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INTRODUCTION
I was born in the 60's, grew up playing "army" and building "forts" in the woods. I found GI Combat and Sgt. Rock comics as a kid, then superhero comics--Captain America, Batman, Iron Man--as a teen. I rode the city bus to my early restaurant jobs reading CONAN and JOHN CARTER OF MARS musty old paperbacks. I found more classic sword-n-sorcery and fantasy tales via Fritz Leiber, Karl E. Wagner, etc. Action-adventure and heroic fantasy was in my blood.
I also had written tales of adventure. I had been writing tales of action and fantasy since I could put sentences and paragraphs together. Excitement for me was a fresh spiral-bound 5-subject notebook, blank pages just waiting to be filled with fictional and non-fictional dreams and desires.
Beyond this meager introduction, I offer you a taste of some of my work that has seen print but it hard to come by now. It is not often a person, who enjoys writing and sharing his/her stories to the masses, gets a chance to even be published, let alone published several times. I hope it goes to show I am doing something right.
It’s also hard, if you have any interest at all in a writer, if you cannot find all those first collected works, where it all began, the ticking clock that had just begun to be wound for the BIG TIME. It is always interesting, if you are an avid reader and interested in a certain author, to see where they started and what they started with. Did they start in fantasy, and then drop that and end in self-help books?
Also, as I have been published in many more small press publications than the illustrious (and sometimes overblown) “big dog” publishers, some of the books and magazines are no longer available offline, online, anywhere. It is near impossible to get a copy of said publication to read those first works. Surely there are copies to be found somewhere, but like buying a music CD for just that one favorite song, isn’t it a better value to be able to get the first “greatest hits”.
That is why I have assembled this small package of Pete’s penned pulp adventure fiction, and graciously offer it to you.
You may have heard the phrase: write what you know. Well, I know adventure, and thus THAT is what I enjoy writing.
So without further yammering, I will shut my yap, and let you partake in the adventurous tales that have flowed from my imaginative mind, flowed from there to fingers to pen and keyboard, and have ended up here as a collected work.
Enjoy, and thank you.
Peter Welmerink
Buried in a snowbank in chilly Michigan
January 2011 2008
“I am not an adventurer by choice, but by fate.”
Vincent Van Gogh
A PARTING AT SUNSET
(1st published fantasy tale circa 1998)
I sat upon the warm sand watching the sun in its yellow-orange ball of fiery glory slowly sink towards the horizon line where azure sky met cobalt blue water. My sword lay in my lap gleaming in polished tones, with sparkles of silver-blue, like light dancing off a diamond. I breathed in slowly, hoping to draw in the cool fresh air that blew off the rolling sea.
“You really did not have to do that,” I said to the prone figure lying quietly beside me. I glanced further down shore then back to ...him... as I spoke. He lay there without responding like some shipwrecked passenger who had washed ashore.
Behind me, the unicorn stirred, taking a step closer. It gently nudged me on the shoulder, careful not to skewer me with its spiraled gold horn. I looked up to regard the creature, having to squint from the radiance it gave off. Its lustrous ivory coat glowed like the center of a white-hot flame. I could read its thoughts in its crystalline lavender eyes.
“What’s the bother? I’ll get up!” I grumbled at the beast. “Just a moment, Just a moment.” The noble animal snorted its irritation at my words, its eyes looking away out over the billowy cerulean water.
I glanced again at the man at my side, lying there like a content drunk sleeping off a long afternoon at the tavern. Out over the water, the descending globe of fire that would mark the end of the passing day ...and other things... slipped towards the horizon line. It sent a pang of anxiety washing over me that made me shudder.
The sun cast a path upon the rolling waves, a twinkling band of stars of golden glitter that stretched from the shore all the way out to where the sailing ships fell off the edge of the world. It beckoned me with its hypnotic rising and falling, like a treasure of gold coins spilling from some unseen pot.
The unicorn nudged me again, sending a wave of anger boiling up from my core. It knew that I understood the quickly approaching moment. Did it have to treat me like some child that could not tell the time!
“You fool!” I cursed the old man lying beside me. My words were focused at the quiet form beside me but my eyes were cast upon the mass in the distance.
Down the beach, the great red dragon lay, the serpent of scourge that had besieged my village. The nefarious dragon now lay dead in a heap, a crimson hill of scales, a giant blood blister on the tanned and sandy arm of the sea. Its snake-like head lay partially submerged in the shallow waters off shore. The massive length of its neck formed a most unusual breaker to the waves that played over the coarse crimson hide.
The foul beast rested on its side, its belly exposed and torn open, revealing moist innards and intestines as large as tree trunks. Several deep stab wounds were located in the chest area, where the beast’s heart had beaten.
“We beat it, did we not, old man?” I said glumly.
The old man, lying beside me, in rusty chain shirt over a faded blue tunic and leathers that were fit to be worn by someone half his age, and a lot slimmer, did not respond.
#
The news of the return of the great red dragon had swept through the town like fire through fuel-soaked kindling. Many of the villagers had packed up what they could, and scampered away to safer regions. It wasn’t until the city militia found the beast’s cave near the ocean that the old fighters and warriors of the village had taken action; action to avenge the deaths the foul serpent had caused to their adventuring companions some thirty years ago since its last appearance.
The men had gone out early in the morn. Their lances, swords, and armor announced their passage in a jangling, offbeat rhythm like a string of tin cups startled by the breeze. On horseback, traveling the twenty-five miles to the seashore, they had arrived at the dragon’s beachfront cave by mid-afternoon.
“Hold!” the commander of the small contingent of men ordered as they sat atop their restless mounts. Standing alongside the cave entrance, which a large galley could easily sail through, most of the men looked wary. Eyes made contact with other worried glances.
The red beast, with the scent of man and horse in its nostrils lumbered from its dwelling. A cavernous maw dripped acidic drool which spattered the beach, turning sand into liquid glass. Wisps of brackish smoke streamed from the immense nasal cavities, filling the air along the coastline with a sulfurous tang.
The dragon smirked with cruel gleaming, arm-length teeth as men and horses broke. The dragonfear washed over them like a turbulent wave sending all, except one, racing to whence they came like children called to dinner.
“What is this!” the dragon howled like a tempest wind, seeing an old man getting slowly to his feet. The man’s horse had thrown him. It left him there on his rump much to the dragon’s amusement. “Only one pitiful morsel to sate my enormous appetite?”
The old man climbed to his feet, dusted himself off and drew the ancient blade. The powers of the sword were the only thing fending off the dragonfear trying to clutch at his feeble heart.
It was like old times. Even the dragon took a moment from its guffawing. A flicker of remembrance flashed in its cold reptilian eyes as it looked down upon the man.
And the creature broke out in laughter again, seeing an elderly human with his pathetic, old sword take a stance to do battle. Surely, the situation forewarned no danger to it.
#
An ocean breeze swirled around the old man’s crumpled form as he lay motionless in the sand. His long, wavy hair, painted silver by the brush of age, quavered about his head and shoulders harassed by the ocean breeze that knew he had no strength to resist.
“What was your feeble mind thinking?” I asked the silent man. “An old retired fighter charging after some ancient creature like a young dandy filled with hatred over some long past deed?”
“What would your wiser friends have said if they had known you had come out here to avenge some long dead companions against a creature that retains its strength and vigor in its advanced years, unlike the frail, old human that you were?” I snapped bitterly at the old man.
#
We had attacked it. Oh, yes. We felt the exhilaration of battle, the bloodlust, and the adrenaline pumping through our veins. Excitement and fear engorged our rapidly pounding heart.
And the red brute laughed at us, laughed with in its overblown ego and pride, thinking this dried-up old man must be surely daft. It forgot what we held.
Yes, it remembered us, but forgot about the mystic sword. Forgot about our Sword of Sangre de Drago …our dragonsbane sword.
#
The old man had struck at the beast as it roared with mirth. The dumbfounded creature hadn’t even time to react as the sword, still holding its edge and magic after all those years, laid the tough hide open like a sharp knife through a red satin pillow. The creature let out an agonized roar that was like a clap of thunder close to the ear.
The sword bit in again and again. Though the dragon was already on its way to wherever foul beasts like it go when pursuing death, the old man wheezed under the exertion of his weapon. It was like swinging an anvil. Each blow upon the dragon’s hide left his arm numb.
When the dragon fell with a gurgled groan, sounding like a huge wave hitting the shore, the old warrior stumbled back. Sweat rained from his wrinkled brow and it felt like he had stepped into an icebox. His old heart continued to smash like a frantic smithy’s hammer against his breastbone. The sword arm felt prickly and unattached.
As the breath seized up in his antique lungs, and the great red dragon gasped its last breath, he knew something was wrong...
#
“It will be one for the scribes and their books. That is for sure,” I sighed.
The unicorn listened respectfully.
“But for all your youthful spirit, your heart was still old and the strain...” I grimaced, thinking about it. That terrible strain, that pain that felt like a metal gauntlet smashing into my chest; like my heart clamped in a vise, and my sword being slid through it.
The unicorn nudged me once more. The sun was beginning to slip behind the waterline of the dusk-hued sky. There was urgency in the great beasts’ gestures.
“Wait. Let me be for just a moment longer!” I pleaded trying to brush off the great steed, though I knew my moment had long since expired.
The unicorn pawed the ground with one silver hoof, its patience at an end.
I glanced once more at the old man at my side. His pale blue eyes stared out into nothingness. His thin-lipped mouth agape in shock after that final fading thought, realizing it was his heart that would take him out of the realms of the living. No ferocious animal. No dragon. No evil brigands that he had fought by the dozens before but his heart, his old and weary heart.
The unicorn prodded me roughly to my feet. The sword that had been lying across my lap passed through my waist like a stone through mist as I rose. It rested in the sand beside gnarled out-stretched fingers, gazed upon by wide ancient eyes that no longer looked upon earthen wares.
I brushed off my leather breeches and straightened my oiled chain shirt that rested over my bright blue tunic.
I turned towards the radiant unicorn. Brushing the long, dark, wavy hair from my face, I asked, “Can’t I wait to make sure my mortal shell is taken care of? That my enchanted blade finds the hands of a righteous, brave soul?”
The unicorn took a step towards me, forcing me towards the water away from the body. The glimmering path of water brushed the shore inches from my booted feet. Its lavender eyes reflected my youthful features; they shone with a bright aura all their own. Its expression told me my mortal affairs were beyond the point of concern.
I walked away from my old crumpled body leaving no impressions in the soft sand as I stepped onto the shimmering waves. The radiant unicorn moved slowly before me, guiding me out over the tranquil rolling waters. The sun was half buried under the blanket of the sea. A lone gull glided by on the cool ocean breeze and screeched at me, at the apparition on the sparkling waves.
Halfway out on the watery path, which felt like undulating cobblestones beneath my feet, I looked back to the beach and the old body. I felt like I was leaving an old friend. A friend I had known and cared for all my earthbound life. Beside the still form, the sword gleamed like a jewel in the sand.
With a heavy spirit that made the air thick around me, I turned back to the golden path. The unicorn stood impatiently waiting at the edge of the evening glow, wanting to get me to my next destination. I moved forward, following the majestic beast, stepping into the drowning radiance of the sun.
There was another light beyond that blazing star; one that called me to rest beneath its eternal brilliance. One that called me home.
RACE INTO BLOOD
(This is the first story and appearance of Sturoq Adahy)
The hoofs pounded close behind as Sturoq Adahy hunkered down on the bare back of his dark gray mare. He slapped the horse's hindquarters, pushing her to a swifter pace. Behind the young barbarian and his sprinting horse, two-score screaming goblins rode hard in pursuit.
Two fingers of the Lucien Mountains surged up into the barren wastes of central Kren. In the space between the fingers rested Krenon, the capital city of Kren. Moisture from the sporadic rainfalls that soaked the usually arid region, trapped between the Lucien Highlands, had created a dense forest between the jagged fingers. Krenon, though not the most pleasant of eastern cities to visit, was pleasantly situated within the protective embrace of the mountains and the forest. Her gilded towers of wealthy landbarons and deadly archers were home to wanting daughters, Sturoq had found to his misfortune in the past.
Sturoq hoped he could lose his pursuers and reach Krenon before nightfall. His coin purse held enough to afford a cheap meal and possibly a drink; he had slept on the street before. However, the chattering and shouting of death threats from the goblins told him they had other ideas regarding his final destination.
Unsheathing one of the blades at his side, Sturoq raised the long curved blade before him. The blood of the cutthroats he had happened upon a day ago still stained the shiny metal like a grisly rune. Reflected in the blade, he saw his dark hair whipping about his face; his long black bangs danced before his hazel eyes. His face was bronzed from the sun. His lips were dry and cracked. A dusting of white desert sand lightened the small inverted triangle of dark brisly hair growing between his lower lip and chin.
Then the image, reflected in the blue steel, changed to another.
"A fine son you are, running from battle like the sheep of lesser people. Disgraceful!" Sturoq's father bellowed; his old scar-flawed face twisted in anger, the thick single brow furrowed and rotted teeth clenched. His unruly black beard twitched with his words. Eyes devoid of pupils seemed to swirl like storm clouds. The man was long dead but his tortured spirit lived on. He appeared in the strangest forms; most often when Sturoq was troubled, or in trouble.
"They will be upon you before you reach the city. Turn about and face your enemy, brat! Weakling! Dung-crawling worm!"
Sturoq gnashed his teeth, a great rage building within. His father was probably right about his pursuers. The goblins rode Ki'Ancha's--huge, ebon hunch-backed boars that could easily keep up with a racing charger. It was just a matter of time until he was overcome.
He reined in his horse, nearly snapping its neck as he brought it to a halt. He turned the mare, slapping his heels into her side, and brought her up to a hard gallop again. He put the leather reins between his teeth. With one curved blade in his right hand, he drew the second from his side. The coarse dry leather at his tongue, he muttered several curses at his father and at himself.
The two-score gabbling goblins were less than a quarter mile before him. Sturoq closed the gap quickly. The boars raised a huge dust cloud, their hooves thundering. The goblins shook their dun-colored arms in the air, waving crude serrated swords and sharp-tipped stone spears in their filthy hands. They rode fast. As Sturoq rode forward, horse pounding the ground beneath him, some of the creatures tried to rein in their hump-backed mounts; their yellow eyes wide and their drool-dripping mouths agape. Sturoq smashed into them like a great boulder crashing through a copse of small trees. His blades struck downward and across, breaking spears mid-shaft, knocking swords aside, taking gibbering heads from shoulders, opening huge furrows in chests. Thin hairy arms and chunks of skull and brain sailed skyward. A great mist of dark goblin and bright red boar's blood fogged the air.
The gray mare whinnied and dove to the ground, a pair of spears embedded in her chest. Sturoq tumbled forward over the horse, reins pulled from his mouth, gore-covered swords flailing. He landed on top of one of his attackers, a sharp pain biting into his back. He came up without weapons, throwing himself at the nearest goblin and warboar. His fists drove into the surprised creature's face, smashing through it as though it were a weak jug of molasses. The boar crashed into him, knocking him again off his feet. Sturoq went down, wrapped a taut muscled arm around the beast's thick throat, and then snapped its head back.
Lean, all muscle, and stoked in deadly fury, the barbarian was a storming giant among the diminutive goblin horde. His balled fists flew, smashing the life from his foe. He yanked the sword from a snarling goblin, grabbed the creature by the arm and impaled it on the spear tip of its fellow, driving both brutes to the ground. The weapon Sturoq bore had a simple wood hilt, like that from a butcher's knife, and a two-foot long dual-edged blade. The goblins began to break, screaming in panic, as he cut into them like a biting and deadly whirlwind.
When the blood and dust settled Sturoq stood in the center of gore-covered ground littered with dead and dying goblins and Ki'Ancha. His blade and body dripped with blood, mostly from his opponents and some from his own battle-bestowed wounds. As his dark-spirited eyes glanced across the field he caught sight of the last goblin that hadn't met the wrath of his blade or fist.
"You have win, Human," the goblin said, his voice like a rolling mug of heavy gravel. "You will no longer be bother to us."
The creature wore a purple tunic and tattered brown breeks, with a multitude of colorful but dirty silk belts tied about its waist. A gold headband encircled his head, denoting his status as a tribe chief. The chief's Ki'Ancha had red-painted warbands about its snout and polished metal caps on its tusks, tapering to a wicked point.
Sturoq kept his blade up but looked at the goblin-chief questioningly. He flicked a small soft chunk of . . . something from his blood-wet cheek. "A bother? A bother to you?" The barbarian took several careful steps backwards out of the pile of bodies--he didn't want to stumble over the carnage. "What kind of trickery is this? You were going to attack me."
The goblin-chief stood, peering beyond Sturoq, towards Krenon nestled below the Lucien mountain range. "My people were here first. You invade our homeland, push us out like the deer and fox." He waved his dirty brownish hand slowly before him as if encompassing the whole world.
Sturoq lowered his sword and turned slightly to look towards Krenon, too far away to actually see. He had been there though, and in his mind's eye he could see the sprawl, see the tall buildings and squat houses, the multitude of people, the land being claimed to enlarge the growing town.
"Take what you want, prizes of victory," the goblin-chief said as more goblins appeared behind him, rising from behind dense brush and rocks. "Let my people claim their dead and us be gone from here."
There were easily a hundred or more goblins of all shapes, sizes and ages. They made no sound other than the shambling of their feet on the hard-packed ground, their eyes on the broken bodies of their kin.
Sturoq, feeling his heart sink in his broad chest, opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it. He decided to let things be. He looked at the closest dead goblin, a creature split from crotch to collarbone, its guts spilled out upon the dusty ground. There was a small pouch cut open at its side, spilled gold shimmering in the pool of dark blood. Added to his own coins, it was probably enough to afford him a grand meal, comfortable lodging and maybe female companionship for the night.
He shook his head, wiped his sword on his pant leg then sheathed it. He went to his dead horse, stifling a bit of angry regret on losing the expensive beast of burden and means of easy transportation. He gathered his things and walked on towards Krenon leaving the goblins to their chore. A large mangy bush, void of leafs, shook in a sudden soft breeze and took the broken shape of his father's face. "Don't let those beasts free to attack us again. Turn and kill them! Kill them all, you weak-kneed fawn!"
Sturoq put his hands to his ears and turned from the apparition.
That evening, as the sun dropped away and the blanket of night covered the city of Krenon, Sturoq sat outside the city gates, staring into the gloom, looking at the dark arms of the Lucien Mountains embracing the town. He ate a meal now cold that he had purchased from a street vendor and sipped at a large skin of sour wine. As his thoughts returned to his encounter earlier that day, he listened to the sounds of nature...
...There were none.
What filled the barbarian's ears was the clatter of hooves and wagon wheels along cobblestone roads, the braying of people trying to sell their wares, doors and windows opening and shutting to the activities of the night, the cry of hungry beggars and babies, and the commotion of brawls taken out into the streets and the related ring of angry steel.
With the clamor of the city behind him, Sturoq sat in the deepening darkness and drank until his mind dulled and sleep deemed him worthy of her embrace.
THE STRANGER
Candlelight flickered in the iron lanterns lining the walls of the tavern. The hues about the room were governed by the color of the glass covers surrounding the lantern light. In one corner of the room, the tables and their occupants were bathed in a warm red-orange glow. In other areas of the tavern the shades were darker, consisting of deep blue and violet. On the dozen wood tables spread evenly in the rectangular-shaped room, a single lantern sat anchored to the center of the table with steel spikes.
A roaring fireplace crackled and popped. Large black stones set in the south wall of the tavern framed the flames. On a flat stone mantle above the fireplace rested a collection of ale steins of every shape and size. Above the cups, mounted on the wall, a giant stuffed boar’s head hung with a sword angled through its neck. The tip of the sword pointed down towards the mantle and was painted with red dye to simulate blood.
The bar was located near the front of the tavern along the west wall. It was of simple design consisting of a flat cherry-wood facing and counter top. The counter was polished to such a brilliant sheen that the reflecting lantern light looked like sparkling stars held within it. Behind the bar, an aged man stood, thin in feature with young sparkling blue eyes that teased the rest of his frail old body. The man, known to his regular customers and townsfolk as Cocidius Berkswyle, surveyed the small lot of patrons in his tavern this night. A young man and woman sat at a table on one side of the fireplace, holding hands and speaking in whispered tones over two goblets of red wine. At a table directly across from the bar, near the privy rooms, two rugged-looking men finished their meals in the midst of a dozen empty flagons. Though their long leather-riding cloaks hung down and draped the floor, their sheathed long swords peeked out the bottoms, gouging the wood planking. A hooded figure sat at the bar having just arrived from the chilly outdoors.
One of the burly men listened intently, a smug grin on his dark unshaven face, as the other man spoke in a loud boisterous voice drowning out every other sound in the tavern.
“I’ve killed my fair share of women and children folk before. It happens. It wasn’t like Hatilack was a town full of innocents, not with Guter Bursche running the show. The sorcerer probably had the entire town hexed and ready to run up against us. Why, we should have cut down the cats and dogs too.”
The loud man’s partner roared with laughter slamming his mug of ale on the wood tabletop. The mug crashed down on the ceramic plate sitting on the table before him, fragments flying everywhere. The young woman, who had been whispering to her admirer, cried out as her wine goblet was knocked over into her lap.
“It never fails,” Cocidius sighed to the stranger as he grabbed a number of bar rags and hurried out from behind the bar. He stopped at the end of the bar and turned to the new arrival. “I’ll take your order, sir, once I clean up the mess.”
The two men howled with laughter at the young couple.
“Look at that, Leandros! She’s washed in red like the mothers and daughters of Hatilack,” the initial speaker of the duo said as he stood, large hoop earrings twinkled in the lantern light along with his bald head. He ran his right hand over his smooth pate; a thin red ring, transparent as glass, and a gold ring sparkled on his middle finger.
“By the gods, Kuruk, maybe ye ought to dash the wench into the fire and make her scream and burn like that entire town did,” the one named Leandros said. “I wonder if the town burning like it did had anything to do with all the wizard’s spell stuffs igniting. I hear they can have some very unstable items in their possession. What say thee, Kuruk?”
Still standing and watching as the barkeep helped the young woman clean herself of the wine, Kuruk looked to his seated partner. “Aye, but it matters not. A dead wizard is a good wizard, and if his town and people die with him, so much the better. I wonder how the others fared with the rest of the booty before the place erupted?”
Kuruk looked at the woman's companion who was glaring at him. “Ye want a piece of me, runt!”
The young man quickly turned his attention back to his wine-washed partner.
Finished with wiping the table and handing another dry bar rag to the woman, Cocidius turned his gaze upon the two ruffians. “Gentlemen, you will calm yourselves and quiet your tall tales or I will need you to leave.”
Kuruk and Leandros closed their mouths but their faces twisted in anger. Leandros stood and his hand went to his sword hilt.
“Barkeep, ye will do well to watch yer tongue. You wouldn’t want to suffer the same fate as the old mage Guter,” Leandros said with a growl.
“Maybe we should have brought his blackened husk with us. That might shut some mouths and get us some service around this hole!” Kuruk barked, snatching up his mug and throwing it across the room. It sailed at the stranger sitting quietly at the bar who didn’t flinch when the item missed and smashed into a shelf of liquor bottles behind the counter.
The cloaked figure slid from the barstool, black-heeled boots hitting the stone floor. Cocidius blinked and the stranger was suddenly before the two brutes, standing beside the one named Leandros. Slender hands appeared from the sleeves of the cloak and pulled the hood away. Cocidius’s jaw dropped when the features of a young girl came into the light. However, her hairless head, gray skin and glowing white eyes revealed she was something a little bit more.
“Enough!” the girl said, her voice booming as if it were the thunder itself. With amazing speed, she grabbed Leandros. The big man cried out with surprise as his feet left the floor. He cried out again only momentarily before he crashed headfirst into the wall across the room, leaving a trail of overturned and smashed tables and chairs in his wake.
“What kind of sorcery is this?” Kuruk said as he drew his sword. The girl was close and easily within striking distance. He brought the mighty blade up, then down, then gasped as the girl’s hand caught the weapon.
“The kind that avenges the innocent,” the girl said as she tightened her grip around the steel, crushing it as if it were merely a thin strip of tin.
Knowing he was in trouble, Kuruk dropped the crumpled weapon and took a step backwards, a tiny step in the direction of the door.
“Something doesn’t belong to you,” the girl said spinning around, knocking the husky warrior’s feet out from under him. She caught him before he fell, snatching him up by the collar of his riding cloak and sword belt, and tossed him at the fireplace. He missed, somersaulting into the mantle. Knocking the assorted mugs and mounted boar’s head to the floor, he landed in a great pile on top of them.
Cocidius and the couple quickly moved out of the way of the scuffle, moving to the bar. The young woman ducked out through the front door to find the nearest town guard as the old barkeep and the young man took refuge behind the heavy cherry-wood counter.
“I know that face,” the young man said to Cocidius as they watched the gray-skinned girl advance on the groaning Kuruk. “That place those goons had been talking about razing. I think…that looks like Guter Bursche’s daughter.”
Cocidius didn’t know anything about the town the thugs had been talking about or the wizard they had obviously killed. He looked to the ashen girl-thing, then back to the young man with doubting and disturbed expressions.
The young man kept his eyes on the confrontation but said to the old barkeep. “His daughter died over a decade ago.”
Cocidius looked at the gray-skinned woman who was standing over the fallen man. She looked alive enough to him. He had heard his share of ghost stories but this girl was much more than a spectral image.
Kuruk roared and sprang to his feet, grabbing the hilt of the sword sticking out of the stuffed boar’s head. He advanced on the girl who was practically standing right in front of him. She didn’t flinch as he brought the blade across her shoulder, striking at her exposed collar. The weapon simply stopped when it hit her neck, the steel singing like it had struck stone. Kuruk’s face, all anger draining away, took on a look of pure astonishment.
“What kind of creature is she?” Cocidius gasped.
“You have desecrated my master’s land and his people. You take what is not yours to take, including lives,” the gray-skinned girl said slapping the sword aside, shattering it like glass.
“It is like her skin is made of stone,” Cocidius said.
The young man’s eyes lit up. “I have heard of creatures created by powerful wizards that are made of stone. They are typically used as guards to protect the wizard and any magical items.”
“But why did this Guter fellow create such a creature in the likeness of his daughter?”
“What little that I know of the man it was said he cherished his daughter and was in mourning for quite a while after her death,” the young man said. “Possibly he made the stone guardian in her image so at least he would be with some semblance of her.”
The thought of his own daughter flashed in Cocidius’s mind. His wife and he had almost lost that precious child a few winters ago to the burning sickness. Though she had merely brushed death’s door and returned, Cocidius would have gladly given his life for hers to remain if it had come to that, if it would have been possible to do so. Now he wished more time with her, but between his work and his wife who owned the mercantile shoppe down the street…
Suddenly regaining his fortitude, Kuruk roared again, throwing his fist into the young woman’s face. For a moment her white eyes widened like saucers and her mouth opened as to make an exclamation as she caught sight of both the red and gold ring on the brute’s middle finger…
…Then Kuruk’s fist connected with her gray hard skin.
There was a fiery explosion between the burly man and the girl. A ball of flame knocked both off their feet. The girl sailed across the bar, crashing heavily through a series of tables and chairs, igniting them from the flames crackling from her body, then slammed into the far wall close to where she had flung the broken Leandros. Kuruk was flung backwards, crashing again into the hearth. The flames from the fireplace seemed to leap out and join those encompassing the screaming man.
Cocidius and the young man pulled themselves from the floor, gasping for the air that had been sucked from their lungs.
“My bar!” Cocidius cried as he looked about the room seeing nothing but fire dancing along the walls, floor and furniture.
“Didn’t anyone tell you owning a tavern in this day and age was risky! Come on!” the young man said grabbing the old man’s arm and hauling him out from behind the bar and to the front door.
#
The tavern burned with flames stabbing towards the sky and thick black smoke billowing up in dark clouds. The town guard, found by the young woman after a quick run down the street, ran back to fetch the fire brigade leaving herself, her male friend, and the barkeep to watch the drinking establishment burn.
The front door, aflame and beginning to collapse, burst apart, a rolling cloud of black smoke following it. A blackened female form emerged behind the rising haze dragging the smoking figures of Kuruk and Leandros with a slender arm hooked around their neck. Now devoid of clothing, the girl moved up to the trio, dropping the large men at their feet. Cocidius was the first to notice Kuruk’s hand that had struck the girl; it was missing the middle finger as if it had been simply plucked off.
“I am sorry for the destruction of your building,” the construct said to Cocidius, her white eyes glowing eerily on the blackened face. Cocidius stared at her, not knowing what to say, a bit apprehensive before a thing of such power.
The scorched creature looked towards the rooftops, as if looking through them and out into the land beyond. “There are still others who must pay for desecrating my master’s home and property. I must go and gather up all his treasures before I return to rest.”
She simply turned and headed away from the trio, moving into the shadows of a building beyond the fire’s light.
Cocidius stood for a moment watching his tavern continue to burn. He turned when he heard the sound of the fire brigade bell and the thunder of hoofs pounding down the street in his direction. The young couple stood silently beside him, holding each other. He looked off in the direction the girl had been peering. He wondered about the mission she spoke of, and wondered about her and the wizard she vowed to avenge. He thought about his own daughter at home and if he had lost that sweet child. If he had the power would he had done what Guter Bursche had in creating some remembrance of her?
The horse-drawn wagon with the town’s firefighters stopped before the burning tavern. They immediately set to work dowsing the flames with water. Cocidius saw the Fire Marshal walking his way. He would have a monstrous tale to tell; one he quickly decided would end with the two ruffians as the culprits who had set the place to blaze.
He glanced over his shoulder one last time in the direction the girl had departed. In the shadows, two white orbs stared at him. With a weak but heart-felt smile, Cocidius waved her on, making a silent promise he would not mention what she was about and let her venture onward in peace.
And he hoped…the stranger would find peace.
THE GREEN SWORD
(This is the first story/appearance of Braccus Straun and his sentient whip Clawgibber)
Time had passed since the sun had risen; it was the hour of the Nauseated Monkey. Braccus Straun flexed his muscles making the veins pop in his forehead from the tension. His arms were like huge knotted oak limbs. His broad chest was like a granite boulder hewn into a fine physique like the great warrior Wew'Wrub, The Ruler of the Universe. He wore aged black leathers about his lower half and a chemise of black silk with short tattered sleeves about his upper half. A sparkling silver overshirt of tightly linked mail hugged his upper body over the black undergarment. A plate of formed metal shielded his right thigh from a sinister weapon that hung beside his sinewy leg—one of his two legs for he was no crippled barbarian. His head was shaved bald and reflected the sunlight. His skin was tanned like baked sand and a series of black tattoos, lines of various shape, width and length, covered his right side from head to toe. Fierce black eyes were set beneath the ledge of a slightly jutting brow. If the eyes were the doorway to a man’s soul, Braccus's were a deep well that no man but himself would dare venture.
Braccus's thoughts were on dark things considering the day was bright. He had been cursed and given two days to live. His mission was to retrieve a list of artifacts and wizard-touched weapons before he passed away out of the realm of Man. Upon completing his task, he would die, yet upon completing his task, his wife and daughter, held captive by the wizard, would live.
Standing on a sandy bank before the Chaotic Marsh of Great Visions in the Land of the Nine Royal Skulls, Braccus untied the large, low-hanging cord that hung at his right hip. The cord was black and jutted with barbs of varied sizes, shapes and sharpness. He took the steel handle (the handle was entwined with several strips of thin leather to give him a better grip) and held it firmly in his great fist. He snapped his thick arm out sending the cord to uncoil. It flashed out like a studded serpent across the brackish, bubbling and burping waters of the vast swampland.
“Onward, Clawgibber!” Braccus shouted as his barbed weapon flew straight and true, extending an impossible distance across the reedy marsh that changed appearance after every fifth eyeblink. One moment the stagnant pond was pin-cushioned with 20-foot high cattails, then a few moments later it was a glade of wagon wheel-sized orange lily pads and yellow acidic water, then a landscape of jutting brown rocks and swirling blue-green water. “Onward, Clawgibber! And don’t let the changings stop you!” Braccus shouted.
Sunk up to its belly in the muddy marsh, a large brown horse whinnied as it struggled. Its rider yelped as Clawgibber’s tendrils wrapped about his waist and took hold. The man on the horse was dressed in a mud-caked blue riding shirt and dark blue-dyed leathers. His dark hair curled about his shoulders. Upon his back was strapped a large sword with an unusually wide blade wrapped in a soft scabbard of lambskin. The barbed cord wrapped three times about the rider’s waist, also managing to cling a spiked length across the large sword.
“Agh! By Okote, the Tormentor of the Wasteland, I have been bit by a fangy-mawed snake!” the man cried as the barbs bit into his back and drew blood.
Braccus yanked back upon the whip entwined about his wrist, pulling the man off his mount. The cord seemed to shrink in length as if it were being reeled in. The man was dragged through the water, over rocks, and around small sputtering volcanoes emitting purple puffs of smoke. The bald barbarian urged his magical whip on, calling in Clawgibber as if calling for a pet hound.
Spitting and cursing, the man finally was dragged up upon the sandy shore. “What’s the meaning of this!” he said as the barbed weapon fell from him limply and Braccus coiled it back up, removed it from his wrist, and tied it to his belt.
“Gregor Minkoen, you churlish hell-hated malt-worm! Gregor Minkeon, owner of Bright Nymph Inn, also known as Risek the Tracker, husband of many wives in the County of the Cerulean Oxen. I have two days to live, and it is that great sword I want of yours,” Braccus announced leaning over the man like a giant. His great sinewy arms were flexed; his fists were pressing on his sides.
Gregor’s eyes flew wide in surprise; he had never met this huge man before, yet the barbarian knew all about him. He went to stand, and a great sun-browned fist knocked him in the head, and forced him flat to the sandy ground.
Both men looked when the horse screamed a shrill and mucus-heavy death-blare that roared into the blue sky. A huge gray slab of rock had appeared about the horse like a robe, slicing the beast in twain. The severed body splashed into the bubbling dark water.
“I have saved you, so hand over the sword, and we shall call it a day between ourselves,” Braccus said reaching for the sheathed weapon at the other man’s back. His thoughts were on his wife and child; one more piece he would have to bring him closer to saving them. His hand wrapped about the hilt that was near Gregor’s black-maned head, and he gripped it firmly.
Still on his knees, Gregor took the opportunity to punch the barbarian in the crotch, followed within a cricket’s heartbeat by a metallic PLANG and the man crying out, his knuckles smashed.
Braccus hoisted the man up by the hilt of the sword; Gregor gasping as the ties that secured the sword to his body constricted his chest. He set Gregor Minkoen firmly on his heels, still gripping the sword hilt. With one swift hard tug, he yanked the great blade free.
“If you want a fight, you will meet your death early. Earlier than I will be meeting my own,” Braccus said holding the sword out before him. The blade was three feet long and six inches wide and made of a lustrous green metal that twinkled like an emerald. He would rather not fight, at the moment it was more time wasted, but some people liked to make the choice for him. “If you simply leave here and accept your small loss…”
“You know the worth of the Portalpiercer? Its power you may not want to deal with. I would gladly just give you all my gold…three hundred lasgos out in a sack near my dead mount…than let you have the sword,” Gregor said as he eyed the green sword in the barbarian’s hand.
Braccus plucked a bag from the left side of his belt. It was deepest black, and he shook it open. He speared Portalpiercer into the ground and dug into the bag. His arm disappeared to the elbow before he pulled it out and with it, held in his steely hand, a long thin crystal dagger.
“I have no more time to waste. My life comes to an end in twenty-three more movements of the sun, so I will give you Slaybloom the Cold, a dagger I stole from Lord Arathmar of the Empire of the Covert Armors.” Braccus dropped the crystal dagger on the ground at Gregor’s feet and tied the black bag back to his belt. “It is all I can give and all I have time to give.”
Braccus plucked the great wide sword from the sandy ground and turned from the man and the Chaotic Marsh of Great Visions.
Gregor Minkoen, his greed for the power within the sword making him senseless to the words of the barbarian, snatched up the crystal blade and leapt at the big man. “The power cannot be yours!” he bellowed as he reached out to thrust the crystal blade into Braccus's wide back.
Braccus twisted wildly about, bringing the huge sword blade parallel to the ground and at waist level. He rolled the sword in his hand at an angle. The wicked green edge met Gregor under his ribcage and cut the man in two. As the blade rose to finish its arc, the dark-haired man’s upper body burst like a water balloon. There was no blood or body parts as the air quickly cleared, just a torso and legs which simply collapsed to the marsh shore.
“It is not the power I want, fool. It is just another trinket for the wizard who holds my life and death in his foul hands,” Braccus said, lowering the sword and speaking to the jumble of legs on the sand. “Should I retrieve all the items he has requested he will grant the release of my wife and daughter from his rotting prison and will let my soul retire to the hands of the Silent Lord.”
He wasn’t sure why he rambled on to a pair of legs and guts.
A glowing portal appeared beside Braccus Straun. Straightening his silk and chain shirt, he stepped through it, heading to his next destination to acquire his next strange artifact or ensorcelled weapon. He had recalled the wizard mentioning something about the Steel Caves of Foulness after his short quest at the Chaotic Marsh of Great Visions. He hoped for an easy acquisition this next time…or at least a worthier opponent and a short but more heated battle.
ERORORG’S ASCENSION
Dalacr Dawnfinder, the Hvitian Elf Highlord, wetly coughed, then tightened his grip round the throat of his adversary. His furrowed gaze mirrored the dark eyes of the Svartan fiend before him. In those oily pupils was the reflection of the upper body of the Highlord: high conical white-enameled helm, gold filleted gorget and pauldrons with etchings of woodland scenes over a white cotton tunic. It was the armor of the Hvitian's, always of light, always of sparkle, praising Joirdting and her earthen beauty and abundant nature.
Dalacr, teeth clenched in a sneer that mimicked his opponent, opened his focus and further partook of the features of the Svartan in his grip. The dark eyes were ceiling'd with darker brow, feathered to shaggy points at their far ends. A hawkish nose--not unlike his own--jutted from ruddy flesh made dirty by battle, blood and grim sins. The nose beheld a long raised red scar along its centerpoint. A tangle of straight black hair drooped to naked olive-hued flesh upon either side of pointed ears. Unlike the Hvitians who only adorned themselves with the jewels the Earth-mother bestowed upon them, the Svartan's wore bits of fire-hardened animal excrement, blackened and burned twigs and small bones of fallen victims upon their dark lobes.
The Highlord did not look lower than the Svartan's bare upper arms which were down at the dark elf's sides and slightly vee'd inward.
Dalacr coughed again, swallowing a mouthful of blood.
"You will not win this battle. Joirdting the Great Mother will bless us and you will fall," Dalacr snarled. The action took the strength from him for a moment and he loosened his grip ever-so-slightly about the neck of his opponent, Erororg of Atlan.
The Highlord knew the Svart before him for he was his equal upon the battlefield that clanged with steel, churned under boot and cried in anger and pain around them.
Erororg jerked his slender yet heavily muscled arms. The Highlord grimaced and groaned through white teeth outlined in red blood.
"There are no gods," Erororg said pressing his face close to the pain-shrouded Dalacr. "Joirdting is but a whore-witch YOUR ancestors weened you on when you were children and stupid to the truth. Now you are simply blind."
The White Highlord's features lightened and smoothed. He blinked slowly, his eyes trying to focus but simply rolled up under those heavy lids. He coughed again, staining his pure white battle garment and spattering Erororg with bright crimson.
"You will find your loss at the end of this day, black heathen." The words gurgled from Dalacr's throat.
Erororg snarled and wrenched the long sword from the White elf's gut, stepping away from the dying chieftain as he did so. The Hvit Highlord's hands dropped to his belly trying, unsuccessfully, to hold back the gore-gush.
The dark-maned Svartan Highlord, bare to the waist and encased in black fauld, cuisse and greaves below, heaved the heavy sword back with two grimy hands. "May your god open her ivory halls to you … brother!"
Erororg swung the sword downward. There was no magic in the great blade, nor in any of the Svartan warriors' weapons for they detested such deviltry, yet the force of the swing and taut muscles of the man behind the weapon was enough to cut clean through steel gorget and flesh-soft neck. The only belief the dark elf held was in order to destroy the soul, the head must be removed from the body.
The head-encasing white helm of Dalacr Dawnfinder fell to the left, dropping to the mud and blood-thick battlefield. His body toppled like a white limb to the right.
Those moments as Erororg watched the Hvit Highlord die on his blade, all battle sound and fury seemed to fade. They were locked in embrace and the senses were attuned to nothing else save for one's fierce heartbeat and the other's weak waning. With the death of the Hvitian Highlord, the White General of Atlan, the Chosen of Joirdting, Erororg drew back into the battle. The heat of fiery missile and sizzling energy bolt prickled at his skin and pulled his nerves and senses into the fray.
An army of a thousand Hvitian elf-warriors marched in perfect formation across the shattered hollow of Barrens Bay. The land was stuck between two low mountains. It was actually a valley and called a bay due to it usually was a sea of deep waving green grass. The thousand Svartan's--wild-hair, wild-eyed and barbaric--threw themselves amongst the Hvit.
Today the forces of the White elf and the Black elf met to decide their destiny in the land overtaken by creatures like the elves. A creature called the True Man.
True Man stood upright and was an intelligent creature. They walked like the elves but not always with the graceful stride. They talked like the elves but sometimes with a far coarser tongue. To the elven race they were a lowly hirsute blight raised by some dark god. True Man did not have the longevity of life or the current power of the elf but they were an abundant lot and the White and the Black knew things change.
The Hvitian's wanted to join with this True Man.
The Svartan's could care less for their way was of chaos and the true strength of survival.
Erororg waved his bloody sword high into the thundering air. Dark clouds boiled above and black rooks circled waiting for a chance to feast among the fallen.
"Come, my brothers! The White leader has met his pagan god! Victory is close at hand!" Erororg roared as his kin stood or raced about him, meeting steel upon steel with their enemy brethren.
A dozen soldiers in white descended upon Erororg as he lowered his dripping blade. He leveled the weapon out before him then slowly drew it back to shoulder level. A grin stretched across his grime-washed face and he nodded in acceptance at the approaching foe.
Two Hvit warriors broke forth from the twelve as the others slowed. One held a golden lance. The other hefted a sword of white hilt and gold-lined blade. They both returned the grin to Erororg, the only thing showing beneath their white helms and visor.
"You claim to be of Nature yet you decorate yourself in the riches raped from the earth!" Erororg spat and set his dark boots firmly into the mucky ground. The sight of those white warriors, those judged beautiful and righteous above all others, churned up much bile within the black elf. "It's as if you defile the pagan goddess you so dearly venerate."
The white soldiers roared and charged in. The first soldier bearing his golden sword drew up for close combat. He threw his sword up then slashed down, meeting Erororg's blade as the dark elf swept his sword down and around. Erororg knew this bladesman was supposed to draw in his attention so the closely approaching spearsman could get an easy thrust and kill.
Erororg, locking his hilt to the swordsman's, quickly drove the white warrior around to his left. The Hvit soldier continued his knowing grin, confident in his plan to vanquish this black cur.
Erororg planted a foot behind the man's boot.
The spearman rushed in aiming for the dark elf's back.
Pushing again with his sword, Erororg swung the bladesman around. The White elf stumbled over his opponents foot, fell sideways and cried out as his spear-wielding partner drove the sharp tip through his heart. Erororg broke his weapon free, lifted the great blade and brought it squarely down upon the embedded shaft. The pole snapped in two and the dark elf threw himself upon the astonished spearman who screamed once before his head rolled from his shoulders in a spray of crimson gore.
The rest of the ten-man troop surrounded Erororg as he hefted his sword and defended himself. He parried thrust sword and lance with the ringing of steel. He had fought at such odds before and this was but a respite for him to take in the battle scene about the bay.
The Hvit elves attacked not only with steel weapon but also with magic. For all their dedication to the forestlands and earth, they siphoned the mystic energies of the ancient world to shape to their whim. All white warriors were learned in the arcane principles and they scoured the land for the great sources of power Joirdting, the Earth-mother, had to give. They ravaged the lands, its peoples and creatures, without mercy or end all in the name of their God. They were blind with ambition to something they could not see or touch yet their faith pushed them onward.
The dark-hued Svartan's lived for battle and lived for the REAL world. They did not worship a Being they could not see. They did not worship the land or the seasons or the heavens for all these things had wills of their own and times when they were as brutal and deadly as the black elf-people. The dark elf pursued no magic for it could be as unreasonable as nature. If a thing could not be readily controlled, unlike a good steel sword in hand, then it was not a thing to be trifled with or consuming of time to study.
Erororg lived for the day and lived for survival.
The battle of Barrens Bay had started at dawn. No sun had risen to shine upon the grassy plain. A light rain had softened the ground earlier and as the combatants took to each other, the once verdant plain became a field of muck. With the Hvitian death magic of fireball and scorching lightning loosened upon the mountain-surrounded trough, the bay had become a pit of smoking craters and blackened soil. All around lay litters of the dead and dying upon the field of blood and mud.
"Mercy, my brother, mercy," the last Hvitian warrior cried waving his bloody hand in the air before Erororg as he lay at the dark elf's muddy boots.
"Derbehov er ikke noen nade forde dode." There need be no mercy for the dead, Erororg said casting dark eyes upon the bloody White elf. The downed man had a deep sword-gash on his right thigh that pumped bright red ichor through his dirty white battle dress.
All around him, Erororg heard the sounds of fighting, the black against the white. There was music in the swinging steel, steel upon steel, the war-cries and the cries of death. The wind stood still to let the mountains contain the echoes of war. Nature let the nature of her people do as they elected.
There would be no mercy for any upon this field of battle, this final war, and Erororg lifted his blade high. His angry gaze met that of the elf warrior at his feet. Already, death was slipping in to take the soldier into its final embrace. Erororg snorted. He would beat death as long as there was cold steel in hand.
A piercing shriek filled his ears and drew his eyes to the dark sky. Erororg's jaw went slack as a great ball of flame descended upon him. He did not scream or pray to unseen god. It was fate and there could be no changing it.
Erororg threw his arm up to shield his face as the fireball struck the earth a bowshot to his left. The earth erupted in flame and black debris sent him and a score of other warriors, black and white alike, flailing into the empty air. The dark sky and dark ground were indiscernible for what seemed several moments of tumbling and twirling. It was a peaceful state intermingled in that bout of complete chaos.
Coming down like a stone, Erororg slammed to the ground. His breath burst from his lungs and he lay there, his mind welling with darkness as his senses tried to fail him. He shook his head to clear the black abyss. This time he did cry out as a jolt of intense pain ran like a hot bolt from the base of his neck to his tailbone.
When his sight cleared he found he was within a massive depression. He lay near the bottom of a gigantic hole smelling of sooty burned things. On the banks of the deep furrow, the twisted and mutilated half-bodies of fallen warriors slumped. He could not tell from which side these dead men were part.
Other things made themselves visible within the hole.
With sharp points of pain racking his spine, Erororg drew up on his elbows and slowly glanced about. Huge skeletal frameworks jutted from the dark dirt; great horned and fangy-mawed heads of dragons; massive chest-bones of cyclops; partially decayed mane and hide and appendages of manitcore, troll and hippogriff. The bones of lesser creatures stood out also; horses with wide-swept wings; bird-beasts with beaked heads, body of lion and eagle-taloned. Sticking out from the sable soil, there were even skeletons of squat-bodied man-things still gripping their huge battleaxes and, though at first Erororg thought they were broken bodies of mice, tiny man-like creatures with transparent veiny wings like the dragonfly.
It was a massive gravesite of creatures of old and some Erororg knew of this world.
Erororg tried to move his legs but he could not. A piercing pain pinched at his lower extremities and he collapsed upon his back to relieve the discomfort. He lay there for several minutes and realized … no sound came from the battlefield above.
"Slagbrodre, er De der?" Erororg called out in his native tongue to any of his kin who may be around.
There came no response. Only the wind vacantly howled above and the sky boiled with dark drooping clouds.
Erororg could not understand this. Had he lost consciousness and lay in this pit beyond battle's end? Had he been left as a retinue of the dead?
He called out again for the acknowledgment of someone above. "Erder anyboyd der?"
"No, dark warrior, your kind has departed." A voice said as if lying beside the Svartan chieftain.
Erororg turned his head to his right, grimacing and groaning, then to his left. There was no one but the rows and layers of skeletons lining the immense hole.
"Who speaks? Who is there?" Erororg called out feeling his anger rise against his invisible companion.
"If I told you, you would not believe." The voice came again. It was a mixture of both masculine and feminine quality. "If you believed, it would matter not anyway."
Fear took Erororg now. He sensed something finite about the unseen speaker, something of mystery wherein the listener should not be hearing these words unless he was beyond earth's caring.
Still, the indomitable will to survive and fighting spirit of the Svartan rose within his breast and Erororg spoke in angry exasperation. "Come forthright and end these charades!"
A tall figure appeared high at the lip of the great pit. Erororg thought it must be a giant for the person's head seemed to touch the low-hanging clouds. He could not focus on the face or the body. The Svart Highlord thought it to be the results of his addled senses. Whatever the case, the voice came from this being who seemed to be the only one left upon the battlefield.
"The time has come. The battle has been decided. It is time that the next generation of this Earth have their providence." The figure spoke and all about it wisps of rainbow light flew away like thin streamers.
Erororg tried to move and cried and snarled in the same breath as intense pain streaked again through his body. The weak motion made him slide further into the hole. He now rested at the bottom. The bones of all the creatures jutted from the dark earth like crooked pale roots.
"The True Man is what you speak of? So what! We will rise up and crush him also!" Erororg shouted and even that slight activity hurt. The creature above would not torment him.
The dark stranger on the lip of the depression threw shrouded hands skyward. The boiling clouds began to swirl. Lightning streaked across the sky, not downward but in jagged lines across the churning heavens.
A single bolt lit from the dark clouds and struck Erororg in the chest. Erororg bellowed expecting to feel immense pain and his body burst into flame … but it did not happen. Instead, he felt a warmth flow through his veins and all pain ease. The bolt sizzled at its connection point to his breast and it bore him up, lifting him from the black grave pit.
He blinked and found himself on his feet and standing on the peak of one of the small mountains overlooking Barrens Bay. Below, the great plain of the bay was a pockmarked, blackened flat peppered with the small broken bodies of his men and the White elves. A black cape now clasped round his shoulders and flapped in the storm-churned breeze. He looked down at his bare chest finding a star-shaped black blemish left by the lightning strike. It looked more a fine tattoo than what should have been a fatal bite of nature. Other than that he was whole and clean from battle-grime. In his hand, a heavy sword with an unusually wide green-metallic blade gleamed in the dull daylight.
"Already the tides rise to take Atlantea into her depths. The day of Elf-folk and the creatures of ancient time have come to pass." Erororg started at the sudden feminine voice and presence beside him. He turned to find the stranger who had towered over him while he lay in the pit.
The sky thundered. The earth shook violently. Far off the sound of a great rising tide filled the ears of Erororg.
The stranger placed cloth-shrouded hands to the cowl that hid her face. The cowl was pulled away to reveal the countenance of the speaker. An elf maiden, fair of skin and beautiful as the sun at dawn, looked to the dark elf and smiled. The darkness that had clothed her was now a gown of shimmering flowing white with faint embroiderings of forestlands and creatures Erororg had recognized in the pit.
Erororg's jaw grew slack and one name whispered from his dumb-struck lips: "Joirdting."
The Earth-mother spoke. "I have pulled you from death to walk immortal as I. My peers expect to simply herald the ancient creatures and races as myth to make way for the path of the next Age. I have seen that True Man still needs the will to survive. I asked that one of our kind be saved though, with my own hand, I would wipe the rest from the face of the earth."
Joirdting turned and lifted her hands to Erororg's face. "I have borne you up, given you life and put a magical blade in your hand. You will continue to walk the face of this earth and make the True Man strong in the way of self-preservation," she said with a gentle kiss to his olive-hued cheek.
Erororg's eyes reflected in hers. The dark eyes now shone with a bright green radiance.
The Elven goddess released the dark elf and turned to the sound of rumbling tide in the distance. Already Erororg could see the great ocean advance, making the ground shudder as it swallowed up the land. He felt the first pangs of sorrow enter his heart for he thought of all who perished as the floodwaters engulfed his world. That sadness turned quickly to rage within his dark heart, the words of the goddess repeating in his head that she was responsible for the death of all which was Erororg's existence.
"Come, let us leave this place before the water consumes all. We have a mission to partake of," Joirdting said as she turned back to face Erororg.
The great green sword lashed out. The wide-eyed look of surprise froze eternal on the Earth goddess's face as her head left her supple shoulders.
Erororg watched the white form fall to the ground then coalesce into a misty vapor. It left screaming from the earth into the dark storm clouds above. The spectacle did not surprise or startle him. Erororg simply smiled.
"My mission is to teach the True Man how to survive," the dark elf grinned raising the green sword to the boiling sky.
The storm clouds suddenly erupted in a cacophony of thunder and lightning. The air roared. The ground split and crumbled. A towering wall of earth and ocean rose and fell upon the dark elf. He was swept from the shattered mountaintop. The broken world crushed down on him, burying him and the creatures of yesterday.
#
A small settlement of Man worked busily in the light of the waning day. Firepots were burning brightly around the mud-brick homes. Men, women and children hurried about preparing for the night, picking up after themselves after a long day of hunting and gathering the small necessities they needed to survive. Several men, the larger of the bunch, stood watching over the group with swords at their side or steel-capped clubs in their hands. As the sun dipped below the horizon in the west, the moon balanced high in the heavens like a great round hole in the violet backdrop.
In the deep shadows of the forest, green eyes stared intently on the village scene. A soft green glow wavered along a length and unusually wide bit of steel below those iridescent emerald orbs.
When the settlement grew silent and the people settled into their beds, looking towards the comfort of sleep and pleasantry of dream, then the revelry would begin. Erororg, the will and vengeful teacher of survival, would see if True Man were up to the task.
WHEN THE BLACK WOODS LIVE
Eirik checked himself as he approached the inn. From the battle in the forest, the loose fitting edges of his garments, torn and bloody, made him look a dirty beggar. No wonder the farmer pointed me to this inn, Eirik thought.
The Black Unicorn Inn was a massive place. Gazing up at the roofline high above his white-haired head, the magical eye under the gray-leather patch began to itch. Eirik didn’t bother to look through THAT eye for he sensed, with the dark magic tingling in his head and making it ache, that there was something different about the place.
As he neared the entry, the large double doors opened inward and into the waning daylight, a tall dark-maned man stepped forth. The man was easily almost a daggers-length taller than Eirik’s 6-foot height and his dress hugged and outlined his powerful body. The man looked like he could wrestle a mountain bear…and win.
“Greetings, friend, welcome to the Black Unicorn Inn. If you are here for a friendly stay and a safe haven from the night, you are invited in,” the tall man said. Eirik noticed one of his hands rested on a large longsword belted to his hip. “With no ill-will, I would suggest you come in any way for there are things in the shadows and the night that welcome no man.”
Eirik’s skin itched insanely around the eye patch as he gazed at the large man. He raised a finger and scratched, revealing the Eye of True Seeing but for a quick breath, then letting the patch slip back down as he had caught a glimmer of this big man at the door.
“Are there stranger things inside than out…old man?” Eirik said with a sly smile curling up the corner of his face. He sensed no danger from the man, but there was something magical about him. The Eye had revealed a very ancient human being, yet the big man looked only to be somewhere about 30 summers or a tad more.
“I am Karek Lange, proprietor of the Black Unicorn Inn. Old one? You are the one who looks of age, yet you stand as a strong youth,” the big man said putting a hand out to Eirik.
“I am Eirik, Eirik Wolfsbane. I did not mean to offend. I have a strange affliction that makes me see things a certain way,” Eirik said taking Karek’s big hand and shaking it. “And things do seem different here, friendly so far as this locale is, but different. And I think my companions and I have already run afoul of the shadow beasts in the woods.”
“Then you must come inside quickly. I feel some guilt as it is with knowing my people are in danger. Visitor’s deaths don’t create a welcoming view to my inn and Talos Valley,” Strange said as he moved aside for Eirik to enter. “If you don’t have enough money to spend the evening, I am sure something can be arranged.”
Eirik looked down at his tattered clothing and the dirt and dried blood upon himself. He realized the big man thought him a vagrant.
“My companions and I have coin, though I doubt you’d find my friends welcomed by the common folk here. If you could put us up in your stable, if that is safe from these shadow beasts, we would be gone by sunrise,” Eirik said as he glanced over his shoulder into the dense woods to the west. Though he couldn’t see his traveling mates within the cloak of deep green, he could sense their eyes upon him. “I’d just as soon pay for a stable room than cause any commotion to you and your other guests.”
Karek Lange brought a sun-bronzed hand to his chin and stroked it thoughtfully.
“We have a coach house round back that isn’t being occupied right now. We can see to it that some mattresses and blankets are brought out. I would like to meet your friends and find out more about you, Eirik Wolfsbane.” Karek said offering a hand to Eirik again. “Mayhap there is a service you may render for me. If you and your companions are good with sword, I may seek your employ if you are available.”
“That is possible,” Eirik said. His coin purse was getting low. It had been a long trek with little to do but fend for oneself. People typically didn’t walk up and ask a bunch of strangers—especially the strange crew Eirik walked the road with—for assistance, especially assistance that paid or fed and housed them.
“Go fetch your friends. I will send some of my staff to settle you in,” Karek Lange said as he turned to head back inside the large inn.
#
The two young men stood with their backs against the wall, hugging the flimsy straw mattresses and linens against themselves as if they never wanted to give them up. Their eyes were wide in fright and they visibly shook in their boots.
“Mmmm, zuch zucculent morzels. Your fear makez you zo tempting,” the red-haired seductress cooed as she hovered above the two men, her leathery wings slowly sweeping the air. Her green eyes shone brightly with an eerie light of their own. The scant gown she wore—a silver scale mail corset and a skirt of brown silk—hardly concealed her ample bosom and long shapely legs. Her skin was red, like that of someone who’d been out in the day’s sun too long. The long nails of her fingers looked like tiny white daggers. Her wanton smile revealed prominent fangs for canines.
Sharissha would make a striking woman…if she wasn’t a daemon from the stygian depths of Jekar, the plane of all things dire and evil.
“Woman, come away from those innocents,” Eirik called with a smirk, knowing the she-daemon was simply playing with the two young gents.
The two innhands relaxed as Eirik came into view, waving a hand at the crimson-skinned woman, summoning her back down to the floor of the stable.
“I waz juzt playing with zem, my huzband,” the she-daemon said. She folded her wings and floated down to the floor.
It was now Eirik’s turn to be stared at. He wasn’t sure if it was his strange countenance: the white hair, the eye patch; or the large tattoo of a black sun upon his chest, or the two blades which glowed with magical power hanging at his belt, that the two men looked at him with wide eyes.
“S-she’s your wife?” one of the men finally blurted, verbalizing his reason for being awe-struck.
Eirik peered over his shoulder at the busty red-skinned succubus as she stood disregarding them and combing her talony-nails through her crimson mane. He chuckled, leaning close to the two innhands.
“Not quite. But that’s a long tale,” Eirik said.
A knee-high kobold stepped around the corner of an open stable. Its lumpy, dark green skin went from its small alligator-shaped head to the tip of its stumpy, ridged tail. Its underbelly consisted of small leathery plates of lime-green skin. A tiny sword belt hung about its mid-section. It wore a necklace made of small bones about its neck. It carried an obsidian-tipped spear, about the length of a man’s arm.
“Gads! Kobolds!” one of the innhands shrieked, dropping his bundle and drawing the sword at his hip.
Eirik stepped before the man, putting a palm to sword edge and drawing the weapon down. “Dekin? No, the creature is not a threat, in fact, he’s a friend of mine,” Eirik said as the poor man stood tense and looking upon the kobold with obvious trepidation.
“Master, I sensing things again. Not good things either,” Dekin the kobold said trotting up to Eirik. The small creature stopped and looked at the trembling man.
“NightStalkers. Evil creatures that assault us at dusk and in night’s blackness,” the trembling man said, shaking his nervousness at the kobold’s presence, and gripping his sword the tighter. “They won’t bother us within here. They avoid the light.”
An eerie howl sounded outside the coach house. It was followed by another, and then another. Something clambered and clawed up atop the roof, running the entire length from front to end.
“Shadow beasts, like the ones that assailed us on our trip here,” Eirik said pulling his sword from its sheath at his hip. The magical blade of Frostfire glow a dull blue and the air fogged up along its edges, streaming upward like tiny phantoms.
The rear doors of the coach house, bolted as they were by a large plank of wood, strained inwards. The wood unable to hold from the great force upon it split with a loud crack. The double doors flew open and large black forms stepped into the light within the building. Fangy teeth gnashed. Horrid eyes of deathly intent focused upon the small group standing within.
“It seems the monsters that caress the night no longer fear the light,” Eirik said as he set his feet and gripped Frostfire with two hands.
The forms of black death roared and raced forward.
Dekin, small and closest to the initial onslaught, was simply bowled over by the great rush of black forms. The beasts looked a makeshift of different animals all sinisterly warped into one. There was a giant bear-thing, long black hairy limbs of a bear but with a lean body, with the head of an oversized jackal and tail of a black-maned lion. Another beast, charging in behind the bear-thing, had the overall appearance of a great ape but on its ebon back coursed the reverse patterns of a zebra including its posterior ending in a stumpy coarse-haired tail. All the invading monstrocities bore the markings and appearance of creatures perversed by foul magicks or created from the black womb of such.
The bear-thing drew down upon Eirik and lashed out almost before a blocking blade could be raised. Talons rang across the ensorcelled blade of Frostfire with such force it felt as if Eirik had taken a blow direct to his swordarm. He let the downward swipe carry the blade, and when the hairy arm of the creature met the end of its stroke, Eirik whipped the blade back skyward and brought it back down with a swift chop. The sword edge passed through the arm like it had cut through air, but as Eirik leaned to the side to avoid being knocked over by the beast (who still moved with forward momentum), the smote arm hit the straw and sand-strewn floor of the coach house spewing a fount of stygian ichor.
“Zzay bleed,” Sharissha said as a great leathery wing knocked one of the innhands aside the instant before a baboon-faced monster barreled into the poor man. The man hit the wall of the inner building face-first, with a grin from Sharissha, but the move saved him from a worse fate.
The baboon-faced Nightstalker roared at its missed attempt and stopped instantaneously when the she-demon's other stroking wing swung downward. The beast dodged the stroking flap and reared up to knock its new quandary from her airborne stance.
“But do zzay burn?” the busty flame-haired demoness taunted, then opened her own fangy maw far wider than humanly possible. Her chest rose, bosoms looking to swell from her tawdry outfit, as she inhaled. She seemed to cough and a fiery exhalation dowsed the ebon monster in red-orange flame. Her opponent, entirely consumed, howled and swatted at itself, rushing for the nearest exit. Bits of fur and flesh dripped in its wake as it smashed through the front entry of the coach house. The unholy fire did not set ablaze the wood and straw it landed upon but simply snuffed out in a whiff of acrid yellow smoke.
The bear-creature, missing an arm, did not diminish its attack even with its loss. Stunned but for a moment, the beast reared around and came towards Eirik again. Another Nightstalker bore down on him as he caught sight of his recent opponent coming up from behind. Both creatures bore more speed than he could handle or duel against. Eirik dropped to a knee then simply scrambled to one side as both creatures passed close by, too close, all snapping fang and tearing claw and blood-chilling roar.
More beasts entered to the far end of the coach house. Dekin fought in vain trying to land a blow; the Nightstalkers moving in such a flurry the diminutive kobold always struck a breath behind where a monster had just been. Sharissha and the one conscious innhand now fought the two who had bypassed Eirik; the demoness not using her Hellfire being so close to her partners.
We will be overwhelmed soon , Eirik thought. He clasped a silver pendant at his neck. The pendant was of two silvery skulls, as monstrous in image as the beasts encircling them now. A small black crystal set in the pendant between the skulls.
“Seja lancado, criatura dois-encabecado de destino,” Eirik said beneath the din of battle, grasping the pendant so tight it nearly broke flesh.
The new band of creatures launched themselves into the air, aiming directly for the valiantly fighting heroes…
…And then were frozen, so it seemed, in mid-air. Stopped dead in their aerial flight. Each beast yelped or snarled or howled in their shock and anger at being withheld from their quandary. They all looked squeezed together in one furry bundle, like a child with an armload of fluffy kittens.
“What would you like done with these beings, Master Wolfsbane.” A giant skeletal form stood behind the struggling creatures, bleached bone arms wrapped about the writhing bodies. There were two heads to the undead Ettin, a large box-shaped skull looking more a pock-marked white boulder than a brain-case, and a smaller skull, looking more human-shaped but too large for any ordinary man or woman. Both skulls bore glowing red orbs where eyes should be. And the words emitted came from unmoving jawbones, the voices sounding ethereal, close but far away as if in some hideous vacuum...or plane where the dead tried to communicate with the living.
Eirik looked to the larger head, Lang, who had initially spoken, and opened his mouth to reply when a tremendous gust of wind entered through the smashed-in front doorway of the coach house. Except for Sharissha, everyone was caught up in the freak airstorm and lifted airborne. The undead Ettin let loose of the Nightstalkers and all rolled and tumbled uncontrollably above the floor. With a jerk, the group was drawn from the building out into the dark night. As Eirik flew out into the evening he caught sight of a big man standing outside the coach house doors…the big man being the mysterious innkeep, Karek Lange.
“I am sorry to be so rude in entrance, but my ire is up with these creatures attacking my friends and property,” Karek Lange said, his arms raised above his head with hands splayed wide open.
Another windy wisp rushed through the airborne troop, separating the Nightstalkers from the others. Eirik, Dekin, the two-headed skeletal Ettin and the innhands were gently brought back to earth.
“Away, vile ones,” Karek said flicking the fingers of his right hand. With a panicked shriek from all, the night-terrors sailed away over the tree tops high overhead. They disappeared from sight but the next moment, baleful howls and heavy crashes filled the darkness beyond, then in a heartbeat all was silent save for the labored breathing of the remaining fighters.
“Retorne a onde veio,” Eirik said as he gripped the silver pendant about his neck. He sheathed Frostfire as he spoke the arcane words to dismiss the Ettin. The icy blue crystal set in the blade's pommel dimmed. The undead Ettin, Lang and Fink, disappeared in an eye blink. The flesh under his eye patch itched and he lifted the lid a trifle to appease himself.
The Eye of True-Seeing momentarily gazed upon Karek Lange, and though they were hidden in his now-enclosed palms, Eirik saw the outlines of two small crystals. Though their magick had been spent, in the big man's hands, they still burned like stars.
“I apologize for that abrupt display,” Karek said eyeing the others as they gained their feet. “When the ruckus was heard in the inn, I came right away. My anger boils over at the sight of those dire creatures.”
Eirik swept a white strand of hair from his face and set to dusting his trousers off from dust and straw. “I was glad you came really. I wasn't sure if we could handle these things again, and they came with friends this time.”
Sharissha appeared from the broken coach house doors. Her red hair was a-tangle and she flexed her great leathery wings then folded them tightly against her, so tight that they seemed to melt into the folds of her outfit as if she wore a somewhat tattered-looking red-brown cloak.
“How is devil-woman not swept out like the rest of us?” Dekin squeaked as he gained his feet and checked himself. His tiny spear lay a few feet away and he trotted over to pick it up.
Folding her arms under her bosoms, she seemed to flaunt them as she said in a serious tone, though with a teasing smirk, “I am much too…heavy…to be borne away like that.”
Eirik cleared his throat and brought the conversation and attention back to himself and Karek Lange.
“I am sorry about the damage to the coach house. I shall get to fixing it right away if you have hammer and nail,” he said as more men showed up behind Karek, swords drawn and looking for further danger.
“Nay. You have saved the lives of my innhands, and seen enough action in one day. I think you and your companions have earned a night's stay indoors, inside,” Karek said reaching out and placing a large hand on Eirik's shoulder. The younger man winced feeling a bruise there.
Eirik looked to the diminutive kobold and the demoness. Surely they had no other folk quite like them within the safe embrace of the Black Unicorn Inn.
“Worry not about your comrades. You enter at my side and all the folk within will know you as friend,” Karek said as he glanced over his shoulder towards the black woods. “Mayhap we can share a mug of ale and you can tell me more about yourself and your companions, and what led you hear.”
Eirik hoped the big man had a few kegs behind the bar and no issues with a conversation that would surely last until dawn if his story was to be heard. He felt though suddenly weary and hoped the fine host would let his full tale be learned on the morrow. A single mug of ale, a bit of food, and a hot bath and clean linen against his flesh sounded very enticing to his battle and banter-drained self.
THWACK: THE LAST ARROW’S TALE
The battle had raged for days and days, under moon-bright night and sun-scorched day. Air-splitting weapons were the first to stir chaos and death in the assault. Men slumped over stone parapets, arrows and spear shafts sprouting from their bodies like reeds. The dead lay silent; the dying lay ready to follow their sword-brothers. In the sedge about the battle-focused stone-walled keep and village, green grass was painted crimson. Brown mud turned to thick pools of reddish gore. Groaning soldiers fought in light armor, mail shirts and leggings, stained with dirt and blood. Their muscles and minds, battle-weakened, were fatigued.
Encased in armor turned glistening red from battle, one ferocious man—ferocious for he stood lone against his adversary—fought near the entrance to the gray-stoned keep. He battled before the battered gate with sword in hand, his body pierced all about with arrows and several broken spear shaft. Though sprouting from him like thin appendages, the evil warrior did not bleed from these deadly quills. With much arrogance, he smiled through his steel helm; the tip of his wide nose and grinning mouth the only features visible. His chin dripped with blood-mingled muck and he often casually wiped it away as he called out curses against his opponents. He waved his blade about as his foe continued to spring from the gate. He lopped heads and hands and arms from his adversary. He hacked into the soft sides of men, cleaving great furrows into flesh and bone. He laughed while he struck at his enemy; he parried their swords, knocking away the one's that came close to his head.
Hanging at his throat was a pendant. The pendant was silver and untarnished from battle. It shone in the red sun like a diamond, twinkling like a tiny star. On its surface were an ankh—the symbol of life—and four arrows. The heads of the arrows pointed away from engraved emblem; shafts bowed almost in half as if the ankh had turned them away.
The bodies piled up and the one warrior who stood atop the dead and dying continued to laugh and howl as if some possessed beast from the pits of Hades.
"Come now! Is that all you've got?" he bellowed, waving his sword, and throwing his arms open wide, taking several fresh arrows in the chest yet being felled by none. "Come now, come now! Bring your bravest out to greet me…to greet the great Sarpedon!"
There were a dozen men left atop the keep wall. Two in particular stood peering down at the madman before the blood-smeared and body-steeped gate.
A dark-maned man in brown leather tunic and dun-colored breeches stood atop the wall, his bowstring quivered from the recent arrow he had sent into the one-man-army below. Brushing beads of sweat from his furrowed brow, he snarled and reached for the final arrow that hung in a leather and ostrich-feather sheath behind his back. He knew he would have to make this last shaft count.
"Mallory, I think our time grows short," the archer said to his companion who stood beside him; his friend’s own bow and empty quiver at his back.
"Why doesn't he simply enter and stop taunting us. He must know he nearly has single-handedly taken the keep," Mallory said brushing his sweaty blond locks from his eyes. He turned and told a few men beside him, the few who had families within the fortress, to return to their loved ones. There was nothing they could do but protect their families as best they could when the madman entered the fortress.
There came a heavy thunk, a pain-filled cry and a blood-choked gurgle below their perch. Another man fell to the fiend at the gate.
"It is up to us now, my friend. I think I know our foe’s weakness. I just need one clean shot," the archer said as he nocked the lone arrow and positioned his bow back in the crenel. "I think the pendant at his throat protects him from damage. He savagely protects the exposed areas of his face which I surmise may not be veiled by the item’s magic. If a man could simply knock that barbarian’s helm from his head…"
Mallory peered over the wall seeing another keep-defender succumb to Sarpedon's blade. To take the fallen man’s place, two other valiant fighters slip-stumbled up the body pile.
"Patroclus, you must make that shot count," Mallory said to the archer as he stepped to the stone stairway that led down to the ground. He breathed in heavily as if he might be filling his lungs for the last time. His hand rested on the hilt of his sheathed sword.
“What are you doing?” Patroclus said lowering his bow and looking to his friend.
Mallory’s sword slid with a grating hiss from its scabbard. “I am going down to knock the beast’s helm from his head. Maybe I will get lucky and the head will come with it.”
“No. It is suicide. Plus you have wife and newborn. They need you more than that foul knight needs another body to bloody,” the archer said relaxing the bowstring. He let the bow droop the more, beginning to ready it to be put aside. A sword hung at his hip and he would not let his friend waste his life and make his wife a widow. Patroclus only had himself to live for. That was enough, but his friend’s life meant more. “Let me go and have a tryst with the man.”
“I am as clumsy at the bow as you are with sword. There is no better with sword than I.” Mallory’s words were not boastful but bore full truth. “I will go and smite the man’s helm from his head and you will take the shot. We will see if a shaft sprouting from his forehead gives the monster pause enough to find the gates to a fiery afterlife.”
Frowning but resigned in accepting his friend’s decision, Patroclus armed up his bow again. His heart—anxiety weighted—beat heavy in his chest.
"Trust me, my friend," Patroclus said, swallowing his concern and tending to task. "I will make the kill before he lifts his blade towards you. If you can make him focus on something other than the fight for a moment, I assure you, our brothers who have fallen will not have died in vain."
The blond-haired warrior did trust Patroclus. They had been friends for years and the archer had NEVER failed him; the man could dead-on hit the small white end of a sliced red radish two bowshots away. Still, Mallory grunted in mock-disgust at his friend's ambition, then gripped his sword the firmer and trudged down the steps.
Patroclus lowered his bow for a quick instant, arrow still nocked and held tightly by middle and index finger, and waved off the two other archers who lined the wall. He pointed at a lone man gripping a spear and raised his palm to have him hold and not cast another lance. They must save their weaponry in case the plan did not work. The wall grew quiet except for sword-clangs and the death cries of the men falling at the feet of the lone warrior below.
"Is this all you have for me? Is there no one else?" Sarpedon yelled, throwing his arms out again but no shafts greeted him.
Mallory appeared and ran up the slippery pile of bodies. He stumbled and dropped to one knee but quickly rose and continued his gruesome ascent. "I am here, you cursed rambler! Meet your death!"
Steel met and rang like the peel of small bells. The air split and hissed as blades sought purchase of soft flesh. Mallory fought like a man possessed, seeming to fight an enemy with equal diabolic possession if not moreso. He struck again and again at Sarpedon, but with no luck for the dire fiend seemed as skilled a fighter as the keep-knight. Every sword thrust was parried, and every parry guarded against sword thrust.
"Are you the last man they send? Are you their greatest warrior?" Sarpedon said raising his sword and deflecting a direct slice to his head.
"I am the last man you will battle today." Mallory replied. He said that one thing, but his thoughts said something else…he couldn't best this man. Every swing and every jab, all the moves he used, every device in which he had been trained in battling with cold blue steel, seemed to be nothing to the madman before him. His arm tired. His muscles ached. His mind drifted to other things…being done with this impossible battle and returning to wife and son.
Sarpedon’s laughter snapped Mallory from his daydreaming. The warrior's focus returned to the porcupine-like man in the same instant the vermin’s sword tip dove into the gap between his chestplate and abdomen.
Mallory's legs buckled and his weapon flailed in weak sweeps. The tip of his sword grazed Sarpedon's exposed cheek, drawing a thin line of blood—though the madman hardly noticed in his glory-feast. The blond warrior gasped, sinking to the stinking pile of corpses, life fleeing fast and his dead comrades below whispering for him to join them.
"Ha! So much for your greatest warrior!" Sarpedon bellowed, pulling the sword from his victim. "Send to me four asses laden with as much gold as they can carry and I will be away and never bother you again."
Upon the parapet, tears rolled down Patroclus cheeks as he stood stiff-limbed, bow in hand, string taut with arrow gently quivering. His hope had faded as his friend dropped to the enemy's cruel blade and guilt washed through him like dark drowning floodwaters.
Then the cold tears turned to hot rage as Sarpedon's demands echoed in the archer's head. Gold? Gold!
Patroclus bellowed: "All this bloodshed for gold! This is all you wanted?"
"To do battle and gain the riches from such while cheating death. Is there anything more in the world than that?" Sarpedon replied with a wild laugh that sounded more hyena than human.
Patroclus let his bow drop. Defeated and perplexed, he told the others to get the madman what he desired. There was no need to lose more men or possibly give the killer a reason to enter the grounds and do harm to the innocents within.
Moments later, still standing atop the fortress wall, the archer watched as Sarpedon, with four donkeys heavy with gold, began his trek away from the bloodied keep. Below him, the families of the slain warriors rushed out wailing and screaming upon sight of the carnage. His friend's wife, with their newborn babe swaddled in her arms, ran from the fortress gate and collapsed atop the still form of husband and father, weeping and shouting his name.
Sarpedon stopped halfway up the road, turned, and slid his helm from his head. He waved with blood-dripping gauntlets like a performer leaving his audience. The silver pendant about his neck slid from side to side across the chest of his armor; the grisly bodysuit still adorned with broken arrow and spear shafts.
Patroclus's eyes widened, focusing on the bloodless pin-cushioned armor body below the neckline and the bare face where Mallory's sword nick lay weeping red.
The archer brought his bow to bear.
Sarpedon's smile was large with teeth like the white of a sliced red radish.
Patroclus released.
THWACK!
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