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Description
Kharlacht is a young orc of Vhaluusk, betrothed to Lujena, the daughter of the cruel shaman Narrakhan. But to become a full warrior of Vhaluusk, Kharlacht must survive his blood quest…a perilous mission chosen by the tribe’s shaman.
And Narrakhan wants him dead. 

To survive, Kharlacht will have to use his wits, and overcome magic darker than he can imagine…
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The Orc's Tale
The old orcish shaman cut the sheep’s throat. 
Blood sprayed across the altar, the animal thrashing as its life drained away. The shaman flipped the sheep onto its back, opened its belly, and began to sift through the entrails, murmuring incantations as he did so.
Kharlacht gripped his spear and watched, taking care to conceal his distaste. He disliked omens, he disliked consulting the spirits, and he hated Narrakhan, the old shaman. 
But the customs of the orcs of Vhaluusk were clear, even if Kharlacht had chosen to follow his mother’s religion instead, and so he stood in silence with the tribe's elders as Narrakhan rooted through the sheep’s entrails. 
He refused to shame himself in front of Lujena, Narrakhan's daughter. 
"Behold!" said Narrakhan, brandishing the sheep's liver. "I have spoken with the blood gods, and they have answered!"
The old orc hobbled closer, bloodshot eyes narrowed, his sallow, green-skinned face scored with countless lines. Kharlacht did his very best to keep the disgust from his face. Narrakhan stank of congealed blood and rotting meat and strange herbs. And Kharlacht did not care for the cunning glint in the old shaman's eyes.
He suspected that the blood gods often said what Narrakhan wished them to say. 
"You go now upon your blood quest," said Narrakhan, his foul breath washing over Kharlacht's face. "Succeed in your quest, and you shall have the right to bear a warrior's sword, to stand proud in the assembly of our people, and to take a wife. Fail, and you shall be banished and outcast forevermore." His thin lips twitched in a smile. "If you survive."
Kharlacht did not look away. "I am ready. Tell me what the blood gods would have me do." 
Narrakhan turned away, thrust his hands skyward, and began to shout. "Long ago, the princes of the dark elves ruled these lands and enslaved our people with cruel blades and crueler sorcery. Yet our fathers were valiant and true, and drove the dark elves from our homeland. But the ruins and tombs of the dark elves remain, scattered like bones across our land."
Kharlacht's heart sank, and he realized what Narrakhan intended.
"A day's journey south of here, in the mountains," said the old shaman, pointing at the peaks, "stands the Tower of Bones. It was once the home of a terrible sorcerer-lord of the dark elves. Now it is empty, save for the urvuuls and the bones of their victims." 
Narrakhan smirked, and Kharlacht saw the pleasure in the old wretch's face. 
"And to you, young Kharlacht, to you the blood gods have given this honor," said Narrakhan. "This is your quest. Go to the Tower of Bones, claim a sword of the dark elves from its depths, and return to the village." His smirk widened. "And then you shall be accounted a man of Vhaluusk, and take your place among the assembly of warriors!"
Kharlacht took a deep breath. In the past five years, Narrakhan had sent a dozen young orcish men to the Tower of Bones. 
None of them had returned. 
He wanted to plunge his spear into the old shaman's chest. But the eyes of the elders and the warriors were upon him, as were Lujena's. His gaze strayed to her, and she shook her head in denial, face tight with fear.
"Or," purred Narrakhan, "refuse, and forever be a landless exile, doomed to wander far from home and hearth. Choose." 
Kharlacht looked the shaman in the eye. "I will go to the Tower of Bones, and I will return with a blade of the dark elves."
"Of course you will," said Narrakhan. 
 
###
 
Later Kharlacht met the shaman's daughter in the woods outside the village. 
Lujena looked nothing like the old man, with her long dark hair and flashing dark eyes, her skin the color of a forest in summer. Nor did she share Narrakhan's capricious nature and devotion to the cruel blood gods of the orcs. Like Kharlacht, she had been baptized, turning from the blood gods. She had embraced the Dominus Christus's teachings about the weak, and she had kept many widows and orphans of the tribe from starving to death. 
"This is madness," she hissed. "Father is trying to get you killed."
"I know," said Kharlacht. 
"He's afraid of you," said Lujena, "afraid that if you become a warrior, you'll raise your voice against him in the assembly and he'll lose his prestige. That's why he sent the others to the Tower. They never returned, and no one dared go after them." She gave a sharp shake of her head. "He gives the young men who follow him easy quests, so his supporters can fill to the assembly of warriors. Those who oppose his cruelty, he sends to die." Her eyes glittered with dampness. "He is sending you to die." 
"Then I must succeed," said Kharlacht, taking her hands in his. "I will return where they did not."
"Why?"
"Because the others did not think for themselves," said Kharlacht. "They believed whatever Narrakhan taught them. I do not. My mother taught me to use my head, and so I shall."
"You proud fool," said Lujena. "No man, whether orc or human or elven, can overcome the creature that lives in the Tower of Bones." She started to shake with anger and fear. "You're going to die, and..."
"Stop talking," said Kharlacht, and pulled her close and kissed her. She protested, but not for very long, and then melted into the kiss.
"I could not bear to lose you," whispered Lujena when they pulled apart. "The way Father looks at me...I know he plans an evil fate for me. He is afraid of you, Kharlacht. Afraid of what you might do to him. If he kills you..."
"He will not," said Kharlacht. "I will go to the Tower of Bones and return. And when I do, when I take my place as a warrior of the tribe, I will ask for you as my wife. Let the old charlatan scheme and plot all he wants then."
"He's not a charlatan, Kharlacht," said Lujena. "He has magic. I've heard him speak to demons in the night." She closed her eyes and rested her head against his chest. "But if anyone can brave the Tower of Bones and return...you can, Kharlacht. Return to me."
"I shall," said Kharlacht, lifting her hands to his mouth and kissing them.
He would return, he vowed. He would.  
But he could not shake the feeling that he would never see her again.
 
###
 
By ancient custom, only warriors bore swords. But the orcs of Vhaluusk had many enemies, and men and women alike carried weapons. Kharlacht equipped himself with his spear, a short bow and quiver of arrows, and a pair of daggers. His pack held food and tools, and a waterskin hung from his belt.
And then he left the village, taking the ancient road into the mountains. His enslaved ancestors had built it at the bidding of the dark elves long ago, and the stones remained flat and level despite the centuries. The foothills grew steeper as he climbed, the trees thinning to tough bushes and scraggly pines.
And then, after hours of climbing, he came to the Tower of Bones. 
A ruined fortress rested on a mountain spur, all tumbled walls and towers of bleached stone. A single white tower, two hundred feet tall, rose out of the ruins, untouched by time and the elements. The angles and lines of the tower were strange, alien, and looking at the structure made Kharlacht’s head hurt.
The Tower of Bones. 
A sorcerer-lord of the dark elves had once dwelt there, and his lingering magic protected the Tower from the elements.
Kharlacht hefted his spear, took a deep breath, and strode towards the Tower. Silence hung over the ruins, save for the moaning of the mountain wind. He passed under a ruined archway, picking his way over the fallen stones.
A shape emerged from behind a pile of rubble and walked towards him.
It looked like a cross between a child and a lizard, with gray, scaly skin, a long slender tail, unblinking yellow eyes, and a crimson crest upon the top of its head. The creature wore ragged furs, and carried a heavy club in one clawed hand. Kharlacht had never seen such a creature before, but he recognized it from the tales. They dwelled in the tunnels of the Deeps, raiding the surface from time to time to steal plunder and slaves.
A kobold. 
"So," said the kobold in orcish, its voice a hissing rasp, "another boy come to die." It laughed. "The twelfth in half as many years. You orcs seem eager to throw away your useless lives." 
Kharlacht shifted his spear. "And I suppose you slew them?" 
The kobold laughed, exposing its fangs. "I? Not I! No, no, that pleasure is reserved for the great one that dwells below the Tower. And its master, of course. You are a puppet dancing on unseen strings, child. Your bones shall join the others lying within the Tower." 
"The great one?" said Kharlacht, watching the kobold. The creature seemed relaxed, almost friendly. "What great one?"
The kobold grinned a hideous, jagged-tooth grin. "Why, the urvuul, of course! When the dark elves still lived in the Tower, they conjured it, set it to guard their treasures. The old masters departed long ago...but the urvuul still lurks below the Tower. Fools come to steal the old masters' treasures...and then the urvuul feasts." 
"And what of you?" said Kharlacht, circling to the side. The kobold followed suit, club still dangling from its hand. "What do you get? I have heard that kobolds enjoy the taste of orcish flesh."
"There is nothing finer," said the kobold. "But, alas, we would not deprive the great one of its feasts. No, we merely enjoy the pleasure of watching fools like you go to your doom...heedless of the fact that you are nothing more than a puppet."
"Or," said Kharlacht, "you're only talking to distract me, while another kobold circles around that pile of stone to jump me from behind." 
He had the distinct pleasure of seeing surprise ripple across the kobold’s lizard-like face. Then the creature sprang forward with a howl, club raised for a deadly blow. A second kobold, this one wielding a stone-headed axe, raced from behind the pile of broken rubble. 
Kharlacht spun, caught the first kobold’s blow on the haft of his spear, twisted, and lashed out. The butt of his spear sent the first kobold sprawling. But then the second kobold was on him, and Kharlacht jerked back, just avoiding the axe's jagged stone edge. He stabbed with the spear, but the kobold stepped inside the spear's reach, snarling. 
Which gave Kharlacht the opening he needed to snatch a dagger from his belt and drive it into the kobold's belly. Blood spurted from the wound, and the kobold doubled over, howling in rage and pain. Kharlacht stepped back and swung, the point of his spear ripping across the kobold's throat, and creature toppled. 
But the first kobold swung its club, knocking the spear from Kharlacht's grasp. He dodged back, ducking beneath the next blow. The kobold kept coming, snarling. Kharlacht wrenched his remaining dagger free, and the kobold laughed, as the blade didn't have anything like the club's longer reach.
So Kharlacht threw it. 
The blade buried itself in the kobold’s shoulder, and the creature bellowed in sudden pain. Kharlacht threw himself forward, tackling the kobold, his skin crawling at the feel of its cold, scaly skin. He seized the dagger from the kobold’s shoulder.
"The urvuul will devour you!" spat the kobold.
"Perhaps," said Kharlacht, "but you will not witness it." 
He drove the dagger down. Then he rose, cleaned his weapons, and looked at the Tower. What had the kobold meant, with its talk about puppet strings? He knew that Narrakhan had sent him here to die. 
But how had the kobold known that?
Something else was happening here, something Kharlacht did not understand. 
But there was nothing to do but to press forward.
He picked his way through the ruined fortress, watching for more kobolds, and arrived at the Tower's base. Sorcery might have preserved the Tower's outer shell, but it had done nothing for the interior, which had long ago collapsed into rubble. Some stone stairs still clung to the walls, but the rest of the Tower was a hollow shell, a lifeless skeleton.
The Tower of Bones, indeed. 
But the stairs also spiraled down into the earth.
And the urvuul lurked below the Tower, the kobold had said. 
Kharlacht pulled a torch from his pack, lit it, and descended into the earth. The stairs ended in a corridor with floors and walls of white marble. Bones lay scattered across the floor, and the rotting corpse of an orc rested just beyond the stairs.
Even through the rot, Kharlacht recognized one of the young men who had gone to the Tower last year on his blood quest and never returned. Had the urvuul killed him? Or the kobolds? It looked as if he had been stabbed by dozens of spears, wounds that...
Kharlacht frowned.
Wounds exactly the same size as the dozens of small holes dotting the wall. 
Beneath the layer of bones, carved stone tiles covered the floor. Some bore the sigil of a dark elven warrior in armor, while others had the image of a globe. Kharlacht reached out with the butt of his spear, pressing against one of the tiles with the warrior sigil. 
Nothing happened. 
Then a loud click. 
Hundreds of razor-edged spikes exploded from the wall, filling the corridor. After a moment he heard another click, followed by a grinding noise, and the spikes retracted into the wall. 
The sorcerers of the dark elves had enjoyed their devilish, dvargir-built machines. 
Yet if the sorcerer-lords had hidden their treasures down here, they must have had some way of passing the trap. And they had been proud, those sorcerer-lords. They would not have stepped upon their own symbol. 
But they thought of themselves as lords of the earth...tyrants who had trampled the world underfoot. 
He pressed the butt of his spear against one of the tiles carved with the image of a globe.
Nothing happened. 
Kharlacht took a deep breath and stepped upon the globe tile.
Still nothing happened. 
He worked his way across the bone-strewn floor, pausing only long enough to pick up a ragged cloak and cover the dead orc’s face. Then he kept going, moving from globe tile to globe tile. At last the corridor ended, and Kharlacht saw another flight of stairs going down, deeper into the earth.
More bones littered the stairs. 
Down he went, torch in one hand, spear in the other. The air was cold and clammy and carried a curious stench. At first Kharlacht thought it rotting flesh, but it was...wrong. 
More rancid, somehow.
The stairs ended in a lofty hall, its vaulted ceiling supported by thick pillars. Sarcophagi rested in niches along the walls, their lids carved with stern stone images of dark elven sorcerer-lords. Kharlacht kept well away from them. Sometimes curses rested upon the sarcophagi of wizards, maledictions to summon up spirits to slay any intruders. And sorcerers had been known to cheat death, after all, their corrupted souls taking the bodies of the living for their own. 
A gleam of metal caught his eye, and atop the dais at the end of the hall he saw treasure.
Gold coins and goblets and gems lay heaped against the wall, reflecting the light of his torch. But the arms and armor drew Kharlacht's eye, the gleaming swords of blue steel, the polished cuirasses, the helms and shields and gauntlets. No smith of the orcs could match the metalwork of the dark elves, and the old swords were treasured heirlooms. 
Some said they could even wound creatures of sorcery. 
A greatsword lying upon one of the steps to the dais caught his eye. It was forged of fine blue steel, its edges shining with the keen light of a razor's edge. Kharlacht gazed at the weapon in wonder and drew closer, intending to put aside his spear and reach for it...
Wait.
The urvuul. 
Why hadn't it shown itself? Dusty bones surrounded the sarcophagi.
Something had killed the owners of those bones.
Kharlacht looked left, and then right, waving his torch back and forth. 
Then the realization came, and Kharlacht looked up.
He almost screamed. 
The urvuul hung from the ceiling, directly over the piled treasure. It looked almost like a great black insect the size of a horse. But most insects did not have black, leathery wings, or barbed tentacles that coiled and uncoiled restlessly. Or red eyes that watched Kharlacht with something like malicious amusement. 
He threw the torch to the ground, gripped his spear in both hands, and braced himself. 
The urvuul did not move. 
Kharlacht blinked and started towards the treasure pile. The urvuul's grotesque head rotated to follow him, but still the thing did not move. He remembered what the kobold had said, how the urvuul was bound to guard the treasure. Perhaps the sorcerer that had summoned the creature had commanded it to guard the gold...but had neglected to give it any other instructions. 
"What would you do," muttered Kharlacht, "if I took something from the pile?"
And to his surprise, the urvuul answered him in a melodious feminine voice. Strange to hear such a sound come from the misshapen horror.
"I would rip open your belly," said the urvuul, "and feast upon your entrails. Slowly, that I might savor your agony as you died." 
"And if I do not?" said Kharlacht.
"Then nothing," said the urvuul, moving its head. It had a golden chain around its neck, holding a small vial of what looked like blood. "I have nothing but hatred for orcish vermin, and would slay you all if I had the power. But I can only enter the mortal world by the summons and binding of a sorcerer. So I am bound to this chamber, and must wait for fools like you to venture within so I can rend you."
"Fools?" said Kharlacht. "Many come here?"
"Yes," said the urvuul, its voice a sensuous hiss. "Sent by that fool of a shaman. Those clever enough to escape the corridor of spikes come here...and rush right to the treasure. The fools never think to look up." Sullen resentment entered the voice. "You were the first to do so. And certainly the first to attempt conversation."
"Perhaps you should be grateful for the company," said Kharlacht.
Derisive laughter rang over the hall. "It makes me desire to sup upon your heart all the more."  
Kharlacht looked at the urvuul, at the heaped treasure, and then back at the urvuul. Bound to this chamber, the creature had said. And if the urvuul interpreted its instructions literally, did that mean it could not leave the chamber? If Kharlacht could get the sword and escape, would the urvuul follow?
He looked again at the urvuul. He had no doubt it could outrun him. 
So he had to distract it somehow. 
He looked at the nearest sarcophagus, and a plan came to him. It was bold, almost foolhardy. But he needed to find a way out of the Tower with a blade of the dark elves in his hand, whatever the risk. 
So he strode to the sarcophagus, heaved against it with all his strength, and sent the stone lid crashing to the floor. Within lay a copper coffin carved with strange runes and sigils, runes that flickered with a hellish green light. The sorcerer-lords of old had indeed laid a curse upon it. 
"Foolish mortal," said the urvuul. "What are you about?" 
A hooded wraith of smoke and crimson fire appeared above the sarcophagus, burning eyes staring at Kharlacht. The curse had conjured up a vengeful spirit, and Kharlacht felt his blood turn to ice as the specter reached for him with translucent hands. 
The urvuul laughed. "Delightful! I have not had such entertainment for many centuries!" 
Kharlacht dodged the wraith's grasp and raced for the treasure pile. The wraith flowed after him, frost forming on the ground in the wake of its passage. Kharlacht seized the greatsword upon the lowest step and spun, the blade extended before him. Even through his terror, he felt the weapon's magnificent balance and heft. 
The urvuul gave a shriek of glee and flung itself from the ceiling. 
It landed right atop the hooded wraith. 
The specter raked at the urvuul, its ghostly claws sinking into the urvuul's armored hide. The urvuul spun, crimson fire erupting along its forelimbs, and plunged its pincers into the specter. The wraith shuddered, wailed, and dissolved into smoke. The urvuul surged forward, talon-tipped legs clicking against the marble floor. 
But Kharlacht had already sprinted for the stairs the moment the urvuul had fallen like black lightning from the ceiling. He was fast, but the urvuul was far faster. Kharlacht had almost reached the archway, but the urvuul covered the distance in a heartbeat, burning pincers yawning wide.
He whirled and slashed out with the sword. Normal steel could not harm an urvuul. But the spell-forged blade of the dark elves sliced through the urvuul's outstretched pincer, and it fell to the floor with a clatter. The urvuul bellowed and reared back, and Kharlacht had his last chance. He flung himself through the archway, and fell against the ascending stairs, sword held out before him. For a horrible moment he thought he had been wrong, that the urvuul would follow him up the stairs and rip him to shreds...
But the urvuul stopped in the archway. 
Kharlacht took a deep breath and got to his feet.
"So," he said. "You are bound to that chamber."
"Yes," said the urvuul, its beautiful voice filled with hatred. "So very clever of you, orc. You may depart with your prize. Until we meet again." The creature sounded amused. "For we shall."
The urvuul climbed up the wall and vanished.
Kharlacht paused long enough to light another torch from his pack, and then hurried up the stairs. He made his way through the corridor of spikes and stumbled back into the open air. The sun filled his eyes, and the cold mountain air moaned and whistled through the ruins.
He had never seen anything so beautiful. 
He had done it. He had escaped from Narrakhan's trap, outwitted the urvuul, and returned with a blade of the dark elves. He had trapped the wretched old shaman with his own words. Now Kharlacht could take his place in the assembly of warriors and raise his voice against Narrakhan.
Now he could take Lujena as his wife. Their son would inherit the blade he had taken from the Tower. 
That thought made him smile. 
He returned to the village and saw a crowd gathered before the altar, murmuring to each other. Had they returned to greet him? True, no one had ever returned from the Tower of Bones before, but who would have seen him? One of the elders stood nearby, an elder who held Narrakhan in little regard, and Kharlacht approached him.
"Elder," said Kharlacht. "What has happened?"
The elder looked at him, eyes growing wide. "Kharlacht! By the blood gods, you've returned! No one has ever come back from the Tower!" He snorted. "Perhaps it was the shock that made the old wretch's heart give out."
"His heart?" said Kharlacht. "What do you mean?"
"Narrakhan," said the elder. "He died at midday."
 
###
 
Night had fallen by the time Kharlacht reached Narrakhan's cottage atop its high hill outside the village. Skulls stood in niches over the door and windows, the walls painted with symbols in sheep's blood. Kharlacht hesitated, and opened the door without knocking.
It was Lujena's cottage now, anyway. 
A dozen candles filled the cottage with flickering light. Shelves held bones and skulls and jars of powder, all the props Narrakhan had used for his sorcery. The old shaman himself lay on the table, eyes closed, chest motionless. Lujena stood over him, head bowed. 
She was smiling.
"Lujena?" said Kharlacht.
Her head snapped up, her smile vanishing.
"You're alive?" she whispered. "And you have one of the swords? How?"  
He took her hands. "I outwitted the urvuul and escaped."
She wrenched her hands free from his grasp and stepped back.
"What is it?" said Kharlacht. "What's wrong?" 
"You useless, stupid fool," said Lujena. "Get out. Now."
He stopped, shocked. 
"What is it?" said Kharlacht. "Is it your father? You dreamed of the day when he would die, when we could finally wed. I have the sword, I survived his spirit quest, and I can take my place as a warrior of Vhaluusk."
"Wed you?" said Lujena, and she laughed, long and derisive. "I would sooner wed an ox than a reeking, useless fool such as yourself." She smirked, resembling her father for a moment. "Why I let such a stinking thing as you into my bed, I shall never know." 
Kharlacht blinked, trying to control his pain and anger. "What is this? What happened to you?"
"The blood gods have spoken to me," said Lujena, her smirk widening. "They even entered into me, you might say. After my father's death, they chose me to be the new shaman of our tribe. And I shall be! I shall demonstrate my powers to the foolish tribesmen, and they shall accept me as shaman." She leaned forward, the candle flames reflecting in her eyes, her voice dropping to a whisper. "And perhaps I shall learn that the blood gods have rejected your quest. You will have to go on another...and you will not be so fortunate the next time." She turned, making a disdainful motion at the corpse. "Dispose of this carrion, and trouble me no more."
Kharlacht stared at her back. 
The blood gods had entered into her...
He remembered the sarcophagi below the Tower, his fears that the shades of the sorcerer-lords could enter the living. 
And Lujena's insistence that her father was no charlatan, that he did indeed have power. 
"Narrakhan!" he roared. 
Lujena whirled, eyes narrowed. 
She saw him staring, and the expression drained out of her face. 
"So," said Kharlacht. "You were a cheat and a scoundrel all your life, and now you try to cheat death itself."
"I see there is no point in denying it," said Lujena. Or Narrakhan, rather, his corrupted spirit wearing Lujena's stolen body. "You were always too clever. Much like your mother, really. I sent her to her death as well, you know." 
"Release Lujena," said Kharlacht. "Or I..."
Narrakhan laughed. "Or what? You'll strike me down." He spread Lujena's arms wide. "Strike down your beloved, my own dear daughter? You will not. You have not have the strength." 
"Then I will tell the others of your crimes," said Kharlacht. "I survived your blood quest, and I am now a warrior of the tribe. I will denounce you in assembly."
"They will not believe you," said Narrakhan. It was horrid to see Lujena's face contort with the old shaman's familiar sneer. 
"Will they?" said Kharlacht. "Will they not find it suspicious that you proclaimed yourself shaman the very day that Narrakhan died? Even though Lujena hated her father and never used magic? And when I tell them of the trap you set in the Tower of Bones, how you lured the others there to die because they threatened you...I think they will believe me."
For a moment no one said anything.
Narrakhan sighed. "Too clever, indeed. I suppose I will just have to kill you." 
Kharlacht lifted his sword. "Try."
Narrakhan grinned. "Certainly." 
He made a throwing, pushing motion with Lujena's hand. A cold wind blew through the cottage, setting the candles to dancing.
And invisible force crashed into Kharlacht, throwing him backwards. The door smashed into kindling beneath him, and he fell hard to the ground outside the cottage, barely keeping his grip on the sword. 
He saw Narrakhan stoop over the body on the table, snatch something from its chest. 
"You know," said Narrakhan, Lujena's black hair blowing in the cold wind as he stepped outside. "I have a confession to make. That urvuul in the Tower of Bones? The sorcerers of the dark elves didn't summon it. I did. I bound it to that chamber, and used to dispose of young fools bold enough to challenge me."
He lifted the thing he had taken from the corpse. A golden chain, a vial of blood dangling from its length.
Identical to the one Kharlacht had seen around the urvuul's neck. He struggled to his feet with a growl of rage.
Narrakhan gestured, invisible force again driving Kharlacht to the ground.
"The urvuul will be upset that you escaped," said Narrakhan, "and I would hate to disappoint such a useful servant." He lifted the vial, his voice rising to a shout. "Slave! I, Narrakhan, your master, call to you! Come to my side and rend my enemies! Come and slay!" 
A terrible cry rang from the mountains. Kharlacht clawed his way to his knees as he saw a dark shape speeding out of the hills. The urvuul dropped out of the sky, its great leathery wings folding, and landed next to Narrakhan.
"Clever little mortal," purred the urvuul, its burning eyes fixed upon Kharlacht. "I told you that we would meet again."
"Silence!" said Narrakhan, pointing. "Kill him!" 
Again the urvuul loosed its horrible cry, and sprang forward with blurring speed. Kharlacht leapt to meet the urvuul, sword clanging against the creature's talons. Again the blade sheared through the serrated claws, and again the urvuul reared back in pain. Kharlacht saw his opening and surged forward, both hands around his sword's hilt, and stabbed. The blade crunched into one of the urvuul's eyes, driving into its skull. But the urvuul wrenched free, shaking its head, and Kharlacht saw the shattered claw growing anew, saw the eye repairing itself.
His greatsword had the power to wound the urvuul, but not to kill it. 
"Kill him!" bellowed Narrakhan, brandishing the vial on its chain. "Kill him now!"
The urvuul glared at Narrakhan, but its head rotated back to face Kharlacht. Clearly it had no more liking for Narrakhan than for any other mortal, but Narrakhan had the power to control it. 
The vial. 
Kharlacht had to get that vial of blood away from Narrakhan. 
Again the urvuul drove at him, and Kharlacht backed away, swinging his blade in high parries. The urvuul might be immortal, but Kharlacht suspected it had no desire to feel his blade. Kharlacht let it drive him towards the cottage, then he sprang to the right, darted beneath a swinging claw, and threw himself at Narrakhan. 
The old shaman shouted, and Kharlacht knocked Lujena's body to the ground. He tore the vial free from its chain. The urvuul surged at him, and Kharlacht threw the vial against the cottage wall.
It shattered, the blood within bursting into flame. The vial against the urvuul's neck likewise shattered, the crimson flames licking against the black armor of the urvuul's hide. 
The creature went motionless. 
"Fool!" shrieked Narrakhan, getting off the ground. 
"Release Lujena’s body," said Kharlacht, "now, or..."
He never had time to finish the threat.
The urvuul sprang forward with a howl of glee, shoving past Kharlacht, and plunged its pincers into Lujena's belly. 
Kharlacht heard himself scream. 
The urvuul leapt back, and Kharlacht saw a spirit caught in its pincers. Narrakhan's ghost, eyes wide, mouth open in silent screams, struggled against the urvuul's grip, but to no avail. 
"Come, Narrakhan," said the urvuul, its lovely voice smooth with pleasure. "Let us discuss how you shall repay my servitude!" 
The urvuul leapt into the sky and vanished, its laughter ringing out, Narrakhan's screaming spirit imprisoned in its grasp.
Kharlacht ran to Lujena's side and knelt by her. The urvuul's pincers had ripped her open from stomach to throat, her blood pooling into the dirt. Her eyes, cloudy and full of pain, met his, and her shaking hand curled about his own. 
She was Lujena again. 
"I always knew," she whispered.
"Knew what?" said Kharlacht, squeezing her hand. 
"That you would save me from him," she said, her eyes dimming. "And you did. You saved me from him."
Her grip slackened, and she slumped against the ground. 
Kharlacht bent over her, weeping. 
 
###
 
The next day Kharlacht watched the smoke rise from Lujena's roaring pyre.
He could not return to the village. They would think he had murdered Lujena, and he had no proof otherwise. And he could not leave Lujena's body to lie in the dirt, to be buried besides her murderous, treacherous father. 
So he stood in the woods five miles from the village and watched his beloved's pyre.
Narrakhan had taken her from him, just as he had taken his mother, and now his home. 
He could not go back again.
 
###
 
Later that day, Kharlacht returned to the vault below the Tower of Bones. 
He did not take much from the treasure hoard. Only a cuirass of blue dark elven steel, and some coins and jewels to pay his way. Kharlacht donned the armor, strapped the sword to his back, and left the Tower, making his way into the mountains. 
Towards the lands beyond. 
His home was lost to him, but with a good sword, he could find his fortune elsewhere. 
THE END
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Bonus Chapter from FROSTBORN: THE GRAY KNIGHT
A letter to the surviving kings, counts, and knights of Britain:

I am Malahan Pendragon, the bastard son of Mordred, himself the bastard son of Arthur Pendragon, the High King of all Britain.
You know the grievous disasters that have befallen our fair isle. My father betrayed my grandfather, and perished upon the bloody field of Camlann, alongside many of the mightiest knights and kings of Britain. Before that came the war of Sir Lancelot’s treachery and the High Queen’s adultery, a war that slew many noble and valiant knights.
Now there is no High King in Britain, Camelot lies waste, and the pagan Saxons ravage our shores. Every day the Saxons advance further and further, laying waste to our fields and flocks, butchering our fighting men, making slaves of our womenfolk, and desecrating holy churches and monasteries. Soon all of Britain shall lie under their tyranny, just as the barbarians overthrew the Emperor of Rome.
My lords, I write not to claim the High Kingship of Britain – for Britain is lost to the Saxons – but to offer hope. My grandfather the High King is slain, and his true heir Galahad fell seeking the grail, so therefore this burden has fallen to me, for there is no one else to bear it. 
Britain is lost, but we may yet escape with our lives.
For I have spoken with the last Keepers of Avalon, and by their secret arts they have fashioned a gate wrought of magic leading to a far distant realm beyond the circles of this world, certainly beyond the reach of the heathen Saxons. Here we may settle anew, and build homes and lives free from the specter of war.
I urge you to gather all your people, and join me at the stronghold of Caerleon. We shall celebrate the feast of Easter one final time, and then march to the plain of Salisbury, to the standing stones raised by the wizard Merlin. 
The gate awaits, and from there we shall march to a new home.
Sealed in the name of Malahan Pendragon, in the Year of Our Lord 538.
 
###
 
The day it all began, the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when the blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban returned to the town of Dun Licinia.
He gazed at the town huddled behind its walls of gray stone, his left hand gripped tight around a long wooden staff. He had not been here in over five years, not since the great battle against Mhalek and his horde of orcs, and then Dun Licinia had been little more than a square keep ringed by a wooden wall, an outpost named in honor of the Dux of the Northerland. 
Now it was a prosperous town of four thousand people, fortified by a wall of stone. Ridmark saw the towers of a small keep within the town, alongside the twin bell towers of a stone church and the round tower of a Magistrius. Cultivated fields and pastures ringed the town on three sides, and the River Marcaine flowed south past its western wall, making its way through the wooded hills of the Northerland to the River Moradel in the south. 
Ridmark’s father had always said there was good mining and logging to be had on the edges of the Northerland, if men were bold enough to live within reach of the orc tribes and dark creatures that lurked in the Wilderland.
And in the shadow of the black mountain that rose behind Ridmark. 
He walked for the town’s northern gate, swinging his staff in his left hand, his gray cloak hanging loose around him. When he had last stood in this valley, the slain orcs of Mhalek’s horde had carpeted the ground as far as he could see, the stench of blood and death filling his nostrils. It pleased him to see that something had grown here, a place of prosperity and plenty. 
Perhaps no one would recognize him. 
Freeholders and the freeholders’ sons toiled in the fields, breaking up the soil in preparation for the spring planting. The men cast him wary looks, looks that lingered long after he had passed. He could not blame them. A man wrapped in a gray cloak and hood, a wooden staff in his left hand and a bow slung over his shoulder, made for a dangerous-looking figure. 
Especially since he kept his hood up. 
But if he kept his hood up, they would not see the brand that marred the left side of his face.
He came to Dun Licinia’s northern gate. The wall itself stood fifteen feet high, and two octagonal towers of thirty feet stood on either side of the gate itself. A pair of men-at-arms in chain mail stood at the gate, keeping watch on the road and the wooded hills ringing the valley. He recognized the colors upon their tabards. They belonged to Sir Joram Agramore, a knight Ridmark had known. They had been friends, once.
Before Mhalek and his horde.
“Hold,” said one of the men-at-arms, a middle-aged man with the hard-bitten look of a veteran. “State your business.”
Ridmark met the man’s gaze. “I wish to enter the town, purchase supplies, and depart before sundown.”
“Aye?” said the man-at-arms, eyes narrowing. “Sleep in the hills, do you?”
“I do,” said Ridmark. “It’s comfortable, if you know how.” 
“Who are you, then?” said the man-at-arms. He jerked his head at the other soldier, and the man disappeared into the gatehouse. “Robber? Outlaw?”
“Perhaps I’m an anchorite,” said Ridmark.
The man-at-arms snorted. “Holy hermits don’t carry weapons. They trust in the Dominus Christus to protect them from harm. You look like the sort to place his trust in steel.”
He wasn’t wrong about that.
Ridmark spread his arms. “Upon my oath, I simply wish to purchase supplies and leave without causing any harm. I will swear this upon the name of God and whatever saints you wish to invoke.” 
Three more men-at-arms emerged from the gatehouse. 
“What’s your name?” said the first man-at-arms.
“Some call me the Gray Knight,” said Ridmark.
The first man frowned, but the youngest of the men-at-arms stepped forward.
“I’ve heard of you!” said the younger man. “When my mother journeyed south on pilgrimage to Tarlion, beastmen attacked her caravan. You drove them off! I…”
“Hold,” said the first man, scowling. “Show your face. Honest men have no reason to hide their faces.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. He would not lie. Not even about this.
He drew back his cowl, exposing the brand of the broken sword upon his left cheek and jaw.
A ripple of surprise went through the men.
“You’re…” said the first man. He lifted his spear. “What is your name?”
“My name,” said Ridmark, “is Ridmark Arban.”
The men-at-arms looked at each other, and Ridmark rebuked himself. Coming here had been foolish. Better to have purchased supplies from the outlying farms or a smaller village, rather than coming to Dun Licinia. 
But he had not expected the town to grow so large. 
“Ridmark Arban,” said the older man-at-arms. He looked at one of the other men. “You. Go to the castle, and find Sir Joram.” One of the men ran off, chain mail flashing in the sunlight. 
“Are you arresting me?” said Ridmark. Perhaps it would be better to simply leave.
The first man opened his mouth again, closed it.
“You think he made the friar disappear?” said the younger man, the one who had mentioned his mother. “But he’s the Gray Knight! They…”
“The Gray Knight is a legend,” said the first man, “and you, Sir…” He scowled and started over. “And you, Ridmark Arban, should speak with Sir Joram. That is that.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark.
A dark thought flitted across his mind. If he attacked them, he might well overpower them. Their comrades would pursue him. Perhaps they would kill him.
And he could rest at last…
Ridmark shook off the notion and waited. 
A short time later two men approached and spoke in low voices to the first man-at-arms. 
“You will accompany us,” he said.
Ridmark nodded and walked through the gates of Dun Licinia, the men-at-arms escorting him. 
 
###
 
Calliande opened her eyes. 
She saw nothing but utter blackness, felt nothing but the cold stone beneath her back, its chill soaking through her robes. She took a deep breath, her throat and tongue dry and rough. Something soft and clinging covered her face and throat, and she tried to pull it off. But her shaking hands would not obey, and only after five tries did she reach her face, her fingers brushing her cheek and jaw.
She could not see anything in the blackness, but she recognized the feeling of the delicate threads she plucked from her face.
Cobwebs. She was pulling cobwebs from her jaw.
A wave of terrible exhaustion went through her, and a deeper darkness swallowed Calliande.
 
###
 
Dreams danced across her mind like foam driven across a raging sea.
She saw herself arguing with men in white robes, their voices raised in anger, their faces blurring into mist whenever she tried to look at them. 
A great battle, tens of thousands of armored men striving against a massive horde of blue-skinned orcs, great half-human, half-spider devils on their flanks, packs of beastmen savaging the knights in their armor. Tall, gaunt figures in pale armor led the horde, their eyes burning with blue flame, glittering swords in their hands. 
The sight of them filled her with terror, with certainty that they would devour the world. 
“It is the only way,” she heard herself tell the men in white robes, their faces dissolving into mist as she tried to remember their names. “This is the only way. I have to do this. Otherwise it will be forgotten, and it will all happen again. And we might not be able to stop him next time.”
She heard the distant sound of dry, mocking laughter.
A thunderous noise filled her ears, the sound of a slab of stone slamming over the entrance to a tomb. 
“It is the only way,” Calliande told the men in white robes.
“Is it?”
A shadow stood in their midst, long and dark and cold, utterly cold.
“You,” whispered Calliande. 
“Little girl,” whispered the shadow. “Little child, presuming to wield power you cannot understand. I am older than you. I am older than this world. I made the high elves dance long before your pathetic kindred ever crawled across the hills.” The shadow drew closer, devouring the men in the white robes. “You don’t know who I truly am. For if you did…you would run. You would run screaming. Or you would fall on your knees and worship me.”
“No,” said Calliande. “I stopped you once before.” 
“You did,” said the shadow. “But I have been stopped many times. Never defeated. I always return. And in your pride and folly, you have ensured that I shall be victorious.”
The shadow filled everything, and Calliande sank into darkness.
 
###
 
Her eyes shot open with a gasp, the cobwebs dancing around her lips, her heart hammering against her ribs. Again a violent spasm went through her limbs, her muscles trembling, her head pulsing with pain.
Bit by bit Calliande realized that she was ravenous, that her throat was parched with thirst.
And she was no longer in the darkness.
A faint blue glow touched her eyes. She saw a vaulted stone ceiling overhead, pale and eerie in the blue light. The air smelled musty and stale, as if it had not been breathed in a very long time. 
She pressed her hands flat at her sides, felt cold, smooth stone beneath them.
On the third try she sat up, her head spinning, her hair falling against her shoulders. 
She lay upon an altar of stone, or perhaps a sarcophagus. The altar stood in the center of a stone nave, thick pillars supporting the arched roof. The blue light came from the far end of the nave, near an archway containing a set of stairs. 
Calliande sat motionless for a moment, listening to the silence.
She had no idea how she had gotten here. Nor, for that matter, did she know where she was.
And, with a growing sense of panic, she realized she could not remember who she was.
Calliande, her name was Calliande. She knew that much. But the details of her past turned to mist even as she tried to recall them. Shattered, broken images danced through her mind. Men in white robes, warriors with eyes of blue flame, armies of blue-skinned orcs…but all of it slithered away from her grasp.
Something, she realized, had gone terribly wrong.
“They were supposed to be here,” she whispered, her voice cracked and rasping. “They were supposed to wait here.”
But who?
She didn’t know.
Her panic grew, her hands scrabbling over the altar’s stone surface. After a moment she realized that she was looking for something. A…staff? Yes, that was it. A staff.
Why?
Calliande looked around in desperation, her panic growing. 
“They were supposed to be here,” she said again.
But through her fear, her mind noted some practical problems. She was alone in a strange place, her stomach was clenching with hunger, and she was so thirsty her head was spinning. Despite whatever had happened to her, she could not remain here and wait for someone to find her. 
Calliande took a deep breath, braced herself on the edge of the altar, and stood. Her boots clicked against the stone floor, and her legs felt as if they had been made of wet string. Yet she did not fall, and after a moment she took a step forward.
Something brushed her left arm and fell to the floor.
She looked down at herself and saw that she wore a robe of green trimmed with gold upon the sleeves and hems, and the left sleeve had fallen off, exposing the pale skin of her arm. Once it must have been a magnificent garment, but now it was worn and brittle, the seams disintegrating. The leather of her belt and boots was dry and crumbling, and the few steps she had taken had already split her right boot open.
The clothes looked centuries old.
Her fear redoubled. Was she dead? Had she been buried alive?
Another part of her mind, the cold part that had urged her to find food and water, pointed out that a dead woman would not feel nearly as hungry as she did. Had not the Dominus Christus eaten food in front of his disciples to prove that he was not a spirit? 
Whatever had happened to Calliande, she was still alive.
But she needed to take action to stay that way. 
She crossed the nave, her boots crumbling further with every step. A thick layer of dust covered the floor, and she glimpsed more cobwebs stretched between the heavy pillars supporting the ceiling. No other footprints marked the dust. It was clear that no one had entered this chamber in a long time. Soot stained the pillars, and here and there Calliande saw piles of burned wood that had once been furniture.
Had this place caught fire?
She saw the first bones after that.
Three skeletons lay in the dust nearby, clad in rusted armor, swords and maces lying near their bony hands. She saw the marks of violence upon their bones. Plainly a battle had been fought here, long ago, and it had been followed by a fire.
How long had she been lying in this place of death?
Calliande reached the archway at the far end of the nave. A skeleton lay slumped against the stairs, clad in the ragged remnants of a robe. 
A white robe.
She remembered the image from her dream, and reached to touch the bones.
As she did, the blue light brightened, and a specter appeared on the stairs.
Calliande took a step back in alarm, but the specter made no move to harm her. It looked like an old man in white robes, his head encircled by a tangled mane of gray hair, his eyes deep and heavy and sad. 
“Forgive me, mistress,” said the specter.
“You can see me?” said Calliande. “Who are you?”
“Forgive me, for we have failed in our sacred charge,” said the specter. “The Tower of Vigilance is overrun. The warring sons of the old king brought their foolish quarrel here, and the Tower is taken. I wished us to remain neutral, but the others thought differently…and our Order has paid for it.”
“Answer me!” said Calliande. “Who are you? Why am I here?”
But the specter kept talking, and Calliande realized it wasn’t really there. Or, rather, it was not a spirit or a ghost. Rather, it was a spell, a final message to her.
Left by the man whose bones now lay moldering at her feet. 
“I have no doubt they would kill you simply out of spite,” said the old man, “and I have my suspicions of the darker forces behind the strife. But I have activated the defenses of the vault. Sealed it from the inside.” He took a deep breath. “Only you can open it.”
“But that means…” said Calliande. 
That meant the old man had sealed himself inside the vault.
And to judge from the skeleton, he never left.
“Do not mourn for me,” said the old man, “for my course is run. I am wounded unto death.” She saw the spreading crimson stain across his white robes, and realized that he had been wounded. “You will be safe here, until you awaken.”
He closed his eyes and shuddered with pain.
“Mistress, I beg, listen to me,” said the old man. “You were right. You were always right, and I should have listened to you as a young man. This war between the Pendragon princes…no, it did not occur on its own. They were manipulated into it. Mistress, beware.” His voice grew thicker, his breathing harsher. “The bearer…the bearer of the shadow. You were right about him, too. This was his doing. Everything has been his doing…and he has been laboring in the darkness for centuries before Malahan Pendragon raised the first stone of Tarlion itself. Mistress, please, beware…he will come for you…he…”
The specter vanished into nothingness.
And the blue glow faded. 
With a surge of alarm Calliande realized the glow had been part of the spell. And now that the spell’s message had been delivered, the light would fade away.
Leaving her alone in the darkness.
“No!” she said, her voice echoing off the walls.
The blue light faded away a moment later, leaving her in utter blackness. 
Follow this link to continue reading Frostborn: The Gray Knight.
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