1: Prelude To Darkness

The mayor of WolfGate was as worried about the coming of spring as he was excited.  Spring brought the trade caravans that were the lifeblood of the trapping village.  With them, however, the caravans brought raiders.  Human and orc brigands had already begun plaguing the roads and the cost to the city was making it worth a considerable amount to the mayor to see the brigands killed or driven off.  Such an offer caught the eye of a number of passing adventurers.  

These men formed themselves into a makeshift war band.  Aryon, a Tymeril elf, found himself amou\ng a rag-tag group of humans who were barely on the right side of the law.  Their eyes seemed always on the lookout for confrontation and their hands seemed always ready to snag a passing coin bag.  Some even bragged of their nefarious exploits, some of which made the elf worry that his meals would soon return.  All of them were unwashed; their skin was caked with dried dirt.  Their clothing was ragged and soiled and they carried crude weapons.  In sharp contrast Aryon wore a flowing black cloak and carried a beautiful elven blade as long as his leg and light as a dagger.  Filthy humans, Aryon thought as he casually checked his own immaculate appearance in his blade’s reflection.  As well as their haggard appearance the humans shared a treacherous look in their eyes.  Aryon knew from experience that their petty kind would betray each other if given the slightest reason.  Though Aryon shared nothing in common with the men he found himself working with them out of the need for money.

After the group formed at Wolf Gate they set off on the road south.  During their short journey Aryon avoided his fellow travellers as much as possible.  Only once did he speak to them and that was to tell them to put out a cooking fire, as it would alert any orcs in the area.  WolfGate was far enough North that even on the advent of spring the hard land was still cold and dark.  On their third dreary day the group found a small camp of orcs.  Among hide tents and rickety travelling wagons burned small cooking fires.  The orcs’ deep green skin contrasted sharply with the brown and white of their furs and the glint of their mismatched armor.  Their large, brutish faces appeared manacing even at a distance, but Aryon knew from experience that orcs were generally not as stupid as most other races considered them.  Aryon had hoped that they would be caught completely off guard, but the wary orcs had their axes and hatchets close by.  

Peering over a small hill, the elf thought about his companions’ meagre abilities and began thinking of a plan to catch their prey by surprise.  The humans apparently had their own plan.  With an assortment of pathetic war cries the humans drew what weapons they had and charged over the hill.  Aryon’s only choice was to enter the fray along with them.  Steel clashing and men’s screams filled the air among the small cluster of cowhide tents.  Though the arrogant men had the raiders outnumbered nearly four to one the elf knew that an armed orc could kill most humans with little trouble.  The strength of humanity lied in their intelligence and their unpredictability (Poo, I don’t know how to describe the difference between unpredictability in terms of strategy and skills and flexibility and unpredictability like random idiot charging), qualities these particular specimens lacked.  Sheer numbers were winning the battle, however.  The humans’ rag clothes offered no protection from the orcs blows.  Each swing of their heavy weapons sent another mercenary dead to the ground, but always there were three more to take his place.  Fighting his own battle, Aryon’s cloaked flaired around him and he twisted and spun.  Thought no human would come to his aid should he fall, he was not worried.  All the help he needed he found in his sword and his training.  His elven blade dipped low to cut the legs out from under one orc and then arced it up to decapitate another.  He glanced around for a new opponent he found none were left standing.  Nor did he see any of the mercenaries still alive.


A high, terrified scream split the warm summer air as Aryon wiped the black blood from his sword.  Aryon gracefully strode around a makeshift tent and saw the remaining two humans looking into a cage.  A fat man with a cut running down his left cheek turned to face him with a lop-sided grin.  Aryon had come to expect this man’s kind of stupidity (oh c’mon, I added a lop-sided grin.  Help, I don’t know what else do do) and rough manor from the human ruffians he occasional found himself fighting beside.  The elf had met a very few impressive mercenaries and these two were definitely not part of those few.  The slob’s mouth split in an ugly grin.  “Hey Arron, look wha-”


Aryon flinched at the mispronunciation of his name, “I told you, my name is Aryon, not Arron and if you make that mistake again I will suffocate you with your own fat.”


The man’s smile grew broader.  “Yea, if you say so Aryon”, he replied, placing the correct accent on the ‘y’.  “Look ‘ere.  We seem to have ‘rescued’ a little, helpess wood elf.  Pretty, ain’t she?  I think we deserve a reward.”


The man was blinded by the glint of metal and then felt the point of Aryon’s blade pressing against his chubby neck.  Aryon turned to face the other man, who was intent on peering through the bars.  This one was unnaturally thin and just as disgusting (he’s got stringy hair and is unnaturally thin and a hollow face!  Am I wrong?  Do you find this things ravishing?), his stringy black hair falling limply around a hollow face.  


“You.  Move away from the bars now,” Aryon commanded him.


He responded by reaching inside his ragged half-cape.  The chubby man stammered, “B-But I thought you fancy elves hated d’ wood elves.”  


The hand came out of the cape, pointing a small crossbow at Aryon.  “Back away crit,” the man spat, his hollow brown eyes peered out from under his filthy hair.  “Even you stuck-up elves don’t be livin’ with a bolt in ye.” 


Aryon slid his right hand inside his cloak and sighed, “You humans are all so stupid.”  Simultaneously the mercenary’s finger tightened on the trigger and Aryon’s hand slid over a smooth stone sewn into his cloak.  A scholar as well as a warrior, Aryon had taken up a hobby of studying magical talismans.  The stone he reached for had the unique ability to bend space around it to fit the wishes of its user.  The bolt from the crossbow crossed the space between the two men far too quickly for Aryon to hope to dodge it.  Just before the metal found his flesh, magic warped the air around them.  The bolt that would have killed Aryon instead buried itself in the back of the human’s skull.  The mercenary crumpled to the ground, a look of shock contorting his gaunt face.  Aryon turned back to the larger man whose clothing was now damp with perspiration and lowered his blade.  The mercenary opened his mouth as if to say something, but closed it again and fled.  His bulky form waddled ungracefully as he attempted to carry his excessive girth away from the elf-turned-enemy.


Aryon sighed again and walked to the cage.  The overcast sky shed only dim light on the area and the cage’s rough wooden covering blocked out even that.  The near lightless conditions inside combined with the few rays of light shining down through cracks in the woods cast strange shadows across the interior.  Even his sharp, elven eyes could not make out the woman hiding inside.  Before Aryon could switch his vision over to heat sensing a hand shot out (I’m not sure what to replace that with.  “A hand quickly came out” seems rather droll) from between the bars and grabbed the clasp of his cloak.  A sharp tug slammed his head into the cage bars.  The hand released him as he sprawled onto the ground.  When he recovered and scrambled to his feet the interior of the cage was still once again.  He reached up and gently touched his forehead.  There was a small cut but nothing serious.


“I won’t hurt you.  Come into the light.”  He saw something stir at the back of the cage but couldn’t be sure.  There was no response.  “Ok, have it your way little wood elf.  I am being paid to kill orcs, not rescue prisoners.  Good luck.”  He turned and strode away. Maybe she really would prefer to be left in there than rescued by a Tymeril.   He had walked almost to the edge of the camp before the call came.


“Wait!  I give up Banished One!  Please let me out.”  Arony bristled at the slur against his kind, but hid his annoyance with a calm face.   He turned to meet the imprisoned Tenali.  Any anger building within him against the woman’s arrogance was forgotten as he gaze swept over her tortured face.  A pair of brilliant green eyes peered back at him from the foul cage.  The face surrounding those eyes might have been beautiful were it not matted with mud-slicked hair and caked with clear elven blood.  High cheekbones and full lips gave the Tenali’s face a look both sharp and gentle.   “Please help me,” she gasped in slurred basic and collapsed, unconscious.


Aryon ran to the cage and broke the rusted lock off with the pommel of his sword.  Now what do I do with the girl, he thought as he sheathed his sword and picked the girl up, If I try to help her recovered the damned Tenali will probably kill me as soon as she has her strength back. Still, can’t bring myself to let her die.  He pulled a ring off one of his fingers and slipped it onto one of hers.  The magic in it began to fill her and Aryon saw that some of the smaller cuts were beginning to close.  She’s beyond the help of such a small thing, but it should keep her alive until I can carry her back to her people…who will probably kill me.  Aryon sighed and added aloud, “Well, I am a ‘Banished One’ after all.”
