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Description
ARANDAR OF TARLION is a man-at-arms in service to the High King of Andomhaim, determined to prove his skill at arms through deeds of valor.
He is also the High King’s bastard son, his parentage and blood kept secret.
When orcish raiders descend upon the borders of the realm, Arandar has a chance to display his courage.
Or to perish on a battlefield far from his home…
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The Paladin’s Tale
 
In the Year of Our Lord 1468, smoke rose from the burning village in the foothills of Kothluusk.

Arandar reined up, his horse dancing beneath him, and stared at the village. This close to the mountains of Kothluusk and the tribes of the Mhorites, every village possessed a stout wall of stone and a keep. 
The fortifications had done little good for this village. The gate had been smashed, and Arandar saw corpses in the leather and chain mail of militia lying scattered below the wall. The smell of burnt wood and spilled blood filled his nostrils, made his hand twitch to the hilt of the sword belted at his waist.
“Orders, Decurion?”
Arandar turned his head as his Optio, his second in command, approached. Like Arandar, Cassius wore the chain mail and plate of a man-at-arms of Tarlion beneath a blue tabard bearing the High King’s red dragon sigil. Arandar had served in the High King’s men-at-arms since the age of sixteen, but Cassius was twenty years his senior, had seen a score of campaigns and fighting from Durandis in the west to Caertigris in the east. The man was a capable soldier, but preferred to follow the orders of another.
Which mean it was up to Arandar to decide what to do.
“You know this place?” said Arandar.
“I do, sir,” said Cassius, squinting at the smoldering ruins. “Village called Novindum. Good inn. Served decent beer.”
“Send in men to scout,” said Arandar. “The village burned last night, I deem. Likely it was attacked just after dark. I want to know who did it.”
“Sir,” said Cassius.
“What is the meaning of this delay?”
Arandar turned his horse. Behind him waited his command, one hundred men-at-arms in the colors of the High King of Andomhaim, sword and spear at the ready. A doughy young man in a white robe with a black sash rode towards him, his face spread in a thunderous scowl.
“Magistrius Orlan,” said Arandar.
“Your orders were to take me to Castra Durius at once, Decurion,” snapped Orlan, his stout face reddening. He looked at the smoking village, flinched, and looked away again. “Not to gawk at every…every rural brawl.”
“Our orders, Magistrius,” said Arandar, forcing patience into his voice. “Our orders were to report to Kors Durius, Dux of Durandis, at Castra Durius in order to help him defend his lands from the Mhorite orcs.” He gestured at the ruins of Novindum. “Clearly, his lands are in need of defense. Optio, check the village. See if there are any survivors.”
Cassius went to work, and a group of men-at-arms rode for the gates of the village, while another squad circled around Novindum’s hill, scouting for any trace of the attackers. Orlan glowered at them, as if expecting the men would quail under his gaze, but the High King’s men-at-arms were too well-disciplined to obey anyone but their commander.
“Dux Kors shall hear of this,” hissed Orlan.
“One would hope so,” said Arandar, a pleasant fantasy of driving a mailed fist into Orlan’s face flickering through his mind. He dismissed the thought. They might have need of the Magistrius’s magic soon enough. “The High King sent us to help the Dux defend his lands. I am sure the Dux would be glad to hear of it.”
Orlan’s scowl turned to a contemptuous sneer. “Do not think to rise above yourself, bastard. Your blood will not save you.”
Arandar’s hand twitched into a fist before he could stop it, but fourteen years of discipline in the High King’s men-at-arms stopped him from doing anything rash. “You are quite correct, Magistrius. Neither your blood or mine shall impress the orcs of Kothluusk if they come for us.”
He had the satisfaction of seeing the sneer turn to a flicker of fear.
“Rather different out here, isn’t it?” said Arandar. “Not quite like Tarlion.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Orlan, and after that, thank God and the saints, the Magistrius shut up.
Arandar waited as his men searched the village. The patrol came back from the far side of Novindum and reported a trail heading west, towards the higher foothills and mountains of Kothluusk. Arandar had expected nothing else. Shortly after that, a pair of his men-at-arms rode from the village, carrying a corpse between them.
“What have you found?” said Arandar.
“No one left alive in there, sir,” said one of the men-at-arms. “Checked the cellars and the wells, anywhere someone might hide. Some dead bodies. Looked like village militia. Put up a devil of a fight. Didn’t seen any dead women or children. My guess is that the raiders carried them off as prisoners.”
“Is this one of the raiders?” said Arandar.
The man-at-arms nodded and dumped his burden upon the ground. It was an orcish man, killed by an arrow through the heart. He wore leather armor and a ragged fur cloak, and to judge from the loop upon his belt, had gone into battle with an axe. His head had been shaved save for a warrior’s black topknot, and his face had been marked with ritualized scars around the eyes and mouth. The scars themselves had been tattooed the color of blood, making it look as if the orcish warrior’s face had been covered with a stylized skull.
“An orcish warrior of Kothluusk,” said Arandar, “a follower of Mhor, the old blood god of death and war.”
“Likely they raided the village for slaves,” said Cassius, squinting at the mountains of Kothluusk in the distance. “Or for sacrifices. Mhor is a thirsty god, and demands his tribute in blood.”
“Well, Decurion, you have your answer,” said Orlan. “Mhorite orcs raided Novindum and carried off its people into captivity. We can report this to Dux Kors when we arrive at Castra Dorius.”
“Your orders, sir?” said Cassius.
“How long ago would you say this attack happened, Optio?” said Arandar.
“No earlier than dusk yesterday, sir,” said Cassius, rubbing a thumb over his jaw. “Knowing the Mhorites, they likely attacked in the dead of the night.”
“It’s a little past noon now,” said Arandar. “Rounding up captives would have taken time, perhaps even until dawn. We might be no more than six or seven hours behind them.”
“I concur, sir,” said Cassius.
“You cannot possibly be considering this!” said Orlan. “The High King commanded us to ride to Castra Durius and Dux Kors, not to gallivant off into the foothills of Kothluusk! We cannot save these villagers. If we do this, we shall be killed. We shall be worse than killed. We’ll be overwhelmed and surrounded, and taken captive ourselves.”
“Optio,” said Arandar, “prepare the men. We pursue.”
Orlan started to rant some more, but the men-at-arms formed into a column. Soon the horsemen rode around the base of the hill, and Orlan had no choice but to follow unless he wanted to remain behind.
Given the dangers of the foothills, no sane man wanted to remain alone this close to Kothluusk. For that matter, perhaps Orlan was right. Perhaps Arandar was leading his men to their doom. Certainly no one would blame him if he rode to Castra Durius to report the raid to the Dux.
The High King had sent them to help defend the people of Durandis. It was Arandar’s duty to defend the people of Novindum, and he would not turn back from that task.
He would not act as people expected a man of his birth to act.
They rode further into the foothills.
 
###
 
“There’s someone up ahead, sir,” said Cassius.
For the last three hours they had followed the trail of the Mhorites. The scouts suspected that around two hundred orcish warriors and two hundred captive villagers had left that trail behind, and Arandar agreed with their assessment. The growing roughness of the terrain troubled him. On an open field, his horsemen would have no trouble sweeping away the Mhorites. On rocky hills and ravines, though, the Mhorites could easily set a trap. For that matter, if the Mhorites found reinforcements, they might turn and attack. Orlan might have been a coward, but his counsels were not baseless.
Yet they had encountered no one else. Arandar kept scouts ranging around the column, and so far they had found neither friends nor foes.
“Where?” said Arandar, looking over the wooded hills. The raiders had headed towards the mountains, the path winding its way through a broad, wooded valley.
“There, sir,” said Cassius. “Lying at the base of the tree.”
Arandar called for a halt and then steered his horse off the path, Cassius, Orlan, and a few other men following him. A crumpled shape in brown fabric lay at the base of the tree. It was an old woman, thin and gaunt, her dress stained with blood, a bruise marring the right side of her face. Arandar dropped from his horse and knelt by her side, Cassius following suit, while Orlan scowled down at them.
“Likely too old to keep up,” said Cassius. “Mhorites killed her and left her to rot, sir.”
“They haven’t killed her yet,” said Arandar, resting a finger upon her neck. “She’s still breathing. Magistrius! Heal her, please.”
“What?” said Orlan. “Do not be absurd.”
“She yet lives,” said Arandar. “Heal her.”
“You expect me to take that old woman’s pain into myself?” said Orlan.
“I know you have to take a person’s pain in order to heal them,” said Arandar, “but that pain lasts but a moment, while she could suffer for days before she dies.”
“It is not worth the effort,” said Orlan.
“The famed compassion of the Magistri,” said Arandar, trying to keep his temper under control. “Consider this, then. The woman can tell us about our foes and their composition. Without her knowledge, we might walk into an ambush. We might even be defeated and taken captive. I wonder what the Mhorites might do to a Magistrius.”
“Fine!” Orlan let go of his reins, slid out of the saddle, and managed to land without injuring himself. He knelt next to the old woman, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. White fire, the magic of the Well at Tarlion’s heart, blazed around his hands, and the men-at-arms backed away in fear. Orlan put his hands to the old woman’s temples and whispered under his breath, and the light sank into her head. The Magistrius flinched, gritting his teeth. A Magistrius had to take on the pain of a victim in order to heal wounds, though Arandar suspected some pain would do Orlan good.
The old woman’s eyes, gray and bloodshot, opened wide, and she sat up with a gasp, looking around in panic. Orlan heaved himself to his feet, rubbing his head.
“God and the saints,” he muttered, “that hurt. She had a skull fracture. Some broken ribs and bruising. Her right hip’s a mess, but that’s just old age, I am afraid.” Likely that was why the Mhorites had discarded her. She’ll live.” He heaved himself back into the saddle with a sigh, crossed his arms, and glared at them in sullen silence.
“Thank you,” said Arandar.
Orlan only grunted.
“What has happened?” said the old woman, clutching at Arandar’s arm. “You…you have the badge of the High King. They took the others.” She shook her head. “How did I get here?”
“I was hoping you could tell me,” said Arandar. “My name is Arandar, and my men and I are in service to the High King. We were coming to reinforce the Dux’s men and saw the smoke rising from Novindum. What is your name?”
“Cora, my lord,” said the woman.
“I am not a lord,” said Arandar. “I am not even a knight, but that is not important. Tell me what happened.”
“This is Qazamhor’s bloody work,” said Cora.
“Qazamhor?” said Orlan. “Who is this Qazamhor?”
“I know the name,” said Arandar. “When I last served at Castra Durius, the tribes of Kothluusk spoke of a powerful shaman who dwelled among the high places of Mhor, a shaman who was growing stronger than the shamans of the other tribes.”
“He came to our gates,” said Cora. “There were hundreds of warriors with him. He demanded that we surrender, that we offer ourselves up to Mhor. Well, we refused, of course. The men of Novindum are as fierce as men anywhere in the realm, so we closed the gates and lit the signal fires. Then Qazamhor cast a spell. The gates crumbled as if they had been made of rotten wood instead of stout oak. And then…then the Mhorite devils stormed into the village.” She was weeping now, shaking with silent sobs. “They killed my husband Stephen, killed anyone who tried to stop them. They put the rest of us in chains and drove us from our homes like beasts. I couldn’t keep up, not with my hip, and I thought…I thought they killed me…”
She bent over, weeping.
“I am sorry for your losses,” said Arandar. “Do you have any kinsfolk left?”
“Three daughters,” said Cora. “I think…I think some of their husbands might have survived. I couldn’t see. There was so much screaming…”
“If we can rescue them, I promise you, we shall,” said Arandar, straightening up. “Cassius. Detail two men. Have them take Cora and ride with all haste to Castra Durius. The Magistrius was right.”
“I was?” said Orlan, blinking. “Wait. Yes. Of course I was.”
“The Dux must be warned,” said Arandar. “But I will not abandon the people of Novindum to slavery and death. We…
“Decurion!” shouted one of the men-at-arms.
Arandar turned and saw a blur in the trees.
“Down!” he roared, throwing himself to the ground. An arrow hissed over his head a moment later. Cora screamed and Orlan shouted, casting a spell. Arandar rolled to his feet and saw four Mhorite orcs in green and brown hurrying through the trees, bows in their hands. Cassius was already charging them, and Arandar sprinted after the Optio, reaching for his shield and drawing his sword. He had insisted that his men keep their swords on their belts and their shields upon their harnesses even when mounted, and he was grateful he had obeyed his own command. One of the orcish archers sighted on him and released, and Arandar caught the shaft upon his shield, the vibration of the impact shooting up his shoulder and into his arm.
The Mhorite orc’s black eyes, red-glazed with the fury of battle, widened in surprise, and the archer cast aside his bow and yanked a short sword from his belt. The warrior charged with a howl, and Arandar interposed his shield, splinters flying from its surface. He retreated as the warrior attacked with wild fury. The Mhorite was strong and fast but unskilled, and Arandar had been trained by the sword masters of Tarlion. He spotted the gap in the orc’s defenses and struck. His blade of steel sank into the orc’s neck, blood welling up, its metallic smell filling his nostrils. Arandar wrenched his blade free as his foe collapsed to the forest floor, dying.
Cassius and the other men-at-arms dueled the Mhorites while Cora huddled in horror at the base of the tree. Orlan backed his horse away, eyes wide with fear, the white light of a magical ward playing around him. Arandar felt a brief stab of contempt for the Magistrius’s cowardice and then charged into the fray. He bashed a surprised Mhorite across the face with his shield, stabbed with his sword, and sent the orc to the ground. In a matter of moments the fight swung their way, with the sole remaining Mhorite fleeing into the trees.
“Don’t let him get away!” said Arandar, pointing his bloody sword. One of the men-at-arms raised a bow, drew back the string, and released. The shaft planted itself between the fleeing Mhorite’s shoulder blades, and the orc collapsed to the ground.
Silence fell over the trees.
“Where are they?” said Orlan, his voice shrill. “Where is the foe? Where?”
“Scouts,” said Arandar, cleaning the blood from his blade. One always cleaned the blood from the blade. Otherwise rust might set in, or worse, the sword would get stuck in its scabbard when the blood congealed, and that half-second delay could mean death. “This Qazamhor was clever enough to send out scouts to cover his trail. A pity the scouts were foolish enough to fight us. Now none shall return to warn of our coming.”
Unless, of course, other scouts had been clever enough to watch from a distance and slip back to their shaman with news.
“Surely you do not mean to continue after this?” said Orlan. “We have been attacked! We must fall back to Castra Durius and obtain reinforcements.”
“Cassius, select two men to take Cora to Castra Durius,” said Arandar. “Once they are clear, we will continue. I want to overtake Qazamhor as soon as possible.”
“You will lead us to our deaths, bastard,” hissed Orlan. Cassius glared at him, and the Magistrius quailed a little, but Orlan kept speaking. “I do not know what kind of indulgences your blood has won you, but you have no powerful father to protect you here.”
Again Arandar pictured putting his fist into Orlan’s face, but he restrained himself. He had been taunted about his blood and bastardry by far more powerful men than the Magistrius Orlan.
“No, I do not,” said Arandar, “so we shall have to trust to our steel and valor instead.”
 
###
 
The next morning, Arandar sat atop his horse, making sure to keep well away from the nearby hill.
The black standing stones atop the hill had an evil aspect to them.
They had traveled until it had at last been too dark to follow the trail. Arandar had called a halt, the men making camp, and they had continued onward at first light. The trail remained easy to follow, and several times they had found the corpses of villagers too old to keep up with their captors.
Arandar vowed that they would be avenged.
Then the scouts reported a group of orcs moving through the hills, and Arandar ordered a halt.
“The trail heads right for a narrow ravine,” said Cassius. “Perfect for an ambush.”
“Or a lair,” said Arandar, watching the surrounding trees. “Warbands have been coming out of Kothluusk for months. If this Qazamhor has been raiding the borderlands of Durandis, he might have built himself a little castra up here to store his loot and his captives.”
“Makes sense,” said Cassius. “Hauling their loot and captives back to the mountains would be a lot of work. Easier to store it here.”
“What of this other warband?” said Arandar.
“A hundred strong,” said Cassius, lowering his voice. “A hundred and fifty, perhaps. Well-armored and armored. Good swords, steel plate. If it comes to a fight, we will have a hard time of it.”
“Plate?” said Arandar. “Where did the Mhorites get steel plate? Usually they are armored in leather and wool. Chain mail for the chieftains, if they’re fortunate enough.”
“Perhaps they raided a dwarven caravan, sir,” said Cassius. That was a grim thought. The Mhorites were fierce, and weapons and armor of dwarven steel would make them far more dangerous. “In any event, they’re making for the ravine. Possibly more Mhorites come to Qazamhor’s call, or another of his warbands.”
“Which means he is building an army,” said Arandar. The only thing that kept the Mhorites from assailing Durandis and the rest of the High Kingdom was their constant internecine slaughter. If a strong enough leader arose to unite the Kothluuskan tribes, the entire realm would face war.
“That could be, sir,” said Cassius.
“Then we wait here,” said Arandar. “If this new warband links up with Qazamhor, we’ll be overwhelmed. Best to defeat them separately.”
“And if Qazamhor sallies forth from the ravine to attack us in the back?” snapped Orlan. The Magistrius sat huddled upon his horse, shooting fearful glances at both the ravine and the ring of black menhirs atop the nearby hill.
“Then we fight,” said Arandar. “But if we can defeat the foe in detail, then we have a far better chance of victory. I will not abandon the people of Novindum, not while we still have a chance to save them.”
“We can join them in their graves,” said Orlan.
Arandar gave no answer to that. He wished he could have sent the Magistrius to Castra Durius along with Cora, but Arandar might have need of Orlan’s magic before all was done. Even if the Magistrius was useless in fighting, his healing spells would prove useful. If Orlan’s spells could save even one wounded man, Arandar would gladly endure the Magistrius’s constant carping.
They waited in the shadow of the hill. Arandar shot a glance at the ring of black standing stones on the hill’s crest. They seemed to draw the eye, their sides adorned with strange, twisted carvings. In ancient days, long before humans had ever walked this world, the dark elves had raised those stones, enchanting them with potent spells of dark magic and using them to augment their sorcery. The ring was deserted, but such a thing sometimes drew the war beasts of the dark elves, urvaalgs and ursaars and worse creatures, and it would have been better to move on. But this was the best position to block anyone from entering the ravine, and so they waited.
The scouts burst back into sight, and the orcish warband following them.
“God and his saints!” said Arandar, reaching for his sword hilt. “Why didn’t the scouts warn us? Men! To arms! To…”
“Wait, sir! Wait!” said Cassius. “Those are not Mhorites.”
He was right. These orcs lacked the distinctive facial scarring and tattoos of the Mhorites. The Kothluuskan orcs armored themselves in a hodgepodge of leather and fur, but these orcs wore chain mail and plate. A huge orcish man of middle years led them, his head shaved save for a gray topknot, his yellowed tusks rising from the gray fall of his beard. He carried an enormous steel warhammer in his right fist, bearing the massive weapon with the ease of a man carrying a light branch.
“They’re Rhaluuskan, aren’t they?” said Arandar. “Not Kothluuskan?”
“They are, sir,” said Cassius.
“Splendid!” said Orlan. The Magistrius smiled for the first time since they had left Tarlion. “The Rhaluuskan orcs have long been allies of the realm. They have accepted both baptism and the authority of the High King, and are bitter enemies of the Mhorites.”
“Thank you for the lesson in history, Magistrius,” said Arandar.
“I know their headman, sir,” said Cassius. “Fought alongside him ten years ago, last time I was in Durandis. I’ll introduce you. Might want to dismount, if you’ll forgive the suggestion. The Rhaluuskan orcs are a prickly lot, and I don’t think you’ll want to offend them, sir.”
“Indeed not,” said Arandar, dropping from his saddle.
“I am a Magistrius of the Order, learned in the magical arts taught by the archmage Ardrhythain himself,” said Orlan. “I shall not…”
“Wait here,” said Arandar, and walked away before Orlan could protest.
He and Cassius stopped before the advancing Rhaluuskan orcs, and the big warrior with the hammer raised a fist. The warriors stopped, and the leader took a few steps forward, his craggy face inscrutable, his black eyes solemn.
“Well,” said the towering orc at last, his voice a rasping snarl, “we meet again, Cassius of Tarlion.” He spoke Latin with the thick accents of Rhaluusk. “You’re gotten older and thinner. You look like a withered old stick.”
“And you, lord headman,” said Cassius, “have gotten fatter.”
Arandar blinked at the insult.
The orcish headman threw back his head and roared with laughter. “Aye, too much fine food and soft living. Well, we’ll smash some Mhorite heads. Been too long since I’ve had a good fight.”
“This is our Decurion, Arandar of Tarlion,” said Cassius. Arandar offered a bow to the headman. “Decurion, this is Crowlacht of Rhaluusk, a headman of Rhaluusk and a sworn liegeman of the King of Rhaluusk.” He paused. “He's decent enough with that hammer.”
“Decent?” said Crowlacht. “Bah! Watch me in battle, and you will see heads explode like melons thrown from the battlements of a castra.”
“A…colorful image, my lord headman,” said Arandar.
“What brings a hundred men-at-arms of the High King to the foothills of Kothluusk?” said Crowlacht.
“Fire and sword,” said Arandar. “The High King sent us to the Dux of Durandis to help defend against Mhorite raiders. On our way, we saw the smoke of Novindum. The village has been burned, and its people taken into captivity.”
Crowlacht growled, and Arandar resisted the urge to take a step back. “I feared as much. The watchmen upon the towers of Castra Durius saw the signal fire, but all the knights and men-at-arms of the Dux are fending off the raiders. The King of Rhaluusk sent us to aid his friend Dux Kors, and so the Dux dispatched us to relieve Novindum.”
“From what we have gathered,” said Arandar, “the raiders are led by a shaman of Mhor named Qazamhor.”
Crowlacht growled again. “We of Rhaluusk know him. A wicked man, and deep in the worship of that demon Mhor. His dark magic is very strong. He has troubled us for years, and as his power grows so do the number of his followers. I fear that he will soon try to unite the tribes of Kothluusk and lead an army against the realm in the name of Mhor.”
“We followed the Mhorites here,” said Arandar. “They went into that ravine.” He pointed at the entrance. “I hoped to rescue the captives before Qazamhor could retreat to a strong place with his spoils.”
“It may be too late for that,” said Crowlacht. “I know that ravine. I’ve fought there, and my father fought there, and his father before him. There’s a ring of the cursed dark elven stones within the ravine, so the Mhorites gather within for their bloody rituals. Worse, the ravine is a strong place. It can be easily fortified, even by a band of brigands, and a dozen different raider chiefs have used it as a lair over the centuries.”
“Then you think that Qazamhor has built himself a stronghold here?” said Arandar.
“Most likely,” said Crowlacht. “The ravine is a likely place for the raiders to use. I hoped to intercept them and give them a taste of cold steel.” He slapped the head of the massive hammer against his left palm. “Unfortunately, it seems they arrived before we could catch them.”
“We killed a group of scouts on our way here,” said Arandar. “It’s possible the Mhorites don’t realize they are in peril.”
“We could catch them off guard!” said Crowlacht, a glimmer of red battle rage coming into his black eyes. He might have been old and fat, but Arandar would still not want to face the headman in battle. “But to charge in would be folly. If Qazamhor has the wit God gave a turnip, he’ll have raised a barricade and set a guard. They can shoot us full of arrows while we pound at his gates.”
“It’s a ravine,” said Arandar. “We shall send a few men to climb ahead, look down, and report the enemy’s preparations. Then we shall know how to proceed.”
“A sound plan,” said Crowlacht. “I will send some scouts.”
“I will go myself,” said Arandar.
Crowlacht grunted. “Do you not have scouts?”
“I do,” said Arandar, “but if I am to lead my men into battle, then I must see what they will face. I will not ask any man under my command to do something I am not willing to do myself.”
Crowlacht considered this for a moment. “Very well. I shall accompany you, and we will see for ourselves what Qazamhor intends.”
 
###
 
A short time later, Arandar made his way through the trees, Crowlacht following behind him. He had left his armor with Cassius, since it would make too much noise. Crowlacht had done the same, wrapping the head of his hammer in a thin layer of cloth to hide the gleam of the metal, which Arandar suspected would do nothing to lessen its effectiveness as a weapon.
He climbed the hill step by step, a bow ready in his hands, an arrow waiting upon the string. Crowlacht followed in equal silence. Near the top of the hill Arandar returned the arrow to his quiver, dropped to his hands and knees, and started crawling on his belly. Crowlacht followed suit with surprising grace for such a large man. The orcish headman tapped Arandar upon the shoulder and pointed. He spotted a Mhorite guard standing some distance away, bow in hand, and two more on the other side of the ravine. Arandar nodded and pulled himself the final few feet to the top of the hill.
Below the ravine yawned, and Arandar saw Qazamhor’s camp.
The shaman had built himself a stronghold at the end of the ravine. The ravine narrowed and opened into a large hollow, and across the narrowest point rose a wall of rough stone, a single gate closed in its center. A trench had been dug below the wall and lined with wooden stakes, and a dozen Mhorite orcs stood guard on the rampart.
In the hollow stood a sprawling camp. Tents clustered against the walls of the ravine, surrounding a crude hall constructed of rough-hewn logs. Nearly a hundred Mhorite warriors stood within the wall, some eating, some sleeping, some tending to weapons and armor. Several of them stood guard over a large pen on the hollow’s northern side, a pen that held hundreds of human women and children.
The villagers of Novindum.
A circle of dark elven standing stones rose in the center of the camp, their sides carved with misshapen sigils and grotesque figures. In the center of the ring stood an altar of rough stone, its sides made even darker with spilled blood. The symbols upon the menhirs flickered with a peculiar glow, and a strange haze flickered over the altar. Arandar suspected that someone had been working powerful magic there.
Crowlacht tapped his shoulder again and pointed.
A tall, gaunt figure in a ragged black coat stepped from the wooden hall, a rough staff in his right hand. It was an orcish man, seven feet tall, but so thin and wasted his face looked like green leather pulled tight over a tusked skull. Beneath the coat he wore only rough trousers and sandals, and upon his sunken chest burned symbols written in blood-colored fire.
They were marks of dark magic, of sorcery fueled by innocent blood. Almost certainly the gaunt orc was Qazamhor himself.
Crowlacht’s hard face grew even starker.
Arandar watched the activity in the camp for a while. Qazamhor kept his warriors busy. Some of them worked upon reinforcing the wall, while others went back and forth through the gate to the ravine, cutting down trees and hauling the wood back to the camp. They were building bonfires around the menhirs.
At last Crowlacht tapped Arandar’s shoulder once more and beckoned, and they made their way back down the slope.
“There cannot be more than a hundred and twenty or a hundred warriors there,” said Arandar when they were far enough away to speak. “If we get inside the walls, we can take them. Or we can trap them here until reinforcements arrive from Castra Durius.”
“We may not have time for that,” said Crowlacht. “I know why Qazamhor attacked Novindum.”
“For slaves and sacrifices to the blood gods, surely,” said Arandar. 
“I think Qazamhor has a more practical reason,” said Crowlacht. “Tonight only three of the thirteen moons rise.”
Arandar searched his memory, trying to remember the lessons he had learned about the moons while a child. “Yes. Ah…Saginus, the moon of blood, and Nihilus, the moon of the void, if I recall.”
“And Shardus, the moon of souls,” said Crowlacht. “Together they make a light the color of blood. The positions of the moons can affect magical spells, and that particular conjunction happens only once every eighteen months.”
“Then you think Qazamhor has a spell planned for tonight?” said Arandar.
“I know he does,” said Crowlacht. “Among the devil-worshippers of Kothluusk, they call such a conjunction a moon of Mhor. During that conjunction, a powerful shaman can kill his victims in a circle of standing stones and steal their lives, making his magic much stronger.”
Arandar felt his frown deepen. “That’s what this all about, isn’t it? That’s why he took all those captives from Novindum.”
“At first I did not understand why he bothered,” said Crowlacht. “Human women and children are too weak to make useful slaves, and my kindred rarely have a taste for human women. They are too short and skinny.”
“Indeed,” said Arandar. That was more than he had really wanted to know
“It would have been easier to kill the villagers, take a few sacrifices back for the blood gods, and all the plunder they could carry,” said Crowlacht. “Instead they herded the villagers along like cattle…”
“Because Qazamhor wanted to kill them like cattle,” said Arandar.
“And harvest dark magic from them,” said Crowlacht.
“This conjunction, this Mhor’s moon,” said Arandar. “You’re sure it’s tonight?”
“I am certain,” said Crowlacht.
“Then if we do not defeat him tonight,” said Arandar, “Qazamhor will kill them all, and will become much more powerful?”
“He would gain the sort of power,” said Crowlacht, “that would let him unite the tribes of Kothluusk and lead an army against the realm. Come, Decurion. We must discuss matters with our men.”
 
###
 
“No, no, no,” said Orlan. “Absolutely not. We dare not do this.”
Arandar grunted as Cassius helped him back into his armor “Why not?”
“We are outnumbered badly,” said Orlan.
“We are not,” said Crowlacht. The headman had first spoken respectfully to the Magistrius, but the respect was wearing away like sand in a windstorm. Orlan had that effect upon people. “They have a hundred and thirty at most. Perhaps a hundred and fifty when their scouts return. We have two hundred and fifty.”
“They have the strong position,” said Orlan. “A wall and a rampart.”
“Ladders can be built easily enough,” said Arandar.
“They have the power of this Qazamhor,” said Orlan.
“We have a Magistrius,” said Crowlacht. “I think.”
Orlan missed the insult. “We must withdraw to Castra Durius and warn Dux Kors. He will send word to the High King and the other lords. We shall need an army, Swordbearers, Magistri, all the strength to the realm to drive back this threat.”
“Threat?” said Crowlacht. “What threat?”
“Qazamhor is going to unite the tribes of Kothluusk and invade the realm,” said Orlan. “We…we have a duty to carry back word, to warn the others…”
“Or,” said Arandar, rolling his shoulders beneath his chain mail and tabard, “we put an end to it tonight. We kill Qazamhor and free the captives. No one unites Kothluusk, and the people of Novindum return to rebuild their homes.”
“Madness,” said Orlan. “Utter madness. You will throw our lives away.”
Crowlacht shrugged. “Death comes to all men, and glory with the Dominus Christus to the faithful.”
“We cannot fight Qazamhor’s dark magic,” said Orlan.
Crowlacht shrugged again. “You are a Magistrius. That is your task.”
“We will be killed!” said Orlan. “You will throw our lives away, Decurion, and for nothing. The life of one Magistrius is worth the lives of a thousand freeholders, and…”
Crowlacht said nothing, but his eyes started to turn red as he looked at Orlan, and the Magistrius took a step back.
“Thank you for your counsel, Magistrius,” said Arandar. “I suggest you see to the men. Perhaps some of them need healing.”
Orlan took the excuse and hastened away.
“Damned Magistri,” muttered Crowlacht. “The young ones are all cowards. I would trade a dozen Magistri for one good Swordbearer.”
“Coward he may be, sir,” said Cassius, “but he does have a point. Qazamhor has a strong position. If we assault his wall, we might win through in the end, but we’ll lose a lot of men. If even one thing goes wrong, we might have to fall back to Castra Durius for aid. Or we’ll die on the shaman’s altar alongside the folk of Novindum.”
“There might be a better way,” said Arandar. He took a deep breath. “Lord headman. When will Qazamhor cast his spell?”
“Likely at midnight,” said Crowlacht. “The Mhorite shamans usually perform their rituals then. There will be chanting and drums and such, the usual mummery demon-worshippers perform for their false gods.”
“Then I shall wait until dark, sneak into the camp,” said Arandar, “and open the gates from within.”
Crowlacht and Cassius looked at each other.
“That is a bold plan, sir,” said Cassius.
“The Mhorites will be focused upon their ceremony,” said Arandar. “I will slip inside and open the gates, and then our men and the Rhaluuskans can storm inside. We shall catch the Mhorites off-guard and overwhelm them before they can bring themselves to order.”
“A bold plan, indeed,” said Crowlacht, “and one that might well fail. What shall we do if you are killed or taken captive?”
“Then you will withdraw to Castra Durius and summon aid from the Dux,” said Arandar. “Orlan is craven, aye, but he is not entirely wrong. We have the superior numbers, but many things could easily go amiss. If we fail here, all Orlan’s fears will come to pass. Qazamhor will slaughter the prisoners and gain the power to unite the tribes of Kothluusk. This way, if I fail, you can withdraw to Castra Durius and prepare the High Kingdom for the storm that is to come.”
“Why you?” said Crowlacht. “Surely you could ask for volunteers. This plan of yours is dangerous.”
“I am the commander,” said Arandar. “I cannot ask the men to do anything I would not do myself.”
“You have other responsibilities as the commander,” said Crowlacht. “I do not deny your bravery. But why throw your life away? Have you no family?”
“I do,” said Arandar. “A wife, in Tarlion. And a son. I will see them again when we are done campaigning for the winter, if the Lord wills it.”
Crowlacht grunted. “This sort of boldness, I would expect it from a young man. A married man with a son? Less likely. If we are to fight together, I wish to know why you would do something so reckless.”
“My blood,” said Arandar.
“Sir?” said Cassius, who knew the truth. “Do you want to say this?”
“My father is a high nobleman within the realm,” said Arandar. That was almost true. The High King was a nobleman, and he was powerful. “My mother was a widowed innkeeper.”
“Ah,” said Crowlacht. “Then the High King gave you a position in his men-at-arms as a favor to your father, yes?”
“No,” said Arandar, though many of the men of Andomhaim believed that. “My father never sent a single copper coin to my mother, refused to even acknowledge that I existed. He admitted it, but never in public. So I had to make my own way in the world. He permitted me to join the men-at-arms of Tarlion, and I have had to fight for everything I have.”
“I will say he speaks it true,” said Cassius. “I have served under many men, and the Decurion is one of the few I trust.”
“So that is why you are doing this?” said Crowlacht. “To prove that you are not simply some nobleman’s privileged bastard?” He shrugged. “Well, there are worse reasons to fight. If you open the gates, we’ll show these Mhorite dogs what it means to challenge the High King, and save the captives while we’re at it. And if you die…I suppose your widow shall have the comfort that you earned your death.”
“Was that a joke?” said Arandar.
“I am not sure,” said Crowlacht. “We shall find out. Meanwhile, we have some preparations to undertake.”
 
###
 
Arandar crept up the darkened hillside in silence, making his way by the dim, bloody light of the three moons.
As Crowlacht had predicted, the three moons had indeed come together, painting everything the color of blood. The dim red glow let Arandar pick his way up the slope, stepping over roots and boulders. He had left his shield behind, but kept his armor, the chain links wrapped in bands of dark cloth to hide their gleam. His sword and a pair of daggers hung at his belt, and a small war horn rested next to his sword
Perhaps Crowlacht was right. Perhaps this was reckless, even by the standards of the Rhaluuskan orcs, who loved war as humans simply could not. Arandar thought of his wife and son. He wanted nothing more than to leave Durandis and return to Tarlion, to remain with them.
It was not possible. He was a Decurion in the service of the High King, and he could not ask any of his men to do anything he was not willing to do himself. Arandar might have been the High King’s son, but the High King had given him nothing. He would make his own name, win his own glory, and forge a better life for his wife and son and any other children that would come.
Or he would die trying.
Perhaps it was a form of madness, but if it was madness, it had been one bred into his bones. And if he did this, he could save many lives and avert a far greater war. If this was madness, by God there were worse forms for it to take.
Arandar reached the crest of the hill, dropped to his belly, and stared into the camp.
A half-dozen bonfires blazed around the ring of menhirs, filling the camp with shadows and flickering light. The Mhorite orcs had gathered before the ring. The menhirs themselves pulsed with an eerie, blood-colored glow, the light welling up from deep within the sigils carved upon their surfaces. Qazamhor stood before the menhirs, shaking his staff and preaching in the tongue of the Kothluuskan orcs. His voice was far deeper and more resonant than Arandar would have expected from his gaunt appearance. In their pen the captives moaned and wept, some of them kneeling in prayer.
Evidently they had realized what fate Qazamhor had in store for them.
The Mhorites were all watching Qazamhor. The guards upon the wall were watching the ravine, but looking towards their shaman from time to time. Just as well, since the firelight would ruin their night vision. That meant Arandar could sneak around to the western side of the ravine, make his way down the slope and into the camp, and open the gates.
Or so he hoped.
Step by careful step he made his way as Qazamhor continued ranting, the Mhorites roaring their approval. At last he reached the western edge of the ravine. The Mhorites had their backs to him. Arandar supposed the shaman might see him, but he hoped the fire would disrupt Qazamhor’s vision.
Arandar climbed down the steep slope inch by inch, his fingers digging into the loose earth and scrabbling for purchase against roots and boulders. A steady stream of dirt hissed down the slope, the pebbles rattling against the ground below. Every noise sent a jolt of alarm down his spine, and every second he expected to hear a cry of alarm. Yet Qazamhor’s booming oratory did not falter, and Arandar heard no other shouts. Step by step he descended, until he was nearly two-thirds of the way down.
Then he felt the slope shift beneath him.
For an awful instant he feared an avalanche. Then he realized that his boots were shifting beneath him, that his feet were resting against a boulder.
A boulder that was sliding its way free beneath his weight.
The noise of its impact would almost certainly draw the notice of every Mhorite in the camp.
Arandar gritted his teeth, his arms straining, his legs trying to hold the boulder in place. Qazamhor’s oratory rose to a crescendo, his voice thundering with rage, and Arandar pulled himself up, drawing his legs beneath him. The boulder slid loose from the earth, bounced down the slope, and crashed to the ground at the exact moment the Mhorites shouted their approval. Arandar hung motionless, waiting for the cries of alarm, but the Mhorites kept cheering.
God had been merciful - the Mhorites' cries had drowned out the crash.
He scrambled the rest of the way to the ravine and ducked behind a tent. His arms and legs ached from the effort of his descent, and he took a moment to catch his breath. It would be darkly amusing to have survived the climb only for his loud breathing to draw attention.
At last he swallowed and started moving, trying to keep the tents and crude wooden buildings between him and the gathered Mhorites. He plotted out the map in his head. If he moved behind the captives’ pen, he could make his way to the wall. From there he could open the gate and summon Cassius and Crowlacht.
Then Arandar would have to hold the gate and remain alive until the men arrived.
He took a step forward, and a Mhorite orc moved from behind a nearby tent.
Arandar froze, his hand falling to his sword hilt. Fortunately, the Mhorite hadn’t seen him yet. The orc looked around, his skull tattoo and scarring ghastly in the bloody light of the moons, and then drew a knife from his belt. He slit open one of the tents, pulled aside the torn flap, and slipped inside.
Arandar stifled a laugh. Every army had its scoundrels, and it seemed the orcs of Kothluusk were no different. This warrior was robbing his comrades while they listened to Qazamhor’s preaching. He hurried forward until he saw the captives’ pen. A pair of Mhorites stood guard around the corner. Arandar paused to consider his course…
The thief emerged from the back of the tent, holding a sack, and headed towards Arandar.
He had only a moment to decide. If he turned towards the thief, the Mhorite would sound the alarm. If he tried to get past the guards, they would see him. Arandar dashed forward, gripped the fence, hauled himself up, and rolled into the pen.
He landed with a grunt, the smells of blood and waste and fear assaulting his nostrils. Around him sat dozens of captives, most with their heads bowed, some curled up on the muddy ground. Nearby stood an old man, the left half of his face covered with a mottled bruise, three women ranging from twenty years to forty standing near him. Their clothes were tattered and covered with grime and blood.
The old man stared at him, his good eye widening with astonishment. The three women cringed back in fear.
“For God’s sake,” whispered Arandar, “do not shout.”
The old man nodded. “Who are you?” The bruises and split lip had left his voice a slurred whisper.
“I am Arandar of Tarlion,” said Arandar, “a Decurion of men-at-arms in service to the High King of Andomhaim. I have come with armed men to rescue the captives of Novindum.”
One of the women raised her hands to her mouth, her eyes going wide.
“Truly?” said the old man. The Mhorites roared again outside the pen. “I had given up hope. Where are the rest of you?”
“Outside the wall,” hissed Arandar, looking around to see if any of the guards had noticed their conversation. So far Qazamhor’s ranting and the cheers of the Mhorites had drowned out their words. “I have come to open the gate and let my men inside.”
“That will be difficult,” said the old man. He looked at the horn on Arandar’s belt. “You shall sound a blast when the gate is open, yes? The minute you do, every Mhorite in the camp will try to kill you.”
“My men are not far,” said Arandar. “They have crept closer under cover of darkness, and the Mhorites are distracted with their ritual. When I sound the horn, I will have to hold the gate for only a few moments.”
“That is still too long,” said the old man. He thought for a moment. “I will create a distraction while you approach the gate.”
Arandar frowned. “The guards might kill you.”
The old man’s bloodied lips stretched in a humorless grin. “They will kill us anyway, but they want to save us for the shaman’s bloody sorcery. Unless we try to escape, they will not kill us. Short of escaping, there are many things we can do to create a distraction.”
“Thank you,” said Arandar. “What is your name?”
“Stephen of Novindum.”
Arandar blinked. “Is your wife named Cora?”
The old man flinched. “You have news of her?”
“Aye, we found her as we followed you here,” said Arandar. “She was badly hurt, but our Magistrius was able to heal her.” It was the one useful thing that Orlan had done.
“God and the Dominus Christus be praised,” said Stephen. “Hurry. The Mhorites will begin their butchery at midnight.”
“If all goes well,” said Arandar, “we will have decided this one way or another long before midnight.”
“Go,” said Stephen, pointing at the far end of the pen. “Climb over the fence there. Once you do, wait for the distraction. That will be your chance to open the gate. God be with you, Decurion.”
“And you, Stephen of Novindum,” said Arandar, and he hurried across the pen. He reached the fence, pulled himself over, and dropped to the other side. He found himself in a shadowy corner between the outer wall and the pen. Ahead of him he saw the glowing edge of one of the dark elven menhirs, and the gate beyond that. He had a clear path to the gate, but unfortunately that path had no cover, and it would only take one Mhorite glancing at the gate to reveal their danger. Arandar waited, calculating the risks. If he ran for the gate now and sounded the horn, could Cassius and Crowlacht arrive in time?
Then he heard Stephen shouting.
“Your demons will not save you!” said the old man, his voice cutting into Qazamhor’s tirade. “Your wicked magic will not defend you! Your god is a lie and a devil! The true God will defeat you and bring you low!” The other prisoners started shouting as well. Arandar hoped the captives would not suffer too much for their impudence. Likely Qazamhor would not kill any of them, not when he needed them alive to work his spell.
Arandar hurried forward, moving as quickly and as quietly as he could manage. The Mhorites were torn between Qazamhor and the prisoners, their attention wavering back and forth. A dozen orcish warriors strode towards the pen, bellowing threats and brandishing weapons. Stephen and the others shouted for a few moments longer, then retreated back into the pen, falling silent as they did so.
Qazamhor resumed his sermon, and the orcs’ attention turned toward him, though some guards remained to watch the prisoners.
Arandar darted forward, lifted the bar on the gates, and pulled them open. Despite the rough nature of the camp, whatever carpenter had assembled the gates had done his work well. The doors revolved easily upon their hinges, revealing the darkness of the ravine beyond. Arandar shoved the bar behind the hinges of the left door, jamming it open. Even if he was overwhelmed and killed, it would hinder the Mhorites when they tried to close the gate, perhaps long enough to allow Cassius and the others to storm the camp.
A cry of alarm went up.
Arandar had been spotted.
He snatched the horn from his belt, raised it to his lips, and blew a blast. It was louder, far louder, than he would have expected, and the echoes rebounded from the slopes of the ravine. A stunned silence fell over the camp, and every single Mhorite orc turned to look at him.
That wasn’t good.
Arandar returned the horn to his belt and drew his sword, the steel reflecting the light of the bonfires. The Mhorites snarled and drew their own weapons. For a moment they stared at each other, and Arandar wondered why they didn’t attack. Perhaps they were shocked by his boldness. One man standing in their opened gate? Surely he was the harbinger for a larger attack.
“Kill him!” roared Qazamhor, his deep voice booming over the camp.
The Mhorites charged in a screaming wave of snarling faces and tattooed red skulls, and Arandar took his sword in both hands. He took a quick step back into the arch of the gate itself, which would force the Mhorites to come at him two at a time and shield him from any arrows from the rampart.
Though he supposed the guards on the rampart could simply climb down the wall and attack him from behind.
The Mhorites crashed into him, and Arandar had no more time for thought.
His sword blurred right and left, and two of the Kothluuskan warriors fell dead in the first seconds of the fighting. A sword stabbed towards Arandar’s face, and he jerked back, the blade cutting through the cloth over his armor and bouncing off the links of his chain mail. A Mhorite thrust a spear at him, and Arandar lopped the head off the weapon. Undaunted, the Mhorite raised the shaft and brought it down like a club, and Arandar tried to dodge. The staff bounced off his shoulder with numbing force, his left arm tingling with pain. The blow knocked him off balance long enough for another sword to strike his belly, though the mail stopped the edge of the blade. Arandar bellowed and hacked off the hand of the swordsman who had struck him, blood spurting from the stump. He wheeled and killed another Mhorite, but more of them came at him. There was no way he could hold this position for more than a few moments, and then the Mhorites would close the gate.
The ground shook beneath his feet, and the guards upon the wall started shouting.
Arandar realized what was about to happen, and threw himself to the left, his back slapping against the wall. He killed one Mhorite, and then a second, but a half-dozen more closed around him, weapons drawn back for the kill.
He bared his teeth and raised his sword, daring them to come on.
An instant later the first of the horsemen burst through the gate. The man-at-arms carried a mace, the red dragon sigil of the High King on his chest shining in the light from the bonfires. The momentum of his steed drove the horse through the ranks of the Mhorites, and the blow of his mace crushed the skull of an orcish warrior. For a moment the Mhorites reeled, and then three more mounted men-at-arms thundered through the gate, weapons rising and falling.
Cassius and Crowlacht had come.
Arandar threw himself into the fray, stabbing and slashing as he desperately wished for a shield. So far he had parried and dodged most of the blows aimed his way, but sooner or later a Mhorite blade would find his flesh. Qazamhor screamed commands, and the Mhorites roared and charged towards the gate, pushing the horsemen back. On an open field, horsemen had the advantage. Yet here, in the enclosed space of the camp, the Mhorites could crowd around the men-at-arms and pull them from their saddles.
A howl rose over the fray. Crowlacht’s warriors darted past the horses’ legs and charged into the battle, striking with their axes and swords. The Mhorites’ momentum wavered, and the sheer weight of armored Rhaluuskan orcs and mounted men drove them back. Arandar glimpsed Crowlacht leading the charge, his huge hammer rising and falling. Arandar cut down a Mhorite that was grappling with a horseman. A little further, and they could…
The color of the firelight changed, turning from the orange-yellow glow of a normal flame to an unnatural blood color. Qazamhor stood wreathed in bloody flame, his staff shining like a shard of molten metal. The glow within the menhirs pulsed in time to his rage, and the shaman raked his free hand before him. A bolt of blood-colored fire leapt from his hand and slammed into the battle. The magical fire washed over two of the men-at-arms and their horses, and both men and beasts withered into emaciated skeletons. The men collapsed motionless to the ground, while their horses disintegrated into puffs of dust and bone.
Qazamhor laughed and began another spell.
Arandar hacked down another Mhorite and forced his way through the press, making his way towards the stone circle. He had to stop Qazamhor. His men and Crowlacht’s warriors might have better numbers and better positioning, but that meant little if Qazamhor could bring his dark magic to bear. Again he wished a Swordbearer had accompanied his men instead of a Magistrius. A soulblade could deal with Qazamhor’s dark magic with ease. Arandar had only his steel and his wits.
Hopefully that would be enough.
Arandar reached the circle and crouched behind one of the menhirs. Qazamhor stood a few feet away and thrust his staff, more blood-colored fire bursting from its length. A half-dozen men and orcs, Rhaluuskans and Mhorites both, screamed and crumbled into dusty skeletons. Apparently Qazamhor was not unduly concerned with the lives of his followers. Arandar circled around the base of the menhir, his every muscle tensed. To kill a man from behind was dishonorable, but Qazamhor’s sorcery would decide the battle unless he was stopped.
Qazamhor raised his staff again, and Arandar sprang forward, driving his blade for the shaman’s back. His sword struck the dark cloth of the shaman’s coat, only to rebound from it in a spray of crimson sparks. Qazamhor had armored himself in a potent warding spell. Arandar caught his balance and raised his sword for another strike, but Qazamhor whirled, his free hand hooked into a claw. Red light washed from his fingers, seized Arandar in invisible bands of force, and flung him against the nearest menhir.
“What’s this?” said Qazamhor in accented Latin. Arandar struggled against the spell, but the bands of force held him fast. “A rat, sneaking behind my back? No matter.” He pointed his staff at the black altar in the center of the ring, and fingers of snarling crimson lightning danced and writhed against the stone. “Mhor is thirsty for blood, and he repays blood with power. I shall feed your entire realm to him, and he shall make me a living god.” His gaunt face twisted into a hideous smile. “Let us begin.”
He pointed, and Arandar floated towards the crackling altar. He struggled, but the grip of Qazamhor’s magic remained fast. Arandar did not know what would happen when he touched the glowing altar, but he suspected it would not be pleasant. He redoubled his struggles, his boots kicking uselessly at the empty air, and Qazamhor laughed long and loud.
“For God and the High King!”
A group of Rhaluuskan orcs charged at the menhirs, Crowlacht at their head. Qazamhor turned and loosed a blast of bloody flame, and the orcs scattered to avoid the spell. The flames struck one of the orcs, withering him to an ancient corpse. Yet as it did, the bonds holding Arandar weakened as Qazamhor turned his concentration towards the new danger.
With a great effort of will, Arandar ripped free and slammed into Qazamhor. His sword bounced off the shaman’s wards once again, but Arandar’s attack drove the gaunt shaman back. Qazamhor fell backward with an enraged howl, stumbled over the hem of his coat, and lost his balance.
He landed right upon the glowing altar.
The lightning coiled up and sank into his flesh, and Qazamhor screamed, his eyes opening wide with pain. The stench of burning meat filled Arandar’s nostrils, and he stepped back as Qazamhor thrashed and moaned. The shaman’s clothes took fire, the lightning blazing brighter, and Qazamhor screamed once more.
Then the lightning winked out, and the shaman’s burned corpse collapsed to the ground.
His dark magic, at the end, had not been enough to save him.
Arandar stared at the smoking corpse, stunned.
“Ha!” Crowlacht’s booming voice cut into his surprise. The headman stepped into the ring, his armor clanking. “You have survived, yes? A fine stratagem. A bold one. But there is still fighting to be done! These Mhorite dogs have lost heart, now that their shaman is dead.”
Arandar nodded, lifted his sword, and joined the fray.
 
###
 
A week later Arandar knelt before the dais in the great hall of Castra Durius. People filled the hall – the men-at-arms he had brought from Tarlion, Crowlacht’s warriors, the survivors of Novindum. Stephen and Cora stood with their daughters, watching the ceremony.
“By my right as Dux of Durandis,” said Kors Durius, his rough voice booming. The Dux was a huge man, his face encircled with a shaggy gray beard. “I dub you Sir Arandar of Tarlion, a knight of the realm.” He tapped Arandar on either shoulder with his sword. “Now rise, and let’s all get drunk.”
Cassius helped Arandar to rise, his formal armor clanking, and both men bowed to the Dux. Cheers and applause echoed through the hall.
The survivors of Novindum cheered the loudest of all. 
Perhaps Orlan had been right, and Arandar had saved these people for the wrong reason. But they had been spared from Qazamhor’s altar. More, Arandar had done it through steel and courage and the help of God, through the valor of his men-at-arms and Crowlacht’s ferocity. The blood of the High King had not been able to help.
Sir Arandar of Tarlion, knight of the realm of Andomhaim, might have been the High King’s bastard son, but he was still his own man.
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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