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Hunting The Horned
Bandit

The woodcutters village was
in flames. It had been built where the Deep Forest met the
Everlasting Plain. Openly in sight and far from the trade roads and
the protection their patrols offered, the village made an easy
target. The wooden cabins burned like torches in the dusk just
after sundown, and shadows of the raiders could be seen moving
through the village. Ensuring there were no survivors. It was a
loathsome business and from his hiding place in the trees Leonidus
frowned in distaste.

Leonidus considered moving
farther back into the woods, for better concealment, but decided
that the raiders were busy enough with their gruesome task that
they wouldn't notice him. Also, after being amongst the blazing
buildings the secrets of the night would be hidden from them. There
was no danger in remaining were he was. However a rustle of leaves
behind him, caused him to slide to one side and turn.

The tall, misshapen figure
behind him stood still. A sword hilt jutted over his left shoulder,
but his hands were empty and he held them out in the universal
gesture of peace.

"I am not an enemy," he
spoke quietly.

Leonidus glanced back at the
village and shrugged. There was nothing he could do for them. If he
had arrived before the raiders he might have been able to help but
now they were finished. He slipped back into the woods and the
other man followed.

Finding a hollow farther in
the woods, Leonidus started laying a fire. The other man gathered
nearby branches and soon a cheery blaze was flickering, casting
light over the small depression. The two men studied each
other.

Leonidus was of average
height, with a lean, powerful build. His clothes, though torn and
stained with the dust of the road, were well made and colored in
practical browns and greens. His dark hair was long and tangled,
partially hiding his face. A long sword hilt jutted over his right
shoulder and a tomahawk was thrust through his belt.

The tall man was thin and
gangly. His clothes were patched and threadbare, his face worn by
the weather. His hair was golden and trimmed short, his face clean
shaven. The bedroll slung over his shoulder had given him the
misshapen appearance and what Leonidus had mistaken for a sword
hilt was only his guitar.

"I am Trolius the Bard," he
said, warming his hands over the fire, "Though I doubt I will play
tonight."

"That would not be wise,"
agreed Leonidus, "I am Leonidus."

"Really?" the bard seemed
incredulous, "I have heard much about you, and feel I have cause to
doubt you. For Leonidus is taller than me, has long golden locks,
you see. Also he carries severed heads at his belt, and his cloak
is a dragon's pelt!"

"Perhaps you are thinking of
another man," suggested Leonidus softly.

"Perhaps. Tell me yourself,
I am thinking of Leonidus the Troll Stalker, the Giant Slayer, the
Dragon Smiter! No mere mortal man, but a legend and hero in his own
right! It is said that armies flee and kings bow before his might!
If you continue your claim to be he, who has eyes can clearly see,
that a terrible liar you be!"

"Your tongue is quick,
little man," Leonidus growled, "Perhaps too quick for your own
good!"

"Ah, but the truth hurts,"
the bard smiled sadly, "Ease yourself, man, I do but jest. The
tongue quickly slows if you do not practice it."

"Practice it more tonight
and we'll see how quickly it wags after I've cut it out." Despite
his words Leonidus sat back down.

"Bounds of Infinity! That
would leave me in sorry state, my tongue lying on beggars plate,
how would peoples appetites sate, with song in evening late?"

"You have some of the
sorriest rhymes I've ever heard," smiled Leonidus.

"Ah! But my voice is sweeter
than a bird!"

"The earth to cloud you'll
never bridge," countered Leonidus.

"Have you never sat on a
ridge?"

"Now I wish I'd never spoken
my name."

"But you must tell me where
you learned this game!" Trolius smiled, but it faded as Leonidus
did not answer.

"I am sorry if my light
manner offended you earlier," the bard looked at the fire, "It is
the way of bards to test each other when traveling. After the shock
of the attack it is a small comfort to indulge."

"Were you actually there? In
the village?" Leonidus' head snapped up.

"Yes."

"Did you see their
leader?"

"Ah! So you are hunting him?
The horned devil?" Trolius asked but Leonidus gave no sign. "Yes I
saw him. A creature out of nightmare, easily ten feet tall and his
horse was breathing fire and poison gas! He wielded a sword of
shadow and was clad in armor of flaming wicker!"

"If he was ten feet tall how
did he ride a horse?" Leonidus asked softly, "I want none of your
embellishments, bard!"

"You take all the fun out of
a story! He was a tall man, perhaps it was the horns that made him
seem so. His face was painted in red and black stripes and he wore
a long cloak. And he was very strong, I saw him cut a grown man in
half with one hand."

"Carried a sword?"

"A large one, yes."

"Now what are these horns,
some kind of headdress?"

"I couldn't see very well,
it was rather dark," Trolius said stiffly.

"It must have been,"
Leonidus muttered, "No man grows horns from his head."

"There was a story that said
you did."

"You know a lot of stories
about me, don't you?"

"You are a fairly popular
champion," Trolius admitted, "Seeking glory in the arena,
surviving, becoming one of the most skilled hunters of our
time."

"Do you believe all of
them?"

Trolius seemed to consider
for a moment, "No, I am a writer of stories, I know how they get
improved. Who wants to hear the real story anyway? There is little
glory in them."

"Little enough, indeed.
There was far more glory in building the bridge over the Roaring
Trickle, yet no one sings of that."

"I have not heard that
tale," admitted Trolius slowly, "Perhaps you would tell it."

"It is of no
consequence."

Leonidus turned away, rested
his back to a tree and closed his eyes. Trolius watched him for a
minute, then he lay down beside the fire. Before he slept he
wondered, where had a killer like Leonidus learned to rhyme.

#

The next morning dawned cold
and crisp. Autumn was beginning to dress the trees in flamboyant
colors and the warm airs of summer were long gone. Leonidus offered
Trolius some of his flat way bread and the bard devoured it
hungrily.

"Would you mind if I came
with you?" Trolius asked, carefully brushing crumbs from his
tattered shirt.

"What help would you be?"
Leonidus was surprised and wary, "What can you do besides wag your
tongue and lighten my bread pouch?"

"I can gather information
where an armed man would fail," replied the bard, "Besides, I would
like to see what fortress you assail."

"So you believe that I am
Leonidus?"

"Perhaps," Trolius shrugged,
"Even if you aren't, when I am done, no-one else will know."

"You can come, but be
careful the truth doesn't kill you."

#

Several days later they were
still on the trail of the Horned Bandit. Leonidus had been pleased
to find Trolius was an undemanding company and an experienced
traveler. Although he was almost never quiet, Trolius was never
obtrusively loud. He would hum throughout the day and then play the
tune on his guitar at camp.

Finally they came to the
bandit's camp. It was cleverly hidden in caves at the base of Smoky
Mountain and if it hadn't been for a stroke of good luck, Leonidus
would have never found them. They had lost the bandit's trail in
the rocks at the top of a gorge. As Leonidus cast about, looking
for where the trail continued, Trolius watched hawk dive into the
gorge.

Curiosity led him to the
edge and as he looked down his eyes widened with astonishment.
Huddled against the stone wall was a herd of horses, watched over
by several men. Caution had kept Trolius low to the ground and now
he moved back from the edge, careful not to dislodge any stones,
and beckoned Leonidus over.

The gorge acted as a natural
funnel, the strong wind that blew through masking the sounds of the
horses. Three armed guards huddled against a small outcropping, out
of the wind. After a quick look Leonidus backed away from the edge
and moved to a small cluster of boulders nearby.

"They probably know we are
here already," he told Trolius, "If I was the leader I would have
someone watching this patch. It is very bare and anyone following
their trail will come to it."

"So what do we do now?"

"I'll go down and look for
their leader, the baron said nothing about the others. You don't
have to come if you don't want."

"But they will be ready for
you," protested Trolius, "I think it is a poor plan."

"No," Leonidus lay back
smiling, "They will think they're ready for me. It never helps.
I'll wait till night and then go in. You can wait up here, but if
I'm not back by dawn then I'll be captured or dead. Either way no
reason for you to wait around."

"Are all warriors this
conceited?" Trolius asked the sky, "I think you will be defeated. I
have a better plan."

"Are all bards strategists?"
Leonidus smiled, "What is your plan?"

"Wouldn't it be better if
all the bandits are gathered in one place? That would help you
sneak in."

"Yes, but how do you intend
to do that? Go down there and play for them?"

"I am a bard, of high renown
and regard."

"They will know that you
were traveling with me."

"So we fight, out in the
open where they can see us. Then I go down and 'betray' you. After
all, I am a bard, what do I know of lookouts? Then towards evening
I can distract them and you can sneak into the camp."

"It could work…" mused
Leonidus, "Awfully dangerous though."

"Life is full of danger, to
risk I am no stranger," shrugged the bard.

"How do you want to
start?"

The bards first swing was
halfhearted but the second was at full speed. Leonidus ducked
around them and grabbing the other man, threw him out from the
rocks into the open ground, springing out after him. Trolius
scrambled to his feet and, shouting wordless cries, charged at the
hunter.

Leonidus stepped aside and
threw the bard back to the ground, but the bard surprised him with
a sweep and the hunter dropped into a crouch. Trolius hammered a
fist into Leonidus' face, and the hunter backed up, his nose
bleeding lightly. He wiped his nose and then rushed the bard,
intending to bowl him over.

Trolius produced a long
knife and Leonidus slide under his thrust, crashing into the bards
legs. Trolius tumbled over the hunters shoulder but rolled smoothly
back to his feet. Leonidus jumped up and drew his own knife. It was
long, heavy, and the blade was curved with the edge on the inside.
The two men circled each other warily for a moment. They both were
breathing heavily and Leonidus began to worry. If he slipped at the
wrong time then he could easily kill the bard.

With a slight nod, Trolius
leapt in to attack, knife raised high. Leonidus caught the
descending arm and faked a disemboweling strike. Trolius arched
back away from it and Leonidus twisted his arm, forcing the knife
to fall. He threw the bard to the ground, kicking the knife over
the edge of the cliff. Then he made a show of shouting and
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