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Deep in the forest, in the northern lands near the border of P’Piar and Jendisc, is a small town. It is built amongst the standing soldier pines and could be considered large given the amount of people who live there and the distance it lies from another major urban area. Travelers often used it as a stopover point on their journeys. More often, there were no travelers. 


But this day there was. He had arrived that morning, a lone young man who carried a great wooden staff (some called it a tree trunk). Accordingly, the young man himself was enormous. He was not even a year into full manhood, and already he sported muscles that would make a champion knight quiver. He had not made a name for himself yet, but in the coming years, he would. The folk of the country would call him Ramrod, the midnight terror.


But this day he was just another journeyman who had found his way to the back of beyond and the town in the forest.


Where the people of the town were of a fairer complexion, Ramrod was exceptionally dark. In fact, many sometimes mistook him for one of the wild barbarians known as trolls that lived in the uncontrolled lands to the north. Perhaps in his ancestral history, some young wanderer had married a troll, and the feature for dark skin had been passed down. Regardless, the townsfolk left him well enough alone; without so much as glance at him they milled about, and he was perfectly happy to let it stay that way.


He purchased himself a room at the inn and deposited his few belongings inside before heading to the town square, where he would be able to stock up on supplies for the long journey to Aimms and the lawless heart of the Unmod badlands. He grabbed his staff on the way out to use for a walking stick.


As he lumbered down the wide avenue, he couldn’t help but notice the desolate emptiness of the place. Where shopkeepers and businessmen should have been hawking wares and making deals, there were only empty windows and even emptier streets. In fact, the only person he came across that day was a woman sweeping the porch of her small cottage. She gave him the most cursory of glances and then turned back to her task.


Ramrod arrived in the town square whistling softly to himself. A few merchants stood idly by their stands while one or two customers milled about. He approached a man who was selling baskets full of red berries.


“Howdy,” was the greeting.


Ramrod looked over the merchandise, checking the quality of the fruit.



“Why so empty today?” The huge man asked casually. The merchant harrumphed.


“Whole place has been holed up in their homes ever since them trolls came down from the north.”


“Trolls?” It was very rare that they entered into the kingdoms, and reports of them this far south were almost unheard of. “You sure?”


“I tell ya’, they been roamin’ in bands through the woods ‘round here ever since that troll lady came couple months back. Had with her a baby, they says.”


“Lady?” Ramrod idly plucked up one of the berries and gently squeezed it. It burst in his large hands and squirted spots of juice on the basket.


“Hope ya’ plan t’pay fer that.” Then, “Yeah, oddly enough. She showed up in town couple months ago, like I said. Town governor took her into his own house. Wasn’t long ‘afore people started mentionin’ they seen her with a child at her breast. She killed herself couple days later. The lady I mean. Hung herself from the watchtower near the gate. People said she had been hysterical while she was here, crying an’ all that. Kept mumblin’ ‘acorn’ or somethin’ similar about her little boy.”


Ramrod glanced up at the merchant. The man was eyeing him amusedly.


“What’re ya’ doin’ in a place like this anyway?” he asked.


“Just passing through. You know.”


The man nodded. Then he said, “Anyway, wasn’t long after all this that the trolls came a lookin’ for the woman. They been attacking the scout posts the governor set up ‘tween here and some o’ the smaller villages north o’ here. It’s getting’ bad now. None o’ the scouts came back from their posts, and the trolls been prowlin’ ‘round the gate just o’er yonder. Got the folks here all upset. ‘Course can’t stop business just fer them trolls. Man’s gotta’ make enough to put feed on the table, y’know?”


Ramrod scratched his chin absently and gave the man a crown for the berry he had burst. His bald, dark head nodded curtly at the merchant and he began to head back to his room at the inn.


It was only a few moments later that he heard the commotion coming from the other side of a small cluster of houses to his left. Curious, he turned towards it and shuffled his way between some buildings and a small cluster of people that had begun to gather. The people there were all clamoring and shouting softly at the town gate, which lie just in front of them. Several town marshals were standing around the spy hole that had been cut into the wood. Ramrod could hear one of them yelling through the door.


“…and we will not have it,” he shouted. “Tell your commander to go back home and leave us be.” There was an unintelligible voice from the other side.


“We have orders to open the gate for no one,” was the marshal’s response. He swiftly shut the spy hole and conferred with his mates.


It was then that a portly older man stepped up beside them after fighting his way through the crowd. As the mob got a glimpse of him, they began to shout and grow in volume. The new man raised his hands for quiet, then turned back to his marshals.


Finally, the marshals disbanded, a grim look on their faces. They took up spears, all of them, and signaled for the gate to be opened. With an agonizing creak, the wooden gate began to slowly rise. The marshals took up a position in front of the newly arrived man, weapons at the ready.


Beyond the gate, saddled in furry horses, were two dark-skinned men. Trolls.


“I think now it good of you to open for us,” said one of them. The portly man crossed his arms defiantly.


“You have harried our town enough, I think. The one you seek is gone. She killed herself,” he said loudly. The dark-skinned men looked at one another.


“Brave, yes. I want do no harm, but seek do we the child. Woman she was, not concerned. We do want the boy.”


“I have no clue what you’re talking about, I’m afraid. I ask you one last time, leave-“


“Untrue, you speak,” interrupted the other troll. “Destroyed we have the small forces you did want to scout for you. All your base are now belong to us. Give us the child boy; do not and burn the village we want do.”


The portly man, who had to be the town governor, gulped loudly. 


“As I said, all of our people are our own. We do not have a child of yours. Close the gate.”


The wall of marshals and the governor stepped back and the gate came crashing down in the faces of the trolls. Words were exchanged between the men with spears, and they rushed off in all directions. The governor shouted some parting orders, and then turned to the crowd. He opened his mouth as if to say something, then fell quiet. All voices hushed and waited. The scene was frozen in silence. 


Finally, the governor scanned the faces there, caught the gaze of Ramrod, and approached him. Without a word, the governor took his arm and led him off into the town’s interior.


Not a word was spoken between them until they arrived at a large wooden manse that was wreathed in the shade from the row of pines growing round it. Inside was a luxurious atmosphere of decorations and the smell of a light incense. The governor beckoned Ramrod to sit on the velvet chair in the greeting room, while he took the seat opposite.


“You,” said the mayor in a strained, tight voice. “What is your name?”


Ramrod opened his mouth.


“No, better you don’t tell me. Listen, you saw those brutes.”


Ramrod nodded.


“You’re a traveler. You didn’t plan to stay here long I reckon.”


Again, a nod.


“Good. My eyes on the walls have spied the troll horde not far from here. They are marching as we speak, torches and pitch in hand. They’re going to burn this place to the ground.” The governor sat looking at him, the strain plain on his face. “You must take the child,” he whispered finally. “You’re young and strong. You’ll be on your way to other lands. Please.” Without waiting for an answer, the governor motioned to a servant in the corner of the room. The servant disappeared through a door at the far side, only to reappear a moment later, a baby in his arms. The servant offered the baby to Ramrod, who took it uncertainly, unsure of what was going on.


“We will give you a horse,” the governor said. “Take the child, ride as far and as fast as you can away from here.”


Ramrod looked at the child. He was sleeping, swathed in blankets. It felt awkward in his arms.


“What’s his name?” he asked the governor at last.


“Archaon.” The governor stood up. “I wish I could explain to you what this all means, but I’m afraid there is no time. Come.” 


Ramrod stood, hesitated, looked at the child, then the servant, and finally followed the governor from the room. He was led down a corridor and out a back door to the governor’s private stables. The air was cool here, and vaguely Ramrod heard the sound of running water.


“This horse is saddled and ready to go.”


Ramrod climbed aboard. The steed whinnied just slightly at the rider’s huge weight.


“They will burn the village, I’m sure,” the governor said. “I will evacuate as many as I can; we don’t have much time. But the child must be protected. Guard him with your life. You cannot know the importance of what you carry. Take him, to the badlands, beyond if you must. But he must not be discovered. 

“Whatever gods there may be, spare me some mercy for what I know.” The governor slapped the horse on the rear, and off it went, rider, child, and all into the deep forest of P’Piar.




*


*


*


The town did indeed burn, and many of the people there were killed in the inferno. More were cut down by the trolls as they tried to escape. What became of the governor was never known; killed, probably, in the chaos. 


For a day and a half the barbarians from the north searched the forest for their quarry, to no avail. Then, in the evening of the second day, a squadron of knights under the banner of P’Piar stumbled upon the site of the town and drove the troll horde deep into the forest. What the knights learned from their prisoners of battle was never discovered; the knights themselves never returned to the capital. 


Instead, travelers tell stories of a mass burial site deep within those woods, graves marked with troll inscriptions and pictographs. They tell, too, of the wandering ascetics who befriend wanderers, and then strangle them in their sleep. 


Whispers can be heard, they say, whispers of the name of the troll child who was spirited away by a huge warrior, and of a chant in honor of pure chaos itself.

