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Description
Jager wants to become the perfect halfling servant, as his father and grandfather and ancestors were for generations beyond count.
But Jager's masters are not the noble and honorable knights he believes them to be.
And when blood, deceit, and murder descend upon his quiet life, Jager must make a decision that might cost him everything... 
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The Thief's Tale
Jager wanted to be like his father Hilder when he grew up. 

As soon as Jager was old enough to walk, he accompanied Hilder on his rounds. Hilder was the chief servant in the domus of Sir Alan Tallmane, and the old knight’s halfling and human servants both reported to him. Jager always thought his father looked impressive as he strode along in his black coat of office, his boots polished to a mirror shine, his curly gray hair like a dusty mop atop his head. Humans were too tall, their eyes too small and their features too narrow, but at four feet and four inches tall, Hilder was exactly the right height to command respect.
“It is an honor to serve, Jager,” said Hilder one day as Jager helped him polish Sir Alan’s silver. The household only used the silver plates and goblets on high festival days, the Festivals of the Nativity and the Resurrection, or when Sir Alan and his sons entertained important guests. “A great honor.”
“Why?” said Jager. He never tired of asking that question, and fortunately his father never wearied of answering it. 
“Because Sir Alan is a great man,” said Hilder, “and he is a vassal to even greater men. He holds his lands and the village of Caudea as a benefice from the Comes of Westhold, who in turn holds them from the Dux Samothus Carhaine of Caerdracon, who is himself a vassal of the great and noble High King Utharan Pendragon.”
“But why is it an honor to serve human lords?” said Jager. “We are halflings. Shouldn’t we have our own lords and kings?” 
“Because without the High King,” said Hilder, “without his Swordbearers and his Magistri, we would still be slaves.”
“Slaves?” said Jager with a laugh. “I’ve never been a slave.” He passed a polished goblet to his father, who looked at it, nodded in approval, and handed Jager another one. The humans’ drinking goblets were all too large. Maybe that was why old Sir Alan was drunk almost all the time.   
“And you have never been a slave,” said Hilder, “because the High King freed us. Long ago our kindred came to this world, Jager, summoned here by sorcery. The dark elves and the orcs kept us as slaves, and the urdmordar raised us as cattle to slake their appetites. Then the High King and his armies overthrew the orcish kings, defeated the dark elven princes, and threw down the urdmordar. In the Year of Our Lord 700, the High King Calegraine Pendragon freed our ancestors, and in gratitude, they swore loyalty and service to the High King's knights and nobles until the end of time. Seven and a half centuries have passed since that day, and it is our honor, our privilege, to continue that service.” He grunted. “Polish the base of the goblet like…that. Yes, just so.” 
Hilder taught Jager how to conduct the affairs of a noble knight’s household, speaking of their history and traditions as they did. Hilder knew the name of his father, and his father, and his father before him, all the way back to their distant ancestor who had sworn to serve the first Tallmane to settle in the village of Caudea. Once these lands had been ruled by a tribe of pagan orcs, but Sir Alan’s ancestor had driven them into the forests of Mhorluusk, and in exchange for their freedom the halflings had sworn themselves to Sir Alan and his heirs. 
“We continue their noble work to this day,” said Hilder.
Jager nodded. His father had been so melancholy after the sickness had taken his mother four years past. But listening to him speak of his work, his devotion to their traditions of service, Hilder seemed like a different man, transformed from a sorrowing widower to a man of high purpose.
Jager soaked it up like a sponge. Someday, Jager vowed, he would be as trusted and as respected as his father. He would continue the noble traditions of his people, and serve the human lords and knights who had liberated them from the urdmordar. 
He learned everything his father taught, from how to polish silver to how to prepare a perfect feast for a visiting Dux. He learned how to haggle with merchants for supplies, since merchants were dishonest cheaters who would ever try to fleece Sir Alan of his money, and how to gauge the proper price for goods. 
And yet…
Hilder taught him to read in Latin, and sometimes Jager sneaked into the chapel’s library, reading the chronicles of the High King and the realm of Andomhaim, of battles against the dark elves and the pagan orcs and the urdmordar. Sometimes he dreamed of fighting in those battles, of following the Dragon Knight against the Frostborn and the dark horrors of the north. Yet Jager knew Sir Alan had nightmares, screaming about the High King’s campaign against the dark elven prince of Nightmane Forest five years past, and Jager suspected a war might not be as glorious as his imagination claimed. 
Still, he dreamed about the places he read about in the books, the High King’s citadel of Tarlion, the great cities of Cintarra and Coldinium, the strong castras of Durandis and the broad, manetaur-hunted plains of Caertigris. He wondered what it would be like to pack a bag and see those places with his own eyes, to walk the roads of the High King’s realm with his own feet. 
But that was a foolish daydream. He was a halfling of Caudea, and he would follow in his father’s footsteps and serve the Tallmanes, just as Hilder’s father had done before him, and his father and his father for seven centuries. 
Yet sometimes his restlessness surfaced, such as when he raced his older sister Dagma up and down the walls of the Tallmanes’ domus.
Humans were stronger than halflings, but halflings were more agile and quick. A halfling woman of a century could bend over and touch her toes, or bend backwards and touch her heels, a feat that most humans in their prime found impossible. Because of that, many domi of Andomhaim had been built with handholds along the walls, allowing halfling servants to come and go unseen by their human masters. In bad weather the halflings kept to the inner hallways, but when the sun shone they scaled the walls with ease.
Jager could climb faster than any other halfling in Caudea. Dagma claimed otherwise, but Jager meant to prove her wrong. 
“Go!” shouted Dagma. She was three years Jager’s senior, just shy of her twentieth birthday, with wide amber-colored eyes and blond hair that hung loose to her shoulders. Most halflings, men and women alike, had curly hair, but Dagma’s was unfailingly straight. When taunted with it, she replied that God had promised to make straight the crooked ways, which was just proof that God loved her more. 
She was charming enough to pull off the argument.
Jager raced for the wall of the domus. The Tallmanes’ domus had been built two centuries ago, after the Frostborn had been driven from Caerdracon, and it had three stories of rooms surrounding a broad atrium, the tilted roof covered in tiles of fired red clay. Today the domus was deserted save for the servants. Sir Alan had gone to the village to hear disputes, and all his sons were away, serving as squires in the courts of other nobles. Traditionally Hilder permitted the servants to enjoy a few liberties when the family was away, and today was no different. 
Jager reached the wall a heartbeat before Dagma and scrambled up. There were handholds and footholds in the white stone of the wall, too small for grown humans but large enough for an adult halfling. Dagma whooped and started to climb, but Jager was already several feet off the ground. He passed the windows to Sir Alan’s dining room, the windows of the library on the second floor, and then the guest rooms on the third. 
He grabbed the gutter at the edge of the roof and heaved himself up, and a moment later Dagma followed suit.
“I win,” Jager announced, striking a dramatic pose.
Dagma laughed and brushed blond hair out of her face. “When did you get so fast, boy? Last I remember you were still fouling your diapers and playing in the mud.” 
“You should pay better attention,” said Jager.
He took a moment to catch his breath, admiring the view. In all directions he saw cleared fields alternating with patches of forest and pasture. The village of Caudea filled the shallow valley below the domus, smoke rising from its chimneys. Beyond, far to the north, Jager saw the vast blue-gray mass of the Lake of Mourning itself. The Northerland touched the lake’s northern shore, as did the orcish kingdom of Mhorluusk and the vast uncharted reaches of the Qazaluuskan Forest.
Suddenly he wanted to see those places so badly it felt like a thirst.
“Do you ever think about leaving?” he heard himself say. 
“What?” said Dagma with a frown. “To do what?” 
Jager shrugged, uncomfortable. “To see the realm, I suppose. The great cities and the High King’s court. Do you ever want to see them?”
“No,” said Dagma. “It is a dangerous world out there. The dark elves and the pagan orcs would make us slaves again, and the urdmordar and the kobolds would just eat us. Sir Alan protects us. And why would we want to leave? We have everything we need in the domus and the village.” 
“I suppose you are right,” said Jager. And yet…
“Oh, you’ve got that look again, all those silly ideas from those silly books,” said Dagma, tugging a loose thread from the sleeve of her dress. “When we race again and I thump you soundly, that will give you something proper to worry about it.”
“Oh, will it?” said Jager. “Then let’s make it interesting! We’re on the western side of the house. I’ll run to the northern face of the domus, and you’ll run to the southern face. Whoever climbs down and makes it to the fountain in the atrium first wins.”
“You’re on!” said Dagma, and she started running toward the southern edge of the roof, keeping her balance perfectly. Jager shouted and ran for the northern edge, rolling over the lip and getting a grip on the handholds. The handholds would take him past Sir Alan’s quarters and then to the kitchen. From the kitchen, he could cut through into the atrium and reach the fountain long before Dagma ever…
A low, grunting moan came from the window to Sir Alan’s rooms.
Jager froze in alarm. It sounded like someone was in pain. Sir Alan was old and not in the best of health. What if he had fallen and injured himself? Or if he had been overcome by some sickness? He might need help.
The race forgotten, Jager moved to the windows and pulled open the shutters. Within he saw Sir Alan’s bedroom, dominated by the massive bed. Sir Alan lay facedown and nude upon it, his weight supported on his arms as he grunted and heaved. Beneath him sprawled a naked human woman, her hair pooling beneath her head, her eyes closed as she moaned. She was the unwed oldest daughter of the miller in the village, and sometimes Jager saw her when he went with Hilder to buy flour for the domus. 
The sight was so bizarre that Jager could not look away.
Then the miller’s daughter turned her head and saw him. Her heavy-lidded eyes popped wide, and she let out a shriek and tried to scramble away, but Sir Alan’s bulk held her fast. The old knight scowled, his face red and sweaty behind his bristling mustache, and turned his head.
He glared at Jager.
“Hilder!” he roared, pounding the bed with a meaty fist. “Get in here!”
 
###
 
“But they are not married!” said Jager.
He sat in his father’s room, the chamber dominated by a huge desk where Hilder kept the household accounts. A pair of stools sat before the desk, and Jager occupied one. Hilder stood next to the other, his expression pained. He looked angry, and Jager felt guilty over that.
Yet his father also looked…ashamed? But that made no sense. Hilder had done nothing wrong. 
“Yes, I am aware of that,” said Hilder.
“Are they getting married, then?” said Jager, stunned. Why would Sir Alan marry a miller’s daughter? Perhaps he had been carried away by her beauty, as King David had been carried away by the loveliness of Bathsheba.
Though Jager thought her too tall and stout. 
“They are not,” said Hilder, staring at the cabinet that held the silver. 
“But…but what if she gets with child?” said Jager.
“Then Sir Alan will provide for her and the child,” said Hilder, “and send them to live somewhere out of the way. Probably at the Comes’s court in Westhold.” His voice grew quiet. “It is not the first time.”
Jager blinked. 
“But the church teaches that a man should only lie with his wife,” said Jager.
“I know,” said his father.
“And you said the knights and lords were valiant men, that we should be honored to serve them,” said Jager.
“And we should be,” said Hilder, hands folded behind his back.
“You told me that if I lay with a woman before getting married,” said Jager, “that I would regret it.” God knew he certainly had had the opportunity, and fighting the impulse had gotten harder as he grew older. “You said…”
“Enough!” said Hilder, and Jager fell silent, surprised again. His father never raised his voice.
“What are we going to do?” said Jager.
“Nothing,” said Hilder, his tone controlled as he turned around. “We will do nothing. Sir Alan will overlook this…incident, Jager, if you promise to keep your silence. One of the duties of a good servant is to protect his master’s secrets, and you now have that opportunity.”
“Incident?” said Jager. “But I thought he was sick. That’s the only reason I looked in his room. God knows he sounded like a dying boar!” 
“He knows you had his best interests at heart,” said Hilder. “So do I. But you need to keep quiet about this, Jager. Our lord is an important man, and his sons shall rise higher. He needs to rely upon the discretion of his servants. Can you do that?”
“You said our lords were noble and just men,” said Jager. “How can we believe that? Sir Alan isn’t going to marry that woman. He’s just carrying on with her. If she gets with child, he’ll shuffle her off somewhere with a stipend and forget about her. And you’ve said he’s done that before! How is that honorable and just?”
Hilder sighed. “Does not the Dominus Christus teach that all men are sinful?”
“That Dominus Christus also teaches, as I recall, that a man should only lie with his wife.”
“Jager,” said Hilder, “it is time you understood something. Our lords are not perfect. No men are. Yes, Sir Alan has his sins, as does every man – whether human, orcish, or halfling. But ask yourself this. Does anyone go hungry in Caudea? Does Sir Alan mistreat his servants? Is he a cruel and a brutal master?” 
“No,” said Jager. Sir Alan was often drunken, and sometimes shouted at the servants, but as far as he could tell, Alan Tallmane did not terrorize his freeholders or his tenants. 
“This is something you must come to accept,” said Hilder. “We are sworn to service…but sometimes the objects of our service are unworthy. Nevertheless, that does not mean our traditions are worthless. Rather, it means we must hold to them all the more tightly. Will you protect Sir Alan Tallmane’s secrets, my son? What he did was wrong, yes. But it is not our place to reprove him for it…and it is not our place to betray his confidences. Not if we want to keep to our oaths.” 
Jager sat in silence for a moment.
“All right,” he said. “I will not tell the priests of Sir Alan’s…indiscretions. Nor anyone else. Not even Dagma.”
Hilder nodded. “Good. Your sister has a kindly heart, but she could not keep a secret to save her life. And this must be secret, Jager.”
“I know,” said Jager, but it still troubled him.
A few months later, Jager reached his twentieth birthday, and he was officially sworn into service of the House of Tallmane, clad in his own black coat and trousers and boots. Sir Alan gave him the oath, and Jager could not help but remember the old man sprawled across his bed. It took all of Jager’s strength not to laugh, to keep a straight face, but he managed it. 
Sir Alan gravely welcomed him into the service of the House of Tallmane, and called for wine. 
Jager turned and saw his father smiling at him, and was so proud that he could burst.
It lasted almost a month.
 
###
 
As winter came, a party rode for the domus.
Sir Paul Tallmane, Sir Alan’s oldest son, had returned home. He had left for Castra Marcaine in the Northerland years ago to serve as a squire in the court of Dux Gareth Licinius. After years of loyal service, Dux Gareth had knighted Paul at the age of eighteen, and Paul had accepted a position as one of the Dux’s household knights. He would return to winter with his father at Caudea, and come spring he would proceed back to the Northerland to take up his service in the Dux’s court.
The entire household assembled to greet Sir Paul home. Old Sir Alan leaned upon his cane, and had even managed to squeeze his armor and surcoat over his bulk. The servants, humans and halflings both, assembled below the domus, along with the elders of the village.
Sir Paul Tallmane reined up before the steps to the domus and vaulted out of his saddle in a single smooth motion, his armor clanking. Grooms hurried to claim the horse, and he handed over the reins with insouciant grace. Jager had not seen him since they had both been boys, but Paul had grown into a strong man. Unlike his father, he looked every inch the knight of Andomhaim, tall and strong with his blond hair close-cropped and his black eyes hard and clear. He wore a green surcoat with a white hart, the colors and sigils of the Dux of the Northerland, over his gleaming armor. 
This was what a lord and knight ought to look like, Jager thought. Perhaps Paul was a true and a just knight, a better man than his deceitful and adulterous father.
That pleasant hope lasted until Paul opened his mouth. 
“Father,” said Paul. “So good of you to see me home.” He looked over the domus. “I see the old pile hasn’t changed. If you hadn’t been so busy seducing every farmer’s daughter for twenty miles in all directions, perhaps you could have exerted yourself to undertake some repairs.” 
Alan sneered at his son. “And has all the fine living in Castra Marcaine corrupted you, boy?”
Paul barked a laugh. “Don’t be absurd, you fat old fool.” Hilder shifted a bit, but said nothing. “Castra Marcaine is the arse-end of the realm, populated with ignorant rustics. The Dux himself is little better. When I left, his court was all aflutter because the Dux’s newest Swordbearer killed a female urdmordar in single combat.”
“Really,” said Alan. “That is news. Who?”
“Ridmark Arban, the youngest son of the Dux of Taliand,” said Paul. “I met the fool. Cold and arrogant and much too concerned about his own honor and piety, as you would expect from a son of Leogrance Arban.”
“But at least he has won renown for his family name,” said Alan. “What have you done? Have you slain an urdmordar?”
Paul scoffed. “Don’t be absurd, Father. Ridmark Arban is a Swordbearer. A sword of mortal steel would be about as useful against an urdmordar as harsh words.” He sneered, his expression a mirror image of his father’s. “Perhaps I could give myself over to gluttony as you did, and sit upon an urdmordar until it choked to death.” 
“Do not be impertinent,” said Alan, waving his cane as if he threatened to beat Paul with it. “You are wearing the colors of the Dux of the Northerland?”
“Yes, Father,” said Paul. “Because I have taken service in his court. You might have heard.”
Alan scowled. “You ought to be wearing the colors of the Dux of Caerdracon.”
“Dux Samothus can’t stand you, Father,” said Paul. “It’s likely the smell, I think. And your crude manners. But I’ve made friends with Samothus’s heir, Sir Tarrabus. Unlike you, I know how to make myself useful to more powerful men, and Sir Tarrabus will need loyal men at his side when he becomes Dux.” He grinned. “Perhaps I’ll have you shuffled off to a monastery once Tarrabus succeeds his father. It would be amusing to watch you try and seduce the freeholders from a penitent’s cell…”
Alan growled. “Impudent boy. I will teach you to keep a civil tongue in your head.” 
Quick as a snake, he raised his cane and swung it for Paul’s head. But Paul caught the blow in a heavy fist, and a moment later the two men struggled, shouting curses as they staggered back and forth, the cane pinned between them. Paul was young and fit, but Sir Alan was still strong, despite his age, and father and son strained against each other. 
Hilder coughed into his hand. Jager watched, aghast and embarrassed. These were the lords of Andomhaim? These were the men who had converted the orcs to the church, vanquished the dark elven princes, and thrown down the urdmordar?
No. Their ancestors had done that.
Finally Alan and Paul broke apart, both breathing hard.
“Bah,” said Paul. “You’ve still got a grip, old man.”
“Don’t forget it, boy,” said Alan. “I might be old and fat, but I can still thrash you.”
Paul spat at his father’s feet. “Though not as you did when I was a boy.” 
“No, I suppose not,” said Alan, wiping sweat from his reddened forehead. “Well, at least you’ve grown into a strong man, and not a weakling.” He snorted. “And if you impress Tarrabus once he becomes Dux of Caerdracon, you won’t need Caudea. The new Dux will give you benefices and offices of your own.”
Paul waved a hand at the domus. “Leaving you to live in this old wreck and to romp with your millers’ daughters and farmers’ wives.”
Alan shrugged. “A man needs something to keep him occupied in his old age.”
“I suppose so,” said Paul, watching as the grooms led his horse away to the stables. “I don’t suppose you have a decent body servant for me.”
“Hilder!” said Alan, rapping his cane against the ground.
Hilder stepped forward at once, calm and impassive in his servant’s blacks. “I am here, my lord knight.” He bowed. “Sir Paul, it is an honor to see you at home once…”
Paul burst out laughing. “You, Hilder? By God, Father, you’ve kept his old fossil on?” Jager felt his hands start to curl into fists, and then remembered his father’s lessons in decorum. “He did love his little speeches.”
Hilder’s calm remained unruffled. “It is an honor to serve, my lord knight.”
“Do you have someone for Sir Paul or not?” said Alan.
“Yes, my lord,” said Hilder. “Jager?”
Jager took a deep breath and joined his father. 
“This is Jager, my lord knight,” said Hilder. Jager bowed to Paul. “It shall be his honor to serve you.”
Paul squinted down at him. “Runty little rat, isn’t it?” Jager kept his face calm, as his father did. “Well, you might as well make yourself useful.”
“It would please me,” said Jager, “to show you to your…”
Paul snorted. “I know where my room is. Follow me.”
He strode off, and Jager had no choice to follow, leaving Sir Alan and Hilder and the servants standing outside the domus. Paul let himself into the house, climbed the stairs to his room, and threw open the door. The room was only a little less lavish than Sir Alan’s, with a wide bed, a broad window looking toward the Lake of Mourning, and gleaming wooden furniture.
“Adequate,” said Paul. He pulled of his surcoat and armor, and Jager winced as the dropped steel dug gouges into the floorboards. “I don’t have a squire, so I suppose you’ll have to serve. Attend to my armor and sword, and have a bath drawn up. Too much damned road dust. And bring me some food, too. Bread and ham, if Father’s servants had the wit to put any away before winter.”
He unbuckled his sword belt and dropped it to the floor, the weapon bouncing. 
Jager hurried forward and picked up the sword. “Perhaps, my lord, if we put the sword on the sideboard, it would be easier on the woodwork.”
Paul stared at him, face blank.
Then he snarled, his fist a blur.
The blow slammed into Jager’s jaw and threw him against the wall, the sword belt tumbling from his hands. He stared at Sir Paul, frozen with shock and pain. Before he could recover, Paul punched him again, his fist sinking into Jager’s stomach. Jager doubled over with a wheeze and fell hard, his entire body clenching as his lungs tried to draw a breath.
He heard a slithering, steely rasp, and felt the cold point of a sword against his throat. 
“I suggest you listen carefully,” said Paul. “Don’t question me. Don’t ever question me. You will do exactly what I say, and you will do it at once. Bad enough that I have to take lip from my fat pig of a father. But I won’t take it from a cringing halfling rat. Do you understand me?”
Jager opened his mouth, intending to protest that he only wanted to look after Sir Paul’s things, to make sure his armor did not rust and his sword did not damage his floor. But one look at Paul’s flat, dead eyes convinced him to stop talking. If he did not agree, Paul was going to kill him then and there.
“Yes,” whispered Jager.
Paul’s boots gave him a sharp jab in the ribs. “Yes, my lord knight.”
Jager nodded. “Yes, my lord knight, yes, I…”
“Stop sniveling,” said Paul, returning his blade to its sheath. Jager scrambled to his feet, watching Paul warily. “Now bring me my food! Move, you rat! Move!”
Jager took a shuddering breath and hastened to obey.
 
###
 
Later, much later, after Alan and Paul had drunk themselves to incoherence and staggered off to their respective beds, Jager sat in his father’s room, holding a cloth to his swollen lip.
“There,” murmured Dagma, wiping off Jager’s forehead. “You’ll feel better tomorrow.”
“Will I?” said Jager. “They’re monsters, both of them.”
Hilder frowned. “They are our sworn lords and masters, and we should speak respectfully of…”
“Respectfully?” said Jager. “Sir Alan is a lecher.” Hilder glanced at Dagma in alarm, but she did not seemed surprised. Likely she had already heard of the old knight’s behavior. “And Sir Paul is a thug and a bully.” 
“They are not,” said Hilder. “Sir Alan and his son are…”
“They are!” said Jager, shaking his head. “Father. Look me in the eye and tell me they are not. That they are equal of the great heroes who freed our ancestors and defeated the urdmordar.”
Hilder stared at him for a long moment, and then sighed and looked away.
“They are…weaker than I would hope,” said Hilder. 
Jager scoffed and glared at the wall.
“What are you going to do?” said Dagma.
“I am going to leave,” said Jager.
“What?” said Hilder. “And go where, precisely?”
“I don’t know,” said Jager. “I will go to Tarlion or Cintarra, to one of the great cities. The merchants and nobles there have halfling workers and servants. Or…maybe I shall strike out on my own, become a merchant.” He scowled. “Then I shall have no master but myself.”
“And how will you do that?” said Hilder. “You have no experience in such things and only a little money.” 
“I don’t know,” said Jager. “But it would be better than staying here to serve that fat old drunk and that cruel thug…”
Hilder slapped the top of his desk. “Do not say such things about your sworn lords! It is ill to talk of them that way.”
“Why?” said Jager. “It is also ill to speak lies, Father. To call them valiant knights is a lie.”
“Yes,” said Hilder. “But I told you, Jager, that our lords are often less than perfect. All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, is that not what the church says? We both know that it is true of ourselves, if we are honest and look into our own hearts. Why should it be any different for our lords?” 
“Aye, I am a sinner, as are all men,” said Jager, “but I have never beaten a man because he offered to help me with my armor. No. I am going.”
“Listen to me, I beg of you,” said Hilder, his lined face drawn. “You are a man grown and I cannot gainsay you. But it is a dark world. Do you think the lords and merchants of Cintarra and Tarlion shall be any more kindly disposed to you? And Caerdracon is a safe duxarchate. There hasn’t been a war here since the days of the Frostborn, and the pagan orcs and the creatures of the dark elves were driven out long ago. There are creatures that would make you a slave, or that would simply devour you, if they but had the chance. Would you really choose to live away from the protection of the Magistri and the Swordbearers?”
“Tarlion and Cintarra have known peace as long as Caerdracon,” said Jager. “I am not likely to meet an urvaalg or an urdmordar within their walls. And when was the last time a Magistrius came to Caudea? Or a Swordbearer? If there are no urvaalgs or spider-devils here then it hardly seems we need the Two Orders’ protection.”
Hilder sighed. “You were always better with words than I am, my son. But do not go. Our oaths, our traditions of service…they carry great meaning. Even if the object of our service is unworthy. Our ancestors were slaves, and Sir Alan’s ancestor made us free. Shall we forget that debt? Are we less honorable than our forebears?”
Jager hesitated. The ache in his father’s eyes unsettled him. Hilder had dedicated his life to his service of the House of Tallmane. For his son to turn on his back on it would be a grievous blow. And many of his father’s arguments had merit. What would happen if he went to the cities and was unable to find work? At least in the domus he had enough to eat and a roof over his head. If he went to Cintarra, would he have to sleep in alleys and beg for his bread? 
“It is only through the winter,” said Hilder. “Sir Paul is still in service to the Dux of the Northerland. Once spring comes, he will ride back to Castra Marcaine.” 
“And once Sir Alan dies and Paul inherits the benefice?” said Jager.
Hilder shrugged. “May God grant Sir Alan many healthy years. But when he does die…I suspect Sir Paul will find Caudea too small for him. Likely he will stay at Castra Marcaine and only visit Caudea to collect his rents. Or if he is indeed close to Sir Tarrabus, likely he will spend all his time at Castra Carhaine.”
“What do you think?” said Jager to Dagma.
“I think Father is right,” she said. “Yes, Sir Alan is an old lecher, and Sir Paul is a thug. But we are halflings. We are servants. It is what we have always done, for centuries and centuries. If you leave, Jager, I fear what might become of you.”
He hesitated. Something about that answer rankled him. There was honor in loyal service, yes. But what if he wanted more than that? What if he wanted to see the realm, to become more than the servant of a minor knight in a quiet village?
But perhaps Hilder was right. 
“I…will stay,” said Jager. Hilder smiled, and Dagma clapped her hands in delight. “And I will try to deal with Sir Paul.”
“It will be hard, I know,” said Hilder. “The path of service is often a challenge. But I will help you however I can.”
 
###
 
Bit by bit, Jager learned to manage Paul Tallmane.
The big knight drank to excess almost every night, save for evenings when he wanted to go hunting the next morning. Whether suffering from a hangover or not, he wanted food and drink brought to him at once when he awoke. On days he stayed at the domus, he practiced his sword work for hours in the atrium, facing off against some of Sir Alan’s men-at-arms. On days when he practiced the sword and the lance, he wanted spiced wine ready at hand to quench his thirst. On days when he preferred to ride around Sir Alan’s benefice, he desired food immediately upon his return. 
Gradually Jager learned Paul’s routine. Paul punched him twice more, once when Jager spilled a cup of wine, and again when his wine had not been spiced to satisfaction. Jager hastened to correct the errors, and Paul started to ignore him. Jager preferred it that way. He realized Paul saw him as simply part of the furniture, a tool to be ignored.
Like a pack animal, he thought bitterly. Paul likely valued his horse more. Was this how Hilder had spent his life? At least Sir Alan had never hit Hilder.
Or maybe Alan was simply too old and fat to beat the servants now.
On mornings when Paul went hunting, Jager accompanied him on a donkey. Someone had to carry the weapons and clean the kills, after all, and Hilder had taught him how to do so. Jager didn’t mind. The hunting expeditions always put Paul in a good mood, and he rarely spoke to Jager save to give commands.
But when he failed to find a kill, his temper darkened.
“The hell with this,” muttered Paul one morning, about two months after he had arrived from Castra Marcaine. It was a cold winter day, a thin blanket of snow covering the ground. “Where have all the deer gone? If those damned freeholders have been poaching again I’ll have them hung.”
Jager said nothing. He knew better.
“I wanted meat for dinner, damn it,” said Paul. “Proper, fresh meat. Not more of that salted leather that has been sitting in your father’s pantry since Malahan Pendragon arrived from Old Earth.” He growled and turned his horse. “Come. Back to the domus. I may as well get drunk.” 
“As you wish, my lord knight,” said Jager, turning his reluctant donkey around.
They rode through the fields west of Caudea, past patches of forest and pastureland. Paul ignored the roads and rode through the fields, heedless of the ground beneath him. Jager shuddered to think of the damage Paul would do if he went hunting in the spring, after a crop had been sown. But perhaps his horse would throw a shoe in the rough ground, and Paul would fall and break his neck.
There was a pleasant thought. Though a fall from a horse would likely do nothing to his master’s thick skull.
“Here, now,” said Paul, reining up. “What’s this?” 
A small cottage stood nearby, a flock of goats milling in a stone-walled pasture. The cottage looked deserted, no smoke rising from the chimney, and Jager saw no sign of anyone.
“Well, well,” said Paul, his smile returning. “Wild goats. What a fortuitous coincidence, eh?”
“But my lord knight,” said Jager. Hunting was once thing. Stealing livestock was quite another. “They clearly belong to that herder.”
“Wild goats,” said Paul.
“But they’re branded,” said Jager, pointing, “you can see the…”
Paul glared at him, his short bow in his hands, and Jager had the sudden feeling that the knight was thinking about putting a shaft through Jager’s heart. A cold wave of fear went down his spine. He had suffered beatings from Paul before, had thought that Paul might have him dismissed from service…but he had never feared that the knight would kill him.
Until now.
“Wild goats,” said Jager.
“Wise man,” said Paul, turning in the saddle.
He drew an arrow, set it to the string, and released. One of the male goats fell dead with an arrow in its breast, blood spilling upon the ground. 
“Gather it up,” said Paul. “No, wait, don’t bother. I suppose you’re too small and weak, and that donkey is no better. Wait a moment.” He dropped from the saddle and vaulted over the stone wall, heading towards the dead goat. The surviving goats fled to the other side of the pen, bleating in terror from the smell of blood. Jager looked around, his heart racing. If the herdsman happened to come home, or if someone saw Paul stealing the goat…
The door to the cottage banged open, and a man of about thirty stormed out, a club in his hand, a woman and a pair of small children hovering in the doorway.
“Thief!” roared the man, brandishing the club. “Thief! Thief!”
“Be off, churl,” said Paul. “I am no thief, but Sir Paul Tallmane, the son of your lawful lord, and I claim this goat as my rightful due.”
“I am a freeholder,” said the herder, scowling at the knight, “and I already paid my scutage for the year. You’ve no right to take that goat without paying.”
“I have every right,” said Paul. “I am the son of your lord. I am your better.” A cold glint, almost like glee, came into his black eyes. “And I am the stronger, and that gives me the right to do with you and your chattels as I please. Sir Tarrabus always said so, and he is a wise man.” He jerked his head. “Now go back to your wife and your brats. Do it now, if you know what’s good for you.”
“Don’t threaten me,” said the herder. “Take that goat, and I will complain to the Comes in Westhold.”
Paul’s expression darkened. “You would? And you think the Comes would listen to a ragged goat humper?”
“All of Caerdracon knows your father is a lazy rogue,” said the herder, “and that the Comes hates him. Aye, if I appeal to the Comes, I think he will listen. Better to leave my goats in peace.”
“Do not think,” snarled Paul, “to threaten your lawful lord.”
“Aye, and maybe you can herd goats yourself,” said the herder, “once the Comes dispossesses your father and…”
There was no warning. Paul raised his bow, drew back the string, and released. There was a horrible wet tearing sound, and the herder fell to his knees, gagging on his own blood, the shaft of an arrow jutting from his chest. The woman screamed and ran from the cottage, the children wailing as they toddled after her. 
Jager stared in horror as the herder gagged once more and collapsed to the ground, his blood soaking into the earth. The woman fell to her knees next to him, screaming as she grabbed his arms. Jager wanted to go to her, to the children, to find a way to help the dead man.
He looked at Paul, and felt a wave of hatred and loathing such as he had never known.
And fear. Paul had just murdered a man, and Jager had witnessed the crime. Surely Paul would kill Jager to silence his testimony. He might even kill the poor widow and the dead man’s children to ensure their silence. 
But Paul simply picked up the dead goat and slung it over the back of his horse.
“Come, halfling,” he said. “You can skin the goat when we return home. The noise is tedious.”
Numb, Jager obeyed, and he followed Paul back to the domus, the new-made widow’s cries ringing in his ears.
 
###
 
“He killed him,” Jager whispered.
Night had fallen, and Alan and Paul and their men-at-arms were getting drunk in the dining hall. Jager sat with Dagma by the kitchen door. He knew he ought to attend to Sir Paul, but he did not want to go anywhere near the man, not now.
“I believe you,” said Dagma.
Hilder had not. At first he had accused Jager of making up stories due to his dislike of Sir Paul. Then he had said that Jager must have been mistaken, that he had misunderstood what he had seen. The son and heir of Sir Alan Tallmane might be a crude and boorish man, but not a murderer.
“Thank you,” said Jager.
“What are you going to do now?” said Dagma.
“I don’t know,” said Jager.
 
###
 
But as it turned out, Jager needed to do nothing at all.
He spent the next three days in a daze, avoiding his father and going through his duties with Paul as quickly as he could without earning a beating. Jager’s heart veered between terror and disgust and guilt. He knew he ought to do something, but what? If he tried anything, Paul would kill him as he had killed that freeholder. Yet Paul himself showed no sign of concern, went about his usual routine as if he had not just killed an innocent man and stolen his property. 
Then the letter arrived from Westhold.
The widow had gone to Rilmar Cavilius, the Comes of Westhold, and appealed to him for justice, claiming that Sir Paul had murdered her husband. The Comes found these accusations grave enough that he would come in person to investigate, accompanied by a party of knights. As Sir Alan’s liege lord, he commanded that Sir Paul remain at the domus for questioning.
That night Jager stood with Hilder in the great hall, waiting upon his master as Sir Alan raged at Paul. 
“Well?” thundered Alan, his face nearly purple with fury. “Is it true?”
Paul shrugged. “I cannot be bothered to remember.”
“Damn it, boy!” said Alan. “Is it true?”
“I took the goat, and the ragged commoner tried to stop me,” said Paul. “He received his just due.” 
“Damn it!” said Alan, flinging the letter against the floor. “How could you have been so stupid?”
Paul shrugged. “I wanted the goat, and he refused to deliver it to his rightful lord.”
Alan quivered with fury, and for a moment Jager wondered if he had been wrong about the old knight. Perhaps there was a true and worthy knight of Andomhaim under years of neglect, the sort of knight who would have followed Malahan Pendragon and waged war against the dark elves, the sort of man who would have followed the Dragon Knight into battle against the Frostborn. 
“Do you have any idea how bad you’ve made me look?” said Alan, and Jager’s hope withered away. “Rilmar hates me, and he’s always been looking for an excuse to reclaim my benefice and give it to someone he likes. Since you had to murder that damned goatherd, you’ve given him just the excuse he needs. Couldn’t you have killed that widow?”
Jager looked at his father, but Hilder’s face remained impassive. 
“There didn’t seem any reason to kill her,” said Paul. “Who would believe some goatherd’s slattern?”
“Comes Rilmar, apparently,” said Alan. “Since you were dumb enough to kill the goatherd in front of witnesses, he will have all the justification he needs to imprison you and take Caudea from me.” 
Paul scoffed. “What witnesses? Commoners and servants.” 
“A grieving widow,” said Alan. “Her children. And your body servant.”
Paul whirled and stalked toward Jager. “What about you, little rat? Will you lie about me to the Comes, tell him I murdered that stupid goat herder?”
“Of course not, my lord knight,” said Hilder. “We are loyal servants of the House of Tallmane.”
“See that you remember it,” growled Paul.
“Enough,” said Alan. “The Comes will arrive and hold court tomorrow. I suggest, my son, that you think of a clever story.”
 
###
 
“You want me to lie?” said Jager.
He stood in his father’s study again. It was well past midnight, and the rest of the domus had gone to sleep. Hilder paced back and forth before the cabinet holding the silver.
“Of course not,” said Hilder. “It is a violation of both the laws of God and the High King to lie under oath. But…Jager, you  may have been mistaken. Perhaps you didn’t see what you thought you saw. Surely Sir Paul must have been defending himself. Or…”
“No!” said Jager. He hit the cabinet so hard the silver rattled. “Paul murdered that man, Father. I saw it with my own eyes. Paul started to steal the goat, the herder tried to stop him, and Paul shot him. He just shot him. Why do you believe him instead of me? Do you think I am lying to you?” 
“No,” said Hilder. “I just think…”
“That I’m mistaken,” said Jager.
“The Tallmanes are our lords and masters,” said Hilder. “They have looked after us for centuries. And now you want to turn against them?”
“If you had heard that widow scream for her husband,” said Jager, “you would not think as you do. If you had heard those children sobbing, you would agree with me.” 
“And what happens if the Comes disinherits Paul?” said Hilder. “What will happen to us? What will become of the servants? Do you think whoever claims the benefice will keep us on? We shall starve, or toil in the fields for the freeholders. I…”
“I don’t care!” said Jager. “When the Comes holds court tomorrow, I am going to tell the truth. The rest is in his hands, and the hands of God.”
Jager left without another word.
 
###
 
The next morning Rilmar Cavilius, Comes of Westhold, arrived at Caudea, claimed Sir Alan’s seat in the great hall for his own, and began an inquest into the death of Thomas, freeholder of Caudea. Rilmar looked like the pictures Jager had seen in the chapel’s books of the Romans of Old Earth, tall, hook-nosed, lean, and stern. His men-at-arms took Jager, holding him under guard in the atrium. Then the Comes would summon the witnesses one by one to question them under oath.
Jager waited in the atrium, shivering in the chill air, the guards standing indifferent over him. At last the door to the great hall opened, and the men-at-arms took Jager inside. Comes Rilmar sat upon the high seat, scowling down at Jager. Sir Alan stood with Sir Paul, Hilder hovering behind them. The widow and her children stood against the other wall, and a dozen of the Comes’s men-at-arms kept a stern watch over the proceedings. 
“You are Jager of Caudea,” said the Comes, “a servant in the household of Sir Alan Tallmane.”
“I am, my lord,” said Jager, keeping his voice firm. He would not show weakness, not now. 
“Do you swear,” said Rilmar, “before the sight of God, the Dominus Christus, and the assembled saints of heaven, under peril of your immortal soul, to speak the entirety of the truth before this court?”
“I do,” said Jager, glancing at his father. 
“Then,” said Rilmar, “you will tell this court what you witnessed four days past concerning the death of Thomas of Caudea.” 
So Jager told the Comes everything, holding nothing back. From time to time Rilmar asked another question, or for clarification of a certain point, and Jager explained. He felt both Sir Alan and Sir Paul glaring at him, felt their eyes digging into him like daggers. There was a very real chance that they would try to kill him for what he had said today. But he did not care. He was tired of lies. Of pretending that Sir Alan and Sir Paul were noble lords and valiant knights when they were not. 
“So be it,” said Rilmar once Jager had finished. He scowled at Paul. “It seems, based upon the testimony I have heard and the evidence I have seen, that only one judgment is possible. Sir Paul, knight of the House of Tallmane, I…”
“My lord,” shouted Hilder, shoving between his master and his heir. “My lord, hear me!” 
Rilmar frowned. “You will not interrupt these proceedings, halfling. I…”
“My lord, I did it,” said Hilder. “I confess. I murdered Thomas. I slew him in front of his wife and children.”
“No!” said the widow. “He did not. He is…”
“I did,” said Hilder. “I killed Thomas. I confess it freely, without coercion, and before these witnesses. I regret it deeply, and repent of my crimes.”
The widow began screaming, and ran across the hall, reaching for Paul. The men-at-arms restrained her, pulling her away from the Tallmanes. Paul stared at her with a smirk, while Hilder stood impassive before the dais.
“Clear the hall!” said the Comes. “I shall consider this confession. Clear the hall!” 
The men-at-arms herded the incoherent widow, the children, the Tallmanes, and Jager and his father from the hall.
 
###
 
The domus had no cells, so the guards secured Hilder in the cellar below the kitchen. Given the famed nimbleness of halflings, holding him in a room with windows would have been folly. 
“Please,” said Jager to the Comes’s men-at-arms, “please, let me speak to my father. He has gone mad. He did not do it. I swear it. I swear it!”
The men-at-arms relented, and Jager descended the stairs. The cellar below stored sacks of grain and flour. Hilder sat upon one of the sacks of grain in his black coat and trousers, gazing at his hands.
“What are you doing?” said Jager.
“Sitting, I think,” said Hilder.
Jager gave a sharp shake of his head. “Don’t play games with words! You lied under oath, you said you did this…this terrible thing!”
Hilder nodded. “You are correct.” 
“Why?” said Jager. “Are you sacrificing yourself to save Paul? He doesn’t deserve it. He murdered Thomas, he made that poor woman a widow…”
“I’m not doing it for Paul,” said Hilder.
“Then for who?” said Jager.
“For you,” said Hilder.
“What?” said Jager. “Don’t lie for me. I…”
“And for myself,” said Hilder, “and for House Tallmane. I made a deal with Sir Alan. If I confess to the crimes, he will ensure that I spend the rest of my days under house arrest. You and Dagma will be unharmed, and Sir Alan will ensure that the widow and her children are supported.” 
“But that…that is wrong, Father,” said Jager. “Paul murdered that man. He should suffer for it, not you.” 
“I know,” said Hilder. “But I am a servant, Jager. I serve the House of Tallmane. And this…this is how best I can serve them.”
“They don’t deserve it,” said Jager.
Hilder smiled. “The honor of service has nothing to do with the object of service. Our traditions are what is important, and how closely we hew to them. Not…”
“Damn your traditions!” said Jager. “Damn them if they lead you to this. Father…”
The door opened, and the men-at-arms descended the stairs.
“It is time,” the sergeant said. “The Comes commands your presence in the great hall.” 
They took Hilder from the cellar, and Jager followed.
 
###
 
“Hilder of Caudea,” said Rilmar, “this, then, is my sentence. I have my doubts about your confession. Nevertheless, you have given it freely, and the law is clear that a confession outweighs the testimony of eyewitnesses. Therefore you are convicted of the murder of Thomas, freeholder of Caudea. Do you recant your confession?”
He looked at Paul as he spoke, his eyes narrowed.
“No, my lord,” said Hilder. 
Jager’s hands curled into fists at his side.
Rilmar sighed. “So be it. By my authority as Comes of Westhold, I convict you of the murder of Thomas, freeholder of Caudea. Because of the particularly heinous nature of the crime, because you murdered a man in front of his wife and children over an animal of little value, the sentence shall be carried out at once.”
Hilder looked at Sir Alan, his face trusting and calm.
Alan remained impassive, but Paul smirked.
Two men-at-arms seized Hilder, pulled a black hood over his head, and forced him to kneel over a bench, and suddenly Jager realized what was about to happen. 
He suspected Sir Alan had not mentioned the details of the sentence to Hilder.
Jager shouted in protest, and two men-at-arms grabbed him and dragged him from the hall. He fought and screamed and cursed, but to no avail. They were too strong. Another man-at-arms stood over Hilder, a massive axe in his hand. 
He raised the axe high.
The blade came down with a wet, meaty thud, and crimson drops spattered across the floor of the great hall.
 
###
 
A week later Jager found his sister at the rooms she had taken in the village’s inn.
“Jager,” she said, her voice hoarse, her eyes bloodshot. “I am so glad you came back. I thought…I was afraid that you might have done something foolish.” 
Jager shook his head. “I settled matters with the Comes’s men. Sir Alan might have dismissed us from his service and put us out, that was his right. But even he would not dare to deny an inheritance.” It still stung, speaking of Hilder, and every time Jager closed his eyes he saw the blood splashing across the floor. “Father had quite a bit of money saved up, and we each get half.”
“Oh, Jager,” breathed Dagma. “We won’t starve!” She tried to smile. “I suppose you can become a merchant after all.”
“What will you do?” said Jager. 
“I think I will go to Tarlion or Cintarra, maybe Coldinium or Westhold,” said Dagma. “The great noble houses in the cities employ hundreds of servants. Surely they must need one more.”
“You still want to serve the nobles?” said Jager, more anger in his tone than he had intended. “After everything that we have seen?”
Dagma shrugged. “What else do I know how to do?”
Fury burned through him, and he wanted to grab her shoulders and shout at her, to force her to see that the nobles of the High King’s realm were murderers and tyrants, every single one of them, that they did not deserve respect or honor or service, only scorn and mockery.
But it was not her fault. 
“No,” said Jager. “You’ll take all of Father’s money. My share, too. Go start a new life for yourself.”
“But Jager,” said Dagma, “you’ll need money, too. Where will you get more?”
“By doing,” said Jager, “something foolish.”
He kissed her upon the cheek and left, knowing that he would likely never see her again.
 
###
 
A few hours after midnight, Jager scaled the walls of the domus and climbed into Sir Alan’s bedroom. 
His contempt for the man redoubled. Neither Alan nor Paul had bothered to increase their guard. No doubt they believed the little halflings cowed and incapable of revenge. Alan lay sprawled upon the bed, his mouth open as he snored, his vile breath filling the room with the stench of strong drink. Jager wanted to take a dagger and bury it in the fat old man’s black heart.
He did not. He was not a murderer. He did not have it in him.
But he thought he had it in him to be a thief.
He looted Sir Alan’s strongbox and carried off his jewels, his signet ring, and his hoard of coins. Then Jager crept down the hall to Sir Paul’s room and did the same, taking the young knight’s sword for good measure. He went to the ground floor and took all the account books and ledgers from Hilder’s room. Jager carried the books to the kitchen, dumped them on the floor, and upended a jug of cooking oil over them. 
After that, Jager reached into his belt, produced a dagger and a piece of flint, and struck a spark.
 
###
 
An hour later, he lurked with his stolen horse in a stand of trees and watched the domus burn. From a distance he heard Sir Alan’s hoarse bellows, heard Paul shouting instructions. No one had been hurt, and no one would die, but the domus of the Tallmanes would be a charred, empty shell.
Jager smiled for the first time since Comes Rilmar Cavilius had pronounced his sentence. 
Perhaps Jager would pay Rilmar’s house a visit next.
For the scales had fallen from his eyes. The nobles of Andomhaim were not the benevolent protectors they claimed. Jager had seen the truth. They were willing to kill and lie to protect their tarnished honor. They deserved no respect, no obedience, and Jager vowed to never give them either.
He would, however, take as much as their wealth as he could steal, and humiliate them at every opportunity. 
The nobles of the realm deserved a master thief…and Jager thought he could become one.
He turned his horse and fled into the darkness before Sir Alan thought to organize a search.
THE END
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Bonus Chapter from FROSTBORN: THE GRAY KNIGHT
A letter to the surviving kings, counts, and knights of Britain:

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