wrong wine, and they fry you where you stand.” An apprehensive glance at the setting sun. “Not that I’m actually complaining, of course. I wouldn’t think of it. The gods are the gods after all.”

			“Nikos . . .”

			“Or they were struck by lightning, a freak occurrence, but not unheard of. Storms like that come through here quite often, as a matter of fact.”

			“Nikos . . .”

			“Or there’s sorcery involved. You never know where you stand with a sorcerer, you know. I’ve heard they can have really nasty tempers. He could have hit them with some kind of fireball spell.”

			“Nikos, look—”

			“Or they could have belonged to some very odd religious sect. I’ve heard about them, too. Maybe they were involved in a ritual that went wrong. Or—”

			Hercules grabbed his arm, barely able to contain a grin. “Nikos, I thought there were only two choices.”

			The innkeeper shrugged helplessly.

			“It’s okay,” Hercules assured him with a light slap to his shoulder. “I’ve come up with a few theories of my own, and none of them makes very much sense either.”

			Ahead they could see a line of people waiting anxiously at the square’s open edge. Hercules noted for the first time the broken-down carts and small wagons drawn to either side of the opening, as if ready to be pulled together for some kind of protection.

			“Hercules?”

			“Yes?”

			Nikos scratched at his chin, his neck, pushed a hand back through his hair. “I know you’re an important man, and I know you have important things to do, but—”

			“Nikos, I don’t know what I can do about this. All we know is that two people have died.”

			“Very mysteriously.”

			Hercules agreed. “But that’s all we know. And it doesn’t seem to affect your village. There doesn’t seem to be any danger.”

			“A mystery of life, then?”

			“Could be.”

			Nikos looked at him carefully. “Do you believe it?”

			Hercules didn’t know if he would have lied or not. As it was, his answer was forestalled by a delighted shout as Bestor sprinted up the road toward them. Nikos waved, his chest a little larger, his stride a little longer, and before long they were surrounded by villagers who were clamoring with questions that had no real answers. This, however, did not really bother them. If fact, the mystery of the bones was soon enough replaced by an instant decision to declare a holiday that night in honor of their famous guest.

			Hercules could hardly refuse without seeming ungrateful.

			Not, he thought later, that he had any real place to go.

			Lying on a raised pallet in a tiny room above the inn, hands folded beneath his head, he listened to the preparations below in the square. On a low table beside the pallet a wick burned softly in its shimmering bed of oil. In the thatched roof outside the room’s only window, birds were settling down for their evening’s rest.

			Yet, despite the noise, it was a peaceful time, a time when, on more than one occasion now, he tended to dwell too much on the past.

			On the pain that never quite eased.

			Without question, his life was a good one. He traveled throughout the many kingdoms, doing his best to help those who needed help, whether it was a simple matter of gaining respite from bullies like the Corsco brothers, or the more complex task of gaining freedom from tyrants.

			Or, sometimes, freedom from the capricious tyranny of the gods.

			One in particular.

			He had good friends, exciting times, and seldom wanted for anything. On those rare occasions when he was in need, it wasn’t long before the need was satisfied.

			Any man would be more than grateful for a destiny such as his.

			The problem was . . . the curse was how this destiny had come to be his.

			The first strains of sprightly music rose into the night, accompanied by a hint of girlish laughter.

			His eyes closed, just for a second, but in that too brief moment he saw the distant face of Deianeira, his wife, and those of his children, Klonus, Aeson, and Ilea.

			Lost to him forever.

			When the moment was over, they were gone. Again.

			And he, as always, as cursed as always, was still alive.

			He sat up quickly, scowling as he swung his legs over the pallet’s side, angry at the brief sting of self-pity that tormented him at such times. He knew full well that he could not change the past. The present was good, and there was always the future.

			Still, in his solitude, there was the pain.

			There was always the pain.

			A timid knock on the door caused him to raise his head.

			“Come in, I won’t bite.”

			It was Lydia’s sister, Dutricia, with a small tray in her hand. On it was a plate of steaming meat, some bread, and a goblet. “Nikos thought you might like something,” she said shyly. She was a lovely woman, with long black hair and large black eyes. Her dress was simple, hemmed and stitched in bright colors, and around her shoulders she wore an emerald shawl.

			He smiled. “I thought there was a feast.”

			She set the tray on the table. “From the looks of it, I think you’ll be too busy. A lot of people will want to hear stories of the great Hercules. You’ll probably not have a chance to grab more than a bite or two the whole evening. By the time it’s over, you’ll be starving.”

			He laughed as he agreed.

			“Besides,” she added, “I wanted the chance to thank you in person for what you did for me out there.”

			“They weren’t so tough,” he said modestly. “Nikos could have—”

			“No.” She reached down to touch his arm. “You’re very kind, Hercules, but you know that’s not true.”

			He realized then that her shawl had somehow slipped from her shoulders. He also realized that her shoulders were bare. It didn’t take more than a moment to note that bare shoulders tended to indicate a neckline that . . . he wasn’t sure of the proper word, but plunged seemed to fit fairly well in this case.

			He looked into her eyes, and the eyes that looked back were not only grateful, they were dangerous.

			“Uh . . .” He snatched the bread from the tray, thanked her with a look, and took as large a bite as he could without choking himself.

			She sat beside him, a finger tracing the bulge of his biceps to the top of his thick leather arm guard. “I made it myself, you know.”

			He blinked. “The bread?”

			“The dress.”

			“Lovely.” He took another bite. “You’re very good.”

			“Oh yes.” Her left eyebrow arched. “So I’m told.”

			The finger reached the back of his hand, her nail lightly scratching the depressions between each knuckle. One by one.

			The music grew a little louder.

			Hercules took another bite of bread.

			Dutricia leaned closer.

			Plunged, he decided, was wrong; and plummet was barely adequate.

			“You know,” she whispered, “sometimes—”

			The music stopped in mid-note.

			And Bestor charged into the room, hiccupped, gasped “Raiders!”—and ran out again.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Hercules leaped from the pallet, stopped at the door when Dutricia yelped, and turned just in time to see her slip to the floor. He ran back, helped her up, apologized, and ran out again, following the boy down the dark stairs to the inn below.

			The room was empty.

			He hurried outside and stopped again.

			The square was lighted by a score of torches lashed to high poles. Long tables had been placed around the perimeter and were already laden with food and drink. But the party was over before it had begun.

			Nikos, club in one hand, stood on the lip of the well, shouting instructions to at least two dozen lightly armed men. The carts and wagons had already been drawn across the gap. A handful of women were filling buckets with water in anticipation of fire, and Lydia was well into the task of rounding up loose children and herding them into the streets toward home. The urchins, this time, didn’t mind obeying.

			Hercules trotted over to the well and tapped Nikos on the leg.

			“Raiders?”

			“We’re doomed!” a man cried from the shadows.

			Nikos directed six archers to the roofs on either side of the gap closed by the carts. “Zorin, I’m afraid,” he said gravely.

			“Zorin?”

			Nikos stared. “What, you’ve never heard of him?”

			Hercules shook his head.

			For several months, the innkeeper explained quickly, a band of raiders—nay, a veritable army of raiders—led by a mysterious man named Zorin had been roaming the kingdom and its neighbors despite King Arclin’s best efforts to stop them. Stories of death and destruction, stolen livestock and kidnapped women, were staples around hearth and bar. And fairly effective for keeping problem kids in line. Although Markan had thus far been spared Zorin’s wrath, most people believed it wouldn’t be long before they too were hit.

			“Doomed!” the shadow man cried.

			“Looks like tonight’s the night,” Nikos concluded ruefully. He pointed over the carts. “They were spotted on the road.” He rubbed his hands together. “But we’re ready for them.”

			Hercules looked at the streets that led off the square. “Nikos, I don’t want to disappoint you, you’ve obviously worked hard, but what’s to stop them from coming in from the other sides?”

			Nikos seemed shocked. “You’re kidding.”

			“No.”

			“They’d really do something like that?”

			“Yes.”

			Nikos pursed his lips. “Pride,” he answered after a moment’s careful consideration. “The stories say they’re so bold, they never come through the back door. Why should they when they never lose?”

			Hercules studied the other routes again, not caring for the prickling at the back of his neck. “What if the stories are wrong?”

			“Doomed, doomed, doomed!” cried the shadow man.

			Nikos nodded. “That about covers it.”

			At which point one of the archers waved and yelled, “They’re coming!”—and the square fell instantly silent, save for the hissing of the torches, and the whispered “Doom” of the shadow man.

			If the stories were true, however, Hercules suspected that all this preparation would be for naught. The villagers might gain temporary advantage, but temporary, in cases like this, usually ended in disaster.

			He thought quickly for a moment, then hurried over to the barrier and stared out into the night.

			He could see them, marching boldly down the center of the road.

			As far as he could tell, there were only nine or ten of them, perhaps a dozen, marching two abreast. They were heavily armed and heavily armored, at least three of them with feathered lances. Torchlight flared off silver studs on helmets and tunics, and the sound of their boots on the hard ground was like the steady beat of a war drum. Each carried a shield wrapped in hide, which, he knew, was designed to hold, not ruin, whatever arrows came their way.

			There were more.

			He knew it.

			Out there beyond the reach of the light was the rest of the band, however big that might be. These men would be used to test the initial defenses, confident that their losses would be minimal. From the way the villager defenders fidgeted, from the way he saw one archer up on the right struggle to nock an arrow, he reckoned Markan didn’t have a prayer, no matter what god or goddess happened to be listening.

			Still, he couldn’t help wondering . . . always the front way? Always the frontal assault?

			This was more than arrogance born of skill and success.

			This was . . . he frowned . . . downright spooky.

			The raiders halted not ten feet from the cart-and-wagon wall, and a clean-shaven man with a horned helmet took a step forward, his unsheathed sword hanging loosely at his side. He lowered his shield and tapped the sword against it.

			“You in there,” he called sternly. “You don’t have to die, you know.”

			Nikos had moved to the center of the makeshift wall, where two wagons had been backed against each other. He stood at the narrow gap between the wagons’ rear wheels. “Then go away.”

			The bearded raider laughed. “Not likely, my friend. We’ve come a long way. We want, uh, food, drink, women . . . and, oh yes, all your money. We get that, and we promise not to harm you.”

			“And the village?” Nikos asked, sweeping a hand behind him.

			“Oh.” The raider shrugged. “Well, we’ll burn that down, of course.”

			The Markans growled.

			The raiders laughed.

			Hercules vaulted smoothly into the wagon before him, put his hands on his hips, and said calmly, “No one gets hurt, nothing gets burned.”

			The leader gaped, looked at his men, looked back, and grinned. “And who says so?”

			“I do.”

			“And who are you?”

			“A friend,” Hercules answered before Nikos could.

			Again the raider grinned. “Well, listen . . . friend . . . why don’t you go back where you came from and let me and the guy with the big nose do all the talking. My boys are getting restless.”

			The boys growled.

			Nikos growled, albeit not as effectively as the boys, and swung his club.

			Hercules only smiled a little regretfully. “Just leave, all right? I promise you, you don’t know what you’re getting into.”

			The leader scowled. “What? Are you threatening me with a bunch of farmers and shopkeepers?” He peered at Hercules. “And a guy who can’t even keep his shirt buttoned?”

			“Uh-oh,” Nikos muttered.

			Hercules didn’t lose the smile on his lips, but the smile faded from his eyes. “One last chance.”

			“Oh,” the leader said, “this is boring. The hell with the talk.”

			With a great shout he charged, his men directly on his heels.

			Immediately, a shower of arrows filled the air from the rooftops, most of them missing, the few that struck their targets doing so harmlessly. Rocks flew. Villagers braced themselves. The leader reached the center of the barrier and scrambled between the wheels.

			Not fast enough, however.

			Hercules reached down and grabbed his left arm, yanked him off his feet and into the wagon bed. As the others reached the wall and began to shove the carts and wagons apart with an ease born of practice—and carts and wagons that weren’t all that heavy to begin with—Hercules hoisted the leader over his head, turned, and flung him effortlessly toward the well.

			Meanwhile Nikos had brought one raider to his knees with a well-aimed blow to the shoulder, while the other raiders were busily bringing the villagers to their knees with the flat sides of their swords.

			“Keep an eye out there,” Hercules called to the archers. “There may be more.”

			“More?” It was the shadow man. “Double-doomed!”

			Hercules jumped from the cart and grabbed the helmet of a passing raider. The raider ran on, Hercules smiled and sidearmed the helmet, whistling it through the air, catching the raider square on his naked skull.

			A third man rammed a stunted club into Hercules’ back. He gasped and stumbled forward, half turning as the raider thrust his sword toward his neck.

			The sword never made it.

			Nikos snapped it with his club, then transferred the momentum up and under the raider’s chin, sending him off his feet and onto his back.

			“Thanks,” Hercules said.

			Nikos looked at the fallen raider and said, “Wow.”

			The rest of the battle happened so quickly, Hercules barely had time to register the jaws struck, the bodies that flew, or bounced, or both, and the blows he himself took, most of them harmless and the others merely pesky.

			Within a few minutes the attack part of the raid was over, and the villagers had won.

			What raiders hadn’t already been wounded or belted unconscious formed a loose protective circle around the well, facing outward, and already a half-dozen Markans lay at their feet; in the firelight their blood sank blackly into the ground. It was clear to Hercules that they believed they would easily be able to stave off any further village assault until the rest of their band arrived to rescue them.

			He also knew there was little time left. The Markans were brave, but they just weren’t warriors.

			As another wave of villagers tried to break the raiders’ defense, he turned back to the “wall,” inspected it quickly, and discovered a fallen lance beneath one, caught under a wheel the largest, heaviest wagon.

			“What are you doing?” Nikos asked.

			An archer tried to pick the raiders off, and was picked off himself.

			His scream was swallowed by the night.

			Hercules tugged at the lance, cursed when it wouldn’t loosen easily, and grabbed hold of the wheel’s thick spokes; he lifted, muscles swelling, eyes partially closed.

			A young man rolled on the ground in agony, clutching a gash in his shoulder; another knelt before the raiders, his hands pressed tightly to his stomach.

			The wagon protested loudly, creaking, then shrieking, then groaning as it rose, just enough for Hercules to nudge the lance aside with his foot. When he dropped the wagon and stepped back quickly, the axle split and the wagon collapsed.

			“Sorry,” he said, and picked up the lance, held it in both hands, and turned.

			“There’re too many,” Nikos said, worried.

			“Watch,” was all Hercules offered as he advanced cautiously on the well.

			Nikos waved the rest of his men into a charge.

			The raiders braced themselves while their leader stood on the lip and snarled, his sword sweeping back and forth. He muttered something then, and Hercules suspected he knew what it was.

			A moment later the man jumped from the well, his men forming a wall that pushed toward the carts, and the freedom beyond.

			The villagers were knocked aside like high grass before a great wind.

			Hercules charged as well, the lance held lengthwise in front of him.

			He stopped abruptly and snapped his arms out, releasing the heavy weapon, which struck the front four raiders squarely across their chests, knocking them off their feet. He sprang over them to face their leader.

			The raider didn’t stop his charge or change direction. His sword lifted, and he swung his shield. Hercules blocked it with his left forearm, grunted at the impact, and ducked when the sword chopped at his head. Lashing out instantly with his right leg, his foot caught the man’s knee and tumbled him face first into his men.

			Within seconds the villagers had pounced, snatching weapons away, using whatever came to hand to pound the surviving raiders senseless.

			When it over, and it was over quickly, there was another silence.

			This one, however, was soon punctuated by the groans of the wounded, the pleas of the dying, and the muffled weeping of the women who had come to the site to tend to the fallen.

			Hercules wasted no time.

			He ordered the attackers doused with water to bring them around, then ordered three, including the leader, to be bound hand and foot. The others he ordered chained together at the wrist after stripping them of their armor.

			“I don’t get it,” Nikos said, following as Hercules led the survivors toward the road.

			“We’re letting them go.”

			“What?”

			“They’ll go back to this Zorin and tell him what happened here. One man might be accused of cowardice, and lying to save his own skin. So might two. But these miserable . . .” He nodded in disgust at the seven strung out behind him. “These will be the truth.”

			“But what are they going to tell Zorin?” Nikos wiped his face and stared in surprise at the blood he saw on his palm. “He’ll just bring his whole band back to get revenge, and we’ll all be dead anyway.”

			“No,” Hercules said.

			He dragged the men to the road, grabbed the first in line by the throat, and said, “You heard?”

			The man, bruised and cut over one eye, nodded fearfully.

			Hercules nodded, and lowered his voice. “Then you tell him this, too, friend. You tell him this village has my protection, do you understand?”

			The man nodded again, so hard his teeth clacked.

			“Oh, yeah?” The second man, who seemed to have lost one ear, sneered. “So who the hell are you?”

			Hercules stood in front of him, grabbed his shoulders, and yanked him so close their noses nearly touched.

			“Hercules,” he said tightly. “You tell this Zorin it’s Hercules.”

			No one said a word.

			Hercules stood aside and jerked a thumb. Immediately, the line began to move, stumbling weakly along the road, cursing, complaining, until they vanished into the night.

			“You know,” Nikos said after a few moments, “you’re scary when you’re mad.”

			Hercules looked at him. “Believe me, Nikos, you haven’t seen me when I’m mad.”

			Slowly he returned to the square, and felt sick at what he saw. Too many had been injured, too many had died. It was evident that the tales about Zorin’s raiders understated their brutality, if this is what only a handful of them could do.

			No wonder there weren’t any more of them out there; there didn’t need to be.

			“Nikos,” he said when the innkeeper came up beside him, “do you have someone you trust to take over your inn for a few days?”

			Startled, Nikos nodded. “But why?”

			Hercules pointed to the remaining prisoners. “We’re taking them on a trip.”

			“We are? Where?”

			“King Arclin,” he said. “We’re taking them to King Arclin.”
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