The air was crisp and cool on her skin. Her breath clouded the air, as the early morning dew settled around her, glistening droplets of precious water forming like a sparkling second skin on the ground around her.

In the camp around her, the soldiers stirred quietly, grim determination in their actions as they broke their fast with the meager rations they had with them. The last remaining camp fires were put out, earth kicked over them to douse the sputtering flames and starve the smouldering embers of air.

No effort was made to break camp. Scouts had reported the night before a column was approaching from the south. They would be here soon, and not one of the soldiers gathered at the camp expected to survive to see the night. They were too few, too exposed on the rocky plain, and too far from the mountains and valleys that might protect them.

The air was still. Even the birds had fled to the safety of the woods some miles west. They would return in time, to feast upon the fallen. Disease ridden carrion, fat and glutted with the feasts of a hundred battles over the years, they were the true victors in any engagement. They always returned home, always full, content and satisfied in the knowledge that with the dawn there would always be more fallen on which to gorge.

There was no breeze yet, the waking sun was still climbing from his rest below the mountains in the east, his warmth and light yet to stir the wind as he rose, the sky overhead growing brighter in greeting as he came.

She hissed silently with alarm, startled by the sudden rasp of metal. Rising slowly she turned towards the noise, and saw a comrade sitting cross legged before the remains of a fire, drawing a whetstone across the edge of his blade. A final, desperate preparation, sharpening his blade, in the hopes a keen edge would serve the frail inexperienced warrior in the battle to come.

He turned his eyes towards her, a far away look in his eyes. Like many of them she realised, he no longer looked upon the world. Already he looked beyond it, knowing as they all did, that his last hours were upon him before he departed the land forever. She smiled and nodded at him reassuringly, a final kindness in the dawn before their death. He returned her nod and returned to his efforts to sharpen the blade as she surveyed the camp and studied the rise beyond it, to the south, where soon the bringers of death would muster.

Silently she greeted the land around her with her gaze, and silently she bade it farewell. Tall and still, a grim reflection of a statue raised in memorial to the dead, she was as the rock, grim, resolute, prepared and accepting of what was to come.

Across the camp came the faint sounds of crying, a womans voice lamenting their fate, the sounds of other women trying to comfort her, taking turns to hold and comfort her and dress her in the armour that was to become her burial gown.

The woman turned her head from the scene, unmoved. She had done her crying. All her life she had cried like that, and this time she was no longer capable of feeling the pain her comrades felt.

As a child she had seen the raiders come, her parents taken from her home and slaughtered before her cruelly as she cowered in some bushes outside. She watched them torch her home, and mutilate the corpses. When the others had found her she was black and crimson all over, stained with the blood of loved ones, covered in soot and ash. Clasping to the arms of a limp parent pleading for it to speak and hold her and take away the fear as the world she had known bled and burned around her.

Later her foster parents met a similar end, and she watched with horrid fascination as her step brothers and sisters were speared and slain defending their home as she hid in the rafters. That time she had earned scars that would never fade. Knowing it would be death to leave the house while the raiders waited outside, she had remained, her nostrils full of the scent of her burning flesh as the house burned around her. When the raiders had finally gone, she made her way to a nearby village and was taken in again, one of the few surviving refugees from her homelands. She was taken in by the village crone, a wisened woman of countless years, who tended the burns she had suffered for many months until she healed. The crone taught her of herb lore, of animal crafts and of secret spells that would bring rain, or allow dead soil to bring forth fertile crops.

When the crone had passed on, she took over the role of village doctor, tending sick people and animals alike. As she came of age, she grew to know love. A young suitor, not put off by the stories told by the villagers of the crones, doted on her and cared for her. Their love blossomed, and after a time, they were to be betrothed. The villagers celebrated their union, preparing fine foods and drinks, the partnership of the village medicine woman and one of their most influential families was seen as a good omen. The lands, it was felt, would prosper and grow like never before.

They danced, and they sang, music filling the air and the bright village lights illuminating the land for miles around. They feasted and were merry and they said their vows before their god to always be there for each other till death do they part.

Later that night she lay holding her stomach, knowing as only a medicine woman could, that she already bore life, and she wept. She drifted off to sleep holding him close weeping as his blood spilled out over her the night sky alight above her, a bitter mirror of the burning village beneath as the wails of the dying cried out, and she knew the lands would prosper and grow, fed as it would be by those that had died when the raiders came, drawn in by the bright lights meant to celebrate her union with the dead thing she now held close in her marriage bed. She felt the life inside her and knew it was not her husbands, but rather the vile seed of those who had raped her and left her for dead on her wedding night.

She lived out self imposed exile, as many crones before her had. This time hidden from the village she served for her children rather than for her secrets, as the villagers would taunt and beat them terribly, as the half-orc children she had born served only to remind them of the evils of the raiders that came from time to time, seeking nothing but the deaths of her and her people.

And soon she had not even her children. One grim winter night, as a storm raged in the air above, they were slain defending the village that had spurned them, as she worked her magics to control the storm and drive off the invaders.

Yes, she had done her lifes weeping. She had cried and bled until she could cry and bleed no more. She was a rock now, without sorrow or feeling, a bitter calm, all the rage she had felt long since burned away. Her final loss had brought her back to the villagers, who accepted her again for the deeds of her children. Her family honor redeemed, she stood to fight the invaders this last time, as they came in force across the land, messages of all the towns and villages that fell before them, and left trampled to dust in their wake.

Their finest warriors already gone, drafted by the army to serve in the war, all that were left were the villagers, a cadre of soldiers unused to war. They would fight, for there was nothing else left to do.

The first rays of light from the rising sun touched on the camp and swept across her features, smoothing the lines from her face, making her seem younger than her years as she stood and felt the last warmth she could ever feel in this life. She drank in the sunlight, letting it invigorate her as the people mustered around her, waiting for her to give them guidance, their wise, all knowing crone.

Someone passed her her spear. An ancient thing, edges worn and chipped, its haft tightly bound in leather and wire mesh, the sun glinting brightly from its tip. She stared at it like it was an alien thing, unfamiliar in hands more used to holding tools than weapons.

It came through the ground first. A vibration that moved through the ground and up through her feet and up her bones and spine like a hammer. Her chest grew tight in anticipation, and she shuffled uneasily in her ill fitting armour, barely covering her in places, made for a man many years younger than the old woman it now adorned.

They were coming. The rhythmic beat moved through the earth like the beating of a leviathan heart, filling her mind with a throbbing sensation that was like some noise more felt than heard. As the sun rose higher it shone reflected from metal in the distance to the south. The raiders grew near, the time was at hand.

She gathered the people, and stood before them atop a crate. She gave them words of courage, and painted tales of valour and victory and blessed them with those charms and spells she knew, the sun burning bright behind her as she held her spear aloft and urged them to give their all, her mismatched armour hanging oddly from her gaunt frame.

And then she climbed down to face the enemy, holding her spear ready as she waited, wordlessly muttering charms of good fortune for her people and spitting curses at the invaders. The people formed up around her, facing their foe as the village captain of the guard, the closest thing to a general, walked the line before them, throwing himself into a rallying speech that was felt by all and heard by none, their attention turned fully upon the growing column of silver and steel that grew before them like a tidal wave of blades and death.

The air went dark, the first arrow exchange blotting out the sun, as the invaders and villagers fired at each other, and suddenly there was no time. They charged as one, towards battle and death, silently for none of them felt the stirring that would bring forth a battle cry.

As they closed on the invaders, she wished the military hadnt taken the warriors, that they had been able to send a regiment to protect them rather than forcing the villagers to fight. She looked upon the faces of the evil ones and she saw the faces of those who had taken all she ever loved, and she gave herself to hatred then.

She remembered her parents, when she was young and her heart quickened and became more determined, finding strength she had forgotten and screaming a wordless blood thirsty curse upon her foes that chilled to the bone.

She remembered her children and ran now towards them and the death that would bring them together again, moving ahead of her comrades at a pace that belied her years.

She remembered the flames as she burned when she was young, and she drew the fire from her memory back into herself and screamed again, her limited power making the flames real and ensheathing her spear in a blazing inferno that made the air around it waver and burned the eyes of those who looked upon it.

She saw the enemy champion high atop his mount call out to her as he ordered his men to hold and as he charged her she knew the villagers had stopped their charge a long way behind her and she grinned.

A battle of champions then, decided by the two of them, her village may be saved after all, she ran on faster then, possessed by some demon of her own making towards the mounted monster.

She would protect her village with her life, as her husband had protected her with his own that night so long ago. The distance shortened, 50 feet, 40, 30, and she could see the wild eyes of the beast before her atop his steed.

She drew that final memory into her mind. That night when her lover had died beside her as she tensed herself like a spring as the horse drew ever nearer, and remembered the blood and the pain.

She jumped in to the air like an arrow, her blazing spear held forward, her whole body a weapon of hatred for the monsterous horde before her and she recalled the rape as she lay in a pool of her lovers blood.

The man was unprepared for the assault, his guard too low to counter it, and he brought his shield up too slowly to protect himself. She drove the spear through the humans skull, his hair errupting in flame as a scream bubbled and died in his throat, all her weight and hatred behind the blow, driving her in to him, and onto the blade he had tried to raise to sheild himself, taking them both off his horse.

She pulled herself from him, his blade still locked in her stomach and his blood sizzling on her spear. Behind her the orcs stirred and charged once more, ahead the human ranks shuffled and the humans cried out in fear of the old orc woman who had felled their mighty champion with a single blow…

The carrion birds feasted as they always had, and the lands grew thick and luscious with the blood and remains of the fallen. The once parched field was green again, except for a single stain, a black circle at its heart, where the plants withered and died as if some great fire raged there long after the battle had passed from all memory. The lands lasting testament and memorial to the crone.

