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Book 1

Beka





Prologue




Ranulf could see the other knight pursuing
him. The hills were giving way to mountains and it was easy enough
to look downward to see the man in his armor on a white horse. The
knight was carrying less gear than Ranulf and had a fresher horse.
He would catch Ranulf before the sun set. It was Ranulf’s choice as
to where the confrontation took place. He could keep running and
the knight would most likely catch him at the edge of the mountain
pass or he could find a place to prepare an ambush.

Or he could confront the knight
directly.

Urging his exhausted horse upward where he
could see a relatively flat clearing Ranulf prepared
himself.

It took the other knight less than half an
hour to reach the clearing. Ranulf was as rested and ready as he
ever would be. He had dismounted and drawn his sword. The other
knight’s horse stumbled into the clearing and was brought up short
by the rider.

Before he could react, Ranulf spoke. “I have
no quarrel with you. I am leaving the Three Kingdoms. I will never
return. I swear this as Ranulf, Knight of—” His words caught in his
throat. He reminded himself that he was no longer a member of the
Order of the Black Pyre. “I swear this as a free
knight.”

The other knight sat on his horse a moment
before dismounting. He wore the distinctive armor of the Order of
Devoted Guardians. It was shiny and new. Ranulf wondered if the
knight had ever seen battle. He didn’t need to look at his own
armor to know it was battered, scarred, muddy, and hadn’t shone in
years. 

Ducking his head, the other knight removed his
helmet to reveal a face that was youthful and handsome. Like most
knights he wore his dirty blond hair short. Above high cheekbones
he had piercing blue eyes that promised they had once been
naive. 

“I am Thome the Innocente, Knight of the Devoted Guardians.
Surrender to me, villain, and I will make sure you are given a fair
trial in front of the Battle Tribunal.” He paused for a moment.
“You cannot fool me. I see by your armor and
cloak and crest and banner you are
a member of the Black Pyre. Surrender.”

Ranulf cursed himself for not
completely removing the partially obscured icon on his shield. He
hadn’t given up his overcloak because it offered a
little warmth against the biting wind. 

Shaking his head, Ranulf said, “No. Former
member. I swear this is the truth. I leave the Three Kingdoms never
to return.”

“I cannot allow you to flee
justice. Either surrender or draw your weapon.” He gave Ranulf no
chance to answer as he drew his sword and started marching across
the clearing. 

Brandishing his sword, Ranulf
said, “Don’t do this, Thome. I have no quarrel with
you.”

The other knight put his helmet back on and
slipped his shield off his back. Ranulf cursed to himself,
hurriedly put on his own helmet, grabbed his shield off the horse,
and instead of waiting to receive Thome’s charge, he abruptly ran
forward, carefully timing his attack so that he leaped on a large
rock, launched himself into the air, and brought sword and shield
down heavily on the younger knight.

Thome wasn’t a complete fool or novice. He
withstood the attack and in short order the two were slamming and
slashing away at each other.

It only took Ranulf a few seconds to realize
the other knight, though he looked young and untested, had some
skill. Unfortunately for Thome, that skill wasn’t nearly enough to
match Ranulf’s many years on the battlefield. 

And still he didn’t want to kill the young
knight.

Ranulf had trained too many squires who sought
to join his order. He could spot a novice’s weaknesses right away.
It was the same with Thome. Not wanting to kill the young man,
Ranulf used a move that brought him inside Thome’s guard, put him
off balance and Ranulf, using his shield as a blunt instrument,
slammed the knight’s sword out of his hand. 

Thome stumbled back, quickly drawing a dagger
from his belt.

“Don’t,” Ranulf warned. “Let me
leave and—” his words were cut short by a fearsome roar. “Shit,” he
cursed loudly. His eyes left his enemy and scanned the scrubby pine
trees. There was snow on the ground along with plenty of leaf
litter. He didn’t see the monster—yet.

“What was that?” asked Thome,
realizing that while Ranulf was dangerous, something else in the
woods was much more deadly.

“Fire drake.”

The knight’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?
Aren’t they—”

“I’m sure. Pick up your fucking
sword, move back to back. If we’re lucky, we might just
live.”

Ranulf turned around, putting his back to the
knight. It wasn’t a matter of trust. Ranulf knew if Thome struck
him down, the young knight wouldn’t survive the fire drake. Though
the Order of Devoted Guardians claimed high chivalry as one of the
primary tenets, he had seen plenty of Devoted Guardians stab man,
boy, woman, and monster alike in the back. 

Thome wasn’t a great fool. Ranulf felt the
boy’s presence behind him. 

“What do we do?” The other
knight’s voice was shaky and was projecting the other direction.
Thome was back to back with Ranulf.

“The fire drake will get as close
as possible before a rushing attack. Block the thing’s head with
your shield, stab its underside where its scales are
weakest.”

They were both breathing heavily, scanning the
edges of the clearing, looking for signs of the
monster. 

“Maybe we didn’t hear it,” said
Thome.

Before Ranulf could reply, the fire drake
howled again. The roar echoed off the exposed rock faces of the
mountain. Ranulf ran his eyes back and forth across the clearing’s
edge. The attack would be swift. He expected it to come head on at
one of them. The creatures were bold.

He was wrong. The attack came from their side.
He only caught the movement at the last moment, too late to warn
Thome. Its claws raked along Ranulf’s armor as its body slammed
into Thome. 

All three went down in a tumble. Somehow
Ranulf managed to keep his sword and shield in hand. He was on his
knees when he felt the sudden burst of heat. 

The fire drake spit fire at Thome who caught
the attack on his wood and hide shield. The round shield caught
fire and Thome threw it away. In a flash the fire drake was on him.
Its long, snake-like body slammed Thome to the ground again. Claws
scrabbled at Thome’s armor. The knight screamed.

Ranulf rushed to aid the boy, bringing his
sword down heavily on the thing’s back, but the blade didn’t bite.
The drake’s back claws raked at Ranulf’s chest. The impossibly hard
claws ripped the steel plates to shreds. 

Thome was flailing about with his sword,
annoying the drake more than anything else. The drake swiped Thome
across the face; the knight screamed again. 

Ranulf disengaged from the claws, moved to the
side and tried stabbing the thing’s underbelly.

It was too late for Thome. The fire drake
slashed again with its claws. Blood geysered. Thome’s scream died
with him, his head all but severed from his body.

But there was an opening. Ranulf shoved his
sword forward burying it deeply in the monster’s gut.

It screamed in pain and turned on Ranulf. The
knight caught its attack on his shield and stabbed a second
time.

The drake, an opportunistic ambush predator,
started to flee. Ranulf managed one slashing attack that opened up
its side. The drake made it to the edge of the clearing before it
too died.

“Fuck,” Ranulf cursed, collapsing
to his knees. 

His armor was destroyed.

Thome was dead. 

The horses had fled.

He only realized now there were wounds on his
chest.

He was certain he was going to die.

Breathing heavily, he took stock of his
situation and realized the cuts, though bad, weren’t immediately
fatal.

He needed help.

He needed armor.

He needed to survive.

There was only one way. 

He had passed a village earlier in the day,
but he couldn’t go there as a disgraced member of the Black
Pyre.

In his belt he had a potion. Taking out the
silver flask he drank the mouthful of liquid. It would sustain him
until he reached the village, or so he hoped.

But he couldn’t leave Thome’s body to
scavengers.

He stripped off the man’s armor after removing
his own. The land was broken enough that gathering enough stones
only took a few minutes. The body was hidden from all but the most
determined of carnivores. 

Using a bit of sticky blood on his finger he
painted both the symbol of the Devoted Guardians and the icon of
the Black Pyre on one of the rocks covering Thome’s
body.

A prayer would be appropriate in the moment,
but Ranulf didn’t have it in him.

“You were a brave man,” he said
after a moment’s reflection. “I’ll honor your memory.”

Ranulf stumbled out of the clearing, hoping to
find the village where he might be given succor.
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