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He turned the blade slowly in the dawn light, sunbeams glinting off the metal. Blue eyes surveyed every flaw in the weapon, dings and scratches smoothing with age and disuse.

‘Much like myself.’ Artur mused, looking down at his body. Sunlight dipped and wound through thick muscle and fading scars, skipping along the thick, golden curls trailing from his chest to under the thin blanket. The light was only interrupted by the rise of his need tenting the covering. Artur frowned at it and the blade, thinking it sad he owned both yet hardly used either. At least he could put the blade away.

As he did every morning since his retirement, Artur rose from his bed and completed his morning ablutions at dawn in complete silence cleaning his face before braiding his long hair and donning his tunic and belt. Even two years after the elders saw fit to retire his service early; he wore the belt ready for battle but never the broadsword; leaving that accursed thing hidden by the fireplace only to be removed on pensive mornings like this. Their excuse was leave from duty was a reward for excellent service in the wars. Artur knew better. They feared him. Of all the elves, his sword was the bloodiest, having killed more of the enemy than any other soldier. While friends and brothers in arms fell, he returned to his rulers with the heads of the halflings the elders insisted on eradicating time and time again. The memories were of nothing but the blood-stained heads of dark skin and white hair of the dead in an endless blur and Artur laced his boots with more force than intended, the snap of the leather strap forcing him back to the present.

Groaning in annoyance, Artur wound the remaining strap as a temporary fix and reached for his bow and quiver of arrows. He knew he needed meat for storage for the coming cold and the extra hide would be useful. New boots would be something to work on in the endless tedium of retired life. The key was keeping busy, you see. The series of hushed whispers, horrified gasps, and rude pointing as the chorus of his visits to market were so unpleasant, Artur learned many new skills to avoid going near other elves. He was an amateur smith, farmer, butcher, wood-worker, and mender. If it maintained his privacy and peace, he would learn to weave and keep animals, as well.

Plucking an apple from the tree growing by the low stone wall around his home, Artur made his way to the forest. He met no one on the road to the woods and made it to his favorite hunting spot without incident. Leaving the core of the apple on the ground for the soil, Artur waited in the bush with an arrow ready for the telltale sounds of a buck in the woods.

A slight rustle of leaves was Artur’s signal to silently rise and pull back on the bow, the creek of the wood was masked by the soft tread of footsteps. A brown shape moved slowly in the distance, shuffling through the bushes for food.

‘No antlers.’ Artur lifted his arms. ‘A doe will do for now.’ He let the arrow fly but the sound it made on impact was all wrong. It was a very non-doe yelp of pain. Whoever was out there struggled briefly as Artur shouldered his bow and drew his dagger, knowing no one friendly would be skulking around in the woods. As he approached, well-trained ears picked up the sounds of labored breathing and the whines of discomfort of a baby.

Baffled, Artur pushed aside the underbrush and found a dark-skinned elf pinned to the ground by his arrow. Her hide cloak was stained with her blood, white hair in snarls around her face, and thin limbs weakly curled around the squealing babe in her arms.

Artur stared down at her, listening to the increasing volume of the baby and the gasps of the female. How many like her had fallen under his sword? Hundreds? Thousands? Many cut down before they could even scream, red blood staining the ground and his weapon. A weapon very much like the dagger he pressed against her neck.

A chill crawled up his spine. Artur hadn't felt his arm move to place the blade at her neck, ready to cleave her head from her body. His arrow just missed her heart, blood pooling under her. Her child squirmed, took one look at him, and screamed as loud as its tiny lungs could muster, breaking his trance. The sound woke its mother from her dazed state and her black eyes widened in terror. She struggled against the arrow, her flesh tearing around the shaft as she moved to protect her child. The blood spurting from her wound and the screeching of the child made Artur wince. He sheathed his dagger in its sheath hidden in his boot. “Calm yourself, woman, or you’ll rip your arm off.”

The sound of his voice did nothing and Artur couldn’t blame her. She was a halfling; elf bred with demon as the legends say, and a blight upon the pure elf race. With unpredictable powers, the elders ordered their eradication where ever they were found to keep them from tainting the bloodlines. It was how Artur spend half of his adult life, how his body was honed and scarred, and how he inspired such fear in his own kind. No doubt the woman at his feet knew who he was so her struggling was justified. Artur was a scourge to her kind. A phantom. The man they told their children tales of his horrors to get them to behave.

“If you don’t stop, you will bleed out.” He said, flatly.

The woman didn’t listen, cradling her child in her healthy arm and digging her feet into the ground to push herself away. Artur watched her desperate struggling, unsure of what to do. Had he ever killed a female and babe before? So many dead... He could hardly remember.

The smell of blood brought him back to the present and to the barely conscious, desperate mother on the ground. Artur didn’t wait for her to pass out from blood loss, lifting her screaming bundle by its wrappings. She lurched forward so violently, the fletching caught in the wound. The pain finally too much, she lost consciousness with tears running down her cheeks.

The child calmed little in his arm, as exhausted as its mother. Artur looked at it squirming in the cradle of his elbow and shook his head. “And for a moment I resented the boredom.”
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IT WAS MIDDAY BY THE time Artur had the woman and the baby in his home and the female’s wound dressed properly. His stomach protested the inattention. He left her briefly to find meat and returned to find her still fitfully sleeping in his bed and her babe curled up awake in the basket he used to gather fruit and vegetables. The baby’s eyes were black and round like its mother’s, looking at the new surroundings with a bit of drool spilling from its lips.

“You appear up to something.” Artur eyed the tiny creature then picked up the scent of his new guest’s plot. “Gods, child. What sort of concoction was your mother feeding you?” He grumbled, bringing the four rabbits he’d snared to his kitchen to free his hands for what was bound to be messy work.

With a clean bottom, the boy became entirely too cheery, cooing and squealing for attention as Artur skinned his catch and prepared a thick stew from the meat and small collection of vegetables he grew in the back of his home. The noise was jarring to a man so used to his solitude but much preferred when compared to the horrified gasps of the children in the market. When the child whined for food, Artur mashed up some boiled carrots to quiet him. The baby ate with vigor and promptly fell asleep.

As the sun dipped into the horizon and the cottage filled with the scent of the hearty meal, Artur heard the sounds of his guest stirring as he once again cleaned the filthy bottom of her child. She moaned fitfully, panicking even as she slept and rolling in the damp pool of sweat on Artur’s bedclothes. She gasped, her eyes prying themselves open as the gasp dissolved into a moan of pain.

“You shouldn’t move.” Artur bundled the baby and placed him back in the basket. “You tore your wound on my arrow. Tear it again and you may lose that arm.” He picked up the basket by the handle to take the soiled linen to the washbasin.

The female halfling didn’t listen. Her eyes fixed on her son, she tried to launch from the bed and failed
























[image: ]
















[image: ]



















[image: ]






























[image: ]












[image: ]







[image: ]

































[image: ]














[image: ]

















[image: ]






[image: ]








[image: ]





















































[image: ]



























































[image: ]






























































[image: ]












d2d_images/cover.jpg
\ “






d2d_images/scene_break.png





