The Test of the Judges
Time: 


The northern reaches of Jendisc were a cold and inhospitable place, being host to driving snow and wind most months out of the year. Few things lived there, and those able to did so by virtue of being meaner than everything else. Giant bears, dire wolves, and other, more dangerous creatures roamed the region with impunity.


The man known as Liontamer felt right at home.


The bitter wind attempted to blow back his fur-lined cape, but he held it closed with a gauntleted fist. The frigid weather turned his armor to ice, and he needed to conserve heat as much as possible.


Liontamer turned from his contemplation of the wood and gazed upon the men under his command. Numbering a little over five score, the soldiers went about making camp with great vigor, more to get out of the cold as quickly as possible than from any native industriousness. Toward the center of the encampment a large tent, his, was just about erected, and soon a large fire would be blazing inside. Liontamer looked forward to it.


Being sent on reconnaissance in the northern wastes was not the type of mission he envisioned being sent upon after joining the illustrious Panel of Judges as the youngest Judge in the history of Jendisc. Still, he would do his duty, and perform whatever task King Virt set him.


This mission, his first since joining the Panel, required Liontamer to explore the far northern reaches of Jendisc. Hardy, but somewhat isolated, frontiersmen had been delivering disquieting reports of late. They claimed there was something, or many somethings, stalking the wastes. Game had been found slaughtered, and not by wolves. People had gone missing, bodies nowhere to be found, their homes sacked. They pleaded with King Virt to do something.


So he sent a hundred men, under command of his two newest Judges, to ascertain the truth of these claims. Liontamer thought it a gross waste of his abilities, but one did not contradict the King. It wasn’t good for one’s longevity.

Liontamer’s sharp eyes caught movement in the woods at the edge of the camp. A large, solemn figure completely encased in gray steel armor strode through the trees. His armor had the curious quality of seeming to shift in color, as though it were partially composed of storm clouds. Liontamer put this impression down to a trick of the light, or perhaps a coating of a unique oil. Nevertheless, it was impossible not to recognize his fellow Judge, Graylightning.

Just then, Graylightning gazed across the camp and made eye contact with Liontamer. He was not entirely sure, exactly, how one made eye contact with a person whose entire visage remained obscured behind a steel helm, but he did not let it concern him overmuch.  Liontamer was not a man to be preoccupied with trivial matters.


Understanding Graylightning’s desire to speak with him, Liontamer strolled through the camp. A bubble of empty space surrounded him as those whose paths intersected with his hurriedly found alternate routes. The camp was small, and it was but a mere moment before he found himself face to visor with his comrade.

“Well? Did you find anything?” Liontamer asked.


Graylightning remained silent for a moment before speaking. “I think it best we discuss this in private,” his voiced boomed hollowly from inside his helm. He indicated Liontamer’s, and, by extension his, tent with a gesture.


A servant had just finished lighting a fire in an iron brazier when the Judges entered. At a look from Graylightning, he quickly hurried out and closed the tent flap behind him. Liontamer immediately approached the fire and warmed his hands, reminiscing about the hot southlands he originally hailed from.


“Are we alone?” Graylightning asked.


Liontamer closed his eyes and inhaled slowly through his nose, then exhaled from his mouth. He repeated the cycle several more times. There was the scent of burning wood, and the metallic tang of their armor. The tent itself smelled faintly musty. But other than Graylightning and himself, there were no human scents anywhere near.


Liontamer smirked. “Looks like they took the hint when I strung up that last wretch what tried to spy on us. We may speak freely.”


“Very well,” Graylightning began. “I shall be succinct. As you know, I originally planned to scout around the camp at a distance of one mile.”


“Of course.”


“I found nothing amiss. Or at least not overtly so. Tell me, have you marked the absence of game in this area?”


Liontamer thought for a moment. “Actually, yes. I put it down to the harsh weather.”


Graylightning shook his head. “The weather may be somewhat of a nuisance to us, but it is not nearly so severe as to drive every single animal away from the area. Nonetheless, they are gone, and I could discern no obvious reason.”

“Good thing we are amply supplied with provender. It would be impossible to forage,” Liontamer remarked.


“Indeed,” rumbled Graylightning. “Allow me to continue. I felt more scouting was needed, thus I widened my search. Just as I was about to turn back, I discovered something most curious. A bloodstained patch of snow, and evidence that a body was dragged for quite a distance. Unfortunately the trail disappeared after some few dozen feet.


“I also found this.” He reached into his belt pouch and pulled out two objects before tossing them to Liontamer.


Liontamer deftly snatched them out of the air and studied them. The larger of the two appeared to be the broken shaft of an arrow, oak, and fletched with goose feathers. The smaller object was the head of the arrow, forged of blackened steel. His eyes narrowed.

“What have you noticed?” Graylightning asked.


“This shaft is overlarge,” Liontamer noted, holding it aloft. “Almost twice as thick as those our own archers use. And this arrowhead is barbed.” Liontamer held it between two fingers before he fitted the head to the shaft and aligned the break. His eyebrows rose. “And the head is positioned perpendicular to the nock. This was made to slip between the ribs of men, and not be easily removed once in place. What sort of hunter would make an arrow such as this?”


“I know not. But there is one other piece of information of which you should be made aware. The footprints I found leading from this site were of surpassing size, such as those that might be made by a giant of a man. They were unshod.”


“Unshod!” Liontamer burst out. “What madman would walk these wastes barefoot? What man could?”


There was silence in the tent as the two men explored their thoughts. Liontamer spoke first, his words quiet.


“We should double the number of sentries on duty tonight, and sleep with our weapons close at hand.”


Graylightning nodded.

