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Chapter 1

The last time Overlord Sinistario had been in such a
foul mood he'd turned a battalion of his best trolls into scallops.
That had proved brash and costly; he didn’t have many trolls left
as it was and seafood disagreed with his digestion.

Sinistario curled his fingers around the edge of a
tower window and stared across the valley of Pebbleton. It was
his valley. His dominion. He'd kept a forecast of gray skies, constant
oppression and dark torture for ten years. What he saw now
made his eyelids twitch.

“He's killed my minotaurs,”
Sinistario spat as he twisted away from the window and paced the
tower study. He clasped at the blood-red amulet around his neck,
wringing the chain with his old and gnarled hands. “Damn that fool!
He can storm Castle Bilebreath. He can raze the
Fetid Lake Keep. But no bumbling half-wit knight is going to take
my Tower of Vultures from me! Do you hear me?” Sinistario shouted
at a small hunchback cowering in the corner.

The hunchback, his mangled servant, watched with
wide mismatched eyes and did his best to seem like part of the
décor.

“I'll roast him alive in his own
armor!” Sinistario seethed.

Far beyond the base of the tower and below the sheer
cliffs it stood upon, a silver knight rode a silver horse and
carried a silver war hammer, freshly covered in bits of
minotaur.

Sinistario looked frantically around the room. The Tower of Vultures didn’t have a single
vulture in it, but it did have a lot of books. He'd never read any
of them, but he liked the impression they made on any visitors or
enslaved innocents he brought home. Similarly, Sinistario had
decanters of magic potions lying about, most of which had gone bad
because they hadn’t been refrigerated. Sinistario hadn't the time
nor patience for potionmaking since this knight had started his
crusade.

“Send the orcs,” Sinistario snapped
his fingers and the hunchback hustled off to obey, “The elite ones
this time!”

Sinistario tightened his jaw and paced the study
while the orcs were summoned. The silver knight was just one man
wrapped in steel. That's all any knight was. So how was it that
over the last few months this single knight had managed to destroy
every one of Sinistario’s strongholds?

I am an Overlord of the Darker Citadel,
he thought. I am one of the most
powerful sorcerers in the world. I know all the most lethal spells.
I command all the most dangerous creatures and possess all the
right Overlording equipment. I've even styled myself in the
most-fashionable Overlord trends: who else has hair so raven and
slick, or a caterpillar mustache so debonair? No one! And one day,
some terribly delightful day, I shall even be the Supreme Overlord!

He stared down from his window at
the knight, who was picking his way up a cliffside staircase as a
dozen elite orcs rushed to meet him. From here he's no
more than an insect, and that's how easy I should be flicking him
away!

The knight met the orcs fearlessly, his horse
crashing through their ranks, his hammer striking left and right.
Orcs plummeted by the score to rocky deaths.

“Incompetent minions,” Sinistario
spat. “A man with shoulders that broad has no right swinging a
hammer that huge on a staircase that narrow. Especially not while
horsed.”

Sinistario spied the hunchback again as the creature
huffed and puffed at the top of the stairs. “Hunchback! Send a
Battle Bruiser—no, wait. Send all three Battle Bruisers.”

The Battle Bruisers were the toughest, meanest,
ugliest ogres outside of the Horrid Lands. Handpicked as ogrelings,
each one grew up bathed in boiling water, fed only pig fat, and
kept away from their mothers. Sinistario frequently visited their
pits himself to poke them with sharp sticks. By the time they were
unleashed on the battlefield they were utterly remorseless.

“He will perish.” Sinistario felt
confident. “No one defeats three of my Battle
Bruisers.”

The silver knight had reached the top of the cliff
and was at the foot of the tower before the Battle Bruiser Ogres
fell on him. They snarled, beat their fists against his armor, and
bellowed feverish hatred but the knight had no more trouble with
the ogres than he'd had with the orcs. The silver hammer took the
wind from their bellies and smashed the brains from their skulls.
The knight was barely sweating as he resumed his approach.

“Impossible!” Sinistario growled as
he tore clumps of his hair out in frustration. He rounded on the
hunchback. “Quick, tell me how many dragons I have!”

The hunchback opened his hands, palm up, and shrugged
meekly. None. Sinistario remembered; the knight had killed
the last outside of Fetid Lake Keep. There
were some baby dragons, but they were still being weaned in the
Horrid Lands.

From far below, down a tower stair that turned nearly
a hundred times before ending at a heavy oak door, they heard a
knock.

“He's here! Warty Gnolls, I have
some of those. Don't tell me I don't!”

The hunchback retreated a step and looked up with
fearful eyes.

Sinistario didn't wait for an answer; it didn't
matter. The creature had never been one for talking. It was the
only reason Sinistario hadn't yet flayed the miserable runt.

“Tell me what I have
left!”

The hunchback's eyes darted around nervously. The
little man clutched at the ends of his coat, a moldy thing with a
hundred confusing pockets, and his fingers fished through them one
by one, finally producing a list: Sinistario's Roster of
Minions.

There was another knock at the door far below, less
patient this time.

A voice boomed. Any normal voice would have been
muffled by the distance and the heavy oak door, but the knight's
words echoed sharp and clear.

“Overlord Sinistario. I know you can
hear me; I have the voice of a hundred men. It is I, Sir Glorious,
Son of Sir Glamorious, Knight Protector and Chivalryman of the
Kingdom of Humbledom, Defender of Peace, the Hammer of Justice—The
Silver Knight. I’ve destroyed your castles and dungeons and summer
cottages and now I am here to destroy YOU! Your reign of terror
over the fair province of Pebbleton has come to an end. Open this
door so I can kill you.”

The hunchback gave Sinistario an anxious glance.

“Ignore him.” Sinistario snatched
the list from the hunchback. Most of the creatures on the list had
already been crossed off.

“What is this rubbish? This still
has my Turtlenauts on here. And the Ice Elementals. When was this
last updated?” Sinistario scanned the list. “Here, Item fifty
six: three battalions of Rat-Soldiers. Rat-Soldiers sound
good.”

The hunchback held up a finger and thumb, showing the
height of an average Rat-Soldier.

“Useless!” Sinistario spat. “What
about these two-headed cyclopes? Where are they?”

The hunchback produced another sheet of parchment
from his cloak. Sinistario scanned it.

“Vacation? How can they be on
vacation? There's a knight at our gate and they’re sipping fruity
mixed drinks on the deck of some ship!” Sinistario jabbed a finger
at the list. “Suicide Bomber Gnolls! Send out the Suicide Bomber
Gnolls!”

Another piece of parchment appeared.

“On strike for want of Life
Insurance? They're not supposed to survive!”

Again there was a pounding at the door below.

“Overlord Sinistario,” Sir Glorious
called up. “I’d really hate to bash this door in—I could do it, you
know. I have the strength of a hundred men. It just looks really
expensive and there's these detailed carvings of toothy things on
it. Did you do these yourself?”

“This whole list is worthless,”
Sinistario said as he tore the sheet in half and
then in half again. He discarded the
fragments and clasped the amulet around his neck. It
crackled with electric energy. “I will destroy the knight
myself!”

His eye suddenly caught something
on one of the fragments that he'd missed.
Sinistario snatched the piece and turned it over. His eyes
widened. “The Cannibal Monk Summoning Scroll? Is that the
Arch-Demon Summoning thing?”

The hunchback backed away, petrified at the very
mention of the scroll. Summoning Scrolls were notoriously
dangerous.

Sinistario lashed out. Spidery fingers wrapped around
the hunchback’s throat. He could see the drops of sweat on the ugly
little man’s forehead. He could smell the creature's terror. The
red stone around Sinistario's neck glimmered. Electric sparks
danced between it and his fingertips. The hunchback coughed and
wheezed, but kept his eyes on the amulet.

“WHERE IS MY SCROLL?”

Summoning scrolls were among the rarest treasures in
the world, painstakingly infused with deep, forgotten magic. Upon
reading its incantation a Lesser Arch-Demon would be drawn toward
the mortal plane, hungry to spread unparalleled destruction and
fury until it got bored and went home.

The hunchback wheezed and clawed desperately at the
Overlord’s grip as a voice called from below.

“Alright then, Overlord. I gave you
the chance to get out of this with minimal property damage.” Far
below, wood splintered.

The hunchback gulped for air like some pasty
rag-covered fish. Sinistario’s fingers tightened and he raised the
hunchback high up off the ground.

“Search through that infernal cloak
of yours and find me that scroll. I COMMAND IT!”

The creature choked and gurgled but managed to fumble
through his pockets and produce a tightly rolled parchment. A wax
seal and a red ribbon held it shut. Sinistario seized the scroll
and flung the hunchback aside.

A heavy thump far below signaled the end of the tower
door. The knight was inside the tower, though it hardly mattered
now. To a Lesser Arch-Demon the knight would be no more than an
ant, and soon that ant would be no more than a charred and bloody
smear on the floor.

Sinistario held the scroll gingerly in his fingers.
The material was as ancient as the Narrow Chasm itself, and the
parchment edges flaked away as Sinistario broke a wax Dragon Seal.
It was the symbol of the Cannibal Monk scribes who had perfected
the incantations. All that remained of their former dominion lay in
these scrolls. Warmth radiated from the parchment.

Footsteps sounded from the winding staircase and
Sinistario glanced around the room. The hunchback crawled under a
table, where he rubbed his throat and drank the air in long,
rasping breaths.

“I’ve been looking forward to this,
Overlord,” Sir Glorious’ voice echoed thunderously up the tower
shaft. “I’m tired of taking your fortresses only to learn you
escaped. We shall finally meet face to face. This time there shall
be no avoiding me.”

The text on the scroll was written in dried blood.
Sinistario sucked in his breath as he read the forgotten words. He
whispered the first line. The red stone around his neck glinted
hotly and lifted off his chest.

“I will purge this fair province of
your tyranny once and for all. Today you meet your end,
sorcerer.”

The amulet sparked and crackled with energy and
Sinistario levitated as magic coursed through him. Layer upon layer
of purple robes flowed around him. Dark flames danced between the
scroll, the amulet, and the sorcerer. He spoke the second and third
lines of the incantation and felt the fabric of the universe
ripple. The wind howled in Sinistario’s ears, and he thought he
could hear the shrieks of a thousand lost souls calling from
somewhere beyond the mortal plane.

The rift was opening somewhere close and something
big was coming through. Sinistario shouted the fourth and fifth
lines, straining to hear his own voice against a sudden wind. A
bellyache groan of thunder rolled across the valley. Lightning
split the sky.

The hunchback yelped, picked himself up and ran for
the door.

“Sorcerer,” Sir Glorious called up.
“Why do you have so many stairs? They don’t even go anywhere.
There’s no landings or side rooms or anything. They just go up and
up. Luckily I have the endurance of a hundred men!”

A rending, stretching, rupturing sound shook the
tower. The last words of the incantation left Lord Sinistario’s
lips and the words were whipped away in the wind.

“It's here!” Sinistario cackled into
the wind. “That silver buffoon will know true power! Attack the
knight, Lesser Arch-Demon of the nether! I command
it!”

The howling, the electricity, the churning thunder
and lighting, the rupturing sounds, all of it suddenly vanished.
The scroll disintegrated into dust and Sinistario fell to the floor
as gracefully as a bag of string beans. He pulled himself upright,
blinking and bewildered. Where was his Lesser Arch-Demon?

“There you are, Overlord.” Sir
Glorious said as he appeared suddenly at the threshold.

Sinistario clutched at the amulet around his neck and
looked up at the knight. There was nothing particularly special
about this knight. He was young, had a chiseled chin, perfect hair,
and shiny armor; just like all knights.

“Good lord, sorcerer. You’re
old. You’re, like, my dad’s age.”

Sinistario fixed Sir Glorious with a narrow squint
and raised his arm, stretching his fingers out. He whispered the
words to an electric bolt spell, and the amulet at his neck
crackled and popped, but nothing happened.

He cursed again, louder this time. The summoning
incantation had drained him too much!

“You have a foul tongue, sorcerer,”
Sir Glorious stepped forward and readied his warhammer. “Never
fear, I shall merrily smash that tongue into the path of
righteousness. You shall be held accountable for your
crimes.”

There was a sudden rumbling and the world shook
beneath them. Dust sifted from the ceiling and books clattered to
the floor.

Sir Glorious eyed the Overlord suspiciously.

The rumbling grew, and the tower wobbled drunkenly.
Flasks of potions and poisons tipped and spilled. A designer-label
crystal ball fell and burst into a million shards. A timber
plummeted from the ceiling, crashing across Sinistario's prized
marble altar.

“What trickery is this?” Sir Glorius
exclaimed. Stones and shingles fell around them. Sinistario scanned
the room, but he was as clueless as the knight.

A heavy moan filled the air, rattling Sinistario’s
bones and filling him with a certain delightful feeling of dread.
It was a feeling only dark magic could bring. Something was outside
the tower, something big. The walls and floor trembled and gaps
appeared between the stones. He could see the gray world
outside.

There was a splintering CRACK. The roof of the tower
lifted away. Two eyes, white hot with fury, glared down at them. A
face the color of a crimson sunset loomed over the tower, a grim
tightness to its lips. Curved horns protruded from the creature's
forehead.

“A giant!” Sir Glorius exclaimed,
rising to his feet, “Finally you bring me a challenge, Overlord.
I’ve never fought a giant and certainly not one so big. It will be
a good fight!”

The creature burst into demonic flames. Sir Glorious
stepped back.

The Lesser Arch-Demon grinned a fiery grin, revealing
red hot teeth and a red throat beyond. Sinistario's eyes widened as
white magma drooled from the Lesser Arch-Demon’s lips. The wind
howled again, picking up wisps of flame and carrying them to the
tower. The old dried wood ignited in a flash and Sinistario
scrambled away from the flames.

Everything seemed to happen at once. Sinistario
opened his mouth to cry out. Wooden beams and stone walls burst
apart. The knight leapt forward, his hammer poised. A mammoth
fireball rolled up from the demon's throat and barreled towards
them, devouring all in its path. The floor crumbled underfoot.

The last thing Sinistario remembered was diving under
his marble altar as fire washed over him.

 




Chapter 2

Even before he opened his eyes, Overlord Sinistario
knew something was terribly, miserably, unimaginably wrong. It was
the air: fresh, crisp, stiflingly pleasant, and smelling too much
of flowers, honeydew and butterflies. Birds chirped and a playful
breeze grazed Sinistario's cheeks. He opened his eyes and quickly
clamped them shut again. The sight was nauseating.

Where were his rainclouds? Evil rule required proper
cloud cover. Birds and animals should be huddled away in the mud
and grime, praying for their lives.

When he worked up the courage for another peek,
Sinistario found himself lying among the rubble of his tower. The
sky was a thousand vibrant shades of blue, filled with colors that
had not been seen in the province of Pebbleton in years, as if the
sky had reserved all its brilliance for this single occasion. The
afternoon sun danced against the colors, disgustingly cheery.

Sinistario heard someone approaching, and he tried to
sit up, but felt too exhausted. Two bulbous eyes appeared overhead.
They were sad, scared, and each looking in slightly different
directions.

“Hunchback!” Sinistario scowled at
the ugly creature.

The little man reached to help him.

“Get away from me,” Sinistario
snapped. He didn't need any help, especially not from a lowly
hunchback. Sinistario bit his lip and tried to sit up again. It
took several tries.

He dragged himself to a shady spot among the rubble
and brushed the dust off his purple robes. There were singed spots
in the fabric and in places the rich embroidery had frayed. A sharp
anger filled him, an anger that only compounded as he took a survey
of the site. The cliff top was a smoldering ruin of stone and
wood.

“Curse that knight,” Sinistario
spat. “And curse those Cannibal Monks and their scrolls.” To the
Lesser Arch-Demon the Tower of Vultures had been nothing more than
a stack of toy blocks. Lust for revenge quickly filled Sinistario's
heart. He grasped for the red amulet around his neck. The Supreme
Overlord, the most powerful sorcerer in the world, needed to hear
of this at once.

“My amulet!” Sinistario cried as he
discovered it was missing. “Where is it? What did you do with it,
you mute cretin?” He glared at the hunchback. The creature's eyes
widened, and he backed away defensively then pointed down toward
the far hills, away from Pebbleton and towards the Humbledom's
Capital City.

“The knight,” Sinistario seethed.
“He survived the Lesser Arch-Demon's attack then? Did he think me
dead and my amulet a trophy to present to his toad of a
king?”

Without the amulet Sinistario couldn't command the
forces of darkness. He couldn't cast spells. He couldn't even
summon a portal to the Darker Citadel. Walking all the way to the Citadel would take far too long,
would be far too dangerous, and Sinistario didn't know of any
places worth eating at on the way.

As if his very thoughts were being read, a pale light
suddenly washed over the ruins. Sinistario whirled around to find a
ring of colored flames, crackling and sparking in midair. The
hunchback jumped back, but Sinistario didn’t budge. He frowned at
the portal before him. The Supreme Overlord already knows,
he thought.

“The foolish knight has no idea what
he's done,” Sinistario hissed through his teeth. The hunchback
looked from Sinistario to the flames and back again.

“The others shall hear of this,”
Sinistario said. “Oh, they shall! The Supreme Overlord will know
what needs to be done.” A twisted smile crested his lips. There was
madness in his voice. “I’ll have a new amulet and we’ll open the
reserves of skeleton knights, bog swimmers, and were-ostriches. We
will roll out the engines of war and begin production of new siege
cannons! Gatling ballistas! Bronzed elephant-tanks! We will light
the forbidden signal fires and sound the sacred war horns and call
forth the forgotten banners of the most vile, malicious,
indestructible forces in the world! No home in Pebbleton—no, none
in the whole Kingdom of Humbledom will be left untouched! No tree
unfelled! No virtuous knight unspoiled! Our fires will raze this
land to dust!”

Sinistario gave the valley below one last look. It
thrived with the buds of new life.

“And no one—NO ONE—will ever, ever
again challenge the supremacy of Overlord Sinistario!”

* * *

In the time it took Sinistario and the hunchback to
cross through the ring of flames, they traveled halfway across the
known world: over forests and hills, past villages and hamlets,
beyond the great gorge that split the land and into the deepest
depths of that realm of wickedness known only as the Horrid
Lands.

Sinistario found himself in a dark room, standing in
a shallow pool of water with the hunchback beside him. The surface
at his ankles shimmered, reflecting a thousand different places at
once in its choppy surface, as if the water couldn't decide where
it existed. Candlelight beckoned him forward.

The room opened into a grand vaulted hallway. He knew
the room well. Sconces lined the path forward, and black walls
drank the light away. The brickwork shimmered perversely. The
masonry of the hallway was not stone, but rather a material so
decidedly foul that its name had gone unspoken for centuries. There
was no doubt where Sinistario was: the Darker Citadel, called such
because there already was a Dark Citadel somewhere else.

Sinistario's sandals clapped against the stone as he
passed a chamber lined with the carved likenesses of prior Supreme
Overlords. The hunchback gulped anxiously as the terrible visages
glared down at them, ruling over the hallway as once they'd ruled
over the Horrid lands, commanding all the dark recesses of its
fortresses, chasms, swamps, deserts, marshes, tundras and tourist
attractions. And that was just above ground. The
Horrid Lands were twice as big underground.

Sinistario passed through the statue chamber and into
another hallway. This was the last hallway before he would reach
the council room and on this particular day the hallway wasn't
long. That meant the Supreme Overlord wished to
see him promptly. And why wouldn't he, Sinistario figured. Revenge must be
plotted!

Vengeance would be sweet, yes. Sinistario wanted to
savor his revenge against the silver knight, and there remained
only choosing the flavor. He counted the options off on his fingers
as he walked. There was impalement by sharp sticks of course, his
favorite. There was dismemberment, being dropped from tall heights,
man-eating snakes, poison. Then there was the old tried-and-true
varieties of execution: boiling oil, decapitation, explosive
indigestion, things of that sort. None of them left the right taste
in his mouth.

The door to the council chamber yawned open before
him. Twelve chairs faced Sinistario, arranged in a half-circle with
their high backs melting into the shadows above. Tapestries hung
behind each chair, and candlelight flickered over woven scenes of
mutilation, dismemberment, and other delights.

Figures sat upon all but one of the chairs, their
faces in shadow and their amulets glinting from the darkness. The
hunchback hung back in the doorway, afraid to enter, and Sinistario
pressed on alone. The other Overlords, as stone-faced as the
statues in the hall, watched Sinistario as he crossed toward the
empty seat. He could make out the murky eyes of Lord Electario, the
ashen skin of Lord Defenestrario, the chronic grimace of Lord
Flatutario. They were unimportant, lesser, Overlords.

A porcelain hand lifted and Lord Finishtario, the
Supreme Overlord and the most powerful sorcerer in the world,
signaled for Sinistario to halt. The Supreme Overlord leaned
forward and wrinkled his face in disgust. If Sinistario could be
considered old, Lord Finishtario was a relic; they said the man was
nearly a thousand years old, that death and time kept no secrets
from him, that he had personally witnessed the creation of the
Bridge of Bones and the destruction of the Cannibal Monks, that
he'd seen the end of eras and the rise and fall of kingdoms, that
he was half man, and half god. All in all, he looked pretty good
for his age. A knotted and mangled beard coiled around his hands
like a long ivory animal. It rose and fell slowly, as if the beard
drew breath of its own.

Sinistario stood in the center of the room and
addressed the council. “Doubtless you all know what happened.
Injustice has been done to the ranks of injustice. This heinous act
cannot go unpunished.” He looked at the Dark Lords one by one,
picking their forms out of the shadows. “We must rally and destroy
Humbledom. We must show no mercy!”

There was a chortle from the shadows and Lord
Necrotario, the Supreme Overlord's right hand man, leaned forward.
A thin veneer of a smile was painted across his face.

“We quite agree,” he said.
Necrotario always acted as if on the verge of hysterics, and he
beamed at Sinistario from over his tremendous belly. “Couldn't
agree more, dearie.”

There were nods and murmurs from various other
Overlords, but they all quieted as Sinistario cleared his throat
again. He felt strange, standing there in the center of the
chamber, the others weighing every word.

“Of course you do. Let us speak of
battle arrangements! First, I’ll need a new amulet—” He stepped
toward his seat, but again the Supreme Overlord's hand went up. The
ancient being cleared his throat.

“For less than half a decade you
have held the province of Pebbleton, Sinistario,” the terrible man
said. His voice brimmed with so much evil that felt like every
syllable was a spider crawling up Sinistario's arms. The Supreme
Overlord combed his fingers through his beard as he spoke, pulling
at the knots with yellowed nails. The tip of it lifted to watch
Sinistario.

“Your rule has not been long, and
you’ve done, to put it simply, a horrible job,” the Supreme
Overlord said.

“You honor me. Thank
you.”

“I meant horrible in a bad way, not
a good way.”

“Oh,” Sinistario nodded, “Of course.
Thank you. I've always considered Pebbleton to be the front lines
of Evil.”

“You idiot, it's not even the Armpit
of Evil. And you couldn't even hold it,” he said as he yanked on a
particularly thick clot of hair. “Pebbleton means nothing. It was a
prick to remind Humbledom that we were never far. But now? All its
dark strongholds lost? Its evil armies decimated? Reports tell me
it is now safe in Pebbleton—even at night,” the Supreme Overlord
winced at the thought. “And what caused all this? One man? One
knight? One warhammer? It wasn't even an enchanted
hammer.”

Sinistario fumed. “Give me an amulet and an army.
I’ll deal with him.”

“You had an amulet. You had an
army. You did not deal with him.”

“Luck! It was all luck! I am one of
the most powerful sorcerers alive! And he kept attacking on
weekends,” Sinistario explained. “We must loose the dogs of war!
Let us summon all the most horrid of creatures from the depths of
the universe! Unleash all that dwells in the dark! I must descend
upon Pebbleton and Humbledom! I must destroy them all!”

“Why would I let you do that?”
Finishtario twisted and yanked at his beard. Loose tufts of hair
fell to the floor.

“Because I hate them!”

“The arrangements for war have been
decided. There is no need for any gathering of hosts. Humbledom
needs to be dealt with and I've a mind to go myself.”

“You'd leave the protection of the
Citadel? You're nearly a thousand years old!”

“What? Who told you that? I’m
ninety-two and a half!”

“That might have been be my fault,”
Necrotario volunteered. Every face in the room turned toward the
portly man.

“When Sinistario first arrived he
seemed so, well...” Necrotario searched for a fitting word,
“...impressionable. I couldn’t let such a juicy opportunity pass by. But that
was years ago. I'm astonished he never caught on.”

A round of snickers circled the room, painfully sharp
to Sinistario’s ears.

Sinistario eyed Necrotario. The man rolled back in
his chair and drummed his fingers on his belly. He winked at
Sinistario, and Sinistario clenched his jaw.

“A thousand years old
indeed! I should flay
you alive for that! I will summon the Undead Army and destroy
Humbledom myself. It's been a good twenty years or so since I got
out.”

“The Undead?” Sinistario blinked.
“The Undead Army will devour them in an afternoon! We must savor their
destruction! At least give me an amulet and a battalion of elite
orcs so I can rend that knight to pieces!”

“Why would I let you have the
knight anymore than I'd let you lead an invasion?”

“Because I hate him!”

“The knight is unimportant,”
Necrotario said.

“Yet he was strong enough to take
Pebbleton,” Finishtario said.

Necrotario tittered. “No, Supreme
Overlord. Sinistario was weak enough to lose Pebbleton.”

Sinistario felt his rage boiling. He flashed
Necrotario a look and the man returned it with a enigmatic
smile.

“My harpies will retrieve the
amulet,” Finishtario said. “But otherwise, Necrotario is right. I
am not concerned with simpletons like this knight. Or you. You
shall never see the return of your amulet.”

“Then give me one of the spares.
I’ve seen the chest full of amulets in the Secret Vaults. The Dark
Amulets are made here!”

“Incorrect!” Lord Necrotario piped
up. “We order them bulk from Julianne Jewelsmith. She gives us a
great deal.”

“Who cares where they are made? I
demand that you give me one!” Sinistario shouted. He looked around
the room, suddenly aware of how silent it had become. Even
Necrotario seemed to have quieted. Finishtario’s fingers drifted
away from his beard.

“Demand?” the old man said. “Is
that what you come to me to do?”

Sinistario stepped back. Darkness brewed in the
Supreme Overlord's eyes.

“You are no one, Sinistario.
Nothing.”

The old man slowly rose and shook away his ancient
frailty as if it were nothing more than drowsiness. Purple robes
flowed from Finishtario's shoulders, lifting upwards as the Supreme
Overlord reached his full height. To Sinistario’s surprise the
Supreme Overlord continued to rise, stretching taller and taller,
until he loomed over Sinistario, his body twisted and his beard
took on a flickering, fiery life of its own.

The Supreme Overlord hissed at Sinistario. “You have
lost your amulet. You have lost your armies. You have lost your
towers. You have lost your dominion!” As he spoke, Finishtario’s
face twisted into disfigured perversions of his former self.

Sinistario hunched back, trying to slink away from
the terrible visage. The face of the Supreme Overlord seemed to be
everywhere all at once.

“I should be respected!” Sinistario
argued, weakly. “I’m a Dark Overlord. And someday
I will be Supreme
Overlord!”

“WHAT?” Finishtario boomed.
Necrotario and some of the others giggled.

“I’d sooner
see your hunchback be Supreme Overlord!” Finishtario said. The
hunchback yelped at the attention and tried to hide in the shadows
as Finishtario's beard slipped around Sinistario's neck and
squeezed. Sinistario gasped.

“You have
failed me!” Finishtario's face burned with anger. “You are weak!”
Finishtario said. “Incompetent—insufferable—worthless! You will
never be worthy of the Darker Citadel!”

Sinistario clawed at the hairy fibers, but they would
not give.

Necrotario grinned. “Exiled,” he laughed. “Sacked.
Let go.”

“You will never work in Dark
Overlording again!” Finishtario hissed.

The room spun as Sinistario looked around
frantically. All the other Overlords were laughing at him, and it
seemed the entire room joined in; the candles, tapestries, the
shadows. Everything spiraled together into a bewildering vortex.
The Supreme Overlord emitted a throaty, weathered hack.
Necrotario's voice rose above it all.

“Laid off! Dismissed!
Discharged!”

Sinistario felt his knees give way he looked down to
see a portal form in the ground, and through the portal he saw the
ruins of his old tower. The hunchback fell towards him and
plummeted through. Tendrils of color closed around Sinistario,
lashing around his arms and legs and dragging down into the floor.
His vision blurred. Shadows and light smeared together.

“Expelled! Terminated!
Dumped!”

Blackness swallowed him. He fell into emptiness, and
the sounds of the laughing followed. They washed over him as the
portal sucked him away. He was smothered. Drowned. Choked. Three
final words rung in his ears as he fell.

“You. Are. FIRED!”

 




Chapter 3

Sir Glorious burst into the throne room, a spring in
his step and a smile on his face. A hundred faces turned toward
him—courtiers, nobles, diplomats, guards—even the King himself
looked up from his throne.

“My Liege!” Sir Glorious called
across the chamber.

The King blinked. Whispers circulated throughout the
crowd, doubtless everyone was awestruck by the knight's mighty
reputation and good posture. Glorious beamed. It was a knight's
duty to impress, and Glorious felt he was rather good at it,
especially considering his youth. Not a year had passed since his
knighting and already he was toppling Overlords! The Dark Amulet
tucked away in the satchel filled him with confidence.

“It is I, Sir Glorious, Son of Sir
Glamorious,Bane of Cowardice, Harbinger of Light on the Shores of
Darkness, Buoy of Righteousness in the Stormy Lagoons Evil, the
Hammer of Justice—The Silver Knight. I bring great
tidings!”

Glorious strode down the aisle. Two guardsmen stepped
in his path and looked to the King for instructions.

The King was an unfortunately shaped man, bearing
close resemblance to a regal four-foot pear. He had been in the
midst of doing important diplomatic things and even the arrival of
someone as prestigious as Sir Glorious could not distract him for
long.

“Glorious? I haven't seen you in
months. Where have you been—no, no, don't tell us. Just take a
number and get in line.” The King gestured to a large mass of
people waiting to speak with him. There were commoners and soldiers
and angry mothers-in-law and all manner of people. Each one awaited
their turn to speak their grievances before their
sovereign.

“But I have joyous news.”

“Wonderful. We look forward to
hearing it.” The King nodded jovially at the queue, and then turned
back to his important diplomacy stuff.

“But—,”

“You heard the King,” a guard
grunted. “Take a number.”

Glorious felt ruffled, but did not argue. This was
but a trivial formality. He'd already had to travel, giddy with the
knowledge of his victory, for several days to get to the capital.
What was a few minutes more? He was, after all,
the only knight to have ever killed an Overlord. Although, he'd
remembered little enough of it to be sure. There was something
about a fiery demon and a crumbling tower and the rest was a drowsy
blur. Still, Overlords didn't go around killing themselves, and
Glorious was sure that vanquishing evil while unconscious was not
all that unheard of among true heroes. With this feat under his belt... well, today was the day he'd
been waiting for his entire life.

Sir Glorious' mood remained elevated as the King
received councilmen, nobles, and commoners alike. Two soldiers
complained they'd received no pay. A dozen farmers lobbied for
protection from goatmen bandits. A husband and wife bickered about
property. The monarch heard disputes, complaints, and suggestions
on how to run the kingdom, and though the afternoon slipped away,
the crowd in front of Glorious seemed to grow no smaller. Glorious
twiddled his thumbs patiently.

Suddenly the doors to the throne room burst open, the
sounds of a celebration outside the throne room wafted in. Everyone
turned to look back. Glorious found himself staring at a knight in
immaculate golden armor with a chin that was a least ten times as
chiseled as his own. Confetti and joyous ribbons streamed in from
outside, falling about the Gold Knight. The throne room erupted in
awestruck, excited chatter and all around. A few young girls
nearest to the knight fainted.

It seemed to Glorious that the Gold Knight had hair
that was ten times as shiny, ten times as curled, and with ten
times as much bounce as his own. The man’s eyes were a more
dazzling shade of blue and his armor was far more excessively
detailed.

The Gold Knight winked at the swooning crowd and
marched into the room.

“Sir Victorious!” The King waved
aside his advisors and gave the Gold Knight his full attention as
the man approached and briefly dipped to one knee.

“You’re back from the borderlands,”
the King said with a laugh. “How many monsters did you kill? And
how many hearts did you break?”

The slightest smile crossed Victorious' face. “My
liege, I have lost count of both.”

“Well, I know one heart that’s been
aching for you since the day you left.” The King clapped his hands
and at once two servants hustled in from a side chamber carrying a
sofa between them. On the sofa a rotund young woman reclined,
absently examining the rings on her royal fingers. From where
Glorious stood it was hard to make out her features, but there was
no doubt as to who she was. She was the most beautiful woman in the
world.

“Princess Blueberry.” Glorious drew
in his breath. His heart quickened. She had grown even more
stunning since last he saw her, before he'd started his crusade
against the Overlord. How many sleepless night had he spent
dwelling on her grace and beauty? How long had he loved
her?

“Princess,” the Gold Knight dropped
to a knee. “As always, you are as beautiful as a barge in
springtime, as fragrant as a delicate baby's bottom.”

The Princess acknowledged Victorious with a nod,
never turning from her rings.

“Has he brought me anything pretty?”
she said airily.

“She’s been so nervous, Victorious,”
the King went on, pulling Victorious to his feet, “These past weeks
have been torture! Madness! With the reports of your
conquests—armies vanquished, villains defeated—why, she’s developed
quite the crush, if I do say so myself.”

Princess Blueberry hadn’t raised an eyebrow, but she
had moved on to examining the bracelets coiled around her
arm. Glorious had never seen such beauty: long dark hair,
mysterious eyes, skin tanned to the perfect rotisserie shade
society so favored.

The King went on. “Why, Victorious, if only I had a
son with the courage you have. If only I had an heir with such
strength and prowess!”

The King’s hints were transparent to everyone, and a
few spectators chuckled lightly. Sir Glorious frowned. What did
Victorious have that Glorious didn't? Sure, Glorious was younger,
but he'd fought his own share of armies and dragons and monsters.
And hadn't Glorious just defeated a Dark Overlord? He itched for
the chance to speak.

“The Princess seems to find her
jewelry more interesting than me,” Victorious noted.

“Nonsense. She’s just hiding her
blushing face.”

“She would not be the first to do
so, sire. But let us speak of other matters.”

“Other matters? What could be more
important than my daughter’s happiness?”

“Her safety, my liege,” Sir
Victorious said. “I bring news of an army amassing in the far
north, in the deepness of the Horrid Lands, beyond the great gorge.
The Dark Overlords have once again summoned the Undead
Army.”

A gasp went through the crowd. The King's face went
tombstone pale. Sir Glorious had heard of the Undead Army, and he
had heard more of the Horrid Lands. It was no small, countryside
province like Pebbleton. The Horrid Lands were where a knight truly
tested his mettle, where knights came out changed men, if they came
out at all. It was home of the Darker Citadel, the seat of power
for the Dark Overlords.

“The Undead? Truly?” the King
latched onto Victorious’ plated mail and pulled him to eye level.
“What has riled the Dark Lords so?
Victorious, tell me, do they intend to march?”

“Without a doubt. But does it
matter? The Overlords of the Darker Citadel have sent their
creatures before,” Sir Victorious said calmly.

“But they say the Undead Army is
over a million strong,” the King pleaded. “They say no weapons can
harm them and they scorch the earth where they walk and every
victim of their wrath is raised again to joined their eternal
ranks. The last time they marched three neighboring nations fell
before their blood-thirsts were quenched!”

“That was before they'd met me, of
course.”

Glorious' jaw tightened. It was harder to keep
himself from speaking out. Did Victorious think the Princess would
be impressed by boasts? Victorious did not know the key to her
heart.

Victorious paced in front of the
dais as he spoke.“Tomorrow morning,
immediately following my hair appointment, I shall ride out,
journey to the Horrid Lands and meet this Undead Army in battle. A
million will fall as easily as dozen against my blade. They shall
be a weekend’s amusement, nothing else,” he looked up at the King
and smiled. “Gather your hosts and meet me at the border, if you
wish to bear witness to my deeds. The Undead are nothing against
the arm of the World's Mightiest Knight.”



That was it. Glorious felt his face flush and before
he could stop himself he shouted across the hall.

“That man is
certainly NOT the World's Mightiest
Knight!”

Every face in the crowd turned to him. Courtiers
nearby stared at him aghast, as if he’d committed the gravest of
blasphemies.

Sir Glorious pushed his way out to the red carpet and
eyed Victorious with the meanest look he could muster. World’s
Mightiest Knight indeed! What gave him the right to such
a declaration? They'd soon see who really deserved the
Princess’ attention.

“Sir Glorious? What is the meaning
of this?” the King demanded. The throne room was deadly
quiet.

“This man is not the World's Mightiest Knight!”

“We speak of the Undead Army,” the
King said. “There's no time for jealousy. Sir Victorious is
certainly the World's—”

“Jealousy? Sire. I can prove my
claim,” Glorious said.

Victorious raised an eyebrow.

Glorious cleared his throat. “I've just come from the
province of Pebbleton, where I have been for some time now, and I
bring good tidings.”

“Pebbleton? Is that in my
kingdom?”

“Sire? Pebbleton’s been besieged by
a Dark Overlord for years!”

“An Overlord? Not in Humbledom. I’m
sure I would have heard of this place if an Overlord had taken
it.”

“It’s a very small province.” Sir
Glorious clenched his jaw. This wasn’t the first time Pebbleton had
been overlooked. “A small province, yes, but with a large shadow
looming over it! The shadow of evil!”

The King turned to an advisor who instantly pulled
out a cloth map and set to examining it. The King produced a pair
of thick spectacles, and together they found Pebbleton.

“Pebbleton,” the advisor read. “More
a village than a province. There are half a hundred such tiny
regions along our northern border. Primary exports include wheat,
barely, ale, and playing cards.”

“And Evil!” Glorious said. “Though,
not anymore.”

“It cannot be true.” The King
flushed. “An Undead Army to the North and an Overlord at our door?
The realm is at risk! How could you call these tidings good? What
is the meaning of this, Sir Glorious?”

“My liege, I’ve come to claim the
hand of the beautiful Princess Blueberry.”

The throne room erupted into a flurry of chattering
and shouting. Sir Victorious stared at him, shocked. The King
turned beet-red.

“Outrageous! Preposterous! We're in
the middle of a crisis! Stop wasting my time!”

Sir Glorious smiled. This was the easy part.

“Pebbleton was under the power of
the Dark Lord Sinistario, a real, live, villainous Overlord in your
own kingdom—well, he was alive, until I defeated him. Now he’s
dead.”

There was second outbreak of chatter from the
courtiers, and Sir Glorious folded his arms. He glanced over to
Princess Blueberry, but she didn’t seem to be any more interested
in him than she had been in Victorious. Still, he wasn't
discouraged. Unlike Victorious, he did know the key to her heart.

“Truly?” the King asked, wide eyed.
“You truly killed an Overlord?”

“In my sleep, even, if you believe
it. Overlord Sinistario is no more.”

Victorious rolled his eyes.

“A lie, Your Highness. No one’s
vanquished a Dark Overlord. Few enough have even seen them. In all
my years of service I can count the number of times I’ve caught a
glimpse of one on one hand.”

“So you’ve seen an Overlord?” Sir
Glorious said, reaching into his satchel. “Then you must certainly
know what this is!” He pulled out Sinistario’s red-stoned amulet,
and at once the room grew a little darker. The amulet sparkled with
an even more sinister luster than it had when he’d picked it off
the body of the sorcerer. The King, Victorious, and the entire room
sucked in their breath at once, as if afraid the amulet might steal
it away.

“A Dark Amulet,” Victorious said.
“Impossible!”

“A Dark Amulet?” the King
asked.

“A Dark Amulet,” Sir Glorious
confirmed. “The very symbol of an Overlord's status in the dark
ranks. I think. Anyway, it's as beautiful as a princess and as rare
as a crown.”

“I want it,” came a voice from the
sofa.

All eyes turned toward Princess Blueberry.

“I want that, Daddy,” she repeated.
She was sitting up now, her eyes fixed on the amulet. “Make him
give it to me.”

“It would look beautiful around her
neck. And it is a perfect symbol of my worthiness for her hand, my
liege.”

“Out of the question. Blueberry, we
have matters of war to discuss. The Undead Army, Overlords, that
sort of stuff. That amulet is a bauble, nothing more. The Sultan of
Camembert offered you a dozen such amulets last winter.”

“Not like that,” she said. “Nothing
like that one.”

Sir Glorious lowered his arm and let the amulet
dangle by his side. The Princess’ eyes followed it hungrily.

“I’ll buy you one just like it from
Julianne Jewelsmith's. I’ll buy you one a
hundred times as nice, you’ll see. That one will have two red
stones and twice as much gold.”

Princess Blueberry's lips curled up into a wolfish
snarl. “But it won’t be that one, Daddy,” She pointed at the
amulet. “That’s an Overlord’s Amulet and I want it. If I
don’t get that amulet I’ll hold my breath till I die,” she cried.
“I want it now! Now! Now! Now!”

“I can hear you just fine, fine,
fine, fine, young lady,” the King shouted back, “And go ahead—I’ll
give all your jewelry to the whipping girl.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” she gasped.
“Give me that amulet or I’ll tear out my hair and scratch my face
until it goes all ugly!”

“You think that’ll stop suitors?
I’ll throw a bag over your head and put you up for the highest
bid!”

“Give it to me or I’ll—I’ll,” she
struggled for another threat. “So help me father—I’ll run away and
marry him anyway!” She pointed to Sir Glorious.

The audience gasped. The King gasped. Sir Glorious
blinked happily.

“Are you joking?” Victorious added
his own voice to the mix. “His armor is hardly as shiny as mine.
And his chin? Not a third as chiseled. You can tell a knight's
quality by the chin, Princess.”

Sir Glorious opened his mouth to speak, but thought
better and closed it. His chin was more chiseled than most
peoples.

The King narrowed his twitching eyes, took three
quick steps forward, snatched the amulet from Glorious, and shoved
it into Blueberry’s hands.

“Thank-you-very-very-much-for-your-gift,” the short man
recited, as if from some passage on courtly etiquette.
“I-will-consider-your-offer-of-betrothal.”

Sir Glorious blinked again and gave a sluggish bow.
He looked longingly at the Princess, who was
already wearing the amulet around her neck and had summoned for a
mirror.

The sound of a blade being drawn roused Sir Glorious'
attention. He turned to find himself staring down a golden sword
with an angry Sir Victorious at the other end of it. The sword was
as gilded as his armor, and etched into the blade were depictions
of his numerous deeds and battles.

“This was ill done, sir,” the Gold
Knight said. “The King himself wills Blueberry to marry me. I
challenge you to a duel for the hand and love of the
Princess.”

Sir Glorious gaped. “Knights don’t fight knights.
They fight evil.”

“Fight me or withdraw your claim,
coward.”

Sir Glorious looked around. There wasn’t a friend in
sight. Courtiers shouted and the guards glared at him with angry
eyes. Glorious had never fought another knight before. It just
didn't seem right with so much villainy still in the world.

Before Glorious could speak, the high windows above
shattered into pieces. Black creatures burst into the throne room
from every opening, filling the air with shrieks and flapping.

“Harpies!” a guard
shouted.

Screams rose from the crowds and half a hundred
people rushed for the doors.

“Hah! To battle!” Glorious unslung
his silver hammer and wasted no time swinging it at a nearby beast,
but the creature danced out of reach. He glanced over at
Victorious, who had already succeeded in killing one and slicing
another across the belly. The wounded monster writhed and twisted
against the ceiling, crashing into the heavy wood beams
above.

“Protect the King!” Victorious
shouted.

“Protect my daughter!” the King
shouted back. Sir Glorious looked across the throne room and saw
that the majority of the harpies were focusing on her, clawing and
diving at her face and neck. Princess Blueberry screamed and
flailed, but it did little to stop the monsters.

Sir Glorious rushed towards her and brought his
hammer down on the harpy nearest. It burst like a swollen grape.
The others harpies screeched and scattered to the rafters.

Guards jabbed their long halberds upwards, but for
every beast they struck down three more found their way in through
the windows.

“Cowardly beasts,” Glorious shook
his hammer angrily. “Come down here!”

“Get archers in here,” the King
shouted. “Archers and spear men!”

The Princess screamed again from behind the
throne.

“And get her out of
here!”

As if the harpies had understood the command, they
swooped down at once, diving collectively toward the Princess. Sir
Glorious lunged forward, hoping to block them off , but instead
crashed into Victorious. The two toppled to the floor. Victorious
was back on his feet in an instant, looming over Glorious.

“Bungling fool!” he spat.

“Me? You got in the way of my
lunging.”

“Stay back and let professionals
handle this, you dolt!”

“Did you just call me
unprofessional, Sir?” Glorious said.

“I called you a dolt, now out of my
way!” Victorious said and stomped past him.

“They’ve got her!” the King shouted.
The harpies attempted to lift Princess Blueberry, though her size
was besting them. Six of the creatures flocked around her, their
talons wrapped around her arms and shoulders and six additional
creatures had to swoop in to help before she was fully airborne.
Even then, the harpies and the Princess moved upwards in graceless
fits.

“Stop them! Stop them!”

The harpies filtered out through the windows, their
shrieks mixing with the Princess' screaming. Glorious heaved his
hammer as hard as he could toward the harpies holding her, but his
aim was off and the weapon clanged uselessly against the wall.
Victorious lept into the air, clipping the toes off some of them,
but his efforts were futile as well.

Archers flooded the room and took aim at the
monsters. Sir Glorious yanked a bow from the nearest one and nocked
an arrow into place.

“No!” the King said. “Not the
arrows! You’ll hit her! Don’t shoot!”

Sir Glorious pulled the string back and narrowed his
eyes. The harpies moved erratically, like bumblebees, each pushing
and flapping and bouncing their way around as they funneled out the
window. Beads of sweat collected on Sir Glorious’ forehead.

“Stop him! Someone stop
him!”

Sir Glorious was terrible with a bow—it was no true
knight’s weapon, but he knew he must try. Princess Blueberry needed
him. He had but a second more.

A golden blade cut down through the middle of his
arrow, cleaving it in half. Someone yanked the bow from him.

“What do you think you’re doing?”
Victorious shouted at him. “The King gave a command!”

The last of the harpies filtered out of the windows,
taking the screaming Princess with them.

“I had them,” Sir Glorious said. “I
could have saved her!”

The harpies' shrieks faded away. Wherever the Harpies
were taking the Princess, there was no way anyone could stop them
now.

“You?” Victorious shouted. “You
could have saved her? You’re the reason she's gone! If you hadn't
gotten in my way they would never have stolen her!”

“I should say the same to you. You
and that clumsy sword of yours cluttered up the fight.”

“Clumsy? How many harpies did you
kill? I’ll tell you. One. I counted.” Victorious turned toward the
King and immediately his tone shifted to something gentler,
although there was still the hint of a snarl in it. “Harpies, Your
Highness. I’ve only ever seen them in the Horrid Lands. I think
this excuse-for-a-knight might have something to do with
this.”

“Me?” Glorious said. “I’ve never
even seen harpies before.”

“Don't be a fool, Glorious. Harpies
in the Capital? The Undead Army on the march after twenty years of
calm? And this right after you kill an Overlord? The Princess is
halfway to the Darker Citadel now, to be sure. This is all your
fault. I'd wager my honor as a knight on it. You and that
amulet!”

Glorious frowned “The Princess thought it was very
pretty.”

“Quiet.” The King lifted a
hand.

Sir Glorious shut his mouth and stood back, surveying
the condition of the throne room. Broken chairs, torn tapestries,
and splintered wood littered the room. The bodies of the dead
harpies lay around them, twisted and still. Most of the bowmen and
guards had gone out to the balconies to follow the harpies, and all
the courtiers had fled.

The color was gone from the King’s face.

“I don’t care why they took her,” he
said heavily. “All I care about is that my daughter is gone. She’s
gone and I want her brought back. Safe, and quick.” He looked up at
the two knights. “Whoever does this will marry her.”

 




Chapter 4

In the week following his expulsion from the Darker
Citadel the person Sinistario hated the most depended on how much
the sorcerer had had to drink. He spent every minute and every
spare coin at the Pale Bellied Pig, and his day started with a pure
and unadulterated loathing for a particular Silver Knight.

Sinistario had hated Glorious so long that he found
he wore the hatred like a comfortable cloak. It was easy to hate
Sir Glorious, and every face that passed Sinistario’s table held
the knight’s clueless smile. He relished in the hatred. It kept his
mind from dwelling on his terrible fate.

A few drinks later, though, and the faces in the pub
started resembling Necrotario. The jiggling rolls of fat, the
restrained and stifled giggles, the sly winks—Necrotario's smug
face bore into Sinistario's skull, pounding a little deeper each
time he lifted his mug.

A few more drinks still and the Pale Bellied Pig
swayed like a sea vessel. Uneasy shadows moved in the corners and
he thought he caught glimpses of someone he could not dare to hate,
someone terrible and ancient. His knuckles would go white with
fear.

You have failed me,
Finishtario’s voice rang through his mind.
You are weak. Incompetent. Insufferable.
Worthless.

He wanted to hate the Supreme Overlord so much it
turned his drunken comfort sour.

You are nothing and you'll always
be nothing, Finishtario's voice mocked
him. Fear shook Sinistario's bones. You
will never be worthy of the Darker Citadel.

Fortunately no one took notice of Sinistario's
drunken fear. The Pale Bellied Pig was the kind of place one went
to to not be noticed.

Sinistario swirled his mug around and watched as the
ale inside swished against the sides.

He hated ale. Sorcerers drank wine. Wine had more
culture to it. Even getting ale was a challenge. The Pale Bellied
Pig had once been a popular tavern and brew house, but now ale was
just a sideline item—a legacy item tucked to the corner of the menu
in favor of the new, fancier, coffee-flavored drinks.

“When I reclaim my power I will burn
this place to the ground,” Sinistario vowed through clenched teeth.
He scowled because he knew he was still good at it. The hunchback
sat beside him, chewing on a roasted portion of some former cute
woodland animal.

Something cold and hard rammed into Sinistario's
back. He cursed and clutched at his drink. He turned around to find
himself staring at a golden breastplate. A knight, dressed in
intricate gold armor pushed his way past them to an empty table,
but he was too large to maneuver gracefully in the tight room.

“Watch it, old man,” the knight
barked. “I've a hunger to feed and you're in my way.”

Sinistario clenched his teeth and rose halfway. His
fingers clutching for his amulet. Then he remembered it wasn’t
there. Sinistario hadn't felt a trickle of magic in his veins since
he'd lost his amulet, and it would do no good to start a fight
here.

The knight pushed his way through the clientèle. As
people noticed him they moved aside with wide eyed stares. One man
gave up his table with a quick bow and the knight grunted and fell
into a chair. He pulled the table close and clapped for a servant.
Sinistario grimaced and turned back to his ale. Oh, how he hated
knights.

“Beef!” the knight demanded. “Give
me beef. A meat-pie and a side of homemade kettle chips. And coffee
with those little chocolate flecks in it. On the double! I’ve a
princess to catch!”

The people at the table next to Sinistario regarded
the knight with hushed voices. They weren't the only ones taking
notice. Sinistario wondered if the man were royalty, though he
couldn't imagine what royalty would be doing so far from the
Capital and so close to the Horrids Lands. Still, everyone else
seemed to know the knight, and two servants hopped to
attention.

“A princess?” a man nearby asked. “A
real princess? Are you really Sir Victorious, the Gold
Knight?”

“Tis I. Feel free to examine my
muscles. Now where’s my food?”

In less than a minute the knight had what he ordered,
down to the flecks of chocolate. Sinistario felt his stomach churn.
If he still had his amulet he could make them bring him meals twice
that fast. They’d even find wine for him. People would work hard to
impress someone, yes, but they would work twice as hard to keep
their mundane lives. Fear was the world’s best motivator.

Every patron in the room was entranced with watching
the knight wolf down his meal. It wasn’t until Sir Victorious was
sucking the grease from his fingers and stirring the dregs of his
beverage that trickles of conversations resumed.

Seeing the Gold Knight reminded Sinistario of that
other knight. He turned his
attention sourly to his mug and swirled the brown liquid inside. He
didn’t want any more reminders.

The hunchback tugged at Sinistario's sleeve and
pointed. His eyes were wide.

“That's not him, you dolt.”
Sinistario gave him a sour look. “It’s just a knight.
The knight had silver armor.”

But the hunchback seemed frantic, and he tugged
again.

Sinistario rolled his eyes and turned around. Sure
enough, standing in the threshhold of the Pale Bellied Pig Fancy
Cafe and Brewhouse, was Sir Glorious. He leaned against the door
frame, out of breath. The sorcerer gaped dumbly, but only for a
second before turning away and throwing his purple hood over his
head. He kept his back to the door.

“It’s him!” he hissed. He couldn’t
let Glorious see him, “What will I do?”

Glorious blocked the only exit and Sinistario's only
weapon was a nearly-empty ceramic mug. He clutched it tight, just
in case.

“What’s he doing? Tell me what he’s
doing.”

The hunchback looked back, helpless. People were
whispering again, this time about the ‘other knight'. Sinistario dared another glance.

Glorious found a seat at the bar, plopped a leather
satchel on the seat beside him, and called for the bartender. He
looked as if he'd been riding all day.

“Just my
luck,” Sinistario whispered to the hunchback. “If he sees me he’ll kill me. Has he seen
me?”

Sinistario looked again, but Glorious seemed occupied
with ordering from a menu. He folded it closed and ordered a
low-carb salad.

Sinistario hugged his mug.

You will never be worthy of the
Darker Citadel, the mug hissed.

Sinistario looked up. This was no fit behavior for a
sorcerer. So what if he was not an Overlord any more? He’d been one
once and this cowering, this hiding behind ale and drunkenness,
this was not how a sorcerer should act!

He gripped the ceramic mug and stood again. Glorious
might kill him. The whole place might rally together and burn him
at the stake. But he'd see that good-looking face bashed with cold
ceramic before he died! Let no one say that Sinistario was weak!
Let it never be said he was afraid! Let none ever think he did not
live up to the word 'evil'.

For the second time that night, Sinistario felt
himself shoved forward. He stumbled to his knees and the mug
slipped and shattered. Sinistario found himself tangled on the
floor among a mess of chair and table legs. Above him, the Gold
Knight stood, resplendent in his gilded armor, eyes fixed on
Glorious.

“Glorious!” the Gold Knight boomed,
ignoring the sorcerer he’d just plowed over.

The cafe was deathly quiet.

“Victorious!” Glorious answered. His
voice was loud, but not so loud as the Gold Knight's.

“Still in this are you?” Victorious
laughed, “Go back to your pig farm, or wherever you came from. The
Princess will be mine. Anyone idiot can see that.”

“Not this idiot! She loves
me, not you,” Glorious said. “I’m the one she said she would marry,
or have you forgotten?”

“You twit, it’s not because she
loves you.” Victorious stepped over Sinistario and swaggered his
way across the room. He loomed over the Silver Knight and the
low-carb salad. Sinistario scampered back into his chair, keeping
his head ducked low.

Weak—incompetent—insufferable! A
voice rang in his head.

“She only said she'd marry you to
get that miserable trinket,” Victorious said. “I’d wager it wasn’t
even a real amulet.”

Sinistario's ears pricked up.

Glorious drew back, shocked at the notion. “You saw
how it called the harpies. You saw how they carried the Princess
away. I’ll get to the Darker Citadel, stop the Undead Army, and
marry Princess Blueberry. You see if I don’t!”

“Keep telling yourself that. I’ll be
halfway through the Horrid Lands while you’re still sitting here
snacking on spinach and cucumber.”

“I’ll be done snacking long before
you’re halfway through the Horrid Lands!” Glorious rose to his
feet, glowering eye to eye with the Gold Knight. He was a head
shorter.

The Horrid Lands? Sinistario plucked at the
corners of his mustache thoughtfully.

“I don't know how you killed that
Overlord, Glorious. Dumb luck, maybe. But the Horrid Lands?
Unspeakable monsters roam there; creatures you've never dreamed of.
The sky is black with death and the soil charred and infertile.
Tunnels honeycomb the hills. The bridges are made of bones and the
rivers of acid and blood. Don't fool yourself, Glorious. Trolls and
orcs are one thing, and your small province may have need of you,
but you'll only get yourself killed in the Horrid Lands. There is
nothing good in the Horrid Lands.”

“It's got nice beaches,” the
bartender offered. Victorious met the man's eyes with a humorless
expression. The man quieted and looked away.

“I am not afraid of the Horrid
Lands,” Glorious said. “Come what may, my cause is just and I shall
prevail. It will be a good fight!”

Victorious belted out a hearty laugh. He turned,
still laughing, and walked out of the tavern, his glee lingering
behind for every nearby ear. People turned away slowly and somebody
coughed, politely trying to break the silence. Sinistario felt a
smile creep along his lips.

As Glorious returned slowly to his seat the sound of
hooves drifted in through the doorway. Sir Glorious jumped up just
in time to see Victorious ride past with not just one horse, but
two. Glorious frowned.

“That simpleton! He took my horse
AND his!”

People stood and clustered around the door to watch
the Gold Knight ride off.

“This is getting better and better.”
Sinistario whispered to the hunchback. He leaned forward, trying to
see between the gaps and cracks in the crowd, but it was
impossible. No matter, he thought. The mental image of the
other knight galloping off and leaving Glorious without a steed was
enough. Sinistario, relishing in Glorious sudden misfortune, was
feeling better than he had in weeks.

“What a terrible mistake,” Glorious
muttered.

“You sure he didn't just steal it?”
the bartender asked.

“No true knight would ever steal a
horse. It’s not chivalrous, you know.”

Glorious stood anxiously in the door way a moment,
unsure of whether or not he was supposed to run after the horse or
finish his meal.

“Never mind the salad!” he decided.
“There’s no time to lose!” He grabbed his satchel and rushed out
the door, shouting after the Gold Knight with every
step.

There were a few more chuckles, and conversations
slowly resumed, mostly about the two knights. Sinistario looked to
the hunchback.

“Not so high and mighty now, is he?
And the Citadel? It takes more than a pretty knight to gain entry
into the Darker Citadel. And the Horrid Lands? With all its dangers
not even I would travel the distance without an armed guard! Why do
you think sorcerer’s have portals, eh?” He poked in the direction
of the hunchback with a spidery finger, “Why do you think we have
amulets in the first place?”

He considered his finger thoughtfully a moment, as if
it had just given him some interesting idea. A
plan came to him. It was a terrible plan, a worthless idea, and he
almost dismissed it. But the idea rolled around in his mind as he
looked at the shards of broken ceramic by his feet.

When better to steal his amulet
back than while the Supreme Overlord was off terrorizing with the
Undead Army? 

And why stop there? What could be
better than an amulet? An armful of amulets, of course! In the
Secret Vaults below the Citadel there was a chest full of them.
With those he could destroy Glorious, Finishtario—anyone he wanted
to! Sinistario's crooked heart jumped with
excitement.

But the road to the Citadel was treacherous and he
had been exiled from the Horrid Lands. Without magic he'd never
survive the journey.

Another notion came to Sinistario—one so revolting
that he could hardly believe he was considering it. The mere
thought of it left a rancid taste in his mouth. Still, it might
serve.

“Ale,” he called out. “One more
before I go!”

* * *

As a rule, sorcerers could hardly be bothered with
common tasks such as tracking, but it took no woodsman to follow
Glorious' frantic bootprints in the muddy road. Glorious wouldn’t
be able to run forever in that armor. They would catch up
eventually.

‘Eventually’ ended up being late in
the afternoon, as the sun had begun to retire and heavy gray clouds
rolled in to take its place. The last bits of warmth fled through
the forest, chasing the daylight. The hunchback stopped in the
middle of the road and examined the ground. He shuffled around,
crawling a few feet back and forth, his eyes wobbling this way and
that, as an even more confused look spread across his already
confused-looking face.

“What are you waiting for?”
Sinistario snapped. “The road doesn't just stop. He kept
going.”

The hunchback shook his head and pointed to the
mud.

“So. No bootprints. He didn't just
die here,” Sinistario said. “Where is he?”

“He’s right here,” a voice called
from behind them. Sinistario froze. All of the sudden he wasn't so
confident in his plan.

“I’ve been following you following
me for the last two hours,” Sir Glorious said, his hammer ready.
“Turn around slowly and let me get a look at you.”

Sinistario turned slowly, knowing he would alarm the
knight for certain.

“Well, aren't you an old raisin,”
The knight said, and he lowered his hammer. “Who are
you?”

“What? How could you not know who I
am?” Sinistario said, bewildered.

Sir Glorious took a closer look, then shrugged.
“There’s probably a lot of old people I don’t know.”

“I’m Sinistario, you
dolt!”

Glorious laughed. “Good one. Who are you,
really?”

Sinistario scowled at the knight. “I can't believe
this! You spent months destroying stronghold after stronghold of
mine. How could you not recognize me?”

“Overlord Sinistario is dead. I saw
the body myself.”

“I was just knocked out! It happens
sometimes when towers collapse.”

Glorious narrowed his eyes and looked closely at
Sinistario. His eyes fell upon purple robes, pale,
not-entirely-natural skin, and Sinistario's dastardly thin
mustache. He thought long and hard.

“But you were dead.”

“I’m alive now.”

Glorious hefted his hammer again. “Well, we can't
have that. I told everyone you were gone already. I should probably
kill you again. Hold still.” Glorious leaned back into a swing and
prepared to strike.

The hunchback croaked and latched on to the hammer.
Glorious twisted around and noticed the misshapen creature for the
first time. He peeled him off the weapon.

“Who is this ugly little
man?”

“He’s no one. A minion. You killed
all my others.”

“Ah. So I did. Now, back to killing
you.” The hammer went up again.

“Kill me and you kill your chances
of finding your Princess!” Sinistario cried.

Glorious nearly dropped the weapon.

“Blueberry! How do you know about
her?”

“I know all about the Princess,”
Sinistario said. “I know that she’s been taken to the Darker
Citadel. And I know you want to marry her. You crave power. You
want to be next in line to be King of Humbledom.”

“Never! My intentions are pure. I
love Blueberry with all my heart! She is a radiant sunflower of
beauty.”

“Radiant sunflower? Hah! You’ll
never see her again. You’ll never get inside the Citadel, not
without knowing its secrets.” Sinistario's lips curled upward as he
spoke. Shielding the Darker Citadel were all sorts of magical
runes, hexes, and things with teeth. “You probably don't even know
where the Darker Citadel is,” he said.

“I don’t need to. I can smell evil.
I have the noses of a hundred men!”

“That’s disgusting. And if that’s
true, why didn’t you smell me? I’m an evil Overlord, aren’t I?”
Wasn’t I, he almost said, but he decided that was a detail
best kept to himself. “I’m most certainly the evilest creature for
leagues. Are those hundred noses stuffy? Does the Silver Knight
have a cold?”

“Villain! What do you want from me?”

“A...bargain,” he chose his words
carefully.

“True knights never bargain with
evil.”

“Shut up and listen,” Sinistario
couldn’t believe what he was saying. He wanted nothing more than to
turn the knight into something small and squash him under his foot.
And yet, Glorious might be his ticket to reclaiming his
power.

“I’ll get you into the Darker
Citadel,” Sinistario said. “All you have to do is get me there
safely and kill any Overlords who happen to be there. After that,
this radiant sunflower you love so
much will be all yours.”

“What do you mean, 'kill any
Overlords'? Why would you want me to kill your own
kind?”

“Are you intimidated by the thought
of fighting more Overlords? Don't worry, the important Overlord
will be leading the Undead to destroy Humble—you have heard
about the army marching toward Humbledom, haven’t you?”

“I can find the Darker Citadel on my
own.”

“Find it? Maybe. And maybe that
golden friend of yours will find it first. It won’t matter because
neither of you will know how to get in.” Sinistario smiled
at the knight. “You need an Overlord to tell you that
one.”

Sir Glorious considered the sorcerer’s words. The
hammer did not rise again though. The knight's brow knitted with
intense thought. Then, with sudden disgruntled determination, he
strode between the sorcerer and the hunchback, pressing onward down
the road.

“When this is done you shall again
face my hammer. Don’t try any evil or I’ll smite you.”

Sinistario’s grinned, his disgust for the knight
abating a little. He pictured the chest of amulets down in the
Secret Vaults, ripe for the picking. Maybe he could even get
Glorious to trust him a little. The idea held twisted appeal to
Sinistario. He imagined the knight turning around to face him, the
rescued princess dangling in his arms, the very moment a surprise
ball of lightning rolled over them. The continual thought of that
moment might even make the trip bearable.

You will never be worthy of the
Darker Citadel, a voice in the back of his
mind called.

We’ll see about that, Sinitario thought. Black
clouds were rolling in above them, pregnant with rain. A sly smile
spread across Sinistarios face as the first drops hit the
ground.

 




Chapter 5

Thunderstorms, Sinistario quickly realized, were
overrated. From the safety of his tower it had been a delight to
watch the clouds roll in and see lightning split the sky. The
thought of the booming thunder and the notion of oppressed
villagers huddling close together soothed Sinistario’s twisted
soul.

But he’d never actually been outside during a storm
before, not even during a heavy rain shower, and by the time
Glorious finally slowed their pace and picked out a campsite the
drops were coming down heavy. The temperature surprised Sinistario
most of all. The air had gone as cold as the crispness he felt
between his fingers after casting a frost spell. His thin robes, as
expensive as they were, weren’t made with any practical use in mind
and it wasn't long before Sinistario was soaked through. When the
wind cut through the trees it felt as though he wore nothing at
all.

“The common riff-raff endure this
all the time,” Sinistario said to the hunchback, when he noticed
the creature shivering. “Stop shaking.”

Sir Glorious worked on a fire, striking at a small
bundle of sticks with flint and steel. The knight had chosen to
camp among a shallow grove of trees where low branches and fanning
leaves had kept most of the ground dry. The hunchback hurried to
help him collect wood, but Sinistario snatched the creature by the
ear.

“What do you think you’re doing?”
he hissed. “We don't need his fire. We make our own camp.”

Sinistario scanned for a suitable spot. He picked a
leafless purple oak, as gnarled and wiry as he was, although
slightly deader. It didn't provide nearly as much rain cover as the
knight had, but the tree felt like a familiar friend, likewise
forsaken amongst the green of the forest. Sinistario made the
hunchback kick away as much wet mud as possible and lay down leaves
for bedding. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed the knight
watching them.

“Are you afraid I'll slash your
throat in the middle of the night?” Sinistario said. The idea had a
certain appeal.

“I am afraid of
nothing.” Glorious eyed the pair with mistrust.

“I hope he stays awake all night
worrying,” Sinistario told the hunchback. “What are you
waiting for? Go get some wood.”

By the time the hunchback had gathered enough wood
Glorious already had his fire blazing. He'd taken his gauntlets off
and was busy rubbing what appeared to be half a lemon against his
armor, polishing the metal with its juice and a rag. Occasionally
he stretched his fingers over the fire to warm them. Sinistario
couldn’t even feel his own fingers anymore.

The pile of wood was damp and
meager, but it was the best the hunchback could find. Sinistario
shivered, leveled a bony finger at it and whispered a spark
incantation. A simple spell was all he needed. Any novice could do
that. He murmured the words again and again, waiting for his
fingers to warm and a flash of yellow to wash over the wood, but
the spell never materialized. He'd been casting spark spells since
long before he'd received his amulet, but as much as he tried
now, there was nothing—no warmth in his veins, no electric
pop between his fingers, and, most importantly, no spark.

The hunchback watched Glorious' fire and hugged
himself. Rivulets of water poured off his thick lower lip but the
creature didn’t complain. When he saw that Sinistario had stopped
casting his spell, he looked up at the sorcerer questioningly.

“No fire tonight,” Sinistario spat.
He fell back into the nook of the tree, “We’re evil. Evil likes the
night. Evil thrives in the cold.”

The hunchback looked up, wet and sad. From a coat
pocket he produced some flint and steel and showed them to
Sinistario.

“I said no
fire!”

It didn’t matter if Sinistario
couldn’t light one because he didn’t even want one. He had to remind himself
of that frequently.

The hunchback gave Glorious’ fire a final resigned
look and sighed. Then he curled up against the tree and tucked his
head under his arm. The little man disappeared against the ground,
as if he were no more than a lumpy rock with raspy breath.

Sinistario clutched his frayed robe and tried
wringing his fingers like wet towels. He stared at Glorious’ fire
through the underbrush and he spent most of the night watching it
dwindle lower and lower, defiant against the rain. Thunder echoed
in the sky. The rain calmed but didn't stop; the half-hearted
spitting was just enough to make things miserable.

Sleep overtook him just before
dawn, but it wasn’t long before he felt a kick in his side from a
steel toe. He shook the feeling away, clinging to the dream he was
having. He was in the treasure-lined hold of the Secret Vaults. The
ground was damp and cold, and yet he knelt before the other
Overlords, just as he had the day he'd joined
them. The Supreme
Overlord stood before a stone chest, reciting an ancient
incantation. The stone lid cracked open, and golden light washed
over the room. An amulet appeared and Sinistario sucked in his
breath. When Sinistario stood, it was as an Overlord, as one of the
most powerful sorcerers in the world.

The boot kicked him again, and he opened his
eyes.

“Get up,” Sir Glorious’ voice said
flatly. “We move.”

“Go away,” Sinsitario mumbled. The
boot came again, pushing him over. Sinistario’s fingers fanned out
to catch himself and they found soft, pooling mud. It oozed between
his fingertips and sucked at his hands as he pulled them back in
disgust. He blinked and glared at the knight.

A fit of shivers coursed through Sinistario. The
hunchback sat nearby, watching with buggy eyes.
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