The Night of Black Blood

 
 
The last ring of hammer on anvil faded into silence.  Heat shimmers rose from the forge as Harl thrust the nearly molten steel into a quenching barrel.  A sharp hiss filled the silence as steam wafted from the barrel.  It smelled of olive oil, which he used whenever he worked with swords or daggers.  It gave a finer quench than water.

It wouldn't be one of his best blades, but that was to be expected.  He'd been out of sorts for the past month, and never so much as today.  Was she alright?  Had the bastard harmed her?  Harl didn't know and his ignorance ate at him like a cancer.  Never again though.  After today he'd have his answer, or he'd be dead and it would no longer matter.  His people had suffered under their yoke for far too long.  It was time to be free of them.

“Rebellion,” the word slid awkwardly from his mouth.  Even thinking such a word could mean death.  But uttering it aloud?  Madness surely.  Yet grim resolve stole over him.  Maybe, just maybe, they crushed such thoughts because they feared the people of Olivantia.  

“Rebellion,” this time Harl said it with more strength.  Conviction, yes that was the word.  One rarely uttered by a simple blacksmith but still the one that best fit.  

The barrel-chested man quashed the terror threatening to steal over him.  Running meaty fingers through thinning salt and pepper hair he set down the hammer he’d been holding.   Two steps took him past the still warm anvil to the doorway of the smithy.  Slats of weathered timber didn’t quiet meet to form the walls, and let more heat out than they ever held in.  His breath misted despite the sheen of sweat covering him, and a shiver made its way down his spine. 

Taking a threadbare cloak of brown wool from its peg he slung it about broad shoulders and stepped into eerie silence.  Moonless night clung heavily to the cobbled street, and squat buildings floated like islands in a river of fog that blanketed everything below his waist.  Only the distant manor atop the hill seemed untouched by the thick white eddies.  Its wrought iron gate seemed to keep the mist at bay.
  Nothing stirred and he heard no sound save his own boots thumping hollowly on the cobbles.  Normally he'd be cold, but his anger warmed him.  In the morning his rage would likely boil off like the fog, but tonight it burned like the sun.  Armed with that rage Harl was resolved to do what he must.  It was the appointed night and he either found his courage now, or forever cursed his own weakness.  
Just thinking about the why of it sent a fresh spike of outrage surging through him.  This time the bastard had gone too far, and if he couldn’t gather enough support to hurt him then at least he’d die swinging his hammer.  Only not over the forge like he’d always imagined, but instead at one of their heads.
One step became two and before he realized it he’d maneuvered through the fog up the winding cobbles.  He stopped in front of a well-worn sign, and peered up at the cracked and faded picture of a stag’s head that adorned the building of the same name.  Rapping lightly at the door with one massive fist he gathered his cloak about him and waited.  Before long a dim lantern light sprang to life in one of the dust covered windows.  The light made its way closer until he heard the bar being drawn and the door swung open.
He’d expected the innkeeper to be irritated at being woken, but old Chalea’s grim expression mirrored his own.  As a boy he remembered her being pleasantly plump and prone to smile, but somewhere along the line plump had given way to large and the smiles had just stopped coming.  This morning she wore a plain woolen dress that was a match for his cloak, and her graying hair was pulled into a severe bun.
“Come in, Harl.” she commanded in a voice as hard as the cobbles he stood on, “Fire’s not lit yet so no tea.  You’re two hours earlier than I was expecting.”
She walked briskly down the short hallway and into the little common room.  It smelled heavily of wood smoke, and the three large tables were pitted and scarred from generations of tenants.  He sat heavily on one of the benches and it sagged and creaked under his bulk.  Like everything else in town it was past its time, but no one cared enough to replace it.
“You’re finally ready to talk about what happened,” Chalea asked, only it wasn’t a question.  Not really.  With an effort he calmed the mix of rage and sadness.  After a moment he found the strength to speak.
“He sent two of them shambling things that used to be men around sunset bout three months ago.  Leah answered the door and without a word of warning they snatched her up…” Harl's voice broke and he couldn’t continue.  What he didn’t say was that his three-year old daughter had seen the whole thing, and had come running to the forge to find him.  He’d come out in time to see his wife disappear through those implacable black gates.  
Such stories were common in the town of Mountain Shadow, but few could match the innkeeper’s own.  Chalea had seen her husband beaten to death in the street outside the very inn she still ran.  Later, his corpse had shambled down the hill to claim Chalea’s young daughter Kera, and she’d had to watch as her husband’s corpse dragged the girl away screaming.  Chalea had been left to suffer with the knowledge that her little girl would become a concubine to him.  To Harl’s knowledge Chalea had never seen Kera again.
With a deep breath Harl looked away from the old woman and struggled to calm himself.  She offered no words of comfort and maintained her stony expression, “At least she’s alive.  Course that might be more a curse than a blessing.”
Harl jerked as if stung and anger rose white hot in him, “I’m going to get her back, and I’m going to do for that bastard once and for all.  He’s got no right to ruin our lives the way he does.”

“You mean that?  Even knowin what that’s gonna take?” her searching gaze locked onto his and he gave a short nod.  She gave a satisfied nod of her own before continuing.
“I wasn't sure you was gonna join the rebellion.  Not many have.  Even those that have aren't in any hurry to risk their lives bringing the bastard to justice.  It’s time we take a piece of it back from him.  And this time we have real help.  If you’re committed to this I’ll go wake them.  But I have to know you’ll see this thing through.”  Chalea's gaze had the weight of a mountain.
His fist tightened, “If it will help us kill the bastard and his things I’d strike a deal with a demon.”
“Not quite a demon.  Knights come over from Hasra to help us," Chalea explained in a low voice. "They’re plannin a strike all across the country- gonna bring down all the Summoners at once.  But they need our help and that means picking up swords.  We've got to help em root out the evil right at its source.  It's gonna mean hard fightin.  Still got the stomach to get her back, Harl?”
His fist thumped hard against the table, “I told you I’m gettin her back and I don’t care what it takes.  Just tell me what I have to do.”
Chalea gave one of those smiles he’d not seen since he was a boy, and he answered with a grim one of his own, “Wait here.  I’ll wake the pair of em.”
Her footsteps receded down the hall and he heard the thump of boots on stairs as she headed up to the second floor.  Three sharp raps echoed down the stairs followed by the creak of a door opening.  The low rumble of a gruff voice answered her softer one, but he couldn’t make out a word of it.  More than one set of boots made their way back down the stairs, and he rose as Chalea escorted a pair of strangers into the common room.
They were as different as men could be, but both had one thing in common.  Each moved like a coiled viper ready to strike at some unseen threat, and he had no doubt that either would be lethal in a fight.   These men were trained to kill and a fragile bubble of hope rose within him. 
The shorter was a good hand taller than he, and Harl was not accounted a short man. Shoulder length hair fell in a brown mess about powerfully muscled shoulders.  The thin outline of a beard traced its way up a strong jaw, and Harl felt the man’s deep brown eyes weighing him as their gazes touched.  

Even though he’d just been roused the man wore a suit of blackened chain links that covered well muscled arms and chest.  Over it was a simple leather belt with a short dagger on one side, and the hilt of a long sword jutting over the other.  Both hilts spoke of long use and the smith in him felt a tinge of curiosity to see what manner of blade was attached.
The taller man’s short blond hair nearly brushed the ceiling, and he towered a good foot over Harl.  If the slight curve of his ears was any indication the man had Elfen blood.  That would explain the height as well.  The man was even more heavily muscled than Harl, and the hilt of a claymore jutted over his shoulder.  The man was violence ready to be unleashed.

"I am called Daikon," the shorter man stepped forward and extended a hand.  Harl took it and was surprised by the man's grip.  His wiry frame held more strength than he'd have expected.

"My name is Bul," the larger man rumbled in a voice like an avalanche.  "I am a knight of the Dawn."

Harl blinked in surprise.  The Knights of the Dawn were killed on sight in Olivantia.  They served Dalanthar, the Steward of Justice.  Justice was one of many things his nation lacked.  The man had to be brave to be here now.  Even a whisper of his presence would start a hunt that would rouse the country side.  It would almost certainly end with his torture and eventual death.

"My name is Harl," He gave a slight bow. "I'm the smith in town.  I've been making swords for the last few weeks.  Nothing special, mind.  But they'll get the job done.  How many others are going?"

The pair exchanged glances, but it was Chalea who answered. "There are no others.  The fools won't risk his wrath." She spat in disgust.

"It will have to do," Daikon sighed.  His hand drifted to the hilt of his sword as if seeking comfort. "At least we have the element of surprise."

"How many shamblers does he have?" Bul rumbled like rocks tumbling. 

"Shamblers?" Chalea asked.  One snowy eyebrow was arched in curiosity.

"The walking dead.  They're the most common servant for necromancers," Daikon explained. "Most Summoners keep between ten and fifty."

"If it’s more than twenty this is going to be hard going," Bul's scowl overpowered his face making him look angry and sullen.

"Hard going or no we owe it to these people," Daikon's tone was patient, but Harl gathered that this was not the first time the pair had argued about this. "We knew when we came that we might not return."

Harl raised his opinion of the men several notches.  If they were prepared to die in defense of foreigners they must be good men.  He wouldn't have done the same if their positions were reversed.  Shifting his feet he cleared his throat before speaking.

"No one from town has been allowed inside the manor in years," Harl spoke slowly, gathering his thoughts. "We see maybe a half dozen of those shamblers outside the place, but I don't know how many more are inside."

"Have shamblers ever attacked the village?" Bul asked, eyes glittering like shards of ice.

"Not in a long age," Chalea broke in.  She straightened her skirts and took a seat on one of the long benches.

"How often do they drag men away?" Daikon broke in.

"Not since my husband near on ten years ago," Chalea's face remained impassive despite the pain such and admission must have cost her.  Chalea had loved her husband as fiercely as any woman Harl had ever known.

"It's unlikely he has more than a dozen shamblers," Daikon looked to Bul and the taller man nodded agreement.

"How can you be sure?" Harl asked in puzzlement.

"Shamblers decay over time, and most Summoners replace them often," Daikon explained. "They are nearly always men, and if none of the citizens of Mountain Shadow have been taken it’s a good bet the lord of this place sees no need to replace those who have fallen.  That means he's complacent."

"Which makes tonight's attack all the more likely to succeed," Bul growled fiercely.  Talk of the Summoner appeared to have ignited his anger.

"It will be light in a few hours. When do we begin?" Harl asked.  He'd just as soon get this over with.

"There's no reason for us to wait.  Do you have a sword?" Daikon aimed a level gaze at Harl.

"I'm not much good with a sword, but I can swing a hammer as well as any man," Harl shot back fiercely.  He flexed enormous arms to show them he wasn't some soft villager. "Those shamblers will fear my hammer as much as your sword.  I saw a horse fall on one once.  Broke the thing's back and it couldn't do much but crawl.  My hammer will do a sight more damage than that horse."

"It'll do," Bul allowed.  Daikon gave a curt nod of acceptance.

"The smithy's on the way," Harl rose to his feet and headed to the door.  Both men followed and their presence stiffened his resolve.  Maybe they could actually do this.  He seized the door handle and yanked it open.  

The mist still pooled in the street, and the light of a half moon turned it into an ocean of clouds that rose no higher than his waist.  Stalking down the cobbles Harl wound back to the smithy with both knights in tow.  When he arrived the barrel-chested man ducked through the doorway and seized his hammer from its place next to the forge.  It weighed a good twenty pounds and would crack a skull as easily as a melon.

"I'm ready," Harl's voice was calmer than he'd expected as he exited the smithy.  The waiting pair gave sharp nods before turning on their heels and starting up the road towards the manor.

Every step was more difficult than the last, but now that Harl was committed nothing would stop him from seeing this through.  Either he'd find Leah and bring her home or he'd die trying.  A flash of guilt surged through him, because his death would leave his daughter an orphan.  Still, it had to be risked.  The poor child was already half an orphan with her mother trapped in his manor.

"Are you sure walking up to the gate is wise?" Harl asked nervously.  The pair strode boldly ahead making no effort to hide their approach.  

"We have to eliminate all the shamblers," Daikon shot back over his shoulder without slowing. "If we make ourselves obvious they'll come to us instead of us tracking them down."

"Won't he know we're coming?" Harl asked dubiously.

"He'll know," Bul nodded curtly. "Nothing we do will stop that.  The entire place is likely warded, and as soon as we set foot through the front door he'll be aware of us."'

By the time they reached the gate two of the things the Knights called shamblers were waiting just beyond.  Both wore rusty mail and held halberds that were in an even worse state.  Horrible gaps dotted their flesh, and he could see the gleam of bone underneath.  Both wore permanent grins and empty eye sockets peered out at him.  Thankfully the pair were so decomposed that Harl couldn't identify either.  He'd worried about running into corpses of men he'd once known.

"Stand back," Daikon ordered.  He eased his blade from its sheath and murmured a prayer under his breath.  His blade began to glow with soft white light, and the two shamblers cringed as the radiance fell on them.

Bul lunged forward with a booted foot and kicked the gate for all he was worth.  The rusty chain shattered under the blow and the wrought iron gates were flung open with a horrible creak.  Before they were fully open Bul darted through like a leopard.  Wrenching his claymore from its sheath he brought it down with a roar.

The blade caught the first shambler over his left shoulder, and bit into the thing with so much force its arm thudded to the ground next to it.  Bul wrenched his blade free of the thing with a horrible popping sound.  If the shambler felt the blow it gave no sign.

A low groan escaped as it barreled into Bul.  The larger man tried to back away, but the monstrosity lunged forward like a viper.  It caught Bul's left wrist between rotting teeth, and hung on with stubborn tenacity as the knight stumbled back with a cry.

Daikon lunged forward with a curse, bringing his blade down on the shambler's neck with all the force of a guillotine.  The glowing weapon sheared through the thing with ease, and the body fell to the ground twitching.  The second shambler hobbled forward with surprising speed, and it was clear neither Daikon nor Bul were in a position to stop it.

Stepping through the gates Harl tightened his grip around the hammer.  He waited until the shambler was nearly on Daikon then stepped forward to bring the hammer down in a wide arc.  It landed squarely on the beast's skull, shattering it like a melon.  Desiccated grey flesh and skin were flung everywhere as the thing's head exploded.  The body fell twitching next to the one Daikon and Bul had dispatched.

"You have my thanks," Daikon gave Harl a cool nod and the blacksmith returned it. "Looks like the way is clear now.  Let's head inside."

The trio moved with grim purpose towards the wide oaken doors at the front of the manor.  The structure towered four stories above them, with high narrow spires marking important rooms and a number of stained glass windows.  The place had been painted black and glittered darkly as if daring them to enter.

Harl took that dare.  Surging ahead of the knights he planted a booted foot against the door and shoved in the same way Bul had at the gate.  The door shivered, but didn't open.  Gripping his hammer in both hands Harl brought it down on the handle, shattering it.  The door swung open a few inches, and Harl finished the motion with another kick.

"After you," he stepped back and allowed the knights to precede him.  He was brave, but these men knew what they were about far better than he.

Bul stepped inside with a curt nod, and Daikon moved to flank him.  Harl trailed after as they entered a long hallway.  The floor had been paved with marble, and beautiful tapestries depicting lush forests covered both walls.  Above hung a chandelier lit by dozens of candles, which cast flickering shadows on the walls around him.  

The banister attached to the wide stairwell at the far end of the hall made Harl gawk.  The dark wood had been polished until it shone, and had elaborate whorls carved along its length.  Such a piece would have cost a year's salary.  A good year's.


"His room will be at the highest point in the house," Daikon whispered, though even that small sound was too loud in this place.

Bul took the lead.  The towering man strode briskly up the hall, armored heels thudding heavily across the marble.  Those footsteps softened when he started up the stairwell, but Harl's heart beat so loud it seemed to drown out everything else.  They were in the belly of the beast, his lair.

Daikon came next, and flowed after Bul like a hunting cat.  He stayed two steps below his companion, and Harl stayed three or four more behind Daikon.  He followed the pair up the wide stairs, trying not to gawk at the gold candlesticks and marble statues lining the hallway at the top.

The hall was lined with doors of the same dark wood as the banister.  Harl counted seven, three on the left and four on the right.  The hall turned a corner some fifty or sixty feet beyond, and Harl saw nothing to distinguish one door from another.

"Which one?" Harl asked quietly.  

"None of them," Bul rumbled softly.  The knights were already moving up the hall and Harl trailed after.  His heart thudded like a hammer.

They wound down the hallway and around the corner.  The only sound Harl heard was faint humming from behind one of the doors.  It sounded like a woman, and his heart leapt.  When he reached for the door Daikon grabbed his wrist in a grip like a vise.  He shook his head and nodded in the direction Bul had gone.  Harl nodded back with a sigh, and the knight released him.  It was difficult passing that door by, but he realized Daikon was right.  Their first priority was killing him.  After that Leah wouldn't be in any danger, and he could find her at his leisure. 

"I don't like this," Daikon muttered quietly. "It's too quiet and there aren't nearly as many shamblers as I'd have expected.  He has to know we killed his minions at the gate.  Why hasn't he responded?"

"He may have fallen back to a sanctum of some kind," Bul mused as he stalked up the corridor. "It's what I would do.  Gather your troops around you so we have to fight them all at once."

That killed the conversation.  Each was consumed by their own thoughts as they wound deeper into the manor.  They climbed two more stairwells before reaching the door that had to belong to him.  It was eight feet tall and carved from thick oak.  Strange symbols covered the door, and they hurt Harl's eyes.

"Ready yourselves," Daikon growled.  He tightened his grip on his blade and met Bul's gaze.  The larger man slammed his shoulder against the door, and it swung inward with a crash.

Harl wasn't sure what he expected the Summoner’s bedchamber to look like, but whatever it was this certainly wasn’t it.  A massive four poster bed of cherry wood stood propped at the center of the rear wall.  Hanging on the right wall was a portrait of him, all in black with his long dark hair flowing down delicate shoulders.  On the left was a tapestry showing a forest glade with a fawn drinking from a pool of water.  Several wardrobes dotted the walls, and a gilded washstand stood beside the bed.

Standing before the bed were four shamblers, each desiccated beyond recognition.  All held rusted broadswords and appeared ready to use them.  Behind the shamblers stood the man himself.  The Summoner who'd ruled the village for nearly a century.  Rakarian himself.

His slender frame looked more at home on a scribe than an evil lord, and the man appeared to be no more than twenty.  Rakarian's long black hair flowed around a pale face in an ebony waterfall, and a silver circlet was his only jewelry.  He wore a black silk robe that trailed on the carpet, and even Harl had to admit a woman would find him beautiful.

His gaze only rested on the man for a moment before sliding past him.  Standing behind Rakarian was Leah.  Her blond hair had been combed until it shone, and she wore a gauzy dress of emerald silk that revealed more than it hid.  Her belly was slightly distended, and he realized after a moment that she was pregnant.  Pregnant with his child.

"Get behind me Leah.  Get ready to run." the man spoke in a commanding voice.  His eyes flashed red and his teeth lengthened into sharp fangs.  Darkness thickened around him and he seemed to loom over them.

"He's of the old blood," Daikon cursed even as he flowed across the room.  His sword still glowed faintly with white light.  Darting low he severed the leg of the closest shambler, and the corpse flopped to the ground.

Bul took advantage of the gap and leaped over the shambler.  He whipped his claymore in a tight arc at the Summoner’s neck, but Rakarian casually raised a hand and gestured at the knight.  Invisible hands seized Bul and he hovered in place for a moment before streaking across the room.  

He slammed into the wall with a sickening crunch, and before the knight had even hit the ground two of the shamblers were on him.  Bul defended himself as best he was able, but one of the creatures latched onto his neck.  He tried fending it off, but his arm was bent at an odd angle and his attempts were feeble.  

"Help Bul," Daikon ordered with a quick glance over his shoulder.  Harl gave the knight a grim nod as the man turned to deal with Rakarian.

Raising his hammer and tensing his arm Harl took careful aim.  Neither of the shamblers paid him any mind, not even when he brought the hammer down on one of their skulls.  Flesh and bone and flakes of dried blood exploded in a cloud.  The thing's body fell twitching to the ground, but it's companion had burrowed into Bul's neck.

A steady stream of black blood welled from the hideous wound, and the man's movements were becoming weaker.  Harl hefted his hammer a second time and brought it down sharply.  The remaining shambler fared no better than the first, and its headless corpse fell twitching next to its companion.  Blood drenched Bul's chest, and his eyes had a fevered sheen.  He lay there panting, and Harl doubted Bul would survive his injuries.

Harl turned grimly away from the dying knight to face the Summoner.  Daikon had dispatched the last of the shamblers, and was struggling desperately to reach Rakarian.  His blade hummed like a swarm of bees as it darted in repeatedly.  Once or twice it came back slick with blood, but neither strike seemed to phase the Summoner.

Rakarian barked three syllables that lived beyond Harl's understanding.  Shadows flowed from across the room to pool at Daikon's feet.  As they touched the man he shrieked in agony, and his blade clattered the ground next to him.  The Summoner took a step forward and smiled down at his foe as the shadows took on a life of their own.

Inky black snakes flowed along Daikon's body, and wherever they touched his skin was covered with a thick sheen of frost.  Daikon jerked and thrashed as his shrieks grew in volume, and a grim smile spread across Raknarian's face.

"You come into my home.  You kill my servants," Rakarian raised a hand and tightened it into a fist.  Daikon was jerked to his knees and the shrieks were choked off, but his eyes pleaded for the agony to end as the shadowy snakes continued their work.  "You threaten me, and you threaten my concubine.  I will not allow it." The last came out as a snarl.

"Father?" came a timid voice from the doorway.  Harl hazarded a glance and saw a boy of no more than three.  He had the same shiny black hair as Rakarian, and his features were just as delicate.  As the boy stepped into the room the grim smile left the Summoner’s face, and Daikon tumbled to the marble tiles.

"Run Temis," Raknarian's demonic visage slipped into a semblance of a human face.  His voice was thick with concern, and the summoner’s attention was all focused on the boy.  Harl would never have a better chance.

Surging forward Harl wrapped both hands around the haft of the hammer.  Raising it over his head he gave a roar as he brought it crashing down on Raknarian's head.  The makeshift weapon felt like it was being pushed through water, and Harl's muscles strained as he poured everything into the blow.  Time seemed to slow as it finally impacted, and a spray of blood and bone and flesh exploded outward to shower the room.

Rakarian staggered into the wall sagging against it and reaching feebly towards the boy who must be his son.  His mouth worked soundlessly for long seconds before he found his voice, "Temis, come here."

Tears streamed down the boy’s face, but he raced across the room and threw his arms around the summoner.  Burying his face in Raknarian's chest the boy was wracked by sobs.

"It's alright," Rakarian breathed.  The strength had gone out of the man, and Harl didn't need the hideous wound on his skull to know he was dying.  A normal man would have been killed instantly.  Licking his lips the summoner continued, "Be brave Temis.  You must take care of your mother.  You must be strong.  Can you do that?"

"I-I can do that," the boy mumbled as he removed his face from the man's chest, and gazed up at him. "Father, are you dying?"

"I am my son.  Know that I love you and I always will.  Make me proud, Temis," he took the boy's tiny hands in his own, and then the light was gone from his eyes forever.

A torrent of emotions wracked Harl, and for long moments he could do nothing but observe the room around him.  Daikon lay in one corner mewling like a kitten and clutching at his throat with both hands.  The child buried his face in Raknarian’s chest and sobbed quietly.  None of that mattered.  Leah lay on the bed with a pillow clutched to her breast.  Her face was a mask of horror and shock, and her mouth worked soundlessly.

As important as going to her was, Harl steeled himself for what he must do.  Killing the summoner was important, but if his spawn were allowed to live one day the little demon would take revenge.  He had to be dealt with.  Raising his hammer over his head Harl stared impassively at the little boy.  His arm tensed and he began the downward stroke.

"Harl no!" Leah came crashing into his side, fighting for control of the hammer.  Harl was too shocked to resist, and staggered back into the wall.

"Leah, what are you doing?" Harl gasped. "He's the summoner’s get.  I have to kill him."

"No," Leah wailed. She knelt and shielded the boy's body. "He's just a boy, Harl.  Just a boy."

The hammer wavered, then fell.  Harl had never been able to deny Leah anything.  He knew he should kill the boy or someday it would come back to haunt him.  The hammer clattered to the ground from nerveless fingers, and Harl knelt to gather Leah and the boy into his arms.
