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PrologueThe old man hurried.
Overcast and blustery, leaden skies filled the waning day with roiling clouds driven by a fitful westerly. The promised rainstorm had not yet eventuated, but as thunder rumbled ominously over the eastern mountain range ahead of him the elderly traveler paused to study the looming weather.
"I'll wager there's snow behind that coming rain,” he muttered to the fur-wrapped bundle clutched tightly to his chest. An answering gurgle prompted the old-timer to part the strips of pelt swaddling clothing the infant, who in response tugged playfully at the other's dangly, silvery beard. Lowering the cowl of his travel cloak, his flowing mane of white hair whipped by the gusting wind, the oldster's stern and weathered countenance softened slightly as he regarded the playful babe.
"Why do grown-ups insist on talking to babies when they know full well they'll not be understood,” he snorted, its chubby fingers investigating the silky grayness of his lengthy whiskers. “Idiocy!” Disentangling his impressively long beard from the baby's exploring hands, the aged caregiver returned the youngster to the insulating warmth of its fur wrap to ward off the late afternoon chill of early winter.
"We had best find shelter for the night, little fellow,” murmured the old man, disregarding his own ridicule over conversing with infants. Casting a cursory second glance skywards at the sullen cloudbanks, he pointedly added, “Preferably somewhere waterproof."
Hastening across the boulder-strewn plain fronting the equally desolate foothills, the old man walked with a briskness that belied his years and habitual use of the gnarled wooden staff he leaned upon. With remarkable surety he picked his way through the jumble of rocks littering the bleak landscape, stopping periodically to gauge his bearings in the fading light. To his right foamed the wild rapids of a swift river sourced by the purple-hued peaks lying due east. Angling away from the rushing watercourse with his infant ward, the old-timer made for a vertical crack in the rocky hill face a shade darker than the pervading grayness. He reached his goal just as the first heavy raindrops spattered haphazardly upon the arid, stony ground.
"Looks inviting,” he grumbled aloud, peering into the dimness of the cave lying beyond the opening. Squeezing sideways through the gap, he inched into the grotto, muttering an incantation as he sidled inside. An instant later the rounded crown of his staff flared with bluish brilliance to illuminate the grotto. “It's not the Palatial Inn at Alberion, but it'll suffice,” the old man commented absently whilst inspecting the hillside abode with a critical eye.
Little more than a fissure in the foundations of the mountainous uplands, the chamber was barely five feet across and perhaps twice that in length, the leeward wall slanting inwards to form an angled ceiling overhead. The rear of the naturally formed dugout was littered with debris from a past cave-in, halving the habitable space of the already cramped interior: hardly spacious, but welcome shelter from the breaking storm.
Leaning his magically lit staff in the doorway, the aged conjurer unfastened his cloak to lay it on the cave floor before placing the infant upon the travel stained garment. Casting about, he selected a goodly sized rock from the rubble pile behind and, setting the granite chunk before him, wove an unspoken spell with his bony fingers. A fiery redness instantly radiated outwards from the core of the shard, the superheated stone bathing the chamber with its warming, ruddy glow.
Grunting satisfactorily at his magicked heat and light, the oldster extinguished his lighted staff with a curt word of command. He then slipped the leather holdall from his shoulder and dropped it to the ground with a clatter, straightening the smock of nondescript homespun he wore as an undergarment. The cooing baby did not even flinch at the disturbance. Kneeling, the old man said, “You westerlings are made of stern stuff.” Frowning as he unwrapped the infant, he wrinkled his hooked nose and gagged. “Pity it keeps coming out so often,” he observed, changing the soiled nappy with fresh linen from his worn travel case.
Outdoors, the waterlogged heavens unleashed its pent-up moisture in a steady downpour. Booming thunderclaps echoed throughout the lonesome hills close on the heels of lightning flashes that stabbed the darkening sky with fleeting displays of crackling luminosity. Indoors, the cave remained comfortingly warm and dry for those sheltering from the teeming rain and biting cold assailing the windswept plain.
"I bet you're hungry as well,” the magician mused, despite his charge not wailing to be fed. Rummaging through his satchel, he produced a small gourd filled with goat's milk and proceeded to feed the unnaturally quiet infant. After the baby boy had drunk his fill and been burped, he was returned to the cloak and wrapped anew in his furred swaddling, smiling merrily at his guardian. Murmuring babyish sounds of contentment, the youngster was soon lulled into sleep by the pattering rainfall outside.
Envying the trusting innocence of the napping child, the oldster made himself as comfortable as he could in the confines of their narrow shelter and became lost in his own private thoughts. Seated before the glowing rock, his wrinkled hands held palm outwards to draw its radiant warmth, the contemplative wizard at first failed to notice the image forming in the shimmering heat haze above the firestone. With a sharp intake of breath he suddenly realized that a face-like apparition of wavering reddish transparency now hovered in the warmed air, steadily gaining definition until the countenance of an old man stared back at him.
"Omelchor!” hissed the spellcaster.
The ancient traveler might well have been looking into a mirror, were it not for the shoulder length locks and close-cropped whiskers sported by his pink-haired reflection. Startlingly identical, the brooding face was thin, even gaunt looking, with a hook of a nose and shaggy eyebrows overhanging intensely penetrating eyes of flinty purple. The age lines creasing the leathery skin were equally complex and mapped a lifetime of experiences measured far beyond the span of mortal man. But while the old-timer in the cave demonstrated a gruff kindliness, this spectral face exuded an unmistakable air of malevolence.
"Hello, brother dearest.” The phantom head's silky voiced greeting was devoid of friendliness.
The old man sneered at the glowering image. “You're slipping, Omel. I had expected you to locate me sooner."
"Sorry to disappoint you, but had you used your magic earlier I would surely have found you before now.” Omelchor's disjointed head pivoted downwards to view the makeshift fire with disdain. “Enkindled rock? An unimaginative spell, even by your limited standards."
The longer-haired old man shrugged indifferently.
"I have to admit I'm a little put out that you didn't bother to pay me a call during your visit to the West. Common courtesy and all that."
"I didn't want to impose."
Omelchor chuckled mirthlessly. “How thoughtful of you.” Spying the sleeping infant, the dislocated necromancer arched an eyebrow curiously. “Adopting western foundlings now, my brother?"
"Don't call me that."
"What? Brother?"
"You forsook that right fifteen hundred years ago."
Feigning shock, Omelchor complained, “Do you still bear a grudge over that little misunderstanding?"
"Abducting my wife and slaying her sister was hardly a mere trifle,” growled the old wizard.
"You know what they say about bygones."
"Your actions remain unforgivable."
"From your standpoint: for myself, they were necessary indulgences. Norelda really has been much happier in my company since. She is still quite a fetching mistress after all these centuries."
Feeling like a caged animal suffering the taunts of a sadistic keeper, the cornered magician rose and attempted to pace, only to find himself hampered by the smallness of the fissure and the slumbering babe. He settled for turning his back to the mocking face. “This conversation bores me,” he declared irritably. “Goodbye."
"You are aware it's punishable under Eastern Realms law."
"What is?"
"Kidnapping. A crime of deadlier seriousness where an innocent child is concerned."
The mage inclined his head defensively. “I did not snatch this boy."
"I beg to differ, brother. Perhaps a stretch inside the infamous prison of Foran Dearth will clarify your obviously clouded perspective."
"Considering the Western Provinces condone the practice of slavery, your moralizing is inappropriate."
Omelchor disagreed. “Semantics aside, you have stolen a native of Carnach."
"I prefer the term liberated."
"Whatever. In my capacity as empowered guardian of the western peoples, I cannot sit idly by. Do you actually think you can raise this babe to be a champion of the East?"
"It shall be his Destiny."
This time Omelchor's laugh was annoyingly genuine. “And you chastised me in the past for interfering in the natural progress of the Fellow Races. Come now, brother. Even you cannot fail to see the irony of perverting your own preaching."
"Surely western prophecies mention the emergence of a Carnachian warrior destined to shape history,” retorted the accused magician.
"That is a matter of interpretation. We both know the difficulties of deciphering augurs with any degree of accuracy. But you taking it upon yourself to secure a pet westerner is a good indicator.” Omelchor's visage hardened. “I will hunt him down."
The old conjurer shuffled to stand protectively over the defenseless babe, blissfully sound asleep. “You'll not find him. Come daybreak we'll cross Tarndeth Ward to be lost in Anarican territory."
"We shall see. A tamed Goblin hiding out in the princedom of Men shouldn't be terribly hard to track down. And then I will seal his Fate.” The grim-faced necromancer grinned wickedly in a plain gesture of promised violence.
"Overconfidence has ever been your weakness, Omelchor. Delightful though this reunion has been, I tire of your witless repartee."
"Magically I am your better, Maldoch, and the master you foolishly serve is but a puny weakling in comparison to the glory of my goddess. You are doomed to failure. Fate is stronger than Destiny."
"Believe what fantasies you will, my deranged brother. In the end the best spellcaster on the day shall prevail. Now begone!” The irked wizard dismissed the insubstantial image into nothingness with a perfunctory wave of his hand, but the strain of quashing his rival's magic wearied him.
Slumping as if he personally bore the weight of the known world upon him, the aged wizard squared his shoulders with a sigh of resignation and stared listlessly out into the rainy night for a long moment. Inexplicably saddened, he swung his gaze back upon the dozing infant, thinking: So young and dependent. The future peacekeeper of all Terrath and without even a name.
[Back to Table of Contents]
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Chapter One"Garrich, defend yourself!"
The boy parried the sword thrusting at his face and the ring of clashing steel echoed harshly in the glade. He delivered a stinging riposte in answer, forcing his lunging opponent on the back foot.
Tylar Shudonn circled the armed youth warily, his blade extended guardedly before him in the relaxed stance of an expert swordsman. During the course of his illustrious army career the retired weapons master trained innumerable fighters, but this lithe teenager was by far the best student he ever tutored. Gifted with catlike reflexes and a natural deftness with the sword, the fifteen year old was proving a handful for the famed veteran.
"What's wrong, my mentor—retirement slowed you down?” smirked the cocky adolescent.
"You impudent whippersnapper! This toothless old bear still has his claws,” growled Tylar, darting forward and swinging a half-hearted backhanded stroke that nonetheless sent his impertinent pupil scurrying for cover behind the nearest shrub.
In truth, the boy's friendly insolence was on the mark. Nigh on two decades had elapsed since Shudonn voluntarily resigned his post as captaining instructor at the Regal Military Academy in the realm's capital of Alberion to end his soldiering days as a restful civilian, and Father Time proved unkind to the old warhorse. Robbed of his stamina and lightning fast swordplay by the withering strokes of age, the legendary campaigner became a shadow of his former self. And yet, even at a sprightly 71 years of age, Tylar Shudonn was still counted a formidable warrior, for his decrepit body was offset by an analytical mind untouched by oldness and hosting a lifetime's experience as Anarica's preeminent soldier.
Feigning a stumble, the crafty fighter lured his youthful trainee from his shielding bush to within striking range of his sword arm, playing upon Garrich's concern for his teacher's welfare. Suddenly placed on the defensive, furiously parrying the blows from Shudonn's flicking blade, the worried boy was now driven backwards. Beads of sweat trickled in discomforting rivulets down the backs of both swordsmen in spite of the windy coolness of the autumn day, for though the practice swords they wielded lacked the razor edge of true fighting implements, the rebated weapons nevertheless preserved the weight and feel of combat blades.
"Study your opponent and learn his weaknesses,” puffed Shudonn, tiring from the sustained effort yet having breath enough to instruct. “Knowing an enemy is crucial to beating him. Any advantage must be fully exploited."
Heeding his master's tutelage, Garrich instantly changed tactics and came on the offensive. He attacked his perspiring coach repeatedly with powerful overhand blows that the weary oldster found increasingly difficult to block, until finally a stroke won through Tylar's faltering defense and the trounced veteran suffered a glancing blow to his shoulder. With a grunt of pain Shudonn was spun around and sent reeling to the ground.
"Father!” Garrich cried in alarm, discarding his blade to kneel beside the fallen oldster.
Tylar smiled in spite of the intense throbbing of his pained shoulder as he was gently turned onto his back. A career soldier, he never once regretted not marrying and raising a family, for the service had been his mistress and its recruits his sons. But this youthful ward he lovingly raised from a toddler brought to life his latent fatherly instincts and it pleased Shudonn immensely whenever the adopted boy thought of him as dad.
"There doesn't appear to be any bleeding,” pronounced Garrich, gingerly inspecting the site where his dulled blade had nevertheless sliced through the outer layers of the padded tunic each religiously wore during weapons practice. “But you're going to have a nasty bruise come morning."
Wincing, the old-timer offhandedly replied, “I've suffered worse injuries than a tap with a blunt sword and lived."
"I'm sorry, father. I should not have attacked you so ferociously."
"Nonsense, Garrich. Had you fought one whit below your ability I would've boxed your ears. Never be afraid to commit fully to battle, for hesitancy will cost you dearly. You could pay for indecision with your life.” The distressed boy nodded his head sullenly. “Now quit your moping and help me sit up. I'm lying on a blasted thistle."
Garrich did as he was bidden before removing his guardian's conical helm.
"That's a relief,” murmured Tylar, wiping his sweaty brow with the sleeve of his good arm while the youth supported him. The old-timer's balding head glistened from the recent exertion and he rubbed his clean shaven jaw reflectively, absently tracing with his forefinger the ragged scar marring his chin—a lasting reminder of a past encounter with a desperate brigand—before testing his injured shoulder. Rewarded with a stab of pain that shot through the dull ache enveloping his upper arm, Shudonn scowled and testily said to his charge, “Is that any way to treat a sword, boy? I thought I taught you better,” when eyeing his pupil's dumped weapon with disdain.
The chagrined teen retrieved his forgotten blade as he was made to recite the object lesson endlessly drilled into him a thousand times beforehand. “A warrior's sword is his truest companion: unfailing and uncompromising. I will find no better friend of steely mettle. To lose such a comrade is to surely forfeit my life."
"Words to live by,” Shudonn said in reminder. “When next you repeat them put a little heart into it.” He gave the boy a playful cuff about the head and grimaced. “I really need to rub some salve on this shoulder of mine."
"You're hardly a spring chicken now, Pappy,” Garrich observed, sheathing his sword and helping the old-timer to his feet. “Injuries for you take a darn sight longer to heal."
"Don't be so impolite, boy!” berated Tylar. Oldness was a touchy subject for the once vigorous soldier.
"Let's get you back to the cottage,” said the youth, hiding his grin of amusement. His attempt to aid the elderly warrior was rejected with an indignant shove.
"Stop your mothering, Garrich. I'm hardly a cripple yet. I can manage perfectly well on my own.” Stubbornly proud, Tylar Shudonn squared his shoulders with a suppressed groan, picked up his own dropped blade and proceeded to march in smart military fashion from the small clearing ringed by ash and beech. Garrich followed and was immediately rebuffed by his elder. “Oh no, youngster. You're going to wash yourself in the creek before coming home. You smell like a rancid boar.” With that, the old soldier tramped imperiously into the surrounding wood.
Garrich ambled from the glade and made his way to the merrily gurgling brook that flowed a short distance from the practice field, absently kicking at the stray leaves littering the forest floor as he walked. Autumn was only beginning to brush the stretch of timberland adjacent to Wivernbush with its desiccating touch; the boughs overhead sported a colorful mantle of foliage fading from vibrant green to mute yellow and interspersed with splotches of rusty orange and deathly red. Over the coming weeks the trees would shed their leafy crowns altogether, leaving their branches starkly naked and forlorn, to carpet the wood with a matting of multi-hued detritus. Garrich always considered autumn to be the saddest of the four seasons, a time of withering that led into the deathly white freeze preceding the spring rebirth.
Stripping down to his waist, the topless boy shivered from exposure to the crisp breeze carrying with it the frigid promise of winter. He knelt beside the water's edge, listening for a quiet moment to the musical tinkling of the babbling stream, before removing his own helmet; glad to be rid of the weighty headgear with its discomforting nose and cheek guards. Never completely at ease donning armor, Garrich found a helm and breastplate annoyingly restrictive items in a warrior's garb.
Scratching his itchy head, he followed his usual routine when bathing by searching out a pool of stilled water to gaze at his reflection in before washing. That is not to say the youth was vain, for he did not possess a conceited bone in his body. Rather, Garrich was obsessed by his undisclosed parentage and habitually strove to try and discern his abstruse ancestry by studying his exotic looks, for since reaching his teens he increasingly noticed and been bothered by the marked physical differences between him and Tylar Shudonn. Aside from the proud old soldier standing a head taller than his ward and sporting sun browned skin compared to the boy's olive complexion, the facial contrasts between father and adopted son were incontrovertible.
Garrich examined himself anew in the watery mirror. He turned his head this way and that, trying to gain a fresh perspective but his looks remained annoyingly mystifying: the abnormally high cheekbones, slanted eyes and upwardly angled eyebrows—even the glossy raven hair tied back in a pony-tail. Their very alienage taunted him. The enigma of his lineage stayed frustratingly unchanged, as did his unsightly acne. Sighing disconsolately, the teenager unbuckled his belted sword, removed his boots and breeches, and waded unclad into the middle of the stream to sit in the chill water with an exasperated splash.
He still had no inkling of what race he belonged to or what diverse cultural heritage his bloodline was part of. The only clue Garrich possessed was the furred swaddling Shudonn claimed to have found him wrapped in as an abandoned babe and thoughtfully kept as a keepsake for when the boy turned old enough to understand the importance of the memento as his legacy. Consequently, the moldy pelt remained the teenager's prized possession. His sole link to an undiscovered personal history, the scrap of hide was as cryptic as his facial features.
Dunking his head, Garrich hurriedly washed himself before clambering from the brook on to the embankment and shaking the water from his hair. Shivering as the wind dried his dripping body, the apprentice swordsman warmed himself by executing classic fencing moves with a stick of dead wood. Garrich made a comical sight as he lunged and parried totally nude against an imaginary foe. His frame exhibited the leanness of youth, but a hint of the man to come lay in a broadening of the shoulders and bulking up of corded muscles developed from countless hours spent training. Fluidly thrusting and blocking with practiced ease until dry Garrich dressed and set off along the winding path leading back to the glade.
A pale noonday sun shone weakly from an overcast sky as he crossed the clearing and took the footpath to Falloway Cottage. The rustic log cabin with its creaky porch and backyard vegetable garden lying fallow awaiting spring planting was the only abode the boy had ever known. Looking more like an uprooted extension of the encircling trees than a manmade affair, an occupier other than Tylar Shudonn built the timbered dwelling years beforehand. Rotted and warped planking was renewed annually, keeping the exterior a mismatch of newly milled and seasoned wood. Whatever fate befell the former and unnamed resident, the retired soldier either refused to comment on or simply did not know. It mattered little to Garrich. The cottage stayed his anchor in a world of unsettling mystery. It was home.
Bounding up the steps with youthful exuberance, Garrich discovered Tylar inside struggling to undo his tunic one-handed. “Get me out of this quilted straightjacket,” begged the oldster. ‘I feel like a trussed up stag.’ The boy helped his guardian change clothes before exchanging his own garments for fresh breeches and a loose-fitting shirt laced up at the front. Garrich then rubbed a foul smelling balm into Shudonn's numbing shoulder before the pair lunched in silence upon simple fare of bread and cheese, followed by a small selection of dried fruit washed down with cool water.
Austere like its unadorned outer walls, Falloway Cottage's interior reflected the functional simplicity of Tylar Shudonn's military upbringing. Furnishings were practical rather than decorative, the living room dominated by a sturdy and laden weapons rack sited opposite the blazing iron firepot doubling as the cabin's heating source and cooking stove. Placed alongside that hulking piece of furniture with its assorted blades, maces, axes, and lances stood a narrower cabinet of dark, lacquered cherry wood filled with tin dishes, cups, pots, and pans plus a score of well thumbed books sitting neatly upright on the uppermost shelf. Every item had its place. Garrich and Tylar were seated at a plainly carved table of burnished walnut, the milky light of the cloudy day lighting the otherwise dismal room via the solitary four-paned window adjoining the solid oaken front door set in the west wall. The only other doorway in the dwelling led off the lounge to the single bedroom shared by the pair: a cramped windowless chamber housing two cots separated by a communal chest of drawers. The roomies thankfully enjoyed individual chamber pots.
Nibbling on a slice of brittle apricot, Garrich asked his minimalist father, “What shall I practice this afternoon? Close quarter drill with a fighting staff, or maybe spear throwing? Oh, I know. Handling a battleaxe might be fun."
"Don't talk with your mouth full,” chided Tylar. Considering his stiffening shoulder, he decided, “We'll resume your schooling."
The boy groaned. “I'd prefer weapons training. What use is book learning in a fight, unless you whack an opponent over the head with a thick tome."
"Plenty, my flippant son. Volumes have been written on tactics and strategy. A well read soldier is—"
"—a prepared soldier,” finished Garrich, pouting resignedly as he rose from the dining table and trudged across the room to where the china cabinet-cum-bookcase stood, his literary education plainly an unavoidable chore. “What book do you want fetched? The atlas perhaps, for the lively subject of geography, or Flinder's mind-numbing dissertation on siege engines."
Shudonn glowered reprovingly. “I don't know where on Terrath you get this streak of sarcasm from, boy. It's certainly none of my doing."
Garrich shrugged. “My parents, I guess. Whoever they might have been."
Tylar motioned for Garrich to return to his seat without a reference text. “Today's lesson will be a spoken narrative on history,” he announced. The empty handed teenager looked decidedly uninterested as he slouched in his chair. “My account of the border clashes,” added the veteran officer. Garrich brightened visibly and sat up. No dry recitation of some snooty historian's embellished and inaccurate secondhand chronicle of the nation's recorded conflicts for him!
The old-timer began. “I was younger than you when I enlisted with the Borderlanders. A snot-nosed fourteen year old that passed himself off as sixteen so he could find adventure as a soldier.” Tylar slowly shook his near hairless head in fond remembrance. “And what escapades I had. My squad chased bandit bands from Serepar to Woldsham and back again. That's how I came by this souvenir.” He tapped his scarred chin. “We endured a motherless sergeant who bullied us terribly. A born survivor, he taught me most of what I teach you. Made me his corporal. He hammered into my fellow recruits the soldiering skills we needed to run down brigands and stay alive. Yet, for all his expertise he suffered a soldier's fate."
"He got killed in battle?” ventured Garrich, his eyes afire with fascination.
Tylar nodded sadly. “Knifed in the belly by a downed robber he presumed dead. Took him two days and a night to die, poor sod. Strange I haven't thought of him in years. His demise got me promoted to acting sergeant. From there my rise through the ranks was fairly standard. Lieutenant by the time I turned thirty, a captain commanding my own unit thirteen years later.” He looked pointedly at Garrich. “Let's review your knowledge of the facts concerning the armed skirmishes. When and where was the first altercation between Men and Goblins?"
The boy screwed up his face in concentration. “Year 283 in ... Rolverton?"
"Haston,” corrected Shudonn.
"I always get those two mixed up,” complained Garrich.
"An easy mistake. Elaborate."
"Er, the troop of mounted infantry destined to be formed into the famed Strantharian Lancers intercepted western raiders, wiping them out."
"Mmm, the abridged version,” assessed Tylar.
"That's what is written in the history books given me,” the boy avowed.
"True enough. A concise summation is well and good, but what you—the reader—cannot gain from such texts is the brutal reality of warfare. That can only be imparted by firsthand observations."
Tylar Shudonn commenced to recount his personal experiences from the brief, but fierce and frequent scuffles waged between the Borderland Patrol and its Goblin foil, each vehemently defending their respective side of Montaine Divide. His wish to enliven otherwise dreary teaching through animated storytelling was realized as Garrich sat entranced by sagas of unthinking heroism and selfless bravery in the heat of battle. Mindful not to glorify those deeds, for warring is a bloody business, the old-timer painted an equally graphic picture of the deaths upon the battlefield incurred by both victor and foe. It progressed into a woeful tale punctuated by the lamentable loss of two close comrades who fell in the closing stages of a particularly violent struggle when the opposing bands tussled inconclusively over the strip of rocky land isolating Carnach from Anarica.
"Such a tragic waste of life on both sides,” concluded the oldster.
"But containing the Westies was a triumph for the Borderlanders,” countered Garrich, puzzled by his guardian's sympathy for the enemy.
"A bittersweet result that cost East and West dearly. Nobody gained ground; we each lost good men. You miss the consequence of battle, my son. It is neither tarnished medals nor hollow accolades. The outcome is always the same: grief."
Garrich was confused. “A soldier's duty is to war, father."
"No,” rejected Tylar. “He is duty-bound to uphold the decrees of his monarch and government of lords. Nobles wage war. Soldiers merely enforce such policies."
"I don't understand,” professed the teen.
"Let me simplify it for you then. Why do you carry a sword?"
"For protection."
"And?"
Garrich fumbled. “To defend others if need be?"
"Precisely.” Shudonn smiled approvingly. The moral values he diligently instilled upon the maturing boy at the earliest age were showing through. “The same can be said of an army, for its prime role is to maintain peace and protect citizenry through a show of force. Only when that bluff is called must soldiery commit to battle to resolve disputation. A soldier should be compelled to fight only as a last resort.” Seeing Garrich's continuing bemusement, Tylar explained on a more personal note. “I am proud to have served my count as a loyal trooper and bear no regrets whatsoever in following the orders I was oath-bound to obey. What shames me as a man is the many times I was forced to take a life when enacting that duty."
The reminiscing old-timer pushed out his chair and came to his feet. Looking startlingly frail to Garrich's eyes, Shudonn shuffled around the table to place a trembling hand upon the boy's sinewy shoulder. “Son, you are fortunate not to have slain another living being. I pray to Jeshuvallhod that you never will, for the guilt never leaves you. Ever."
"I'm not sure that is a prayer the Maker can answer."
Frowning, Tylar asked, “Why ever not?"
Garrich nervously cleared his throat. “My sixteenth birthday is half a year away. When it arrives I intend traveling to Alberion to join the prince's army. I want to be a professional soldier."
"I forbid it."
Shudonn's resistance was expected. His outright refusal came as a complete shock. “But I'll be old enough by then,” Garrich stammered in protest.
"In years, yes,” conceded Tylar, “but not in maturity. You wield a sword admirably. Are you prepared to end a person's life with your blade though?"
"I wish to live a soldier's life. If that means killing in service to the crown, so be it."
"Brave words, boy. My answer is still no. You'd hate army life: too much marching and saluting. Besides, you've never been to a city. You wouldn't like the experience—all that noise and crush of people. You're better off here with me."
"You can't stop me,” Garrich blurted defiantly. He instantly regretted that remark as Shudonn painfully tightened his grip on the youth's shoulder.
"Don't be so sure, son,” Tylar rumbled warningly. “I haven't taught you every trick in my book."
Garrich gulped nervously.
Noticing the lengthening shadows on the planked floor as the eventful day drew to a close, the oldster released his ward and ambled to the window. The enfolding forest looked decidedly dim and cheerless in the dusky light. Tylar stoked the embers of the glimmering firepot before sitting and casually said, as if nothing untoward had just happened, “Whose turn to cook tonight, youngster?"
"Mine, I think,” replied the flummoxed teen.
Shudonn smacked his gummy lips. “Best get on with preparing supper then. I'm famished."
Garrich served up a meaty stew of boiled venison and diced vegetables in repast as Tylar customarily read one of his beloved books by firelight before dinner, leisurely thumbing through a tome illustrating Anarican heraldry. Tasting the steaming ragout, the oldster grimaced and remarked, “You need to brush up on your culinary skills. An army marches on its stomach you know."
The boy shoved his plate away. “Not funny."
"A poor choice of words on my part. Sorry."
Shudonn cleaned his plate despite Garrich's botched cookery. Once the dishes of the evening meal were cleared, rinsed in a pail and upended on the floor to dry, he set out quill and parchment to indulge in his passion. One might think poetry a strange pastime for a retired soldier, but Tylar needed an outlet for the streak of creativity inherited from his artistic mother. The rigidity of army life precluded hobbies, so the legendary trooper always made time to express himself in the eloquence of written verse now that freedom permitted: an understandable form of release for the pent-up emotions that invariably resulted from having led such a disciplined existence. Garrich meanwhile undertook his weekly chore of weapons maintenance; replacing damaged shafts and bindings, sharpening dulled blades with a whetstone, as well as stitching the rent in Shudonn's padded jacket. He finished his task the same way each time by retrieving his mentor's cherished broadsword from its place of honor atop the cluttered rack. Drawing the blade of finely crafted steel from its battered leather scabbard, the boy fastidiously oiled and polished the sword until it gleamed.
His lips pursed in thought, Tylar asked, “What rhymes with raven?"
Garrich considered the question. “Haven,” he suggested.
Shudonn grunted his approval of the offering and, dipping his feathered pen in the inkpot beside him, scribbled enthusiastically. His decade long work in progress was an ode to the thirty-fourth Prince of Men, Torsca Holbyant, given the unofficial accolade ‘the Soldier Prince’ on account of his undying patronage to the Anarican military. “Your home schooling is not wasted after all,” he muttered to Garrich.
The teenager ignored the comment, too engrossed with his guardian's precious sword to care about the jibe. Hefting the blade from hand to hand, Garrich never ceased to marvel at the precise balance of the surprisingly lightweight broadsword. Commissioned by the officer commanding the Royal High Army to forge the exquisite weapon as Tylar Shudonn's retirement gift, the reputable Min Alorth smith responsible charged the princedom's treasury an exorbitant sum for the finished article; a price the marshal gladly paid, as everyone knew that Dwarven smiths were unequalled as metalworkers in all of Terrath. Garrich tested the feel of the sword and sliced through the air in a tight arc. The swinging blade generated the mournful sough of wind humming through the trees.
"Put Whistler away before you cut yourself,” Shudonn chided without glancing up from his sheaf of parchment. Soldiers affectionately dubbed a favorite sword with a fitting name much like a preferred riding horse.
Garrich unhappily returned the sword to its sheath and shoved the secured weapon back on the uppermost rack. He slumped into his chair and moaned, “Father, why train me in the fighting arts when you won't allow me to be a soldier? I fail to see the point of mastering such skills and not putting them to proper use."
"You'll one day find a use for your swordsmanship, my boy. But not in military service to the principality."
"Maybe as a mercenary then,” quipped Garrich.
Shudonn lifted his stern countenance. “Swords for hire are a detestable lot who bring disrepute to legitimate soldiery. Have you learned nothing from me?"
Suitably abashed, Garrich studied the wood grain patterning the tabletop.
Setting down his quill, Tylar clasped his hands before him in repose. “Every person, I believe, is given a particular destiny to fulfill. Mine was soldiering. Yours Garrich is, I suspect, something entirely different. I have been preparing you to face whatever future lies in store for you educated with the necessary life skills, such as reading and writing. Swordplay is merely a useful addition to those, and not a substitute for using your noggin."
Garrich raised his eyes, a questing looking haunting his face. He silently mouthed the inquiry Tylar had been dreading since the moment the boy learnt to talk: Who am I?
The oldster extended his calloused hand to pat the youth's arm reassuringly. “The same boisterous tad I've raised all these years, only a little bigger."
Garrich found his voice. “Why won't you tell me, father? What are you hiding?"
Tylar searched his own tumultuous feelings. “It's complicated,” he tried to explain. “There are reasons—Garrich!"
The adolescent dashed impulsively from the cottage, rejecting Shudonn's call to stop. He stormed through the door out into the blustery night, sprinting headlong across the open ground encircling the cabin and into the inky wood to be swallowed by the depthless shadows. Garrich ran until he felt sure his lungs would burst, stumbling heedlessly through thickets whose branches tore at his clothing and scratched his bare skin. Breathless and disorientated, he fell to the damp ground and wept. How long the youth stayed like that was impossible to tell. When his fit of crying had run its natural course, Garrich sat up and dried his eyes. High overhead the gusting wind cleared the cloudy skies to reveal a dazzlingly starry night. He gazed in wonder at the splendorous heavens, contemplating the mysteries of the universe and his own life. No closer to finding the answers he sought, Garrich wandered through the dark forest, listening to the furtive scampering of the night-time critters. Without consciously willing it, he steered a course for home.
Garrich froze. Through a break in the trees ringing Falloway Cottage he spied Tylar Shudonn seated in his rocker upon the porch. He was not alone. An orb of bluish light hovered in front of the old soldier and he appeared to be conversing with the unearthly, luminous sphere. The boy left the boles and crept closer to the cabin, moving noiselessly as his aged instructor taught, crouching behind a clump of shrubbery within hearing distance. The wind died down enough so that his father's anguished voice carried clear in the stilling night air.
"...should tell the boy of his heritage."
"All in good time,” a sonorous voice replied.
Edging around the bush, Garrich risked a glance at the unknown speaker and was fittingly astounded. Unable to see the face due to the angle of his position, the boy nonetheless was looking at the back of the disjointed head of an old man.
"We knew this day would eventually come,” continued Tylar.
The apparition nodded in agreement. “I had hoped later rather than sooner, but Destiny moves at her own pace."
"So I can tell Garrich the truth behind his ancestry."
The eavesdropping boy held his breath.
"No,” came the reply, “at least not yet. You've kept his roots secret from him thus far. A while longer cannot hurt the lad."
"When then?"
"I'll speak with Garrich myself as soon as I arrive at the cottage."
"You're coming here?” Shudonn sounded incredulous.
"Within the week. Events are shaping up pretty much as predicted. You're aware the Collective Shield Pact was redrafted into the Western Transgression Alliance."
Tylar shook his head. “We're off the beaten track out here. News is hard to come by. When did that come to pass?"
"Fifteen ninety-five at the Bridgewater War Convention."
Tylar did the math. “Seven years ago,” he muttered in disbelief.
"Aye. Prince Jannus attended, as did the King of Dwarfs and Merainor."
"The Elf Queen herself? I've not heard of an Elven monarch journeying beyond the borders of Gwilhaire Wood for any reason."
"An historic first,” admitted the bobbing phantom head. “Is the boy ready?"
"What?"
"The boy, Tylar. Have you readied him for the task that lies ahead?"
"I've fully prepared Garrich as a warrior, as we agreed. But I hardly think him geared up to become—"
"You've done well raising the lad, old friend. And I appreciate the effort. Now it's time to entrust his care back to me."
"He's just a kid, Maldoch!” protested Tylar.
"I beg to differ. He's a young man to whom you've understandably become attached."
"I am not ashamed to admit I'm fond of the boy. Heck, Garrich is like a son to me."
"Every fledgling must leave the nest one day and I need Garrich to fly. Have him packed and ready to journey by the time I arrive."
"Are things reaching flashpoint?"
Garrich heard a disconcerting note in his guardian's voice that sounded impossibly like dread, all the more frightening as his father constantly seemed the model of fearlessness.
"That's what I'm trying to avoid. Signs remain vague, but do point to trouble brewing out west. Ghranu got deposed a few years back and Omelchor's chummy with Maratornuk's new chieftain. My biggest hope is that the race war I've spent my life working to impede can continue to be averted. I'll see you in a few days. Tell the boy nothing until then."
The disconnected head and ghostly blue aura vanished as one. The familiar squeak of Shudonn's rocking chair punctuated the terse night as the old fighter ruminated over the peculiar visitation. The rhythmic creaking abruptly stopped. “You can show yourself now, Garrich,” Tylar called out.
The teen stepped sheepishly out from his concealment and approached the cabin. “How did you know I was listening in?"
"You are stealthy, my boy, but not entirely silent."
Intensely curious about the apparition, Garrich asked, “Was that some form of sorcery I just saw?"
"Magic abounds in many places and takes many guises,” Tylar answered cryptically. “How much did you overhear?"
"Enough to know you're part of some conspiracy,” confessed Garrich, his tone accusatory. “Was that old geezer my grandfather?"
The youth thought he caught the glimmer of a smile upon Shudonn's face in the starlight. “Hardly. He's more of a benefactor."
Garrich sat on the porch step. “What have you been grooming me for, Tylar?"
The familiarity startled Shudonn. Gone instantly was the respect a son held for his father. In a heartbreaking instant Garrich relegated the doting oldster to the hurtful status of foster parent. “It's complex,” was all he managed to say, adding, “Now is not the time to discuss the matter at length."
"When is it ever the right time?” retorted Garrich, stomping away into the cottage and slamming the heavy door shut behind him. He paused at the window to coolly regard Tylar Shudonn resume his now irritating rocking, wishing his guardian would follow and finally reveal the hidden truth. Every creak of the rocker served only to widen the gulf that abruptly opened between the pair.
Turning on his heels, the angered boy tramped into the joint bedroom and slammed that door closed as well. Opening the topmost drawer of the scotch chest, peevishly pushing aside Tylar's cluttered box of shiny campaign medals, he pulled out the lifeline to his baffling past. The tattered pelt retained the musty smell of oldness about it that invariably clung to memorabilia. Garrich tucked the moth-eaten scrap of fur in his shirtfront, finding its silky touch against his skin reassuring as ever. Flopping despondently onto his cot, the troubled teen stared at the beamed ceiling and futilely wished for the past few hours to be erased from his mind. He lay awake for an unbearably long time until sleep finally claimed him.
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Chapter TwoOpening his bleary eyes, Shudonn sniffed. A delectable aroma of cooking wafted from the kitchenette, carrying with it mouthwatering images of frying bacon and freshly baked bread. Yawning, he turned over and eyed Garrich's empty and unmade bed.
"You seem to have been forgiven for the moment,” he mumbled to himself, the clatter of utensils filtering from the kitchen confirming the boy's breakfast-making industriousness.
Sitting up, Shudonn removed his nightshirt, the boy's prognosis yesterday sorrowfully right. Examining his aching shoulder in the sliver of daylight streaming from the crack in the slightly ajar bedroom door, purplish bruising a hand's span in width marred the blotchy skin blemished with age.
The door swung fully open and Garrich entered with a laden tray. “Good, you're awake. How's the shoulder?"
"Stiff,” grumbled Tylar, squinting in the glaring sunlight pouring through the doorway. “What time is it?"
"Midmorning,” answered the boy, setting the tray down atop the drawers. “I thought you were going to sleep away the day.” Shudonn routinely rose at dawn with unfailing punctuality.
"I was late getting to bed. Things on my mind."
Garrich glanced pointedly at Shudonn. “I can sympathize. Sit up straight and I'll rub a fresh dose of ointment on your shoulder."
"That burns!” yelped the old soldier, scowling as the boy massaged the liniment deeply into the wrinkly skin.
"The heat means that it's working."
Tylar grasped the teen's hand in hopefulness. His chore finished, Garrich pulled away and laid the breakfast tray before the old-timer. Looking at the plateful of crispy bacon, partnered by a side dish of warm bread with a spread of clover honey plus a mug of steaming herbal tea, Shudonn felt his appetite slipping away. “Garrich, about last night,” he haltingly began.
"What is the training schedule for the day?” asked the boy, plainly uninterested in talking about the eventfully bizarre evening.
"Son, we need to discuss the night's happenings."
"So you can fob me off again? I'm not a child, Tylar. I can handle the truth."
Shudonn was about to speak again when Garrich raised a hand to hush his mentor. Sitting on the bed, the perturbed youth said, “I gave the situation a great deal of thought when I turned in last night. Insomnia does that.” He paused to collect his thoughts. “You were told by your visitor not to reveal anything to me, so I'll not have you break your word on my account. I've waited this long to learn of my parentage. A few more days won't make much difference."
"We will resolve this dilemma—together,” promised the old soldier.
Garrich looked squarely at his attentive guardian. “It's obvious I'll soon be leaving Falloway Cottage and this forest on some venture I am destined to follow. I'll miss this old shack ... and you. The one thing I keep coming back to is the fact that you are the only family, the only father figure I have ever known. That won't ever change, papa."
Overcome with affection, no words were needed to express the bond the misty-eyed veteran shared with the youngster, a renewal of adoptive kinship stronger than any blood tie. Shudonn cleared his throat as his military bearing reasserted itself. Dissuaded from showing emotion upon the parade ground, old soldiering habits were hard to break.
"You'll practice with the axe today,” he decided before tucking into his cooked breakfast.
Sipping his hot beverage as the boy left the room, Shudonn heard the telltale clack of weapons eagerly being removed from their rack. Garrich returned with a weighted throwing axe in one hand, while in the other grasped a long-hafted weapon topped with a crescent-bladed head from which sprouted a wicked downwards-curving hook.
"The francisca or lochaber?” he asked Tylar.
"Neither. Your workout shall be with the wood-axe."
Garrich groaned.
"Spare me your excuses, boy. My bones are telling me that we're in for an early winter this year and the woodpile out back is looking decidedly meager."
Garrich shot the oldster a look of resignation and tramped from the bedroom. Shudonn chuckled and wolfed down a scrumptious slice of honeyed bread. Things had gladly returned to normal.
Finished his morning meal, Shudonn dressed and entered the living room to find Garrich stuffing a cut lunch and waterskin into a knapsack. “Better pack the whet-stone too,” he advised. “The wood-axe is due for a sharpening."
The youth did as he was instructed. “Do I really have to go out chopping wood?” he whined. “Wivernbush unnerves me."
"Frightened by a bunch of trees?” upbraided Tylar. “Come now, son. You're no longer a toddler scared by the imagined bogeyman."
Garrich huffily strapped closed his pack and marched from the cottage, calling over his shoulder, “I'll be back by sundown. Don't overexert yourself while I'm gone. You need to rest that arm."
"Yes mother,” Tylar shouted back with a wry smile from the porch. “Thanks for breakfast. It was actually edible.” He watched his adopted son wrench the axe from the chopping block out front and load it into a handcart before waving goodbye and trundling off.
Shudonn regarded the uncommonly sunny day enthusiastically. A blustering southerly swayed the treetops like puppets on a string, but patches of blue dotted the otherwise overcast sky to send streamers of sunlight earthward to cheer the gloomy land. ‘A good day for undertaking those roof repairs I keep putting off,’ he decided for himself. ‘But first things first.'
Donning his army issue boots, the oldster ambled to the rear of the cottage and entered the outhouse. He missed the camaraderie of his soldiering days, but not the lack of privacy and luxuriated in the unhurried comfort of his own personal latrine. His ablution completed, Shudonn wandered over to the tool shed erected adjacent to the rickety lean-to serving as a woodshed and unlatched the door. Carpentry implements were arrayed in orderly fashion on shelves lining the sidewalls of the narrow hut, the back wall supporting a variety of farming tools standing at attention as if on parade; testimony to the regimented nature of their owner. Grabbing a hammer and pot of iron nails, he perused a stack of roofing shingles on a lower shelf and selected a half dozen slats before shutting the door to the grinding creak of rusting hinges.
"Must get around to oiling them one of these days,” he absently said, forgetting almost instantly that longstanding chore as he cast about for the ladder that should have rested against the shed wall but annoyingly appeared to be missing. “Where did that confounded boy put the blessed thing?” Tylar cursed aloud.
Recalling Garrich saying something weeks ago about moving it to a drier storage place, Shudonn looked under the porch and found the lost apparatus. Grunting from the effort, he hauled the wooden ladder out and leant it against the gable end of the cottage. Clambering up, Shudonn straddled the apex of the shingled roof and proceeded to locate the individual rotted slats responsible for the leaks that predictably dripped from the ceiling during heavy downpours. Sliding with care down the steeply pitched roof to prise the first of the unsound shingles free with the clawed head of the hammer, he nailed home a replacement before moving on to the next. Finding a great deal more defective slats than he bargained for, the old handyman spent the remainder of the morning repairing the leaky roof, making several trips in the process that steadily eroded his supply of backup roofing material.
Feeling hungry, Shudonn slung the hammer from his belt and climbed down. The job of caulking the overlapping joints of the shingles with a waterproofing coat of pitch could wait until after he lunched. A discomforting twinge of pain plagued his shoulder and the old man knew he would later suffer for his day's labor. About to go indoors to fix himself a bite to eat, movement on the timberline caught his eye. The pensioned soldier paused and squinted. True his short field vision was unaffected by age, Shudonn's long-range sight progressively deteriorated with each passing year since retiring: a physical failing the energetic oldster found hard to accept. Two blurry figures emerged from the trees and only when the pair closed to within a stone's throw from him could Tylar make out their details.
Unshaven, the two men were shabbily attired in patched and grimy ponchos. Their unkempt hair looked greasy, their boots shoddy and badly in need of attention from a competent cobbler. They walked with a measured cautiousness that set Shudonn on edge, their shifty eyes darting about furtively. Visitors to Wivernbush were a rarity that was part of the appeal settling at Falloway Cottage originally held for the then newly retired officer. A working lifetime spent in the constant company of hundreds of men resulted in an understandable yearning for seclusion. Army life, the latter half of which he spent molding raw recruits, also endowed Shudonn with the ability to instantaneously gauge people and this twosome smelt like trouble.
"Hullo, pop,” the bigger of the strangers said in forced greeting. “Fair weather for the time of year, eh?"
"That'll change soon enough,” responded Tylar, his tone purposefully unfriendly. Smalltalk was not on the agenda of the intruders.
"You all alone out here, granddad?” asked the smaller of the two, his weasel-like countenance in direct contrast to that of his bullish companion. “Kind of lonesome."
Shudonn backed towards the porch steps, idly fingering his belted hammer. “What is it that you want?"
"Relax, old-timer” said the ferret-faced man. “We'll trouble you for directions and a cup of water. That's all. A little hospitality for lost and thirsty travelers such as ourselves ain't too much to ask for."
Shudonn tensed. Nobody journeyed this far west without good cause and in his service days he campaigned against enough brigand bands to recognize this cagey pair for the crooks they were. “Keep walking due east and you'll hit Orvanthe in under a month. Or turn south and in a couple of weeks you'll reach Haston."
"Much obliged. How ‘bout that drink."
"There's a creek running yonder,” Tylar coolly informed the mangy twosome, pointing beyond the trees.
"Not going to invite us in to sit a spell then?” pressed the bull-necked man.
"No,” Tylar said flatly. “Be on your way."
The two interlopers appeared undecided as to their next move and simply stood before the old man, nervously surveying the cabin. They seemed to be waiting for a cue. A shout from behind Shudonn goaded them into action.
"There ain't anybody round back, Sylos."
Sliding the hammer from his belt, Shudonn leapt swinging at the pair of bandits as they struggled to free concealed weapons from beneath their stupidly restrictive ponchos. The retired soldier struck the smallish robber square in the face on the bridge of his nose, instantly killing the man. Exchanging his makeshift cudgel for the tarnished short sword the hapless ruffian had only half drawn from its scabbard, Shudonn narrowly dodged the arcing mace of the larger outlaw. Sidestepping, he came inside the burly man's guard as he swung and missed again, driving the point of the rusty blade underneath his attacker's ribcage. Thrusting upwards before jerking the sword free, Shudonn stepped back as his bigger assailant stiffened and, eyes rolling back into his head, crumpled to the ground gurgling as he drowned in the blood filling his punctured lungs.
Footfalls alerted Shudonn to the approach of a third scoundrel rounding the corner of the cabin to confront the oldster. His adversary took the form of a forty-something scruff of a man awkwardly gripping a dilapidated pike as if it were a pitchfork. Attired in the type of smock that generally garbed serfs, Shudonn guessed the unlikely duelist to be a runaway vassal of a feudal lord. This bandit reluctantly advanced with the blatant uncertainty of an unskilled warrior loath to unduly risk his life for profit, his eyes wide with fright.
"Amateurs,” Tylar scornfully griped under his breath. He would dispose of this poor excuse for a fighter and grab his broadsword from the racked weapons inside the cottage before scouring the immediate forest for stragglers. How dare scum like these invade his privacy! A man's home was his castle, after all.
The faint twang of a bowshot registered on Shudonn's battle attuned senses. His eyesight might be dimming, but the retiree's hearing and mind remained as sharp as ever. A pity his reflexes were slowed by age. The turning oldster reacted too late to evade the speedy arrow flying from the treeline to lodge between his shoulder blades. Tylar gasped and pitched forward, the sword tumbling from his unclenching hand.
"Pretty good shot, sir!” exclaimed the pikeman. “You killed him."
A distant, haughty voice laughingly said in reply, “Never let it be said that conscripted service in his majesty's armed forces was time misspent. Where else could you learn such a useful skill before being returned to Civvy Street?"
"You were cashiered, fancy pants,” a second voice growled. “The army takes a dim view of gambling rackets run from the barracks, Ezlah."
"The ingrates failed to fully appreciate my talents,” retorted the named brigand, his lofty voice growing louder.
Tylar Shudonn sprawled face down, his entire body unfelt except for the stab of red-hot pain lancing his upper back. With a monumental effort he turned his head and nearly blacked out for his trouble from the agony erupting behind his eyes. Blood-flecked spittle foamed from his mouth as he struggled for air. Curiosity drove men to extremes and the fatally struck oldster desired to see his executioner.
Dressed like a popinjay, the nearing archer was festooned in the gaily colored apparel commonly worn by palace courtiers: garishly yellow dyed hose complemented by a doublet of blue and white brocade, topped by a plumed floppy hat of green velvet. The short bow and quiver he carried seemed out of place alongside his finery, the rapier strapped about his waist a fashionable accessory. Flanking the dandy lumbered a brutish, pockmarked fellow dressed in leather armor sporting a short handled, double-headed battleaxe and plain round shield.
"The old man is still alive, hotshot,” remarked the axeman, noticing the watchful elder with a contemptible degree of indifference. He smirked chillingly. “You're not nearly as good as your ego leads you to think you are, peacock."
"I'll soon remedy that,” vowed the bowman, shouldering his arms and unsheathing the slim dagger protruding from the lip of his boot. Stooping over his prostrate victim, Ezlah cupped Shudonn's chin in a strongly veined hand to expose his throat to the bared blade—and unaccountably stopped. “Do I know you, old-timer?” he said in a puzzled whisper. “You seem oddly familiar. Perhaps from my army days..."
"Milord, what ‘bout Syros and Kubal?” It was the cowardly pikeman's plaintive query.
"What of them? They're dead."
"Yessir. Does we bury ‘em?"
"Have you got a shovel on your person?"
"No sir."
"Then unless you plan to dig the graves with your bare hands we leave them where they lie. Strip their bodies of any personal valuables. We'll divvy up later. The larger share goes to me."
The axeman objected. “Who died and put you in charge of our little band of merry men."
The archer looked pointedly over his shoulder at the corpse of Syros. No more objections were forthcoming. To his compatriots he said, “You both know the routine. Hop to it then. And when you're finished get a fire lit. I'm getting a chill."
The pair promptly laid down their weapons and looted Falloway Cottage.
Returning his attention to Tylar Shudonn, the cavalier looked into his pleading eyes and said, “Sorry, old boy. Business you understand,” before callously slitting the pensioner's throat.
—
Garrich wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his forearm.
"Trained with sword and spear, mace and knife ... and for what? To become a lousy woodcutter,” he bitched to the stoical trees.
The teen resumed chopping at the small bole he had earlier felled, hacking off the branches then dividing up the main trunk itself. Shards of bark flew in all directions as his axe repeatedly bit deep into the timber, the dull thud of metal striking wood the only sound in the otherwise still forest. The actual chore did not bother the brooding boy. What rankled Garrich was the senselessness of wasting his talents on lumberjacking when he could be better employed as a first-rate trooper embarked on some adventurous mission. Perhaps that dreamt of adventure lay in store when the enigmatic owner of the floating head showed up to collect him.
Garrich threw down the axe in disgust and took a swig from the waterskin to slake his thirst. Whatever Tylar groomed him for must be related to his obscure lineage. In a few short days all would be revealed: who he really was, his undisclosed role in life. Contrary to the placation he gave his adoptive father, keenness gnawed at Garrich's patience like a hungry shrew. Sixteen years of deceit, an eternity of lies stunting the boy's emotional growth, was a cobweb soon brushed away. Garrich could barely stand the wait.
The day waned and a good hour's trudge home stretched before him. He decided to finish chopping up the remainder of the tree on the morrow. Undoubtedly Shudonn would berate him for his slackness, but the boy offered up a genuine excuse. Were not all teenagers lazy? Besides, winter lurked two months away and there was no urgency to stockpile firewood.
Parking the handcart by the hewn tree, Garrich tossed the axe inside the tray then thought better of it and retrieved the chopper. His father would certainly have his guts for garters if he failed to care for the tool as if it were his own personal weapon. He returned his water carrier to the haversack, carefully arranging the contents of the pack so as not to crush his treasured childhood memento.
Waking with the pelt pressed tightly against his chest, Garrich completely forgot to remove it before preparing breakfast. Only when on the forest trail and out of sight of the cottage did he remember it remained on his person. Too late to return the irreplaceable keepsake to its drawer, the youth placed the wrap of fur in the rucksack where it had stayed.
Whistling tunelessly, Garrich struck out through the wood at an unnaturally fast pace, heading west. Wivernbush unsettled him at a primal level and he did not wish to be caught in this strange forest after dark. The copse was filled with unimaginably ancient trees that eerily stood on guard like vigilant sentinels. Too strong a word to describe the uneasiness the woodland generated in the youth, fear came startlingly close. The aged forest seemed to breathe with a restless life of its own and, while not outwardly malignant, resented unwanted intrusion.
A bulky shadow flitted overhead and Garrich halted, glad to have remembered the axe. During regular sojourns to the grove as a child collecting kindling, he periodically glimpsed inexplicable shapes skulking in the trees. Shudonn dismissed the sightings as the fancy of an overactive imagination and the trusting boy accepted his father's judgment. But upon reaching his thirteenth year and still seeing on occasion mystifying winged silhouettes in the overhead branches, the adolescent got informed they were likely to be bats.
"Strange bat,” muttered Garrich, anxiously peering upward and tightening his grip on the axe handle. Shudonn's revised explanation never entirely satisfied him. For one thing, the sheer size of the apparition ruled out the flighty mammals, despite his father's assurance that giant bats were rumored to exist somewhere in the far northwest of Terrath. For another, what bat openly flew in daylight hours?
All of a sudden the mystery shadow was nowhere to be seen. Garrich listened intently to the forest sounds and heard nothing untoward. Alone again, he nonetheless hastened through the stands of towering ash and maple, anxious to be free of the claustrophobia generated by the closely-knit trees. The hurrying teen cleared the brooding timberland less than an hour later and stopped to regain his breath. He scanned the pinkish skies, painted by the blood-red setting sun, and to his relief found them empty, though he could not shake the disquieting feeling that something secretly watched. The homely odor of wood smoke drifted to the teen's nostrils and he readily inhaled the whiff of roofed safeness. Home was a hop, skip, and jump away.
Trotting through the scrubland bordering Wivernbush, Garrich veered to the south. He spied a pall of smoke staining the now crimson sky scudded with purple-hued clouds and pictured the rosy glow of the banked firepot, Shudonn hunched over busily cooking a plain, but filling, supper. Racing for the fringe of alders encircling Falloway Cottage, Garrich broke through the trees and was brought to a heart stopping halt. Shocked beyond comprehension at the ghastly scene before him, he could only stand and gape.
Where Falloway Cottage should have stood there was in its place a jumble of charred beams and planking. The sizzling flames that earlier consumed the timbered dwelling with fiery gusto had died away to isolated pockets of flickering orange that crackled defiantly against the encroaching twilight and sporadic wind gusts. A ring of scorched earth radiating outwards from the burnt out remains of the cabin testified to the blistering heat that engulfed the family abode and reduced it to smoldering cinders.
Garrich stumbled forward in a daze. What on Terrath had happened to cause such a calamity? His reeling mind came up with the only probable scenario: a stray spark from the stove must have ignited the varnished wood lining the cottage interior, resulting in the devastating blaze. Horror clutched his heart. What of Tylar Shudonn? Had his father been dozing at the time to be caught unawares by the choking smoke and raging flames?
His boot struck metal. Garrich automatically glanced down and found himself standing amid a scattered pile of fire-blackened metal. It took the boy a moment to identify the iron heads of the spade, hoe, rake and scythe, minus their wooden handles burned away to ash by the fire. His thoughts fuzzy, Garrich dimly recalled the gardening implements were housed in the tool shed, of which nothing was left but seared splinters. It occurred to the youth that he had unusually approached the cottage from the back on this occasion and he staggered around the smoking wreckage to where the front porch used to extend.
Three corpses greeted the thunder-stricken boy. Two were complete strangers stripped of clothing, their dirty white, soot-smudged undergarments sad beacons in the enfolding darkness. The third was terrifyingly familiar.
"Father!” Garrich shouted out. In retrospect he would wonder why he had called out to the plainly dead Tylar Shudonn on that fateful eve. But instinct can make even the most level-headed person behave irrationally.
Garrich knelt beside the only family in his world. The old soldier lay where he had been dragged, devoid of breeches and boots. A charred arrow shaft protruded sickeningly from his back and his head rested in a pool of congealed blood. The boy turned and retched. This was his first exposure to death and what a brutal lesson it was. The only companion in his entire life gone now forever. No accidental happening, this dire event stank of cold-blooded murder! Garrich wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, the repugnant taste of bile strong in his mouth. He rolled Shudonn half-over and shuddered. Vacant eyes stared lifelessly upwards; the old-timer's mouth agape in a mute death scream that spoke volumes of the cruelty inflicted upon him.
Cradling Shudonn's limp head in his lap, Garrich sobbed uncontrollably as he stroked the old man's singed and wispy strands of thinning hair, his convulsing body awash with the floodwaters of unleashed grief. No more would he be enthralled by the veteran's engrossing war stories. Never again would he accept grudging praise for his swordplay from the hard taskmaster or suffer good-natured taunts over his abysmal cookery. The bereaved boy buried his face in the oldster's bloodstained tunic, uncaring of the enveloping darkness. The spot fires dimmed and finally faded, save for a solitary flame that burned steady with tenacious brightness, fuelled by a length of oak floor joist miraculously left unconsumed by the inferno. The shimmering light played upon the carnage, lending the murder site a surreal air of otherworldliness.
His weeping done, Garrich raised his head. Tears streaked his pimply face, smeared also with his adoptive father's spilt blood. Rage supplanted sorrow and the youth's hard eyes brimmed promisingly. He suddenly wailed, a wretched keening that lamented over unspeakable loss. But the desolate moan that shivered the deepening night like a haunting to startle the nocturnal forest creatures from their nightly business carried an underlying note of primeval sinisterness.
It was a cry for absolute revenge.
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Chapter Three"Goodbye, father."
The parting was simple but heartfelt. In those two short words Garrich summed up the entirety of his shattered existence. His only parent moldering in an unmarked shallow grave, for the first time in his young life the mourning teenager knew absolute aloneness—and the prospect terrified him.
Garrich spun on his heels and faced the gutted cottage. Lingering wisps of smoke curled upwards into the sunless morning sky from the charred skeleton of the burnt cabin. The boy fed on that repellent sight, willing his grief and anxiety into a hungering desire for vengeance. Fixating upon that one thought, burying his accompanying feelings, his sole purpose in life became a quest for retribution. Garrich vowed upon his father's burial mound to track down the killers responsible for bringing about Tylar Shudonn's untimely death and exact the ultimate punishment. A life for a life: the only justice applicable.
Shouldering his haversack, he jogged from his scorched home into the dreary trees resolutely gripping the wood-axe, scanning the forest floor as he went. Garrich had buried his father at first light beneath the spreading branches of a favored shade elm, reluctant to close that chapter of his life but driven by necessity to complete the saddening act. Afterwards the youth wiped clean the dirtied chopping blade used as an improvised excavator and honed its dulled steel edge back to razor sharpness. Two hours had elapsed since that unwelcome dawn, adding to the already lengthy head start those he pursued enjoyed. Faced with a good deal of ground to make up, time was not on his side.
Stooping to study the ground, Garrich grunted in satisfaction at spying a telltale footprint in a patch of damp earth as yet uncovered by the falling leaf litter. Having scouted about the ruins of Falloway Cottage come daylight, he deduced from the scattered boot marks that Shudonn's assailants totaled five in number. Two slain outright by the feisty oldster sprawled where they had fallen, stripped of all possessions and dignity by their mercenary compatriots. That left the surviving perpetrators moving southward to be dealt with. The boy resumed the hunt, eager to have done with this vital chase. He smelt rain on the wind, realizing that an ill-timed downpour would wash away precious tracks and leave the trail maddeningly cold.
"Run far and fast, you filthy murderers. It doesn't matter. I will catch you,” swore Garrich, a note of cruelty in his pledge.
He ran solidly for the next few hours, stopping only to quench his thirst and refill his waterskin from the meandering streams infrequently stumbled across on the course of his pursuit. Hunger pangs were pointedly ignored, for Garrich carried no morsels of food in his knapsack other than the stale crumbs from the previous day's lunch, nor could he spare the time to hunt woods already scarce with game due to the changing seasons. Those the youth hounded were a half-day's journey ahead and he could ill afford to slow or waste a single moment. A tightening knot in his gut soon silenced his growling, empty stomach as the yearning for retaliation overrode bodily needs. Garrich devolved into a primal creature driven by instinct, a single-mindedness displacing conscious thought with the base emotion of revenge.
By mid-afternoon exhaustion forced him to an unwanted halt. Breathless and dizzy from his demanding run, the fatigued boy dropped to his knees beside a trickle of a stream ferrying discarded leaves in its tiny current and drank his fill of the revoltingly muddy water, saving the clearer contents of his waterskin for the next leg. An inadequate substitute for food, the drink temporarily dulled his hungering for eats. Teenagers under normal circumstances ate voraciously to fuel their sprouting bodies, so that the youth's enlarging appetite was doubly troublesome.
A discomforting drizzle filtered down through the patchy leaf canopy as the promised rain materialized. Sat propped against the trunk of a moss-encrusted birch, indifferent to the misty wetness, Garrich rested. He had covered enough leagues to be confident of overtaking the culprits by nightfall despite his weariness and the souring weather. The murderous threesome was proceeding at a sedate, even leisurely pace due south, no doubt heading in the direction of Haston: the only settlement of note in that direction, if Garrich remembered his geography lessons correctly. Their trail, undisguised and deceptively easy to follow, was a sure sign of egotistical laziness on their part. The bastards obviously did not expect to be tracked. Garrich hauled himself to his feet. Rain or no, he would intercept his father's slayers before they cleared the trees forming the westernmost tip of Wivernbush and there conduct his deadly reprisal. The youth stroked the shiny head of the wood-axe reverently, almost lovingly.
Reaching for his haversack, he froze. Discarded in the damp undergrowth lay a valued tome of Tylar Shudonn's. “Well, I'll be...” he whispered disbelievingly.
Garrich did not bother sifting through the burnt out shell of Falloway Cottage for any salvageable items, knowing full well that the fire would have consumed all flammable possessions and rendered anything remotely flameproof largely unusable—assuming the robbers left anything of value inside after ransacking then torching the cabin. This windfall became a treasure, a tangible reminder of a life irretrievably lost, a belonging of his father's that poignantly served to further keep alive his memory.
Picking up the blue hardcover book with shaky hands, the sorrowing boy managed a brief smile of fond remembrance when reading the golden-lettered title. A Treatise of Ancient Weaponry & Modern Tactics was a favorite of the old bookworm's. It insulted Garrich to find the well-read text tossed negligently aside by an itinerant bunch of killers. Nobody respected the sanctity of life when patently unappreciative of a good book. Stuffing the volume in his shirtfront, oddly feeling the nearness of Tylar because of it, the affronted avenger resumed his chase, benefiting from a second wind.
—
Night draped the land with its inky veil and Garrich trudged through the darkness determinedly. Tiredness weighted his plodding feet as the youth willed himself to take yet another heavy step. Still he refused to quit. The boy's doggedness paid off. Glimpsed up ahead through a break in the trees flickered the unmistakable glow of a campfire partnered by the murmur of conversational voices. Garrich risked a self-congratulatory chuckle, feeling his flagging strength buoyed by the expectation of securing his revenge. Furtively creeping from tree to tree, the exhilarated teen reached the threshold of a glade ringed by mighty oaks and spied his quarry. Hunkering behind a wide trunk, with narrowed, hate-filled eyes Garrich viewed the pikeman, axeman, and archer in the illuminating firelight.
"That's a tasty drop of ale,” remarked the axeman, his speech slurred as he refilled his emptied mug from a cask at his side. Noisily draining the tankard, he wiped the froth from his chin with the back of his hand and belched.
Garrich scowled. Tylar recently procured the beverage during one of his periodic sojourns to rural civilization in order to toast his son's impending sixteenth birthday. That milestone celebration, earmarked to be christened by the youth's first taste of beer, signified Garrich's passage into manhood. Cheated of officially ending his boyhood, he ticked another black mark against his slayers.
"You're so boorish,” the disgusted archer complained of his uncouth companion, slowly turning the brace of spitted grouse roasting over the fire, ensuring the dressed wildfowl cooked evenly. “I honestly don't know why I bother with such a pig of a man."
The axeman sneered. “You need someone to do the dirty work for you, Ezlah. We wouldn't want you to mess your pretty hands. Ain't that right, peasant?” He slapped the serf heartily on the back.
The haggard-faced pikeman reluctantly tore his eyes away from the mouth-watering sight of the steadily revolving game birds to regard his compatriots and said nothing.
"You'll insult me once too often someday,” warned the bowman.
Lurching drunkenly to his feet, the axeman bellowed, “Hah! You're just as spineless as our wimpy serf mate here,” tipping forward to fall flat on his face, narrowly missing landing in the fire.
"Is he right, sir?” the pikeman asked Ezlah.
Giving the passed out axeman a jab with the toe of an ornate boot, the archer was rewarded with a rattling snort. “The buffoon will be like a bear with a sore head come morning, but sadly he'll live. Drag him away from the fire before the pong of his unwashed body spoils these delectable birds."
The pikeman complied, rolling the inebriated axeman onto his back and hauling him feet-first to where the ring of firelight held back the dueling black of night, draping him with a tatty blanket afterwards. He returned to the campfire to stare longingly at the browning poultry.
"Why is that slob's welfare such a concern of yours?” Ezlah enquired of his rustic associate.
"Me and him goes back a ways, milord. ‘Twas him that told me to get myself free."
The archer considered the answer with a puzzled look on his boyish face. Only recently taking up with the brigand band formerly led by Syros, he knew little of his cronies’ personal histories other than their shared crime of banditry. “You were a serf, were you not, my illiterate friend?"
"I was, sir."
"Serfdom is not something you can readily walk away from. Did your lord willingly release you?"
"Sort of.” The pikeman glanced conspiratorially back at the snoring axeman. “He got himself killed."
Ezlah grew suspicious. “Where do you hail from?"
"Sir?"
"The lands you tended for your lord, imbecile. Where are they situated?"
"Up nears Orvanthe."
"Oh, that's just dandy,” moaned the fancily dressed bowman. He ranted and raved, employing a host of gutter-language expletives at distinct odds with his courtly mannerisms and finery.
"What's the matter, sir?"
"Your stupid, drunken friend slew a noble—that's what. If avoiding the Prince's Constabulary isn't enough to contend with, we'll have to also watch out for the Knights of Torth Valcnor. Those armored watchdogs will not rest until they've avenged the death of this no doubt minor landowner of yours on behalf of that pig Baron Savanth."
Garrich resisted the impulse to contradict the archer. The eavesdropping youth intended to execute this murderous bunch long before the proper authorities caught up with them.
The runaway serf stared hard at the roasting grouse. “Sir, them birds look just ‘bout done."
The appalled archer lifted the cooked fowls off the stand and thrust the succulent morsels at his slavering partner in crime. “Bon appetite. I seem to have lost mine.” Sulky eyes downcast, he contemplated with a shudder the dread Orvanthian knighthood astride galloping chargers, lances lowered killingly.
A cloying sense of propriety curbed Garrich's urge to rush from the undergrowth and slay the disparate trio. His father taught him the code of honor associated with battle and challenging a senseless drunkard, disconsolate popinjay, and starving peasant eager only to fill his belly seemed wildly inappropriate. Frustrated by Tylar's overriding morals, Garrich promptly removed his pappy's book from his shirtfront and shoved the tome roughly into his rucksack, as if doing so distanced Shudonn's teachings. The disgusted teen then flung his pack aside and settled down to wait for a more opportune chance, the haft of the axe never once leaving his grip. He hungrily watched by firelight the ravenous serf tucking into the mouth-watering poultry, the envy adding to his festering hatred for the brigands.
—
Garrich awoke with a start, shivering. Fatigue had crept upon him and he inadvertently dozed. Dawn's light bathed the forestland in its milky radiance as the rising sun struggled to shine through the lingering overcast. Rubbing the sleep from bleary eyes, the boy silently berated himself for the lapse in concentration that caused him to fall asleep. His rebuking father would have rightly called his lack of diligence inexcusable.
Made visible by the breaking day, Garrich studied the layout of the encampment. A dozen paces back from the bole shielding the youth smoldered the guttering campfire, the loot of the slumbering bandits heaped in an untidy pile beside them. Glistening dew saturated the ground around the unsuspecting threesome. Peering at the jumble of stolen articles Garrich could not see his father's cherished sword, assuming along the course of his chase that the thieves would have instantly recognized the worth of the blade and absconded with it. Returning his gaze to the brigands snoozing unawares in their damp bedrolls, the boy resented Shudonn's sense of morality. In no way could he justify attacking sleeping men either. Clutching the wood-axe with barely controlled anger, his knuckles whitening from frustration, Garrich reluctantly resumed his less than patient vigil.
The pikeman became the first to rise, a legacy from his serf days where those who tilled the land customarily greeted the new day readied for toil. He yawned and scratched his armpit before banking the lowering fire. Servitude proved an impossibly hard yoke to break, the lower classes expected to perform the menial tasks in any hierarchy, whether rooted in nobility or thievery. Ezlah the archer was next to waken and this piqued Garrich's interest. Of the group, the boy branded the fancy bowman the most culpable of the lawbreakers judging by the flight embedded in Tylar Shudonn's back. But what grabbed his attention most was the scabbard of battered leather in the dandy's possession as he rolled back his bedcover and stood, stretching his gangly arms and legs.
"Make sure you stoke that fire good and proper,” Ezlah ordered the serf, donning his rumpled doublet and smoothing out the wrinkles before disdainfully running his fingers through dank and tangled blonde locks. “I'll be glad to see the back of these dreadful boondocks when we reach someplace civilized. A visit to a bathhouse and tailor will be most welcome, after we dispose of this booty to the Netherworld Syndicate's local fence."
"That's the truth, sir,” agreed the serf, taking a branch from a faggot of sticks to feed the sputtering campfire. The morning dew dampened the timber, so the fire smoked terribly.
Ezlah wrinkled his nose at the grubby peasant. “What can you possibly know of bathing?"
"Me and me chums took pigs down to the creek for washing regular like, milord."
"Swimming with swine hardly counts towards cleanness."
The snoring axeman surfacing from his inebriated state interrupted further discussion on the definition of cleanliness. “What's all the racket?” he grouched, belching and rubbing his groin as he threw off his worn blanket. Spitting, he coughed. “My throat tastes like the sole of a whore's shoe and there's a pounding behind my eyes like a hundred beating drums."
Ezlah looked and sounded unsympathetic. “That's hardly surprising. You have the dubious ability to drink a tavern dry."
"Wouldn't be the first time. What's for breakfast anyhow? A bit of grub should see me right."
"Nothing yet, not unless you plan to do a spot of morning hunting."
The axeman spluttered laughingly. “I can't even see straight, nancy boy."
"That's what I figured,” Ezlah said with a resigned sigh, gathering his bow and quiver, as well as the stolen sword, from his bedding. “I shall endeavor to shoot something appetizing. For you two that would be anything furry and four footed.” Trotting toward the treeline, he was brought up short by the axeman's strident call to halt.
"To hunt game you won't be needing that veggie slicer, kindly donated by the doddery fighter we bumped into yesterday,” said the pockmarked drunkard, gesturing to the bejeweled broadsword in the archer's other hand.
"I'd rather have it in my safekeeping, if it's all the same to you,” refuted the bowman.
"Don't you trust me to mind our prize, Ezlah?"
"Frankly, no. This is an exquisitely forged sword and will fetch a handsome price from any arms dealer."
"Split three ways, of course."
"Naturally."
Grabbing his battle-axe, the surly brigand came to his feet and stared hard at the archer. “We're leagues from Haston, peacock. Who could I possibly sell it to in the middle of this wilderness? A wealthy squirrel perhaps?"
Poised to offer a scathing rebuttal, Ezlah thought better of it when his leather garbed comrade inched forward, fingering the notched blade of his ill-kept weapon suggestively to end the discussion. Electing for a compromise, he tossed the sheathed sword to the startled serf before returning to the hunt, saying, “You be the keeper until my return."
"Sir!” bemoaned the pikeman, juggling the weapon as if it were hot coals. Gazing pleadingly at the departing bowman entering the trees on the far side of the clearing, he whimpered. Fine arms belonged to the privileged nobility and serfs, even emancipated ones, were strictly forbidden from bearing such weaponry on pain of death.
"Give it here!” demanded the axeman, snatching the sword from the quivering peasant. He tossed Tylar Shudonn's prized blade amongst his frugal personal belongings with a clatter and resumed scratching his crutch, grumbling, “Damn pig sticker. You can't beat a good axe."
Observing the trio splintering, Garrich decided with a mutter, “Ethics be damned!” His father's property and memory deserved better treatment.
Sighting the enraged youth springing from concealment and bounding towards him, the serf haltingly rose, his seemingly inadequately armed attacker's silence unnerving. Too dumbfounded to reach for his pike lying handily nearby, the cowering peasant could only stare defenselessly at Garrich brandishing his axe. The teen covered the short distance with enthused quickness and swung the wood-axe mightily, catching the hapless serf squarely in the stomach, the sickening squelch of metal rendering flesh filling his ears. Uttering a strangled cry, the runaway bondman pitched forwards, vainly trying to hold in his spilling innards after Garrich wrenched the blade free and rushed off to engage his next foe.
"We've got company, Ezlah!” the axeman roared into the enclosing forest, scrabbling for his shield while watching the former vassal crumple into a twitching heap. The bandit adopted a classic fighting stance to face his approaching assailant; shield thrust outwards, axe held firm at the ready above his head. Staring at the war paint of dried blood coating the boy's stern face and lending him a ghoulish façade, terror—not bravado—rooted the axeman to the spot.
Shouldering past the blocking shield, Garrich did not even slow. Ducking under the wild swing aimed at taking his head from his shoulders, he hooked the brigand's legs out from under him with the haft of his longer-handled chopper. His opponent landed on his back with a grunt, the axe bouncing out of his grasp. Instinctively raising the shield to protect his torso as the youth continued his attack, the downed brigand blocked a powerful downstroke with the heavy circle of iron embossed wood. He successfully fended off a further two consecutive blows as Garrich hewed at the implacable buffer, but there his luck ran out. The swinging wood-axe changed angle mid-stroke in the fourth swing to catch the unprepared ruffian beneath the chin, splitting his skull wide open from the jawbone up like a shattered melon. The axeman's arms dropped lifelessly by his side.
Casting aside the bloodstained chopper, Garrich made for the dead man's paltry possessions. Grasping for his father's precious sword atop the jumbled effects, the focused youth failed to flinch when a speeding arrow whizzed over his shoulder. Unsheathing the familiar blade, he whirled and sprinted toward the patch of forest he glimpsed the archer disappearing into beforehand. A second arrow hummed past his cheek, the feathered tail brushing against his earlobe. Unperturbed, Garrich grinned maliciously: the bowman lacked sufficient time to notch a third flight. Ezlah emerged on cue from the trees, discarding his bow and quiver, drawing his slender rapier in challenge.
Garrich slowed to a cautious walk. Despite having the semblance of a preening cockerel, the staunch way his dashing adversary gripped the hilt of his fencing sword suggested a dangerous professionalism with the blade. It would pay Garrich to treat him with respect.
Ezlah looked the boy up and down with unkind eyes. “What the devil is one of your sort doing this side of Tarndeth Ward?” he demanded to know. “If the prince's law officers weren't already enough to contend with, honest Anarican banditry must now compete with the likes of you pointy-ears trespassing on our legitimate domain."
Momentarily put off balance by the insult, Garrich barely defended against the determined lunges the sole surviving robber executed at the close of his verbal attack. Trained to combat a broadsword-wielding opponent, he had trouble adjusting his technique to counter the lightning-quick stabs of the lighter foil and consequently backed up.
Seeing his attacker's awkwardness and slowness to adapt, Ezlah pressed home his advantage, all the while baiting Garrich. “You're a queerly attired Westie,” he taunted, the rapier swishing with cutting fluidity. “I've not met one of your slant-eyed kind before, but if hearsay is correct then you are by all accounts underdressed. Where's your mystical cloak of pelts that protects you from all evils?"
Garrich deflected the point of the rapier directed at his midriff along the edge of his broadsword, the clashing steel making a bone tingling grating sound. “You talk nonsense, jaybird,” he snapped, edging further backwards.
"My, the animal speaks,” the fencer said in mock surprise. “And what a witty rejoinder it was. You have a gift of the gab to match my colleague with the meat cleaver over there—although he does appear to be suffering from a splitting headache that has frozen his tongue."
Dashing forward, Garrich executed a series of overhand strokes, testing his opponent. He retired to a defensive posture upon failing to break through the cultured brigand's unyielding guard.
Ezlah unexpectedly lowered his foil. “A thought just occurred to me, friend thief. Rather than bleed in this godforsaken wood over a few essentially worthless trinkets, why don't you join me?” The teenaged swordsman paused, prompting the deadly dandy to persist. “You've demonstrated a remarkable aptitude for killing. A man with your talent and daring would certainly prove useful in my line of work.” Glancing unfeelingly at his fallen comrades, he remarked, “I appear to have a couple of openings at the moment."
"No thanks,” declined Garrich. “I wield my sword in the name of honor, not larceny."
"Your loss, stranger,” Ezlah said with a shrug. “I seriously doubt a partnership with a Goblin would have worked out anyhow."
Stunned by the revelation and slow to parry, Garrich took the brunt of Ezlah's accompanying thrust in his sword arm, the tip of the foil plunging deep into the extensors above his wrist. Reflexively kicking away his antagonist, the stabbed youth gasped as the blade slid out of his perforated forearm. Pain surged ahead of the oozing blood escaping the puncture wound. Coached by Tylar Shudonn to fight left-handed when necessary, Garrich responded by swapping his sword to the other hand: a useful trick to gain the element of surprise or, as in this case, carry on when injured. Lunging, he delivered a savage riposte that forced Ezlah to give ground to him.
"Impressive technique, boy,” complimented the archer cum fencer, warding off a slashing stroke to his upper torso. “Whomever your instructor was taught you well."
"You briefly met him, though I doubt introductions were made,” snarled Garrich, ignoring the sting of his injured arm as he renewed his assault.
Ezlah parried expertly but continued his retreat, experiencing difficulty compensating for his adversary's crafty change in fighting style. “Really? I don't ever recall meeting one your breed before this morning."
"You killed him!” accused the youth, feinting then snapping his blade whip-like across his opponent's thigh. The razor edge of the broadsword bit deep into the hose-covered flesh and slid free as Garrich wheeled away. Yelping, the struck bowman dropped to one knee, losing his foil in the process.
"I'm really beginning to dislike you, friend,” Ezlah groaned, his face contorted in a grimace of pain and annoyance. A reddening stain started spreading across his yellowed tights. Trying to stem the crimson flow with his hands, the welling blood seeped freely through his taut fingers.
"The feeling's mutual,” answered Garrich, kicking away the rapier.
"So this attack is more than a simple case of robbery. I take it your motive is some sort of vendetta."
"You got it in one, friend,” confirmed Garrich, slowly circling the wounded and disarmed bandit to disorient him. The upper hand was again his.
Staring his own ugly mortality in the face, Ezlah suggested, “Why don't we strike a bargain then,” a hint of desperation in his offer. “You've clearly bested me and I'm in no mood to die this particular day. Take that fancy sword and scarper if you will."
"And in return you'll do what?"
"Forget this whole unpleasant incident. I'm not one to bear grudges."
Garrich appeared unmoved by the proposition.
Ezlah grew worried. “Come now, boy. Every man has his price."
Made intractable by Tylar's teachings concerning probity, the wrathful youth avowed through clenched teeth, “I am not for sale."
"Be sensible. You've won. My associates are dead and I'm out for the count, leaving you in sole possession of a magnificent example of metalworking worth a tidy sum. Sell the broadsword and show yourself a good time with the proceeds."
Garrich stopped pacing in front of the frantic and perspiring brigand. “This sword rightfully belongs to me."
"Whatever you say. Just take the weapon and let me be."
"You don't understand. It is my inheritance,” Garrich explained in a dangerously quiet voice.
Whipping his knife from its boot scabbard, Ezlah hurled it underhand at his would-be executioner in a single fluid motion. Dodging by a hair's breadth the thrown dagger zipping past his chest, Garrich reacted by slamming the pommel against the bowman's extended arm, cracking the humorous bone. His fury uncontainable, the blooded youth shoved the length of Tylar Shudonn's sword downwards into Ezlah's gut right up to the gilded hilt, slicing in two the abdominal aorta and severing his spinal cord. Erupting from the small of the bandit's arching back, the crimsoned tip embedded itself in the dampish earth below Ezlah, pinning him. Yanking the staked archer close, whispering fiercely into his ear as the other's dying body convulsed uncontrollably, Garrich declared while viciously twisting the blade, “The old man you took it from, the old man you slew, was my beloved father. Die knowing I avenged his murder."
Eyes widening, Ezlah of Rolverton breathed his last with a profoundly befuddled look clouding his strained features.
Jerking his sword free, Garrich gave voice to his unforgiving grief. Howling gutturally, he hacked unrestrained at the corpse of his father's killer, reducing the archer's finely clothed body to an unrecognizable lump of bloody and tattered threads. His rage vented, the blood-spattered teen stood numbly in the tiny clearing, letting the precious broadsword slip from his grasp onto the soiled ground.
Expecting to feel jubilant upon slaying Tylar Shudonn's murderer, Garrich felt only sickened by his monstrousness. Killing these men did not bring his father back from the dead. The anguish crushing his soul was not lessening. The well of bereavement remained bottomless. His shocking act of retribution might as well have never taken place for all the good it did him. Horrifyingly aware of the carnage he wrought, Garrich gagged, emptying his stomach contents on the clearing floor after falling to his hands and knees. Having not eaten for a full day and a half, he vomited a foul reeking watery fluid that left him light-headed and queasy. Collapsing onto his side, his hate-fuelled strength ebbing, the boy-turned-man weakly curled up into a ball and lapsed into a fitful sleep haunted by the frightening knowledge that he remained inescapably alone in a world fraught with dangers. He only wished never again to waken.
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Chapter Four"Get up, boy."
Garrich stirred. Some rude sod none too gently nudged him awake from his stupor. “Go away,” he groaned uncaringly to whoever the intruder was. “Let me sleep—preferably forever."
"Stop this foolishness and get up,” roused the voice, taking on a more insistent tone. “You're much too young to leave the land of the living and I have need of you."
The sleepy youth opened a mildly curious eye. Rewarded with the blurry sight of an impossibly old man, sporting a beak of a nose jutting from an angular bearded face peering grumpily down at him, his gnarled hands set indignantly on hips as he knelt beside the teen after poking at him with a bony finger, the hazy-brained teen mumbled uncertainly, “I know you."
"That's highly unlikely, young Garrich. We've never met."
Opening his other eye, Garrich stared fixedly at the oldster. “Then how do you know my name?"
"I'm well informed. Can you sit up?"
"I think I can."
'Then do so. The day is wasting.’”
Grunting from the effort, Garrich feebly propped himself on his elbows.
"You're hurt,” proclaimed the oldster, alarmed by the teen's blood splattered face and sleeve.
"It's nothing, just a scratch,” shrugged the youth, instinctively clutching his forearm. In truth his untended stab wound throbbed horribly.
"Let me take a looksee.” The elderly stranger carefully rolled back the fabric to expose the wound. ‘Superficial and treatable,’ he pronounced at the end of his perfunctory examination. Rummaging through a holdall that had plainly seen better days slung about his scrawny-cloaked shoulder, he unpacked a water flask, strips of white cloth, and a leather pouch. Cleaning the nasty puncture wound, once the caked blood was gently scraped away and washed off he loosened the drawstring of the purse.
"What's in there?” Garrich worriedly said, watching as his aged and whiskered nurse poured a fine metallic powder into the palm of his cupped hand.
"Hold still, boy. This will sting a little."
Garrich yelped when the oldster vigorously rubbed the powder into the wound and a brief flash ignited after a few moments of contact with the skin. Tearing his arm away from the old man, it felt as if his entire forearm had been set alight. The smarting youth swore he smelled his flesh searing! “That was an understatement. It burns maddeningly!” he accused, gripping his injury.
"Of course it does. It's meant to,” said the unapologetic old timer, slapping the teen's wrist to make him remove his hand. Pulling a handful of fragrant petals from the satchel, he delicately placed them upon the wound before tightly bandaging Garrich's arm. “I'm no physician, but the wound is cauterized and the leaflets will prevent infection."
"Thanks, I think,” mumbled the teen.
The old man then enquired of Garrich, “When did you last eat?"
The boy shrugged. “A couple of days ago, I guess."
The aged Good Samaritan frowned disapprovingly at the youngster. Delving into the holdall again, he produced a glass vial filled with a gooey, amber liquid. “Drink this,” he ordered, removing the stopper and handing the vessel to Garrich.
Dubiously sniffing its contents, the unsure adolescent naturally asked, “What is it?"
"A tonic, of sorts. Drink up."
Without knowing why, Garrich obeyed the command and gulped down the viscous fluid. Exquisitely sweet, he likened the taste to a smooth blend of apple and honey, which flowed down his throat with deceptive ease. A warming tingling enveloped his being, spreading outwards from his chest to the tips of his fingers and toes. Feeling marvelously invigorated, Garrich was about to take a second gulp when his ancient benefactor promptly snatched the half-emptied vial back.
"You're not supposed to swallow it all!” he barked irritably. “You've no idea how difficult elyssdar is to come by. Terwain would have my hide if I kept returning to Gwilhaire Wood just to top up this one vessel."
Garrich spluttered. “That's an Elf drink?"
"What of it?"
"I've only read of Elves. My life has been rather sheltered. This is truly a magical moment."
"Don't get all gushy, boy. The Lothberens are an overrated people. They display exactly the same vices and foibles as any other race—they're just nobler in appearance. How do you feel?"
"Refreshed but powerfully hungry."
"That's understandable. Elyssdar is not a substitute for food. Think of it as an energy boost. It'll restore waning strength but will not satisfy hunger. That is why it is drunk sparingly, in small quantities only."
"You should have mentioned that first off,” muttered Garrich.
The wrinkled stranger shot the youth a withering look. “Old I may be, sonny, but I possess hearing keener than a bat's. Keep your quips to yourself and we should get along famously."
Comprehension struck the now clear-headed teen like a hammer blow to the head. “You're the disembodied head I saw the other night speaking with my father. Neat trick. I couldn't see your face, but that gravelly voice is unmistakable."
The old man offered Garrich his wrinkly hand. “Maldoch's the name, spellcasting's my game.” Garrich tentatively shook the other's hand, genuinely surprised by the firmness of the seemingly frangible oldster's grip. Maldoch promptly withdrew from the handshake, apparently offended. “Not one person appreciates my jingle,” he huffed. Rising with the aid of a twisted staff embellished with indecipherable lettering, mumbling something about “humorless philistines", he tottered over to the clearing's edge and started collecting kindling from the fringe of the encompassing forest.
"What are you doing?” asked Garrich.
"What does it look like to you?” came the waspish reply. “I'm gathering drier wood to restart that cooking fire.” Maldoch nodding towards the stone cold ashes of the bandit's extinguished campfire prompted Garrich to idly wonder how long he had slept. “You are sorely in need of a decent meal and the pleasure of preparing that feast has unluckily fallen to me."
Peeved by this bothersome old man, Garrich declared, “I can take care of myself, Mister Maldoch."
"That's plainly obvious, judging by your arm,” rejoined the wizard, the sarcasm dripping from his voice.
Sensing his position untenable, Garrich resigned himself to the inevitable company of this grouchy geriatric for the time being. “Let me give you a hand with the fire,” he offered.
"You won't have the time."
"What'll I be doing?"
Maldoch looked disdainfully at the corpses littering the glade. “I take it this is your handiwork?” he said, glaring accusingly at the youth. Squirming beneath the penetrating stare, Garrich dumbly nodded. “Very well. Since you made the mess, you clean it up. Bury these men."
—
Dusk fell when Garrich inhumed the last of the bandits. Purple-hued clouds pushed by a gathering southerly scudded across a blood-red sky as the youth patted down the last handful of dirt upon the communal grave the dead trio shared as their final resting place. Initially repulsed by his own brutality, the boy suffered no lasting remorse whatsoever for the vengeful killings: a fitting justice had been exacted upon Tylar Shudonn's slayers. What perturbed Garrich was finding the serf's body face down in the forest undergrowth some distance from where he hacked him in the glade. The luckless peasant had obviously taken a considerable time to die from his grievous stomach wound, judging by how far he managed to crawl into the wood, his crimsoned entrails smearing the forest green. Expressly drummed into him the brutal lesson that an adversary must be dispatched with humane efficiency, Garrich felt oddly troubled more by the fact that he had failed to fulfill his father's teachings than the sobering reality of killing three men in the space of a few short minutes.
The scrumptious aroma of a simmering stew catching his nostrils, Garrich turned his back on the gravesite. He hurriedly crossed the clearing to the campfire at its center where Maldoch cooked the evening meal, stirring the gently bubbling contents of a fire-blackened kettle gleaned from the bandits’ own wares. Sharply reminded of a life that no longer existed, Garrich sat heavily on the ground, sullenly washing the blood and grime from his hands and face with the contents of his waterskin.
"Dig in,” said the wizard, serving the boy a plateful of the steaming vegetable casserole.
Unbelievably ravenous Garrich tucked into the proffered food. Simple fare hardly in the league of Tylar's tasty culinary efforts, at least it was edible. “Aren't you joining me?” he asked Maldoch between mouthfuls.
"I'll eat later. For now I wish to talk."
Swallowing, Garrich said, “I was kind of expecting you would."
"I have questions that need answering,” stated the elderly mage, tucking his hands into the sleeves of his cloak.
"Believe me, so do I,” responded the boy.
Maldoch nodded his understanding. “Tylar. What exactly befell him? I found a fresh grave adjacent to the scorched remains of the cottage."
Garrich put down his plate. “I was out woodcutting. When I returned I found him ... murdered."
"By this bunch you butchered like a rabid wolf in a sheep flock."
"This pack of cutthroats shot father in the back and slit his throat! They each deserved nothing less than the horrible death I inflicted on them.” Garrich glared at the old wizard standing over him, a look of adolescent defiance reflected in the firelight as night wrapped its blackening shadows about them. “I suppose you'll lecture me on the wrongfulness of retribution."
"Should I?"
Garrich became flustered. “Father definitely would have. He'd have called the pursuit of revenge an act of dishonor, a wanton bloodletting to satisfy personal motives only. I imagine he is frowning upon my vengeance right now from up high in heavenly Urvanha."
"Tylar Shudonn was the most honorable man I have ever met,” agreed Maldoch.
"Did you know him well?"
"We were old friends and I shall miss him dearly.” Maldoch heaved a sigh of regret. “What did he tell you about me?"
"He alluded that you were my benefactor after I asked him if you happened to be my grandfather."
A rare smiled graced the wizard's lined face. “That old warhorse always had a wickedly dry sense of humor,” he fondly recalled.
"Just who are you, Mister Maldoch?” Garrich asked.
"I told you, boy. A spellcaster—of some note I might unashamedly add. Had you not been forced to live such a secluded life then my reputation might have preceded me. And drop that silly mister title. You make me sound like a commoner with airs."
"I was taught to be courteous."
"Courtesy is well and good, but I detest ridiculous appellations."
The time for utter truthfulness arrived with a clang. “You seem to know a lot about me, Mist ... er ... Maldoch, yet I hardly know anything about you, other than your name and purporting to being a magician."
"Wizard,” corrected Maldoch tartly. “Magicians are charlatans who perform conjuring tricks for the amusement of tykes. I practice true wizardry."
"Prove it."
Garrich drew back. Maldoch looked fit to burst at the outrageous demand for proof of identity from, what was in his aged eyes, a mere child. The campfire seemed to diminish and the encroaching night darken acutely as the cloaked mage whipped out his hands. Eyes blazing terrifyingly with purpose, Maldoch recited an incantation in a tongue foreign to the startled youth, waving his arms theatrically. The crisp night air came alive with a skin-tingling sensation, a portent of the spell the muttering wizard brewed. With a sharp bark of command and clap of his hands, Maldoch simultaneously completed and released. There followed a dreadful silence as Garrich tensely held his breath in anticipation.
The lowering fire flared with a blinding brilliance to the sound of a deafening roar that subsided the moment it broke the stillness, leaving Garrich to wonder if his ears had heard the noise at all. The bemused youth jumped back as a fiery bird with wings aflame emerged from the tongues of fire, its flickering yellow and orange plumage shimmering in the heat haze. With a raucous squawk the incandescent fledgling took flight and flapped majestically into the starry sky, circling once overhead before crying a second time and vanishing in a flash of luminosity punctuated by a thunderclap.
Maldoch seated himself beside the crackling campfire, burning normally in the wake of the impact left by his impressive charm. “Satisfied with my credentials now?” he smugly asked the dumbfounded boy gazing incredulously up at the empty heavens.
"What was that?” exclaimed Garrich.
"A creature of mythology, my dear boy: a bird reputedly devoured by fire every five centuries or so, which then arose reborn from the ashes."
"And you summoned it to appear by magic?"
"Technically, no,” professed the wizard. “I cannot recreate a beast of lore that never existed. No mortal practitioner of the magic arts is that skilled."
The awestruck youth was vexed. “Then what did I just see?"
"An illusion. The supposed image of the phoenix based on the descriptions taken from legend of old. If I may say so, it was an artistically splendid rendition.” Maldoch prodded at the fire with a long stick. “I'm rather proud of the effort myself."
"It holds some significance,” Garrich quietly intuited. “For me, I mean."
The dancing firelight betrayed a sly smirk creasing the oldster's craggy features. “Tylar never told me you were such a quick learner.” Giving an exaggerated yawn, Maldoch remarked, “I tire. We'll continue this discussion in the morning after a good night's kip."
Watching stupefied as the wizard pulled his cloak tight and settled down for the evening, Garrich protested. “But I have much to ask you."
"Make certain you don't let that fire die out,” Maldoch instructed, rolling over onto his side and presenting his back to Garrich. “My old bones feel the cold more than they used to and if I wake up shivering expect me to be real cranky."
The disbelieving youth gazed at the old man until the sound of the wizard's indifferent snoring turned him aside. Too worked up from having drunk the rejuvenating Elf potion to even contemplate sleep, Garrich sought reassurance in familiarity. Discovering his unsheathed broadsword back amongst the brigands stash, he set about scraping the dried blood from the blade and sharpening its edge, the rhythmic sound of the whetstone in cadence with Maldoch's snores. Buffing the honed steel with a polishing rag until the firelight dazzled fiercely in the gleaming metal, Garrich glanced periodically at the snoozing spellcaster, trying to gauge the peculiar old man's character.
His weekly chore finished, Garrich hunkered down across from his newfound companion, the sleeved sword possessively in his lap. Instinctively reaching for his haversack, he undid the lacing of the flap and took out the cherished baby wrap and tome tucked safely inside. Running his hands lovingly over the tattered pelt and frayed book jacket, the unsettled teen drew comfort from touching the careworn articles from home. Oldness meant comfort. He doubted that sentiment applied to the wizard.
Clutching the tokens to his chest, Garrich stared listlessly into the campfire. The lonesome howl of a solitary wolf distanced from the pack and hunting unaided in the early evening sounded off somewhere west of the campers, mournful and desolate.
"You sound as confused as I do,” murmured the boy.
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Chapter FiveHe pointedly rose before first light to find Maldoch banking the sputtering fire. Having hardly slept a wink, the boy greeted the dark morn accordingly tired and grouchy. Beaten to the punch, Garrich mumbled unremorsefully, “You're an early riser."
"When you get to my age you'll appreciate the shortness of the days,” the wizard laconically said. “Time is a fleeting mistress unable to backtrack. Besides, why sleep away a perfectly fine day?"
Garrich glanced doubtfully upwards, the sun only beginning to grace the eastern skies with her warming presence. An imperceptible lightening of the predawn firmament marked the defining contrast between night and day, yet the heavens remained murky and unreadable to the frowning teenager. “How can you tell?"
"Divining weather is a hobby of mine,” Maldoch revealed, reheating the previous night's stew once the cooking fire built up sufficient hotness.
Squatting in front of the cheering flames, one of the dead bandit's blankets draped about his shoulders warding off the chill of early morn, Garrich rubbed his hands together. “What else do you do, wizard,” he bluntly asked, “other than a spot of healing, cast illusory spells, and dabble in weather forecasting?"
"Recruit future saviors of the world."
The teen's face went blank from astonishment.
Oblivious to the gaping boy's incredulity, Maldoch announced, “This stew should be warmed through enough to eat. Help yourself.” When the dumbstruck youth failed to move, the offhand wizard spooned up a helping and thrust the plate into one of Garrich's motionless hands after prising the fingers apart. “Tuck in, my boy. You'll need to keep up your strength if we're going to walk out of Wivernbush."
That shoved Garrich from his unblinking reverie. “To travel where?"
"Alberion."
Garrich bristled. ‘I can't possibly go anywhere with you.'
"I wasn't asking,” Maldoch said flatly.
Flinging the plate aside, Garrich shook off the commandeered blanket and angrily stalked away. Belting on his broadsword, he stuffed the treasured contents of his past life back into the knapsack and began striding resolutely from the small clearing, the lengthy weapon looking ridiculously oversized on his small frame as he held it clear of the ground by angling the hilt.
"Where do you think you're heading?” Maldoch called after the departing youth.
"Home, if that's any of your business."
"To what? Falloway Cottage is just ashes."
"I'll rebuild,” retorted Garrich, his gait quickening.
The spellcaster hummed. “Fabulous idea. It'll be good to see my old homestead restored to its former splendor."
That declaration stopped Garrich in his tracks. “Your what?"
"Do your ears need cleaning out, boy? Falloway Cottage belongs to me."
"That's untrue,” denied Garrich. “Father owned the cabin. What's left of it is mine."
"Not so. I built Falloway with my own hands a number of years ago. After befriending Tylar Shudonn, I offered him it as lodging upon his retirement. Happy to accept, he paid me in rent by way of upkeep of the place."
Garrich felt betrayed. Tylar despised dishonesty and lectured at length on the impropriety of falsehood. “Father led me to believe that he'd somehow inherited the place. He out-and-out lied."
"That's unduly harsh"’ chided Maldoch. “Shudonn deceived you acting on my instructions. I directed him not to divulge the true ownership of the cottage. Such a revelation might have compromised your safeness."
The youth dropped his haversack to the ground and glared directly at the mage, his hand inadvertently straying to the sword hilt. “What the N'drenoff worhl is going on here?” he demanded.
Maldoch raised his eyes to the grey heavens in disgust. “Why must the unenlightened resort to cussing using the name of Hell? Can't they be more original?” The wizard's flinty stare returned to Garrich, butting heads with the boy's intractability. “The time has come for me to reveal a number of home truths that you'll find difficult to swallow, let alone digest. I loathe repeating myself, so in order to enlighten you without being subjected to insufferable interruptions I'm compelled to employ magic."
The frosty spellcaster rapidly mouthed an incantation that darted snakelike to encase Garrich in an invisible cocoon. Feeling a constricting of the surrounding air, the boy alarmingly found himself unable to move his arms or legs. The tightening intensified, his skin prickling from being in contact with the unseen shroud of magicked immobility.
"Don't struggle against the spell. It'll only lengthen the settling process and prolong your discomfort,” advised Maldoch. “And I wouldn't bother trying to speak either. Your voice won't carry beyond the immobilization field."
Helpless, Garrich glowered mutely at the wizard as the bindings finished taking hold, his breathing harsh in his own ears. Muffled by the unseeable barrier, the oldster's voice stayed intelligible.
Maldoch walked over to the frozen teen and professed, “This spell is a personal favorite of mine. I'm saving it to use on my beastly ex-wife. She's such a witch.” Hands clasped behind his back, the mage paced thoughtfully in front of Garrich before commencing his disclosure.
"Always best to start at the beginning, I'll do just that. I found you as an infant, Garrich, and fostered you out to Tylar Shudonn. Unequipped to look after a baby full-time myself, I recalled my old friend was recently retired with time on his hands. Tylar at first objected at being lumbered with a newborn, but I can be wickedly persuasive.” Maldoch locked eyes with the entrapped boy. “You'll find that out for yourself soon enough,” he promised. “The rest you are aware of. Shudonn raised you like the son he never had. At my insistence, and Tylar wholeheartedly concurred, he trained you in the ways of a soldier. You might ask why, could you but speak. I'll tell you then.
"No doubt during the course of your military instruction you covered the border skirmishes involving Goblins and Dwarfs, Goblins and Men—practically Goblins and the rest of Terrath! Vicious as those episodes were, they remain minor, unconnected incidences. View them as brotherly squabbles. Generally the Fellow Races coexist as one big dysfunctional family, so spats between the siblings crop up every now and then. Sadly such quarrels result in more than bloody noses for the combatants, but at least the violence stays contained, helped in no small part by the Dwarfs erecting the barrier across Frelok Pass."
And the tireless efforts of the Borderland Patrol Garrich proudly added, restricted to thinking, not talking.
"Now consider this horror,” proposed Maldoch. “Warring and bloodshed on a grander scale than Terrath has witnessed before, embroiling four of the Fellow Races in a nationwide conflict.” Letting that shocker sink in, Maldoch emphasized the point he was leading up to. “That terrible eventuality will come to pass if Carnach stages its planned incursion into Carallord."
Garrich's mind reeled. Goblins invading the north? If Maldoch's outlandish claim proved true, a full-blown race war seemed imminent. As warlike as their western neighbors, the Dwarfs would retaliate with force and drag Anarica into the fray. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, might perish in the ensuing tussle. But what had this to do with him?
As if reading the lad's thoughts, the wizard stopped pacing. “You're thinking that I've not explained your link in all of this, young Garrich. Well, my boy, it is simply this. The East is in dire need of a champion to thwart the West, and you are it."
The only reaction the stationary teen could give was to rapidly blink his eyes in disbelief, a gesture not lost upon Maldoch.
"Hard to take in? Think about it, son. Why else did Tylar mold you into the expert swordsman you now are, despite your greenness? A born warrior who's ably demonstrated his fighting prowess, all you lack is a cause."
Forced to agree, for Garrich key pieces making up his jumbled life fitted snugly into place like a coalescing jigsaw; the ceaseless lessons in warfare, theoretical and upon the practice field; his father's innuendoes hinting at an unspecified future greatness. No wonder Tylar so strenuously objected to him enlisting in the army. Already mapped out, Garrich's existence could be likened to an unimplemented battle strategy: worked out to the last detail, ready to be put into play.
"Why you?” continued Maldoch. “The world needs an impartial champion, a universal warrior free of personal and nationalistic ties. Who better than an orphaned Goblin, product of a secluded, Eastern upbringing."
This second revelation stunned Garrich with equal force. With disarming frankness, the wizard confirmed what the slain bandit leader had so mockingly labeled him. The teen's magical restraints abruptly dissolved and he teetered on unsteady feet, the sounds of the forested world unbearably loud.
Maldoch arched a shaggy eyebrow at the freed youth. “Hmmm, the spell's degraded faster than anticipated. I must tweak the recitation to remedy that for future use."
"I'm a Goblin?” Garrich blurted incredulously.
"What did you think you were boy? An Elf?"
"Actually, yes,” admitted the dazed youth. “The upswept ears, slanted eyebrows..."
Maldoch chuckled cruelly. “You're a little on the short and dark side to be a native of Gwilhaire."
Garrich sulked. In the absence of any other clues, his guess was a reasonable assumption. But to now be named a member of the people to whom the general evil of the world was attributed, and who were considered the black sheep of the Fellow Races, was disconcerting.
"Gather up your stuff,” ordered the spellcaster. “We're leaving for Alberion shortly."
"You seriously can't expect me to accompany you who-knows-where on some unnamed idiotic adventure after dropping those bombshells?” said the moping teen.
"Why ever not? The matter of your ignorance is resolved; you're aware of your place in the grand scheme of things. Destiny awaits you, my boy. Embrace it."
"Nothing at all has been settled! You've revealed who I am, but not where I come from. Who are my parents? What were they like? To which tribe do I belong? Have I any surviving family—brothers or sisters, cousin's maybe?"
The wizard raised his hands. “Whoa, Garrich. Those questions will be answered all in good time, if you but journey with me."
"You're blackmailing me?"
Maldoch considered the accusation. “Swaying you sounds kinder."
Made speechless by the mage's effrontery, not wizardry, Garrich fumed in silence.
Taking advantage of the boy's dumbness, the crafty old spellcaster employed his legendary powers of persuasion. “Let us review your position from a logical angle. Firstly, there's no home to speak of you can return to. Even if Falloway Cottage was rendered habitable again, legally the cabin remains my property. In the second place, Tylar Shudonn—may the blessed Maker watch over his soul—is dead, leaving no guardian to watch out for you. Incidentally, I'm the closest thing to family you've got right now, whether you like or not, so get used to my being around. And in the third instance, what can an eastern raised Goblin do with his life? You'll be shunned wherever you go, including Carnach, unless I take you under my protective wing—which I'm fully prepared to do."
Suspicious, Garrich asked, “What's the catch?"
Maldoch smiled cunningly. “Here's the deal. You travel with me to the Anarican capital and help me conduct my business. In return, I'll divulge all the information at my disposal regarding your Goblin parentage. Perhaps I'll even throw in the deed to Falloway Cottage as a bonus, depending upon your congeniality."
Garrich considered the wizard's “offer". Maldoch's terms smacked heavily of manipulation and yet the teen had to concede the rightness of his argument. The life known to him, comfortable as a well-worn slipper, fled lost and unrecoverable. Garrich needed to move on and with no better alternative it transpired that traveling in the company of the mysterious spellcaster presented the best option.
Admittedly intrigued by the prospect of becoming the saviour of Terrath and whatever adventures such distinction entailed, he said, “I'll go with you,” amending, “but I won't trust you."
"Delightful. Faith shouldn't be given freely. It ought to be earned.” Beaming, Maldoch shot the boy a look of pure cynicism. “Between you and me, trust nobody. It's safer. Now that everything is sorted, let's get underway."
The breaking day turned out to be as sunny as Maldoch predicted. A deceptively blue sky dotted with puffy white clouds unfurled overhead, flaunting the approach of winter, though the wind blew crisp. After kicking out the campfire, the unlikely twosome shouldered individual bags and tramped from the clearing. Garrich traipsing a pace behind, Maldoch took the lead, funnily enough steering them due south in the direction of Haston.
Garrich toted nothing extra than some measly dried foodstuffs, a bedroll, and a waterproof poncho liberated from the packs of the slain banditry, plus his newly claimed broadsword strapped across his back. The youth's smallness discarded wearing the lengthy blade belted about his waist for travel, as the tip of the scabbard dragged noisily along the ground behind him. When Maldoch suggested the boy sift through the brigands’ collection of loot in search of Tylar's belongings, Garrich had refuted the notion. The possessions of personal worth he valued most—the moldy pelt, well-thumbed book, and bejeweled sword—were his already. The remainder of the booty belonged to a past that died along with Shudonn.
The pair journeyed in silence, each lost in his private thoughts: Garrich struggling to come to terms with the monumentally eventful changes in his life, Maldoch submerged in contemplating the unknowable affairs troubling a wizard. When night fell they routinely made camp amongst the ancient boles comprising Wivernbush, nestling within the tangle of massive roots until daybreak banished dark. The pleasantly sun-dappled first two days of travel degenerated into rainy squalls by midday of the third as autumn reasserted her damp and gusty presence. Taking their noon respite at the base of a gargantuan oak shedding its orange-yellow foliage like hair, wizard and boy-warrior ate an unappetizing cold meal, sheltered against the miserably inclement weather.
Breaking the monotonous quiet, Garrich asked, “Why do we travel to Alberion?"
Absently watching a wind-blown leaf drift past his hooked nose, the spellcaster answered, “I have a coronation to attend. Anarica will soon be crowning a new monarch."
"Did the old ruler die?"
Maldoch glanced impishly at the teen. “No, but I expect him to soon."
Unsettled by the cold-bloodedness of the reply, Garrich elected to reinstate their joint muteness.
Four days out saw the duo reach the southern margin of the hoary forest. Beyond the defining timberline stretched 250 leagues of moorland, which eventually gave way to the sprawling plains of the Stranth forming mid-western Terrath.
Casting a doubtful eye up at the afternoon overcast, Maldoch decided, “We'll camp here overnight before striking for the prince's highway in the morn.” Though the showers had ceased, there lurked the undeniable promise of more rain to come.
Garrich fidgeted beside the oldster, nervously staring at the open expanse of gently rolling hillocks pockmarked with scraggly bushes; the tract of uncultivated land loosely termed the Upper Wade.
"What's wrong, boy?"
"This is the extreme edge of the wood,” the entranced youth murmured in reply.
"So, what of it?"
"I've never left Wivernbush before,” a frightened note to his whispered confession.
Maldoch grimaced at an oversight on his part. The cosseted boy's lack of exposure to the outside world, apart from the two-dimensional texts of his foster father's books, could prove limiting. Necessity dictated that Garrich be raised in complete isolation, his identity suppressed, his freedom controlled. Such a policy may now prove a hindrance. “You've got until dawn to get over this irrational fear,” the wizard callously said, turning from the treeless vista to select a suitable spot to bed down for the night.
The dampness of the timberland discounting any hope for a fire, Maldoch and Garrich spent a cheerless evening chewing tasteless jerky engaged in forced small talk.
"I can't wait for a warm bed and a hot meal when we get to the capital,” grumped the wizard, removing a bothersome piece of bark from underneath the blanket he reclined upon. The travelers lounged in a hollow set below a stand of birch trees. “Life on the open road is a delight, but sleeping rough on the wet earth loses its appeal after the first century."
Garrich started. “Just how old are you, Maldoch?"
"Older than any number you can think of."
"Are you always this enigmatic?” griped the teen.
The wizard shrugged. “It's part of my charm."
Next day saw the pair leaving Wivernbush behind a half-hour after sunup. Garrich paused to bid the peculiar wood a regretful farewell. In spite of its periodic strangeness, the forest retained prominence as the boundaries defining his childhood. He would miss the stoic timberland with its air of great antiquity.
"That forest holds a special place in my heart also,” commented Maldoch, intruding upon the boy's silent goodbye. “No other wood in all of Terrath is quite as ancient nor unique, and that's counting Oaken Grove."
Hearing a statement like that, Garrich resolved to delve into the personal history of the mysterious spellcaster at the first opportunity to present itself.
The youth was in the process of turning his back on his former life when in the golden light of early morn he caught a flicker of movement shimmering the distant treetops. A moment later the fluttering sphinx vanished from view. An odd sense of completion descended over Garrich. His bat was seeing him off.
They spent the morning walking steadily beneath a blustery and steely sky. “We're in for a drenching,” Garrich complained when sporadic drops of moisture began pelting down.
"Getting wet is the least of our worries,” Maldoch strangely said. Giving Garrich a sidelong glance, he confessed, “I neglected to tell you something, boy. Tylar Shudonn's death may not have been a random slaying."
Scowling, Garrich postulated, “Are you saying father was murdered for a purpose other than robbery?"
"It is a distinct possibility."
"Who would want to kill him?"
"I did not say he was specifically the target."
Even more perplexed and poised to pose the obvious question to Maldoch, realization slapped the teenager about the face. “They were after me?” he cried out. “Pappy's death is on my shoulders!"
"Calm yourself, Garrich. Guilt-inspired hysterics do not bring back the dead."
"Hang about,” said the mortified teen. “Those bandits can't have been after me, judging by the looks of utter surprise on their faces when I showed up to kill them."
The wizard was non-committal. “I cannot be entirely sure those thugs were not operating independently to their own agenda, so don't needlessly flog yourself. However, you do need to be warned that dark forces are moving against the warriors of good. Expect opposition along the course of our quest."
"You haven't told me the exact nature of this mission of yours,” averred Garrich.
"Now that would be telling,” answered the taciturn mage, striding away from the maddened youth.
A week and a half of trekking across the unchanging grassy knolls dotted with clumps of hardy dwarf-bushes netted the twosome a sighting of a settlement in the near distance.
"Is that Alberion?” Garrich eagerly asked, ending the tedium of their travel. He immediately regretted his query.
"Don't be absurd, boy!” scolded Maldoch. “Alberion lies almost three hundred leagues to the east. That is Haston. Did not Tylar teach you geography?"
"Yes,” the red-faced teen contritely professed. “But this is my first trip beyond the pages of an atlas. It'll take a while to get my bearings in the real world."
Garrich instantly learned how unforgiving a taskmaster the wizard was. “Mistakes are made by the uninformed,” Maldoch said brusquely. “Shudonn saw to your education, so I know you are not illiterate. Don't act like a country bumpkin."
The chagrined youth dismissed the reprimand and concentrated instead on the distant township gaining definition with each step taken. The morning sky stayed typically lowery, but intermittent patches of sunlight filtered through the clouded heavens to highlight the cluster of buildings crowding the only sizable area of flatland in this region of undulating hillocks. While not as provincial in layout as the frontier towns of Serepar or Yordl, neither was Haston as elegant in form as the more courtly eastern communities of the princedom. It showcased an odd blend of rustic and contemporary, as if the inhabitants had unsuccessfully attempted to recreate the noble architecture of east Terrath, falling short in their idealism. At least that was what Garrich could gauge from the hotchpotch of buildings shaping the nearing skyline. Fascinated by his first encounter with civilization, the enthralled teen was greatly disappointed when Maldoch deviated southeast to avoid the town entirely.
"We're not entering?"
"I have no business there,” expounded Maldoch.
Crestfallen, Garrich exhaled noisily. His pioneering outing from Wivernbush was turning sour in light of the wizard's refusal to expose him to this initial taste of public life beyond his wooded hermitage. “I always badgered father to recount his occasional visits to town to trade,” the boy warmly recalled. “I enjoyed hearing him speak of haggling with the shopkeepers when strolling through the main street or talking shop with the town watch. I often pictured in my mind's eye what town life is like. The rows of shops selling their differing wares, the various people going about their daily business, the diversity of the trades."
"One town is boringly much like another,” cut in Maldoch.
Garrich was discovering the spellcaster's blasé approach to life was the least endearing of his many character faults.
Strangely conversational, Maldoch enquired, “Which town did Shudonn frequent?"
"Serepar mostly."
"That figures. It's a garrison town. I had my doubts the old soldier could completely sever his army ties.” Maldoch stopped unexpectedly, mindful that the eastern outskirts of Haston were close. Disrobing, he handed Garrich his hooded travel cloak. “Put it on,” he curtly ordered.
Not particularly feeling like arguing with the headstrong mage, especially when he stood no chance of winning, the youth did as he was bidden. Maldoch generously supplied an explanation for his unexpected gift.
"Considering you are a westerner by birth, your presence on principality soil will be extremely difficult to explain away. Cover up and if we run into anyone I'll do the talking."
"That's no hardship for you,” Garrich muttered under his breath.
Purposely ignoring the quip, the wizard further instructed, “Make sure the cowl completely hides your face. Men are understandably prejudiced against Goblins and to find one in their midst, especially an armed male, would be more than a little disruptive."
Pulling the hood over his head, Garrich awaited Maldoch's approval. The taller oldster studied the elfin boy critically, the robe clearly a size too big for him. “An ill fit that'll suffice until we reach Alberion and purchase you a cloak of your own.” He declared, imploring the disguised teen, “The robe is merely a loaner. Treat it respectfully. It's like an old friend to me."
Garrich stared wonderingly after the oddly sentimental grouch as they resumed their eastward sojourn.
Camping that night on the insipidly familiar heath in a concealing depression within earshot of Haston, after supper Garrich sat cross-legged on the crest of a neighboring hummock, watching the dreary evening settle over the township. Cheery dots of light twinkled from the silhouetted houses as the citizenry returned to their respective homes to dine with family and friends, the hum of daytime life given way to the serene stillness of night broken occasionally by lilting voices borne on the twilight breeze. Sighing restlessly as a wave of homesickness swept over him, the melancholic youth longed to be back home at Falloway Cottage engaged in his nightly chore of tending to the weapons with Tylar Shudonn composing his epic poems.
"Tomorrow will be a good day for travelling unnoticed,” Maldoch spoke from his seat in the basin.
Tiring of the view and his heartache, Garrich trudged down into the hollow. “Why is that?” he huffed disinterestedly.
"It is Sanctity Day. All proper god-fearing folk will be in church, or more likely the local tavern. We should make good progress along an empty road."
"I thought you preferred remaining inconspicuous,” contended Garrich. “A lone pair of travelers on a deserted highway is hardly discreet in light of the probability of us being hounded by this nameless enemy of yours. It'd make more sense to stay off-road."
"Not if we plan to reach Alberion before the month of Shunn. I don't particularly relish going cross-country in the middle of winter, boy."
"Maldoch, I've been meaning to ask. How did you find me in Wivernbush? Was it wizardry?"
"Goblins are not alone in being noted for their impressive tracking skills,” the oldster said immodestly. “I followed your trail from the cottage ruins with relative ease. You need to brush up on covering your tracks better."
Garrich blinked, taken aback by the first compliment he had heard given for his newfound and much maligned people. “I wasn't trying to hide,” he retorted.
"Makes no difference. Get into the habit of journeying in basic secrecy. You never know who might be shadowing you."
Puckering a brow unwrinkled by age, Garrich had foolishly expected undiluted praise from the perpetually ornery wizard. Gazing heavenwards at the starless, inky night, he pondered if Maldoch's heart was equally black.
The day dawned cloudy but reasonably bright. Impatient to get going, Maldoch roused Garrich from a nightmare where slicing axe blades indiscriminately chopped to pieces a luckless victim whose ever-changing appearance alternated between the faces of the bandits he had slain and Tylar Shudonn's grimacing death mask.
"Bad dream?” the wizard astutely asked while preparing breakfast.
Afraid of being ridiculed, the sweating and shaking youth answered no.
Accepting the denial, Maldoch put to Garrich, “You can cook, can't you? Tylar was a marvellous chef, so I'm guessing he taught you to be a whiz in the kitchen."
"I know how to use a skillet,” the youth snappishly asserted, not letting on that his cookery talents left voluminous room for improvement.
"Good. After we restock our supplies at Alberion for the following leg of our quest, you're going to impress me with your cooking skills on the trail."
"We're not stopping in the city?"
"Only as long as is necessary for me to see to my affairs,” Maldoch said selfishly. “I've a schedule to follow.” The spellcaster gave the youth a contemptuous look in light of his grouchiness. “You're not a morning person, are you Garrich?"
Having breakfasted, they walked for about a quarter hour across the unchanging moor, disturbing a covey of heath hens that hastily took flight with a flurry of beating wings. The game birds were the only living things encountered, for the looming town appeared queerly still and unmoving. A peal of bells chimed melodiously through the fresh morning air. Startled, Garrich hesitated.
"It's just the church calling her parishioners to early mass,’ the wizard informed the boy. ‘The righteous flocking for glorification as the sinners are marched there to do penance."
"Sounds like you disapprove."
"Not of worshipping our fair lord. It's the monopoly the Anarican State Church exercises over doctrine that gets my goat. For the most part the clergy are pompous windbags grown rich and fat from the supplication of honest, hard-working folk who can ill-afford to part with their meager earnings. Didn't Shudonn include religious instruction in your education?"
"We skipped religion entirely."
Maldoch clicked his tongue reproachfully. ‘Theology is hardly a strong suit of the soldiering fraternity. Thou shalt not kill isn't an edict of their training manual. I'll have to remedy your ignorance at a later date."
"By having me study the beliefs of my birth race?” volunteered the teen, justifiably keen to explore his cultural roots.
The spellcaster turned on Garrich, his beard puffed up and eyes aglow with indignation. Prodding at the startled youth with the butt of his staff, he spat, “Do not ever suggest such a notion to me again. You've no idea of the perils associated with delving into western shamanism.” Fully prepared to give the uninformed youth a pervasive lecture on evil, Maldoch underwent a change of heart and instead muttered, “I haven't time to deal with this nonsense now, but you will be tutored in the proper beliefs. I'll not see my plans poleaxed over a trifling identity crisis."
Garrich himself grew livid. “Hold fast, old man! I'm the one who's the victim here. It's me who's twice lost a family. How do you think it feels not knowing your parentage for fifteen years, then discovering that your people are the most despised race in the land."
Feigned a look of mortification, Maldoch sneered. “Forgive me my oversight, boy. I didn't realize you are the only one to have suffered loss.” Discarding his stave, he grabbed the teen by the shirtfront and lifted him cleanly off his feet, the oldster not as frail as he appeared. “Deal with your problems, for I'll not mollycoddle you. There are higher things at stake than your bruised, pubescent ego. I'm genuinely sorry for your hardships, only the world can be a cruel place and the choices it compels us to make sometimes unpleasant.” Releasing him, the wizard smoothed the creases from Garrich's rumpled tunic. “We all have our parts to play in the theatre of life. Remember your pact. Assist me and I'll personally introduce you to Goblin ways. Anger me again and—"
"You'll do what?” demanded the youth, bravely standing up to the fearsome mage.
Seeing evidence of Shudonn's stubborn streak in his ward's defiant attitude, Maldoch wiggled his fingers suggestively and seethed, “Turn you into a toad, or worse!” Garrich could not help but laugh at the absurdity of the threat. Maldoch quite unexpectedly saw the humor in the boy's response and chuckled dryly. “That was somewhat clichéd,” he conceded, stooping to gather up his staff.
"Yes it was. What now?"
"We continue as planned, my boy."
Cresting the next hillock, the travelers came across a ribbon of slate gray wending its purposeful way from Haston in either direction. Ambling down the slight slope, they marched across the heath towards the manmade line that seemed to extend from horizon to horizon.
"The Western Royal Roadway,” pronounced Maldoch, setting foot upon the cobbled highway. “Beginning from the Midden and ending at Serepar."
Standing on the grassy verge, Garrich studied the interlocking flagstones. Weedy stalks sprouted freely from the cracks fracturing the weather-beaten paving stones. Tapping the nearest slab with the sole of his boot showed it loose and wobbly. Decidedly unimpressed with this decrepit feat of human engineering, he criticized, “It's in a bad state of disrepair."
"The universal problem of civic upkeep,” explained Maldoch. “The four royal roadways connect the four corners of the principality, but only those routes nearest the commerce heart of Anarica are afforded the necessary maintenance costs. The western thoroughfare, like its southern counterpart, is sadly neglected the further one travels out from the princedom's center."
"Shouldn't that responsibility fall back on the townships themselves?"
"You raise a valid argument. However, regional landowners are notoriously unwilling to part with their personal wealth and never more so when spending on public amenities is called for. Moreover, the point is a moot one. Intercity roading is the sole domain of the Prince of Men and supposedly falls under the funding provided by the royal administration.” Maldoch chortled. “And you've no idea how tight the treasury is when it comes to allocating money."
"For a wizard you appear to know an awful lot about the ins and outs of the realm."
"I'm very observant.” Tapping a bony finger against his bird-like nose, Maldoch advised, “When adventuring, keep your eyes and ears open. Observation, not conversation, is the key to acquiring knowledge.” The ancient mage winked and grinned puckishly. “It also helps being alive a goodly number of years."
Crossing on to the roadway subjected Garrich to the oddest impression of taking the first step into a broader world. “How much farther to Alberion?"
"Six weeks or thereabouts."
"The journey would be faster by horse,” suggested the youth. While not having firsthand experience with equines, Garrich learned of their usefulness by reading the exploits of cavalry units in the warfare handbooks he perused back in Falloway.
"Indeed,” concurred Maldoch. Glancing about, he stroked his beard musingly. “Pity there are none on hand. Can you even ride?"
"Er, no."
"Me neither. I guess we stay walking."
Garrich fell in beside the tramping enchanter, the butt of the oldster's staff clacking rhythmically upon the flagstones.
"Do you know the story behind the constructing of the royal roadways?” asked Maldoch.
Garrich's answering shake of his head was lost within the shadowed recesses of the cowl. “My education was limited to military texts and atlases."
"I'll add history lessons to your tutelage then."
"You sound like father,” groaned the teen. “Forever keen to make me learned."
"Thanks for the compliment. Keep pace now, boy. You know I hate to repeat myself,” said the single-minded wizard, smirking behind his flowing whiskers. “Way back in 480, Prince Karda Coramm entertained a vision..."
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Chapter SixThe road wore on. The novelty of treading a pathway leading to a broader if uncertain future vanished for Garrich after five or so leagues. Maldoch's recounting of historical events droning incessantly in the youth's ear did nothing to lessen the boredom of trudging along the deserted Western Royal Roadway. As foretold by the wizard, they encountered no other travelers during their passage along the cobbled highway that day, leaving the unlikely companions with the unsettling notion that they were the only two persons traversing Terrath.
Absently preferring the oldster's earlier reticence to this wearying bout of talkativeness, Garrich let his mind drift away from the current topic regarding the formation of the House of Nobles a thousand years earlier to consider his partly revealed ancestry. Knowing his race became the first part of a tangled puzzle that demanded solving.
He went over in his mind his limited knowledge surrounding Goblins and their homeland of Carnach in the mysterious west. Gleaned solely from military texts, the confounded youth realized with a growing amount of dissatisfaction that those accounts seemed terribly one-sided and biased against his people: Anaricans typically stereotyped Goblins as godless child killers hell-bent on warring amongst themselves and with weaker elements of their Fellow Races, committing heinous atrocities in the process. The authors of such tomes invariably concerned themselves with detailing the bloodthirstiness of their subject matter and rarely delved into the truths behind the myth. Guilty himself of regarding the westerners in that self-same colored light as a result of Tylar's tutelage, Garrich subsequently had to revise his thinking. Reading between the lines, he concluded that Carnachians were spirited survivors justly deserving of their fearsome reputation but equally accorded respect for their prowess as warriors. That said, Garrich still knew less than nothing about Goblin culture and way of life beyond their warring. He would have to rely on Maldoch to fill in those gaping blanks and that disturbed him.
"Have you killed anyone, Maldoch?"
The spellcaster stopped in mid-sentence to regard Garrich with those predatory eyes of his. After a moment's consideration, he replied, “That's an uncommonly bold query."
"You haven't answered the question,” pressed the inquisitive youth.
"Generally speaking, enchanters are pledged to preserve life rather than take it. That is not to say a murderous thought or two has not crossed my mind over the years. I could happily name a couple of people for whom the world would benefit greatly if they suffered an early death. Why do you ask?"
"Father prayed I'd never have to use my sword in anger."
"That was rather naïve of him, considering he trained you from birth to be a fighter."
Garrich grew serious. “I know now what he meant by guilt-ridden."
Maldoch halted in the middle of the roadway, compelling Garrich to follow suit. “Are you experiencing culpability over slaying those ruffians back in Wivernbush?"
The teenaged Goblin threw back the hood of his borrowed cloak and screwed up his face in an unseemly frown. “Not exactly. I carried out what needed to be done. It's just that I can't shake those images haunting me whenever I close my eyes."
"Your pesky nightmares?” perceived the wizard.
Garrich nodded mutely. Gruesome dreams continued permeating his sleep, denying him the chance for proper rest.
"Understandable. Blame is a powerful feeling that plays upon the subconscious, especially when one of those you slew happened to be unarmed."
The youth glanced sharply at the wizard. “How did you know about the serf?"
"Observation, remember?” confided Maldoch, tapping his temple with a bony finger. “The bloodied spot where he you downed him was devoid of a weapon and a dying combatant customarily clutches an implement of war to his breast when fighting off death. It's a standard ritual. Yet your bondsman died weaponless."
"A pike was within his reach, had he wanted it, when I attacked,” Garrich said in his defense.
"Don't get your hackles up, boy. I'm not judging you. All I'm saying is that the unthinking mind can do strange things to even a guiltless man. What might have Tylar's counsel been for this precise situation?"
Shrugging, Garrich guessed, “He probably would have reassured me by saying that the first kill a soldier makes is predictably the hardest of his career and to simply accept that pain as the norm for committing such a deed."
"Sound advice,” complimented Maldoch.
"Father warned me how a soldier never entirely learns to live with his actions."
"We all have regrets. The trick is not to let yourself become trapped in the past. You butchered Shudonn's killers. Congratulate yourself and move on."
"That's a trifle cold-hearted coming from someone who advocates the preservation of life,” challenged the youth.
Maldoch was unrepentant. “The death of those miscreants is no great loss.” A timely rumble of thunder in the lowery heavens prompted the mage to lift his bearded countenance skywards and bellow, “Forgive me, master. It's the truth!"
Garrich peered dubiously at the swirling clouds overhead. “Who are you shouting at?"
"The Deity of Goodness and Light. Your illiteracy is deplorable. Perhaps I'll introduce you to the Maker Himself one day."
Skepticism creased the teenager's brow. “Are you some kind of religious nut?” he asked tentatively, bracing for the dressing down that must surely follow.
The wizard abruptly laughed. “Me, a priest? Good god, boy, no! Let's just say that I'm a faithful servant of the true path"’ He glowered reproachfully at Garrich. “Pull up your hood. There's about an hour's daylight left and we can travel a good league before nightfall."
Garrich fell in beside the pacing mage. “Maldoch?"
"What is it now?” grunted the spellcaster.
"Back in the clearing, after burying those bandits, I half expected to be lectured by you on the inappropriateness of seeking revenge."
Maldoch's stern face showed puzzlement. “You want me to berate you now?"
"No. I was wondering why you failed to do so, that's all. I'm thinking that any responsible adult would have."
"Vengeance is hardly a commendable pursuit, my lad, but it is admittedly a passionate goal."
"I'm not sure I take your meaning."
With a wicked glint lighting his eyes, the wizard lengthened his stride to outpace the shorter teen and simply said over his shoulder, “I have no problem in wanting revenge. It has been my driving force for the past sixteen hundred years."
* * * *Three and a half weeks of continuous walking broken only by the odd shower of autumn rain ended with the duo approaching a township strung across the princedom's western thoroughfare like an afterthought. Viewed from a rise overlooking the curving descent of the paved road leading into it, the strange settlement of tents straddled not one but four highways like the spoked hub of some flimsy wheel.
"Name that town,” Maldoch dared Garrich.
Concentrating hard, the youth offered, “Woldsham."
"Too far west,’ the wizard growled. ‘I despair of you ever being able to find your way out of a leather bag, boy."
"Geography isn't my best subject,” grumbled Garrich.
"Do tell. Down there lies the Midden. It has sat on the crossroads of the four Royal Roadways for close to twelve centuries. Watch your step. The place is a converging point for roughnecks and the unsavory citizens of the realm."
"We're going down?” Garrich asked eagerly.
"Against my better judgment,” confirmed Maldoch. “We need supplies. I'd prefer to leave you in hiding off-road someplace, but I'm afraid you'd get lost in the wilderness."
Ambling downwards, Garrich felt a mix of nervous jubilation. His introduction to the Anarican populace was thus far confined to a grouchy wizard and three dead robbers, supplemented by the occasional mail rider and ambulant peasantry met in passing on their otherwise empty route. To be now finally exposed to common folk at once thrilled and terrified the anxious teen. Garrich wished Tylar were alive to talk with. Maldoch had allayed the youth's concerns over his killing spree, but Garrich did not confess to the spellcaster his harboring guilt at being unable to prevent the old soldier's violent death in the first place. Shudonn's demise weighed heavily upon him; Garrich missed his father terribly.
Sponsoring the minor's ongoing education, Maldoch demanded from Garrich as they reached the flat and moseyed into the makeshift town, “Tell me what you know of the Midden."
"Virtually nothing from a soldiering standpoint,” professed the youth, his shadowed eyes darting about in fascination. Garrich's patent ignorance was predictable, considering the martial nature of his imperfect reference material.
"My fault for not letting Shudonn give you a broader education,” rued the wizard. “Once a year this otherwise godforsaken place comes alive with a festivity oddly enough called the Cross Fair. Buyers from all over Terrath converge to purchase bloodstock for their farms and estates, at the end of which they throw a massive shindig. It's quite a party—drunken carousing, rampant whoring, plus the odd duel."
"When does the fair take place?"
Maldoch detected a note of stringent curiosity in the young man's inquiry. “Not until late summer, so your virtue is quite safe.” He grinned, patting the teen's sagging shoulder.
Carrying onwards, they met the first living souls on the outskirts of town: a rowdy group of ill-mannered men wearing filthy sheepskins that collectively smelt like a barnyard and stood idly about sharing a bottle of cheap spirits. Casting suspicious stares at the strangers, the inebriated bunch gave the spellcaster and his charge a wide berth as they staggered off toward a collection of motley tents, leaving the newcomers free to enter the town center unmolested.
The Midden did not sit squarely upon the junction of the princedom's highways as its name suggested. Rather, the township was divided into four suburbs bisected by the cobblestone thoroughfares before they intersected in the precise center to form a cross, marked by a signpost. Two of the quarters encompassed ramshackle tents of patched canvas housing the settlement's transient community, while a third formed a street of sorts occupied by a pair of adjoining dilapidated timber buildings.
"What are those used for?” Garrich asked, pointing to his right at the sprawling network of stockyards comprising the fourth division of the Midden, as he and Maldoch trod the final leg of the Western Royal Roadway.
"Those are the races used at the completion of the annual Stock Drive, when cattle beasts and strings of horses are herded up from the southern plains to this dingy marketplace around mid-spring and corralled for inspection by potential purchasers. For the remainder of year they otherwise stand empty.” The faint bleating of livestock from somewhere within the maze of pens proved Maldoch a liar.
Strolling past the guidepost denoting the meeting point of the four principal roads, Garrich glanced up at the directional arrows sprouting from the apex of the shoddy pole coated with flaking white paint and was struck by the grim humor of the original signwriter, for they read: NORTH; SOUTH; EAST; PURGATORY. The West clearly bore an unflattering reputation everywhere.
Heading along the eastern road, Maldoch stepped on to the footpath fronting the run down structures that shared split planking, cracked tile roofs, and rickety verandas, but little else in common. The first was a low slung, windowless affair overshadowed by its triple-storied neighbor sporting glass paneling of dirtied panes that stared out from the facade like unblinking eyes. There was a marked lack of signage to identify the function of either construction, so that an air of disconcerting anonymity hung over both.
"Shops?” inquired Garrich, coming to a halt beside the wizard outside the frontage of the larger of the two shabby buildings.
"The first is the trading post, while this den of inequity is the local inn and brothel,” elucidated Maldoch.
"Women and booze,” mouthed the entranced teen. To date, he frustratingly had no experience of either.
"Don't get all excited. The ladies only frequent this establishment over summer. They leave to spend the winter months back in Jarde. As for the ale, calling it pig swill is doing an injustice to what hogs gulp down.” The wizard looked upon the hooded youth in a profoundly grandfatherly way and added, “It's for the best. Beer and broads lead to nothing but trouble."
Garrich did not favor abstinence. He yearned to try life's pleasures for himself. “Why are these the only two wooden structures in this canvas town?"
"Permanence is a rarity here. Tents are regularly pitched and collapsed as people come and go, but the general store and watering hole, as well as the stockyards, remains year round."
"That doesn't explain why more permanent accommodation hasn't replaced the tents."
Maldoch shrugged. “The Midden originally sprung up around the Stock Drive. Since that event happens only annually, nobody bothers to erect proper shelters. That factor, coupled with the cost and hassle of transporting lumber down from the north, keeps the tent-makers profitably employed."
The door to the inn creaked open as a portly, ruddy-complexioned fellow in his forties sporting curly ginger hair and wearing a stained apron shuffled on to the veranda to greet the wizard. “Sulca, you old scoundrel. Where'd you blow in from?"
"Sulca?” laughed Garrich.
"Hush boy!” Maldoch snapped in a harsh whisper. “Travelling under a non-de plume has its advantages. Now hold your tongue and let me operate.” Clasping the other's proffered hand warmly, he responded, “Well met, Olben. How's trade?"
"Slow as ever at this time of year. You'd do me a great service by telling me that we're in for a short winter this year. My shrinking profits will be a lot healthier benefiting from an early Stock Drive. The sheepherders hanging round at present are stingy drinkers."
The wizard chuckled. “Come now, Olben. You surely don't expect me to give you a free weather consultation?"
"You always were a shrewd bugger, old-timer. Name your price."
"A room for the night."
"Agreed."
"Including supper and a hot bath."
"Alright, done,” conceded Olben, “but only because you're so darned accurate with your forecasting.” The pair spat in their palms and shook on the deal. The innkeeper looked interestedly around the tall diviner at his robed and hooded offsider. “You'll be needing the double room."
"A single will suffice."
"Suit yourself. Pleasure to meet you, friend,” offered Olben, extending a pudgy hand toward Garrich.
"I wouldn't do that,” cautioned the mage. “Leper."
Olben hurriedly withdrew his hand and backed away. “Are you insane?"
"No, compassionate. I ran into this poor chap down outside Yordl. His leprosy made him an outcast, forcing him to live on the fringe of Jungular Forest like an animal. I showed pity and invited him to accompany me north. I'm betting the cooler clime will be more conducive for his condition."
"Get him out of here, Sulca."
"A bargain's a bargain."
"You tricked me!"
"Nonsense. Don't be so hasty to shake on a pact next time before you know all the facts. Show us to our room."
"On condition that you keep your friend upstairs. I don't want him scaring my customers off."
Maldoch brushed past him and stepped through the doorway into the empty common room. “What customers?” he sniped.
Garrich, trailing after the wizard with Olben a measured distance further back, a grimy handkerchief pointedly covering their nervous host's mouth, frowned in disgust at his first real taste of civilization. The spacious room was low-beamed with a sooty ceiling blackened by the handful of burning oil lamps strung from the rafters on rusty chains. To one side stood a bar, if a plank of scratched varnish perched atop a pair of spaced out wine barrels, in turn backed by shelves stacked with assorted beverage casks and bottles, could be labeled as such. Scattered across the hay-strewn, dirt floor were rackety tables and chairs riddled with woodworm, whilst similarly wobbly benches lined up in haphazard fashion before a massive hearth in which a guttering fire kindled. The air smelt heavy with the cloying pungency of the burning oil and gagging stench of stale beer. Garrich was unimpressed by his first trip to town.
Maldoch made for the rattletrap of a staircase at the back of the common room leading to the upstairs lodging, beckoning for Garrich to hasten.
"Take your usual room, Sulca,” directed Olben, his voice muffled by the kerchief. “If you want me I'll be downstairs cleaning the place."
"That'll take him the rest of the year,” Garrich whispered to the mage.
"Shush, boy.” Climbing the stairs, Maldoch called down, “We'll have supper served in the common room Olben, if you please."
The innkeeper disagreed. “You're welcome to, but your friend will dine in his room. I told you, I won't stand for the likes of him frightening my evening crowd."
Smiling condescendingly, the wizard said, “As you wish."
"I'll bring up an extra mattress for your guest when I'm done here,” Olben called after the diviner, casting an unfriendly glance Garrich's way before hurrying about his chores.
The accommodation above the taproom proved equally drab and disgusting. A straw pallet rested on the floor in a corner of the windowless room, offset by a frail chair complementing a table upon which shone half a candle leaning in a chipped porcelain holder, its sputtering flame tugged by an unseen draught. The floorboards creaked dreadfully when boy and wizard entered the rustic lodging.
"Friendly sort isn't he?” Garrich said of the landlord, collapsing on the lumpy mattress.
"Olben's not so bad,” returned Maldoch, shutting the door and leaning his staff on the wall. “Be thankful he only thinks you're diseased. You'd be treated far worse if he knew you were a Goblin."
The youth was discomfited by that certainty.
"I'll return shortly,” the wizard abruptly announced.
"Where are you going?” When Maldoch directed a blunt stare at Garrich from the doorway, the youth sighed. “Don't tell me—private business."
"I'll bring supper back with me, boy. Don't expect a feast. Olben's good wife is not renowned for her cooking, or her lovemaking.” With that, Maldoch left the room.
Garrich was proceeding to disrobe when the latch rattled and the door came ajar as the mage poked his head through. “Don't bother undressing. Keep your cloak fastened tight and the hood pulled up. I'm not expecting company, but it doesn't hurt to be overly cautious.” The wizard departed again.
Garrich heaved a despondent sigh, his first sightseeing outing beyond Wivernbush a hugely dissatisfying non-event. “I'm an outcast and a prisoner,” he grumbled to the uncaring candle. “I only hope the rest of Anarica is an improvement on this."
Maldoch found Olben tending bar, playing host to a pair of sullen and grimy sheepherders. “Drink up, lads,” encouraged the innkeeper, “for it's a long and dry road up north.” The roughnecks retired to the fireplace as the oldster approached the counter. “Ah, Sulca. Can I pour you a tankard of ale?"
"You know very well I don't partake of alcohol,” declared the wizard, pulling up a shaky stool to sit on.
"You can't blame an honest proprietor for trying. What can I do you for?"
"I am in need of supplies.” Glancing doubtfully through the smudged windows at the darkening street outside, the old man supposed, “I don't imagine the trading post is open for business at this late hour."
Olben smirked indulgently at his guest. “Actually, I own the general store now. Thorda Colrass sold the business to me last winter."
"That's a shock. I thought the old tightwad would rot to death in that shop of his."
"So did he, until his sister over in Karavere up and died. She left him half shares in a leaky hulk of a merchantman. Thorda always fancied living on the coast. Reckoned the sea air would be better for his rheumy bones. I ain't ever seen a man pack so fast in all my days. Still, I gave him a fair price."
Maldoch nudged the innkeeper with a pointy elbow. “You screwed him to the wall, you mean."
The chubby landlord chuckled heartily. “Let me just say that my neighbor's profit margin was not nearly as great as he would have liked. Pity the old buzzard was in too much of a hurry to haggle a better deal. Who could blame him? I sometimes think of selling up and moving on myself."
"You'd miss the liveliness of the fair too much,” argued Maldoch. “Plus the girls."
"I only collect rent that is due from those lovely city wenches when they lodge under my roof."
"Just don't let your wife catch you getting paid by those comelier tenants."
"The missus hasn't so far. Down to business then. What supplies are you after?"
Maldoch relayed the innkeeper a list of his wants, a new cloak inclusive, which Olben duly wrote down, before pulling a jingling purse from his smock to give to the Midden's sole permanent resident. “Take what you need to cover expenses,” he instructed. “But I expect change."
"Had I known you were carrying coinage, I'd have charged you for your room,” lamented Olben, hefting the pouch in his hand.
"I warned you Olben, don't enter into any bargain lightly. Would you care for some more disparaging news? My bones are telling me that we're in for an uncommonly lengthy winter."
Olben moaned. “And your weather nose?"
"An unseasonably wet one."
"You'll be the ruin of me, Sulca."
"Barkeep! More ale, before we die of thirst."
Olben scurried over to serve the surly sheepherders. When the innkeeper returned he complained in a quiet voice, “Foul-mouthed brutes. But their money is as good as anyone else's."
"What's their tale?"
"They're driving a mob of mostly sheep from Rolverton up to Orvanthe early to sell to the garrison. It seems the baron's soldiers have a hankering for mutton and a spot of goat's meat. I purchased a couple of ewes myself. Poor specimens really, but meat is meat and I beat them down on the price."
"They look shifty,” the old man said of the herders.
"I wouldn't trust them as far as I could spit,” agreed Olben. “Still, they're good enough payers and lord knows I need their coins. The upkeep on my two properties is crippling."
"I can imagine,” muttered the wizard, looking about at his dingy surrounds.
Olben poured himself a foaming mug of beer from a pitcher. “How's the weather forecasting business been of late?"
The spellcaster shrugged. “The sun either shines or it doesn't. I fear we're in for the mother of all storms in a few years that'll blow in from the west like a hundred tornadoes. I advise you to stock up your storm cellar with provisions well before then, Olben."
The innkeeper paled. “By the Maker you can be a sourpuss, but you've never once missed with your predictions."
"What news of the realm? I've been stuck way down south in the Lower Wade these past weeks where yesterday's news arrives by courier a month late."
Taking a sip of his beverage, Olben casually leaned on the bar. “Funny you should ask. I'm amazed you've not heard yet, but maybe that's unsurprising. I only learnt myself a few days ago, when a relieving sergeant on his way to the outpost at Serepar with his squad called in with the saddening news."
"Oh, spit it out Olben!"
"I'm getting to it, Sulca. There's no need for impatience. As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted, Prince Jannus is dying."
Maldoch snorted contemptuously. “That's old news. The old codger has been on his deathbed for years."
"Ah, but the royal physicians themselves gave the Prince less than a week to live."
"They've been saying that for the last decade too."
"This time the pronouncement was purported to have been officially made by Presbyter Jhonra himself,” Olben proclaimed with satisfying smugness.
"The Royal Advisor said that?” Maldoch stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Jhonra's a man of unimpeachable integrity. He would never publicly issue a statement of such severity unless it was fact.” The oldster's brows knitted. “If what you say is true, then Jannus may already be dead."
"Stands to reason. That particular company of soldiers rode through here less than a week ago. They were the soberest bunch of men I've had the displeasure of meeting. Not one of them drunk more than a thimbleful of grog."
"A new Holbyant monarch will be sitting on the throne very soon,” mumbled the wizard.
"Eh? Your habit of interrupting people is most annoying, Sulca.” A call from the kitchen at the back of the taproom prompted Olben to excuse himself from Maldoch's company. He returned bearing a tray with two plates and spoons, a half-loaf of dark brown bread, and a steaming bowl of watery soup. “Supper is served,” he proudly announced, setting the meal in front of the contemplative old timer. Taking a hearty whiff of the bowl's contents, the innkeeper smiled. “And may I say that my wife has outdone herself. This mutton broth smells positively delicious.” That was a matter of opinion, for in reality the soup exuded a foul reek. “It may even be edible,” added Olben.
Maldoch remained submerged in deep thought, reasoning aloud. “According to royal protocol, the body of the old prince lies in state for two weeks and the coronation of the new prince traditionally takes place fourteen days after that. That only gives me four weeks."
"Eat up, Sulca,” urged Olben, “before it goes cold."
The innkeeper's recommendation jolted the wizard back to the present. “Can you have my supplies ready by first light?” he requested.
"I guess so. Why the urgency?"
Beckoning for the landlord to lean close, Maldoch eagerly declared, “I have a month to reach Alberion, so we'll be leaving at the crack of dawn. I'm hankering to see our new prince crowned,” before disappearing upstairs with the tray.
"I'll be darned,” exclaimed Olben, taking a swig from his tankard while considering the diviner's oddball behavior. “I'd never have taken Sulca for a royalist."
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Chapter Seven"It's breathtaking!” murmured Garrich.
"Spectacularly big, but unimpressive,” Maldoch said derogatorily of Alberion.
"Does nothing excite you?"
The wizard glibly answered, “I like wind. You can't beat a good gale. Shall we proceed?"
The pair moved off from their vantage point overlooking the very heart of the Anarican principality. Stopping on a riverbank half a league west of the city for their midday luncheon, the break had given Garrich ample time to soak in the splendor of the largest city in all of Terrath on this unusually sunny autumn day. While the Midden was plainly a makeshift village and Haston merely a distant rural town, Alberion was unmistakably a full-blown city. The realm's glorious capital sat on the shores of Fisher Lake, its blue waters reflecting the sun's warming rays in a shimmering display of nature's beauty. Mesmerized, the youth gazed upon the city's multitude of spires and towers on the horizon, each clawing skywards into the cobalt where their individual pennants—many flying at half-mast to commiserate the old prince's death—flapped for attention in a blustery wind. Alberion was indeed a marvel to behold!
Three and half weeks had elapsed since vacating Olben's establishment. On that morning the old spellcaster was particularly grumpy, his purse left considerably lighter after the innkeeper's crafty surcharge for disinfecting the room in light of Garrich's fictitious communicable disease. Maldoch initially headed along the Eastern Royal Roadway, but once out of sight of the settlement took Garrich off-road and, exchanging robes, struck out across the countryside in a southerly direction. When questioned by his wondering offsider over the wisdom of forsaking the speedier road in favor of a slower journey across the heath, the wizard retorted by saying the shortcut would negate any time lost through avoiding the highway and at the same time impart a measure of privacy to their travel. Traffic would steadily increase upon the thoroughfare leading to Anarica's crowning glory and unwanted gossip by busybodies concerning a mysterious hooded figure in the company of a robed wizened man was best averted. The oldster steered that course until they reached an easterly flowing river, which he revealed to be Ohnab Streaming. They paralleled the sluggishly meandering waterway, Maldoch explaining how the river eventually emptied into the lake Alberion majestically adjoined. The landscape subsequently underwent a gradual change from wild moors to sparsely populated farmland marked by untilled fields fenced by low stonewalls and hedgerows. Along the way they crossed grassy paddocks watered by irrigation ditches drawing from the broad river. Using the walls to mask their journeying, their passage elicited bleats of annoyance from flocks of grazing black-faced sheep.
"We'll cut across country to arrive at the north gate just as dusk is falling,” decided the spellcaster, his pace slowing as they angled away from the watercourse. “It's better for you if we enter the capital under cover of night. That way unfriendly eyes won't be able to snoop as much in the darkness."
"Do my people truly invoke such fear in Men?” asked Garrich, dreading yet knowing the answer.
"Ignorance promotes hostility, my boy. A sad, but undeniable fact of life in all cultures, save perhaps the Trolls."
"Aren't they just vicious, desert-dwelling brutes?"
Maldoch smiled ruefully. “Thank you for proving that truism correct, Garrich."
Late that afternoon saw the travelers lay low in an empty meadow awaiting nightfall, a hundred yards from the artery connecting the cornerstone of the monarchy with its satellites. Sitting quietly beside a hedge studying the tree-lined avenue of packed earth through a gap in the foliaged branches, Garrich threw back the hood of his tattered, but better fitting, second-hand robe Maldoch purchased from Olben, a puzzled look marring his youthful face. Enjoying the fresh breeze gusting from the south, his tousled raven hair untied and free, he quizzed Maldoch. “Why is the main road to the princedom's chief city unpaved?"
"A case of simple geography."
"I hate when you talk in riddles, old man."
The wizard grinned from where he relaxed upon a grassed mound. “Alberion was founded by the first Prince of Men, Trant Coramm, back in the early 300's. Why the man chose such an out of the way locale for his newborn realm's capital lord only knows, but it is generally accepted he was swayed by the picturesque vista of Fisher Lake. Others do think, however, he settled on the lakeside to be near his mother presiding over neighboring Stranth Tor. Trant always was a mummy's boy.
"Due to Alberion's placement off the main commerce routes, roadways connecting it to the rest of Anarica were oddly not given priority; an omission that remains unchanged to this day. It's sort of an island in the sea of civilization, if you like. In reality, Trant always valued his privacy and opted to live as secluded a life as his lofty station permitted. A tradition maintained by successive monarchs ever since.” Maldoch laughed ironically. “As if a nation's founder and ruler could really live in seclusion."
"You speak as if you knew him personally,” observed Garrich.
Maldoch answered with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “So I did.” He cast a faultfinding eye over the youth. “We really must do something about your hair. It's a dead giveaway."
Garrich watched the oldster rummage through his comparably weathered satchel to fish out three small wooden bottles. “Is there anything you don't carry in that?” he snidely asked.
"Only the kitchen washbasin. It doesn't fit.” Maldoch uncorked one of the bottles, revealing a red stained lip, and grumped, “Wrong one,” crossly banging the stopper back in. The wizard's second choice was more to his liking and he motioned for Garrich to kneel. “Don't face me, boy. Turn around. It's easier that way."
Garrich cringed when the old man poured a yellowish goop on his head, massaging the ooze in to his scalp. “What are you doing?"
"Changing your hair color to make you less conspicuous."
"Can't you do that by magic?"
An indignant snort derided the boy's proposal. “Spellcasting does not harness the energies of the universe for the betterment of hairdressers.” Maldoch coughed from embarrassment. “Besides, I haven't come across an incantation for tinting hair."
Garrich squirmed beneath the wizard's rough touch. “So what color are you giving me?"
"You're turning blonde. They are reputed to have more fun."
"And this'll disguise me how?"
"If by chance we get stopped in the streets, I'm going to pass you off as an Elf. At a quick glance in the dark your facial features look sort of Elvish and golden locks will add to that illusion."
"You said back in Wivernbush that I was too short to be an Elf."
"Then think tall."
Making for the northern gate as twilight spread its dusky drapery across the land, Maldoch timed their entry to the city perfectly; as the day gatekeepers of the city watch gratefully relinquished their posts to nighttime replacements, boy and wizard shuffled by the preoccupied guards unnoticed in the gloom. Slipping through the trickle of late travelers exiting Alberion, Garrich drew in a nervous breath and followed Maldoch's lead, ducking into the concealing shadows of an alleyway close at hand to the city walls. At long last he was in a city—not just any settlement, but the impressive municipality that happened to be the pearl of Anarica.
Adjusting the youth's cowl, the spellcaster cautioned, “Speak to no-one. Walk quickly but naturally. We don't want to arouse suspicion from officers of the Prince's Constabulary."
"Who are they?"
"Civilian law enforcers. Largely harmless and ineffectual do-gooders, I'd rather not have them meddle in my affairs. Any delay is intolerable."
Maldoch insisted that he shepherd them through the unseemly back streets of the capital in the name of secrecy, much to Garrich's dismay. The young Goblin's first real taste of city life proper then was scurrying down narrow, darkened alleys snaking between the untidy backsides of closed shops, warehouses, and eateries. Refuse littered these byways populated for the most part by outsized rats and the occasional tramp snoring loudly in the shelter of a doorway or dumpster. Obviously wending their way through the Poor Quarter of the city, Garrich registered the barefaced poverty evident with each lane traversed. The number of vagrants encountered multiplied the deeper they went into this district of Alberion. More often than not Garrich found himself stepping over a dozing hobo sprawled in the middle of an alley, the bottle of cheap wine that induced his drunken stupor clutched possessively in a grubby hand.
Yanking on Maldoch's robe, Garrich broke the wizard's admonition for silence and asked, “Why are there so many poor?"
The hurrying oldster did not even pause or break his stride when replying. “The homeless are a common problem in all cities, boy. Be quiet now."
Walking steadily for an hour or more, turning this way and that through the maze of lanes and side streets, Garrich wound up thoroughly lost by the time Maldoch halted at the backdoor of a nondescript two-storied brick building. Tapping insistently on the timber door with the crown of his staff, the wizard waited impatiently. When no reply was forthcoming, he rapped again. This time the wooden portal came ajar and a sliver of welcoming yellow light brightened the dark alley. “Yes?” a woman's voice suspiciously enquired.
"Good evening, Mistress Aliana,” greeted Maldoch. “Somebody send for a weatherman?"
The snippet of illumination widened into a revealing shaft as a matronly figure stepped into the doorway. “Sulca, you old dog."
The wizard chuckled. “Flattery will get you everywhere."
"Cut the chitchat and come inside to give old Lian a hug."
Maldoch excitedly crossed over the threshold. Timidly following, Garrich entered a warmly lit hall with neatly whitewashed walls and lush blue carpet at distinct odds to the begrimed exterior of the dwelling. He watched amazed as the crotchety mage freely embraced the plainly friendly gentlewoman.
"I trust my lodging has been kept in good order, Aliana."
"You needn't worry. You'll always have a place to room in at my boarding house. I only wish you'd get into the habit of using the front door.” Disengaging herself from Maldoch, Aliana turned her welcoming eyes onto the youth. “And who do we have here?” she purred. “A mysterious stranger in black. My, how intriguing."
Awestruck best described Garrich's first meeting with a woman, and what a noticeable example Aliana was. The landlady looked in her late fifties, judging by her glossy auburn hair flecked with grey done up in an elaborate bun and the tracery of wrinkles evident beneath her heavily powdered face; a rouged face that retained a strong vestige of the stunning beauty she must have showcased in her youth. The crocheted shawl wrapped around her bare shoulders did nothing to hide the matron's generous bosom accentuated by a scandalously low cut, corseted gown of crimson satin. Her dazzling green peepers flaunted a man-eating look to them, which Garrich failed to notice since he could not tear his ogling eyes off her voluptuous cleavage.
Maldoch introduced the hooded boy as Lenta, a recently apprenticed weather forecaster. “He's painfully shy, on account of a disfiguring acne problem.” The mage jabbed an elbow into Garrich's ribs. “Say hello and don't stare, boy. It's terribly rude."
Garrich mumbled a bashful greeting to the handsomely endowed landlady.
Flashing a winsome smile the youth's way, Aliana returned the salutation and said in a suggestive tone, “I could make him overcome his shyness, Master Sulca."
"Of that I have no doubt, Aliana. You could charm the pants off Drey Wynsorr himself if you had a mind to."
At mention of the officious Chancellor of the Realm, she spat in a very unladylike manner. “I wouldn't touch that tight-fisted windbag for a hundredweight of full govreans."
"That's an awful lot of gold to turn down, considering the man has unlimited access to the treasury."
"Sometimes even I can't be bought, Sulca. Will you be staying long?"
"Just a few nights. We're actually in town for the coronation."
"You and half the realm. You're lucky I haven't let your room. Out-of-towners are flocking to Alberion like sparrows to a bread crust, placing quite a squeeze on accommodation. There's a general feeling of unspoken panic gripping the city."
Maldoch arched a bushy eyebrow in curiosity. “You don't say."
"It's a perfectly natural reaction. Crown Prince Lindan is just a boy and many fear he is too young to rule. That anxiety is reflected in the Mercantile Confederation. They've been selling their royal contracts to any and all bidders out of a fear that their biggest mark will soon be drying up."
"As usual, you seem to have an astute grasp of things, madam."
"Old customers keep me informed. Bankers tend to be paranoid when it comes to losing money and nervous tongues wag faster than a hungry puppy's tail. I'll be showing you to your room then."
"There's no need. I know the way. The usual rates apply I assume?"
"My prices have risen. One night's lodging will cost you a half shorrin."
Maldoch nearly choked. “That's double the normal charge!"
Aliana was unmoved. “You can thank our esteemed Chancellor's lapdog for the hike. He raised taxes last month."
The old traveler muttered an oath but nonetheless raided his depleted purse for a week's worth of silver coins, long ago getting into the habit of paying for lodgings in advance. “Come Lenta,” he brusquely commanded after obliging Aliana.
Squeezing past the busty matron taking up the narrow confines of the hallway, making sure his blushing face remained unseen in the shadows of his cowl, Garrich trailed after his master striding down the passage.
"Shall I have my maid bring you a bite to eat?” Aliana asked after them.
"If it's no trouble,” Maldoch called back.
"You're in luck,” she said, heading for the kitchen. “We had leg of lamb tonight."
"At least it's not mutton,” Garrich muttered thankfully.
Finding the ground floor room a comfy affair with flowery drapes and a huge double bed, the disguised Goblin dumped his haversack on the thickly carpeted floor and disrobed as Maldoch latched the door shut behind them. Garrich then unbelted the sword strapped to his back and flopped on the bed, bouncing up and down on the springy mattress. Never had he lain on anything so soft before. The beds back in Falloway Cottage were lumpy army surplus made for practicality not comfort. “Who is that woman?"
"Aliana is a former madam.” Maldoch's jaw tightened from the look of stupidity blanking Garrich's blonder mug. “I'm not one for sugarcoating distasteful truths, boy. Mistress Aliana was a renowned brothel keeper and in her heyday a most sought after courtesan. She ultimately tired of that life and took up a legitimate occupation—running this here boarding house.” Jangling the dwindling contents of his purse in his wrinkly hand, he mused, “Though I swear she's turning a bigger profit as an honest woman than she ever did on her back as a strumpet."
Garrich's face reddened from getting more of an education courtesy of the crusty old wizard than he bargained for. Sprawling luxuriously on the sumptuous bed, the youth wondered aloud, “Have you a familiar place to stay at in every Anarican town?"
Depositing his carryall on the carpet next to the boy's before negligently tossing his staff on the bed alongside the guarded broadsword, Maldoch eased his aged body down to wearily sit at the foot of the bed. “Pretty much. I find it helpful to lodge in the same rooms wherever I go. Not so much for the convenience, as for the gossip."
"I'm not sure I understand,” proclaimed Garrich.
"Conversation ranks only behind observance in the learning game. Take Olben. The sole innkeeper at the crossroads, he gets to see and hear about everything that goes on down there, including whoever is passing through. Aliana is a similar gold mine of information. With her contacts amongst the nobles and merchants of the capital, she has her finger on the pulse of the realm. Why should I wind up footsore from slogging all over town when a casual chat will reveal any fresh news."
Understanding dawned on Garrich in terms his father had tutored him in. Reconnaissance and intelligence were key factors in military planning. “That doesn't explain the beds,” he challenged.
It was Maldoch's turn to be confused. “What do you mean?"
"Back at Olben's inn you had a regular room with a single cot. Here you've got this wonderful double bed."
The wizard grew cagey. “A man has certain pastimes, boy. Must you ask so many blasted questions!"
A knock at the door announced room service and spared Maldoch further embarrassment. The pair dined on rump chops served with baked potatoes and vegetables smothered in rich brown gravy, followed by a slice of mouth-watering rhubarb pie for dessert. Both welcomed the home cooked meal after weeks of plain eating out on the road. A mug each of fruity cider completed their repast.
When the maidservant returned to clear away their dishes, Maldoch got up off the bed and grabbed his staff, intending to follow her out.
"You going somewhere?” Garrich said with some surprise, throwing off the bedcovers he had hidden under pretending to sleep while the serving girl was in the room. The hour was getting late for gallivanting.
"I've got business to attend to that can't wait. Lock the door behind me and don't open it for anyone. And put your cloak on again. You ought to get into the habit of preparedness. Fast getaways are sometimes necessary in my game. I'll be back for you come morning.” The hastening wizard was through the doorway and gone before Garrich could object.
Snipping the door key locked, he snuggled back on the bed and dozed. Trekking for days on end, sleeping rough out in the wilds, Garrich intended to take full advantage of this heavenly mattress. A soft rap on the door roused the drowsy youth before he had time to properly fall asleep. Yawning, he asked, “Who is it?"
"Aliana. I thought you might like some company, Sulca."
Sitting bolt upright, Garrich floundered like a drowning man. “Ah, my master has stepped out for a moment, Mistress Aliana."
"Pity,” came the reply. The buxom landlady's muffled voice held a note of profound disappointment. That evaporated when in the next instant she suggested, “You could invite me in to keep you company, young Master Lenta. The nights are getting colder and I'm a great teacher, if you get my drift."
Sinking fast, Garrich squeaked in a nervous voice, “Thanks, but no."
"Oh.” Aliana's disappointment was back. “If you change your mind, my room is the last door at the end of the hallway,” she offered, “and my bed is twice the size of any other in this house."
Jumping off the bed, pressing an ear to the solid wooden door, Garrich listened as the willing matron's slippered footfalls receded down the passage. Gleaning what the rascally wizard meant by his pastime, he guessed Maldoch was out in the city divining some comely maiden's personal weather. Pacing the opulent carpet nervously, the youth eventually sat back down on the bed, hands clasped before him. For some reason he had unusually sweaty palms.
Wide awake, the prospect of being stuck in this room when the hub of the entire realm lay just beyond its brick walls depressed him no end. City life excites any rural visitor and Garrich was no exception. “If it's good enough for the old bugger to take in the sights of Alberion tonight, then it's good enough for me,” he reasoned.
Tiptoeing up to the curtained wall, Garrich drew back the drapes and stared out the window into the night. The darkened lane, unlit except for the halo of a lonely street lantern on the corner, was deserted. Donning his travel cloak, he unlatched the window and gave it a keen push: it swung outwards with a betraying creak of protest. Taking a steadying breath, Garrich pulled his hood up and climbed out into a wider world.
The reality was rather a letdown. Alberion's Poor Quarter housed the city's laborers and those businesses that served their needs, including the seedier professions. Whorehouses squatted alongside disreputable taverns a stone's throw from the dwellings in which the capital's carpenters and tanners, coopers and wheelwrights lived with their families. Aliana's boarding house was one of the few block-work structures in this district and, as brick was a costlier building material than timber, her sturdy place a testament to the modest wealth accumulated from years of being on the game. The various cut-price trading stores adjoining the retired madam's establishment were ramshackle affairs of wooden planking and flaking paint fronted by faded signs promoting an assortment of cheap wares from second-hand clothes to work tools.
Garrich crept out of an alleyway and turned into a dead end street leading straight to a dingy alehouse. Celebrations for the upcoming coronation were starting early by the sounds of the carousing coming out of the open windows to the crowded taproom. Put off by the bawdy songs and general drunkenness of the tavern's patrons, he backtracked. Raised in the boondocks meant the rustic youth was unused to the hubbub of civilization.
Wandering down a nondescript lane, Garrich found himself in the mercantile district and immediately noticed a marked difference. The cobbled streets were broader, cleaner and better lit, the windowed shop facades of polished stone for the tailors, dressmakers, and fine goods traders reflecting the higher quality of their products and bigger profit margins. These middle class shop owners frequently lived in apartments over their premises, so as Garrich sauntered down the footpath he passed beneath thin patches of homely lamplight filtering down from shuttered windows. Wreaths of dark flowers frequently adorned the paneled doors, marking the period of mourning the city continued observing for the late Prince Jannus Holbyant. Carrying on, the sightseeing youth eventually reached the verge of the outlying neighborhood nestled in the low eastern hills skirting the lake city. The tree-lined avenues rising gently out of the upmarket stores belonged to the opulent marbled homes of the merchant bankers—the nobility of the working classes. Grandiose, even decadent expressions of the gulf between the haves and the have-nots, to Garrich's sense of military frugalness instilled in him by his foster father the flashy residences seemed extreme in the least.
"If this is urban life, I'll stick to the backwoods,” he muttered.
The hourglass trickled to four hours past midnight, Garrich strolling through the slumbering city for the better part of the night. Aside from the snoozing beggars and homeless curled up in the gutters and shop doorways, the sleepy streets remained largely empty. But now Garrich began encountering foot traffic. The early risers of the city were stirring. Yawning fishermen making their way to the lakeside jetties where moored smacks waited for the daily sail that would see the local fish markets supplied with fresh catches. Surly teamsters trudging their unhappy way to the stabling yards to hitch up braying mule teams to creaky wagons hauling loads to and from warehouses in Jarde and Karavere. Sleepy deckhands stumbling down to the lakeshore landing stages where they crewed haulage barges that plied Ohnab Streaming between Alberion and Woldsham.
Glimpsing enough of the big city to know he was a fish out of water and remembering Maldoch stressing the need for anonymity, Garrich decided to wander back to Madame Aliana's. His one regret was not happening upon the esteemed Regal Military Academy where Tylar Shudonn instructed for so many years. That really would have brightened his otherwise gloomy exploration. Briskly retracing his steps, he was crossing from the merchant district back into the Poor Quarter when the delightful aroma of baking bread filled his nostrils. The bakeries were in full swing producing the loaves and buns hungered for by the masses and the tempting smells wafting from the ovens made Garrich ravenous; he had by now walked off his roast dinner. Busy imagining the breakfast Aliana's cook was sure to be preparing for the boarding house lodgers, the distracted youth rounded a corner and clumsily bumped into two men.
"Whoa there, mister! Where are you going in such an all fire hurry?’ one of the guys he collided with coarsely demanded.
"To my lodgings,’ replied Garrich, peering at the shadowy figures. ‘So, if you'll excuse me.'
"Not so fast,’ said that same abrasive voice, his irritability now carrying a note of intrigue. ‘Step into the light, mister, so I can have a better look at you.’ Before he could refuse Garrich was manhandled into a pool of yellow cast by a nearby street lamp.
His abductors each stood over six feet and were dressed identically in striking red tunics buttoned up at the front with shiny silver buttons, immaculately white trousers, and calf-high boots of polished, black leather. The smart ensemble was topped off by a blue peaked cap sporting the emblem of an embroidered golden crown with the silver letters PC sewn on the front. A truncheon hung jauntily from the ivory waist belt each man wore and was offset by a shoulder strap supporting a laden pouch. The uniformed pair had an official look to them that worried Garrich.
"You don't look like no night watchman heading home,’ commented the speaker.
Garrich noticed slight differences to his companion. Burlier than his rangy, clean shaven partner, he wore an inverted V of gold stitching emblazoned on his sleeved forearms and a handlebar moustache of ginger hair, plus exhibited the unmistakable bearing of authority.
"What do you reckon, Namson?’ the obviously higher-ranking man said to his mate. ‘Does our friend here smell of thievery, cloaked like that and galloping out of Merchants Row faster than a bolting horse?'
"I reckon so, Senior Constable,’ his partner replied, gripping the handle of the truncheon dangling at his side.
Suddenly working out whom these men were, Garrich exclaimed, ‘You're law officers!'
"Are you trying to be funny, mister?'
"Maybe he's just plain stupid, Senior Constable Pickerd.'
"Or maybe he's a smart aleck looking for a good beating.’ The superior officer of the Prince's Constabulary unhooked his belted truncheon and waved it threateningly before Garrich's cowled face. ‘Drop the hood, mister. I wanna have a looksee at your ugly mug.'
Having no quarrel with the Prince's policing force, Garrich complied.
The mustached copper scrutinized the youth's oddball features with his steely gaze. “You Elvish, boy?"
"Yep."
"Aren't you a tad short?"
"You ever seen an Elf before?"
"No, can't say that I have. I'm only going by the descriptions from hearsay."
"Then I'm the right size. My father's a trader way down in Yordl. My mother was a Lothberen living over in Janyle. They had a brief, torrid fling, with me the result. The old man's no giant, so I inherited his shortness and mum's funny looks. Her family strongly disapproved of the liaison and whisked her back to Elfland straight after the birth, leaving me to get raised in Yordl.” Garrich waited. After dyeing his ward's ebony hair blonde, Maldoch had coached the young man to be confident in his disguise should they be separated and he stopped and questioned. A convincing performance made any deception work. The only drawback to the bluff was that Garrich was not a natural liar.
The Senior Constable snorted in contempt. “Half-breeds! What brings you to the capital?"
Garrich shrugged. “Work. There isn't much opportunity for a young man down south.” Another part of the wizard's cleverly concocted cover story.
"That explains why he didn't recognize our uniforms,’ construed Namson. “We haven't got a station down in Yordl."
Pickerd lowered his menacing truncheon and hooked it back on his belt, his suspiciousness fading. “What's your name?"
Garrich's mind went blank. What had Maldoch introduced him to Aliana as?
"You must know your own name,” prompted the Senior Constable.
"It's Lenta. Yeah, that's it. I'm Lenta."
"And what sort of work does a mongrel like you do, Lenta?"
"A bit of this, a bit of that."
The surprise uppercut caught Garrich squarely on the chin and he staggered from the underhand blow. “Hold him, Namson!” ordered Pickerd, unclenching his fist. Stepping smartly behind the dazed youth, the junior constable grabbed him by his arms.
"Elf my foot,” muttered Pickerd, fishing in his pouch for the iron manacles used to restrain suspects. “His story's got more holes in it than an archery target."
"Whatever do you mean, Senior?"
"I served with the Borderland Patrol for ten years before becoming a Redjacket, patrolling Tarndeth Ward out of Serepar. Having seen my fair share of Westerners, I'm telling you that this boy here ain't no Elf. He's Goblin born."
"Get outta here."
"Granted, the only Goblins I ever did see were dead ones, but I'll never forget the evil faces of those slant-eyed devils. We've got ourselves a real live Carnachian. Sure, he's yellowed his hair and dressed himself eastern style. That don't mean nothing. A wolf in sheep's clothing stays a wild, rabid dog.” Finding his restraints, Pickerd said to his partner, “Lift his arms so I can handcuff him."
Namson fumbled with Garrich's wrists. “What's a Goblin doing in Alberion?"
"Black-market trading, spying, stealing—take your pick. They're natural thieves. Whatever this Lenta is up to is no good. I can see us getting promotions out of this, Namson. Two coppers apprehending a Goblin in the middle of Alberion right under the noses of the SHICs has gotta count for something, right? At the very least we'll get out of the graveyard shift. Hold him still, blast you. I can't manacle him with his arms flopping about like that."
Abruptly coming out of his stupor, Garrich kicked Pickerd away. The startled Senior Constable stumbled backwards and fell on to the cobblestones with a loud clatter. Shaking off Namson's grip, the feisty youth spun around, lashing out at the junior officer with his flying fists. Tylar Shudonn had taught his ward the gentleman's sport of boxing, rounding off Garrich's training in armed and unarmed combat. Namson, his nose bloodied by the flurry of jabs, was put on the ground by the furious assault.
Wheeling about, Garrich ducked Pickerd's wild swing as the Senior Constable hauled himself to his feet after freeing his trusty truncheon again. The boy unthinkingly went for his father's sword strapped to his back; his heart skipped a beat when his groping hand found nothing but empty air. He had carelessly left the prized broadsword back on the bed at the boarding house! Pickerd swung again, aiming at the Goblin's legs, knocking Garrich's feet out from under him. Hitting the cobbled street hard, the bruised youth managed to roll away as the butt of the truncheon banged on the paving stones behind his head. Reaching inside the folds of his robe, Garrich jerked a dagger out and upwards, rashly plunging the blade into the copper's ribs. Pickerd pulled free and came at Garrich, his face a painless mask of astonishment and outrage at being knifed by this impudent Westie. Garrich halted him by driving the dagger home deep into the charging copper's left eyeball until the point jarringly struck bone. Twitching on the end of the knife, Pickerd slid off the blade to crumple lifeless on the cobblestones.
A shrill piping pierced the predawn stillness and Garrich glanced over at Namson. The beaten constable had roused from his daze long enough to start blowing madly on the tubular whistle fumbled for in his pouch. Garrich made to get up and winced. Pickard had done a first rate job of hobbling his prisoner. The clamor of booted feet running through the streets sounded close as every constabulary officer on the beat within earshot converged on Namson's call for help.
Slumping back down, Garrich muttered despairingly, “Sulca's not going to like this."
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Chapter EightMaldoch was peeved. Trying for the last half hour to gain entry into the royal palace he could not get past the obstructive guard sergeant and his squad manning the gates, steadfastly refusing him admittance, getting the frustrated spellcaster dangerously hot under the collar. Having just walked the entire length of the silver birch-lined boulevard joining the city to the center of the realm, uncomfortably exposed the whole way to a cool northeaster blowing in off Fisher Lake, he loitered not in the best of tempers.
"Listen, you power-mad little twerp, I simply must see the prince. Let me through this instant or so help me you'll regret it."
The two Housecarls stationed behind their sergeant, the shafts of their halberds crossed to form an effective barrier, sniggered quietly. The giant of a man commanding them could hardly be called little.
The bearded colossus blocking the entranceway behind the wrought iron gates folded his arms resolutely, shrugging off the threat. “Go home and sleep it off, old man. You've plainly drunk too much cheap ale than is good for you."
"I'm not drunk, you idiot. Just mad."
"You're not wrong there, you old loony."
The infuriated wizard spluttered. “Get me someone in authority I can speak with!"
"I am the one in charge here, old-timer. You talk only to me."
Maldoch sneered. “I want the driver of the cart, not the ox."
Bristling at the insult, the beefy soldier bellowed an order in a parade ground voice. “PRIVATES—ESCORT THIS GENTLEMAN TO THE NEAREST GUTTER, AT THE DOUBLE!"
"Sergeant! Stand your men down."
The issuer of that no-nonsense command marched from the gatehouse into the flickering light cast by the sputtering torches set in iron stands either side of the stone blocks on which the barred gates were hung. Garbed in typical Royal High Army fashion—a metal breastplate emblazoned with the royal crest buckled over a grey tunic and breeches, brown leather knee-high boots, a heavy red cape, and a short sword slung from a shoulder strap—his rounded helm bore the prominent cheek-guards endemic to the palace bodyguards and carried a feather plume on top denoting his officer rank, as did the silver cast of his body armor. Enlisted men were bedecked with brass breastplates, whilst more senior officers were armored in gold plating. The feathered helmet crests further identified commander rankings, from the short sergeant's badge to the flowing general's insignia.
"Captain Dikor!” The guard sergeant crisply saluted the commander of the Housecarls even as his squad of two snapped to attention.
"What's all the commotion?” demanded Starf Dikor. “I could hear you all the way from the guardhouse."
"This here gentleman is making all the fuss. He's just an old drunkard foolishly insisting on seeing the prince. Claims he's here in some sort of official capacity. I was just about to have him escorted away."
Starf pointed a finger at Maldoch. “Don't you recognize who this is, sergeant?"
'Sir?"
"It's Sulca, the royal weather adviser."
"He is?"
"That's what I just said.” Dikor looked Maldoch's way. “I assume you've come because of the coronation, Freeman Sulca?"
"Indeed I have, captain."
Placing his hands on his hips, Starf bawled at his sergeant, “Then what are you waiting for, man! Unless you want His Highness crowned on a day teeming with rain, I suggest you unlock the gates."
Scrambling to obey, the guard sergeant took his own chastisement out on his unlucky privates by exhorting them to open the gates as quickly as possible lest they feel the toe of his boot kicking their backsides. Courteously ushered inside, Maldoch started crossing the broad torchlit courtyard in the company of Captain Dikor after the abashed Housecarls resumed their guard duty.
"I thought I'd never get in, Starf,” the wizard complained to his escort, his staff clacking irritatingly on the paving stones.
"You very nearly didn't, Maldoch. At first I took you for just another beggar. When I did cotton on to who you were, your alias completely escaped me. After all, it has been six, no seven years since I last saw you over at Bridgewater. Letting you into the palace as a weather forecaster is a pretty flimsy pretext."
Maldoch chuckled. He genuinely admired the pragmatic, thirty-something captain of the Housecarls. Starf Dikor was one of those ruggedly handsome types with a square jaw, dark hair, and perpetually boyish good looks. Single-mindedly pledged to protect the royals, he had never taken a wife and broken many hearts of the swooning ladies at court. Established as a dedicated force of royal bodyguards, the Housecarls were considered the elite soldiers of the principality and took their protection duties seriously.
Noting the officer's immaculate state of dress, Maldoch joked, “Don't you ever sleep?"
"Bodyguarding the monarchy is a fulltime job. What strife have you brought with you this time?"
The spellcaster feigned offence. “Whatever are you implying, captain?"
"Oh, nothing much, other than trouble follows you around like a bad smell."
"Occupational hazard, my dear Dikor. It comes with the job of being Guardian of Terrath."
"Rather you than me,” laughed Starf. “I have enough concern babysitting the royal family without worrying about the entire continent."
Leaving the courtyard, passing through twenty-foot high doors of paneled hardwood inlaid with diagonal bands of alternating gold and silver, the immense doorway guarded by a vigilant Housecarl rigidly standing off to the side, they progressed down a corridor lined with torch-topped brass stanchions between which intricately woven tapestries depicting portentous events in Anarican history hung like windows to the past.
"Whatever brings you had better be good or bad enough for me to disturb Lindan in the middle of the night,” Starf warned Maldoch, their footfalls echoing off the slabs of white marble streaked with gray flooring and walling the lengthy corridor. “Now is hardly the best time to be troubling the Crown Prince. He's having a tough time getting over his father's death."
"My timing always has been lousy,” the spellcaster conceded. “I'm sorry about Jannus."
Starf was philosophical. “We've all got to die sometime. I only wish my prince had left it a little longer before he went to meet the Maker."
"I did hear confidence in the succession is shaky."
"Jannus reigned for almost forty years. This might sound treasonous, but Lindan is just a sixteen-year old boy. Despite being born a prince and tutored in statecraft, he's got a lot to learn about governing a realm."
"Shorn Coramm wasn't much older when he came to power back in 918."
Starf glanced sharply at the ancient wizard, the old man a walking encyclopedia of olden lore. “And also assassinated two years later,” the captain grimly added by way of a footnote. Maldoch was not the only one learned in the lineage of Anarican princes, especially when the notorious end to that decade marked the only time the Housecarls failed in their sworn duty to safeguard the royals.
The pair walked the remainder of the hallway to where it terminated at a set of closed double doors of precious metal embossed wood, from which small corridors curved away in opposite directions. Pushing open the heavy portals, Starf ushered Maldoch inside with a hand gesture. “Wait here. I'll go wake the prince."
"Thanks, Starf. You make a lovely doorman."
The Housecarls captain smiled thinly and disappeared down one of the side passages.
Maldoch regarded his waiting room. The passing of many years since he last set foot in the court of the Anarican princedom had not appreciably changed the throne room. The candlelit chamber remained ostentatious, massive fluted pillars supporting a vaulted ceiling lost in the shadows five stories overhead. Arched stained glass windows portraying key historic figures posed in their defining moment rose magnificently between the huge columns, though such colored grandeur, lost in the gloom, was best sampled in daylight. Traipsing past rows of empty, velvet upholstered divans on which the court flunkeys lounged during the day, the wizard came before a dais mounting a high-backed throne of bejeweled gold worth a king's ransom piled high with cushions. Emeralds, rubies, and gold might signify prestige, but that did not make them comfortable to sit on.
Climbing the stairs to the fancy chair, Maldoch sprawled on the most powerful seat in all of Terrath, faintly amused by his surroundings. The original palace constructed by the founding prince existed as a functional log fort, long since torn down and rebuilt into a structure more decorative than defensible. Ruchard Coramm, the eleventh monarch who happened to be dubbed “the Refined Prince", lavishly spent treasury funds on upgrading the royal residence into the opulence that it now was, importing materials from Carallord at enormous cost to the crown. Staunch critics refuted the regent's argument that the capital should outshine its satellite towns, but the prince's policy for a palatial makeover prevailed, making Alberion's stately citadel a building to be envied or, in Maldoch's opinion, derided.
An hour elapsed before a connecting door banged open from a side passageway at the rear of the throne room, admitting four figures from the adjoining royal apartments. Maldoch was slouched dozing on the throne when Starf Dikor politely coughed to announce his return.
The napping wizard stirred and shivered. The epitome of eastern decadence, the palace harbored a discomfiting dampness in its walls due to its position backing on to the lakeshore. Stretching languidly, he gazed down his generous nose at the approaching party, the Housecarls officer escorting three others: a mousy teenage boy in a royal blue dressing gown and slippers, accompanied by a gaunt, almost skeletal man in his early fifties wearing a striped, baggy nightshirt one size too big and a ridiculously tight fitting skull cap, trailed by a nondescript fellow of medium height and build clothed in a gray woolen smock and black hose, whose sole distinguishing feature was a nick of a scar beneath his piercing left eye.
Giving another discreet cough, Starf motioned with his head for Maldoch to vacate the throne. The lounging wizard refused to budge. Sensitivity was not one of his strong points. ‘And you must be the young Holbyant,’ Maldoch unceremoniously said to the sandy haired boy with bright blue eyes.
The walking skeleton at the royal's side stiffened, but the Crown Prince raised a hand to stifle any outbursts. He bowed floridly to the relaxed spellcaster. “That I am,” he affirmed, his voice that odd tone hovering between boyish and manly timbres. “Captain Dikor informs me that you divined weather for my father, Freeman Sulca. Only that you are not here to give a forecast."
Maldoch glanced enquiringly at the Housecarls officer. “His Royal Highness was only nine when you last visited,” supplied Starf. “Prince Jannus considered his heir too young to be told of your standing in the East."
"That was only fit and proper,” interjected the corpse in the nightgown, glowering at Maldoch. “Princes should not trouble themselves with carnival attractions the likes of him."
"Good to see you again, Drey Wynsorr,” responded the wizard. “You really should try and eat more, old boy. You're looking like a bag of bones."
"Will somebody have the decency to tell me what's really going on?” demanded Lindan. “This man Sulca obviously knows the Chancellor of the Realm, so he must have known my father in more than a professional capacity."
"Jannus and I were acquainted,” confirmed Maldoch. “In fact, I've personally met every Anarican prince who has ever lived."
Lindan stood stock still while that claim seeped into his sleep-muddled brain. “But that would make you...” Quickly doing the sums, he gasped. “You're over twelve hundred years old!"
"Actually, I'm a lot older than that,” the sorcerer said cheerfully. He loved stunning people with his longevity.
"That's impossible!” declared the disbelieving prince. “Just who are you?"
"I am Maldoch. Does my name ring any bells for you?"
The prince's jaw fell to the floor from shock. This staggeringly old man was a legend of antiquity sprung to life: Maldoch the Magnificent, magical shepherd of Terrath.
Chuckling, the beaming wizard showed his mirth, Lindan's reaction to his identity far more enjoyable entertainment than Garrich's lukewarm response.
"Highness, this man is an impostor,” claimed Drey Wynsorr. “Maldoch is a person of fable only. Down through the centuries there've been literally dozens of counterfeit magicians purporting to be this mythical figure in order to gain notoriety for themselves or, as in his case, curry favors from the crown."
"If I might intercede, my Lord Prince.” The plain man had spoken. Mute until now, Maldoch almost forgot him standing there.
Lindan recovered his wits. “Can you shed some light on this puzzle, Embah?"
"Certainly, Highness. I can verify this man's identity and partly authenticate his age."
"And who might you be?” Maldoch said curiously.
"Blain Embah, at your service.” The unremarkable man introduced himself with a half bow. “Currently the highest ranking SHIC operative."
"What are the royal spies doing in the palace at such a late hour?"
"Internal policing,” said Blain, decoding his ambiguous reply. “Ensuring that the succession goes off without a hitch by monitoring politicking nobles."
"Snooping is snooping, whatever you call it."
"Semantics aside, we have dossiers in the SHIC archives dating back to the formation of the service in the early 1400's detailing the movements of the man seated before us. At the very least, he is nearly two centuries old."
"This is nonsense,” protested the Chancellor. “Any half-rate actor could pose as the infamous Maldoch of old. Gluing on a fake beard, even I could pass myself off as him."
Maldoch looked Drey Wynsorr up and down. “I'm not that thin,” he contradicted.
Lindan Holbyant ignored the bantering. “Blain, do you believe that this man is indeed Maldoch himself."
"I have no cause to doubt him. He travels with impunity throughout Terrath and has been witnessed on occasion to perform what can only be described as feats of magic."
"Trickery!” shrieked Wynsorr.
"Oh, do be quiet, Drey,” commanded the prince. “What sort of feats?"
"I have a reliable firsthand report stating that an old man fitting Maldoch's description did a few years back turn a man into stone up nears Naprise."
"That's an exaggeration,” disclaimed the wizard. “I only changed his head into rock."
The boy prince blanched. “Whatever for?"
"The loudmouth was a blockhead, so I made my point,” confessed Maldoch. “Don't worry; I made him normal again—after a week."
Lindan surrendered with a gulp. “Maldoch, it appears I have no choice but to take your word and accept you at face value. That said, what's the meaning of barging into my palace tonight? I've only just entombed my father in the family crypt and now face the rigmarole of my coronation."
Adjusting the cushion he leaned on, Maldoch said casually, “I'm the bearer of bad news, Lindan. There's a very good chance that the first ever race war will soon be happening in your lifetime."
"I knew he was bringing bad tidings,” Starf mumbled under his breath.
To his credit, Crown Prince Lindan Holbyant took the second revelation of the night in his stride. “You know this for a fact?"
"I have impeachable sources,” was all that Maldoch divulged. Mystical indicators pointed to the Western Provinces gearing up to trespass in the East, possibly precipitating the interracial conflict he worked so long to prevent.
"Borderland Patrol hasn't reported any build up of arms on the western reaches,” challenged Blain Embah, “and to my knowledge there hasn't been a Goblin Potentate charismatic enough to unite the clans under one war banner since the days of Ghranu the Grizzly's abortive attempt."
"And that beast was hung from a tree for his audacity by his own people,” contributed Starf.
Maldoch chuckled scornfully. “You'd better rewrite the history books, gentleman. Ghranu was just a bit player in tribal politics. The real power emerged after his demise in a Carnachian by the name of Ahnorr and he's been plotting an incursion for the past twenty-seven years. The Goblins strung up the wrong guy and his replacement's gonna come banging on Dwarven doors real soon."
"That's why you brokered the Western Transgression Alliance, to cement relations between Anarica, Carallord, and Gwilhaire Wood in case hostilities flared up,” Blain accused Maldoch.
"You're very astute,” complimented the wizard.
The realm's chief intelligence gatherer smiled tightly at the reclining spellcaster. “I don't spy for the fun of it."
"I suppose we had better prepare for the worst and honor the treaty when petitioned to. That means lending military assistance to our northern neighbor,” declared Lindan. Groomed from birth to run the princedom, duty took precedence even over grief for the youthful royal.
"Highness, we can't afford a war!” protested Drey. “Wars are horrendously expensive. The treasury is not bottomless."
Maldoch stared down the penny-pinching chancellor. “Not even after you raised taxes last month?"
Drey promptly shut up, that argument falling flat on its face.
"Her Highness will have to be informed,” Starf boldly suggested, unafraid of stepping outside his rank on official toes; Princess Devorna was her son's principal adviser.
"I'll tell Mother as soon as this coronation business is done with,” agreed Lindan. “One earth-shattering event at a time."
"We'll have to apprise the various military commanders,” said Blain. “Can't ready for war without the army in the know."
Maldoch wholeheartedly approved of Anarica's chief spy. Blain Embah exhibited a keen mind and wickedly dry sense of humor. “Not so fast, boys,” he cautioned, putting a dampener on proceedings. “By all means mobilize the Armies of the East, put your soldiers on standby, but keep it low key. We don't want to tip off the Goblins."
"I'll have my agents monitor the border from Montaine Divide to Humbril Crest long before any battle plans are drawn up by our gung-ho generals,” promised Blain.
"Alert the Borderlanders to step up their patrols—discreetly,” advised Maldoch.
"They'll first see signs of increased tribal activity."
"Any chance this might be a false alarm?"
Starf Dikor accomplished dashing the boy-prince's hopefulness. “I've never known Sulca's forecasts to be wrong, Highness."
"My work here is done for now,” concluded the wizard, coming down off the throne.
Lindan frowned. “You're not staying for my coronation?"
"Anarica is just one of the children in my care, prince. I'll be in touch. Just ensure you're ready when the call to arms is sounded. Oh, incidentally. Dress for rain on Coronation Day."
Maldoch turned his back on the delegation, smartly making his way out of the throne room. Starf excused himself from his prince and started to follow the wizard. “I can find my own way out, captain,” the old man called back over his shoulder. The commander of the Housecarls dropped back.
Halfway down that interminably long corridor Maldoch heard the soft shuffle of leather shoes racing up from behind. “Is there something you want, Blain Embah?” he said, not slowing or turning around.
"Ever considered a career as a spy?” said the foremost SHIC, breathlessly pulling alongside the wizard. “You've got the ears for it."
"I've done my share of skulking about in shadows eavesdropping,” Maldoch unashamedly admitted. “Talking about spying, why have SHIC agents been keeping tabs on me?"
"Professional interest. You are a legendary figure and every legend is rooted in fact. A spy's job is to uncover facts. It's that elementary."
The noted keeper of the Fellow Races was unsettled by the notion that he himself was under surveillance by those he watched over. “Find out anything interesting on me?” he grumped.
Embah became evasive. “Let's just say there are plenty of blanks left in your file waiting to be filled in."
Maldoch liked this man! “What's on your mind then, Arrow."
Blain gripped the wizard's arm and spun him around, hissing, “How do you know my codename?"
A glint of mischief entered the old man's eyes. “I invented spying, my dear fellow. You jogged my memory back there with the story about that poor wretch being made into a giant paperweight. I remember hearing afterwards that someone going by the cryptic name of Arrow was nosing around in affairs that didn't concern him. Sensing your knowledge of that episode was more than just reading an account on a sheaf of parchment, it wasn't hard to put two and two together from that deduction. You were there in person."
"And fresh out of the academy,” acknowledged Blain, releasing the sorcerer. “That had been my first chore—somewhat of a joke assignment. Let the rookie investigate some wizardry. Admittedly, back then I was terribly sloppy when I snooped around, making pretty basic mistakes that obviously made it easy for you to learn my codename.” Blain sighed reflectively. “I went in with a very closed mind. What I found surprised even me. There is such a thing as real magic and it became my lifelong obsession to mine the truths behind the mighty Maldoch."
"I'm flattered, but you've been wasting your time."
"Is that so?"
"I wasn't up at Naprise around that time."
"Witnesses said you were. There aren't that many old men wandering about the countryside casting spells."
"I didn't go up until three or so months later,” maintained Maldoch, “when I was conducting my own investigation of the matter."
"Then who...?"
"I have an evil twin. You've probably spent half your time tailing the wrong wizard all these years."
That shook Blain's confidence in his own spy network. “Why take the credit for it back there?"
"Anything that enhances my reputation can't be a bad thing. Anyhow, you came after me for a reason."
Blain recovered fast. Agents unable to quickly adjust to changes out in the field usually did not stay in the spy business very long. They never lived long enough to explore new job opportunities either. “Who's your source concerning the Goblins? I've got contacts in Carallord and there hasn't been one whisper about a possible encroachment."
"I have it on very good authority that it'll come to pass within the decade."
"Whose?"
"A Troll that lived two and a half thousand years ago, partnered by a crazy monk dead these past fifty years.” Maldoch left Arrow standing slack jawed and carried on down the extensive corridor, mumbling with pleasure, “I do love my job!"
* * * *The wizard arrived back at the boarding house well after daybreak. Aliana was off in the city somewhere, according to the cook who also grouchily informed the old man that he had missed breakfast before shooing him out of her kitchen so that she could think about readying lunch. Grumbling all the way to his room over his empty stomach, Maldoch's foul mood stood no chance of improving when Garrich failed to unlatch the door in answer to his urgent knocking.
"Wake up, boy!” the spellcaster urged in a strident whisper, rapping harder on the painted wood.
No response.
"Lenta, get up and open this infernal door! We have a great deal of forecasting to do."
Still no answer came.
Losing his temper completely, Maldoch kicked the door in on his third attempt and lurched into the deserted room on the heels of splintering timber. Taking in the drawn curtains and discarded broadsword on the unoccupied bed at a single glance, he let loose with a mouthful of expletives that would have made a sailor blush.
Raiding his steadily lightening purse, Maldoch tossed a couple of silver coins on the bed to cover the expense of fixing the broken door, gathered up their belongings—not forgetting the treasured broadsword—and left the boarding house in an almighty hurry by his favored exit: the backdoor. Over the centuries the nomadic sorcerer had exited many such establishments in haste, which was why he always settled his bills in advance. He strode down the surrounding backstreets of the Poor Quarter searching in vain for the missing teenager, cursing the boy's obvious desire to be a tourist that lured him out of the room. With no clues as to the whereabouts of his errant charge, the wizard reluctantly contemplated using magic to locate Garrich when a crowd gathering on a street corner a block away peaked his interest.
Joining the throng of onlookers, he asked one of the bystanders, a balding merchant, “What's so curious, friend?"
Wiping his hands on the grimy linen apron tied loosely about his waist, the shopkeeper pointed at a crimson pool staining the cobbles that was the center of attention for the ghouls. “A man got himself killed here early this morning. That's the spot where he bled to death. Markon down the street reckons he saw the stiff; the unlucky bugger had a knife rammed into his skull. Messy business, make no mistake."
Maldoch was unconcerned. Muggings and murders were commonplace in this part of the city. Hard as it sounded, one more victim was inconsequential. Purely out of habit he enquired, “Did the law boys catch the culprit? I don't see any of them hanging about."
"I'll say they did, mister, considering it was one of their own that got stabbed."
"A constable?"
"A senior one at that, or so Markon says. Damn queer too."
"Why's that, friend?"
"Markon copped a look at the fella that did the deed and swears it was an Elf he saw."
Maldoch was off and running—no mean feat for a 4,000 year old man burdened with two haversacks, a broadsword, and a staff—even before the bemused storekeeper finished remarking, “Now isn't that the queerest thing."
Sprinting down the street and around the corner before running out of steam, the lanky wizard puffed, “I'm getting too old for this guardian lark,” catching his breath in the doorway of a cobbler's. There was no real need for Maldoch to hurry; he knew exactly where to head. Garrich had stupidly got himself in trouble and arrested for it. The Prince's Constabulary surely manacled the youth and marched him to the local jail prior to transference to the main city lockup pending his appearance before the magistrate.
The spellcaster wended his way through the side streets to where one of the stone cottages that were dotted all over Alberion and used by royal law enforcement as district stations squatted between two bullying warehouses. An unlovely low and square construction with barred windows, a freshly renewed sign hung over the sturdy door featuring a stylized gold crown on a field of blue beneath which the motto of the Prince's Constabulary was inscribed in silver runic lettering: To protect through servitude. Maldoch guessed this was the place Garrich was being held, as it was the closest jail to the murder scene and crawled with an unusually high number of grim-faced Redjackets out front.
Considering his options, the wizard discounted the direct approach. Dealing with officious little men in uniforms was tedious and futile. This situation warranted sneakiness.
Liberating a half-consumed bottle of cheap wine from a snoring drunk sleeping it off in an alleyway, Maldoch poured the contents over his face and cloak then staggered over to the station, singing and swearing loudly.
"Hey there, old timer,” one of the coppers on the porch called out to the approaching wino. “What are you celebrating?"
"My retirement, sir.” Maldoch belched, deliberately slurring his speech. “Forty years at making swords for the army over in the royal smithy. Forty long years a hammering and a banging on that cursed anvil. And now I'm a free man."
"Good for you, old boy. Go take your party someplace else, eh. We're kind of busy here."
Maldoch took a hearty swig from his empty bottle. “Forty damn years, and what did I get for all my hard work? A pension? A gold hourglass? No siree! They done give me this here sword.” He waved Tylar Shudonn's broadsword about theatrically. “What do I need with a sword? Ain't any good for drinking nor eating."
The officer stepped down off the veranda. “That's a sad story, pops. But like I said, you've gotta drown your sorrows elsewhere. We're expecting a contingent of soldiers to come riding through here anytime and it'd really inconvenience me to have to scrape your drunken hide off the cobbles if you get mowed down in the street."
"Soldiers? Maybe I can sell them this here boil lancer and make a tidy enough sum to get me a heap more grog."
"Think again. Those troopers are coming to make a special pick up and you aren't going to impede them. Be on your way."
"If it's all the same to you, sir, I'll be a staying here and making some money off them soldiers."
"It's not. I'm trying to be pleasant here, old man. Just get going will you, before you force me to turn nasty."
Maldoch stood swaying before the officer, refusing point blank to move on. The constable took him firmly by the arm to lead him off and griped, “Phew, you smell like the inside of a wine barrel.” The play-acting wizard burped and knocked the man's cap off. Picking up his hat, the policeman attempted herding the lush away again.
"Get your hands off me, you lousy copper,” ranted Maldoch. “Youse all the same—failed soldiers the lot of you."
"Don't push your luck, pops. We've lost a colleague today, even though he was a disliked son of a whore. I'll brook no insults from you."
Maldoch groaned. What did it take to get locked up in this town? “Time to be direct,” he muttered, smashing the wine bottle over the constable's head.
Five of the city's finest piled atop and pinned the wizard to the ground before their fellow member finished his unexpected descent to the cobblestones. Confiscating Maldoch's property, they roughly threw him into one of the two cells housed at the rear of the station, clanging the iron bar door shut. Picking himself up off the unswept floor, he overheard one of the Redjackets tell another, “When he dries out, make him presentable for the magistrate. That old souse is going to wish he'd stayed sober today. And for the Maker's sake keep him away from the other prisoner. I don't think I could stand any more excitement. Where's Namson?"
"Down the street at the surgeon's getting his nose mended, sergeant. Pickerd's killer broke it good."
"Fetch him then, constable. The army goons will be wanting his eyewitness account when they arrive."
"Right away, sarge."
"Meantime, I've got to write my report for the Chief Constable. That'll take me forever. Pickerd is as big a headache dead as when alive."
There followed the thud of an iron bound wooden door shutting and the turning of the key solidly in the lock.
"Am I glad to see you, Sulca!"
Dusting himself off, Maldoch glowered at Garrich through the bars of the adjoining cell. Chained to the floor, the youth's joyful face bore the same bruises and abrasions the wizard sported as a result of police hospitality. “I'm not happy at seeing you in here, boy!’ thundered Maldoch. “Whatever happened?"
I had an impulse to see the city,” Garrich said lamely.
"I'm not talking about you playing tourist. There is the matter of a dead constable."
"He saw through my disguise and attacked me. I defended myself."
Maldoch pinched the bridge of his beaky nose and exhaled, dropping the pretense. “Garrich, do you have to kill every person you meet for the first time?"
"You're still alive, aren't you?"
The old man scowled. “Get packed, boy. We're leaving."
Unamused, Garrich lifted up his shackled wrists as high as the restraints permitted, rattling the chains irritably. “This is some rescue. You get beaten up and chucked into the cell next to mine. Are you sure you're a wizard?"
"What were you expecting? That I'd magically appear in a puff of colored smoke and spirit you out of here."
"Something like that."
"Sorry to disappoint you. Get used to it. Life's full of little letdowns."
That blunted Garrich's barb. “Just how are you planning to get us out of here then?"
Maldoch winked at the young man. “You want magic, I'll give you magic.” Executing a rehearsed spell, the wizard blocked the shackles in blue ice, freezing Garrich's arms from the elbows down. He gestured encouragingly for the boy to jerk his hands upwards. Doing so, the brittle metal shattered and fell away. Suitably impressed, Garrich rubbed warmth back into his cold arms and smirked when told, “But wait, there's more."
The working spellcaster wiggled his fingers, the air in the cells charging with static electricity. Blue sparks danced between his weaving hands and he aimed them at the back wall of the lockup, releasing the building incantation with a flick of his wrist. Bricks and mortar blew outwards with tremendous force and noise to leave a gaping hole in the blasted wall. Floored by the release of destructive energies that correspondingly ripped the door of his iron-barred cage off its hinges to send it clattering across the jail floor, banging up against the portal dividing the front desk of the station from the cells, Garrich huddled showered by debris, hands covering his hurting ears.
Standing unharmed with the immutability of a mountain against the explosion, Maldoch viewed the settling dust with a measure of surprise and murmured, “I never meant to give you that much."
The Goblin came up off the floor, a wild look in his eyes. Maldoch was for real! The silence of the moment shattered when muffled shouts of confusion and alarm sounded from the adjoining room, followed by fists pounding on the connecting door now blocked by the ruins from the jailbreak. Discovering that the stolid door would not budge, the agitated coppers blew shrilly on their confounded whistles for backup.
Whirling around, Maldoch tapped his cell door with a finger and smugly watched it topple over, hitting the floor with a resounding clang and puff of dust. Casually strolling over to the locker containing prisoners’ personal effects, he grabbed his and Garrich's belongings. Calling, “You coming, boy, or are you taking up permanent residence?” he ambled out his cell through the hole to freedom
Garrich scrabbled out over the rubble into a tiny courtyard hemmed in by block walls on all four sides. “Gee, old man, thanks for rescuing me. I never would have made it this far without you,” he wisecracked. “Now what?"
Thrusting his staff at Garrich, the wizard commanded, “Hang on tight to this, sonny. You ain't seen nothing yet.” Maldoch commenced reciting an incantation, the mumbled words of power more ancient than even the old wizard himself.
Grasping the staff for all his worth, the Goblin heard a dull roar before the surrounding walls blurred into gray nothingness as an icy draught brushed against his face. Bouncing through the featureless void of Space/Time like a playing globe in a pinball machine, Garrich lost all sense of direction. When the grayness cleared heartbeats later, he and Maldoch were unbelievably ceilinged by a dull overcast pressing down on a limitless plain of windswept grass.
"Where in Terrath are we?” gasped the astounded youth.
Screwing up his face, looking up at the swirling clouds, Maldoch pronounced, “I haven't the foggiest idea."
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Chapter NineThe plain seemed endless to Garrich. Lying on his stomach on the grassy slope of a small knoll, he poked his head over the breezy crest to glower at the boundless sea of green stretching from horizon to horizon and the troop of horsemen cantering across it.
"Stay down!” Maldoch hissed in reproach. “We're not out of the woods yet."
Frowning, Garrich ducked back down behind the rounded hill. They were well clear of the nearest forest some 300 leagues away to the northeast. The wayward pair had spent the past month dodging patrolling Lancers, taking advantage of the undulations in the rolling grassland. The Stranth was anything but perfectly flat.
Garrich lolled on his back and grumped, “All this hiding is getting boring."
"And whose fault is that?” retorted the wizard, resting on his elbows, keeping his hawk-like gaze on the cavalry squad steadily riding south under a blackening sky. Maldoch was not in the best frame of mind. His bones were predicting rain, the fugitives destined for a thorough drenching out on the treeless, unsheltered grassland when the brewing storm did break.
"I said I was sorry,” Garrich petulantly offered.
The watchful spellcaster scowled. “Being sorry won't put things right, boy. This is a fine mess you've gotten us into. We're on the run thanks to your stupidity."
"But you are a wizard, Maldoch. Can't you magic things back to normal?"
"I'm a spellcaster, not a magician. The folks in Alberion are funnily enough a law-abiding bunch that won't rest until justice is served. You're wanted for murder and I busted you out of jail. Those inconveniences aren't about to go away in a hurry."
Garrich threw back his hood. Over the weeks the blonde dye lightening his hair had gradually grown out, leaving wispy streaks of yellow running through his black locks. He and Maldoch had barely spoken two words since the breakout and the air between them badly needed clearing. “I was only defending myself,” he mumbled.
"You're still a cop killer.” Maldoch had not forgiven Garrich for his indiscretion. “Where did you get the knife anyhow?"
"It belonged to the archer who killed Tylar. I kept it as a trophy."
"That was macabre."
"Father said a soldier should never forget the first time he kills. He figured a keepsake was a good way of remembering."
The wizard gave a snort of disgust. “Soldiers are more superstitious than old washer women!” Maldoch eyed the receding riders and motioned to Garrich once they shrank into dark specks on that emerald background. “On your feet, boy. We've a long way to walk yet."
"You haven't said where we're heading?"
"My home."
"And where's that?"
"Over 200 leagues that way,’ the irritated wizard muttered, pointing south. “You've totally stuffed up my travel plans, you realize. In all my years never have I been a wanted criminal. A hunted man, for sure, but never a lawbreaking fugitive. And now I'm running in the wrong direction.” Maldoch rose and glared at his unmoving ward. “Are you planning to let the grass grow under your feet all day?"
Garrich considered his poor, aching tootsies as he got up, adjusting the cumbersome broadsword strapped across his back. “Why don't you just wave your hand and transport us in a flash like you did to spirit me out of Alberion?"
The vein in Maldoch's temple began throbbing—a sure sign of an impending lecture. “Magic isn't a simple snap of the fingers! Well, not true magic anyway. Spells need to be memorized and then recited verbatim aloud without a single mistake, otherwise they won't work properly."
"You don't always speak when you're performing magic,” challenged Garrich. “I've seen you wiggle your fingers too."
"Finger-speak was a silent form of communication for the Ancients and words still have to be formed accurately with it for spellcasting purposes. It's just an unspoken way of talking."
"Interesting as that is, what has it to do with saving us a few weeks more of legwork?"
"I'm getting to it. The youth of nowadays have no patience whatsoever. Leapfrogging hundreds, even thousands of leagues over the countryside isn't like a Free Day stroll down to the park. The original teleportation spell was penned ages ago and formulated for short hops, such as from room to room, where the user has a clear idea of his destination and no obstructions. It wasn't meant for transcontinental travel and as such is a hit and miss affair. After dematerialization, your incorporeal self gets bounced off navigational landmarks like buildings and hilltops in a zigzag fashion. It'll plop you down in the general area of choice, regardless of whether the landing is in the middle of a swamp or at bottom of the sea. That spell is reserved for the direst of emergencies and even then only used as a last resort.'
"We were lucky to wind up here then,” Garrich supposed.
"Luck schmuck!” rubbished the wizard. “I planned to set us down in the Stranth. I just couldn't be sure exactly where we'd pop in."
Garrich looked cheesed off. What use was magic if it had limitations? “I guess we go back to walking,” he sighed, shouldering his pack and tramping southwards.
"That would work if you were going the right way,” mocked Maldoch.
The boy came to a halt and protested. “You said we're going this way."
"Yes, but first we travel due west for a few leagues and then turn south."
Garrich glanced to his right at the foreboding line of crags snaking their way down the southwestern edge of Terrath. “They're the Unchained Mountains,” he deduced.
"Glad to see your geography is improving,” Maldoch said dryly.
His confidence boosted, Garrich worked out, “That gap between the peaks out west must be Montaine Divide."
Shaking his head, the wizard stalked away from Garrich, muttering, “I'm gonna have to get that boy to swallow an atlas."
The passage splitting the longest mountain range on the continent Maldoch marched towards was in fact Gortal's Cleft, an eighty league wide portal to the inhospitable southwest coast. Named for an otherwise unremembered First Epoch seafarer, the cleft was gateway to a contrasting region of bogs and rocks seldom visited by choice and supposedly uninhabited.
Grudgingly traipsing after the old walker, Garrich was forced to admit, “You sure know your way around the place. How long have you been hiking throughout the land?"
"Since before the birth of Men,” was Maldoch's astounding reply.
Unsure whether or not to take that answer at face value, Garrich chose not to comment on it at all.
Wending their way through one of the hundreds-strong cattle herds meandering across the lush grasslands at will, the pair elicited wary glances from the nervous longhorn beasts which lowed warningly at the two-legged intruders. Garrich returned their mistrust by poking his tongue out at them. Semi-wild cows were an unknown and the sweeping, horned headgear they sported a definite worry.
"Keep an eye open for outriders,” Maldoch cautioned him. “Though the Strantharians let their horses and cows roam freely, they do post herd watchers to deter bloodstock thieves. We need to avoid them."
"Do you think they'll have heard of our escape from Alberion?"
"It's probable. Bad news travels fast. However, they're just as likely to ride you down on the spot."
"Me?"
"Did you forget you're a Goblin? They aren't too popular in these parts. Back in Alberion you'd have been given a trial before your interrogation and hanging. Out here, a Lancer will spear you to death without so much as a formal charge being read aloud."
"They won't find me an easy target,” Garrich said bravely. His training from Tylar Shudonn, plus his body count of three brigands and one constable so far, was giving the young warrior an invincibility complex.
Maldoch clouted the boy about his pointy ears with the tip of his staff. “And one who stupidly leaves his sword lying around a boarding house like a stick of firewood!"
"Ouch!” Garrich reacted, rubbing his smarting head. “I didn't think it wise to go sightseeing in the city lugging a massive broadsword around with me. It might have caused me bother."
"These are dangerous times and Tylar's piece of sharpened steel is more valuable than you'll ever know.” The wizard thrust a bony finger at Garrich. “From now on that sword never leaves your sight, boy. You'll eat, sleep, and shit with it. Are we clear?"
Garrich actually did not need reminding of that fact. Shudonn made sure early on his charge learnt the lesson that his sword is a soldier's best friend. There would be no repeat of his carelessness. “Is it the same with that staff of yours?” he quizzed the spellcaster. “The walking stick is always by your side."
Maldoch blinked. Totally unanticipated, the question gentled his temper. “In a way it is,” he admitted. “The staff is an extension of me."
"Is it magical?” pressed Garrich. “Does it hold a measure of your power?"
"No, boy, it's just a prop."
That was not strictly true. Inscribed with a jumble of single-spaced runes carved in unconnected lines along the length and around the girth of the crooked stick, the ancient staff was in point of fact a set of cue cards. With hundreds of spells to remember, Maldoch periodically needed a clue to jog his memory to recall a specific enchantment and his lettered staff gave him such hints. After all, as age increased memory lessened. But there was no way he would confess to a sprog barely out of his nappies that he was becoming forgetful.
Gortal's Cleft proved to be a week's walk away, Garrich constantly amazed by Maldoch's unending vigor. Whatever the wizard's real age was, he strode fast and tirelessly. They were a third of the way to the pass when on a rain soaked afternoon they encountered the broad paving stones of the Southern Royal Roadway. The major commerce route looked plainly in need of repairs, if the weeds and thistles thrusting up profusely from the uneven flagstones were any indication. Halting within shouting distance of the highway, the resting pair waited out the day in a shallow basin of coarse, knee-high grass, buffeted by the constant wind that was as much a trademark of the Stranth as was its ocean of fodder. Traffic on the road was light and constituted several galloping mail riders preceded by a tax collector's boxy wagon and escorting soldiery. When nightfall dropped with its darkening regularity, boy and spellcaster hurriedly crossed the manmade thoroughfare and continued east.
"From hereon in we sleep by day and move at night,” Maldoch tersely informed Garrich. “Stranth Tor is less than half a day's ride away and we don't want a horde of thundering Lancers to come swooping down on us."
Garrich went along with the wizard's skullduggery. Stranth Tor might be an unimposing inky blot on the deep blue of night out north on the expansive flatland, but by day was an intimidating landmark. A dome-shaped slab of red sandstone rearing up out of the green plain like an angry welt, Garrich recalled Tylar's military tutoring that the monolith was a natural, virtually unassailable fortress and home to Terrath's premier cavalrymen. Maldoch elaborated further, saying that the Tor housed the entire Strantharian populace, which was in effect a mini nation itself. Formerly nomadic herdsmen, they had settled and fortified the tower of rock that in time became the cradle of civilization for humankind.
At the end of the fifth night after crossing the royal byway, boy and wizard reached Gortal's Cleft. Impressively named, the pass looked as if a giant fist had punched a hole through the Unchained Mountains, littering the surrounding country with the rubble. They camped amongst house-sized boulders as the sun peeped over Shieldrock Range far to the east.
Garrich shivered in the folds of his damp cloak while sitting in hiding amongst the weather-beaten rocks. Having not eaten a hot meal or warmed himself by a fire in weeks soured his outlook. A gust of wind wafted an unpleasant smell past his nostrils and he wrinkled his face in disgust: he had not bathed either. Maldoch had snuck off shortly after daybreak to spy out the lay of the land and replenish their meager supplies. Garrich silently questioned the morality of the wizard's method for obtaining food. He suspected the old rascal was not above stooping to thievery to get what he wanted. When the usual query of why he did not simply resort to magic was put to him, he made the excuse, “The use of magic creates a footprint. The more complex the spell, the bigger the track it leaves. This residue is readable by anyone in the know and can be traced back to the practitioner, like a trail of breadcrumbs. This is why I use magic sparingly. I prefer to keep the cat guessing as to the whereabouts of the bird."
The foraging wizard reappeared midmorning carting a hunk of cooked meat, two loaves of week old bread, and a waterskin brimming with mare's milk appropriated from who knows where. Garrich sampled the mystery meat and found it to his liking. Maldoch neglected to tell him that the Strantharians celebrated their love affair with the horse by bizarrely dining on horsemeat every so often, ingesting they believed the noble equine traits of spirit and stamina. He figured such knowledge would not aid the boy's digestion.
That night turned bitterly cold. A baleful globular moon, framed by silver tinged clouds, cast its unheated glow earthwards, turning grass and rocks alike into grayed renditions of their daytime livery. Cursing the lunar brightness, Maldoch decided to risk making the run through the Cleft anyway. Gesturing for silence, the wizard and his Goblin companion stole through the moonlit darkness, completing the unmarked crossing from east to west over the course of two fretful nights, mercifully unseen by unfriendly eyes.
Daybreak on the other side found the twosome in a broken, tortured land of gravel plains and stark outcroppings of twisted stone. “Rocky Sheer at last,” said Maldoch, actually sounding glad to see the desolate place.
"What's that god awful smell?” Garrich coughed, gagging on the stench blowing cloyingly on the swirling breeze.
"The Bog of Solke Dharr—a five hundred league long salt marsh running north up the coast to Trgah Ort. You get used to the stink. Don't worry, boy. We're going in the opposite direction."
Safely distanced from danger, the hikers resumed day travel and Garrich wished otherwise. At least the darkness hid the bleak monotony of the boundless rockscape from view. Rocky Sheer proved no improvement at all over the Stranth plains. They had merely swapped grass for stones.
Maldoch unerringly led the way east for a few more leagues before turning due south, stopping here and there at individual spires of deformed rock inscribed with a faded rune or two. At first Garrich took these to be obscure signposts marking a route through this alien land, but he discovered them to be much more than that. A number of the markers were in fact storehouses for minute caches of dried food and bottled water stashed in scooped out hollows in the base and concealed by a cover stone. They subsisted solely on that tasteless fare once the milk soured and the bread and meat had run out, but after two weeks of mouth-breaking jerky and stale water Garrich could stomach no more. On top of that the nights were growing decidedly colder and there was scarcely so much as a twig to snap let alone fuel a fire with. “How much farther?” he whined.
"A fortnight, if you don't dawdle,” the wizard answered laconically.
Garrich slowed to a halt. “It's gonna take that and then some."
Detecting the defiance in the youth's voice, Maldoch stopped and turned, planting his staff firmly in the shingle. “What's your gripe?” His own tone was one of exasperation.
"I went to Alberion with you. Now spill the beans on who I am and where I come from."
The wizard smacked his lips. “Hmm, beans would make a nice change from cured meat."
"Don't change the subject, Sulca. We had a deal."
"As I recall, Lenta, the terms were conditional on you helping me wrap up my business. So far you've been more of a hindrance and in fact put a major kybosh on my plans."
"You're not going to renege on our pact."
"You haven't fulfilled your end of the bargain."
"Am I not this champion of yours already?” sputtered Garrich.
"I'll let you know when you make the grade.” Maldoch plucked his staff out of the gravel. “Since you can't begin to save the world without my guidance, forget this petulance and we'll get going again."
Garrich fell routinely into step behind the wizard, feeling out of sorts. Since crossing over into the west his repressed Goblin ancestry stirred his blood, tugging at the orphaned youth to find a sense of belonging. To do so he had no choice but to continue following the mystical weatherman.
"Best keep up,” Maldoch warned him. “Gales round here are real savage and come inshore off the Sea of Storms blindingly fast. I'd hate to see you get blown away."
"I'm not afraid of the wind,” Garrich said through clenched teeth.
"That'll change,” asserted the wizard.
—
A week on, Garrich was roughly being shaken awake from a fitful sleep.
"Rise quickly, boy! They're coming."
"You're forever telling me to get up, Maldoch,” he complained, rubbing his eyes. Garrich looked in disgust at the darkness. “What time is it?"
"An hour or so after midnight,’ the spellcaster estimated. He hovered over Garrich in the moonless black, the tip of his grand beard annoyingly brushing the youth's sullen face. “Will you get to your feet? They'll be here soon!"
There was a chord of alarm in the mage's command that promptly roused the Goblin, compelling him to draw the broadsword tucked under the folds of his bedroll.
Hearing the steel slide out of its leather casing, Maldoch scoffed, “Your blade will be no good against what we're about to face. Put it away."
Garrich was not about to sheath his only weapon. The arresting officers of the Prince's Constabulary had confiscated Ezlah's knife as evidence, leaving him Tylar Shudonn's blade to arm himself with. “Who's coming?” he demanded to know, his brain still fuddled by sleep.
"The Banshees."
Just then, up in a dark western sky bereft of stars—Garrich thought it was west because the wind blew constantly from that direction and carried with it the tangy salt of the sea—swirling lights danced in the blustery heavens. Impossible to tell distances in the pitch black of this late, overcast night, it took Garrich a moment to register the sparkles were drawing nearer. The tensed, battle-ready Goblin imagined he heard what sounded like distant wailing. A groundless fear enveloped him, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand up on end. He gripped his sword tighter, whispering fiercely, “Maldoch, what are they?"
"I told you. Banshees. Put away your sword. You can't fight the wind, so don't waste time trying."
"The wind?"
"Banshees are wind spirits and noisy ones at that. They'll drive you mad with their incessant screaming if you don't protect yourself and a sword won't do the trick."
Garrich scabbarded his broadsword. “What will?” he asked in a quavering voice, anxious eyes fixed on the approaching lights. They appeared to be gyrating in a billowing cloud as a deathly cold wind rustled his hair.
"Me.” Seizing the boy's head in his hands, Maldoch turned Garrich to face him. “Focus only on me,” the wizard exhorted. “No matter what you see peripherally or hear, look only into my eyes, listen solely to my voice.” Garrich did so as the spellcaster began muttering ancient words of power. The old man's eyes glowed with an inhuman luminosity, snaring the youth like a rope net, wrapping him in a shielding web of magical strands. And all the while those disquieting sparks of light advanced, the far off wails becoming clear-cut moans voicing utter despair.
The gusting wind hit them hard, impossibly hard. Sedentary columns of rock shattered under the force as twisters sprung up around boy and wizard, scooping up the loose pebbles into deadly hurdy-gurdies of whirling stone. Rocky shrapnel flew like crossbow bolts in all directions. Amazingly, Garrich and Maldoch stood untouched by the turmoil, protective wizardry holding them steadfast against the onslaught. The tempest abruptly died away to nothing when the roiling cloud that was a vessel for those pulsating lights swamped the unharmed pair. Engulfed by an eerie mistiness, the twosome remained locked in their gaze of mutual support as the accompanying moaning, terrible and terrifying, assaulted their ears.
Ghostly figures flitted on the edge of Garrich's vision and he fought the temptation to look directly at them. Something other than Maldoch's admonition kept him from being distracted. Deep-seated commonsense warned that gazing upon whatever shapes were darting in the cloudy air would be the death of him. That left his hearing for fear to play upon. The keening oddly dropped to an inaudible murmur before gushing back as a continuous and unintelligible screeching that stretched already tautened nerves to breaking point. Garrich teetered on the brink of a precipice, at the bottom of which lay unrecoverable madness. Maldoch's steady voice droned as a chant, conjuring up the image in Garrich's mind of a wave-lashed island holding fast in an ocean of fury. The conjurer's string of indecipherable words anchored the youth to the bluff of sanity, preventing him from falling into the abyss of lunacy.
Abruptly, the storm was over.
Maldoch ceased chanting, releasing Garrich from his spell and grasp. “That was a mercifully short visit.” The wizard's light-heartedness seemed unbearably loud in the oppressing silence.
Blinking furiously, his breathing loud and rapid, Garrich copped a glance first right then left. There was nothing to see but black, empty air with no breath of wind whatsoever stirring their assaulted campsite, also magically shielded and left undisturbed by the invasive gusts. “Where did they go?"
"Back out to sea. Most storms originate over the briny."
Badly shaken by the experience, Garrich needed answers. “What exactly were they? And don't fob me off by simply saying wind."
"Banshees are elemental beings that harness the wind for their own destructive purposes. They've been around since the dawn of Time creating whirlwinds on both land and sea."
"For what reason?"
"Envy. They've taken on female personas and nothing is more dangerous than a woman scorned. Banshees are insubstantial creatures insanely jealous of beings with substance. They'll torment any person they happen across and, as they haunt this coastline religiously, if they can't rip apart a traveler by sheer wind power then they'll render him insane. That's female logic for you."
Garrich scanned the night sky apprehensively. The overcast started clearing and a few stars peeped shyly through the thinning clouds. “Will they be back?"
"No. As a stranger they were sounding you out. Over the years they've learnt I'm immune to their temper tantrums and to leave me well alone. But you're someone new to the area. They found out tonight that you can't be affected either. They won't bother to try again."
"Am I immune?” Garrich asked hopefully.
"Only if I'm with you,” said Maldoch, followed by the noise of him settling into his bedroll.
Garrich was incredulous. “You're not going back to sleep after what just happened!"
"If I can,” the wizard snorted indignantly, folding his travel blanket over him. “You do snore awfully loud, boy."
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Chapter TenThe coronation proved a soggy affair. Rainsqualls blowing in from the eastern ranges inundated Alberion with heavy showers that began falling during the morning lead up services at the Capitol Cathedral of the state church, persisting intermittently throughout the formal investiture of Anarica's forty-first prince in the palace itself mid-afternoon. An inauspicious start to the monarch's reign weather-wise, the downpours did nothing to dampen the spirits of the capital's citizenry. Crowning Day was a national holiday, the peasantry celebrating the succession with a welcome daylong respite from work, feasting and partying in any number of the marquees erected by the crown to cater for the revelry.
Lindan Holbyant sat bored to tears on his padded throne as an endless stream of nobles presented themselves to their young, new monarch. His mother, feeling unwell, excused herself at the closure of the coronation ceremony, retiring to her chambers. Grieving deeply for Lindan's father, she needed time alone. The mourning Prince Mother had not left her son to fend off the ingratiating nobility on his own. Chancellor Wynsorr perched behind his regent like a watchful gargoyle, introducing each of the fawning lords and ladies, advising him of their idiosyncratic strengths and weaknesses. Custom dictated that the minor aristocracy had first dibs on toadying up to the newly crowned ruler, followed by the upper ranks of the landed gentry, enacting a 500 year old tradition implemented to promote humility amongst the peerage. To date the practice had not worked. Jealousy remained rife within noble ranks.
Squirming, the Prince of Men adjusted his ermine trimmed robe of thick, red velvet. Heavy, hot, and uncomfortable to wear, like all royal affectations the mantle was designed for show, not comfort. So too was the weighty jewel encrusted gold crown placed upon his head by Presbyter Jhonra, head of the Anarican clergy, well over two hours ago. Shifting the solid silver scepter cradled in his lap, Lindan stifled a yawn at the parading viscounts and earls. His one break thus far in the monotony had been the presentation of the armor clad Baron of Orvanthe. Asked if he was dressed for the outbreak of war, Ormish Savanth replied in all seriousness, “Politics is organized warfare, Highness. The palace grounds the battlefield, my peers the opposing army. And I don't take prisoners.” Perturbed by the intimation, the prince received grateful reassurance from Starf Dikor that all nobles were divested of ceremonial and functional swords and daggers by his dutiful Housecarls before entering the palace. Bouts of impromptu dueling might tend to sour the festive occasion.
Enduring their obsequiousness and eccentricities long enough, Lindan was on the verge of screaming aloud when the tedious instructions took an interesting turn.
"Highness, permit me to present Lady Ittoria Coramm, the Marquise of Stranth,” Drey said in his haughty voice.
A proud looking woman her early twenties eyed Lindan with a mix of amusement and contempt. She possessed a beauty and grace tempered by a visible hardness reflected shockingly in her attire. While other ladies at court dressed in fine silk gowns patterned on the latest styles, parading increasingly elaborate hairdos in an effort to outshine competitors, the Horse Lady flouted convention by wearing leathers: a laced, black bodice worn over a white linen blouse, matched by a similar knee-length skirt rounded off by tan calf boots. Her ebony hair tied back in a ponytail was a further statement of practicality over fashion.
"Stranth Tor cheers our prince on his ascension. May he live and reign long.” Ittoria Coramm bit off those congratulatory words. Latest incarnation of the founding family of Anarica who by a cruel twist of fate lost control of the princedom to the Holbyant line 700 years earlier, there was understandably no love lost between her and the throne.
"We thank Stranth for her well-wishing and extend our hand in continued friendship,” Lindan smoothly answered, offering his ring finger up to be kissed in an informal swearing of fealty.
Drey Wynsorr approved. Visibly the most influential woman in all of Anarica, Marquise Coramm was second only to the Prince of Men in terms of ruling power. Alberion needed to keep Stranth Tor onside to maintain stability in the west of the realm, a requirement Lindan easily grasped from his tutors in diplomatic maneuverings. Sycophancy ran both ways.
Unimpressed by the flattery, Ittoria blatantly refused to kiss the prince's signet ring. She instead executed a half-hearted curtsy and sauntered away.
So taken aback by her flagrant breach in etiquette, Chancellor Wynsorr almost missed his cue to present the final noble at the end of a long and essentially undistinguished line. “Prince Lindan, might I introduce the Duke of Karavere, his lordship Sollerd Widham."
A weasel of a man haired with a straggly beard and greasy locks the dirty brown of muddied water eased up to the throne. Garbed in an ill-fitting doublet and baggy hose of mismatching colors, the ruler of the coastal duchy doffed his outsized hat and literally scraped the unrolled strip of plush red carpeting the marble floor on this day with an extravagant bow.
Leaning over, Drey whispered behind a concealing hand in Lindan's ear. “Tread carefully, Highness. This one's a snake in the grass. A sea snake, that is."
The reminder was unneeded. Lindan's political science teacher made doubly sure his sole pupil was well versed in court intrigue, the Widhams figuring prominently in any suspected takeover plots. It seemed every man and his dog in Anarica wanted to sit their rump of the coveted throne.
"Ah, dear boy, might I first offer my condolences over your father's death,’ smarmed Duke Widham. ‘Prince Jannus was a fine, fine man."
"Thank you, my lord duke."
"That said, you'll make an admirable successor. Would it be imprudent of me to raise the issue of customs levies? The shipping magnates I represent are finding themselves crippled by—"
"This is neither the time nor the place to discuss economics, Your Grace,” intervened the chancellor.
"Quite right, Wynsorr, quite right. Perhaps we may talk this matter over at the banquet, Your Highness."
Lindan watched Sollerd ooze away, certain the highborn toady had been sizing up the royal ring of office for his own finger after slobbering over the signet. “What a repulsive little man."
"And laughable too, My Prince. Duke of a seaport, Lord Sollerd gets seasick the instant he sets foot on a boat. Be that as it may, he is no buffoon and does not hide his royal ambitions. I suggest you keep a close eye on the Widham dukedom, as your father prudently did."
"You're a mine of information."
Drey inclined his skull-like head. “You are too kind, Highness."
"How long have you served my family?"
"A shade over twenty years in the chancellorship."
"And before that?"
"I worked in the treasury. Your father appointed me to this position based on the sterling recommendation of my former employer, the old Earl of Lorrens. I cut my teeth in administration as his secretary. That is one earldom you can wholeheartedly count on for support."
"That's good to know. I'll be leaning heavily on you for counsel. I fear my mother will not be up to the task anytime soon."
"In that case, about this Maldoch matter."
Lindan's upraised hand signaled the chancellor to stop. “Like you said, this is not the time for talking shop."
The customary coronation feast held in the columned marble banquet hall adjoining the throne room was suitably lavish. Guests were seated at an elongated table of varnished redwood carved from a single log in the shape of a lengthy T, at the head of which was enthroned the disinterested Prince of Men. Platters of assorted meats ranging from stuffed geese and roasted quail to steaming sides of wild boar and venison were followed up with exotic delicacies such as caviar and truffles imported specially from Carallord; all washed down with uncorked murky reds and bubbly whites bottled in the vineyards of Lorrens. Chancellor Wynsorr, occupying the chair on his prince's immediate left in the company of his protégé, Dorin Ulc the Royal Treasurer, strangely spared no expense for banqueting the finicky nobles. Lindan Holbyant recognized his mother's hand in prising open the royal coffers to fund this extravagance.
Dressed in pearl studded black, Princess Devorna stiffly sat on her son's right, her regal duds exchanged for a more somber gown and headpiece reflecting her bereavement. She emerged from her rooms uncalled to attend the formal dinner, Lindan prepared to spare his sorrowing dam further public appearances. Red-rimmed eyes and a runny nose told of weeping alone on her bed, but the Prince Mother put on a brave face for the sake of her boy.
"Be on your guard, Lindan,” Devorna warned after an intoxicated minor noble finished slurring the last of the obligatory toasts to his liege.
"Mother?"
She waved a desultory hand at the bloated and drunken gentry. “They're like a pack of hounds baying around a cornered fox, watching and waiting for the right moment to run in and tear it apart."
"And I'm the fox,” surmised Lindan.
"My son, you merely represent the fox, which is in actuality the crown."
Devorna squeezed Lindan's hand firmly. Now in her mid thirties, the then Goodwoman Venwry was scarcely older than her newly crowned son when wooed and wedded by the smitten fifty-year-old Prince Jannus. Raised in the cosmopolitan earldom of Jarde, the daughter of a prominent banker took to court life like a duck to water despite her upbringing as a commoner. She quickly exhibited an aptitude for choreography in the shifting ballet of palace politics, a shrewdness that kept her husband on top of his game for the latter two of his four decades as Prince of Men. Equally determined to do the same for their son, she periodically enlisted the chancellor as her dance partner.
"Baron Savanth likened the ins and outs of palace life to a battle campaign,” related Lindan.
"He's not far wrong. Your succession was not wholly guaranteed because of your bloodline. It required ratification by the House of Nobles and that was a bumpy ride. Watch your toes around Ormish of Orvanthe. One of your prime enemies, he's likely to tread on your feet."
"As will the Duke of Karavere."
"Not forgetting Ittoria Coramm."
"At least she didn't show hypocrisy by attending tonight.” The boy prince heaved a sigh. “Do I have any friends at court?"
Patting her son's hand, Devorna smiled wanly. “You have me. There are others too. The earls of Lorrens, Jarde, and Naprise are staunch royalists. The Baron of Yordl will generally side with the crown in spite of his allegiance to the Tor. What was your impression of Eflam Khun?"
Lindan recalled meeting the bull-necked, muscular Count of Serepar attired in rattly chain mail beneath clothes whose cut was ten years out of date. “He seemed ... aloof."
"Another noble to keep an eye on. The Count enjoys close ties with Stranth Tor and Orvanthe."
"How am I ever going to keep track of all my foes?” despaired Lindan.
Devorna bolstered him with a heartier smile. “With my help."
"But you remain in mourning."
"Life goes on. I miss your father terribly and will grieve for him until the end of my days, but you are his legacy. Anarica needs a ruler with a firm hand and behind every great man is a greater woman. Yours just so happens to be your mother."
That did not sit comfortably with Lindan, who was after all an adolescent male harboring the usual thoughts of independence by cutting the apron strings. Sadly for him, freedom was a luxury denied the members of royalty.
"Promise me something, my son,” beseeched the princess.
"Anything for you, mother."
"Don't marry late in life. Never bothered by the age gap between Jannus and me, his loss is almost unbearable. Wed while young and get the most from marriage."
"Mother, I'm sixteen! I entertain no notion of settling down.” Lindan shrugged. “Besides, I don't know any girls."
"I can resolve that,” promised Devorna, matchmaking long a sideline of hers. Handmaidens at court prowled ceaselessly for future husbands, the Prince Mother happily fixing up likeminded co-workers of the palace staff. Fussing over him, she chided, “Sit up straight, dear. How can I find you a wife with you slouching like that."
The banquet came to an enforced close around midnight when the Housecarls escorted the drunker revelers to the stream of carriages pulling up in the courtyard, prompting those lingerers left to vacate the emptying dining hall. Standing by the imposing doors at the end of the marbled corridor, Lindan courteously bade his departing guests goodnight, Sollerd Widham oddly not the last to be politely evicted. The Prince Mother had gone to her bed, leaving Drey Wynsorr at her son's elbow to assist dispensing the formal farewells, choking on his civility. Cringing on the doorstep from the showery weather now turned into a full blown rainstorm, the whacked prince cheekily wished Ormish Savanth a safe journey by hoping that his armor did not rust in the wet. The glower he got back from the old baron informed him better than words that his parting shot was just another missile fired in the long running skirmishes punctuating realm politics.
Moseying down the corridors to the royal apartments after the middle-aged chancellor tottered off to bed, Lindan lingered outside his mother's door and decided against intruding upon her misery. In the space of four short weeks Princess Devorna lost the two males closest to her in life: a husband entombed forever in the chill family crypt, her unready little boy crowned a man.
Subjected to alarming insight, Lindan grew aware that he had yet to grieve for his dead father; a lapse understandable in light of his whirlwind ascension to power and the pomp imposed on him by the transition. The reality was less forgiving. Jannus fathered his only child and sole heir in his mid-fifties. Scarcely having much time or energy to devote to raising a son, that chore was left in the lap of his wife and her attendants. To Lindan his sire took on the persona of an estranged figure more in the nature of a visiting uncle: standoffish, but respected. Obliged to mourn a man who was in effect a distant relative troubled the prince. His very own father should mean more to him than that.
"Is everything alright, Highness?"
The brooding youth glanced sharply about, glimpsing Captain Dikor striding towards him from the library end of the lamped hallway. Did the man never sleep!
"Today went fairly well, Prince Lindan. None of the esteemed nobles broke out dueling in fisticuffs and there was not one assassination attempt made on your life.” Starf displayed an impish grin from ear to ear when stating that.
Lindan could not help but smile back and chortle, opening the polished oak door to his candlelit chambers. “Thanks for the levity, captain."
"Sleep well, My Prince,” Starf said and carried on making his final rounds.
Disrobing, Lindan tiredly flung his crown and mantle on to the back of an armchair fronting the cheerily crackling fireplace and crossed the thick maroon pile carpeting the sitting room into the bedchamber. Flopping onto the giant four-poster bed capable of sleeping an entire family with room to spare, he stared listlessly up at the alabaster ceiling. Sumptuously appointed, his apartment projected a homelier feel than the more formal areas of the palace due to its coziness and the handful of oil paintings rendered by faceless artists that brought a splash of rainbow brightness to rooms otherwise slavishly decorated in the mandatory royal color scheme: crimson drapes and furnishings set against marbled white.
Eyes drooping, Lindan embraced the welcome end to a long and wearying day. But before sleep cosseted him in blissful blackness, swirling clouds of color niggled his drowsing brain behind flickering eyelids. He loathed red. Why could the carpet not be green or yellow? He liked green.
Next day Lindan went against the wishes of his chancellor and postponed his first actual day of running the realm. Following Jannus peacefully passing away in his sleep a month earlier, Drey Wynsorr had taken care of the daily business that cropped up in managing a monarchy. But the princedom lacked a figurehead, making Drey upset at the new sovereign discarding his regal duties so lightly.
"I'm not asking you to be happy about it,” Lindan told him in the morning, rising to dress in an unadorned blue tunic complimented by grey hose. “Just arrange matters as I've instructed. My dealing with greedy merchants angling for trade concessions will simply have to be put off. We have a more important issue to address."
"As Your Highness commands,” Drey said rather affectedly.
Lindan breakfasted with his mother in her quarters. High winds dispersed the night's rain, pleasing sunshine streaming through the sitting room window from out of a sky washed clean and blue. The brand new Prince of Men savored the postcard view from the arched panes, idly watching the white triangular sails of fishing smacks bobbing on the choppy waters of the lake as the fisher folk plied their trade.
"Haven't you a realm to govern?” Devorna asked between sips of lemon tea while a servant cleared away the breakfast trays.
Turning his gaze from the vista, Lindan noted her departing food was untouched. “I'm boss now, mother. I can be late for work, if I so choose."
"That is not setting a good example. Punctuality may not seem all that important, but tardiness smacks of sloppiness and you can ill afford to be seen as lax. As monarch you are untried, my son. From the outset of your reign you must rule strongly."
Not in the mood for an extended lecture on monarchical duties, Lindan elected not to argue. Waiting for the maid to leave the room, he broached a dilemma plaguing him since yesterday afternoon. “Just how much of a threat are the Widhams to the security of the throne?"
Devorna set down her teacup on its saucer; a delicate vessel of hand-painted china part of a service in the Holbyant family for generations. “My, that's a weighty question for so early in the day. What brought this on?"
"Meeting the Duke of Karavere."
"Sollerd is rather slimy,” the Prince Mother conceded.
"Drey reckons he has designs on the crown."
"The Chancellor is a worrywart. People handling vast sums of money tend to overtly fret. It's no secret that Sollerd lusts after the throne, but he's in no position to act on his covetous impulses. His duchy is strategically weak."
"Even with the Coastal Guard at his disposal?"
"A seagoing force only, my son. You command the Royal High Army. Any tussle for the principality will come down to decisive land battles and we boast superior numbers."
"You sound like a general,” Lindan wryly observed.
"Often when your father was busy with the affairs of state and I grew bored with ladylike pursuits, I passed the time with Captain Dikor discussing soldiering tactics. It was a refreshing change of pace from needlepoint. He's quite an expert on the subject of the army."
"Starf should be. He did graduate the military academy at the top of his class."
"You've done your homework. That's good to hear. Learning the background of friends and rivals is essential to political survival. So you should already know that Ittoria Coramm represents a greater threat to the stability of your rule than the other nobles combined."
"Her Lancers do form the cavalry component of my army,” he acknowledged. “Without a horse unit our soldiers lack mobility."
"There's more to it than simple horsepower. The Stranth is the breadbasket of Anarica. Supplying us with wheat and meat, the Horse Lady could conceivably starve the rest of the realm if so inclined. Her family's long resented the fact we Holbyants wrested the crown from them. But their ongoing animosity for the Widhams keeps both fiefs preoccupied enough to forestall any serious plotting against us."
Lindan reflected on his mother's astuteness. Holbyant penned history books attested that the longstanding feud between the Karaveren duchy and Strantharian marquisate arose when the twentieth Coramm prince, an heirless boy-man, was assassinated, the culprit rumored to have been a hired killer in the pay of the Widhams. Disregarding the absence of conclusive proof, Stranth Tor waged undeclared war on Port Karavere, plunging the principality into two years of bloody strife. The Anarican Civil War was only resolved when the then chancellor, a Calbraith Holbyant, seized the throne with the unilateral backing of the royal soldiery, putting an end to the costly dispute by restoring order and forcibly bringing peace to the fractured realm. Faced with no choice but to accept a Holbyant princedom, the deposed Coramms and thwarted Widhams cemented the cessation of hostilities by jointly signing the historic Impasse Junction. Funny how a little piece of parchment pacified the warring Horse and Ship Lords, compelling them to pledge allegiance to Prince Calbraith.
"I'm surprised father didn't find a way to reconcile them,” Lindan mused aloud. “He was a master of diplomacy."
"But not a magician."
That prompted Lindan to get going. Devorna went to stand and he gallantly pulled out his mother's chair for her. Leaving the table to recline on a plush divan near the sunlit window, she fastidiously smoothed out the folds wrinkling her black dress, reaching afterwards for the slim book of melancholic poetry put down on the settee the night before.
"Mustn't put off the inevitable,” announced Lindan. Devorna tapped her cheek and he lightly kissed his mother goodbye. Frowning, he asked, “Aren't you going to supervise my opening day in office?"
Flicking to the page she had marked with a ribbon, the reading Prince Mother replied, “No dear. I'm sure you and Drey can manage fine without me. Just try not to have anyone hanged for treason on your first day."
Exiting, Lindan marched down the corridor to his father's, now his, study: a circular room shelved with books and permeated by the musty smell of history. Perusing the rows of catalogued tomes, he eyeballed a set of annals wearing black and gold jackets collecting dust on a lower shelf. Picking out the first of those thick volumes and seating himself at the square reading table occupying the center of the family library, Lindan read the book from cover to cover, brushing up on the minor interracial border disputes marring Terrathian history. Done with that, he started scouring the amassed literature for references to wizards with scant success. A polite rapping on the door around midmorning preceded Drey Wynsorr poking his gaunt face into the room.
"Ah, Prince Lindan, here you are. Everyone is assembled where you wanted them, waiting for you to make an appearance."
Lindan glanced up over the book he was poring over. “That was quick, Chancellor."
"Efficiency is my middle name, Highness."
"I thought it was Ollephus.” Pushing back from the small table cluttered with all manner of historical and encyclopedic hardbacks, the monarch quit the study and set off smartly down the hallway, Drey hot on his heels. “You say everyone is there,” he said over his shoulder.
"Excepting Blain Embah. He's off in the city somewhere on SHIC business, having left the palace well before sunrise. I've not bothered sending a messenger after him. A spy isn't the easiest person in the world to find."
Lindan fumed. He was relying on Arrow's presence at the advisory meeting he had called. “Find Starf Dikor. Have him report to my mother. I need her kept busy for the next few hours.” Responding to the chancellor's quizzical look, the regent explained, “She confided that she and the captain of the Housecarls often spend time together."
"Highness! That is hardly proper behavior befitting an officer of his standing and a woman of her virtue."
"Don't be so prissy, Drey. She enjoys Dikor's company solely for his conversation. They evidently share a passion for things military."
"But she's the Prince Mother."
"I know. Go figure."
Turning into the empty throne room devoid of its usual courtiers, the prince strode past his golden, glittering seat of power over to the unassuming white timber door set in the marbled back wall. It was ajar and Lindan stepped through the doorway into the antechamber beyond.
Surprisingly roomy, the windowless and rectangular office had an ambiance less clinical than the vaulted hall without. Mahogany paneling decorated the walls and low-slung ceiling with the reddish-brown warmth of lumber milled from Jungular Forest at the southern extremity of the realm. Flickering oil laps recessed into the varnished panels furnished light, illuminating the two men who had jumped to their feet off high-backed leather chairs placed around an oval table. One was a fellow expensively attired in a flowing robe of white silk trimmed with gold, the other a soldier uniformed in high-ranking officers garb.
"Be seated, gentleman,” Lindan said cursorily, closing the door after him. Crossing the room, he eased into the seat fronting a colorfully inked parchment map of Terrath pinned to the burnished panel behind. “Thank you both for coming so promptly. I appreciate that you are busy men."
"That's quite all right, Lindan. I'm curious to know just what impels you to summon the head of the church and commander of the army to the palace on such short notice."
Lindan smiled indulgently at the familiarity of the robed spiritual leader of Anarica. Presbyter Jhonra was a sprightly 80-year-old baldpate, his chin hosting a beard dyed black curling down to his knees. His spotless, hooded robe bore an embroidered red X above the left breast, while gracing his neck on a silver chain dangled a solid example of that instantly recognizable symbol of the State Church denoting his exalted position in the clergy hierarchy. Jhonra had baptized the newly installed Prince of Men, overseen Lindan's religious education throughout his all too brief childhood, and stayed a close friend and confidant of the Holbyant family, earning the old presbyter the right to be informal when in private with the royals.
The man opposite the clergyman on Lindan's right was a study of formality, sitting straight-backed with a practiced rigidity stemming from twenty-eight years of unbroken military service. In his mid forties, Marshal Enoh Toombe's golden breastplate marked his prestigious rank and experience, underlined by the graying temples of his short-cropped mud brown hair.
"First off,” began Lindan, “I thought Marshal Toombe and I could meet in a less pompous atmosphere than when introduced at my coronation ceremony. I haven't had the chance to become acquainted with half the realm's prominent figures. It's hard getting to know someone when perched high up on the throne and, going by your service record, you are somebody worth knowing, Marshal. Enlistment in the army at sixteen; the first commoner enrolled for officer training at the academy, graduating with full honors; making general when only thirty-five. That makes impressive reading."
"Your Highness is too kind.” Enoh sounded mildly unflattered. It was common knowledge he held a low opinion of the highborn.
"What's this all about?” pressed Jhonra, heading off any possible contention. Far from being naïve, the young prince was unprepared to deal with the reality that the Royal High Army did not blindly serve the crown. Politics ran rampant in the military too.
"Down to business then,” said the royal. “I have it on good authority that trouble is brewing out West."
"Is Eflam Khun up to his old tricks again?” questioned the presbyter.
Enoh Toombe snorted. “When isn't he?"
"I don't follow, Jhonra,” professed Lindan.
"Every so often the Count of Serepar stirs up trouble between Alberion and the eastern territories. Call it his hobby. Usually something minor and harmless, his last practical joke saw the draught horses that pull the royal carriage replaced by miniature ponies. Lancers ranged all over the Stranth for those dwarf horses and ended up supplying them to the crown stables free of charge under the guise of a contrived equine levy in the form of a cleverly forged letter. They weren't happy to say the least. I'd like to get my hands on the forger responsible for penning that requisition. He signed your father's name beautifully.” That was no idle wish. As well as performing ecclesiastical duties, Jhonra chaired the bench of the Royal Court of Justice as Prime Judge. Sentencing lawbreakers was his pastime.
"It's something rather more serious than playing pranks on the crown. I'm talking about an inaugural race war."
The presbyter paled at the news. Enoh Toombe looked staunch and unflappable.
Lindan stared curiously at the marshal. “You don't seem at all surprised."
"It merely confirms why the Western Transgression Alliance was formulated. Never peaceable neighbors, it was only a matter of time before the Goblins jump the boundary fence in force."
"That's a philosophical attitude for a soldier, Enoh Toombe,” mused Jhonra, the color returning to his face. “Considering you're talking about heathens."
"The Carnachians aren't all mindless child killers, Your Eminence. A few are actually competent tacticians. We should never underestimate them."
"Are you speaking from experience?"
Indulging the prince's interest, Enoh made known, “I was blooded in the battle for Holler Ridge when but a greenhorn foot soldier.” Seeing the boyish intensity in Lindan's face, he expounded, “A forgettable border clash you won't read about in any book, Highness, because we lost to Goblins. Westies may seem at first glance disorganized rabble, yet I found them to be the ablest of fighters."
"Badly in need of converting to the true faith, my dear Marshal. Maybe the time has come for launching a crusade into Carnach."
"Presbyter Jhonra!” exclaimed Lindan, shocked at the suggestion of a holy war.
"Gotcha,” winked the aged churchman. “You've been hanging out with Drey Wynsorr too much, my boy. His lack of a sense of humor has rubbed off on you."
"His Eminence may have a point,” said Enoh.
"Of course I do, Toombe. The Chancellor doesn't have a funny bone in his entire body."
"I was referring to crusading against Carnach."
Jhonra's turn to be alarmed, he proclaimed, “I was only jesting."
"I am not. Any first year officer at the academy will tell you that the best form of defense is offense. If we can realistically expect an attack from the Western Provinces, I say beat them to the punch by delivering a pre-emptive strike."
"Let's not jump the longbow,” the prince hastily counseled. “I was told not to move too quickly on this matter."
"By whom?” asked Jhonra.
"The spellcaster Maldoch."
Chortling, the presbyter shook his head. “Is that old magic maker still knocking about? I haven't clapped eyes on him in years."
Rubbing his clean-shaven chin in contemplation, a nervous habit developed since manhood, Enoh said with typical military frankness, “I don't hold much stock in the word of a wizard."
"That's why the SHICs will be checking out the western borderland,” Lindan told the doubting soldier. “I'm expecting Blain Embah's preliminary report in two or so months. Before we can even start thinking about making war plans, we need to determine what's going on in Carnach."
"A difficult proposition, even for Embah's cloak and dagger boys,” pronounced Enoh. “The border has been sealed on their side for over thirty years. Goblins don't like nosy neighbors.” Pinching the bridge of his nose, thinking out loud, he enquired, “Highness, did the wizard indicate when the Westies are likely to start anything?"
"He wasn't specific. Something about before I grow old and die."
The supreme commander of the Royal High Army suppressed a groan. How was he expected to make preparations for war without even a rough timetable? Despite having no when to work with, the where could be easily enough deduced. “They'll have to come at us through the Divide,” reasoned Enoh, “unless they are rash enough to throw an army against the Great North Wall blocking Frelok Pass. Have you contacted the Dwarfs yet, Prince Lindan?"
"Not until Blain provides us with firm intelligence."
"The Highlanders should be included in all strategies we nut out."
"Unquestionably, Marshal. But we are not here to devise stratagems just yet."
"Then what did you call us for?” said Jhonra, rejoining the conversation.
The door creaked open as Drey Wynsorr slipped into the room. Whispering in Lindan's ear how Captain Dikor was entertaining the Prince Mother, there was a strong note of disapproval in his message. After the unhappy chancellor pulled up a chair, Lindan answered the presbyter's question for all concerned.
"You have gathered here for two reasons. To be warned of the possibility of going to war against Carnach is one. Now that's out in the open, the next issue is money."
Drey visibly cringed. Enoh nodded knowingly. Jhonra looked pensive.
"That's right, gentlemen,” confirmed the boyish but well educated prince. “We may have a war to finance shortly and defending the nation won't come cheap."
Lindan rang a hand bell for the servants to bring a cold lunch to the council chamber as the important meeting dragged on past midday. War is an expensive undertaking and numerous details needed thrashing out.
Chancellor Wynsorr lamented loudly over the inevitable financial burden any conflict was bound to impose on the treasury and was convinced to freely unlock the royal coffers to pay for the stockpiling of weapons and recruitment of extra soldiery only after Enoh painted a bleak picture of Goblin hordes overrunning the realm, looting Drey's precious monetary reserve. Somewhat appeased when Lindan granted him permission to raise taxes further to compensate for the drain on royal funds, the prince madly stipulated that those taxed be the upper echelon of Anarican society, namely the merchant bankers and nobility. ‘They can better afford the increase than the poor,’ Lindan judiciously decided. Drey did not concur, though wisely chose not to say so outright. A powerful institution both in Anarica and Carallord, the Free Trade Bank and its investors would not take kindly to seeing their profits stripped from them to finance a crown war that was not yet a certainty. If angered enough, the moneymen could make economic waves.
The marshal, for his part, sensibly wanted to downplay the expansion of the army. Untimely rumors of war panicked a population, so Enoh recommended to his monarch that the Royal High Army expand and re-equip gradually under the credible pretext of a standard overhaul of the military by its new ruler.
Presbyter Jhonra had the least conspicuous of tasks. On his shoulders fell the job of readying the populace for the horrors of war without actually telling them that such a dire event was likely to occur. In more practical terms he would see to it that the State Church coughed up its share of the monies demanded by the Prince of Men to keep the Eastern Realms free.
The planners adjourned late afternoon to find the throne room flooded with rainbow shadows cast by the fading sun filtering through the multihued stained glass of the spidery lead framed panes windowing the vast hall. Marshal Toombe marched briskly back to the officers barracks located on the other side of the city, politely declining Jhonra's offer of a lift in his stately carriage. After seeing the presbyter on his way to the masted cathedral sitting smack in the middle of Alberion like a grounded ship, Drey Wynsorr returned to his monarch and was summarily dismissed for the night.
Slouching on his throne, one leg hooked slovenly over an armrest, Lindan contemplated the day. Tired by doubts nagging at him via insistent whispers of incompetence, he appreciated better than anyone that he was a youthful, inexperienced monarch, inheritor to a shaky realm. Second-guessing himself, Lindan wondered if he was handling the situation correctly. Should he be doing things differently? His father would have coped better, of that he was sure. Wanting so desperately to run ideas past his mother, to get her take on proceedings, he persuaded himself not to. Princess Devorna, her expediency aside, had enough on her plate coming to terms with her husband's death without fretting over a potential race war. He was considering contacting the Dwarf King to solicit Dalcorne's advice—a necessity at some stage in light of their formal alliance, not to mention sending word to the Elf Queen way down south—when movement caught his eye.
"I trust I'm not intruding, my Lord Prince,” apologized Blain Embah, stepping fluidly down the length of red carpet leading to the throne, the deep pile masking his footfalls. The drably clothed chief spy did not walk alone. Tailing him was a smartly dressed fellow in red and white with gold epaulettes draping the shoulders of his constabulary uniform. The pair reached the foot of the dais and bowed as one.
"I missed you at a crucial meeting today, Embah,” Lindan said coolly, unimpressed by the floorshow of synchronized bowing. “Where were you?"
"Investigating a very serious incident, one that has a direct bearing on a certain visitation recently."
"So do your intelligence reports, which were sorely missed. Who's your shadow?"
"A Chief Constable in your police force."
"Thanks for pointing out the obvious. What's he doing with you?"
"I ordered him to accompany me. He has a tale of great interest to tell that warrants hearing it firsthand."
Lindan could not be bothered listening. When tired he grew grumpy—a lamentable trait bequeathed by his unknowable paternal grandfather, Prince Rekkin, whose reign was almost as short as his temper. “Mother's expecting me for dinner and I'm already late. We will do this tomorrow."
"No, Highness, you'll hear him out now."
The prince wavered. Embah's tone—not a request, but an order that bordered on being insulting—left no room for misinterpretation. Whatever was goading the chief spy into insolence must be damn important. “Very well, Blain, I'll indulge you. Speak your mind, Chief Constable, only be quick about it."
The uniformed copper with the neatly trimmed goatee cleared his throat. “My Lord Prince, might I first congratulate you on your crowning."
"No, you may not. I'm fed up with longwinded felicitations. Just get on with your story, man."
"Right away, Highness,” he stammered, flustered by the prince's curtness. ‘I'm commanding officer of the constabulary regiment policing the Poor Quarter. A few mornings ago a senior constable of mine got knifed in the line of duty by a suspected thief he was apprehending."
"Saddening news, but hardly world stopping. Murders must happen in my city on an irregular basis."
"They do, only it's not every day that an officer of the law in Alberion is stabbed to death by an Elf."
Lindan slowly straightened in his heavily cushioned seat, eyeballing the Chief Constable to gauge his veracity. This dilemma sprouted serious diplomatic implications.
"Except the killer wasn't Elven,” interjected Blain.
The Prince was confused. “What then?"
'We think he was a Goblin made up to pass himself off as an Elf.'
Lindan started: those connotations suddenly quadrupled. Giving the Chief Constable his undivided attention, he implored the man to go on.
"My men detained the perpetrator, clapped him in irons, and put him behind bars in a local jailhouse,” pride in the officer's assertion. His glee dissipated next. “The sergeant in charge made arrangements for the murderer to be placed in the custody of the army. Before the transfer took place, the killer escaped."
Lindan leapt up. “He did? How?"
"Our jailbird received help from a cellmate,” supplied Blain. “An old drunkard who eyewitnesses, trained constables no less, swear reduced the back of the jail to rubble before vanishing into thin air along with his fellow prisoner."
"It's true, Highness,” corroborated the Chief Constable. “My station sergeant's written report verifies it. They disappeared in a puff of green smoke."
"That was the day after Sulca made his house call,” Blain added for the benefit of his perturbed prince.
It generated the desired effect. “Leave us,” Lindan commanded the copper. Stepping down off his throne as the Chief Constable bowed and hurried away, he questioned Blain. “You obviously think the souse was Maldoch."
"The description does fit the wizard to a tee."
"Apart from the drunken part: he's a known tea-totaler."
"Maldoch confessed to having an evil twin. Maybe we've been duped by his brother."
His mind awash with corollaries, Lindan pondered this strange turn of events. Prince of Men for barely a day, lumbered with the prospect of a rogue wizard in league with a Goblin scouting for a probable race war, things were not going swimmingly. “Blain, your thoughts on this."
The lead SHIC voiced only one. “To establish whether we were visited by the real Maldoch."
Lindan agreed. “Finding that out might reveal our visitor's intent."
"Tracking down that Goblin infiltrator can go hand in hand with that search. I'm betting where one is we'll find the other."
"What's the fastest way to expedite a nationwide search?"
"Issue a warrant for the arrest of Sulca the Forecaster and his mystery accomplice."
"The charges?"
"Murder, espionage, and willful destruction of the prince's property."
Not finished picking Embah's brain, Lindan posed the obvious question. “Just how do we arrest a jail-blowing wizard?"
The deadpan answer from the man who thrived on intrigue was not unexpected. “Carefully, my prince. Very carefully."
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Chapter ElevenThe second week of travel south down Rocky Sheer was downright miserable; it rained the entire way. Sheets of the wet stuff blew in relentlessly off the Sea of Storms day and night, saturating the two walkers. Garrich suspected the Banshees were behind the squalls. If they could not blow apart the minds or bodies of the landlubbers, then they would try drowning them. Soaked to the skin, Garrich doubted of ever being dry again and hoped Shudonn's sword would not rust in the damp conditions. Maldoch infuriatingly seemed indifferent to the rotten weather and strode on unstintingly.
One soggy morning, when the windy climate seemed particularly harsh and he was bent head-down into the driving rain, Garrich bumped into Maldoch when the wizard abruptly came to a standstill. ‘Oi, what's the hold up?'
"We've arrived, and my it's good to be back."
Shouldering past the lanky spellcaster, Garrich got his first look at the wizard's home, glimpsing a huge lake and what looked to be an island of barren rock shrouded in raincloud rising up out of the center of that body of foreboding, black water. Perching precariously on a bluff squatted a parody of a castle.
Looks cheery,” he murmured dubiously.
"Earthen Rise possesses a certain rustic charm,” returned Maldoch, choosing to transform the jibe into a compliment.
"Funny name for an island."
"The isle is called Outcrop. Earthen Rise is the name of the castle built upon the island. It's so called because of the dirt foundations supporting it. The outcropping of stone was too uneven to construct on without undertaking massive, time-consuming excavations. A base of compacted soil to level out the site was a faster alternative."
Hardly interested in an architectural rundown of the place, all Garrich desired was to get in out of the rain. There was one slight problem with that hankering and he put it to Maldoch. “How do you plan crossing that lake?"
"Without getting our feet wet."
"It's a little late for that,” the youth mumbled, regarding his boots. There was a coin-sized hole in one of the soles and his left foot was already wet through. While tough, army boots were not indestructible.
Maldoch set off for the lakeshore through the teeming rain and Garrich trailed after, squelching with every second step. Upon reaching the edge of the dark water the wizard lifted his staff and muttered a few words of magic. The bulbous top of his walking stick flared with a bluish light that parted the fog and streaked toward the distant castle then winked out. Looking for some sort of answering flash from the presumably manmade edifice, it disappointed Garrich to see nothing but mist and rain. It struck him that he had expected a reply of sorts, which implied that the ornery wizard did not live alone.
"Maybe nobody's home,” he fished.
"Oh, he's there alright,” said Maldoch, lowering his extinguished staff and putting down his haversack.
"Who?"
"You'll find out soon enough."
Maldoch's inscrutableness was so irritating!
Half an hour later, transport arrived in the shape of an empty skiff gliding across the rain-spattered lake from the direction of Outcrop Isle without any visible means of propulsion, whether oar or sail. It gently bumped to a halt against the graveled bank and Maldoch clambered aboard. Tossing the wizard his travel pack, after a moment's hesitation Garrich did likewise. He wobbled in the flat-ended stern as the pilotless boat swung about and nosed through the oily water toward Earthen Rise, Maldoch woodenly riding the pointy bow like some carved figurehead.
"I hope this thing knows where it's going,” Garrich murmured nervously.
"It does,” Maldoch smugly replied, eyes fixed firmly ahead.
"So far to me magic seems to be based on equal amounts of chance and luck."
"This isn't magic, boy."
Garrich glanced down at the speeding, unguided skiff. “Could have fooled me, old man.” Taking an interest in the ebony water flowing smoothly by, he wondered, “How deep is this lake of yours?"
The wizard shrugged. “I've never had cause to plumb Fragmere's depths. For all I know it's bottomless."
Though a strong swimmer and not particularly religious, Garrich prayed that the skip did not tip over.
The boating trip went without incident and after a thirty minute ride the passengers emerged out of a fogbank to behold Earthen Rise. The citadel was not a castle in the truest sense of the word, for it lacked a drawbridge, gatehouse, and general paraphernalia such as battlements normally associated with a fortress. Maldoch's domicile consisted of a dome of precisely laid stone blocks squatting on the tallest promontory of the isle with four lofty towers individually soaring a hundred feet into the rainy air placed at each point of the compass. To Garrich it looked like an upside down stool with a ballooned seat.
The skiff nudged to a halt at the base of the bluff and the travelers disembarked. Maldoch headed Garrich along a narrow stony beach and up a sloping dirt embankment toward a steep flight of steps chiseled into the cliff-face.
Laboring up those lengthy stairs, a dizzying fall to the rocky beach only inches away, Garrich puffed, “Not exactly easy access."
"It isn't meant to be. The location, not to mention the free guard dog service provided by the Banshees, discourages callers and ensures privacy."
"I wouldn't freely visit here."
"You aren't,” griped the wizard, reminding the boy of the recklessness that had forced this bothersome change in his plans.
The climb to the landing at the top of the stairs felt like it would never end, but the young and old journeyers eventually gained the frontage to Earthen Rise, pausing outside a humungous stone portal. Maldoch was about to rap on the slab of granite when the heavy door swung ponderously inwards without any warning or sound whatsoever to reveal a bespectacled little man standing in the doorway, hands on hips in an unmistakable posture of annoyance.
Garrich, sensing trouble, took an unconscious step backwards. The castle occupant was not much taller than him and more than a bit on the stout side, possessing a pug-nosed face underneath a shaved head giving him the no-nonsense look of a bulldog. He was strangely dressed in a monk's coarse brown habit with a tool belt tied about his ample waist and a pair of scuffed floppy sandals on his sock-warmed feet.
"Hullo, brother,” greeted Maldoch.
"Don't hello me, you tall drink of swamp water!” barked the tool man. “You nearly blinded me using that lighthouse staff of yours when I was in the middle of a delicate experiment with my powders. I could have blown myself up thanks to your thoughtless interruption."
"But you haven't, so quit complaining,” chided the wizard, pushing past his sibling.
The tool man did not stop his whining. “What are you doing back anyhow? I wasn't expecting you until Marach next year."
Removing his cloak, Maldoch shook off the droplets of rainwater before carelessly flinging the garment to the floor. “There's been a change in plans."
"Obviously.” The tool man lowered his eyeglasses to look down his stubby nose at the bedraggled figure standing dejectedly on the doorstep in the pouring rain. “I don't like visitors, Mal. Who's this drowned rat?"
"Don't you recognize the destiny of Terrath?"
The enormity of that disclosure struck the tool man like a hammer blow to the head. “And you brought him here!"
"It was a better proposition than taking him west,” Maldoch said caustically. “Do come in out of the rain, boy, before you shrivel up like a prune."
Garrich cautiously edged past the glowering tool man and stood dripping on the flagstones of the castle floor. He loitered in an unfurnished foyer lit by a smokeless globe of warming yellowish light hanging by chain from a low ceiling of dark stained timber. Even though it was midmorning the leaden clouds of the stormy sky darkened the day considerably, the gloomy castle needing the illumination.
"I forget. Has it a name?” the tool man demanded, picking up Maldoch's discarded cloak with a despairing sigh before hanging it on a brass coat hook mounted on the block wall to one side of the solid stone door.
"I'm Garrich, if it's any of your business."
"Rude little bugger, ain't he?"
Maldoch made the necessary introductions. “Garrich, my boy, this bad tempered, sorry excuse for a wizard is my brother Parndolc."
Garrich threw back his hood for a better squiz at this unlikely enchanter and frowned. “The two of you don't look like brothers."
"And you're a bit on the scrawny side for becoming a living legend,” retorted the oddball wizard.
"We're not blood related,” revealed Maldoch.
"Thankfully,” butted in Parndolc.
"Our kinship is more in the nature of a brotherhood,” elucidated the gangly, bearded spellcaster. “Members of the same fraternity pulling together for the common good."
"Don't romanticize what we do,” his brother chided. “We're fighting a long running, downright dirty war against evil. It's necessary, not noble."
"Always the pragmatist, Parny."
"Someone's got to be round here. Boy, get that cloak off and stop dripping on my floor.” Garrich hurriedly disrobed. Parndolc snatched the offending garment and hung it next to Maldoch's soggy mantle. He went to unstrap the broadsword from the youth's back and Garrich pulled away. “I feel the same way about my tools,” sympathized Parndolc, patting his overstocked belt. There was a hammer and chisels, a measuring stick, ball of knotted twine, plus an assortment of oddly shaped specialist tools with varying heads whose functions could only be guessed at. “Maldoch, where are you planning to put this ragamuffin tonight?"
"He can bunk with me until you make room for him."
Parndolc's unlovely face went black. “Just how long is he staying?"
"Yeah, how long will I be here?” chimed in Garrich, feeling like a fifth wheel on a cart.
"That depends,” Maldoch obliquely replied.
"I don't want company,” grumped Parndolc.
"We don't always get what we want."
"Around here I do,” Parndolc huffed before swaggering out of the foyer, his belted tools rattling.
"What a grouch!” Garrich exclaimed scornfully when he guessed Parndolc was out of earshot.
"You're in luck, boy,” Maldoch told him. “We've caught him on a good day."
"I'd hate to see him on a bad day,” muttered the Goblin.
Maldoch stroked his waterlogged beard and smiled wanly. “You'll get the chance. But now it's time for a bath."
"I'm already wet!” protested Garrich.
"Then you'll get wetter. Bring your stuff and come with me."
Garrich tramped after the gruff wizard down a short passageway into the central chamber of the ground floor dome. A freestanding wooden staircase curled upwards from the middle of the floor, connecting to an upper level balcony running the circumference of the room by means of four spindly walkways that in turn provided links to each of the spiral stairways accessing the towers seen from the outside.
"Dump your bag there,” Maldoch instructed Garrich, gesturing to one of two dust-smothered armchairs off to the side.
Having done that, Garrich went with his guide through one of a quartet of doors on the outer rim of the ground floor to find himself in a private bathhouse. Two large iron bound wooden tubs indented a stone floor sloped for drainage. Each had a large diameter pipe of beaten copper jutting out over it from the bricked ceiling and a length of chain hanging from a slit in the side of the individual metal piping.
Crossing over to the nearest tub, Maldoch reached up and yanked its chain. A valve in the middle of the pipe dropped open and steaming water gushed forth to fill the tub. The wizard repeated the procedure on the adjoining bathtub and stripped off. Untold years of walking countless leagues kept Maldoch fit, his old body trim and taut. When the bath was half full he gave a second yank on the chain and the flow dribbled to a halt. Maldoch gingerly placed a foot in the tub to test the water, winced when he found it a trifle hot, placed the other foot in and eased his weary bones into the soothing bath. He sat there with a look of pure contentment on his bearded face, much like a cat curled up by the hearth on a cold wintry night.
Shivering in his wet clothes, Garrich was trying to work out where and how the heated water was coming from for his bath when Maldoch lazily opened one eye to say, “You'll catch your death standing there. Get in your tub before the water overflows and starts getting cold."
Used to bathing in streams, Garrich found the notion of artificially running water weird. Jerking on the chain to shut off the water pipe over his tub, he quickly undressed and plopped himself in the bath, its contents spilling over the rim in a swishing cascade. The water was uncomfortably hot, causing Garrich to squirm.
"There's a tap to let in coldwater near the bottom,” advised Maldoch. “Work it with your feet."
Garrich found the valve with his toes, making the water tepid and more bearable.
They soaked themselves without talking until the water cooled and their skin grew wrinkly, though in Maldoch's case his merely got wrinklier. The grime from weeks of travel floated to the surface, so that when they emerged from the bathhouse clad in habits similar to that worn by Parndolc, wizard and boy felt rejuvenated, if not a little sleepy.
"Where do these other doors lead?” asked Garrich, making small talk to keep awake.
Maldoch gestured to the farthest of the companion portals to the bathhouse door. “That one takes you to the basement. Its neighbor goes to the workshop. Behind the third one lies the kitchen and that's where we're off to next."
Famished, Garrich did not quibble.
The kitchen, with dining room attached, was small but adequate. Once again Garrich came across seating for two in the shape of a pair of chairs set around a small kitchen table and puzzled over that fact. Why did two old sorcerers need a castle with four towers?
"What's for lunch?” Maldoch enquired as his brother came shuffling in.
"Whatever you feel like cooking,” was Parndolc's indifferent reply.
Inspecting the larder and finding it wanting, the spellcaster recited a spell and the table was instantly laden with three bowls of piping hot soup, loaves of freshly baked white bread, and a pot of herbal tea. “Dig in boys,” he invited the other two after seating himself.
"Still as lazy as ever,” criticized Parndolc. That did not stop him pulling up a chair and tucking into the conjured up meal.
Garrich was gobsmacked. “Do you mean to say that you could've magicked us up food anytime while we were out in the boondocks?"
"Sure, if I wanted to betray our whereabouts. Here at Earthen Rise where it's shielded any spellcasting can't be detected, so it doesn't matter."
That failed to comfort Garrich. Weeks spent scrounging for food when the wagging of a tongue could have whipped up an instant feast seemed an incredible waste. He sulked. There was nowhere for him to sit. A mutter from Maldoch—turned into a regular provider—remedied that, presenting the irked youth with a stool that popped out of thin air so he could lunch with the wizards.
"Why didn't Shudonn come with you?” Parndolc quizzed his brother while slurping his soup. “Not that I expected him to leave Falloway. Living rent-free all those years is a deal hard to walk away from."
"Tylar is dead,” said the spellcaster.
His grief raw and on the surface, Garrich clenched his hand into a fist. He tore a chunk off a bread loaf, dunked it into his bowl, and stuffed the soggy morsel into his mouth to take his mind off the hurtful topic. The soup tasted unfamiliar. “What flavor is this?” he put to Maldoch, hoping to change the subject.
"What? Oh, asparagus."
"Was it old age?"
Maldoch glanced curiously at Parndolc. “Was what?"
"Shudonn's death. Did time catch up with him?"
"No, bandits did."
"Was Omelchor responsible?” Parndolc immediately wanted to know.
"Hard to say. They could've been hired assassins or merely freebooters. We'll never know ‘cos I never got the opportunity to question any of the brutes. The boy here killed them all before I arrived on the scene."
"Father took down a couple of them himself before they burnt Falloway to the ground,” Garrich said in his own defense.
Parndolc gave the Goblin the queerest of looks. “What happened next?” he demanded from Maldoch, his dour expression turning into amusement.
"I found the boy and took him to Alberion with me."
"That was risky, you old fool."
Maldoch shrugged off the condemnation. “I needed to introduce myself to the new Prince of Men."
"Jannus has gone as well?” Parndolc put down his spoon and rubbed his shaven head. “The world keeps turning on me."
"Change, whether for good or ill, means growth, brother of mine. And that is infinitely better than stagnation."
"On that score we agree,” said Parndolc, shoveling another spoonful of soup into his gob. “So Lindan's ensconced on the throne now. What sort of ruler will he make?"
"He's a diplomat, like his father."
"Humph! Anarica wants for a doer, not a talker."
Maldoch disagreed with Parndolc's assessment. “The princedom needs a thinker in charge and Lindan seems to have a good head on his shoulders."
"Let's hope he doesn't get it lopped off by rampaging Goblins.” Parndolc stared unapologetically at Garrich when making that statement. “What's next on your agenda, Stretch?"
Finishing his soup, Maldoch decided, “A nap is in order, I think. Don't forget to do the dishes, Parny. Coming Garrich?"
Tearing off another chunk of delicious bread to take with him, Garrich got up from the table and scooted after the spellcaster, avoiding Parndolc's glower. Maldoch led him back out into the central staircase and up to the archway on the landing leading to what the boy guessed was the north tower. The room at the top of those spiraling steps was welcomingly spacious, although cluttered with books and scrolls. A single cot was positioned under the only window in the room, shuttered against the rain, while beneath one of those strange, smokeless wall mounted glowing globes stood an antique looking writing desk and partnering chair. Sheafs of parchment littered the unmade bed, cobwebs draping the space between the legs of the furniture pieces and a circular unswept floor layered with months of dust.
"Must really get a maid in,” joked the wizard. Yawning, he vigorously shook the bed coverings, scattering the loose papers on to the dusty floor. He stripped off the topmost blanket and gave it to Garrich. “You can nap in the chair by the desk for now. I'll sort you out proper sleeping arrangements later.” Maldoch was much too selfish to give up his own bed for anyone.
The boy looked at the hard, uncomfortableness of the wooden chair. “Can't you magic me up a mattress?"
Maldoch, already under the sheets and turning over to present his back to Garrich, mumbled drowsily, “I have trouble with spells for linen.” He fell asleep instantly, breathing the heaviness of deep, unadulterated slumber.
Garrich envied the wizard's ability to doze anywhere at anytime. He drew back the chair with a scrape of wood against stone and slumped on to the unpadded seat. He groaned inwardly. It was even more uncomfortable than it looked. Heaving a sigh of resignation, he draped the blanket over him and tried his best to snooze.
—
He woke with a jolt, the rain pattering against the shutters creating an awful din. Throwing off his blanket Garrich slowly rose, his neck stiff and butt numb from napping in that torture rack. The cot on the opposite side of the curved wall was empty. He toyed with the idea of stealing Maldoch's unoccupied bed and thought better of it. Terrath's premier wizard was a grouch at the best of times. Depriving him of his bed would only make him grumpier, if that was at all possible.
Wandering over to the window, it astonished Garrich when he opened a shutter and peeked out into darkness. Supposing he had only nodded off for a few minutes, his catnap actually lasted several hours, the dingy afternoon overtaken by an even dingier night of shrieking wind and driving rain that smacked of the Banshees. Hungry again, he slipped down the two flights of stairs that delivered him to the ground floor of the castle and quietly made his way to the kitchen. On the way he pondered over Earthen Rise. The castle felt surprisingly warm and dry, not a dank and draughty structure as a conglomeration of interlocking stone blocks ought to be. Passing a number of headhigh vents in the granite walls, he went on tippy-toe and stuck his face in front of one the slits to be greeted by a steady flow of heated air circulating through the castle. Intrigued by the marvel, he almost missed the muffled voices of the conversing wizards filtering from the kitchen up ahead.
"When in hostile territory send out scouts to gather intelligence,” Garrich whispered in reminder to himself, recalling one of Tylar's textbook military lessons. He gingerly opened the kitchen door a mere crack in order to eavesdrop on the talkers, Goblin hearing almost as acute as that of the legendary Elves.
A hearty guffaw—that was Parndolc.
"I don't find it very amusing!” snapped Maldoch.
Parndolc laughed even harder, tears coming to his eyes.
"Oh, do stop that infernal joviality,” Maldoch said in a peeved tone. “It's the boy's fault that we're on the lamb."
"Do you think there's a bounty on your head by now?” Parndolc innocently enquired. “Maybe I should turn you in and collect the reward.” His laughter redoubled in loudness.
Maldoch sulked. “I knew it was a mistake telling you the whole story."
"Lighten up. You honestly don't think Lindan Holbyant has the balls to arrest the second mightiest wizard on the continent."
"Parndolc, how does you and your mountain-sized ego fit inside these walls?"
"You worry too much about having your reputation tarnished. So what if someone's slung a bit of mud at the lily-white Maldoch the Magnificent? It's about time you came down to earth."
"To grub about using dirty and smelly tools like you do."
"Nothing wrong with that. My engineering put a roof over our heads and walls about your precious books."
Maldoch ground his teeth. Knowing their differing brands of wizardry complemented each other did not make their partnership a match made in heaven. “My concern is for Garrich,’ he said, returning to the gist of the conversation.
"From what you've said the boy pretty much takes care of himself."
"Not against Omelchor. He's only fifteen, Parny. We've a lot riding on him and there's a whole list of things that need to be in place before he can play his part. He must be kept safe until then."
"By leaving him here."
"Precisely. Earthen Rise is out of the way and hidden from magical sight. It's perfect as a hideout for Garrich."
The snooping youth suppressed a protest, grown tired of his life constantly being decided for him.
"It won't work,” Parndolc declared.
"Make it,” insisted Maldoch.
"I'm a loner. What do I know about playing nursemaid to a boy?"
"You'll learn. I need you to take care of Garrich while I'm away."
"I suppose I have no choice. What are your travel plans?"
Maldoch sighed loudly and said, “To finish off my rounds. Before the fiasco at Alberion I was heading for Troll country, then I thought I'd swing south to see Merainor. We're going to need the help of the Elves for what's coming."
"What of the Gnomes?"
"The Underlanders are an unknown quantity. We'll have to play that one by ear."
"Don't we need a talisman and champion from each of the Purebloods?"
"That we do. I'm hoping the Gnomes will slot into place along the way."
Unfailingly pessimistic to Maldoch's optimism, Parndolc shook his head. “I don't like leaving things to chance. They have a habit of turning sour."
"I have faith in the Maker,” Maldoch said confidently. “How's the deciphering of the Dissension Scroll going?"
"Frustratingly slowly."
"You've been at it for fifty years."
"That's just a spit in the ocean of time, Mal. The problem with the Text is that it came to us from that loony monk two thousand years too late. Most of the verses are written in an historic context. For instance, line one of verse one reads, ‘Ancient children settle blazing sea'. That obviously refers to the Trolls inhabiting the Great Desertland—an episode from the past. It's not relevant today."
"But parts of it could be. Keep persevering."
"Are you making much sense of the Codretic Text?"
"Bits and pieces only."
"After studying it for twenty-three centuries."
"It's definitely a blueprint for upcoming events, if only it wasn't so damn ambiguous."
"That's the trouble with Destiny and Fate. They're so intertwined it's impossible to tell them apart. This Goblin champion could just as easily spring up on the other side."
"It has crossed my mind. That's why after I'm finished down south I intend to mosey on west and take a gander at Carnach. We've got to keep tabs on our black sheep of a brother."
Garrich frowned outside the kitchen door. How many wizards were there in Terrath?
"How long will you be skiving off for this time, magic man?"
"As long as it takes. The Eastern Realms will take a while getting their armies organized, giving us time to maybe prevent this mess escalating. I estimate the ball won't get rolling for at least a couple of years."
"Two years!” Parndolc smashed his fist down on the kitchen table. “What'll I do with this boy of yours for two years?"
"Give him the Ode of the Shamanist to read over. Maybe he can decipher that piece of western forecasting. Garrich is Goblin after all."
"Who has been raised as an Easterner."
"But deep down he is Carnachian at his roots. Perhaps that'll give him some insight into shaman prophesizing."
Fed up of feeling like a pawn in some vast game of chesk, Garrich flung open the kitchen door wide, finding the pair of wizards sitting in conference around the table; Parndolc brooding over a half-drunk tankard of ale, while Maldoch nursed the dregs of a recently brewed mug of tea. “Do I have a say in my own future?” the boy hotly asked.
"No,” Maldoch denied him. “Your future was decided the moment I happened upon you in your infancy.” He seemed unsurprised at Garrich listening in. The boy ambled into the kitchen and flopped sulkily on to his stool. “I'll be leaving first thing in the morning,” the spellcaster informed the other two.
"That's about your style,’ judged Parndolc. “Dump your baggage, then move on."
"I'm not anyone's baggage,” quipped Garrich.
"I know it's early days, but you two had better learn to get along,” advised Maldoch. “You're going to be roomies for some time. Parndolc, watch out. This little ferret has teeth. He's quite handy with sharp implements."
"I'll keep him away from the cutlery."
"And Garrich, don't go poking that outsized sword you inherited into Parndolc here."
"It'll be my only defense against that sharp tongue of his."
Parndolc grinned. “I just might grow to like this lad. Do you drink, Garrich?"
Remembering Tylar's cask of Serepar ale thieved and consumed by the pockmarked axeman, the disgruntled youth replied, “Haven't had the chance to yet."
"I'll remedy that,” the tool-bearing wizard promised, fondling his tankard.
Maldoch rolled his eyes in disgust. Terrath's intended champion looked set to be corrupted by booze.
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Chapter Twelve"He's not coming."
Ahnorr eyed his shaman unfavorably. Dathok stayed a habitual user of herbal narcotics, which more often than not impaired his judgment. “Robannur will come,” the heavyset Goblin potentate assured him.
"I'm betting he's a no show,” persisted Dathok.
"He's late, that's all.” Ahnorr hoped his assumption was right. They were skulking on a sandy beach perilously close to the northwest border of dreaded Elf country. It remained dark, but not for much longer. Dawn lurked a couple of hours away at the most, judging by a faint lightening of the murk out to sea on the eastern horizon. Surrounded as the pair was by a contingent of Carnachian warriors, Ahnorr knew the extreme risk they had taken landing here and smelt the anxiety of his men. A Goblin would never admit to fear but scared they were. The forested nation of the Treesingers sprawled on the other side of the range of low hills bordering this stretch of coast and Southrock Splinter would prove no barrier to a force of territorial Elves if they discovered a band of trespassing Goblins come daylight.
"This trip had better be worth the trouble."
"Stow it, Dathok,” hissed Ahnorr. “I'm sick of your griping. Go and see if the sentries have anything new to report."
The shaman of the Grizzly Clan stalked away grumbling.
Ahnorr held scant regard for his spiritual advisor. A self-centered charlatan, Dathok's only usefulness to the clan was relaying to the superstitious the wishes of their tribal totem, the mighty Grizzly Bear, which invariably reflected the desires of their leader. Fanaticism is a great political tool for getting the masses to believe, and accordingly do, what you want them to. But Dathok had a point. The expense of this expedition was outrageously high. The Surrid longship anchored offshore in the Murant Basin was costing Ahnorr an arm and a leg, or more precisely a caravan of hard-trapped pelts plus a stolen cartload of Dwarven ale. Lyngorr, the Potentate of the Otters, delightedly screwed him to the wall over the price of supplying ship and crew for this venture. Ahnorr may have bullied the endlessly warring Goblin clans into a fragile alliance of swords with the promise of plundering the eastern goldfields, but money—or in the case of Goblin society, bartering—talked more persuasively than threats.
Ahnorr adjusted the waist belt of the harness supporting the paired sabers strapped to his back that every Goblin male over the age of thirteen covetously bore. He had noticeably put on weight since his escapades as a youth when he brandished blades and bravado with equal zest. Now fifty-four, the undisputed ruler of Grihaloecke—and subsequently the whole of the Western Provinces—was saddled with a middle-age spread and more besides in return for exchanging swordplay for chieftaining. Such was the personal price paid for unifying Carnach. That would alter once the infiltration of the East got underway and he returned to the grueling physicality of battle. Nevertheless, Ahnorr prided himself that he cut a fearsome figure still; dressed in bearskins, his shaggy, graying black hair and beard braided with animal bones, his face, chest and forearms scarred from sharp encounters with foes, his teeth filed into shark-like points. He looked the part of the uncompromising Goblin chief who welded most of the misfit clans into one.
Dathok also fit the bill in appearance for his role amongst the Grizzlies, Ahnorr grudgingly noted, watching the shaman shuffling across the starlit beach from the impenetrableness of Jungular Forest at his back. Robed in a wrap of grizzly fur tacked to the upper half of a giant bear skull adorning his head, with huge bear claws dangling from a cord of deer gut strung about his neck, Dathok looked every inch the mystic and played his part to the hilt.
"There's still no sign of him,” he whinged upon his return.
"We'll give Robannur until dawn,” the potentate decided.
"Is that wise? You forget the Illebard Squadron regularly sail these waters. We don't want to be caught ashore if—"
"Our bought Otters out in the bay can handle any roving Sea Elves. My main concern is being spotted by a patrol of Lothberens landside. Just because we're on this side of the Splinter doesn't mean we can be blasé about the Wood Elves. I'd rather not have a hail of arrows falling on our heads."
Dathok folded his scrawny arms, the bulky robe concealing his weakly skinniness as he, much like Ahnorr in his middling years, relied on wits more than fitness to survive. “This is a mistake. You listen far too readily to that rabid wizard's counsel. We can subdue the Dwarfs without his meddling."
"Our goal is to subvert, not subjugate them. The trick will be to seize what we want in Carallord without invoking the wrath of Anarica. For that we rely on outside sagacity."
"Are you afraid of Men that much?"
"I fear no creature!’ bluffed Ahnorr. “Attacked separately, the Eastern Realms are beatable. Combined by treaties, their joint armies outshoot us. Angering the northerners’ cronies, while exciting, would be grossly unwise."
"So like the Wolf Clan we operate as the sorcerer's lapdog."
"Don't overstep your powers, Dathok,” warned the Grizzly Clan leader. “Omelchor's help is invaluable to our cause. We've always profited greatly from his counsel."
The shaman snorted contemptuously. ‘I'm your counselor.” Dipping a hand into the deerskin pouch roped about his bony hips, he pulled out a purple skinned tuber and bit into it, savoring the taste as he chewed slothfully. A glazed look crept into his eyes and his lips parted, revealing the yellowness staining his teeth that resulted from prolonged gnawing of the hallucinogenic jubba root.
Ahnorr grimaced. “You're no good to me stoned off your face. Why don't you lay of that poison?"
"It helps me see my visions."
"Bull. It just makes you high and worthless. I should have had you gutted and hanged by your own intestines ages ago."
Dathok laughed annoyingly. “Talk about a bad omen for the clan. They'd lose confidence in you.” Pushing his position, the shaman brazenly sneered. “That would certainly put a spoke in your wheel. You can't exactly invade Carallord without an army of followers. It must really bug you that you can't touch me."
"Get out of my sight before I throw caution to the wind and do something I won't regret,” Ahnorr growled in a menacing tone.
Dathok immediately hustled farther down the beach, his reliance on his own impunity faltering.
Squatting on the wet sand Ahnorr listened to the thundering breakers rolling in from the Unknown Ocean, followed by the swish of the broken waves retreating back to the parent sea, and was not calmed in the least by the rhythmic surf. The restless ocean frightened him and his first, but not ultimately last, sailing trip was a forgettable experience of heaving swells and unending seasickness. Give me a decent sized forest any day! At least he had not been alone in his misery. More than half his party also emptied their stomachs over the side of the ship, much to the amusement of the Surrid sailors. He hated giving the Otters a free laugh at the expense of Grihaloecke's finest.
Ahnorr stayed like that until his legs stiffened, forcing him to straighten and move about. He was in the middle of walking off a cramp beside one of the beached longboats when a warning yell sounded from the jungle. “Someone's coming, Potentate!"
"Why not just shout it out for the rest of Terrath to hear,” Ahnorr complained under his breath. “Is it our boy?” he hollered back.
"Can't tell,” boomed the sentry. “He's cloaked."
Ahnorr's response was decisive. “Okay, you mangy curs. Time to earn your steel. Grab whoever's coming our way. And do it quietly!"
They did. Before too long a shrouded figure was stumbling on to the beach toward Ahnorr, shepherded by a half dozen sword-bearing Goblins. He appeared to be clutching a leather carry case to his breast. Ahnorr halted him two paces away with the tips of his own drawn swords. “Robannur, that had better be your thieving hide under that sickening Elf cloak."
"Were you expecting Ghranu back from the dead?"
"Not funny."
The Goblin bravado that threw back the hood to reveal himself was not your typical Carnachian. Outfitted in black leathers, his beady-eyed face sported a neatly trimmed goatee with earrings of looted gold piercing the lobes of his upswept ears. By Goblin reckoning Robannur was a bit of a neat freak. “Been waiting long?” he cheekily enquired.
"We were just about to ship out,” Ahnorr said in a flat voice, lowering his swords. “You're a week overdue. What kept you?"
"I had difficulty getting out of Nhern."
Ahnorr rubbed his beard in puzzlement with a sword guard. “Your job was in Lothberen. Why were you down south?"
"They shifted the prize there about two seasons back."
"Whatever for? The trumpet always resides in the capital."
Robannur shrugged. “I didn't ask the caretaker of the shrine it was relocated to, probably because he was unconscious at the time."
"You didn't kill him?"
"I'm in your pay as a thief, Ahnorr, not an assassin. Speaking of which, I'll collect what's owed to me and be on my way after you fork out an extra ten whole govreans."
"What!” sputtered the Grizzly potentate. “Payment was agreed at twenty gold coins. Though why you demand to be paid in Anarican money is beyond me. It's not as if you can waltz into Alberion to spend it."
"That's my business. You just hand over what I'm due.” Robannur was in fact a shrewd investor. A lifetime spent thieving exposed him to enough of the various eastern cultures to make him an unusually cosmopolitan Goblin. He had cultivated a contact in Serepar, an unethical rogue who regularly deposited Robannur's ill gotten gains in an anonymous account in the local branch of the Free Trade Bank—for a nominal fee, of course.
"You were contracted at a set price,” argued Ahnorr.
"That was before I had to go on walkabout through Gwilhaire and nearly missed our rendezvous because of it."
"Ten full govreans is an awful lot."
"Complications cost extra. The more trouble I'm put to, the bigger your bill gets."
"I'll consider it,” rumbled Ahnorr. “Let me see the merchandise first. I want to view what I'm buying."
Robannur undid the laces of the leather case with deliberate slowness while he delivered his sales pitch. “You hired the best. Nobody else could have gotten this without any fuss, so don't be getting stingy on me. This little baby is priceless. Feast your eyes on the fabled Horn of Dunderoth!"
Ahnorr's eyes came alight when the leather folds parted and the Goblin robber held up a polished, three-foot curved ox-horn banded with silver for his client's inspection. “It's the genuine article?” He had to ask as a matter of course.
"I'm an honest thief.” Robannur's assertion was so contradictory!
A look of pure cunning crossed Ahnorr's face, a mug that only a mother could love. “I could just take the horn by force,” he declared, lifting his sword points in emphasis.
"What would happen if I gave this Elven trumpet a little toot?” wondered Robannur, putting the stolen horn to his lips. “Is the legend hearsay or fact?"
Ahnorr blanched in the starlight.
"Ten gold coins and not a shaving less,” maintained Robannur, wetting his lips with his tongue. “Do I blow the hills down around us or not?"
Damn this cocky robber was a cool customer! “Done,” relented Ahnorr, sheathing his weapons.
Smiling, Robannur withdrew the horn from his lips. “Ah, there's nothing like a satisfied client. Give me my gold then."
A derisive laugh greeted the thief's demand. “Do I look like a treasure chest, you extortionist?” Ahnorr pointed out to the sleek war boat at anchor. ‘Your gold's in a strongbox aboard the Skua Raider. If you want it grab and oar and start rowing. This is not negotiable."
Knowing when not to push his luck, Robannur re-covered the horn and made for the longboat Ahnorr ushered him to. When the potentate reached out to claim the package, the robber waggled a finger at him. “Tut tut. You get this when I get my money."
Ahnorr had to settle for that. “Dathok, bring your drugged bones back here on the double!” he bellowed. The shaggy figure a ways down the beach near the surf line wobbled to his feet. “That goes for the rest of you rabble. We're leaving!” the leader of the Grizzlies roared, secrecy unimportant now.
Robannur found that Ahnorr was not kidding when he said to row. The Surrid Otters supplied the longboats but oarsmen cost extra and the penny-pinching chieftain of Grihaloecke decided that his warriors could row themselves. Although to be fair, Ahnorr did man an oar himself. The only Grizzly not pulling an oar and his own weight was Dathok, who, aside from feeling manual labor to be beneath the dignity of a shaman, was in no fit state to row while in his drugged stupor.
The Skua Raider strained at her anchor chain as the tide turned, the flow of saltwater churning landward. She was, as her name implied, a sleek vessel designed for raiding: 120 feet long and nineteen in the beam, clinker built of lightweight northern fir. That is, the lower edge of each hull plank overlapped the board below it, as opposed to the more typical carvel style of eastern shipbuilding where planks were laid edge to edge. She boasted a single pine mast with a large rectangular sail of red and black checkered dyed sealskin currently reefed. A steering oar hung from the right side of the ship's stern beside a tent pitched on the aft deck serving as the captain's cabin. Her freeboard was high and the sheer strake pierced with holes for the twenty pairs of slender fourteen-foot spruce oars for inshore running presently shipped. Speed was the name of this ship and war her game. Despite her age—the keel of the Skua Raider had been laid down forty years beforehand and she was captained over the ensuing years by a half dozen commanding seafarers of the Urcharrbi Privateers, the unofficial navy of Carnach—she remained the fastest ship in the Otter fleet with her record for the Surrid-Sprinth Channel run standing unbeaten at fifty nine days, five and one quarter hours. It was for this reason alone that Ahnorr had pressed this particular boat into service for his vital mission.
Rowing against an incoming high tide was no easy task, so by the time the two longboats heaved to and tied up alongside their parent ship the rowers were fatigued with strained muscles. The boaters clambered aboard amidships and Ahnorr bellowed, “Captain! Set sail and make for Surrid with all possible speed. I mean to set foot again on Carnachian soil before summer's end."
Robannur grabbed the potentate's arm. “What about my gold?"
Ahnorr shook off the thief's grip. “Our transaction can wait until we're underway and safely out of Elven waters."
"My sailing with you wasn't part of the deal."
"How else were you planning to get home? By swimming all that way?"
The Goblin robber quit arguing. He had no option but to tag along on this little pleasure cruise in order to get his dues. The only problem was that he loathed sea voyages.
Anxious to be off, Ahnorr looked about and fumed. “Where's your blasted captain?” he barked at the nearest pirate-sailor on watch. The flaps to the canvas cabin abruptly parted and the ship's master came bolting out. “Never mind,” Ahnorr muttered to the seaman and marched across the cedar deck toward his quarry, stepping through a raft of sleeping bodies in order to confront him. “Look here, I'm paying you good money to be at my beck and call, skipper, and I—” The Grizzly leader faltered in his remonstration. The captain of the Skua Raider, dressed scruffily in faded sea otter pelts and smelling like an alehouse, was ashen and shaking violently. “By the bear's claws, what's wrong with you man?” demanded Ahnorr.
"You have a visitor,” said the captain, terror wilding his eyes and disbelief trembling his voice.
"You're off your head. How much grog have you drunk?"
"Not nearly enough.’ The captain pointed back towards the tent with a quivering finger. “He's in there."
"Who are you talking about?"
"Him."
Ahnorr's confoundedness cleared and he paled too. “Get this tub moving west,” he ordered the captain, who was only too willing to busy himself with sailing chores.
"Up off your backsides, you lazy pack of bilge rats!” he yelled at his snoozing crew. “Light some lamps. Raise the anchor. Man the oars and be quick about it. Once we're back in Bornae Strait unfurl the sail. Steersman—hard a port! Look lively now. I want us in open water before daybreak.’”
Hitching up his weapons belt, the corsair moving sluggishly beneath his feet as the deckhands went about their tasks after jolting awake, Ahnorr commanded Robannur, “You're with me—and bring that bugle,” before ducking into the tent. Dathok, uninvited, lurched after them.
The inside of the tent stank of mold and watered down rum. The captain's cabin was a study of improvised crudity: an A-frame of stretched canvas erected over the sunken stern quarterdeck to shelter a dank mattress and blanket, an uncorked jug of rotgut, a padlocked sea chest, and a guttering whale oil lamp. Squished into that draughty space, the three Goblins crowded around the flickering flame and the halo of faint yellow it cast.
"There's nobody in here,” complained Robannur. He eyed the chest interestedly. “Does that box contain my gold? If so, don't trouble the captain for his key. I won't be needing it.” Robannur waggled his fingers and sidled past the chief of the Grizzlies. There was no lock made that could not be picked by a professional thief of his caliber.
"The Horn of Dunderoth first, my greedy thief."
"I told you on the beach, Ahnorr, after I get my money."
Ahnorr tapped Robannur on the shoulder. “I didn't say a word."
The sputtering lamp flared with a reddish tint as a ghostly face materialized. Old and bearded, it had the piercing eyes and look of a hunting bird of prey.
"Nice of you to drop in, Omelchor,” welcomed Ahnorr. “These surprise visits are such a joy."
The disjointed head of the spectral wizard glowered at Ahnorr and the two lesser Goblins shrank away from the targeted potentate. “I'm not here to be chatty, unless you care to explain the intolerable delay in getting my horn to me."
"Not especially,” said Ahnorr, responding with the right note of humility. It was unwise to anger a wizard without a conscience.
"He has the horn?” Omelchor asked his right-hand Goblin, ignoring Robannur completely.
"Lock, stock, and quarrel."
Overcoming his initial shock at the magical intrusion, Robannur studied the floating head and construed that this knee-high apparition, not the head of the Grizzlies, was his actual employer. “Omelchor himself, is it? I've heard of you. You're a little short in person."
The bodiless head rotated to regard the thief. “And you must be Robannur. I see your reputation for wisecracking wasn't exaggerated.” Omelchor gazed covetously at the package he was carrying. “Neither was your renown for thievery."
"You get what you pay for. Speaking of which...."
"Show it to me."
Robannur complied and unwrapped the Horn of Dunderoth for a second time.
"Give it to Ahnorr,” commanded the wizard.
"Not just yet. I'm getting tired of waiting for my gold and my fee just doubled."
The potentate drew in a sharp intake of breath. The thief was playing with fire and risked getting burned.
Robannur felt he was in a position to bargain further and said so to the glaring wizard-head, patting the pearl-grey horn. “This trinket must be worth a whole lot more if a wizard wants to get his hands on it. I originally figured that Ahnorr wanted me to perform this daring theft so that he could gloat about the Grizzlies sticking it to the Elves, maybe even blow a tune to shake up the Elks. But there's more to it. That's your own affair, Omelchor, but it is gonna bump up my price to sixty full govreans."
Ahnorr was livid. “Double is only forty govreans!"
"Not after you add my extra ten pieces. Thirty times two is sixty in my scroll of sums."
"This is highway robbery,” spat the Goblin leader.
Robannur was genuinely insulted. He possessed far more finesse than any common highwayman. “Tell your middleman to take a hike, Omelchor. From now on I deal straight with you."
Ahnorr was in the process of reaching for his swords when Omelchor brought him up short with a harsh word. The slighted potentate restrained his anger reluctantly.
"I like your daring, Robannur,” mused the wizard. “How would you like an entire shipload of gold? You've earned it."
"What's the catch?"
"Give the horn to Ahnorr. There are no other strings attached.” Omelchor's transparent eyes glowed with an eerie milky light and the thief was compelled to obey. “Hold on to the horn tightly,” the wizard told his pet Grizzly. “Dathok, grab on too.” Puzzled by the order, the shaman nonetheless did as instructed.
"My gold,” Robannur reminded the evil spellcaster, unsure why he had handed the horn over so readily but wanting his payment forthwith. “Where is it?"
The phantom face of Omelchor smirked maliciously. “At the bottom of the ocean. Go dive for it.” He began muttering something unintelligible.
Robannur's finely honed instincts as a thief served him well in what happened next. Constantly attune to danger, he made a frantic dash for the tent flaps as the musty air came alive with a vibrant hum. Omelchor's translucent head vanished with a callous laugh, along with Ahnorr and Dathok sharing possession of the Horn of Dunderoth. The thief blundered into the captain who, despite his misgivings, had been eavesdropping on the conversation in his quarters.
"Abandon ship!” Robannur yelled at him, grabbing the other's shoulders hurtfully to underline his urgency, before letting go and racing over the width of the cedar deck to dive overboard in between two startled oarsmen.
The longship's master was puzzling over his passenger's bizarre behavior when a fireball appeared high in the western heavens, plummeting down toward the sea, fronting a weaving smoke trail behind which came the loudening whoosh of scorched air. Too late the captain realized his doom.
"GET TO THE LONGBOATS!” he screamed at his startled sailors.
Neither he nor his pirates got that far. The flaming missile, easily the size of a wagon, smashed through the deck planking of the fated ship just ahead of the forty-foot tall pine mast and literally exploded. The mast shattered into a million toothpicks as the hull, bearing the brunt of the impact, broke in two to the torturous sounds of splintering timbers and boiling water, the superheated missile turning the surrounding sea to steam. The Skua Raider, pride of the Urcharrbi fleet, quickly sank like a stone, taking her captain, crew and passengers alike to a watery grave, marked only by chips of blackened wood and the odd charred body part floating on the rippled surface of the fired sea.
—
The blurry world shifted back into focus.
Ahnorr, to his credit, bounced back from the abrupt translocation remarkably swiftly once the indistinct grayness of his surrounds sharpened into the familiar silhouettes of dark trees. “I hate it when Omelchor does that,” he complained to Dathok.
The shaman did not recover quite so fast, his hazed mind reeling from the dramatic exposure to wizardry. The magic he practiced was one of spiritualism, not spellcasting, and Omelchor's casual and cold-hearted use of enchantments always shocked him. Giddy, Dathok slumped to the ground, maintaining his white-knuckled grip on the Horn of Dunderoth.
Prying the stolen horn away from his dazed shaman, who fell backwards to lie gasping for air, Ahnorr took a long, hard look around. The shadowy tract of woodland lay shrouded by the cape of night, utterly silent, but the overpowering pine scent of conifers betrayed their locale. Omelchor had transported his minions 1,000 leagues northwest to Darkling Forest in the blink of an eye.
"But where exactly in the wood are we?"
"About a day's walk south of Ufan."
Ahnorr whirled, not bothering to draw his swords. Expecting to find Omelchor waiting for them, he was not disappointed. What did surprise him was the wizard not being there in the flesh but still an unattached, see-through head bobbing in an aura of magical redness.
"It would have made more sense to zap us directly to Grihaloecke,” reasoned the potentate, careful not to sound accusatory. Omelchor never took criticism, even constructive comments, well.
"Not when you're bound for Onayl,” rejoined Maldoch's opposite.
"Wolf territory? Not on your life!"
"Swallow your pride and get moving,” commanded Omelchor. “You'll be entrusting the Horn of Dunderoth to the Wolves."
"There's no way I'm surrendering that sort of power to Conerth and his pack. Are you forgetting the two thousand years of bad blood between our tribes?"
Omelchor had not. Goblins were legendary for holding a grudge, the Grizzlies undisputed champions at it. Way back in the First Epoch, before Carnach officially came into being, Onayl approached the six-year old settlement of Grihaloecke for support in its bid to depose the then dominant Otter Clan. Chiggar, founder of the Grizzlies and greedy for wealth and power, eagerly formed the alliance, the result of which saw Surrid defeated in a series of vicious clan battles. The Wolves then traitorously turned on their bear-totem allies and crushed them in order to be the unchallenged architects of the infant Goblin nation.
"Betrayal runs strongly in Goblin veins, Ahnorr. Or had your own treachery slipped your mind?"
That prompt made Ahnorr fume. Thirty years earlier he had single-handedly overturned the Grizzly chieftainship, cleverly setting up his predecessor for an unrecoverable fall from grace and power that ended with a lynch mob stringing up the outmaneuvered potentate—at the urging of Omelchor. “You strongly suggested that I leave Ghranu out on a limb."
"And for good reason,” the wizard admitted, unrepentant. “I saw your potential back then. Ghranu always had trouble seeing beyond the end of his nose, but you take in the big picture. You trusted me then by sacrificing your leader and I delivered on my promise to make you the new Grizzly Potentate. Don't get short-sighted on me now. Onayl hasn't jumped on the bandwagon for my plans to penetrate the East and I want all of the clans onboard. For them to join us Grihaloecke must mend some fences. The first is to welcome the Wolves back as pack brothers."
"That sort of ruins my plans for wiping them out after we mine Carallord. Pity. But why give the Elf horn to them?"
"Maratornuk is best placed to assail Northwood if called upon. They'll need help getting through Frelok Pass when the time for action arrives and if that happens to come from a trumpet-blaring Wolf it'll please me no end."
Ahnorr understood perfectly. The wizard wanted to rebuild two burnt out bridges in the one go, for Onayl had also fallen out with the deer clan of Maratornuk during the last century of the First Epoch. In actuality it had been the other way around, but perhaps that was understandable. Since when did Elks get along with Wolves.
"I didn't know you cared, Omelchor."
"I don't. The only way to soundly thrash the Eastern Realms is to merge this Goblin zoo into a single fighting force and that can't be done while you're still at each other's throats."
That made sense to Ahnorr. What did not was what he guessed had transpired down in Murant Basin after his unscheduled departure. “What happened to the boat I chartered?"
"I was wondering when you'd get around to asking.” With a perfectly straight face Omelchor claimed, “The Otters don't build ships like they used to. She sprung a leak and went down. You're lucky I was there to rescue you."
Not buying that for a second, the potentate surmised, “No witnesses, eh?"
"That's why I favor you, Ahnorr. You have the smarts."
"My men?"
"Drowned, if they weren't burnt to a crisp first. Don't worry, you've got plenty of replacements."
"Not for Robannur I haven't. An arrogant son of a rattorn, he was the best damn thief in Terrath. He showed that by lifting this precious horn right from under the noses of the Treesingers. We might well have made use of his talents in the future."
"I doubt it,” said the wizard. “Anyhow, what's done is done."
"Sure is. Sinking that big canoe will place a serious strain on relations with Surrid."
Omelchor scoffed at that recrimination. “Lyngorr knows what's good for him and won't make waves. He needs the continued friendship of the Grizzlies to keep his clan afloat."
"I think you went overboard, Omelchor.” The indictment, though tentative, was there.
The red nimbus the spellcaster's head floated in turned an angry orange. “Remember who your addressing, bear-man. I'm your boss. Everyone is expendable, even you Ahnorr."
"You won't obliterate me,” the potentate said confidently. “We need each other too much. We both have mutual designs on the East. This arrangement of ours is not one of master and slave, but a partnership beneficial to all concerned. Bear in mind that."
The glowing head grew yellow edges. “Have a care, or perhaps I'll unleash my Norg'kthar on your people if you get too uppity."
Ahnorr backtracked. He had enough on his plate planning a sneaky campaign against Dwarfs without having to contend with rampaging Ogres. “I thought the idea was to abolish all this infighting,” he said by way of placation to the offended wizard.
It worked. Omelchor's pulsing head changed back to its normal hue. “Be on your way, Grizzly chief. The sooner the eight clans are properly allied, the sooner our armies can practice commando techniques. It's taken thirteen years to get this far. I'm not prepared to wait a decade more to implement my scheme. The comeuppance of the Eastern Realms is long overdue."
"If you're sure.” Ahnorr still sounded dubious.
"I'll tell Conerth you're coming,” continued Omelchor, “and to grant you safe passage to Onayl on pain of death. As proof of your good faith you'll journey alone."
Ahnorr glanced at the woozy Dathok. “What of him?"
"Send your shaman home. Carlaw could do with some spiritual support in controlling the clan while you are away."
"Can't Dathok be the errand boy? I'm not keen on leaving my son in charge of Grihaloecke for very long. He's not entirely ready for leadership."
"Carlaw's more than ready for command. Grant him the experience."
The potentate shuddered, as if someone had just tramped over his grave. The unsettling feeling of being made redundant lingered afterwards.
"Rouse that sack of bones you call your adviser and get yourselves moving,” Omelchor ordered him. “There are a thousand things left undone and not enough time to do them."
"Such as?"
"The Otter's have to be whipped into shape to redouble their shipbuilding efforts. I've got to take time out to end a spat between the Ravens and the Lynxes, not to mention hatch a plot to subvert the Gnomes. Planning a takeover of the world is just one headache after another!"
"You have my sympathies,” muttered Ahnorr. He was surprisingly sincere. Orchestrating the burgling of Carallord was even more formidable a task than the ransacking itself was going to be.
"And then there's that goody two-shoes brother of mine,” added the burdened wizard. “Who knows what mischief Maldoch has been up to in the two years since that mysterious episode in Alberion. I never did get to the bottom of that overspill of magic. That crafty old sod has been keeping a low profile and is no doubt up to no good."
The Goblin leader kept quiet. Not professing to understand wizards, he upheld no real desire to change that. They had their uses and that satisfied him. Quarrelling spellcasters were none of his business.
"But those items can go on the backburner for now,” decided Omelchor. “I first have a theft of my own to conduct."
"Robannur should've been kept alive then,” Ahnorr delicately admonished. “What are you going after?"
"A book."
Ahnorr laughed ... politely.
"Not just any book.” Omelchor elaborated. “Even if you could read, this one wouldn't interest you—it's not a picture book. I just have one small problem."
"What's that?"
The wizard knitted his bushy brows in vexation. “I've yet to pinpoint the place I need to steal it from."
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Chapter ThirteenThe skiff bobbed on the choppy water. Garrich shipped his oars and let the flat-bottomed boat glide to a halt, bucking the frothy waves of the black, undulating waters of Fragmere. It was late in the month of Rill, the blustery autumn wind whipping the normally oily surface of the lake into an outright frenzy. The weather conditions were perfect for testing Parndolc's latest theory.
Looking back at the island castle in the near distance, the Goblin anxiously scanned the overcast backdrop and found the steely sky empty. He immediately relaxed and lounged against the square stern of the rowboat, idly trailing a finger in the agitated lake water. His gaze never strayed once from Earthen Rise however.
In the two years since taking refuge with the wizard fraternity, the orphaned westerner had done a lot of growing up. Body-wise, Garrich filled out in all the manly places but remained gallingly short. Parndolc wittily called him ‘knee-high to a Troll'. The seventeen year old now sprouted facial hair proper, though the black fuzz framing his acne scarred jaw line could hardly be labeled a beard. He also exhibited a newfound maturity, accepting his role as the untested hero of Terrath and whatever trials that held in store for him. He chucked out any notion of a career in the professional soldiery of the Royal High Army early on, considering what he was and the certainty of having a price on his head, while facing the brigands responsible for Tylar's demise brought home to him the boyish nonsense of considering jobbing as a sword for hire. If he was destined to be the champion of the East, then so be it. That meant resuming his sword practice every day religiously at dawn and keeping his well oiled blade at his side constantly. Even now it was lying close at hand in the bottom of the skiff. Tylar would have been proud.
The harsh cry of a lonesome gull wheeling overhead momentarily distracted Garrich. Regarding the mournful seabird as it sailed effortlessly on the buffeting easterly, he grinned impishly. He harbored doubts Parndolc could emulate such gracefulness with this newest experiment of his.
Maldoch's brother was something of an enigma. Ever since arriving at Earthen Rise, Garrich had grown aware of Parndolc's peculiarities insofar as being a wizard. Not long after the easternized Goblin moved in, Parndolc explained to him the fundamental differences between Terrath's partnering magicians.
"You're no doubt aware by now Maldoch dabbles in spells and enchantments. That's the traditional, if archaic, form of wizardry, first indulged in by the druids way back when. But that's another story.
'My forte is altogether different. I go in for what I've termed technical wizardry. Mechanical inventiveness is the truest form of magic there is and stems from the civilized days before the Fellow Races came into being."
Garrich's education had been strictly military sourced, so he was understandably fascinated by talk of prehistory and Parndolc happily catered to his curiosity.
"Oh yes,” continued the technical wizard. “Hundreds of thousands of years ago the Terrath we know today didn't exist. The landmass back then would have scarcely been recognizable. Mountains and lakes were in different places. There was desert country in the center of the continent rather than the extreme mid-east where it sits now. And the people were unalike too."
"In what way?” the entranced youth had asked.
"There weren't Elves, Dwarfs or Trolls, for starters. The Goblin race hadn't been born yet, and neither had the Gnomes. Dragons were—"
"There's no such thing as dragons! They're a myth."
"Just because you haven't seen something doesn't necessarily mean it isn't out there,” Parndolc admonished him. “There are stranger things in Urvanha and Terrath...
"As I was saying, dragons were unheard of, so too was spellmaking. The true force of Olde Earthe harnessed by the Ancients was technology. They built forests of sky-reaching towers made out of artificial stone, drawing energy from the sun, earth, and seas to power their sprawling empires, and traveled the countryside in horseless carts."
Garrich was suitably astounded. But more revelations came.
"The Ancients demonstrated far greater metalworking skills than even the Dwarfs possess, building fantastic machines of steel and iron that sailed underwater, or flew through the air higher than a condor and swifter than a falcon,” Parndolc unveiled with something akin to fervor. “It was a golden epoch of mechanized achievements only dreamt of nowadays."
"How do you know all this?"
"By piecing together scraps of books that survived the Anarchic Years, and there are precious few pages from those rare volumes that haven't crumbled to dust, finished off with a big dollop of educated guesswork. Maldoch has no mechanical aptitude whatsoever and bugger all patience with puzzles, so I had to figure out most of it myself. I fitted the pieces quite fast actually. It only took me three hundred years."
Garrich cringed. A wizard's concept of time radically differed to how normal people viewed the passage of the years. The Goblin then enquired, “If it was so great, why didn't it last?"
At that point Parndolc had clammed up after citing the obscure reason, “Things change."
Garrich had not pushed his nosiness. For one, he sensed the wizard's plain reluctance to delve fully into that matter. For another, he found himself caught up in Parndolc's most recent spurt of inventiveness—manned flight!
A faint whistling followed by a distant report snatched Garrich from his introspection and his eyes traced the erratic smoke trail lifting up from the north turret that ended in a fading bang of exploding fireworks. That was the signal! Garrich sat bolt upright, his gaze returning to the spires of Earthen Rise and the winged contraption toppling from the heights of the castle of the wizards. He held his breath as the crude hang glider, supported by flimsy wings of fabric stretched over ribbed timber framework, dipped sharply before correcting, struggling to climb and remain aloft.
"I'll be buggered!” exclaimed Garrich. An unhealthy measure of Parndolc's coarse language had rubbed off on the boarding youth. He watched mesmerized as the orthopter, as its designer and maker was calling it, started to soar over the gloomy lake. The attendant gull screeched in alarm at the intrusion and banked away when the weird giant bird with a crazy old man dangling out its belly headed Garrich's way. The Goblin's wonder crashed into dismay as Parndolc's flyer, caught in a nasty crosswind, pitched nose-up and stalled. The spidery wings crumpled in the breezy air like screwed up parchment before the broken craft somersaulted downwards with agonizing slowness to plop into the waves below.
Scrabbling for the oars, Garrich hurriedly swung the skip about and rowed with all his might to the splashdown point, ploughing through the whitecaps and wishing all the way that he sat in the self-propelled boat he and Maldoch had used to first cross Fragmere. Rowing was such hard work! That automated skip wallowed on the far side of the lake where the wind was less constant. Parndolc said that the small, pilot-less ferry was fixed in place and incapable of being moved, but had not divulged whether it was operated magically or mechanically.
Reaching the spot, some hundred yards out from the rocky shoreline of Outcrop Isle, Garrich was relieved to find Parndolc bobbing in the water like a fisherman's float, surrounded by the wreckage of his flying contraption. Exchanging his tool belt for one of cork blocks—a pioneering lifejacket, no less—and his fragile spectacles for sturdier frog-eyed goggles helped the wizard survive the impact unscathed with only his pride injured. Extending a hand, Garrich grabbed the sleeve of Parndolc's habit and, after a great deal of heaving that almost tipped the rowboat over, managed to haul the ditched flier aboard.
"You need to lose weight,” grunted Garrich.
"I thought I had with your lousy cooking,” sputtered Parndolc, spitting lake water out of his mouth. He was dripping wet and shivering.
"Are you hurt?"
The wizard tore off his waterlogged goggles. “Just my dignity."
"What happened up there? You seemed to be getting the knack of flying like a bird."
"I became a victim of the Law of Gravity."
"What's that?"
"What goes up, must come down—I just came down a bit sooner, and harder, than planned."
"And almost ended up as eel bait."
"That's why I put you on station to fish me out of the drink.” That was all the thanks Garrich received.
"So what did go wrong?"
"I think my wing design was at fault, though I can't say why. I copied the wing shape of a pigeon perfectly. It should have ridden out those wind gusts without any trouble at all. Ah well, back to the drawing board."
Thinking back on his boyhood woodcutting outings in Wivernbush, Garrich had a flash of inspiration. “Why not try a bat's wing?"
Parndolc considered the suggestion. “Row me ashore, Garrich. I need ink and parchment. I feel the sudden urge to go batty!"
That night after supper Garrich and Parndolc sat around the dining table in the kitchenette, the warrior polishing his cherished sword, the inventive wizard penning new schematics for his revised orthopter. In many ways Garrich was happily reminded of his evenings spent at Falloway with Tylar Shudonn. Adopting Earthen Rise as his home, Parndolc became his new mentor, though nobody could replace his foster father. Once Garrich delved past the hermit's roughness, aided by a nightlong introduction to ale, the morning after which Garrich implored his host to invent a hangover cure, they got along like a house on fire. Parndolc was eccentrically brilliant and an able tutor in spite of his aversion to teaching, helped no end by Garrich being a voracious learner. The Goblin's first outing into the big, bad world had not been a spectacular success, so Garrich welcomed this hermitage and the chance to swot up on Terrathian history before revisiting Anarica.
Returning his gleaming broadsword to its scabbard, Garrich set it on the table and watched Parndolc admiring the new wing plan for his glider, modeled on the skin membranes of a stuffed mouse-eared bat retrieved from his tower. He suspected all manner of odds and ends, gadgetry, and mounted specimens cluttered the oldster's room, but had never been allowed to set foot even upon the first step leading to Parndolc's turret. Utmost privacy was one of the hermit's major quirks.
"Do you think the new wing design will work, Parny?"
"Too early to say,” the wizard replied, engrossed with detailing the wing spar/airframe junction. ‘Maybe it'll show promise."
"Perhaps you better let me test fly the orthopter next time."
Parndolc squinted at the proffering Goblin over the rim of his spectacles. “Whatever for?"
"Because I'm, ah, well, I am, uh..."
"Younger than me?"
"Yep. You could seriously hurt yourself in a crash. I'm fitter and stronger, more able to bounce back from a plunge into the lake.'
"Phooey, boy! It has nothing to do with age. Have you a basic grasp of flight mechanics, of the concept of gliding? No, you don't! Piloting comes down to using the brain, not flexing the brawn. Besides, what sort of inventor lets someone else test his theories? Experimentation is the key that unlocks the door of invention.” Parndolc paused. “Hmmm, that's not half bad as a maxim.” He scribbled it down in the margin of his plan. Who knows, he might be quoted someday.
"You could teach me to fly,” suggested Garrich.
"Stick to your history books,’ Parndolc advised. ‘Reading is a much safer pastime and Maldoch will be most unhappy if I accidentally drown the savior of Terrath."
"He wouldn't be the only one put out. We made a pact, Parny. You school me and I help out with your experiments."
"Help being the operative word here, Garrich, not take over."
The youth pouted, muttering, ‘Every wizard I've so far met breaks his word."
"There is something you can do to help me with this project,” Parndolc put to the boy. “Start shaping timber. Construction of the mark two orthopter begins tomorrow and I detest sawing wood."
Garrich should have seen that coming!
"Be a good lad and top up my tankard,” added Parndolc. “I'm beginning to sober up."
Garrich freshened the wizard's drink and poured himself a half tankard. Parndolc's capacity for ale was staggering and the youth rashly tried to match him cup for cup during his baptism into boozing. He vowed never to be that stupid again in a hurry.
"When do I get to be this predicted champion of the Fellow Races?” Garrich sighed after sipping his beverage, a beer brewed in northern Carallord and purported by Parndolc to be the nectar of the god himself. As Garrich had not touched a drop of rival brew to compare he could not really say it was that good. But he was developing a taste for it.
"When the timing is right, I suppose,” Parndolc answered at length.
"And when will that be?” pressed Garrich.
"How should I know, boy? I'm not psychic."
"Then what use are the three prophecies."
Parndolc put down his quill and removed his glasses. He looked irritated, but when he spoke next his voice exuded deadly calm. “The Dissension Scroll and Codretic Text are the single most important documents on the continent. They foretell events yet to come, as well as the odd happening from the past. Frustratingly for us no dates were ever given, so they can't be used as a timetable. We must decipher what lines we can and keep an eye out for the warning signs that'll accompany those messages from the past."
And that is exactly what they were: ancient revelations. The Dissension Scroll, penned by a lunatic monk by the name of Riann the Heretic, formerly of the Landosfharr Monastery, surfaced at the close of the Second Epoch. This particular oracular script dealt primarily with the past, with snippets of the future messily intertwined for good measure.
The Codretic Text was the older and purely prophetic of the two. S'ran Korr, the Troll seer who lived and died in the eleventh century of the First Epoch, was the visionary responsible for Terrath's fundamental delineation of the future. However, like the prophecy that came 2,300 years after, this was a riddle demanding a lengthy and ongoing deciphering. Maldoch took upon himself the challenge of making sense of this harder puzzle, delegating to Parndolc the task of finding meaning in the Dissension Scroll due to his brother's affinity with the past. Both were pointers to pivotal developments in the growth of the Fellow Races and the wizards accordingly devoted themselves to uncovering their joint mysteries. And so too was Garrich roped into the equation.
"That reminds me,” said Parndolc. “Have you made any headway with the Shamanist script?"
The Goblin shook his head. “I can't make head or tail of the work. It's gibberish."
"Seldom is anything what it seems and nothing worthwhile comes easy.” Parndolc grinned. “I should write a book of sayings. I must have a million of them by now."
"Yeah, you're full of it,” the youth snidely agreed. “I'm guessing it was pretty straightforward for Maldoch to get his hands on copies of the Scroll and Text. But how did he come by a western prophecy?"
"Good old fashioned luck."
"Luck?"
"You'd be surprised at how often things are the result of chance, my boy. Fate and Destiny play the biggest parts, but Lady Luck too has a strong hand in shaping events."
Garrich had heard mention of the deciding factors of Fate and Destiny before by the wizards, but this day he was uninterested in learning more of those controlling forces. Goblins occupied his mind and his knowledge of the Carnachians remained pitifully limited.
"If I remember right,” explained Parndolc, “Maldoch was at the end of one of his secret excursions over in Carnach and heading back east when his sore old feet got the better of him and he hitched a ride on a mule train rolling out of Serepar bound for Haston. Don't ask me what year, or even what century it was, ‘cos I'm terrible with dates. Anyhow, he got yakking to the teamster who, as it happened, was carting the body of his brother back home for burial. The fellow unluckily got himself killed in the back alley of some squalid alehouse. Burnt to a crisp, I hear tell.
"That whole meeting would've meant nothing if this wagoner's dead brother hadn't been a boozy scribe whose final job was for a shady character that, from all accounts, was the spitting image of Maldoch in his guise as Sulca. The driver thought from the look of Mal that the two might be related and so offered him the lift, hoping to learn the whereabouts of his brother's last employer and probable murderer, who was none other than that scoundrel, Omelchor."
"Parny, just who is this Omelchor to you and Maldoch?” interrupted Garrich. Vague allusions had been made to this rogue spellcaster since the youth acquainted himself with the wizards, and none of it flattering. Specifics, however, were lacking.
"Someone I wouldn't spit on if he was on fire. Let's just say that every story needs a baddie and he's ours.” That ended that query for the moment. Parndolc resumed his tale. “Maldoch hadn't the faintest idea what rock Omelchor might have crawled back under, so the wagoner passed on to him what he thought might be a clue."
"A copy of the Ode of the Shamanist,” reasoned Garrich.
Parndolc flashed a toothless grin. The boy had a brain behind his muscle. “The scribe was a drunk, but a clever drunk. He made a copy of the verses Omelchor dictated to him, probably intending to sell it to make some extra profit from the deal. His brother found the charred, but mostly intact, parchment when he picked up his belongings. Not that he stood any chance of getting a broan out of Omelchor. That viper has the nasty habit of killing occasional helpers to avoid paying them out, as well as to cover his tracks."
Frowning, Garrich voiced his bafflement. “Omelchor's a fellow wizard presumably from the east, right? How might he get hold of a Goblin prophecy?"
Parndolc shrugged. “He sided with the Westies long ago. They foolishly see him as some sort of messiah. He pretty much does what he pleases over in Carnach and the daft buggers encourage him."
"Then why hire an eastern scribe?"
Gulping down a mouthful of ale, for storytelling was thirsty work, Parndolc revealed, “Oh, that's easily explained. Goblins have no written language. Every scrap of their knowledge and history is handed down from generation to generation by word of mouth. I'm picking Omelchor was relayed the verses, maybe by the Goblin oracle responsible or if not him then a close follower, committed them to memory, and hastened east to find a stooge to pen it for him. He detests dirtying his hands with menial tasks and Serepar's the closest thing to a town in that remote part of the princedom.” The wizard took another sip from his emptying tankard. “On reflection, perhaps luck had nothing to do with Maldoch running into that wagoner. Maybe he was destined to meet up with him all along, just as Omelchor was fated to seek out that particular scribe."
Garrich did not register that rumination. He was too busy taking in the little bit of insight into Carnachian society. “What else can you tell me about Goblins?” he pushed, eager for more from Parndolc. It was the first solid piece of information relating to Goblin life he had prised out of the old wizard after two years of badgering. Little did he know that before departing Maldoch firmly instructed his brother to tell Garrich nothing of his racial stock, for it was the hook that kept the boy on the line he was playing out.
Cussing his slip of the tongue, Parndolc covered himself by snapping, “Maldoch's the resident expert on Goblins in these parts, boy. Quiz him."
"He's never here to ask."
"Count that as a blessing. Mal's not great company at the best of times."
"Much like you. Are all wizards grouchy?"
"It's a quirk of our profession. We're solitary creatures by habit and spending centuries on end alone makes one cranky.” Parndolc got up from the table, refilled his mug, and heaved a melancholic sigh. “It wasn't always this way. There were better ... happier times."
Garrich went to bed early; the signs were clear that Parndolc wanted to drink heavily and unaccompanied. Making his way to the central staircase, he ascended those curving steps and quickly walked the passage to the archway, taking the flight of stairs leading to the eastern tower. Parndolc cleared out it out a week after Garrich had settled in, providing the youth with a cot and building him shelves and a set of drawers. The technical wizard was quite handy with a hammer and nails.
Shutting the stout oak door behind him, Garrich slid his broadsword under the bed and flopped on to the goose feather mattress, luxuriating in the comfortable feel of the eiderdown quilt Parndolc had removed from storage. He proudly surveyed the two tomes and single scroll taking up space on his otherwise bare bookshelf. They were the makings of his personal library. Of the side-by-side books, one was Tylar's water-damaged hardcover military volume Garrich salvaged from the ashes of his upheaved life, while its companion was an atlas authored by a Dwarf cartographer. Maldoch insisted to Parndolc that their ward bone-up on his geography. The rolled up sheet of parchment, yellowed from age and tatty with singed edges, was of course the chanced upon copy of the Ode of the Shamanist.
Taking the scroll down from the shelf, Garrich unrolled the tube and perused the faint black ink unstoppably fading to brown. The penmanship of the flowing script was astonishingly exquisite, considering the calligrapher was a drunkard who, unbeknown to all—including himself—had been dying from cirrhosis of the liver. Failing yet again to find any significance in the nonsensical verse, he reached under his pillow to pull out the one possession worth more to him than the entire output of the Min Alorth goldmines. The ratty piece of unidentifiable pelt used as swaddling when Garrich was but a babe stayed more of an enigma than this mystifying scroll of oracular vision, yet whenever he felt lost or low in spirit its touch unfailingly comforted him.
"When am I going to get the answers to my parentage?” he despairingly asked the circular walls of the turret. The stone bricks replied with stony silence.
Maldoch had not returned once nor even made contact with those at Earthen Rise during his two year long absence. Unconcerned by the lack of communication, Parndolc simply said, “No news is good news.” That was not good enough for Garrich. He was chaffing at the bit. He had to know about his roots and the upcoming challenges he might face as Terrath's appointed deliverer. And the only one who could address those questions was the absent spellcaster. Garrich drifted off to sleep curled up with his treasured scrap of fur, feeling typically unfulfilled.
The next morning found him practicing his swordplay furiously on the rooftop of his tower, etched against the milky sunrise as he thrust and parried determinedly at an imaginary sparring partner in an effort to dispel his melancholy. It worked a treat. By the time Garrich descended the rope ladder dangling from the trapdoor in the wooden ceiling of his turret he was too knackered to think about feeling sorry for himself. He followed his intense workout with a soak in one of the bathhouse hot tub's to ease his kinks and afterwards dressed for the day in the leather vest and trousers Parndolc stitched together for the boy's sixteenth birthday. Among his other practical skills the wizard was a dab hand at tailoring. He had no option but to become handy with a needle and thread. Most bachelors get into the knack of mending their own clothes or else start walking around in rags.
He breakfasted as usual with Parndolc two hours after daybreak, wolfing down a bowl of bland, steaming porridge. Like Garrich, the hermit was a mediocre cook who could burn a potful of water. Then again, most bachelors were.
"Parny, you look tired."
"I should,” said the red-eyed wizard, slouching in one of the two chairs in the kitchenette. “I was up all night revising the schematics of the orthopter. There's a fundamental design flaw."
"The wing shape, like you said after your dunking yesterday."
"It's more than that. I've worked out that the orthopter failed its maiden flight due to the simple fact that the wings didn't flap. Birds beat their wings to fly, even the soarers. It's the basic means of producing lift. The solution is obvious. I'm in the middle of redesigning the wings around a flapping mechanism."
"I suppose it makes sense,” Garrich commented dubiously. His knowledge of birds could be summed up easily enough; roasted game birds made delicious eating.
"There'll be a delay in constructing the next orthopter,” the wizard informed him, “while I trial differing hinge joints to find the one that'll work with the greatest efficiency."
"What a shame,” murmured the youth. Carpentry was not really his thing.
"Don't get too comfortable, boy. Today you'll be fishing the wreck of the first orthopter out of the lake."
"Aw, Parndolc!"
"No buts, Garrich. Timber doesn't grow on trees and materials are difficult to come by out here in the wop wops. My supply of goods in the basement is not inexhaustible. Recycling is the name of the game when it comes to serious inventing."
Salvaging the tattered remains of the glider took most of the day and three trips in the skiff, so Garrich did not hook up with Parndolc again until suppertime. There was no hard and fast rule over turns at cooking, other than whoever was hungry and down in the kitchen first prepared whatever meal the time of day dictated. Garrich made sure he arrived on scene late enough for Parndolc to be chef for the seventh night running. They dined on galantine, a dish of boned and stuffed fish, cooked and coated with its own jelly, served cold. Fish was an understandable staple of their diet, considering they lived in the middle of a lake, though Garrich had yet to see any fishes swimming in the black waters of Fragmere and quite frankly never saw Parndolc fishing.
Garrich learned early on not to pester the wizards with his queries about the day-to-day functions of the castle. Lighting and heating was sourced in the basement depths in what Parndolc referred to as the power room, the technical wizard going into tediously great detail on “hydroelectric thermal core generators based on the water wheel principle". That boring lesson taught Garrich to keep his inquisitiveness to himself. While Parndolc's inventions were generally fascinating, he did not fancy being subjected to a two-hour lecture every time he put a simple question to the old man.
Afterwards they snacked on sweet doucettes and rounded off the meal with a jug of homebrewed ale. Garrich cleared away the dishes before oiling his sword. Parndolc started reviewing notes from a volume in the stack of the many journals he scrupulously kept on his work.
"Are you as old as Maldoch?” the youth abruptly asked.
"Get away!” barked the wizard, busy trying to read his own abominable handwriting. “I'm about five hundred years younger."
Garrich stopped working. “Then what age does that make you?"
"Older than the forests but younger than the mountains."
"That's still awfully old. How come wizards live so long?"
Parndolc gave a shrug. “We're too busy to die like normal folk."
"That's no answer,” grumbled Garrich, sick of being continuously fobbed off when it came to discussing important issues.
"We can't always get to know what we want,” the old codger told him. The grumpy look on the youth's face effected in Parndolc a change of heart and he conceded, “It can't hurt to let you in on a few things, I suppose. Maldoch won't approve, but—"
"What's he got to with it?"
"Plenty, Garrich. He wants you kept clear-headed for what lies ahead."
"I wish someone will tell me exactly what that is!” complained the Goblin.
"That's a bit difficult when we're not entirely certain ourselves what'll happen. Have patience, boy. ‘Time reveals all', as the saying goes. Now, what do you desire to know about us wizards?"
Garrich seized the opportunity. “Everything."
Parndolc exhaled loudly. “That's a pretty tall order. I'll need to wet my whistle first.” He went for the ale jug.
"Not this time, Parny,” Garrich said bluntly, putting his foot down by covering the top of the oldster's tankard with his hand. “I want you sober for this."
The wizard looked injured. “It won't be nearly as interesting, boy."
"I'll take the chance."
Parndolc scowled. “Okay, tell me what Shudonn taught you about the beginning of the world."
"Next to nothing,” revealed Garrich.
"That figures. Soldiers don't make the best teachers."
Garrich begged to differ but kept quiet. He was not about to interrupt the wizard's overdue history lesson.
"Righto. We'll start with the Anarchic Years. What were they?"
The Goblin thought hard. “That period when the forerunners of the Fellow Races were at perpetual war with each other while dividing Terrath into the five nations we know today."
Parndolc reviewed his answer and condemned it as, “Militaristic and inaccurate. There are six nations. You forgot the Gnomes. Everyone does. That's beside the point. Here's the real deal.
"Remember me telling you about the Ancients and their civilization of fantastic machines and sky-scraping cities? Those tribes of yellow, red, and brown skinned peoples existed long before the Fellow Races and were—"
"You're making that up!” accused Garrich. “I've never heard of anyone having brown skin."
"Wait until you catch sight of a Troll then. It's fanciful but true. The Ancients were as varied in looks as a pack of mongrel dogs and just as frictional. But that wasn't their undoing. Their downfall came about in the guise of a disease. For all their greatness, the Ancients succumbed to a basic plague that came to be called the Coughing Death. This deadly, incurable sickness took young and old, weak and strong alike, decimating the tribes until only an eighth of the population remained alive with even that remnant dwindling fast.
"Desperate remedies call for desperate measures, so the survivors fled to the wilds seeking out-of-the-way places of refuge, for the pestilence not only felled their peoples but brought about the total collapse of the diverse societies of the Ancients. Governments toppled and kingdoms crumbled. Food and medicines became scarce. Lawlessness abounded with mobs of the diseased roaming at will slaughtering the healthy out of envy and the sickly from contempt as the civilized world degenerated into the time of bloody chaos we termed the Anarchic Years."
"We?"
"The enchanters. But I'm jumping ahead of myself. Bands of the Ancients retreated to the last bastion of wilderness: the cold wastelands of the north. Untold perished, but those hardy enough to survive the epidemic and freezing clime remained hidden and isolated in their geographic sanctuaries while civilization fractured and vanished. That was when the changes began."
Garrich narrowed his eyes. “What changes?"
"The Ancients changed in appearance as individual groups physically adapted to their frozen surrounds. Environment is a powerful influence on the body and over the course of thousands of generations the prehistoric ancestors of the Fellow Races evolved and multiplied in the icy hinterland. The Dwarfs were by far the more common of the trio of newborn races and acclimatized better to living in a cold climate. Their stocky, hairy bodies retain heat most efficiently and pound for pound they are the strongest and hardiest of all Terrathians. Judging by how fast they procreate, they do thrive in stone and snow country."
"And the other two were?"
"A good question, boy. I'm glad to see you paying attention. The other major race back in those days was the Trolls.'
"Whoa, back up, Parny. I know bugger all about Trolls, but aren't they desert dwellers?'
"Certainly. However, we've all gotta start somewhere and the Trolls started off as furry giants up in the chill northland alongside the Gnomes.'
Garrich was flummoxed. What he knew of Gnomes was substantially less than his knowledge of Trolls and that could fit on a pinhead with ample room to spare.
Parndolc resumed his story. ‘Eventually the pressures of exploding populations and shrinking tundra led the newcomers to think about migrating south back into the now disease-free lands. Of course by that stage the countryside was altered a great deal too. Time and weather drastically transformed landmarks, rivers ran along new courses, hills eroded away to nothing, and forests sprung up where there once stood brick jungles. The land was habitable again and enticingly empty.
"The first immigrants we think were the Trolls, who came out of the Barren Wilds west of the Bay of Ice and followed the Eastalps south to settle at the foot of Humbril Crest. We suspect this because legends persist in that region concerning Snow Trolls and those myths must stem from the ancestral Sandwalkers themselves. For whatever reason they didn't stay long and struck due east, ultimately crossing the Shieldrock Range to claim the Great Desertland as their own.” Parndolc's brows furrowed. ‘Though why any race would choose to set up house in a giant sandpit is beyond me.
"Next came the Dwarfs and Gnomes together, but not until much, much later during which time desert life molded the Trolls into the hairless, ebony skinned people they are today. Archaeological evidence strongly suggests that the small folk came through Nistrell Passage in a single wave of migration and then split. Knowing the long running enmity between the Highlanders and Underlanders, I'm betting they warred before going their separate ways. The Dwarven folk finished up in present day Carallord and the Gnomes spent a decade as vagabonds before going to ground in the caves of Darkin Horr."
"You've not mentioned the Goblins or Elves,” noted Garrich.
"So I haven't.” The wizard eyed the jug of untouched ale hopefully. “I really am parched, boy. What say you to pouring me a wee drop?"
"Not until you've finished your tale,” maintained the stalwart youth.
"You're a hard man, Garrich."
"That's the problem. I'm not a man. Now what about the Goblins?"
"They're something of a puzzle,” disclosed Parndolc. “We know for certain the Elves came by ship out of the Unknown Ocean and landed on Terrathian shores up on the Frigid Coast and down in Galinorf Bay. They must have developed on some other continent and decided to travel."
"There are other lands across the sea?” Garrich pondered incredulously. In no way was his geographical lore improving and the added burden of having to learn about overseas nations became an undesirable prospect. The atlas of Terrath was hard enough work for now.
"Supposedly,” answered the wizard. “No maps exist for landmasses across the water, so the existence of foreign lands is mostly conjecture. And the Elves have naturally forgotten from where they originated. Perhaps it's high time an expedition was mounted to explore the oceans. I am fairly sure that Terrath is not the only continent on the globe."
"Everyone knows the world is flat,” scoffed Garrich.
"Boy, you have an awful lot to learn still."
"Then hadn't you better get on with it?"
"I never signed on to be your personal tutor."
"But we both got lumbered with each other."
"It does beat talking to myself,” granted Parndolc. “Where did I get up to?"
"Goblins,” Garrich reminded him.
"As I said a moment ago, Goblins are a bit of a mystery. They came to Omelchor's attention sometime in the latter half of the First Epoch, but I doubt even he has sourced their roots."
"Back to this Omelchor fellow,” Garrich noted with interest. He cropped up with monotonous regularity.
"Which leads me nicely on to the subject of the wizards and witches,” said Parndolc.
The Goblin groaned. Witches? This account of Terrathian history sure was getting convoluted.
"The spellcasters are an order that predates even the Fellow Races,” Parndolc began, “and existed in two divisions: the three-strong Brotherhood of Wizardry and the partnering Sisterhood of Witchery. Maldoch, Omelchor, and myself make up the faction of wizards, whilst Norelda and Bolicia comprised the witches. We formed ourselves to be the guardian-protectors of the emerging peoples of Terrath."
"Why aren't the witches here with you?"
"They're dead, boy,” Parndolc grimly related, anguish in his reply. “Omelchor killed them both."
That was not strictly true. Sure, Omelchor slew one of the witches, the love of Parndolc's life, but her sister did run away with the murderous sorcerer after a lengthy seduction. In Parndolc's eyes she too was dead to him.
"I called Omelchor brother once,” the technical wizard admitted ruefully, “and he was happily one of us until the day he turned.” Garrich's blank face showed incomprehension. Parndolc remedied that. “There are two elemental, conflicting forces in our lives—Good and Evil. In our world they manifest themselves in the forms of the rival deities Jeshuvallhod the Maker and Lusfardcul the Undoer. From the beginning we mages pledged ourselves to uphold the guiding principles of Light. Somewhere along the way Omelchor became subverted by the Dark. He betrayed not only his comrades, but his beliefs."
Garrich was developing a headache. He could swear his brain was bulging from the stream of revelations coming his way thick and fast, and on top of all that religion was clouding the waters. But he muddled his way through the startling disclosures. “Parny, you say that magicians came before the Fellow Races."
"We existed long before the Dwarfs got short and hairy."
"That would make you nearly as old as the Ancients."
"It should. We're the products of them."
Feeling light-headed, Garrich reached for his own empty tankard. “I need a drink,” he croaked.
The wizard obliged him by pouring out a cupful of steadying ale. “Have some yourself, you say?” Parndolc slipped in. “Don't mind if I do,” and slurped directly from the jug, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his habit afterwards.
"This can't be,” mumbled Garrich, his headache worsening.
Seeing that the youth had gone beyond his tolerance for surprises, the wizard emptied the contents of the jug into Garrich's mug and cunningly said, “We're wasting good drinking time with all this gloomy talk, boy. I'll fetch us a fresh cask from the cellar and we can resume this conversation when and if we're sober again."
That eventuated three days later when the pair was in recovery from their drinking binge and sharing the mother of all hangovers. The kitchenette looked like a ramshackle brewery littered with two drained ale casks, a half dozen empty cider bottles, and a quarter-drunk hogshead of mead.
"I feel like someone's shoved a pike through my eye sockets and left it there,” Garrich groaned in a whisper that reverberated in his ears like rolling thunder. He lolled in the chair, afraid to move in case his head fell off his shoulders.
Slumped face down on the dining table in a puddle of his own drool, Parndolc concurred with a slight nod that rattled his pounding brain. His mouth tasted like the bottom of a sewage pit.
"Maybe Maldoch has a bottle of elyssdar stashed up in that tower of his,” Garrich said hopefully, remembering how miraculously the Elven tonic dispelled his tiredness. Perhaps that sweet tasting honey-like fluid could banish a hangover as well.
Parndolc shook his head and instantly regretted it. “The selfish old goat keeps it on his person always. In all the centuries I've known Maldoch he doesn't like sharing anything unless he absolutely has to and then only when it suits his purposes.” The wizard came to his feet and steadied himself against the table before grabbing the only two clean goblets left in the entire castle from the cutlery shelf and dipping them into the barrel of mead. “Garrich, me lad, the only cure for what ails us is the proverbial hair of the dog. But watch out—it bites!"
The first sip Garrich took almost bowled him over, but after a few more swallows he started feeling a step above death warmed over. “Time to finish our talk,” he bravely decided.
The wizard thought otherwise and buried his throbbing head in his hands. “Why don't we wait until my eyebrows stop hurting? Man, several thousand years spent boozing and I'm still not used to the morning after! What day is it?"
"Urs, I think. Or maybe Ida."
"The weekend is just around the corner."
"Don't change the subject. You were up to wizards, I believe."
"Let's just stick to one spellcaster for now. It'll be less taxing on the brain."
On that score Garrich agreed and gave Parndolc the expected prompt. “Omelchor."
"There isn't much more to tell. He turned badder than a rotten egg and stayed that way, becoming yang to our yin."
"What does that mean?"
"It's an expression used by the most populous race of the Ancients, something to do with dualistic philosophy. In simpler terms, Omelchor is night to our day."
"And he's leader of the Goblins."
"More of a coach."
"Why did Omelchor side with them?"
"Anthropology has always been an interest of his. He's made an in depth study of all the races. I guess in the process he got too attached to the Carnachians."
"Are they truly evil? I've read military accounts of the border skirmishes and heard Tylar's own stories about those clashes. Are my people really as bad as history paints them?"
Parndolc saw where this was heading and tried to spare Garrich's feelings. “Evil is such a strong term. The Goblins tend to get led astray a lot."
"I'm Goblin,” Garrich needlessly stated.
"You're a special case, boy."
"Why? I never asked to be."
"Maybe not. Nevertheless you're caught up in the prophecies now."
Garrich started. ‘Maldoch never told me that."
"That doesn't surprise me. He never told Norelda he loved her either. Have another drink. You're gonna need it."
The boy declined. He was still way over the legal limit for driving a cart.
So Parndolc divulged to him how Maldoch translated the admittedly ambiguous first line of the Codretic Text—Fated questing resolved by warrior lost—to mean that a western fighter, presumably one of the warlike Goblins, will pop up and by his actions bring a successful conclusion to a preordained quest destined to reshape Terrath. This assumption was in part corroborated by a chance conversation with Omelchor himself, who more or less confirmed a reference made in the Ode of the Shamanist to the emergence of a Goblin champion.
"The puzzling part is that both sides can claim that the inferred Carnachian warrior is theirs,” finished the wizard.
"Does the Text give any clue as to which side will triumph?” posed Garrich.
"None whatsoever. The outcome of whichever quest is at stake is up to the powers that be to decide. Maldoch's hoping an indication might be given in the Ode."
At that point Garrich made up his mind to devote all his spare energies to deciphering the eastern prophecy. If nothing else, maybe he could gauge something of his Goblin heritage. A dreadful notion then popped into his head. “Maldoch didn't really find me,” he worked out.
"Of course he did,” refuted Parndolc.
"It's too much of a coincidence,” argued Garrich. “The East needing a Goblin hero and Maldoch just happening to come across me, an orphan."
"Luck was on his side, that's all. Both he and Omelchor share a wanderlust bug that sees them range all over Terrath. Maybe it's no surprise Mal bumped into you as an infant, considering he treats Carnach like a watched pot waiting to boil over. Hmmm, that could be another maxim to jot down. Anyhow, Goblin infighting between the clans is always rife and I hear tell they abandon the children of their vanquished foes to perish in the forest."
"That's cruel!"
"Nobody said life is fair, Garrich. So, think again. Perhaps Maldoch finding you by chance isn't all that farfetched."
Garrich conceded the point. “Could either this Fate and Destiny of yours have played a part?” he put to the wizard, acutely interested in these hitherto murky forces.
"I'll let you thrash that out with Mal when next you see him. Theology was never my strong point. Inventing is my forte, and on that note I'm off to bed to catch up on some sleep before I have another bash at getting airborne."
Parndolc tottered off. Garrich sat awhile at the kitchen table, mulling things over. He had indeed led a sheltered life, but the extent of his isolation from the outside world was truly staggering. The scope of his ignorance too enormous to contemplate on an empty stomach, Garrich rustled up a breakfast of cold, watery pottage, his constitution unable to handle anything heavier than soup. With his belly settled and his head clearing, the Goblin decided he needed air and exercise more than a pointless deliberation of his life and went to the windy rooftop of his tower with his trusty sword. But this practice session Garrich's imaginary foe had a face and a name, and he slashed at the abstruse wizard Maldoch with gusto.
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Chapter FourteenSquatting impatiently outside the conical hogan, Carlaw unashamedly eavesdropped on the conversation Ahnorr tried excluding him from. Leaning against the sloping stone side, an ear pressed to the flap of hide screening the square doorway, his discriminating Goblin hearing sharpened the muffled speech within into two distinct voices: the Grizzly Potentate and a coarse, unidentified woman.
"...job is to keep the Dwarfs busy. How you accomplish that is your problem."
"I'm in the business of plunder, not conquering,” Ahnorr gruffly replied. “A protracted stalemate might unglue the alliance of the clans. Promises alone won't keep the tribes amalgamated forever."
"Do what you must to motivate your people,” the female brazenly commanded. “Cajole them, mollycoddle them—I don't really care which. Just keep this quest on the boil. Your neck is on the line if you fail. That ought to give you incentive enough."
"I've planned a surprise that'll throw those hairy midgets into disarray,” Ahnorr cockily avowed.
"Spare me the bothersome details,” said the unseen woman. “Omelchor expects that item and the designated corridor of forestland between Pendalth and T'urdig Falls in your hands before the spring melt. Those are my only objectives."
"I'll have to divert manpower from my goal."
"Whatever it takes,” she said, uncaring. “The bargain stands: my husband gains the Northern Heights in return for his unlimited generosity."
"Where is Omelchor? Is he still book hunting?"
"Unless directly affected by them, his affairs aren't your concern."
"He promised me the mines at Min Alorth and Kahnbri, witch. They're my concern."
"Don't get your pelts in a twist. Those riches will be yours for the taking. We only want free range of the mountains. It is imperative you acquire unrestricted access to the whole of the Heights for your searchers when the good weather breaks. You have a month to get cracking, Ahnorr. Use these upcoming weeks wisely if you value your skin. I don't want you hanging about like Ghranu those many years ago."
The sounds of conversation faded as the arguers concluded their business. Jumping to one side when the flap was abruptly thrown back as his angered father stormed out, Carlaw ducked his head inside the one-roomed meditation chamber. Dismayed to find the gloomy interior inexplicably empty and lighted by a swiftly fading purpled afterglow, he whirled and unthinkingly blurted, “Where's the bitch you just let talk down to you?"
Halting in his tracks, Ahnorr looked sideways at his profaning son. “Watch your mouth. Norelda is Omelchor's concubine. Insulting her insults him. And irritating the wizard is like waking a bear with a sore head—bad idea. How much did you overhear?"
"Enough to confirm that you are their whipping boy."
Facing the condemnation head on, Ahnorr turned and eyeballed his heir. Taking after his mother in looks, the twenty-six year old's build was short and sinewy. Fairer skinned than his swarthier contemporaries, his wild, windblown hair shone a sun-browned glossy black that stretched to his chin curtain beard. Dressed by Grizzly furriers in the finest bruin pelts befitting the likely inheritor of the Carnach overlordship, the trappings of power meant nothing to Carlaw. Ahnorr shrewdly realized that power, not fashion, rocked his son's world.
Marching up to his boy, provocatively standing toe to toe with him, taunting Carlaw with his nearness, Ahnorr baited him. “You questioning my leadership, cub? If so spar with steel, not sarcasm.” Matching Carlaw's unflinching gaze, seeing the fearlessness glowering back, he prepared to unlimber and pit his twinned blades against the crossbow clutched arrogantly in his heir's grip when his son thankfully averted his eyes.
"I wasn't challenging your authority. Just putting things into perspective, father."
The contrived placation work and Ahnorr's ego backed down. The irked potentate had no qualms about slicing up family members: an ambitious uncle and vengeful cousin fell victim to his slashing dicers when he was younger than Carlaw. But killing his son would seriously inconvenience him, as in his estimation no worthy replacements waited in the wings. Before and after conceiving Carlaw, Ahnorr humiliatingly sired nothing but daughters. Carlaw's maleness, more than his usefulness, kept him valued and alive.
"Chieftaining a clan is like fronting a hunting party, only on a far bigger scale,” Ahnorr counseled him. “Given the opportunity, those warriors you hunt with will just as likely fire their bow at your back as at a stag. Multiply that danger eightfold when juggling to keep the tribes from each other's throats, add the machinations of the sorcerers, and you might begin to appreciate the knife edge I'm walking. The day you usurp me as leader is when you'll discover firsthand the devious intricacies of tribal politicking."
Carlaw still did not understand why his sire surrendered the greatest weapon to fall into Grizzly hands to the hated Wolf Clan. The destructiveness of the Elf horn belonged to Grihaloecke and nobody else.
Seeing the incomprehension befuddling Carlaw's face, Ahnorr simplified his stance. “In order to keep the peace you must learn when to be stout like the redwood or bendy as a reed."
"We are warriors, born to fight. What need do we have for peace?"
"Even the staunchest fighters want only to raise their children in tranquil times.” Awkwardly clapping a hand on Carlaw's shoulder, Ahnorr directed, “Walk with me."
Father and son strolled uneasily together. Ahnorr unreservedly loved all four of his feisty daughters, but treated his sole male heir aloofly. Few chieftains lived long enough to reach retirement age, rendered unemployable by their successor in an incontestable demonstration of powerfulness through the brutal Goblin ascension duel: a ritualized swordfight to the death. By no means guaranteed that Carlaw would succeed him by besting all other contenders vying to become Grizzly Potentate before facing him—Carlaw's renown was as an archer, not a swordsman—Ahnorr schooled his son from birth for the upcoming challenge to outwit, in order to outfight, opponents. Forming no close emotional attachment to the boy wickedly molded him into an unfeeling competitor driven by ambition and greed. Expecting no pity or remorse from Carlaw when his time for battling came, Ahnorr ensured his unfettered son stood a fighting chance of winning through against certain odds. In doing so he fostered a monster loyal only to personal desire, a soulless creature bred to bring about his father's surefire downfall.
For the good of the clan, Ahnorr reminded himself. But the cliché was cold comfort when realizing he orchestrated his own roundabout suicide.
Taking in the vista from the palisaded, drystone walkway walling his hilltop home cheered the strolling potentate. Perched 100 feet above the windswept plain atop the highest grassed mound in the heartland, the arid slopes stepped into four concentric rings of defensible banks and ditches, the hill fort commanded spectacular views of the great lake Darkwater Pooling due east and the dominating green smudge of Darkling Forest farther north. The pastoral scenery pressed beneath the lowery sky did not gladden Ahnorr's glum heart; gazing about his city-state improved his dour mood.
Central Grihaloecke comprised a series of lesser hillocks, most natural, a couple manmade, surrounding Ahnorr's elevated longhouse and associated buildings like worker bees hovering about their queen. Identically tiered by circular ditches bridged by earthen ramps, the nearest causewayed enclosures housed the Grizzly families trusted least by the chieftainship. Ahnorr firmly believed in keeping friends close, enemies closer.
Deciding the time was advantageous to impart a leadership lesson, Ahnorr quizzed his son. “What is the foundation of tribal power?"
Swinging his crossbow relaxedly onto his shoulder, the potential chief smugly said, “Easy. Strength of arms."
"That's a strut bracing one's rule, not the main support."
Trying again, Carlaw proffered, “Strength of resolve then. A weak chieftain is ineffectual, making his power base unstable."
"Stop thinking linearly. Look down."
Leaning over the wooden paling, Carlaw viewed the lower ramparts, his puzzled gaze descending past the numerous sentries manning the walls and stern gatekeepers controlling the exits, eyes sweeping over the bottommost tier to the clusters of plank huts and hide shelters mushrooming the base of Paramount. Beyond sprawled the near treeless steppe grassland, grazing grounds of the antlered deer and trunked antelopes crucial to the hunting parties tasked with feeding and clothing the Grizzly Clan. “What am I meant to be looking at, father?"
"The people."
Undisguised disdain scowled Carlaw's features. Regarding the specks below denoting lower caste workers and slaves tending to the mundane aspects of tribal life, he grumbled, “They are beneath us and of no consequence."
"Wrong. From the lowliest to the loftiest member, the tribe is the cornerstone of our rule. Robbed of a root system, a tree topples over from its own weight in the lightest breeze. No clan stands unaided without a supporting populace."
"Are you saying they must be watered and nourished like a pot plant?"
"Don't be so naïve. They are disposable playthings to be used and abused as a ruler sees fit. But bear in mind, they are your greatest resource. Has your Blackbolts squad commenced training?"
"Scaling cliff faces, as you ordered."
"Yet you wonder why I've sent them rock climbing. Dathok can help answer that."
Stepping smartly off the walkway, he led his bamboozled son across the safest living space in Grizzly territory, ending up outside an innocuous domed dwelling on the far side of the spacious compound guarded by a bored warrior who remained slouched and slovenly even at Ahnorr's approach. Two women garbed austerely in single wrap buckskins tended a fire nearby, bizarrely cooking rocks. Unbuckling his swords and removing his bearskins, Ahnorr gestured for Carlaw to disarm and undress too. Uninhibitedly stripped down to their loincloths, weapons stacked neatly in a timber rack by the door flap, pelts thrown untidily in a heap on the other side, the pair pushed past the disinterested sentry into the sweathouse, counting on the time-honored neutrality of the sauna to keep them from harm.
Dathok lifted his drugged eyes as the newcomers settled cross-legged opposite the central firepit. “Come to watch me melt, Ahnorr?” he moaned.
The flap parted again as the womenfolk inched in carrying between them on forked sticks one of the fired stones. Adding their load to the heated rocks lining the floor of the shallow pit, they exited as demurely as they had entered.
Sprinkling the contents from a water bucket on hand over the freshly delivered firestone using a straw brush, Ahnorr waited for the hissing to subside as a cloud of purifying vapor contributed to the hotness humidifying the Grizzly steam bath. Struck by his shaman's glistening skinniness, he quipped, “A daily stint in the sweat lodge might cleanse your body, but I fear you'll shrivel away to nothing in the process."
"Wouldn't do you any harm either,” retorted Dathok. “You could stand to lose that spare wagon wheel around your middle."
Few insults bothered Ahnorr, but jibes at his weight stung. Patting his belly jovially to give the impression he was unhurt, rage fumed inside.
Dathok was not finished wisecracking. “Why, even Carlaw's shed a few pounds. No wait, he just looks lighter from not lugging that monstrous dart thrower of his around."
"I look forward to the day I use you for target practice, Dathok."
The shaman sneered. “An intimidator, like your old man. The crab apple doesn't fall far from the tree. Didn't he explain I'm untouchable, bullyboy?"
'Moments ago we chatted about the expendability of all Grizzlies."
Dathok grinned nervously, the pallor of his sweaty skin betraying his underlying fear.
"But lucky our shaman has his uses still,” interjected Ahnorr. “Tell Carlaw what you divined from the windfall I placed in your lap."
"You whispered it in my ear."
"Nitpicker."
"My head lice infestation was just a rumor and as unsubstantiated as my interpretation of the prophecies."
Glancing sharply at his sire, a conniving glint flashed in Carlaw's eyes. “Dathok's referring to the Ode of the Shamanist! You're savvier than I thought, father. How did you persuade Omelchor to part with it?"
"I couldn't. Stubbornness is the wizard's real name. He keeps the Ode closer to his chest than a Troll's family tattoo."
"So you came by it dishonestly,” surmised Dathok, himself not privy to the details of Ahnorr's appropriation.
"We're born thieves. I stole a peek at it."
"You didn't see all of it?” asked Carlaw.
"Just a glimpse."
"Hold the bone,” said Dathok. “Since when do you read, Ahnorr?"
Narrowing his eyes, the caught out potentate said cagily, “The Ode is written on a parchment scroll magically imbued with an enchantment allowing the illiterate to understand the runes, to make sense of the scrawl."
"Nobody comprehends the prophecy."
"You found meaning, Dathok."
"That remains speculative."
"I want to hear it anyway,” butted in Carlaw. “What message did the scroll show you, father?"
"Wooded blade fells shaggy swords."
"And what did you construe that gobbledygook to mean, shaman?"
"A single axe seems likely to destroy an entire Goblin clan."
"Which one?"
"Ours."
"You're basing this far out assumption on what?"
"'The last two words, “shaggy swords", possibly refer to bearskins."
"They might just as easily describe the wolf pelts worn by Onayl warriors."
"But the only significant tribe in Carnach meriting attention from the Dwarf King is us Grizzlies,” Ahnorr proudly conjectured. Carlaw rolled his eyes. Quashing his son's disbelief with rationale, the potentate argued, ‘A wood blade can only mean an axe and the mightiest axe in Carallord is Arnuthe, ceremonially wielded by none other than the presently crowned Dalcorne."
"That's your spin on things, not my add-on,” Dathok pointed out.
Jabbing a finger at the shaman, Carlaw decried, “You trust this jubba addict to accurately decipher for you?"
Ahnorr guffawed. “Dathok is lazy, spineless, unmannered—"
"I am in the lodge,” the shaman meekly protested.
"—underweight, overmedicated, tactless, boorish, egotistical, disrespectful, and a general pain in the backside."
"Sure you didn't leave any insults out?” Dathok sulked.
"But he is not stupid and will not rashly jeopardize his meal ticket."
Brightened by the flattering end remarks, the shaman glared defiantly at Carlaw, who ignored him, stating, “So the two of you are theorizing that Carallord will someday declare war on Grihaloecke."
"The probability is always there, but I'm intuiting a more personal act of hostility. To kill an adder you lop off its head. To behead a tribe, you murder its chieftain.” Seeing the shrewd look cross Carlaw's face, Ahnorr said, “Before you bullshit by saying it will break your black heart, son, I know my demise won't bother you one whit. But consider this: while the prophecy alludes to assassinating the Grizzly Potentate, it doesn't specify which one. It could be me or my successor. Possibly even both of us. That should curb your patricidal tendencies awhile. Offing me might put you right into Fate's line of fire."
Carlaw forced a smile to curl his thin lips. “I guess we should give up Dwarf tossing for the time being."
"Quite the opposite. Rather than avoid the little beggars, your Blackbolts are going to get up real close to the Dwarven royals. Omelchor wishes Arnuthe stolen from Dalcorne High."
"Can't be done,” Carlaw flatly said. “The Axe of Power reputedly resides in a vault beneath the Royal Keep. It's unreachable."
Ahnorr agreed. “This is why we won't waste time attempting an impractical feat. What is doable is eradicating the Dwarf kingship. Your crossbowmen will scale the castle walls then shoot to death Dalcorne senior and junior."
"Is that all? Here's me thinking you're asking the impossible: sneak over the mountains into Carallord, wade through untold hatchet throwing midgets, storm an impregnable castle, and butcher the two most guarded Dwarfs in the Highlands.” Steaming with perspiration, Carlaw glibly stated, “No sweat, father. And afterwards shall they shoot down the moon?"
"I have another unbeliever, Dathok."
Suffering from root withdrawal, the pained shaman put his aching head in his hands. “I said your scheme was harebrained, but you wouldn't listen. Maybe the cub will convince you of its utter absurdity."
"It does have some merit."
Ahnorr's surprise outweighed Dathok's at hearing his son's turnaround judgment.
"You realize this is a one-way mission for my Blackbolts. I'll be sending them to their deaths."
"Expendability, boy—everyone dies."
"Yes they do, father."
Troubled by Carlaw's agreeability, Ahnorr curtly said, “Pick carefully from your crew. Any upstarts you wish to be rid of?"
"Is Dathok free to go?"
The shaman scowled.
"School is out for the Blackbolts,” declared Ahnorr. “Make the final selection of the assassination squad then handle their deployment. Choose four, one as a backup pair."
"Exactly how do you intend getting my two boys over the castle walls?"
"I'm gonna fly you in."
Stroking his beard pensively to cover his amazement, Carlaw involuntarily arched his angular eyebrows. His father reveled in his knack of delivering eye-popping surprises with straight-faced aplomb. Perhaps Ahnorr had bargained for magical assistance for his schemed jaunt.
"Omelchor's put me on a tight schedule. Carlaw, you'll leave at first light and strike eastwards to slip across Fearsome Grey. By the time you near Dalcorne High I'll have a surprise in place for you. Don't fail me, boy. You'll get only one shot at eliminating the threat to our chieftainship. Blow it and your life becomes forfeit too. Dathok, you need to rinse off. Your body odor could bring down a condor."
Dragged to his feet by Ahnorr's insistence, the shaman stumbled out of the sweathouse after the decisive chieftain, following him around back to dunk himself in the water trough downslope. Grossed out by the jostling naked buttocks saluting him, Carlaw closed his eyes to shut out the disturbing image. He did not budge when the flap lifted as a hulking shadow blocked out the gauzy autumn sun, the escaping steam joining the overcast.
"He was in my sights. Had you given the signal, I would have taken him out."
"I commend your loyalty, Rollag. Only now isn't the time. But it'll come. And sooner rather than later.” When Carlaw reopened his eyes his face hardened into a tight grimace of chilling pleasure. “If we play our cards right, a midget monarch will murder Ahnorr for us."
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Chapter FifteenMaldoch was hopping mad. Well, he would have been if he were not sitting down. The first month of winter was not going terribly well for the spellcaster. He planned to slip quietly into Carallord, conduct his all-important business with the Dwarf king, and be on his way again with the minimum of fuss before the high country became snowed in. Things did not work out that way. No sooner did Maldoch set foot on Carallordian soil in his persona as Sulca the Weatherman he was intercepted and detained by a company of the Highland Regiments under the banner of the Ironhand Clan from Kahnbri. Their apologetic commander explained he was acting on strict orders from the king himself. Despite his protests the mail-clad warriors summarily escorted the disguised wizard along the entire fortnight-long journey northwest to the Dwarf capital, where he now sat twiddling his thumbs in a waiting room of the king's citadel that had the stark appearance of a cell.
Lifting up out of a hard chair constructed more for torture than comfort, Maldoch rubbed feeling back into his numbed backside before strolling over to the circular window admitting a generous amount of daylight to the otherwise cheerless room of unheated bluestone. Using the sleeve of his robe to wipe away the condensation misting the horrendously expensive iron-barred glass, he gazed down at the sprawling courtyard below. Squads of soldiers drilled in a corner of the keep on a parade ground covered with a dusting of powdery white courtesy of the night's light snowfall. They seemed to be exercising more for warmth than training purposes, their hearty exhalations frosting in the alpine air. Beyond the high outer wall of the castle the arresting snow-capped mount of Dalcorne High, for which the fortress-city was named, bridged the boundary between land and sky. The summit of Terrath's tallest mountain was shrouded in clouds that lent the angular peak a brooding look. It matched the wizard's mood perfectly.
Turning at the sound of the latch to the arched door clicking open, the spellcaster greeted a swaggering midget entering the bleak room. “It's about time you showed up, Dalcorne.” Dwarfs were not very imaginative with names.
King Dalcorne Steelfist the Sixty-ninth bowed slightly and spoke with the brogue peculiar to the Highlanders. “I'm ninety-five years old, Maldoch. I dinna get around as well as I used to."
"I seriously doubt that,” responded the wizard. “You don't look a day over fifty."
It was true. The four foot tall, bow-legged monarch possessed still a full head of hair, albeit graying and shaggy like his untidy beard, and a sparsely wrinkled plump face that belied the toughness of the character it fronted.
"It must be the mountain air,” Dalcorne said blandly.
"Don't you ever go about unarmed?” critiqued Maldoch.
The king looked mortified at the suggestion. Looking nothing like a monarch, he was typically dressed to kill wearing a black jerkin studded with metal squares, red leather boots, and a short-handled spiked mace belted about his ample waist. Even in the confines of his fortified residence Dalcorne seldom wandered about not armed to the hilt. It was even rumored he bathed with a rusty axe at his side.
"Sit a spell, Maldoch,” he invited.
The wizard gave the ruler a pained look. “Don't think so. I'd be more comfortable parked on a cactus."
Dalcorne shrugged and took the seat, admitting, “I've never been one for creature comforts."
It was another visible sign of the warrior mentality suffusing the Dwarven race. Chiseling a nation out of the wild and rocky north, weathering warlike neighbors on their western border, bred the Highlanders incredibly tough with little softness in their menfolk whatsoever.
"What brings you to my neck of the woods,” the king innocently asked the spellcaster.
"You did. Or rather you had your goons shanghai me."
"Maldoch the Magnificent could've escaped anytime he chose to,” refuted Dalcorne, smiling wryly.
"That would have been the height of bad manners."
"It has never stopped you before."
"True, but I need you as an ally still and not my enemy."
"You seem to be making plenty of those lately,” noted Dalcorne. “The Anaricans doubled the reward they posted for your capture. It's now up to a thousand full govreans."
"That's what I'm worth?” The wizard sounded disappointed.
"It's a king's ransom. That's why I put the word out amongst my troops to provide you with an escort—"
"Is that what you call it."
"—for wherever and whenever you showed up next in Carallord. There are unfortunately Dwarfs out there who won't think twice about nabbing your alter-ego for that kind of profit."
"Let them try. I don't need any of your soldiers protecting me."
"They weren't guarding you,” disputed Dalcorne. “My men were sent to protect any Highlanders rash enough to get in your way. Even the criminal element has the right not to be zapped into oblivion out of hand."
"Dalcorne, thinking like a king takes all the fun out of life."
"Believe me, I know. I'd much rather go about brandishing a battleaxe than a quill. Nothing bores me faster than getting bogged down in paperwork. Junior isn't helping matters either. He's busy brokering an extradition amendment to the Treaty of Judicial Punishment between Carallord and Anarica. You're lucky nothing's been signed yet, otherwise I'd be handing you over to Holbyant's coppers just like that.” He snapped his fingers in emphasis.
"You jest!” raged Maldoch.
"I'm serious, wizard. This strife you're forecasting is gonna cost me plenty to counter."
"Carallord enjoys unlimited wealth with her gold, silver, and diamond mines. If by some misfortune a race war eventuates it won't break you."
"Pah! Money doesn't grow on trees. It comes out of the ground and that takes time and effort. The bounty on your head could be a nice fat contribution to the campaign."
Maldoch bristled, not entirely sure Dalcorne was joking. “How's the Crown Prince?” he said, adeptly changing topics.
"Getting more like his mother every day,” bemoaned the king. “I've fathered an entire camall team, all of them bastards out of wedlock bar one. Can you believe it? Twelve male bairns, only one legitimate heir in the whole bunch and he's a namby-pamby!"
"Careful, father, you're sounding bitter and twisted again."
Maldoch came away from the window as a middle-aged Dwarf garbed in Anarican styled sky-blue doublet and breeches slipped into the room through the door left slightly ajar. Immaculately groomed, sporting neatly trimmed tawny hair and beard, he carried with him a leather bound book and the air of a scholar. “Good to see you again, Maldoch,” greeted the softly spoken Highlander, limply grasping the lanky spellcaster's hand in his ringed own.
"And you, Prince Dalcorne,” responded the wizard.
Talk about confusing! The first ever Dwarf regent, King Harrole Steelfist, honored his father—the original Dalcorne Steelfist—by naming his firstborn son the same and decreeing that all subsequent kings be named likewise. Things accordingly got bamboozling in the palace when three generations of male rulers were in the house, as was currently the case.
"I see he hasn't offered you refreshments,” Dalcorne Junior slated his father. ‘Etiquette has never been his strong point."
"Good idea, nipper,” beamed the king. “Go fetch us a pitcher of mead."
"I'm aware that the physician advised no more strong drink for you. I'll send for tea,” contravened the prince.
Dalcorne Senior moped in the chair. “Bah! A woman's drink."
After arranging for a pot of tea to be delivered, Crown Prince Dalcorne reconvened this informal meeting between the wizard and Dwarf royals in his private study: a comfortable room outfitted with a three-piece leather suite, bookshelves crammed with dozens of well-thumbed tomes, and most importantly a brick hearth in one corner. Maldoch instantly sought out the blazing log heater and hogged the front of the fireplace, warming his back. The sulking king laid claim to the sofa.
"I don't know why he put you in that awful room,” the prince apologized to Maldoch, drawn by the crackling fire after returning his book to its rightful place. “Anyone would think you were his prisoner."
"He could have been,” muttered the king. “And we could've been a whole lot richer."
"Money isn't everything."
"Spoken like a true bookworm, Junior."
"It's about time that torture chamber you laughingly call your meditation space was properly furnished, father."
"Don't dare turn that room into a woman's den, laddie! I keep it that way to remind us of our heritage. We're a simple folk and too much of this soft living makes us weak. It does good to endure hardships every so often."
The prince sighed wearily. “One of these years I will drag you into the seventeenth century, old man."
Maldoch had heard enough. “Save the family squabble for when I'm gone you two,” he chided. “Is Carallord ready to tackle the Goblins?"
"She's been ready and waiting for nigh on thirty years,” stated the king. “It's about time we had a good ruckus. Life has been too quiet of late."
"You're impossible, father!"
"And you're a wimp, Junior. I should've marched west yonks ago when Carnach was ripe for the taking and kicked the Goblins back into the last epoch."
Maldoch disapproved. “You would have stood a fairly decent chance of being annihilated."
"Says you, wizard,” retorted the king, his voice crisp with resentment. “I thought you wrong back then and still do now. The Eastern Realms could've been saved a whole lot of trouble if you'd given me the go ahead to push west and put an end to the skirmishing once and for all."
"I'm not going to rehash old arguments with you."
"Please yourself—you always do. Ach, Maldoch, I only want to know when our next crack at the Carnks will be. If I have to wait much longer these achy joints of mine will seize up from old age."
"All in good time, my bloodthirsty Dalcorne."
The peeved king found that reply unsatisfactory and jumped to his feet, griping as he left the room, “Do give me a yell when Dwarf muscle is needed. I hate being late for a good scrap,” slamming the door shut behind him.
Dalcorne Junior sighed and occupied the vacated sofa. “He's off to get drunk,” he said in a bitter tone. “Booze will be the death of him."
Maldoch sat beside the prince. “Your father's always been pigheaded, but he's a born warrior. We're sorely in need of his type, and soon. I'm betting he'll be sober at the time. Is he up to the task of leading the regiments?"
"Try stopping him. Though he's been whining that this upcoming clash is arriving fifty years too late, he is relishing the chance to don that rusty, smelly armor of his again."
"That's what I wanted to hear.” The wizard cleared his throat awkwardly. “I haven't forgotten that you, Dal, are basically the Dwarf King. Dalcorne Senior wears the crown, but you run the kingdom behind the scenes. It's you I came to visit."
The prince managed a weak smile. “It's nice to be appreciated. My father certainly doesn't. He's of the old school: chop out a problem with an axe and stuff the consequences. That was all well and good in days of yore when Carallord required strong-arm tactics. Modern times demand a more delicate type of rule. Mother intuited that, which is why she had me schooled in the ways of Men down in Dunmarl. Diplomats tend to make better statesmen than mace-toting soldiers. She realized just how closely tied we are to Anarica."
"You don't know the half of it,” Maldoch muttered under his breath. “She was a smart woman,” he said aloud.
"And yet she fell for the prickly old sod that sired me."
"Love makes us pick the most unlikely soul mate. She was obviously attracted to his stature as a warrior. It's what Terrath requires most from him now. The Dwarfs will speedily get behind their king when he's out in the front ranks slashing away at foes."
"Good for him,” said Dal sourly. “I only hope he doesn't get his grandson hacked to pieces in the process."
"Isn't Dalcorne number three attending school down south?"
"I wish he was. The old man yanked him out of the university about a year ago and foisted on him a commission in one of the regiments, insisting that serving as a soldier will eventually make him a better king. He tried it with me, but mother blocked the move. This is his revenge."
"Valoria went along with it?"
"My wife was in cahoots with the old sneak. Reckons a stint of army life will build character. I did manage to get the boy assigned to an out-of-the-way posting down at Faldhim. That should keep Little Dalcorne clear of the frontline. I have to ask, Maldoch. Can't diplomacy avoid a race war? Any conflict on that kind of scale will be detrimental to East and West. Surely a peaceful resolution can be negotiated before any blood is spilt."
"The wheels for this tussle have been in motion for a long, long time,” returned the spellcaster. “So far our labors have forestalled outright war. My hope is to continue intervening successfully. But if those efforts finally come to naught Terrath will want heroes shortly and Dalcorne the Elder fits the bill nicely. However, when the warring ends Carallord will need to rebuild and that'll fall into the lap of the thinkers, not the soldiery. That is a ways off yet, assuming we fight and win. So let's get down to brass tacks. Is Olab Strongarm Warchief still?"
"He is father's right hand axeman. Is there a problem with that?"
"There could be. Strongarm's a good enough general, but he doesn't adapt to a changing battlefield fast enough. When it came to the last border clashes the Elks ran rings around him. He just wasn't quick-minded enough to react in timely fashion."
"He has given sterling service as regimental commander for many years. We can't just replace Olab, even if I could convince father to retire him.” Dalcorne rubbed his bearded face musingly. “I get the feeling you're privy to something I'm not, Magnificent One."
Just then the tea arrived, brought by none other than the Crown Prince's wife. She was a fuller-figured matron dressed in traditional female Dwarf attire: a low cut bodice showing off a great deal of plump bosom and an ankle length brocade skirt. Her golden-brown hair was coiled up in two elaborate buns above each of her ears.
"Valoria Fairskin, you are as ravishing as ever,” schmoozed the wizard.
"And you've always been an outrageous charmer,” responded the princess, setting the tray on a side table.
"I've been practicing, Val."
Picking up the pewter teapot, she said, “Shall I be mother and pour?"
Maldoch grinned impishly. “You can mother me anytime, my dear."
Dalcorne came off the couch to stand behind his wife, putting his arms protectively about her waist. “She's happily married,” he said, giving her a loving peck on the cheek.
"Get off me you romantic fool or you'll make me spill the tea. We've already got five kids. I'm too old to start thinking about number six. Besides, Maldoch is not the marrying kind. Him and his brother have been bachelors far too long to change their ways now."
Dalcorne chuckled and returned to the sofa with two cups of steaming hot tea. Maldoch took one and asked if Valoria was joining them.
"Nay. You two boys have business to discuss and I'll only be in the way. Dal can catch me up on your chat later. He tells me everything."
"I have little choice, dearest,” commented the prince. “You pester me from dawn to dusk if I don't."
Valoria patted her husband's cheek fondly. “How else can I find out what's going on in the kingdom, luv? Maldoch, this time be sure to say goodbye before leaving. It makes me grumpier than a toothless beaver when you skip town without any farewells."
"Yes, mum.” The wizard smirked. When she had gone, he said of Valoria, “Another fine highland woman there, Dalcorne."
"Val's a bit of a handful, but she keeps me on the straight and narrow."
Sipping his tea, Maldoch remarked, “Tasty blend. Who's your supplier?"
"An importer I got to know down in Dunmarl during my school days. He's pricey, but you get what you pay for. I'll give you his name if you like."
"Do that. I'm sick of Parndolc reusing the dregs of those mucky tea leafs he buys on the cheap. My brother is such a spendthrift."
That's like the pot calling the kettle black, Dalcorne thought. “What are you holding back?” he charged the wizard, restarting their interrupted conversation.
Cradling the teacup in his wrinkly hands, Maldoch revealed, “The Goblins have a surprise weapon that'll knock the britches off Olab."
"What's that—a giant battering ram to knock down the Great North Wall?"
"You aren't far off."
"It was a joke."
"I'm not laughing. Three years ago a group of Goblins pulled off an audacious heist down in Gwilhaire and ripped off the Horn of Dunderoth from the Elves."
"The Lothberens kept that a secret!"
"Embarrassment keeps people quiet. Would you broadcast the fact that a foreign thief slipped into the heart of your nation and stole a prized relic?"
Considering the implications this news held, Dalcorne postulated, “A blast from that horn can level a mountain. Make no mistake they'll put it to evil use. The question of where has an obvious answer: Frelok Pass."
Maldoch knocked the theorizing prince back. “Don't be so sure of yourself."
"Goblin border raiders always came that way."
"Until you lot built the whacking Great North Wall to block off the pass."
"This is obviously why they nicked the Horn of Dunderoth. What better means of tearing down a wall is there than blowing on a rock-splitting trumpet?"
"Unless you plan on giving it a toot in the vicinity of the Ishnal Watchtower and coming at Carallord via the backdoor through Anarica."
Dalcorne's eyes went wide. Either of those possibilities was unpleasant. “I can persuade father to further bolster the Eastridge Scouts at the wall easily enough. He's always maintained that the Carnachians will try their luck at the pass again. We've already got five divisions camped out in the region. Moving a few more battalions into the area won't pose much of a problem. The old man loves playing soldiers. However, Montaine Divide is Anarican territory and that might well be a sticky point."
"Shouldn't be. I told the Prince of Men to begin making preparations for giving war aid three years ago. Anarica's military buildup must be well underway by now."
"It isn't. Their ambassador keeps sending me worrying reports about delays in the Royal High Army getting mobilized."
"Does he tell you the cause of the hold up?"
"Read for yourself. I have his latest communiqué on me.” Dalcorne reached into his tunic and pulled out a piece of folded parchment, passing it on to the puzzled wizard. It read:
—
His Highness, Crown Prince Dalcorne Steelfist
—
Since you remain the only lettered individual in this godforsaken land of barbarians, I am again instructed to beseech you on behalf of my fair-minded sovereign, Prince Lindan, for any news of the wanted liar, spy and accomplice murderer, Sulca the Weatherman. Your willingness to finalize an extradition accord between our two nations is commendable, but will only be sealed properly by promptly turning this criminal over to Anarican authorities should he show himself anywhere in the boondocks of Carallord. He is known to frequent the abominable northlands and relations between us will improve considerably once this miscreant is apprehended, questioned, and punished in due accordance with Anarican law.
As to the recurring matter of activating the accords of the Collective Shield Pact, His Highness feels that to be a premature request. Royal military advisers detect no untoward activity on the western border, as claimed by you, and perceive no threat from Carnach. If, on the other hand, you have the urge to pick a brawl with the Goblins, Anarica lodges no objections. But let me stress that no military assistance will be forthcoming from the premier Eastern Realm.
Reluctantly yours,
Folham Bruchanner
Appointed Representative of the Prince of Men & Alberion
Ambassador to Dunmarl
—
Maldoch leapt off the couch like a loosed catapult arm, slamming a fist into the palm of his hand. “Damn and blast! What is that fool of a boy-prince playing at? I'm going to have to journey to Alberion quick smart and sort this mess out."
"While there, get that young Holbyant to sack Bruchanner,” suggested Dalcorne. “An ambassador who can't stand the country he's sent to is a waste of a man. At least he has enough misguided sense to address his insulting correspondence to me personally. Knowing father, if he ever clapped eyes on such slanderous letters he'd march on Alberion before the spring thaw."
"Make sure he doesn't then. Before I take off reassure me that Arnuthe is safe and sound."
The Prince gave his surety. “The Axe of Power is safely under lock and key in the vault under the throne room, ever since father tired of waiting for his granddaddy skirmish that never came and placed it in storage.'
"Don't lose it,” came the wizard's stern admonition.
"Magnificent One, this castle is practically unassailable. It would take an army to breach the walls and make off with our national treasure."
"There may soon be one on your western doorstep willing to try just that,” Maldoch reminded him. “That axe will be vital in days to come, whether you or your father wield it."
Dalcorne frowned with consternation. In a society where prowess with weaponry was the measure of manliness, the heir to Carallord's throne was an indifferent fighter at best. Adequate was a dirty word in the Dwarf vocabulary. The Crown Prince, while gaining a basic grasp of military strategies from his schooldays in Anarica, was no warrior and doubted he could lead his armies by example if needed to. Would they even follow him?
Letting the prince be alone with his concern, Maldoch said by way of departure, “Tell Valoria sorry I couldn't say bye."
Dalcorne grabbed the sleeve of the wizard's robe as he rose to leave. “You're forgetting that you are a wanted criminal, Maldoch—a fact you haven't satisfactorily explained. Are you simply going to waltz into Alberion and give yourself up?"
Terrath's goodly spellcaster grinned wickedly. “If the Anaricans want me so badly, they can have me."
—
Traipsing up the corkscrewed stairs, Maldoch gained the opened doorway at the top puffed and piqued, emerging from the dingy watch turret into the bracing air of a steely early morn. Catching his breath after ascending a dizzying twenty-four flights, he gazed eastwards across the snowed gatehouse battlements. A cloaked Dwarf stood as still as stone beside a hulking tarpaulin occupying the northwest corner, etched against the lightening skyline of the faraway mountain range Fearsome Grey. Wandering over, Maldoch joined the lone sentinel silently staring out at the waking day. Pooling shadows darkened the base of the castle-sized primary gatehouse, creating the illusion of an impossibly deep well.
Unsurprised by the wizard's companionship, the Dwarf King broke the absolute stillness of the wintry dawn. “Did you sleep well, wizard?"
"I tossed and turned the whole night. Your beds are as uncomfortable as your chairs."
Smiling devilishly beneath his beard, Dalcorne poked further fun at his unhappy houseguest. “My daughter-in-law was happy you accepted her invitation to stay overnight."
Maldoch winced. Caught in the act sneaking out of the castle without paying Valoria the courtesy of the personal farewell she requested earlier, his punishment was her hospitality. The slighted and willful princess persuaded him to spend the night by threatening to turn out the Home Watch.
"Trekking south today?"
"This isn't the only realm on my watch."
"Can't I discourage you from giving yourself up to the Anaricans? My purse would profit greater from collecting the bounty on your head."
"I've had enough of Dwarf persuasion for one century. It normally entails threats of violence. And you're hoarding more treasure in your strong room than a Gnome kleptomaniac."
"You can never have too much money.” Dalcorne Senior then asked the wizard the oddest question. “Do you take time to smell the cowslips?"
"You're asking if I sniff cow dung."
"Dinna be daft. Cowslip is also the name of an alpine primrose with bunched yellow flowers."
"I didn't realize you're a connoisseur of plants."
"That's my point. You should take the time to enjoy the simpler things in life."
"Is that what you're doing touring the ramparts every morning?"
"I come up here to enjoy the sunrise. Old soldiers appreciate every dawn they live to see. Too many comrades don't have that luxury."
Nodding, Maldoch expressed regret. “I'm usually too busy keeping the peace to pay much attention to anything else."
"Don't work so hard at it, wizard. Fighting keeps one young."
"Unless it ends your life,” rejoined Maldoch. “War will be the death of you, Dalcorne."
"Old age will kill me anyway. Might as well die merry,” grumped the king, folding his brawny arms. “What dragged you up here to pester me? I expected you to be hightailing it out of the castle after your detainment."
"Goblins nicked the Horn of Dunderoth."
"Junior mentioned it last night."
"Reassure me they won't get their sticky mitts on Arnuthe. Omelchor's got them on a thieving spree and I'm thinking the Axe of Power is next on their shopping list."
"This isn't Gwilhaire and we aren't a soft touch like them Elves."
"For my peace of mind, leave it under lock and key in the vault. Don't bring it out under any circumstances."
"It's Carallord's national treasure. Carnk looters would have to bash this castle to rubble and prise it out of my cold, dead fingers first.” Seeing the doubt clouding the wizard's hawkish face, the elder Dalcorne tugged on a rope and delighted watching the tarp fall away with a flash and rustle of disturbed snow, revealing the sinister lines of a secured catapult.
"A rooftop siege engine,” remarked Maldoch.
"On a swivel mount, making it instantly trainable in any direction,” Dalcorne said proudly, pointing to the circular wooden base recessed into the stonework floor. “Its twin partners it on the northeast corner. Between them they cover all approaches to the gatehouse. Any unwanted callers will get showered with rocks long before they reach the front door."
"This would impress my mechanically minded brother. What genius thought it up?"
"Parndolc himself,’ confided Dalcorne. ‘He mooted the idea to my chief engineer during our last binge together. Where is my old drinking buddy? The bugger hasn't visited in ages."
"Parny is busy babysitting and won't get out of the house anytime soon."
"Shame. I feel like going on a bender."
"Against doctor's orders."
"I only do what I'm told when it suits me. That's a king prerogative.” Running an age-spotted hand over the heavy-duty timbers forming the trebuchet frame, the stolid hardness of the wood beneath his touch imparting almost the same rock solid security that stone provided, Dalcorne grew uncommonly maudlin. “Junior is no warmonger: he's a quill pusher, not a hatchet man. That's his mother's doing, god rest her soul. I want Carallord to be done skirmishing with Carnach, so when I'm gone he has the chance to rule as king in peace."
"You're just a big softie, Dalcorne Steelfist."
"Spread that around and I'll chop to bits your favorite appendage."
Maldoch clutched his staff jealously. “You're not making my job as peace officer of the East any easier."
"Preserving the Dwarf kingdom is mine. If that requires crushing every Goblin tribe and bringing Carnach to its knees before I'm consigned to the family crypt, so be it. Unexplained disappearances on my doorstep is only added encouragement."
"What are you referring to?"
Dalcorne began a leisurely stroll along the parapet, compelling Maldoch to follow. “A couple of months back a party of engineers dispatched to Habrell Fork to survey new fortifications vanished without a trace en route."
"Maybe they got lost.” Failing to elicit a cutting response to his sarcasm, Maldoch proposed a saner likelihood. “Slavers out of Ranshorr must've crossed Eastalps and nabbed them. Raven Goblins make periodic use of secret high passes. Little more than goat tracks really, it's impossible to monitor them all. Luckily, these paths don't facilitate mass passage."
"A reasonable assumption that doesn't explain the trade caravan last month making a late run from Druscan.'
"I'm guessing it failed to arrive at its destination too."
Dalcorne's nod of confirmation was unneeded when he halted beside the sheeted companion catapult and disclosed, “Search parties from our end discovered their butchered remains in shallow graves in the forestland east of Tarnmount. All were scalped."
"That's particularly troubling."
"Ach, I'll say. Traffickers in slaves’ dinna usually kill their merchandise and Goblins never bother burying enemy corpses. Whoever slew them wanted to hide the evidence."
Disturbed by the mystifying coincidence, Maldoch surmised that the Dwarf King had taken appropriate security precautions. Unsolved murders and vanishings committed by unknown perpetrators on a large scale were incredibly worrying.
"Junior's pet project took to patrolling the length of the eastern mountain range,” Dalcorne Senior affirmed. “Fat lot of good that did."
"The Highland Grays are up and running again?"
'Trotting, more like it.” Dalcorne snorted deridingly. “Ponies are for hauling mining carts, not riding."
"The Lancers down in the Stranth would disagree."
"Cavalry in the mountains is as daft as going for a swim wearing a suit of armor. It'll never catch on."
"If it ever did, you'd die in the saddle."
"Like you, I'll never retire. Life's too short to spend it wallowing in old age."
The bearded geriatrics’ watched in mutual silence sunup beautify the heavens, the pink and gold blushes coloring the washy blue sky contrasting starkly with the backlit clouds and mirroring granite-gray mountains. Feeling remiss at his centuries of inattention, Maldoch turned to see the cool daylight whitening the violet snow below stoking the Dwarf King's rapture, the softening yellow glow erasing years from his lined face. Patting Dalcorne on the shoulder, the wizard departed to meet the nascent day head on.
Disappearing back down the tower, relying on gravity to speed his descent, Maldoch reached the bottom only to be shouldered aside by barging guards hastening up the stairs. Curious but in a hurry himself, the wizard pushed on through to the courtyard and headfirst into noisy chaos.
Soldiers of the Home Watch, the unit specifically tasked with safeguarding the Dalcorne castle and family, poured from their barracks like angry wasps, donning clothes and toting weapons while running half asleep in response to an unfolding emergency. Muffled by the soundproofing blocks walling the turret, dozens of booted feet pounded the cobblestones in response to a clanging alarm bell, the metallic rustle of jingling chain mail adding to the din. Overriding the clamorous mayhem was the combined racket of the iron-sheeted oak portcullis sliding down ahead of the massive gate doors slamming shut. This was a general lockdown!
I'm shut in! Grabbing the nearest Home Watcher by the top of his head, Maldoch spun him around and demanded to be told the nature of the inconvenient callout. Before the accosted Dwarf could blurt his angry reply, the wizard had his answer. The bell abruptly stopped ringing and a frantic voice from on high rang out distantly in its stead. Barely able to make out the faint shouting puncturing the dawn air, he imagined hearing the word “king” followed by the distinctive cry, “MURDERED!"
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Chapter SixteenThe plush, blue pile lining the walls soaked up the subdued candlelight yellowing the bedchamber, plunging the curtained four-poster into soothing shadow. Crown Prince Dalcorne sprawled languidly on a similarly carpeted bench at his father's bedside as a doddery physician ministered to the dying king.
"He has the constitution of an Ogre. He might pull through,” Maldoch offered comfortingly from the doorway.
Dalcorne sat up, looking out of sorts, his tousled yellowish-brown hair as careworn as his somber face. Gone was the silky feel of his informal designer clothes, traded in for an oily hauberk that irritated his soft skin, the leather fasteners at the front of the chain mail tunic sloppily left undone, “A Goblin crossbowman shot him in the balls, Maldoch. The bolt went through his metal codpiece like a needle through parchment. And yet Macehitter insists I wear this for protection.” He rattled his overcoat of interlocking steel rings dismissively.
"You've finally inherited your dad's dress sense,” the wizard quipped callously.
Unhearing, the distraught prince finished off his tale of woe “If the old buzzard does beat the odds to recover, the doctors predict him never walking again."
"I doubt he'd walk the same after that anyway,” muttered Maldoch, cringing just from thinking about getting shafted in the nether region.
"He'll be chair-bound the remainder of his life and all the more miserable for it,” fumed Dalcorne.
Maldoch gazed sympathetically at the pillow-propped figure reclining behind the filmy linen hangings shrouding the great bed. The surgeons had not long finished their doctoring, pouring burning oil on the injury to staunch the profuse bleeding after extracting the offending crossbow quarrel, then suturing the gaping wound closed and wetting it with wine as an antiseptic. Now came the turn of the physicians, and those who specialized treating problems inside the body had their work cut out for them. Blood loss, shock, and infection; any of those medical nasties would snuff out the king's flickering life.
He'd prefer death to being left a crippled eunuch the wizard horridly mused.
Pasty-skinned and dead asleep, the elder Dalcorne looked a frail shadow of his former self, stunted by the massive headboard carved into the shape of a shield bearing his family crest that uncomfortably projected the aura of a tombstone. Noting the cloth bandage wrapped around the king's crotch seeping blood, the attending physician strangely had a phlebotomy kit at the ready and started tapping the old Dwarf's forearm to bring a twiggy vein to the surface of his blotchy skin.
"No bloodletting,” Maldoch firmly instructed the shaky-handed doctor. Unlike him, the wizard took his oath to preserve life seriously. “He's losing enough blood without you draining more."
Ignoring the opinionated visitor, the old physician appealed directly to the Crown Prince. “The king is running a fever. Removing a pint or two of sanguine fluid will cool his body."
"Poppycock,” challenged the wizard. “The body is a machine, not a temple. By removing a key component you interfere with the overall workings."
"You dare presume to tell me my—"
"Stop playing at being god and consider your patient's welfare for once!” snapped Maldoch. “Bleeding the sick doesn't work. It only weakens the ill further."
"Highness, I've been the Dalcorne family doctor since before you were born. I delivered you in fact, and also brought your son into the world. Will you listen to this ignorant southerner over me?"
The prince decided yes, sending the affronted physician out of the room on the tail of the admonishment, “If my father perishes, he dies as a whole Dwarf."
Introspection returned Dalcorne Junior to mutely deliberating the meaning of life as Maldoch leaned unobtrusively against the doorframe. A person can only stand being morbid for so long and the doleful Dwarf lanced the pall enveloping the sickbed by challenging the wizard to work some magic.
Maldoch rebuffed the proposal. “The healing arts aren't my specialty."
"But you sounded so clued-up censuring my physician."
"That was Parndolc buggering him. Biology is an offshoot of his technical interests. Granted, Parny's no medical practitioner, but he's picked up a few tips in the field of health studies. And your quacks are sorely outdated and uninformed."
"Get him here to save my da."
"That would be pointless, Dwarf prince."
"But you offered me hope a moment ago."
"I gave you condolence."
"But you're wizards!"
"And not miracle workers,” countered Maldoch. “Even if I did flout the rules and zap Parndolc here, there's no guarantee he could save the king's life. He's likely too far gone."
Momentarily sidetracked, Dalcorne queried, “Wizards follow rules?"
"You don't know the half of it. We have a code of conduct we must abide by. Circumventing them, even the minor ones, causes all sorts of headaches."
The prince frowned, confused by the revelation. “I would have thought exercising magic to be more liberating."
Shaking his head, Maldoch expounded. “The boundaries are in place to ensure no magical terrorism takes place.” Not that they worked. Omelchor reveled in free reign with his badness, shamelessly ignoring rules and regulations.
"Who set these guidelines?"
"My boss—the Maker."
"You speak with Jeshuvallhod personally?"
"Indirectly, on occasion,” the wizard cagily admitted.
"Can't you petition Him to bend the rules?"
"It doesn't work like that. Even God answers to a higher authority. And His superior is totally inflexible."
Stunned there was a power higher than God's, Dalcorne's misery deepened, plunging him headfirst into a well of despair. Anger broke his fall. “You're of no use to me or this kingdom,” he growled through clenched teeth. “Get out."
"Your father's doom is in his own hands to counter now,” said Maldoch. “If he can find the strength from within, he may fight off death."
"You reckoned he is beyond help. What changed your mind?"
Maldoch borrowed one of Parndolc's many sayings. “To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive."
"Your sympathy is hollow and unwanted, wizard."
"I deal in realities, prince, and the unpleasant one staring you in the face is that probably by nightfall your journey to the kingship, begun at birth, will be complete."
Before Dalcorne could react and throw him out, Maldoch vacated the doorway, leaving the northern royals to whatever direness Fate had in store for them.
Grumbling how Dwarven engineering had yet to install lifts to the uppermost apartments crowning the Royal Keep, he descended the bothersome stairs, pausing on several landings to rest. Home Watch sentries stationed on the landings and bolstered by personnel drawn from the Highland Regiments scowled at the wizard, thinking his visitation brought misfortune to their king. Shrugging off their uninvited disdain—spellcasters were generally as popular as a dose of the clap—Maldoch gained the bottommost floor and hurriedly crossed the echoey flagstone floor, already late for lunch.
The Dwarf court functioned in a less stuffy and more informal manner than its Anarican twin. Mealtimes were when those retainers who occupied positions of command within the castle, whether military or civilian (that distinction often blurred in the highland kingdom), dined alongside the sovereign and his kin in what can best described as a familial atmosphere.
King's Hall accentuated that air of homeliness. A tenth of the cavernous dimensions of the adjoining Great Hall, this cozier chamber was devoid of the rich trappings adorning it huger opposite. Modestly furnished with a dining table and the habitual fireplace found in every dwelling throughout the perennially cold northlands, its ancient unlined sandstone walls, patterned in blocks of varnished grey, white and red, squatted steeped in the history of the ages. If rocks could talk, they would recount the formation of the world and the many reincarnations it undergoes as plate tectonics work their geologic sleight of hand.
Being a guest, staff seated Maldoch opposite where the king normally sat. Filling the chair on his immediate right was a soldiering Dwarf known to the wizard because of his eminent position as Eastridge Scouts commander. Khandoss Stoneclub was a gaudy sight that only a mother could love, sporting a Van Dyke style beard dyed one half gold, the other silver, surmounted by a purple tinted moustache—Carallordian national colors. Beefy arms decorated with tattoos of plump-figured Highland maidens sensuously caressing all manner of hafted weapons poked out from the sleeveless mail vest covering a surprisingly wiry frame. Below the waist he wore the traditional kilt, but Maldoch did not recognize the tartan patterning the heavy woolen material as belonging to any particular clan.
Uncomfortably facing the empty chair at the far end of the table, the fact that none of the royal family at all was present accentuated for the wizard Dalcorne Senior's non-attendance. Servants dished him up a banquet of filling winter cuisine: generous portions of steaming pottage thickened with almonds and served with thickly cut slices of paynmain. A main course of alows smothered in peurade, a pepper sauce, followed the hearty soup and lordly white bread, accompanied by a side dish of wild carrots marinated in honey and herbs. Those diners with spare room in their overstuffed stomachs complimented the short ribs by partaking of pudding in the form of sweet pastries fried in oil. All in all, it was a lunchtime meal fit for a king; another reminder that he was glaringly absent.
Disinterested in the repast served him, the wizard sequestered from his neighbor the low-down of the heinous attack.
"The Carnks are crafty devils, Maldoch. They must've cottoned on to the king's daily habit of touring the front gatehouse battlements at daybreak."
"That would've entailed spying on this castle for some time to learn his morning routine.” The wizard was astounded, more than disturbed, by such skullduggery. Staying undetected for days, even weeks, out on the bleak openness of Horae Flat in full view of the castle demonstrated frightening skill and tenacity.
"Yeah, the sneaks,’ muttered Khandoss. He held no such respect for Goblin achievements. “Right on sunrise they lined up the giant slingshot we found unmasked a stone's throw from the base of the gates and catapulted two warriors into the air. One made it over the parapet, while the other arced in too low and smashed halfway up the wall.” Khandoss chuckled evilly. “Even though each wore heavy hide padding to soften the impact, the guy imitating a human fly ended up squished like a bug against a wagoner's teeth. He slid down the stone blocks faster than a blob of grease. Messy, but pretty. Talk about performance art. Unfortunately, his partner in crime lucked out. Recovering instantly from the shock of his successful landing, he fired a crossbow point blank at the king bollocks. The prick circumcised him before Dalcorne could swing his hand axe in self-defense! I came as soon as Mernoll rang the alarm bell."
"And the vengeful Home Watch chopped the assassin up into a hundred pieces rather than capture and question him?"
"He never made it off the roof alive,” confirmed Khandoss. “Only the castle guard didn't do the killing. The coward fell on his knife before he got axed. Knowing it was a one way trip made him completely suicidal."
"Kamikaze Goblins is novel,” Maldoch wryly remarked.
"So was finding them dressed in deerskin."
"But the Grizzlies, not the Elk Clan, holds the monopoly on crossbows. Could they be ringers?"
Khandoss considered the wizard's suggestion. “There is enough bad blood between them for that."
Deeming it trivial, Maldoch skipped to a more relevant poser. “Did the shooter make an attempt to break into the castle before he filleted himself? He would've been trying for the vault."
"He nailed Dalcorne in the family jewels. I don't think he was too bothered going after the crown jewels as a sequel."
"This day just keeps weirder."
"There's more weirdness in the shape of thirteen bound Dwarfs discovered dumped in the snow behind the catapult when soldiers swept the area."
"A number unlucky for some."
"I'll say. The lot were executed by a sharp, upward knife thrust to the base of the skull ... evidence of a swift, silent kill.” Seeing curiosity framing the wizard's countenance, Khandoss elaborated. “Slitting someone's throat is a bloody, noisy affair; your victim gurgles and thrashes around for several long minutes. Ramming a blade into the brain through the thin bone here—” he tapped a finger above the nape of his neck, “—kills cleanly and quickly, if done expertly. Botch it, and your knife scrapes across the scalp and slides off. Do it correctly, you kill virtually instantly. Whoever the luckless sods happened to be they were dispatched like fish, their tongues cut out too.'
Maldoch ruminated, slotting pieces of his mental puzzle into place. The murder victims could only be the missing engineers, obviously hijacked to build, take apart and reassemble on site in the dead of night a collapsible catapult, and then brutally disposed of when their usefulness was at an end. His admiration of Goblin ingenuity waning, the wizard remained bamboozled by the grisly purpose behind the handiwork of the scalpers responsible for balding the massacred Druscan merchants. How was that atrocity linked to this audacious attack on the king's person?
Unable to connect the dots outstanding, Maldoch's mind turned to more solvable problems as his predatory gaze drifted over his luncheon companions.
Stuffing his face, stripping every last scrap of meat from a greasy boar spare rib, his bushy beard plastered with splashes of soup and sauce, a typically rotund Dwarf paid no attention to Maldoch's scrutiny. Mailed from head to toe, the bulging birnie grappling to contain his beer gut, he was a study of miniaturized mass. The same applied to his hairdo, an Afro of golden-brown frizz literally exploding out and under the sides of his untied hood. He displayed the cutesy look of a teddy bear encased in steely knitwear. Without benefit of an introduction, Maldoch worked out that the gluttonous eater, the only other soldier at the table, had to be Mernoll Macehitter, besmirched officer in charge of the Home Watch. Not that the captain's appetite seemed affected by the morning's proceedings.
At Mernoll's side a truly roly-poly Dwarf rocked back on a protesting chair, patting the sides of his chunky belly in time to the creaking timber. Pottbur Gamecook loved his profession. Proud to show off a waistline that dwarfed his best friend's ample girth, Carallord's premier chef selflessly sampled each dish prepared by his own hand to ensure perfect delectability. Laughing eyes mirroring his irrepressibly cheery disposition twinkled out of a chubby, freckled face rimmed by the thinnest of reddish-blonde beards. Certainly the happiest of dwarfs, the grumpiest sat rigidly across from him.
"Who's the life of the party?” Maldoch murmured to Khandoss, noisily swilling beer to lubricate his parched throat.
"What?” he sprayed, setting down his silver tankard and wiping his piebald beard with a stained napkin. Enthusiastically messy eaters, Dwarf diners wisely kept piles of table linen stacked on hand. ‘Och, that old sourpuss is Despenser Fortkeeper. He's about as happy as a crofter living in town.'
The steward of the castle looked your typically serious bureaucrat. Graying strands of black hair were neatly combed sideways over a progressively balding pate. Hirsute, frowning eyebrows ridged a bulbous nose overhanging a mustached upper lip set in a permanent pout of displeasure. Dressed immaculately in plaid, Morband Fortkeeper was the model of dour conservatism.
And much more besides.
Well versed in the structure of Dwarf power sharing, Maldoch was unacquainted with all of the current practitioners. The Kingdom of Carallord was ruled on a simpler level compared to the Princedom of Anarica. No defined chancellorship existed as such. Daily running of the realm fell on the shoulders of the Crown Prince when he reached an acceptable age to handle administrative drudgery, relieving his kingly father of the more mundane aspects of rule. Before that, the chamberlain of Dalcorne High attended to the chore of overseeing the routine workings of the monarchy. In the case of the Fortkeepers, successive generations managed not only the castle and satellite town, but handled their share of governing the kingdom. Planning expenditures for a nation was akin to budgeting for a household, only on a far larger scale. It was a task the Fortkeeper lineage excelled at, mentoring upcoming kings and stewards alike.
The discerning wizard gave the unsmiling Despenser a final once over. The
Dalcornes might hold the purse strings to their kingdom, but Fortkeeper gripped the purse. Highland surnames unremittingly reflected a forebear's particular physical or character trait, profession, or even the propensity to wear a certain article of clothing. Somewhere in the dim past a Dwarf king appointed an ancestral Fortkeeper to the position of fortress superintendent, bestowing the descriptive family name and locking them into the custodianship. Maldoch let out a disconsolate sigh. Going by Fortkeeper's counterpart in Alberion, moneymen were invariably a solemn lot. Obviously money did not bring happiness.
"Pottie, here you are!"
Maldoch placed his cogitation on the backburner as a fulsomely figured maid bowled into King's Hall through the swinging staff serving doors. Pottbur's jovial face positively lit up further at sight of his fiancé. Elidnor Plumpbreast certainly lived up to her name and all male eyes in the room were drawn to her bouncing namesakes. Handmaiden to Princess Valoria, she was lavishly dressed in a laced bodice and flowing skirt dyed contrasting red and blue, her auburn hair bunched up in delicate metal baskets that glittered in the mellow glow of the oil lamps. Hazel eyes set firmly on the merry chef, her flushed cheeks hinted at trouble.
’”You were supposed to meet me by the rock garden a quarter hour ago,” she complained to him from behind the king's empty high-backed chair, pouting adorably.
"I completely forgot, my sweet cake,” apologized Pottbur.
"My poor mistress has given me the night off. She's spending it consoling her husband. Are you planning to waste it hanging out with your friends or indulging in a spot of ... home cooking?” Elidnor purred suggestively, batting her eyelashes.
"If you don't mind, I have, er, a bun to put in the oven,” Pottbur lamely analogized to his fellow diners, hurriedly excusing himself from the table. Attired simply in an open-necked white linen shift matched by black leather breeches, the lustful chef looked more like a corpulent gigolo. Playfully smacking Elidnor's swaying bum as they made their way giggling out of the hall, her response echoed in the hallway.
"When are you going to make an honest maiden out of me, Pottie? I want to set our wedding date."
"There's talk of going to war with Carnach over this morning's dreadful business. As royal chef, I'll be expected to do the Crown Prince's catering on the frontline. Army cooks are just plain unadventurous when it comes to setting menus."
"What has that got to do with marrying me?"
"I can't possibly wed you and then go off into the thick of culinary combat,” stalled the chef. “I'd hate you to wind up a war widow."
"The only chance of that happening is if you choke on a pheasant bone!” rejoined the long-suffering maid, her lament fading down the hallway.
Mernoll Macehitter glumly shook his head. “Elidnor wants her cake and eat it too. My pal's bachelor days are fast coming to a close. I'm afraid he'll have a gold band thrust on his finger before too long. At least the wedding feast will be good compensation."
"The whole shebang will cost him a packet,” envisaged Morband. “That wench has expensive tastes. A woman will empty your purse quicker than a losing dilcarf hand and keep coming back for more."
"Is that why you never married?” asked Khandoss.
"Na, he could never find a maid with a big enough dowry,” snickered Mernoll.
The Despenser sneered at the jibing Home Watch captain.
Maldoch muzzled his disapproval. Their king teetering on the brink of death, here the managerial Dwarfs were debating the inscrutability that was women! Highlanders were the epitome of practicality. Nothing further could be done for the shot king and the citadel defenses, while compromised, stood unbroken. Life went on regardless.
Morband appraised the watchful wizard, iron eyes aping an undertaker gauging the dimensions of a potential casket filler. “Come for a free lunch, wizard?"
Disadvantaged by the Despenser knowing what he was, Maldoch simply stated, “I'm here at Valoria's request."
"The princess excels at dispensing invitations willy-nilly,” griped Morband. “Convenient that she isn't playing hostess."
Insight smacked the wizard on the nose like a rolled up parchment. This was no mere lunch date, but a carefully contrived council. Valoria proved herself a crafty player in the masculine game of politics. With her husband and father-in-law incapacitated both, she had maneuvered the kingdom's crucial executives into an unofficial brainstorming session. If he wore a hat, Maldoch would have taken it off in salute to her subtle manipulation.
Noting other absences at the table, he wondered aloud, “Where's Olab Strongarm?"
"The Warchief is away inspecting regimental units down south. He's wintering in Pendalth and won't be back until spring,” supplied Khandoss.
"And Rulfass Ironhelm?"
"Ploughing through the snow in a vain effort at catching the Goblin catapult crew."
"How many do they chase?"
"Going by their widely spaced footprints, no more than half a dozen, Maldoch. The cowards scarpered eastwards at breakneck speed right after yanking the trigger rope. They probably reached the Frigid Coast before Ironhelm's circus got their ponies saddled."
"Why run for the coast?” puzzled Mernoll.
"My guess is they had a ship waiting to effect their escape."
Maldoch agreed with Stoneclub's supposition. “Faster than a getaway cart."
"I don't need their presence to chair this meeting,” Morband said of the missing commanders.
"Conducting an inquiry biased against me, more like it,” Mernoll declared worriedly, his longstanding enmity with Dalcorne High's caretaker widely known to all within and without the castle. “You're just looking to affix blame."
"As head of castle security you should expect disciplinary action. Your Home Watch failed in their duty to prevent intruders scaling the wall, which resulted in turning the king into a soprano."
Khandoss came to his fellow soldier's defense. “Who could have foreseen the Carnks crazy method of entry, Morband?"
"Someone concerned more with fulfilling the requirements of his station than filling his belly."
"Now see here, Despenser. I take my job earnestly."
"Protecting Gamecook's pastries doesn't count,” scoffed Morband.
"Wheesht!” Khandoss bellowed deafeningly in Maldoch's ear. His roar for quiet quelled the bickering for now. “Not one of us is to blame for what befell his Majesty. We just have to pick up the pieces. As I am senior officer..."
"Hold on, laddie,” Mernoll interrupted, mimicking Stoneclub's thick brogue. “Who died to leave you in charge?” The insensitivity of his disputation struck those in the hall like china crockery dropped on a stone tiled floor.
Khandoss picked up the pieces. “Our king is nae dead yet, but until Olab comes in from the cold I'm acting Warchief of the Highland Regiments. That gives me jurisdiction over the Grays, Home Watch, even the two old snoring fogies guarding the strong room in their sleep. Ain't that so, Despenser?"
Morband gave the Scouts commander the nod.
"I'm glad you've got that sorted,” said Maldoch, jumping back into the conversation, “else those flying Goblins will have succeeded."
"They practically did,” contended Morband. “It's only a matter of time before King Dalcorne expires. When that happens, to quote an old Highland saying, The shite will grit the pan."
"Exactly what the Goblins want, confusion and panic."
The tartan-clad steward met the wizard's knowing stare. “Meaning?"
Maldoch shrugged unhelpfully. “To what end is anyone's guess."
"Maybe to get the jump on us,” fretted Khandoss.
"Not in the middle of winter,” jeered Mernoll. “You'd have to be crazier than a loon to wade through snowdrifts just to take pot-shots at us."
"In case you missed the newsflash, they just flung themselves at the castle walls. You don't get nuttier than that,” reasoned Khandoss.
"And in order to do that they crossed the border somewhere unmet by your lads,” the Home Watch commander sniped at his Eastridge Scouts counterpart. “It's your job to fence the front yard, mine to lock the house up."
Livid, Khandoss twiddled the V of his two-tone beard. “Macehitter, you have only this castle to guard."
"The townsfolk too,” added Mernoll, protection of the walled civilian community lumped on to his overfull plate.
Unimpressed, Khandoss trumped his critic's avowal. “My scouts patrol two hundred and fifty leagues of unfenced mountainous terrain. We can't possibly cover all paths and passes."
"That's Stoneclub's valid excuse, houseboy. What's yours? You can't even secure Dalcorne High."
Cut further down to size by Morband's acidity, Mernoll felt shorter than a Dwarf should.
"That chaos you're foretelling won't happen, wizard,” surmised the Despenser. “King Dalcorne dies. Prince Dalcorne ascends the throne. Carallord retains her ruler. That's my prediction."
"Junior will be king in name only,” refuted the wizard. “Dalcorne Two is handier with a quill than an axe. If more trouble does blow in from the west, he won't be able to write his way out of it."
"That is true,” Morband admitted rather candidly.
Mernoll pounced on the slur. “Talk like that could be construed as treasonous.” He shrank a shirt size when the Despenser's glower fell on him.
"There hasn't been a case of treason in Carallord for over thirteen hundred years,” Morband pointed out. “Not since Therob Ironhand confessed to plotting the abortive overthrow of the Steelfist kingship and was rightly beheaded for his treachery. Doesn't your family have kingship ties to the Ironhands, Mernoll?"
Squirming under Morband's steely gaze, the discomfited Home Watch commander tugged at the collar of his mail shirt. “Distantly, and only by marriage,” he counteracted in a sullen tone.
"Maldoch, are you honestly expecting the Carnks to return in force?” pressed Khandoss.
"It's on the cards. And Dalcorne Junior is unfit to rule if they do."
"And what qualifies an outsider such as yourself to make that judgment?” said Morband, a disquieting lilt of agreeability in his voice.
"Two thousand years of watching Dwarf monarchs come and go,” bragged Maldoch. “Your prince is nice, and nice guys finish last. He lacks his father's killer instinct. He never served in the regiments, never even been on a boar hunt. You need a basher, not a bookworm, for the rocky road ahead. He's too civilized."
The hard truth pounded the Highlanders. An ineffectual king was worse than being kingless.
The spellcaster hammered his point home. “All your infighting will play straight into Goblin claws if they decide to follow up"'
"They dinna have claws, just sharp fingernails,” corrected Khandoss.
"Semantics. They can still scratch out a nation's eyes and render it blind. If you are to restore a semblance of leadership to Carallord, act now and team up."
"We can't bypass the chain of command,” disputed Mernoll. “The Crown Prince is next in line to the throne. The way things stand, he needs to pre-approve any military action."
"Junior's in no fit state to decide what to have for breakfast let alone sanction strategy,” muttered the wizard. That much had been evidently clear on his visit to the king's bedchamber.
Khandoss turned to Morband for backup. “You're a high head on crown law. Have we a leg to stand on?"
The Despenser took the flattery and ran with it. “From a purely legal standpoint, we're on shaky ground. The king exercises absolute rule. Ordinarily, all major decisions affecting the kingdom must meet with his approval before implementation."
Bit hard to get his say-so when the old boy's on his deathbed Maldoch sourly considered.
"This is far from being an ordinary situation,’ continued Morband. ‘His Majesty is out of action and incapable of giving commands. In one respect, it would have been less complicated if the Goblin bolt from the blue killed him outright."
"Fortkeeper!"
"Keep your kilt on, Mernoll. I harbor no desire to see the king die, any more than those at this table. But face facts—things are frustratingly muddled. A straightforward assassination would have installed the Crown Prince with the least amount of fuss. What we are left with is a not-quite-dead monarch and his uncrowned successor. Technically, King Dalcorne remains in charge until his last breath leaves his lungs. Ideally, the Caucus of Chiefs could grant the heir emergency powers of rule in the short-term. Realistically, the clan chiefs are snowed in and can't convene until the spring melt. Carallord is at present without a clear-cut sovereign."
"And legally?” prompted Khandoss, tiring of the longwinded answer to his simple question.
"That's at your discretion, Acting Warchief. You can declare martial law and take over the kingdom without further ado. The royals will have to bow to military authority if you choose that course of action."
"You could have said so earlier and saved time, Despenser."
"And pass up the chance to lecture everyone,” leered Morband.
"What about his Highness?” persisted Mernoll. “You can't cut him out of the loop just like that!” He slammed his palm on the tabletop to underline his objection, rattling the silverware.
Khandoss looked again to the steward, who stated in legal jargon, “If the Crown Prince interferes, I can have him declared unfit to challenge regimental authority on the grounds of diminished capacity resulting from grief."
"Remind me never to get on your bad side,” Khandoss mumbled to the conniving Despenser.
"Hold on. Am I the only one sensing a but coming?” forecast Maldoch.
All eyes rested on Morband Fortkeeper. “The wizard is astute,” he conceded. “Martial law can only be enacted in wartime."
The burden of the northland, doubled by winter's snowy weight gain, pressed down on Khandoss Stoneclub, smothering any optimism.
"It's your call to make,” Morband pressured him. “To take charge of Carallord and bring stability to the north, all you have to do is wage war on Carnach."
This time Khandoss turned to Maldoch for support. The wizard offered none, preoccupied with why Fortkeeper was so gung-ho for warring with the west. The opinion he did deign to finally impart brought no cheer to the undecided Scouts leader.
"By all means take precautions. Padlock this castle securer than a virgin's chastity belt. But in declaring war on Goblinkind, you'll commit not only Dwarfs, but also Elves and Men, to a nationwide fray. Thousands might die from the wrong choice you make. You will go down in history as the instigator of Terrath's first ever race war. Infamy will look real good on your résumé, Khandoss Stoneclub."
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Chapter Seventeen"You're wet!"
Maldoch glared accusingly at Parndolc's dripping face after stating the obvious. It was early evening and the disjointed head of the technical wizard bobbed against the dimming daylight in the blue haze of an active spell.
"Bugger off, Mal! I'm not in the mood for your wit today."
"And here's me thinking you'd welcome this call. It has been over three years since we last talked."
Parndolc refused to care. “I've just had a dunking in Fragmere, so I'm not exactly in the right frame of mind for a friendly chat. All I want is to soak in a hot tub with a cup of mulled wine to warm me insides."
"It's the middle of winter. What were you doing in the lake?"
"Going for an invigorating polar swim.” When his flippancy failed to satisfy his nosy brother, Parndolc glumly revealed, “My latest effort at gliding ended in a splashdown again. Should've expected it. Bats aren't the strongest fliers."
Rolling his eyes, Maldoch rebuked, “Are you still persisting with that craziness? If Jeshuvallhod meant us to have wings, he'd have come up with a flying spell."
"Spare me your lectures, brother. Where are you?"
"Staying at a seedy inn for the night in Pendalth."
"What are you doing there?"
"Passing through on my way to Alberion. I've an errant prince to set straight.'
"Must be urgent to make you traipse through all that snow. You're chancing things by contacting me. What if black-britches traces the call?"
Maldoch sneered with a laugh. “Omelchor couldn't find me if he fell over me."
Ducking out of the picture, Parndolc reappeared drying his sopping face with a towel. “That's always been you're trouble, magic man. You've never given Omel enough credit."
"He doesn't deserve any."
"Listen to you! Omelchor is a better spellcaster by far, only your ego won't let you admit that."
"Balderdash!'
"Really? I remember a certain levitating contest between the two of you that you lost. Badly."
Maldoch glanced shiftily about the shabby, candlelit cubicle he was rooming in. “I don't recall,” he mumbled.
"You uprooted a tree and, if memory serves me right, Omelchor beat that childish feat by lifting a whole mountain."
"Big deal. Any fool can elevate an overgrown rock. It takes skill to transplant an entire redwood ... roots, earth, and all."
"A whole forest would've impressed me more. You've ever been a sore loser, Mal. Where have you been lately?"
"Most recently, hiding out in Carallord enjoying the armed hospitality of the Dwarfs."
"How are the Dalcornes?"
"Maddening as ever. The Highlanders are jittery and for good reason. Our rat of a brother has been up to mischief and swiped the Horn of Dunderoth from the Elves."
Parndolc whistled. “There's no way the Great North Wall will impede the Goblins now."
"That's one option they've got."
"How did you find out? I can't see Terwain volunteering that humiliating information."
Stretching out on the straw pallet that was his cheap bed and rudely disturbing the resident bedbugs, Maldoch explained. “Our evil brother can't do a single thing discreetly. He sank a ship out in the Murant Basin with a fireball and alerted me in the process. I made a few enquiries and dragged the truth out of Terwain. But that's not why I called."
"So tell me already. I'm not getting any younger here."
Maldoch obliged. “Something of note has cropped up in the Codretic Text. It doesn't pertain directly to current happenings, but if I'm right it'll have a marked bearing on Terrathian history in the near future, especially for the Gnomes."
Parndolc scowled. “Hurry up and reveal what you've uncovered. I'm no good at playing guessing games."
"Have you got your copy of the Dissension Scroll handy? I need to verify what I've decoded from the Text.’ Drumming his fingers on the dusty floorboards, Maldoch waited impatiently as his brother rummaged through the pigsty that was his tower, ferreting through the mountainous pile of plans and schematics sketched for a variety of fanciful machines cluttering the work desk in his circular room. When Parndolc finally found the roll of parchment he was hunting for, the spellcaster directed him, ‘Look up verse three, line one."
Donning his spectacles, Parndolc squinted at the spidery lettering of a long dead monk's fastidious penmanship. “Something about, ‘Winged snake born anew',” he puzzlingly made out.
"Bingo!” exclaimed Maldoch. “That matches perfectly with the piece I nutted out. ‘Cold mother alone wakens from deathly sleep'."
"Don't keep me in suspense, unless you want me to catch my death.” Parndolc shivered violently and his teeth began to chatter. “What do you think you've found out?"
"That the Wyverns are somehow going to be resurrected."
"The Dragons and their lesser kin have been extinct for over two thousand years. I doubt they'll recover from death anytime soon."
"The prophecies haven't steered us wrong thus far, Parny."
"There's always room for error."
"This is why I fully intend dropping by Draesdow Hollow to suss things out after I finish pulling young Holbyant back into line."
Parndolc rubbed his shaven head thoughtfully. “I'm assuming, since you aren't behind bars, you've resolved that little problem of yours."
Maldoch looked away guiltily. “Not exactly."
Leering, Parndolc prodded, “How much is the bounty on your head now?"
"It's irrelevant."
Parndolc burst out laughing. “That must be some hefty reward on offer, weatherman."
"Should be higher. The only good thing to come out of this shameful mess is the fact that Omelchor's meddling has been curtailed for the past few years. He fits my description almost to a tee, so must've had a hard time getting about Anarica unnoticed."
"That would have gotten his goat."
"Pays to look on the bright side of things."
"Hold that thought when you get banged up in Alberion. I never thought we'd have two criminals in the family."
The spellcaster swallowed that dig without comment. “Where's the boy?"
"Gone fishing."
"How's he doing?"
"Garrich has been asking some very pointed questions about his past."
"That was expected. You handling it?"
"For now, but you'll have to fill in the blanks for him and me pretty soon."
"There's nothing to fill."
"Come now, Mal. I never for one second bought your tale of finding a baby."
"Believe what you will. Are you teaching our trainee champion bad habits still?"
The technical wizard feigned shock. “Whatever do you mean, dear brother?"
"Have you turned Garrich into a drunkard yet?"
"Why no, but I have every confidence in him."
The aura of magicked blue enveloping Parndolc's floating head shimmered with a flicker of purple.
"What was that?” he barked. The interference was evidently happening on his end too.
"Shush,” admonished Maldoch, “and I'll find out."
The static worsened.
"Folks, please do not adjust your reception,” quipped Parndolc. “We seem to be experiencing minor technical difficulties."
Maldoch concentrated on debugging his transmission spell and failed. “Parny, we're going to have to cut this short,” he announced.
"Didn't you pay your magic bill?"
"Shame all that ale you swill down hasn't drowned your sense of humor. I'll be in touch once I figure out the cause of this disturbance. Watch for trouble."
"Mal, wait. How are you planning to...."
The perturbed wizard ended his spell with a curt word of command and laid back pensively on his rude bed. Something, or someone, was interfering with his spell, and the only person in all of Terrath with that kind of power and inclination was his meddlesome nemesis. Omelchor was up to his old tricks again.
Rising at the crack of dawn the next day, Maldoch was on the road to Dunmarl before the other guests started breakfasting on their bowls of overpriced gruel. Snow rarely fell this far south in Carallord, even in the middle of winter, but hoarfrost whitened the emerald firs of Northwood, thinly crusting puddles on the muddy roadway with ice. Dwarfs were not terribly hot on public thoroughfares, so the highway stayed a barely navigable path of wagon ruts and potholes. Traffic was virtually non-existent at this time of the morning and the striding wizard, cloaked against the bitter cold, progressed southwards unimpeded. By midday, after encountering an increasing number of oxen teams carting trade goods north to the capital, as well as transporting lumber south destined for Anarican mills and shipyards, Maldoch changed tack and took off cross-country through the evergreens populating the vast highland forest.
His prime motive for doing so was anonymity. Unafraid and uncaring of Anarican law enforcers, the outstanding warrant for his arrest more a hindrance than a menace, the wizard nonetheless needed to return to Alberion incognito. His guise of Sulca useless to him now in the realm of Men, Maldoch resorted to good old-fashioned magic. Penetrating the conifer wood to a patch where the industrious lumberjacks had not yet reduced the majestic pines to forlorn stumps, the spellcaster cagily made his way into a shallow dell about half a league southwest of the unpaved roadway. Thick with frozen dew, the small valley lounged completely isolated from prying eyes beneath its broad-brimmed hat of trees.
"I've never liked this part of being a wizard,” Maldoch whinged to himself, tucking his satchel and staff into the folds of his robe before hunching over, mumbling a complex incantation as he did so. Five hours later he completed morphing into the animal form the divine powers long ago designated as his.
Only the genuine spellcasters were gifted—or as they often thought, cursed—with the unique ability to change at will to their ordained creature. It was no light undertaking and performed only in times of extreme necessity when inconspicuousness took precedence over discomfort. The process was painfully slow and hurt like buggery. After all, bones were shrunk and reshaped, fur was grown and feathers sprouted out of bare skin, faces contorted into snouts or beaks. And there was the inevitable change in diet. Those factors aside, it was a miraculous transformation. The trifling matter of clothes and other personal effects worn or carried by the changee posed no problem. All very technical stuff and essentially boring, the spellcaster absorbed all exterior items in the first critical hour of the changeover when his or her form became vulnerably corporeal, possessions restored by the spell's reversal. Ycch! Talk about personal luggage.
Maldoch the badger was a handsome devil, considering he was cousin to the unredeemable weasel and scurrilous stoat. He sported a thick, coarse coat of silver-grey bristles, strongly clawed ebony feet, and a bushy white tail. His broad muzzle was equally white, with ears and eyes accentuated by bands of jet-black running from his shoulders down to his whiskered nose. At two and a half feet in length and weighing in at around 25 lbs, he was also no pushover in the animal kingdom.
After spending a few minutes getting used to an extra pair of feet again, Maldoch snuffled his way over the frosty ground. Travel was relatively easy going for the short-legged boar, as conifer forests contained sparse undergrowth of ferns, dotted only with the odd fallen branch or pinecone to obstruct his passage. Gaining familiarity with his reformed body, Maldoch picked up the pace. He had a distance to go before he could resume his true self.
For the next month, the altered wizard embraced the lifestyle of the animal form he assumed, waddling by night and sleeping during the day, catching mice, voles and the odd rabbit in the ways that badgers do in order to eat. Trudging out of Northwood, his little legs making slow but steady progress, he crossed the grassy flat of Greenheath to enter Anarica by way of Southwood.
Maldoch was fifteen leagues east of the fortified village of Whillcombe when he shuffled into a hollow amongst the roots of a grandfather oak as daybreak approached. He slept away a drizzly day, emerging to a bracing, dampish evening. Winters were somewhat milder here in this part of Terrath and the wizard-badger made a meal of earthworms drawn to the surface of the soil to drag rotting leaves underground to consume. Maldoch in fact made a pig of himself, scoffing down a couple hundred of the wriggly delicacies. On the lookout for more, voices carrying over the soft patter of weak rainfall brought him up short. Badgers are naturally curious creatures, so Maldoch nosed through the sodden bracken to investigate.
He came across a squad of disgruntled soldiers making camp under the dripping boughs of a copse of rowan. Too wet to even attempt a fire, the troopers dined on a meal of cold rations before turning early into their bedrolls, which accounted for their grumpiness. Chatter was forced and the undertone an unhappy one. Maldoch slunk forward, taking care to avoid startling their picketed horses. His nose twitched furiously. From the look of their regalia the soldiery were Housecarls, so the pseudo badger eavesdropped on the grumblers with unbridled interest.
"I don't see why our leave had to be cut short, Corp."
"Orders are orders, boy. You're in the army. Get used to jumping without being told why."
"But I had a nice little filly lined up in Lorrens."
"That's about the only date you could get, Yarrel—with a horse."
There was a chorus of light laughter at that remark. The butt of the joke retorted with injured pride.
"She's the baker's daughter and has the finest buns this side of the Midden."
More laughter, this time quashed by the corporal. “Turn in, lads. We've a fearsomely hard ride ahead of us to reach Bridgewater in less than a week."
Someone asked, “How come we're going there and not the capital?"
The commanding soldier shrugged. “Don't question orders, son. Just follow them. All I know is that leave is canceled and we're part of a general recall for off-duty Housecarls. We report to the duty sergeant at Bridgewater on getting there."
"You think these rumors about strife brewing with the West are true?’ another said.
"Boys, the Goblins have meant to be coming to butcher our children, rape our women, and cook our dogs since I was a sprog being bounced on my pappy's knee. The Borderlanders have been keeping them at bay for more years than I can count, thrashing them soundly and often. I don't expect they'll be wanting a major hiding from us."
"I hope not.” It was Yarrel whining again. “I wangled a transfer from the regular army to the Housecarls cos it's a cushier number. Guarding the royals is a lot safer than fighting Westies out on the border."
"There's been stuff all of that,” a fourth talker joined in. “Me mate with the Bordies reckons he hasn't seen action on the Divide for ten or more years. That's downright strange."
"Pipe down and get some sleep!” bellowed the corporal. “You misfits are worse than a barnyard of cackling hens. Yarrel, since you kicked off all this gasbagging, first watch is yours."
"Aw, Corp!"
"Don't give me any grief. Bandits lurk in these woods. If our horses get stolen I'm gonna saddle you and whip your skinny behind all the way to Bridgewater. The rest of you bed down before you feel the toe of my boot up your own backsides."
Maldoch snuck away as Yarrel, the picture of misery wrapped in a blanket, commenced sentry duty. Loitering by an alder shrub on the mossy banks of a trickle of a stream, the disguised wizard contemplated what he just overheard. The fact that Housecarls were being yanked off leave and sent outside the capital meant two things: Prince Holbyant was either soon going to be or already at Bridgewater, and that something portentous was in the wind. Maldoch consequently changed his plans, abandoning the trip to Alberion in favor of a new destination. Whatever was set to happen at Bridgewater, the badger intended being there too.
He stuck to his decision, arriving on the approaches to Bridgewater twenty days after the Housecarls he encountered in the forest had ridden in off the Northern Royal Roadway on their lathered mounts to report in. Growling curses at the slowness of badger feet—Maldoch's journey by mustelid standards was nevertheless extremely speedy—he initiated the laborious enchantment to regain wizard form. Luck was on his side. The redeployment of the Prince's bodyguard paved the way for their monarch's arrival, Lindan's heavily escorted carriage only rolling into Bridgewater four days earlier. Not as late as he thought, the wizard indeed had time to spare to get ready.
Once back to normal, Maldoch habitually counted fingers and toes, checking also he had no residual tail. Satisfied that every digit and body part was shaped correctly and in its rightful place, including the most important one for men, he pulled his travel-worn boots tight, shouldered his trusty satchel and quickstepped from the shrubby hillocks on to the roadway, his staff moving in time with his feet like a bandleader's baton.
Bridgewater was exactly what its name implied. Spanning Ohnab Streaming in four graceful arches of brick and mortar, this was the current reincarnation of the spindly timber affair built by Anarican pioneers in the early stages of the Second Epoch during the great western expansion fourteen centuries beforehand. Twice widened in the past 600 years, the present construction bridging the principality's longest river was ranked fifth in the Eight Handmade Wonders of Terrath, the others being, in order of engineering marvels:
—
1. Great North Wall
2. Shibar Dam
3. Stranth Tor
4. Ishnal Watchtower
6. Galinorf Seagate
7. Foran Dearth Prison
8. Sprinth Lighthouse—
Compilers of the list—three men, two dwarfs, and an elf—bickered for nine days over what structures were eligible for inclusion, and of those picked which should be allocated the top three spots according to the scale of building feats. It was no contest really. Dwarfs, widely acknowledged as the finest engineers on the continent, worked without equal as stonemasons, and if the Anaricans were manly enough to admit that fact they would pay homage to the architectural consultants from Carallord who oversaw constructing four of their five entries in the listing. The submission of the Galinorf Seagate was more to placate the representative of Lothberen than out of any respectful recognition of Elven building, though it must be said that the huge undersea gates controlling access to the southernmost port of Illebard was an undertaking only realized through expert project management by highland advisers.
Greeted by a 300-foot tall, square-sided stone tower forming the gated entrance to the span on the near side of the river, Maldoch gave the edifice the cursory once-over. It was plainly Dwarf inspired, fronting narrow windows and crowning battlements, the Prince's standard—a golden coronet, flanked by a rearing silver horse and ship set with full sails upon a field of royal purple—flying high from a lofty flagpole. Its exact twin squatted on the far side of the bridge, a mirror image of stone fortitude, identical in every way except for the huge flag depicting a galloping crimson horse on a background of orange-brown fluttering in the stiff breeze from its soaring rooftop. The two structures were linked together by a covered walkway extending a hundred feet above the main roadway, effectively forming a second bridge, albeit with no visible entry or exit point. Pennants snapped from the shingled roof of that covered way, flying the varied house colors and arms of the Anarican nobility—bar one. The family crest of Karavere was conspicuously absent.
Maldoch's haste was vindicated. The importance of Bridgewater was more than mere access over the Ohnab. For a thousand years it provided a neutral meeting place for the gentry, a spot where they could annually discuss affairs of state in a civilized forum presided over by the Prince of Men. Whilst the two most powerful and rival families in the realm claimed each of the riverbanks—the Holbyants the north, the Coramms the south—the middle ground of the upper bridge was the gallery occupied by the lesser nobles. The flapping rooftop banners let all interested parties know which of the major and minor families was in residence at Bridgewater at any one time.
Maldoch marched bold as brass up to the mouth of the tower and got no further. Housecarls and regular army stood limiting the flow of horse and foot traffic south over the bridge, creating a queue of stalled wagons, fidgety horses, and cranky people. Security was understandably tight, considering the cream of Anarican gentry was housed within. The old vagabond unobtrusively joined the end of the line, attempting to blend in. He did not have much joy doing that either, attracting the suspicious glance of a mounted officer nosing over the column like a hawk scouring the countryside for rabbits. A six-foot wizard sporting a knee-length beard of snow white and carting about a rune-inscribed staff is a little hard to miss!
"You there!” he called out. “State name and business."
Maldoch hastily kowtowed to the officer, aiming to bluff his way onto Bridgewater. “I goes by the name me ole mum gave me, your lordship. Archigo Jabrenta at your service. Otherwise known as Archigo the Stupendous—card magician, juggler, and all round entertainer."
"Yes, alright. I don't want your life history.” The officer nudged his horse through the file of travelers to lord it over the charlatan from the saddle. “Aren't you a tad old to juggle?"
"Heck no. Youth ain't ever a substitute for experience. You up for a show?” Maldoch reached into his haversack.
"No need for that."
"Won't take but a trifling, Cap'n. I can put me hands on me balls quick smart."
"I said no. Where you headed?"
"Havenstock. I've a brother living nears there. As I'm between gigs, I figure on paying him a call."
Maldoch's ruse hinged on the simple fact that for a lie to be workable it must contain some element of truth. He was a magician of sorts and did have a brother residing deep in the south.
"Dunno why I bother really,” he continued, unasked. “The old bugger's deaf as a post in one ear and can hardly hear out of the other. I have to shout myself hoarse just to say hullo. Begging yer pardon, Cap'n, but what's all the fuss hereabouts? Has a toll been put back on the bridge? If so, I can't pay. I ain't got two brass broans to rub together. Don't nobody get rich from juggling."
"Settle down, old-timer. There's no such thing going on. If it's any concern to you, your betters are having their yearly natter."
Puzzled by that, Maldoch broke character. “It's late Orgst. The House of Nobles doesn't usually convene until mid spring."
The captain of the bridge guard leaned on the pommel of his saddle to glower interestedly at the bearded entertainer. “And what would your sort know of their business?"
Realizing his mistake, Maldoch promptly supplied, “Being a traveler I gets to hear many a thing.” Seeing the line ahead of him start to shift forwards, he artfully suggested, “You must be surely wanting your lunch soon, good Cap'n. Can I be on me way?"
The questioning officer was indeed feeling hungry and waved the old man on. Maldoch bowed his thanks, missing the hand signal that surrounded him with soldiers.
Dismounting smartly, the captain ordered his men, “Clap him in irons."
Maldoch chose not to resist when he was hauled upright, had his staff and carryall confiscated, then manacles requisitioned from a junior Prince's Constabulary copper slapped on his wrists. The Royal High Army captain, a big man on a horse but rather shorter in person, stood on tiptoes to gloat in the wizard's face after yanking the other's hood down. “Freeman Sulca, I hereby arrest you in the name of the prince on the charges of instigating a jailbreak and spying against the crown."
"Spying?” That allegation actually surprised Maldoch. “How did you rumble me, Shorty?"
The officer produced a piece of parchment from where it had been stuffed into the top of his gauntlet, unfolded it, and smugly showed the paper to his prisoner by shoving it up against Sulca's nose. “This has been circulating for quite a while. I memorized every line of it."
Maldoch leaned back and cocked his head, appraising the drawing of him. “It's not very flattering,” he critiqued.
"A mug shot's not meant to be.” Smirking, the contented officer had every right to feel chuffed. He would earn a commendation for nabbing the realm's number one fugitive, and with the reward money could resign the commission his uncle had bought for him, so as to set up shop in his unfulfilled dream as a fashionable hat maker.
That did not console the spellcaster. Before being hustled away into Bridgewater, he grumbled about his portrait. “It's true. The pen does add ten pounds."
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Chapter EighteenLindan Holbyant was fed up—again. Playing chair to the House of Nobles was a function he quickly came to detest during the early years of his reign. It was like being schoolmaster over a rowdy bunch of undisciplined children constantly squabbling over toys. Meant to provide a neutral environment in which the fractious nobles could discuss the regional economies of the principality civilly, the annual gathering at Bridgewater sounded good in theory. In practice, old feuds and grudges resurfaced, to be rehashed with monotonous regularity, often with the conferences degrading into verbal brawls that frequently led to a premature close of proceedings.
Sitting at the northern end of an expensively huge oval table of polished kauri inlaid with turquoise segments of paua shell formed into a jigsaw map of Anarica, the bored Prince of Men idly regarded the most influential woman in his realm. Ittoria Coramm, vaunted Marquise of Stranth, sat across from her liege, flanked on either side by her retinue. Tradition permitted a noble be accompanied by two retainers, invariably a highly ranked adviser or family member, plus the obligatory scribe. Refusing to be drawn into a staring contest with the woman derogatorily referred to as the Ice Princess, Lindan looked over the Strantharians she had brought. The scribe was a nondescript fellow unworthy of attention, so the prince focused on Ittoria's counsel; a chisel-faced cavalry commander in his mid-fifties, browning blonde hair pulled back into the trendy ponytail worn by both women and men alike from Stranth Tor. Outfitted in leather armor, Lindan knew the man to be unarmed. Weapons were not permitted here since the House first convened in 500 A.M. when a scuffle resulted in swordplay between two minor gentry hotheads. While not serious enough to end in a duel to the death, one of the men did lose an eye, prompting the ban that saw every noble check rapiers and daggers at the door, and kept their escorting troops barracked off-bridge.
Referring to the sheaf of constantly updated dossiers supplied by his intelligence chief detailing all attending this year's session, Lindan found the name and biography of the man who had taken his interest. General Speryl Dath, judging from Arrow's succinct report, was a master horseman and exponent of cavalry, as well as being fiercely loyal to his mistress and Stranth Tor. Blain Embah marked him as a “dangerous subject of the crown".
But a man we'll have need of in the days ahead Lindan thought firmly. Fire, when handled properly, did not burn the user.
Scanning the rest of the table, he found the same motley assortment of nobility that had congratulated him on his coronation three years ago. The only figurehead missing from what is mother labeled “that pack of hounds” was the slovenly Duke of Karavere. “Drey, where the devil is Widham?” Lindan demanded of his Chancellor, seated typically on his left.
"Fashionably late?” Wynsorr dryly offered, looking gaunter than usual.
"Sollerd's a member of the peerage, not some prima donna stage actress,” fumed the prince, gazing sternly at the empty chairs where the Karaverens ought to be. “He must come running when summoned."
"If I might assist, Highness?"
It was the Royal Treasurer Dorin Ulc, the chancellor's protégé and acting scribe. A humorless young man with spiky black hair and a personality just as prickly, he was his mentor's faithful puppet.
"Go ahead,” said Drey, pre-empting his prince.
"I have it on good authority, from a friend of a friend of an accounts clerk in the duchy treasury, that his lordship is making a deliberate show of being tardy."
Lindan doubted his diehard taxation minister, two years older than he, counted anyone at all as friend. “His reason being, Ulc?"
"A protest."
"What's he protesting?"
"Royal Roadway levies."
The monarch was unsurprised. Paramount on the agenda for this year's convention was the abysmal state of disrepair of the realm's provincial highways. Financially speaking, the regional aristocrats were responsible for their upkeep, but were thus far pleading poverty. The roads had fallen into terrible ruin on the rural stretches and it would take exorbitant sums for repaving on a nationwide scale, which is why Lindan was proposing the wealthier districts subsidize the work gangs, hence Sollerd's infantile reluctance to turn up and Lady Coramm's smiling demeanor. Parting with their money was ever a sore point for those of noble blood.
"Duke Widham is of the opinion that his coastal duchy, with its shipping concerns, shouldn't have to fund roads,” expounded Dorin Ulc.
"Which explains why we've been sitting here, unable to get started these last four days and watching Baron Savanth's armor rust,” griped Drey. The House of Nobles could not convene unless all were present. To date, the only discussion on the table was the weather and that subject had been exhausted in the first minute of day one.
"When does your ‘friend of a friend’ expect his lord and master to grace us with his presence?” Lindan asked his Treasurer with blatant sarcasm.
"He thought about a week or so, according to this morning's courier message."
The Prince of Men had enough composure left not to throw a tantrum. The convention room was airy enough, with plush green carpeting and floor to ceiling wrought iron windows. It was the rest of Bridgewater's accommodation that left much to be desired. The meeting ground functioned primarily as a bridge and the guest quarters lacked the roominess for lengthy stays.
Lindan was toying with the unpleasant notion of approaching Ittoria to go halves in a future expansion of Bridgewater's lodgings when a herald waltzed in through the double doors at the northern end of the rectangular room. He stayed long enough to bend the prince's ear with his whispered message before hurrying out.
"My Lords ... and Lady,” the prince said in a loud voice, hurriedly rising from his chair as he did so, compelling his Chancellor and Treasurer to blindly follow suit. “A matter of some urgency has arisen that I must attend to. As the hour is almost noon, I suggest we recess for lunch."
With nothing better to do, the assorted nobles agreed and deferentially came off their chairs as their regent left the room. The Marquise of Stranth, along with her general and scribe, rudely remained seated.
"Will that woman never learn manners?” Drey muttered on his way out.
Lindan strode fast. Dorin Ulc kept pace, but the elderly chancellor struggled to match the prince's speed.
"Highness, might I suggest a little less unseemly haste?” Drey called up front.
"You may not,” replied Lindan. Turning left into the hallway on the other side of the north facing entry doors, he picked up his Housecarls bodyguard and proceeded down the broad staircase leading to the lower levels of the tower in a fast walk little short of running.
"May I then ask the nature of this sprint?” enquired Drey, his breathing labored.
The prince abruptly came to a dead stop on the landing from which one half of the accommodation level was accessed. “Drey, I don't have need of you in this matter. Take Dorin and revise the shared costing of the Western and Southern Royal Roadways. Widham has displeased me with his behavior. Give Karavere the lion's share of the bill."
Leaving his anorexic chancellor agape on the landing, Lindan resumed hurrying down the flight of stairs. He was met at the bottom by the saluting Housecarls captain.
"Where are you holding him?"
"In the stables,” supplied Starf, gesturing for his monarch to precede him outside.
"Funny place to detain a prisoner,” commented Lindan, slowing to match Dikor's steps.
"There isn't much to choose from in the way of lockable rooms in this rabbit warren, your Highness. Whoever designed Bridgewater forgot to include cells."
"Perhaps because this is foremost a commerce route, not a prison."
"No disrespect, Prince Lindan, but there's one or two noble criminals inside who deserve a stint behind bars."
Lindan smiled indulgently and said, “You never struck me as an architectural critic, Captain."
"I have many interests, Sire."
"But one without a skirt?"
Starf Dikor's face reddened.
They walked briskly over the paving stones toward the low-slung timber building stabling the horses, avoiding the thinning line of travelers filing through the arched entranceway to the main bridge. More Housecarls fell in beside and behind their prince. Assassination lurked as a constant threat to the monarchy and Captain Dikor was taking no chances, especially with the Stranth only a river's breadth away.
"The messenger said he gave himself up without a struggle,” mentioned Lindan.
"Not so much as a single word of outrage,” Starf said with worry. That was unlike the crotchety wizard he had come to know.
The stables were less than ten paces away. A full squad of Royal High Army soldiers stationed outside its perimeter had the manure-reeking building secured tighter than the Free Trade Bank depository in Jarde. Starf waved them aside and led the Prince of Men in. The pong, a mixed bag of horse droppings, leather harnesses and saddlery, plus feed hay, was simply awful.
Covering his nose with a kerchief, Lindan was ushered down the walkway fronting the stalls. The prince's first time in a stable in his privileged life, he was both repulsed and fascinated by the sights and smells of the horse hostel. Riding, whether for pleasure or the hunt, was a favorite pastime of the gentry and Lindan had learnt to ride when but a nipper. However, with grooms and stable hands to saddle and brush down his mounts, Lindan's contact with horses remained superficial.
Maldoch sat imprisoned in the smallest stall at the end of the row, guarded by more gorilla-sized troopers. The army seemed intent on staking its claim to the collar of the year, despite the pair of truncheon-carrying constables standing staunchly outside the bolted half-doors averring otherwise. Their junior colleague, the one whose bracelets adorned the captured wizard's wrists, had duly notified his local superiors of the arrest and they were attempting to muscle in on the glory of the catch.
Before reaching the policemen, Lindan Holbyant was intercepted by a rather short officer wearing the breastplate and helmet crest of an army captain. “Your Princeliness, I'm the one who made the arrest,” the man declaimed, “and these failed soldiers are trying to rob me of my reward.” He stabbed an accusing finger at the two coppers.
"I'll take care of this,” Starf muttered with a determined oath, bustling the plaintive captain out of the stables. While sharing equal rank in name with his army counterpart, the Housecarls commander did in fact possess the authority of a general and grossly outranked the whiner.
Faintly amused at having a powerful wizard under lock and key as the constables unbolted the stall doors to grant him admittance, Lindan did his best not to grin at sight of the handcuffed spellcaster sitting dejectedly on the heaped straw like a deadbeat peasant laborer.
"You took your time getting here, young Holbyant,” grouched Maldoch. “I don't know how horses can bear to lie on straw. It's so damn scratchy."
"I was only just informed of your arrival,” the prince answered, mindful to close the stable doors behind him. He did not want this horse bolting. “You've certainly led us a merry chase these past few years."
"I'm here now.” The wizard offered up his metal bound hands to the royal. “Would you object to ridding me of my jewelry?"
"I haven't the key."
"You are the Prince of Men, Lindan. Find one."
"And you're Maldoch the Magnificent. Magic yourself out those manacles."
"I don't do party tricks."
"Then I'll let you wear them a bit longer,” decided the monarch, resting his youngish bones on a sack of oats. “I trust you better in restraints than as a free man."
"I gave myself up!” disputed the slighted spellcaster.
"You were apprehended. There is a difference."
"It was the quickest way of getting into Bridgewater,” said Maldoch, confessing his spur of the moment ploy. Enjoying trading barbs with the whippersnapper of a regent, he fired off a volley of insults. “Did mummy dress you today, princeling? You look like you're poncing about in pajamas."
Taking stock of his clothes, Lindan had to agree. He should never have heeded Drey Wynsorr's insistence that he dress in red as a visible stamp of his royalty. It was overkill. As for his mother, Princess Devorna was laid up back in Alberion with “woman troubles” and had declined accompanying him. Although her son did not ask the exact nature of the ailment, he had a sneaking suspicion it was a subterfuge that involved her matchmaking schemes. Lindan could not have been more wrong. Devorna was suffering through the hardship of early menopause and wanted to spare her boy her terrible mood swings.
"An explanation is in order,” insisted Lindan, straightening the thin circlet of gold on his forehead before folding his arms.
"I didn't come to please you,” declared the wizard. “But since I'm here we may as well straighten this whole tawdry mess out."
"You know the story then?"
"Every tavern from Yordl to Naprise is abuzz with talk of the reward posted for Sulca's capture."
"I thought you never touched strong drink."
'People don't frequent taverns just for the booze, prince. Ask that head spy of yours. Watering holes are great places for catching up on local and national news. Wagging tongues are loosened a whole lot more when plied with an ale or two. Of course, nobody's discussing my being innocent of the charges brought against my alter ego. They only want to get their greedy mitts on that reward."
"Are you denying your part in the jailbreak?"
"Certainly!"
"There were witnesses, Magnificent One. Trained constables who placed Sulca, you, at the scene."
"It wasn't me."
"Who then?"
"My evil twin. Embah must have told you about him. If not, then I'd get myself a better chief spy, if I were you."
"Can you prove this?"
"Are you a lawyer?"
"No, but..."
"Then you'll have to take my word for it, Lindan. Do you doubt me?"
"I hardly know you, Maldoch. That's not to say I haven't done my own background check on you. Studying up the archives, I came across a journal of my father's tucked away in the family library. In it he jotted down personal observations regarding the pivotal part you played in brokering the key treaties between the three monarchies. Admiring your diplomatic skills, he went so far as to label you the Ambassador for the Eastern Realms. Reading the sincerity of his words, he made it clear that you have the best interests of Terrath at heart. Therefore, I must trust you."
"Good oh. Everything's squared then. Release me."
Lindan was in no way about to be bamboozled so easily by the manipulative wizard. “Not so fast. I'm far from being satisfied. You were in Alberion at the time of the incident."
"So I was. Visiting you, if my failing memory serves me correct. Something about arming against the possibility of a race war, as I recall. This is why I'm here."
Disregarding the hint for a change of topic, Lindan pursued his line of questioning. As a matter of princely education he studied the broader aspects of law and this interview had the smack of a trial to it. “According to eyewitness testimony, a man allegedly fitting your build and looks bluffed his way into the jail to bust out a Carnachian made up to look like an Elf. That's a pretty serious allegation in my book."
Not the only one schooled in the convoluted rumblings of the legal machine, Maldoch relaxed his breathing and went to do battle with the Prince of Men. “Let's review facts. One: the man in question was a drunkard. I don't drink ... you said so yourself. Two: there is a man out there known to impersonate me, a man who has fooled even your leading spy into thinking he was tailing me. This actor has some skills at wizardry and does have ties to the West. With me in the capital, there was no better time for him to stir up trouble. Three: I am Maldoch the Magnificent. Would I knowingly consort with a Goblin agent after exhorting you to gear up for a war with Carnach!” His final point punched home, the spellcaster shook his handcuffed hands to cement his winning the case.
Lindan obligingly fetched a key from the one of the coppers stationed outside the stall. His law tutor had plainly been an imbecile.
"What a sensible lad,” gloated the wizard while the silent prince freed him. Rubbing the circulation back into his wrists, Maldoch pushed the stall doors closed again. “What's this foolishness I hear from the Dwarfs about your lack of preparedness for war?” he accused.
"You heard wrong,” denied the prince.
"So that fool Bruchanner hasn't been writing the Dalcornes telling them that, since there's no obvious Goblin build-up on the border, Anarica won't be coming to the party when called for?"
"I can explain that."
"Do so, and in the bargain tell me why you appointed such a jackass as ambassador to Carallord."
"Folham Bruchanner unfortunately has that appointment for life. He's a friend of the family owed a big favor by my father."
"The Holbyants should choose their friends more carefully. The idiot is a liability."
"No argument there,” agreed Lindan. “Bruchanner has his uses. Arrow's presently using him to feed misinformation up north."
"Whatever for?"
"To keep the Savanth's off balance."
Maldoch despaired. “Terrath's on the eve of the biggest punch up in history and Anarica's playing internal politics. The entire Goblin nation might come calling pretty soon and from where I'm standing you'll be answering the door with your britches down round your ankles! Are you insane, boy?” he roared, arms spinning around like windmills.
Muffled cries of concern came from outside the closed stable doors, only to be shouted down by Dikor's overriding command that those standing watch let the prince be, that Lindan was in no danger, and that Starf would knock on his butt the first man to try barging in.
When the furor died down, Lindan calmly told the wizard, “My mental health is fine thanks."
"Then give."
"Do you want the short or long version?"
"Give me the complete version. I'm not fond of surprises."
"Have a seat then. This could take a while."
Maldoch flopped back on to the straw, grumbling to himself, “How come royalty can't ever provide me with a comfortable chair."
"Righto,” began Lindan. “For starters, our readiness for war is not an issue. Marshal Toombe has everything in hand and assures me that he now has sufficient troop numbers to mount the best possible defense of Anarica. All the old warhorse needs is to know where to place his men."
"That's easy. Montaine Divide,” Maldoch informed him.
"Enoh thought as much. He's been concentrating the military buildup down in the Lower Wade for reasons of logistics, as well as secrecy. It won't take much to march his men to the Divide from there."
"So what do the Savanths have to do with your letting the Dwarfs think they can't count on you for support?"
"Security, Maldoch.” The prince pursed his lips in reflection. “About eighteen months after your midnight call, the body of a mail rider was found in a ditch beside the Northern Royal Roadway outside Orvanthe."
"People die. It's the major drawback in life."
"I've said something similar myself,” recalled Lindan. “This man was special, however. He was a courier for the barony and, more importantly, an undercover SHIC."
"One of Arrow's boys?"
"Blain's had a nagging suspicion about Ormish Savanth for some time and put the baron under surveillance. Embah has a nose for sniffing out trouble spots. Even though the Knights of Torth Valcnor are impossibly hard to infiltrate, he managed to slip one of his operatives in as a messenger. This agent got word to a fellow spy that he'd be carrying an incriminating dispatch to Anarica on the day he died. He didn't elaborate on the contents of this message, other than a vague reference to a conspiracy."
"Involving whom?"
Lindan answered the wizard with a shrug. “When the agent didn't make the rendezvous his contact discreetly searched the area and discovered the corpse. The man had been beheaded execution style."
"That rules out brigands,” mused Maldoch. “Robbers are not that meticulous. They prefer stabbing a victim in the back. It sounds like Arrow's man had his cover blown and was killed for it."
"Blain concluded the same, even going so far in thinking that the courier run had been a set up to test the man. He plainly failed it."
"I've never been good at tests either,” the spellcaster wisecracked.
The prince gave him a dark look of reproof. There was nothing funny about a man's brutal death, especially a loyal servant of the crown. “A search of the murder scene found a not quite empty mail pouch. The agent's killers hadn't been as thorough as they liked and left behind a scrap of parchment. There wasn't much sense to be made from it, but it did point to a plot against me."
Maldoch was not happy by that prospect. “This is all I need ... Anarica divided by treason. Who's thrown their hat in the ring with that ugly little baron?"
"Blain doesn't know. He came off your trail to chase down some leads and has been hitting stonewalls ever since. Whoever Ormish is in league with has taken great pains to remain anonymous. Could it be this twin of yours stirring the pot?"
"He's not that subtle. I fail to see why you're spoon feeding false info to Carallord."
"Orvanthian spies are known to routinely peruse ambassadorial dispatches to the Highlanders. If Savanth learns that royal troops are preparing to do battle with the East, it could give him ideas on making some kind of move with his silent partner while the army is diverted."
The wizard cottoned on. “That's not a bad ploy. By letting Ormish think things are normal, you're forcing him to keep his tin can soldiers at home. The downside to that is alienating the Dwarfs."
The Prince of Men disagreed with a wry smile. “Carallord's in the know regarding my strategy."
"Not according to Dalcorne Junior."
"I've not been dealing with the Crown Prince. I'm corresponding on the sly with Dalcorne Senior."
The high and mighty spellcaster was brought down a peg or two. He had misjudged the Dwarf King's abilities. Dalcorne the Elder was not the simple soldier he made himself out to be. He was in fact a crafty statesman too.
"Where do we stand then?” Maldoch snapped ungraciously at Lindan. He disliked being duped.
"The conditions laid down in the Collective Shield Pact are in full effect: unconditional military support between our two nations against a mutual aggressor. Toombe and the Dwarf Warchief have been in long distance collusion drawing up provisional battle plans. They only have to be finalized. Arms have been stockpiled and fresh recruits trained up. But intelligence reports from Serepar indicate zero Carnachian troop movements. However, as you requested three years ago, we're as ready as can be. We just need a start date."
"I'll ask the Goblins to get in touch with you about that,” the irked wizard said snidely. “I've a hunch it won't be far off now, so you'd better get your armies into position. Sulca's forecasting the mother of all storms, princeling, and the time for subterfuge is at an end."
"I'll get King Dalcorne to go on standby."
Maldoch refrained from revealing that the prince could soon be dealing with the next generation Dwarf regent. Carallord would inform the princedom when the change of kings transpired.
"For my part, I'll need some help from you, Magnificent One,” greased Lindan.
"I'm supposed to be down in Gwilhaire Wood by now, young Holbyant, invoking the Western Transgression Alliance on your behalf. Unless you've beaten me to the punch on that as well."
"The Elves haven't exactly been forthcoming in joining us. I've dispatched couriers, only to have every one of them turned back at the border by the Foresters. The Lothberens have shut up shop entirely. You'll need the luck of the Maker to get through yourself. Before you do head off, give me a hand to persuade the House of Nobles that more than a border skirmish is around the corner."
"You haven't told them?"
"It hasn't cropped up in conversation,” the Prince of Men simpered in all innocence. “And I doubt our friendly Horse Lady will welcome elements of the Royal High Army traipsing across her plains without good cause. If you explain the situation to the peerage, they'll accept it and come onside a lot quicker."
Maldoch tugged at his silky beard. “That's debatable, but I might hang about if only to ensure proceedings go off without a hitch. I don't want slowpoke nobles stuffing up a defensive campaign before it even gets underway. Therefore, I'll stay on three conditions."
"Name them,” said the relieved prince, welcoming the wizard's aid in convincing the ratbag nobility to back his prudence.
"Feed me a decent lunch. I'm sick of eating worms."
Lindan turned an unhealthy shade of green from that divulgence. “What else?” he asked, returning the kerchief to his mouth.
"Get me a room well away from the stables, then run me a bath. I smell like a horse."
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Chapter Nineteen"Tough crowd."
Maldoch was not kidding. Half the nobles convened at Bridgewater eyed the spellcaster as if he were some sort of pox visited upon them. As if that was not enough to put him off, public speaking terrified the wizard. In spite of his legendary stature, he would rather face a thousand Banshees than talk in front of an audience.
"That's why you're my guest speaker,” Lindan murmured back. “They'd never believe me otherwise. I'll get the ball rolling."
"Uphill I bet,” the spellcaster fretted. He wallowed in a sour mood. Lindan made him wait five long days for the anticipated arrival of Duke Sollerd Widham and his first meal out of badger form after seven weeks munching on earthworms comprised the latest culinary craze sweeping the upmarket eateries of Anarica ... spaghetti!
The Prince of Men pushed his chair back and rose, planting his hands on the wood and shell tabletop dominating the conference chamber. “Nobles of Anarica, let me introduce the wizard Maldoch to you all. Some of you may already know the Magnificent One, the rest will know of him. He's the recognized guardian of Terrath and has vital news to tell us that will impinge on Anarica and her allies."
Lindan sat, cueing the spellcaster to take his place. Occupying Dorin Ulc's chair, Maldoch reluctantly stood and was clearing his throat when a hard-edged voice rang out.
"Don't bother, magician. We all know there's going to be friction with the Goblins."
Indignant, Maldoch resumed his seat and huffed, “That ruined my surprise."
"I thought you weren't fond of surprises,” Lindan reminded him.
"Only when I'm on the receiving end."
Prince Holbyant searched out the spoilsport with his roving eyes. “Eflam Khun, what do you know of it?"
The bullish Count of Serepar lounged in his chair adjacent to the Strantharians and directly across the table from the Orvanthes, that position signifying his loyalties. “Only what the rumors are telling me, Highness."
"Don't put too much stock in hearsay,” cautioned Lindan.
"Oh please!” scorned Eflam. “Don't insult my intelligence."
"No problem there,” chimed in Chilton Avernish. “My wolfhounds are smarter than you."
The offended count aimed a dagger-filled stare at the cheeky, fashionably attired Earl of Lorrens.
Lindan resisted the impulse to cheer. Avernish had scored one for the pro-Holbyants at the table. It counted for much.
The seating arrangement at Bridgewater was not a random affair. The Earls of Naprise and Lorrens, trusted implicitly by the crown, sat at Lindan's end on his right and left hand respectively in a deliberate show of solidarity. Sollerd Widham was slotted in between Chilton Avernish and the mediating Earl of Jarde, Arnis Frythe, who was placed next to Baron Savanth and in doing so provided an invaluable buffer separating the sparring nobles of Karavere and the Stranth. On the opposite side of the table, hardy Parin Olc, Baron of Yordl, divided his sensitive Naprise colleague, Adriac Drell, from the disreputable Viscount Haston, Sul DeChalny, whipping boy of Eflam Khun.
"You mean we're not here to discuss roading?” queried Sollerd Widham. There was relief in his voice. He faced a mammoth road-fixing tax dumped on him by the unsympathetic Treasurer.
"The rumors you've heard are likely not exaggerations,” confirmed the prince. “We're on the eve of an all-out bash with Carnach and it's not going to be pretty.” A barrage of questions flew Lindan's way and he addressed the most common one. “I was initially warned by Maldoch prior to my coronation,” he revealed.
"You've known for that long and kept us in the dark the whole time."
Lindan replied to the condemnation from Ormish Savanth. “I didn't want to panic the general public, Baron. Rioting on the streets will serve no-one's interests."
Ittoria Coramm broke her silence with mockery. “How noble, boy."
"Milady, you forget yourself!” growled Drey Wynsorr, sticking up for his slighted prince.
"And you have the manners of an ill bred mule!” returned General Speryl Dath, coming off his chair, fists at the ready.
"Sit back down!” commanded Lindan. Stranth Tor's topmost horseman only did so at a discreet nod from his mistress. “We are all privileged members of the nobility,’ continued the prince, “oath-bound to protect and care for those we rule over.'
"Here, here,” said Earl Drell.
"Secrecy has been necessary, but openness is what's called for now. The Goblins are apparently getting ready to march east anytime and I need your unilateral support to get the realm through this crisis."
"You can count on Lorrens, Highness."
"And Naprise, Prince Lindan."
"You've already got Yordl,” added Parin Olc, “considering you've been using my fief as a training ground for new recruits over the past few months. I've been wondering why the Royal High Army unaccountably doubled in size during peacetime."
"That explains the wagonloads of men and materiel regularly trundling down south,” commented General Dath. The gradual build up had not gone unnoticed.
"And the mercenary hike in taxes to pay for all that cartage, eh Wynsorr? You bloodsucker,” bemoaned Duke Widham.
The Chancellor of the Realm objected at being talked to in such a manner. He had only been doing his job. “There are only two certainties in life, Your Grace ... death and taxes,” he pointed out. “Which do you prefer?"
The Ship Lord bowed his head and conceded with a mutter, “Touché."
"Are the rest of you aiming to get over your huff at being left out of the loop and commit your districts to the cause?” pushed Lindan.
Always a keen gambler, Sollerd said, “Deal me in,” if only to get one up over his female archrival. Even in the face of continental war, politicking took precedence over everything else!
The warrior in Ormish Savanth tempered his detestable pride and he too threw in his lot with the crown. “My knights are at your disposal, Prince Holbyant. A real battle will make a welcome change from war games."
That offer was a pleasant surprise for Lindan, and his thanks in response sincere.
Only the headstrong Marquise of Stranth remained non-committal. Pursing her lips, she demanded, “I want to hear from the wizard."
"Trust a woman to be the fly in the ointment,” grouched Maldoch. “I can't add much more to what young Lindan's laid out, Ittoria Coramm. After three decades of solidifying their tribes, the Goblins want to occupy the rest of Terrath. And it's up to the likes of us to stop them. The Dwarfs are already onside, the Elves will be shortly."
Ittoria's unresponsive eyes fixed on the spellcaster. “You've always been in the corner of the Holbyants, Your Magnificence."
Maldoch rejoined, “I've ever sided with the Prince of Men, whatever his last name. Don't twist this into a foolish power play, Marquise. You just might find yourself squabbling over patches of scorched pasture with land-grabbing Carnachians."
Lady Coramm backed off—a tad. “Aren't you a wanted man, Old One?"
Lindan stepped in smartly to defuse the explosive situation. “That matter has been cleared up, madam. It was a simple case of mistaken identity. I'll be issuing a royal pardon exonerating Maldoch of any wrongdoing the moment I get back to the palace."
"What of the alleged Goblin spy?” Eflam Khun butted in. “Was the beggar nabbed?"
"He got clean away, but the warrant for his arrest remains outstanding. Maybe we'll find him by joining forces."
The Horse Lady matched stares with the Prince of Men in a tense standoff of wills before saying, “I'll ride with you, Lindan Holbyant. You can't possibly win a war without my cavalry."
That was good enough for the Anarican monarch. Lindan openly breathed a sigh of relief: he had his worrisome vote of confidence. He touched Drey Wynsorr's shoulder and the chancellor automatically left the conference room, only to have his empty seat filled by the regimented Enoh Toombe marching into the windowed chamber moments later.
"The Marshal will give us a quick rundown on general troop deployment as nutted out with his Dwarf opposite,” Lindan informed the assembly. “After that, the territorial commanders serving those of you with private armies can thrash out the specifics with liaison officers that'll be assigned to them from the Royal High Army in due course. I'll remind you that Toombe retains full authority over all soldiery, whether they work for the princedom or nobility."
That rankled both the officer in charge of the Strantharian Lancers and the baronial head of the Knights of Torth Valcnor. They wisely said nothing however. The chain of command was indissoluble.
A concern was raised by the timid Earl of Naprise. “Highness, what contribution do you expect from those nobles with only household bodyguards?"
"We'll cross that bridge next, Adriac.” Lindan could not but help inject a little humor into the grim proceedings, even if it went unappreciated.
Enoh Toombe removed the plumed helm from his head, set it down on the uncluttered table before him, and needlessly smoothed his short, muddy-hued hair. He then leaned over to spread out in the middle of the table the roll of parchment he brought with him, placing inkpots at four points to keep the corners from curling back. It was a black and white three quarters rendition of Terrath, bold red arrows highlighting key military positions. Inclining his head to Speryl Dath out of professional respect, the Marshal of the Army removed a pointer from his belt and began.
"Lady and gentlemen, the brunt of the Goblin attack is expected to come through either here, at Montaine Divide,"—he tapped the cross indicating where Ishnal Watchtower was sited—"or more probably Frelok Pass over in Carallord. Although preliminary intelligence indicates that the enemy is more likely to want to secure a foothold in the gemstone rich highlands first, we cannot discount a diversionary thrust into Anarica as an opening strike. Our strategy is simple: contain the invaders at whichever proves their point of entry, denying them the chance to break out. To meet that aim the newly formed Third Foot Brigade of the Royal High Army, currently stationed in a training camp outside Yordl, will be marched to Serepar and joined there by the First Foot. Count Khun and his Borderlanders will place themselves under my direct command. The Lancers of Stranth will naturally form the cavalry component of that joint force under General Dath's leadership, with his consent."
Speryl gave it with a flicker of his eyebrows. It seemed the marshal was utilizing a measure of Holbyant diplomacy.
"Baron Savanth, your Torth Valcnor chargers will deploy to Pendalth and place themselves under the jurisdiction of the Axeswing chieftain."
"Be commanded by a Dwarf?” spluttered Ormish. “Prince Lindan, my knights are proud men. They'll not readily submit to midget control."
"They can and they will.” Lindan was adamant.
"I'll not leave Orvanthe unguarded."
"No-one's expecting you to, milord,” mollified Enoh. “The Second Foot will take up position between your barony and the earldom of Jarde. Seeing the Dwarfs haven't much in the way of mounted soldiery, your heavy cavalry has to make up for their deficiency."
And keep Savanth out of my hair Lindan shrewdly schemed. The wait for the errant Duke of Karavere had not been wasted. The prince and his marshal spent the time profitably reviewing and revising battle plans, one of the happier results tucking the vexing knights out of harm's way. By the frustrated look on the veined face of Ormish Savanth as he angrily twirled the ends of his handlebar moustache, the baron was having the same thought. What possible use could his armored horsemen be in the close confines of a forest?
Sollerd Widham volunteered his own take on things. “Obviously this is to be a land war fought by your grunts, Marshal. So you'll have no need for my Coastal Guard. That being the case, Highness, might I suggest lowering the taxes on Karavere? I'm stuffed if I'll help finance the nags of the Lancers."
"Whoever said that freedom has no price was wrong,’ stated Lindan. “It costs dearly. The fifteen per cent tax increase will stand. As for your boats, they'll be sailing up and down the Sprinth Channel ferrying men and supplies, as well as fulfilling my obligation to our Dwarf allies by patrolling the Frigid Coast. Carallord is no sea power and holds the fear that Goblin raiders will sail around the tip of the Barren Wilds to infest Coldwater Sea. You'll need to outfit your sailor boys with cold weather gear, Your Grace."
"At your own expense,” added the chancellor.
The slobbery Duke baulked at having to dig deep into duchy pockets to pay for oilskins, fur-lined boots and hats for his seamen. Surely they could simply make do with the holey blankets they had now?
"What will Yordl's role be in all of this?” Olc asked his prince.
Lindan's answer was extremely complimentary. “Parin, you're a master logistician. I want you to handle the supply lines for the realm's forces. Hungry soldiers don't win battles."
The flattered earl pointed out, “That'll be difficult, what with me stuck at the bottom of the Lower Wade."
That base was already covered. “Which is why for the duration of the conflict you'll be directing wagon traffic from Alberion,” Lindan advised him. “I'm sure Stranth Tor can manage the affairs of your fiefdom while you're away from home."
"My pleasure,” smarmed Ittoria Coramm. “Will his Highness be leading by example when fighting does break out?"
Lindan puckered his brow, unclear over her presumption.
"The Dwarf King will be at the fore of his little diggers when they tackle the big, nasty Goblins,” teased the Marquise. “I assume you will emulate his leadership style. But have a care when out on the battlefield, boy-prince. You've foaled no heir yet. If you happen to fall in combat...” Ittoria actually smiled. “A noble, dare I say even a woman, might need to seize the throne in order to save a headless principality from tearing itself apart."
The Prince of Men was stunned to dumbness by her impertinence. It was nothing short of a threat.
"You've always deluded yourself about becoming a princess, Ittoria,” mocked Sollerd. “The realm would never accept you in power."
"Because I'm a woman, Widham?"
"No, because you're so damn frigid! Nobody wants to be ruled by an ice sculpture."
Fed up with the bickering nobles, Marshal Enoh Toombe overstepped his military bounds to put his booted foot down. “His Highness will be nowhere near the frontline, so I can guarantee his safety. If actions go according to plan, the army will nip any race war in the bud before it has a chance to bloom.'
"Interesting analogy, Marshal,” said Maldoch.
"My sister is an avid gardener."
"Good for her."
"You've something to add, wizard?"
"Mmm. Optimism and a green thumb won't make Terrath a safer place. The Goblins are poised to progress from niggly border tussles to outright war. Better prepared and more driven, they are a union to be reckoned with. So don't expect to end future hostilities overnight. We're in it for the long haul, gentlemen."
Ittoria Coramm coughed meaningfully.
"It's no oversight on my part, madam,” the spellcaster retorted. “When you dress and behave like a man, expect to be thought of as one."
The Marquise of Stranth choked on that home truth.
Speryl Dath objected to the continuous insults flung at his mistress and rose again to her defense. Maldoch waggled an evocative finger at the chivalrous horse general, and Dath smartly resumed his seat. If just half of the wild stories he heard about wizard power had a smidgen of truth to them, only a madman would lock horns with Maldoch the Magnificent.
The cream of Anarican nobility was reasonably behaved for what was left of the meeting. The generous glazing of the conference room bathed those brainstorming inside with the pale ruddiness of the passing winter's farewell sunset. While Haston was decided upon as the staging ground for field hospitals and supply dumps, Lorrens became the prime choice as a rest and recreation spot for battle weary troops, and Naprise allocated the backup tank for reserves of all sorts from men to maces.
Oblivious to the planners, outside the first harbingers of spring were winging their way north. Snow curlews, having wintered over down south on the shoreline of the Anabrithe Waters, were returning to their tundra breeding grounds slap bang in the middle of Carnach's inhospitable Barren Wilds. The foot long waders with their characteristic probing bill and huge yellow eyes would soon be overflying the Stranth in huge flocks set to alight on the prairie to feed on cutworms and grasshopper larvae. The Strantharians caught a great many of these birds in nets at this time of year, regarding them as a seasonal delicacy. Maldoch dined on the cross-country fliers himself in the past and once made the unflattering pronouncement, “They taste like chicken."
That night Maldoch slept like a log and sawed enough wood to build a bungalow with outhouse. The wizard was up with the birds and made ready to quit Bridgewater. He was not alone. Impatient to be home, Ittoria Coramm and retinue left for Stranth Tor before daybreak, while Count Khun, Viscount DeChalny and the two barons were heading to their respective fiefs at sunup. The trio of earls opted to accompany their monarch east when Lindan returned to palace life at Alberion in a day or so. However, the cheery prince had risen early to see the famed spellcaster off.
Maldoch deflated Lindan. “You realize we pulled that off far too easily."
"Must you put on a downer on my political coup? It's not every day the nobles are made to pull together for the common good."
"That's what worries me, young Holbyant. Their togetherness won't last."
"When they split, that'll be my problem.” Lindan remarked on the unpromising morn. “Not the best day for traveling, Magnificent One."
The pair was farewelling in the lee of the gatehouse overlooking the Strantharian bank of Ohnab Streaming. Windy skies, dirtied by black clouds scooting across a smudgy grey overcast, screened winter's reluctance to loosen her frosty grip on the land.
"It does rain an awful lot in Terrath.” Maldoch's generalized weather report was bang on the nose. In all his years wandering the countryside as the forecaster Sulca, rainy days outnumbered sunny days two to one.
Lindan stood shivering in the milky dawn light, hands tucked inside the pockets of his dressing gown for warmth. Reminded of the night they were introduced, Maldoch was struck by the insightful conclusion that the teenaged boy rudely thrust into the limelight of governing a principality had done an adequate job of reigning over the course of those bumpy three years. Not even a prince could hope for unmitigated praise from a critiquing wizard! Maldoch only hoped Garrich had grown up in similar fashion.
"Get yourself indoors before you catch your death and give Ittoria Coramm the satisfaction of prancing on your grave."
"I'll hobble her first,” swore the prince. Eyeballing the Lancers staunchly guarding the south side of Bridgewater, Lindan was thankful for Starf Dikor and his boys running interference. His faithful Housecarls were sticking close and making their armed presence felt. Even when horseless, the spear-toting, leather armored cavalrymen intimidated all.
"Time's wasting,” Maldoch gruffly proclaimed, shouldering his carryall and picking up his staff from where he had it propped against the mossy stone blocks of the gatehouse. “I've a fire to light beneath the Elves to get them moving before they miss the opening gambit entirely. If we're to shut the Goblins down before they hit their stride, all players must take to the field."
Lindan jogged the wizard's memory. “Don't forget to hand the Elf Queen my petition."
"It'll do no good. Elves can't read."
"Wizards make excellent translators."
The nostrils under Maldoch's hook of a nose flared. “Nobody likes a wiseass, Lindan ... least of all me. Why are you bothering putting in a formal request for an embassy at Lothberen when trouble looms?"
"It's rude to read other people's mail, Magnificent One."
"I'm the Guardian of Terrath. It's allowed. And do stop calling me that. You're making me sound like a prized bull. Are you going to answer the question or not?"
"You told me to go inside."
"I thought you were supposed to be a diplomat, boy."
"I am my father's son. That's why I want to open up proper diplomatic relations with Gwilhaire before I freeze and this blasted war erupts. The Elven nation is supposedly our ally. We ought to be on the friendliest of terms."
"Good luck, my starry-eyed princeling. Elves shun outside company almost as much as Goblins avoid bathing. I'll have my work cut out for me just persuading the Treesingers to send even a handful of archers to join the ranks of the Armies of the East."
And with that glum forecast Maldoch set out for Gwilhaire Wood. The spellcaster walked less than a hundred paces of the 500 leagues of uneven paving stones forming the broken down Southern Royal Roadway when he found himself overtaken by a slowcoach. He impassively watched the scruffy coachman theatrically rein in his team of four plodding mules and the nearest door of the unwashed landau swing open. From beneath splotches of travel grime dirtying the door peeped a poorly painted rendition of the baronial crest of Yordl, a yellow spoked wagon wheel dividing two laden brown sacks set on a field of black striped with green vertical bars.
"Ho there, Magnificent One,” hailed Parin Olc. “I don't normally pick up hitchhikers, but as Prince Lindan told me I was going your way I thought I'd offer you a lift."
Maldoch accepted with a shrug and clambered aboard. “Beats walking.” He plopped himself down on the bench seat opposite his host, who tapped twice on the ceiling of the cab with his cane, the silver head of which was shaped in the stylized bust of a horse. The coach lurched forwards to the sound of a cracking whip at a pace slower than a sprinting snail. Mules were dependable, not speedy, haulers.
"Imagine having Maldoch the Magnificent in my coach!” said the delighted baron, smiling goofily.
The spellcaster downplayed the honor. “It's not worth bragging about. I don't often turn down anything that's free."
"I hear you're headed to Elf country,” chitchatted Parin. “Might I offer you the hospitality of my estate for a night or two? Only a modest homestead, it keeps the rain out."
The wizard declined. He was too busy to play houseguest.
Undeterred by Maldoch's notorious impoliteness, Parin noted, “My, that was a particularly profitable session,” referring to the concluded get-together of nobles.
That statement drew a response from the spellcaster. “The only ones to profit from wars are arms merchants and surgeons, Baron Olc. You are neither."
"I'm just a poor country baron who lightened Sollerd's purse by thirty half shorrins last night. His Grace should know better than to pit his luck against me in a game of dilcarf."
Maldoch scrutinized the Baron from Yordl with those all seeing eyes of his. Parin Olc, the baby of the dysfunctional family of nobles, looked older than his twenty-six years due largely to the outrageous carroty sideburns framing his puffy cheeks. A few pounds overweight, he wore his tweed doublet and breeches in the time honored rumpled fashion of the country bumpkin. Parin shared with the spellcaster the distinguishing feature of a prominent nose, though in the baron's case he was cursed with the pointy honker of a swordfish, not a hawk's regal profile.
Parin Olc was something of an anomaly amongst the landed gentry. Not high born, his admittance to the closed circle of the aristocracy resulted from a combination of good fortune and doughtiness. The former baron of Yordl, a thoroughly unlovable fellow whose chief hobby was debauchery, had lain on his deathbed without an heir in sight: after a lifetime of womanizing, the poor sod failed to figure out he was shooting blanks. He remedied that quandary by holding a lottery to determine who amongst the sons of his household staff would be named his successor. Out of all the other contestants—there were only two—Parin Olc drew the winning straw. The old baron had a scribe alter and notarize his will accordingly five minutes before he expired from a nasty case of venereal disease. So it came to pass that the butler's, not the cook's, son was elevated from houseboy to lord by the stroke of a quill.
There the fairytale promotion came unstuck. Learning of his unorthodox ascension to lands and title, the House of Nobles immediately convened and summoned the new Baron of Yordl, intending to strip the upstart servant of his newfound prominence. How dare the sprog of a manservant assume a barony on the outcome of a raffle? They had not reckoned on Prince Jannus Holbyant interceding. Lindan's father, married to a commoner himself, sided with the befuddled young man and presented the matter before the fairness of the highest court in the land, the Regalus Chancery. There followed a precedent setting eight-week trial, the verdict handed down from the Prime Judge and his panel of six magistrates quashing the objections from certain nobles over the sanity of the previous baron and the common bloodline of his replacement. Presbyter Jhonra ruled in legalese that the codicil was binding, citing the testimony of the attending physician called as witness to validate the old baron's lucidity in the last moments of his life, shattering the prosecution's cornerstone allegation of “syphilis madness". As for Olc's pedigree, “If clothes don't make the man, then neither does blue blood,” so said the churchman. The aristocrats were stumped. With no chance of appeal, they ungraciously swallowed the Royal Court of Justice sanctifying the investiture of Parin Olc as Baron of Yordl a month after the trial wrapped up. Their one consolation was that the newest member of the gentry could not be any more hopeless than the disgraceful letch he was replacing.
"How about using your winnings to get this death trap fixed up?” Maldoch suggested for their taxi, fingering a split in the upholstery while frowning with disfavor at the tatty curtains. The exterior of the rundown coach was hardly any better, the harness frayed almost into disrepair and one of the wobbling back wheels perilously close to buckling, threatening to tip the whole contraption over should the trudging mules ever put on a burst of speed.
"I'll put that money towards repairing the shingles on the manor house roof, Magnificent One. It leaks like a sieve."
"You said it kept the rain off."
"Only on fine days."
Of the nine fiefdoms Yordl was the poorest. Its geographical isolation lent the barony a marginal economy at best, based largely upon exports of mahogany logged from Jungular Forest. Piled on top of that was the financial mess Parin Olc inherited from his dead and buried master, namely a defaulted loan from the Mercantile Federation through the Free Trade Bank that financed a disastrous trading venture in blighted potatoes. Despite Olc's meteoric rise to power being down to the luck of the draw, he showed grit and toughed it out, managing to pull Yordl out of the red and into the black at the end of five years of scraping, borrowing, and juggling monies. This is not to say the barony was back on an even keel. Far from it. Money remained desperately tight and what little was spare went to improving the squalid lives of Parin's peasant labor force. The noble commoner had not forgotten his roots.
"Are you related to Wynsorr's puppet?” the wizard casually asked.
"Dorin Ulc, the Treasurer? Not that I know of. Why?"
"Similar sounding surnames."
That ended their chinwag until around mid-afternoon when they encountered the tail end Charlie of a supply convoy bound for the Third Foot encamped on the outskirts of Yordl. From thereon their cracking pace slowed to a crawl.
Poking his hawkish nose out the window of the coach door, Maldoch groaned. “I could get out and walk faster than this."
"But your feet wouldn't thank you for it."
Pulling his head back in, the disgruntled spellcaster griped, “Toombe's supposed to be relocating this new army of his to Serepar. What are we doing dragging our heels behind a wagon train rolling the wrong way?"
Parin smiled indulgently. “An army can't move on orders alone. Those wagons are hauling new issue boots, ponchos and the like, ensuring our boys are well kitted out for the long march ahead. You can't go on a camping trip without being fully provisioned"’ He glanced curiously at the wizard's meager carryall sitting beside him on the torn seat.
Maldoch grunted peevishly. “I always travel light."
The baron clicked his tongue in admonishment. “Like my pappy always says, Preparation makes the meal."
This is why Baron Olc was to run the wartime resupply. Logistics stood out as his forte and Marshall Enoh Toombe's glowing reports to the prince over Parin's crisp efficiency at maintaining the Third Foot half a thousand leagues from home base won him respect and that position.
"What does your father do now?” asked Maldoch, certain that the butler's son must have advanced his sire to coincide with his own promotion.
"He's butlering still."
Few things astonished Maldoch in life now, but this was one of them. “Your own father serves you as butler!"
Parin shrugged off the denunciation. “He likes what he does and, to be frank, I doubt I could find a more loyal manservant anywhere."
"What's your relationship to the Marquise of Stranth?” the nosy wizard enquired, switching topics without skipping a beat.
"We're just good friends, although I do find older women a turn on."
"Not in that way, Olc. Just how close is Yordl to Stranth Tor?"
"Four hundred and ninety eight leagues, give or take a pace."
"Baron!"
Parin Olc got serious and came clean. “Without support from the Stranth, my barony would be struggling. Indebted as I am to the Holbyants for giving me a shot at stardom, Yordl would've turned belly up a week after I took over the reins if it weren't for Marquise Coramm. She settled the baronial debt with the FTB and put herself up as guarantor for subsequent loans."
"That was mighty generous of Ittoria. What's she getting out of this?"
"My gratitude."
"Get real. She's after more than that."
"Twenty five per cent of lumber profits, coupled with exclusive rights to supply the horse teams for the new fleet of freight wagons I'm building. We've gone into limited partnership."
"At favorable terms for her I bet.” The wizard was puzzled. “What does the Horse Lady want with a freight concern?"
"To take business away from Karavere's coastal freighters."
Maldoch shook his head in despair. “I should have guessed. Aren't the Coramms and Widhams supposed to play nicely in accordance with the terms of the Impasse Junction?"
Parin seemed amused by the observation. “Rules are made to be bent. I should know."
"That horse-head cane must be a gift from Ittoria. You couldn't afford an accessory like that on what a country lord makes."
"I think the Ice Princess likes me,” replied the noble. “She may even be thawing."
"Every Coramm I've ever known, and there's been quite a few, has liked only one thing: power. Watch your step, Parin Olc. Or your foot just might get stamped on by a Stranth hoof."
That friendly warning ended the conversation between wizard and baron. For the next week the only sound to be heard on the road was the groaning springs of the ramshackle coach as it methodically rolled its way south. Each night they pulled off the roadway on to the verge of the boundless grassland, making camp with the rough and surly teamsters of the supply convoy they had hitched themselves to, resuming their tedious journey at first light. On the eighth day out of Bridgewater—it seemed like a month to Maldoch, who normally was not bothered counting time—Stranth Tor hove into view on their right.
Like a boil begging to be lanced so thought Maldoch, closing the threadbare curtain on the monolith of red sandstone blotting the plain.
Half a week onwards found the convoy a day out from the provincial village of Havenstock, the last touch of civilization and final chance to purchase feed and travel supplies before the long haul southwards out of the Stranth prairie into the bushy scrubland of the Lower Wade and eventually on to Yordl. Preoccupied, Maldoch was staring listlessly out the window westwards at the distant breach Gortal's Cleft made in the Unchained Mountains. A blusterous southerly breathed life into the verdant grasses, heaving in spurts with an ocean-like rhythm.
The restless pampas echoed the wizard's troubled spirit. Against all odds, matters were progressing fairly smoothly. The Eastern Realms were sadly primed for war, their secret western champion safely tucked away ready to join the fray when coached by Maldoch to do so. Sure, there was the odd hiccup. The daring theft of the Horn of Dunderoth had, to put it in Parndolc's phraseology, “thrown a spanner in the works". That presented a problem, not a major setback. Maldoch was confident that the combined might of Men and Dwarfs was sufficient to blunt that specific threat, moreso once the Elves officially came on side. He lamented over the recent military alliances he helped negotiate between the monarchies failing to act as the deterrent to surging Goblin aggression he envisaged. But he was not yet done battling to nullify the prospect of wide scale war.
Doubt niggled at the ancient spellcaster like a woodpecker worrying a tree trunk. Things were going too well, and that usually meant disaster lurking around the corner. The eternal optimist, Maldoch was subject to a smattering of his brother's cynicism from time to time.
His glum instinct was bang on the nose.
Parin Olc's creaky coach bumped along the shabby highway, juddering over gaping rifts where the flagstones had split entirely to expose the mortared pebbles beneath. Those lounging in the rocking cab endured the discomfort in stoic silence. Sundown was an afternoon away and come nightfall the passengers looked forward to enjoying the creature comforts of Havenstock's only inn, the Nag's Head. A bed, even a bug-riddled pallet of straw, made a welcome change from sleeping underneath the coach in the midst of snoring wagoners.
Maldoch abruptly came off the bench seat he was lying on, pillowed by his satchel. The hairs of his beard stood on end, startlingly electrified, while his normally piercing eyes were unblinking and glazy.
"Magnificent One, is anything the matter?"
Snapping out of his stupor, the wizard directed the concerned baron to halt the coach.
"What?"
"Stop the coach, Olc. Do it now!"
Parin signaled his driver with a sharp rap of his cane. The slow moving coach duly stopped and Maldoch, his staff and travel bag gripped in one hand, flung the door wide open to leap from the cab a scant second after the wheels stopped rolling. Hanging out of the doorway, the stunned baron called after the bounding wizard cutting a swathe westward through the emerald luxuriance pressed down by a squally sky, “What's wrong?"
Maldoch's reply filtered back across the wind gusts before he raced out of earshot. “There's a bad smell in the air!"
Craning his neck upwards, Parin sniffed his baffled coachman. “Jefras, is it time for your monthly bath already?"
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Chapter Twenty"Look out below!"
Flattening against the cliff face, his back pressed up to the firming rock, Ahnorr was subjected to a bird's eye view of the trailbreaker's plunge from somewhere above. Transfixed by the plummeting Goblin, the screeching man's arms flapping as uselessly as the wings of an unfledged nestling, flakes of disturbed stone his wingmen, the potentate leaned out over the ledge as far as commonsense permitted after the faller hurtled past. The hapless warrior thudded sickeningly downslope and bounced off the unforgiving rocks out of sight, his screams and life ending concurrently.
"What's happening up there?” Ahnorr barked skywards, his query that cut the alpine air betraying irritation, not concern.
A familiar voice hollered back down from directly above the Grizzly leader's head. “The ledge you're on peters out fifty paces up from where you stand, boss."
Impatient, Ahnorr rebuked his lead scout. “Gragow, I want an explanation, not a road map."
"That's what I'm getting to, boss. There's another ledge going our way about forty feet overhead, but the start of it cuts back toward you. I'm on it now. We were climbing the overhang to get up here when the fool who just fell lost his grip."
"One of ours?"
"Nah, boss, just a mangy Wolf."
"No loss then,’ said Ahnorr, uncaring that other warriors drafted from the Onayl clan were within earshot around him.
"Do I need to carry on to where this ledge ends, or can you rope us up from there?"
Gragow doubted it. “Ice has fractured the rock, making the overhang crumbly. I'll need to move further along until I find solider stone, where I can safely secure lines and throw them down to you."
"Then stop gasbagging and do it. I'm on a schedule here."
Resuming his ascent, Ahnorr exercised greater care edging along the goat trail snaking crosswise up the windy mountainside. One incautious slip or misstep on the treacherous iced stone and he would be sharing the fallen warrior's frozen entombment.
The early morning sun tinged the whitened rockscape higher up with pink and gold highlights. Soon the warming day would dangerously soften the snow, increasing the risk of avalanche and making climbing extremely hazardous for the mountaineering Westies.
Reaching the end of the line, unable to barge through the milling Goblins ahead of him, Ahnorr unhappily settled for joining the queue. The narrowness of the ledge dictated that the paused climbers hang around in single file. Unused to waiting his turn, his furry wrap ruffled by the frigid wind eddies, the haughty chieftain stamped his feet for more than warmth.
2,000 feet below, the pines carpeting the valley leading up to the cleft in the ridgeline the hiking Goblins were making for remained jealously green and unsullied by winter's frosting. Ahnorr wished himself in that friendlier forest. There has to be an easier shortcuts east! Recalling an obscure vale bisecting Tarndeth Ward southwest of the headwaters of Surrid Rush, he resolved to have the passage properly scouted sometime soon. Creeping into Carallord via Anarica's backdoor was chancier, but quicker. A fast dash along the foothills of Westknoll, then around the corner into Northwood between Orvanthe and Jarde would be the trick...
Hammering distracted him, refocusing his interest topside. The telltale ping of metal spikes driving into rock preceded a handful of climbing ropes uncoiling from overhead. The foremost Goblins tied on then scaled the rock face, warriors on the upper ledge, braced above the pitons to which the ropes were knotted, acting as belayers to safeguard the climbers against a disastrous slip and fall.
Anxious to get going but still prevented from doing so by those loitering in front, Ahnorr scanned the backlog of armed men bringing up the rear. Nearly three hundred fighters comprised his motley commando force, a third of them clan members partnered by an equal number of Lynx warriors loyal to the Grizzlies they served with and assisting them keeping the hundred swordsmen sympathetic to Maratornuk drafted from Onayl in line. Just because the Carnach tribes were loosely allied was no insurance that they played nicely together.
Shuffling along as the line shortened, when Ahnorr came to rope up an additional coil unrolled to dangle in front of his puzzled face. Scorning the extra safety precaution to carry his larger weight, he flicked aside both cords and undertook the near vertical climb unroped and scowling.
Halfway up, Ahnorr silently wished his pride was not as big as his portly waist. The poundage gained from three decades of soft living increased the difficulty of his ascension. Making use of all available depressions in the rock face as handholds, fingers aching from the constant effort of clinging to cracks, Ahnorr's scrabbling boots searched out footholds to assist his arduous climb. But his straining forearms swelled as overworked muscles protested at supporting his bulk. The corresponding loss of strength became telling, made audible by his heinous wheezing. Feeling the pinch, but indisposed to losing face in front of his own boys, let alone rival clan rabble, Ahnorr gritted his filed teeth and pushed upwards, grunting from the exertion. Feeling dangerously light-headed in the thinning air, his questing fingertips finally clawing the lip of the ledge as he struggled to surmount the firmer section of overhang, Ahnorr did not protest when Gragow's willing hands grabbed him by the leather back straps of his sword harness to haul him over onto the shelf.
Grihaloecke's out-of-shape chieftain lay on his back panting like an overheated dog, his breath steaming the frigid air before his flushed face. Like all leaders everywhere, public perception compelled Ahnorr to constantly project an aura of unflagging authority. So he forced his fatigued body upright, the sweat beading his brow freeze-drying in the cold breeze. Looks often counted for more than substance. Casually resting on his elbows, he missed the anxious glances frowning the faces of those warriors nearest him.
"Time you lost your winter fat, bear-man."
Whirling around, Ahnorr nearly jumped out of his bearskin. Clutching hands saved him rolling off the ledge from the shock at seeing Omelchor's badder half standing over him, exuding hostility.
Norelda showcased a dancer's physique, lissome and subtly muscled, richly robed in a figure-hugging belted overgown of glossy grey silk, her slender waist cinched by an ivory buckle carved in the unsettling semblance of a grinning human skull. Blue-black hair, iridescent with flickers of cold magical light, fanned down her back like star spangled night from an elaborate horned headdress decorated with strips of obscure runic symbols. The skin of her pinched, falsely youthful false was bone white, contrasted by pinkish lips thinly contorted into a mocking grimace. Blood-red eyes fixated on the startled Goblin chief, conveying the witch's irritation while she stroked the skunk bizarrely cradled in the crook of her sleeved arm.
Sidetracked by the stripy and smelly animal, Ahnorr did not question how she had journeyed to find them at this elevation, or why she was not suffering from the cold clad inadequately in her skimpy attire. Witchery covered those bases. Letting his helper drag him to his feet, the chieftain shunned further assistance and irritably shoved Gragow away, then merely critiqued, “Odd choice for a pet, Norelda."
The enchantress scratched the skunk's head, which responded by waggling its bushy tail like a dog's. “Finer company than you,” she said acidly. “And it smells better."
"If I'm so distasteful, why bother checking up on me all the way out here?” Ahnorr did well to cover his nervousness with attitude. Norelda dropping by in person spelt trouble of the greatest magnitude.
"The world does not revolve around you, bruin. Omelchor is the star that Terrath orbits, and he is grossly displeased with you."
"He has no cause to be. I'm doing your, whoops his, bidding."
"A fact which spares your otherwise devalued life. The same can't be said for Carlaw's performance.” Stalking away from the cramped belay ledge, the crowding Goblins scrambling to get out of her way without toppling off, Norelda turned and paused when seeing Ahnorr not following. “Heel, fur ball,” she commanded.
"Wolves might do that. Grizzlies are prouder beasts."
"My mistake ... bears dance. Boogie for me, Ahnorr. Or do I cut you out of this bop altogether?"
Pressured into complying, the vain chieftain shuffled after the belittling witch, daring with a growl any warrior to comment. “I'll gut and skin the first one to snigger.” All had sense enough not to even crack a smile.
Finding an alcove further along, the roomier indentation in the rock wall providing a measure of privacy, Norelda resumed her chat. “Your whelp's antics idiotically stirred up a hornet's nest in Dalcorne High."
"Pinching their national treasure would do that."
"Only they didn't. Carlaw's cronies shot it."
"Why shoot an axe?"
"Wrong treasure. They targeted the axeman instead."
"The Dwarf King is dead then?"
Suspiciousness narrowed her eyes. “You don't appear surprised. Did he operate on your orders?"
"My boy is impetuous. He acted independently."
Irked by Ahnorr's flippancy, Norelda purposely stared him down, the skunk's bead-eyed gaze adding to the potentate's unsettledness. He swore the overgrown and piebald rat's glare looked accusatory, almost as if the animal knew what was being discussed and condemning him for it. Shrugging off the ridiculous notion, he threw the witch's glower back at her.
She stood unbowed and stony-faced. “Omelchor desired the Axe of Power stolen, nothing more creative than that."
"You can remind him that he recklessly wasted the finest thief at our disposal. Arnuthe might be in his hot, little wizard hands by now if he hadn't drowned Robannur."
"And your brat has made things too hot in Carallord to continue. He bungled the kill."
"Dalcorne the Elder lives?"
"By a miracle, from what my spies report.” Infuriation emanated from the witch in angry waves. “What was Carlaw thinking gunning down the midget monarch?"
Ahnorr wanted the answer to that poser as well. Carlaw's mission was to eradicate the whole Dalcorne line, not settle for incapacitating the geriatric head of the stunted family. A full account of the incident was a month off yet, when the Blackbolts sailed into Jameru Harbor. The getaway ship was a stroke of genius on Ahnorr's part. Nobody in their right mind foresaw a Surrid corsair braving the minefield of ice floes normally restricting shipping along the Frigid Coast during winter. Unbeknown to Ahnorr, his son's means of escape was foundering in heavy seas off C'irra Gord Point, those surviving the sinking swimming ashore at Rocky Sheer.
"If I uncover your complicity in this debacle...” Norelda left the threat implied for maximum effect. Regrettably ending the scary moment, she ordered, “Stand your warriors down and return to Carnach."
Mocking her command, Ahnorr sneered. “Is this the wizard's chastisement? Then he's punishing his own efforts. The Dwarfs will be panicked. There is no better time to sneak into the highlands and snatch the tract of land he covets."
"Omelchor wanted them distracted, not disrupted."
"What difference does it make?"
"Because soon every Dwarf from Druscan to Dunmarl will be baying for Goblin blood,” seethed Norelda. “The element of surprise is lost. You were supposed to covertly secure a foothold in Northwood and consolidate your position when spring commenced, driving an impassable wedge between the northern and southern Dwarfs that might act as a simple launch ramp into the Heights."
"That can still be realized,” argued Ahnorr. “In wintertime the northerners are as slothful as hibernating bears."
"Until word gets out and Carallord swarms with vengeful midgets,” contradicted Norelda. “Winter won't cool highland tempers.” Sizing up her surroundings with a look of disdain, she observed, “You are running behind schedule anyway. By now you should have crossed this mountain range and begun infiltrating the forest on the other side. Stand down your slowpokes and go home."
"I haven't climbed all this way just to turn back empty handed!” Ahnorr hotly contended.
"Then fill your packs with snow, for all I care. But watch out ... I hear it melts in your hands, trickling through your fingers like the sands of wasted time."
"My boys are expecting to loot Dwarf gold deposits. I dare not disappoint them."
"They'll just have to wait to conduct that thievery."
"How long? Their patience, like mine, is wearing dangerously thin, witch."
"Don't browbeat me, Ahnorr. You haven't the balls for it."
Showing uncharacteristic fatherly concern, he asked, “What of Carlaw's fate?” The combined wrath of wizard and witch would no doubt be heaped upon his son for messing up their scheming.
"He will get what's coming to him,” vowed Norelda, the frostiness of her unfriendly promise freezing Ahnorr's blood colder than the alpine clime.
"Making me heirless."
"You have daughters. Promote them."
"Not bloody likely ... they'll only turn into uppity witches."
"Reigning in your tongue would be advisable, considering we're going to be working extremely closely together hereon in.” The news stung Ahnorr with the ferocity of a bee attack and Norelda wallowed in his revulsion, expounding, “Congratulations, hairball. We'll be collaborating on ushering in Terrath's very first race war. Because your boy stuffed up, the game plan needs revising. Secrecy must be thrown out the window if all of Carallord is to be conquered. Omelchor was hoping to avoid using a mallet to smash a walnut, but thanks to clumsy paws that's unfeasible now. You will therefore enthuse the whole of Carnach to make the big push next year, or you'll be winding up a lot taller and deader when your neck is stretched by a hangman's noose."
Incensed beyond rational thought by the barefaced threat, Ahnorr recklessly snapped, “For thirty years I've ruled Grihaloecke with an iron fist, the last two of which I ground the seven other clans and the rest of Carnach under my heel ... all done without the hindrance of a bloody-minded woman."
The witch let out an exasperated sigh. Even after 3,500 years, male chauvinism greatly annoyed her. That did not prevent her playing the game when needed. “I speak for Omelchor,” she reminded Ahnorr in a bridled tone.
Mention of the terrifying wizard put Ahnorr back in his place. Pouting as he adjusted the leather bindings of his bracers, he mumbled, “I answer to him direct, not his bed warmer. He will hear of my maltreatment."
Petting her skunk, Norelda returned, “I'm certain he will. Now follow, or do I have to thread a ring and chain through your nose in order to lead you around. The hourglass is trickling and we have much evil to plot.” Departing with sinuous grace, she glided away along the ledge, pulling the leashed and muzzled potentate in her wake.
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Chapter Twenty OneGarrich was fidgety. Spring was in the air and the young Goblin's hormones were stirring like the bubbling contents of the pot he vigorously swirled with a large wooden spoon. For as long as Garrich could remember he lived in the company of an old man. First Tylar, then briefly Maldoch, and more recently Parndolc ... hardly the best companionship for a maturing boy. Consequently a late bloomer, his thoughts and dreams predictably turned to girls. The closest he came to an exchange with a nymphet had been through a closed door with the undersexed landlady of an Alberion boarding house. And she was old enough to have been his mother! Garrich hid from Aliana like a rabbit ducking a hawk, not solely out of the need to maintain secrecy. It was the timeless predicament facing males of all ages and races: women are both scary and intriguing creatures. But red-blooded men cannot stay away from them.
Garrich redoubled agitating lunch. Barring mealtimes, he had not clapped eyes on Parndolc since fishing the old codger out of the lake again after the inventive wizard's second abortive attempt at flying some two months ago. Certain he had found solutions to the ongoing problem of getting and staying airborne, Parndolc mumbled, “Third time lucky,” before locking himself in his tower to rebuild and remedy the faults of his orthopter, showing his pug-nosed face only when the personal necessities of food and toiletry warranted emerging.
"What's cooking, boy? I'm hungry enough to eat a horse, rider and all."
"Last night's dinner,” shared Garrich, as the technical wizard ambled into the kitchenette lured by the whiff of cookery.
"Leftover leftovers—yum,” Parndolc sourly remarked, parking his butt on his usual chair. “You're not a very imaginative cook, Garrich. Warmed up stew two nights running isn't stretching your culinary skills."
"Try restocking the larder with as much energy as you put into your tinkering and maybe we'd eat better."
"In case it had escaped your notice, we're in the middle of nowhere. I can't exactly run down to the local store for groceries."
That was the truth! Luckily Parndolc had a fortnightly arrangement with a mobile vendor operating out of Havenstock. The travelling grocer man asked no questions and charged a fair price for his eatable wares. Considering the brotherly wizards lived on Maldoch's meager earnings as a weather diviner, it was not a bad deal. Unfortunately, Parndolc absent-mindedly skipped the last rendezvous with his supplier, forcing the pair to eke out a subsistent diet from the emptying pantry.
When Garrich served him a bowl of gluggy stew, Parndolc impolitely pushed the dish away and poured himself a tall tankard of ale as replacement. There was no danger of the wizard running low on booze, for beer was the staple diet of the working class and readily available. Guzzling down his first mouthful of liquid lunch, Parndolc gave a satisfied burp before asking the boy, “What've you been doing with yourself lately?"
"The usual stuff,” replied the Goblin, eating straight from the pot. Neither the shopping nor dishes were getting done regularly.
Left to his own devices Garrich kept up with his swordplay, digested the Atlas of Terrath from cover to cover, and made a concerted effort to derive any kind of sense from the obscure Shamanist prophecy. Easily now the best swordsman on the entire continent, having bested and dispatched countless Maldoch-faced invisible sparring partners, he could hopefully find his way blindfolded from Yordl to Naprise on a moonless night in a blinding rainstorm. The Ode had him stymied still, but he worked diligently at unraveling its mysteries. Other than those routine pursuits, the young man had taken to contemplating the meaning of his topsy-turvy life from the tower rooftop whenever a spare moment allowed. He was no nearer to gaining insight to that puzzle either.
"What have you got hidden up in the west tower?"
Caught off-balance by the unexpected query, Parndolc blinked rapidly, his surprise exaggerated by the thick, round lenses of his spectacles. It was the first time Garrich voiced an interest in the fourth spire of Earthen Rise.
"Must be something pretty valuable, seeing as the door to it is always locked."
The wizard glowered. “How do you know that?"
"I try the handle every so often,” Garrich answered forthrightly.
"It's where I keep my stash of two hundred year old whisky,” Parndolc smoothly lied.
"What's whisky?"
"Something that'll take the roof of your mouth off,” he warned the novice drinker. “It's a potent spirit distilled from fermented grain. There's a brewery over in Haston that uses maize, but the best whisky in the world is made up north from malted barley. The Dwarfs bottle a brew that's one hundred and twelve proof. The longer it ages, the smoother it goes down the hatch. But it kicks like an ornery mule afterwards. Many a morning I've woken and wished I hadn't touched a drop of the stuff. That doesn't stop me going back to the bottle for more."
"Parny, you have a drinking problem."
"The only problem I've got is that I can't get enough. Whisky is damned expensive and Maldoch's hardly a successful breadwinner. Once you get the taste for the top shelf it's hard going back to the cheap stuff.” That did not put Parndolc off from swilling down another mouthful of inferior ale.
"Sounds like a death wish. Mind you, I'll try anything once and we've not had a drinking session for a few weeks."
Parndolc was horrified. “Malt whisky isn't for swigging, boy! It's a refined drink for the connoisseurs of the brewer's art, not some greedy innkeeper's watered down slop poured out to customers too inebriated to tell the difference between wine and wee.” The technical wizard was certainly passionate about alcohol! “Anyhow, we can't. I don't hold the key for that door."
"Who does?"
"Three guesses. My wet blanket of a brother decided long ago not to let me be a happy drunk by limiting me to ale. How righteous of him."
Suspecting a deeper truth behind the whisky story, Garrich elected not follow up on his mistrust. Wizards’ secrets were probably best left undisturbed. “I saw a funny sight when I was on the roof this morning going through my sword moves."
"Unless it involves a delivery of fresh food, I'm not interested."
"Then you won't care about me seeing a skunk."
Parndolc set his tankard down mid-sip. “A what?"
'A skunk ... small, black and white furry rodent which smells worse than you after snacking on pickled onions. Tylar described one for me that once cleared an army camp faster than a nestful of wasps. Odd thing is, he reckoned they prefer woods to stone country."
"Where exactly was this skunk when you saw it?"
"Pacing to and fro along the lakeshore. It seemed to be making up its mind to swim Fragmere."
"What time was this?"
"I dunno ... a couple of hours after sunup maybe."
Springing to his feet, Parndolc bumped the table and carelessly knocked his mug over, spilling his precious ale. “Get your belongings together, boy. We're leaving."
"Whatever for?"
"There isn't time to explain. Four hours have gone by since you spied the skunk. We have an hour left to get off Earthen Rise, else we're buggered."
Garrich scratched his head. The wizard was making no sense whatsoever. One moment they had been discussing the merits of scotch, the next they were moving out. “We're abandoning the castle because of a skunk?"
"Not just any skunk. It's him and he's finally discovered our whereabouts."
"Who?"
"Don't be dense, boy. Omelchor naturally. Druidic wizards possess the ability to change into animal form at will. Maldoch can become a badger. The skunk is Omelchor's disguise."
"Poor choice on his part,” panned the Goblin, calmly taking in the divulgence. He was accustomed to these periodic wizardly revelations that would freak a normal person out.
"He has no say in it. It's like eye color ... you're born with it.” Parndolc chortled and added, “Poetic justice really. Omelchor's hairy doppelganger is the smelliest, most unloved beastie on Terrath. The badger is at least a dignified critter.” He glanced sharply at Garrich. “Shake a leg! We can't escape with you standing there rooted to the spot like old father oak."
The enormity of what Parndolc was insisting they do sunk into Garrich. Earthen Rise had grown to be his home after the fiery demise of Falloway Cottage. He was settled here and understandably reluctant to leave. “Can't we defend the place?” he put to Parndolc. “It is a castle after all."
"What with? Omelchor has a thorough command of ancient magics. Do you propose we stand against his sorcery with my mallet and your toothpick?"
"What about summoning Maldoch?” It was a long shot, considering Parndolc had not yet invented the phone.
"Waste of time,” retorted the wizard. “Even if I could contact him, he's no real match for Omel. We're on our own. The best thing for us to do is hightail it out of here. Grab a bag and some rope, then meet me on the roof."
"You mean the lakefront,” Garrich corrected him.
"No, the roof,” maintained Parndolc. “Specifically, the north tower."
"We're not leaving by way of the skiff?"
"Too risky,” declared the ancient inventor. “Pack light, Garrich. Hurry now ... and don't forget the Ode!"
Not needing to be told twice, Garrich raced for his tower, bounding up the steps two at a time, his sword rattling in the scabbard strapped to his back. The first thing the Goblin did on entering his room was change out of the monkish daywear he had adopted since cohabitating with Parndolc, swapping the comfy habit worn purely indoors for more durable leathers. Practicality was preferable to luxury when on the road. He next took down from the bookshelf Tylar's tome and the prophesizing Shamanist scroll, stuffing them both into the haversack left unused under his bed for the last three years, but now hauled out and hurriedly dusted off. Lifting his pillow, Garrich fingered the furry memento of his infancy before putting that too into the bag. Changing his mind, he extracted the pelt swaddling and shoved it down the front of his vest. He somehow always felt better with it next to his skin. Strapping on his sword anew, the young man was donning the second-hand cloak Maldoch gifted him with during their introductory walkabout when a shiver ran down his spine. Garrich experienced the maudlin feeling of reliving the aftermath of the arson at Falloway, only now he was running for his life and not hounding banditry.
The trapdoor in the timber ceiling of the turret creaked upwards, admitting a blinding shaft of warm sunlight into the circular room. Parndolc's insistent voice drifted down to Garrich. “What in buggery is taking you so long, boy? We've no time for saying goodbyes to the place."
Shielding his eyes against the glary streamer with one hand, Garrich grasped the dangling rope ladder with the other and called up. “I was just on my way. I haven't got the rope yet."
"Forget the rope,” said the wizard. “I'll make do with old belts. Run downstairs to the kitchen and grab provisions. We need food for the trip."
"What exactly, Parny? The larder's nearly bare."
"Check the back shelf of the pantry. There should be a canvas bag filled with rations kept for emergencies. And don't forget to pack a jug of ale. I'm not journeying on water alone."
"Just where are we escaping to?"
"Don't know yet. I'm making this up as we go along. Move it, Garrich!"
And the Goblin did. Finding the bag where Parndolc said it would be, he loosened the drawstring to peek inside and promptly jerked his head back upon getting a potent whiff of the salted and dried codfish wrapped in cloth within. Pulling the neck closed again, Garrich searched out a stoppered jug. Ensuring the bung was firm and tight, he put the food and drink into his haversack, then made his way back up to the roof.
A year or so ago Parndolc wanted to trial an unproven engineering principle in lulls between his flight tests. The old constructor often had more than one pot on the boil. He and Garrich erected two mini suspension bridges linking the north, south, and east towers, and it was one of these frighteningly swaying overpasses Garrich now crossed. Glancing down at the black waters, Fragmere's oily calm looked undisturbed to him. If trouble had indeed come calling, it was keeping a worryingly low profile.
Eager to see the end product of Parndolc's months of incessant hammering and sawing, Garrich stepped off the rocking flyover on to the rooftop of Maldoch's turret—long preferred by the technical wizard as a launching platform for his flying contraptions due to favorable wind conditions—marching straight for the tarpaulin of patchwork canvas screening the newest model orthopter from view.
Parndolc was nowhere in sight. “Where are you?” hollered Garrich.
There came a muffled reply and rustle of oilcloth as the pioneering wizard emerged from under the tarp wearing his ridiculous flying goggles. “Took you long enough,” he admonished. “Put your gear down and give me a hand to haul this cover off.” Together they peeled the canvas quilt from the flying machine.
Parndolc had certainly been industrious. Gull-winged, the new and improved orthopter was attached by metal skids to the base of a ramp angling upwards across the width of the roof on a steep twelve-degree incline. Floats were fixed to the wingtips. It appeared Parndolc anticipated another dunking in Fragmere.
"So we're flying out of here,” construed Garrich.
"Got it in one,” confirmed the wizard.
"But you don't fly, Parny. You crash."
"Mere technicality."
Garrich persevered with his doubts and walked a circuit of the launching ramp. “Shouldn't it be angled down for a rolling takeoff?"
"Everyone's a bloody critic!” grouched Parndolc, prising the lid off a nearby wooden crate with the claw of his hammer. “Make yourself useful and help me strap these on to the wings,” he ordered, pulling an armful of slim, three-foot long rockets out of the box.
More than any other form of inventing, rocketry was Parndolc's passion, an offshoot from devising a non-magical means of blasting apart bedrock for building purposes, namely clearing land and providing core material for foundations. After coming up with the base formula for black powder, there followed years of trials getting the explosive mix of potassium nitrate, charcoal, and sulphur just right to be stable enough to use safely. During those experiments Parndolc unintentionally blew himself up on several occasions, losing hearing in one ear and the big toe on his left foot in the course of development. No pain, no gain proved the adage gleaned from those misfortunes. The wizard's excruciating doggedness eventually rewarded him with the perfect mixture for what he christened “boompowder". The progress did not end there. Seeking to combine his hard earned discovery with his lifelong fascination for flight, he finally achieved that with the medium of rockets. The only problem was finding a practical application for his unpatented invention, aside from its novelty value as fireworks. That was about to change.
Copying the wizard, Garrich set about tying a string of the rockets sticks to the underside of one half of the thirty-foot wingspan, threading the leather bindings between the struts of stripped willow wands and covering of waxed cotton cloth before wrapping and pulling the thongs tight about the half dozen cylinders evenly spaced at every two feet.
"I'm done!” he called to Parndolc.
"Let me finish off then,” barked the wizard.
Fascinated, Garrich watched Parndolc check his handiwork then play out the lengthy fuses of the individual rockets on each wing, braiding the ends into a single giant wick draped behind the trailing edge of each span. The inventor rummaged through the bulging pouch of his tool belt, laid his hands on his tinderbox and set about striking a spark ... with enormous difficulty. An erratic breeze was swirling mischievously about the tower roofs of Earthen Rise, snuffing out all attempts to light the tinder. Parndolc cursed and cussed the annoying zephyrs each time the struggling flame was blown out. Grinning at his friend's mounting frustration, Garrich stepped in and cupped his hands about the tinder, providing a welcome windbreak. Parndolc soon ignited a small torch of flame and quickly lit both fuses.
"Climb aboard,” the wizard urged the Goblin.
Garrich cocked a doubting eye at the fizzing fuses. “Have we got enough time?"
"Plenty. I made sure they're slow burning."
An abrupt attack of nerves rocked Garrich as the realization of what he was about to do came home to roost. Going aloft with Parndolc, whose track record of two takeoffs and two crash landings was uninspiring, scarcely seemed a rational act in the sunny light of day. “Maybe this isn't a good idea,” wavered Garrich.
"No point dithering, boy.’ Parndolc's admonition was underlined by a dull thud from somewhere below, trailed by a quivering of the floorboards underfoot. “Omelchor wants in,” he said grimly.
Allowing Parndolc to bustle him to the passenger end of the flier, Garrich waited nervously while the wizard slipped a thickly padded harness, attached to the glider by means of stout metal hooks overhead, about his portly waist. The youth took the opportunity to look over the heavily modified orthopter.
It was a virtual rebuild, with only the center section from the original retained. Gone were the flat wings of the preceding models, replaced by the M shaped wing of this current incarnation. Whereas the earlier versions were simple flying wings, the Mark III sported the advanced feature of a fixed tailplane with stabilizing fin. Discarded was the novel notion of incorporating flappable wings. With no muscled “Troll engine” to power a mechanism of that ilk, the unfeasible concept never left the parchment drawing board. The whole flying machine shook as the timbered launching ramp reverberated from Omelchor's knocking.
"Stand close,” Parndolc instructed Garrich. He slung a belt around the Goblin's hips, looped a second belt around it and fastened that to his own harness, yanking hard on the makeshift connection to test its strength. “It'll have to do,” the wizard decided with an unsatisfied mutter, ducking under the center section and squeezing his shoulders through the manhole-sized aperture dividing the wings.
Dragged along behind the tubby inventor, Garrich huddled fearfully under the wing canopy.
"Put your feet on the skids and hang on to me tight,” Parndolc directed in a muted voice. “When the rockets kick in, there'll be an almighty roar and push. Don't let go of me, but don't hinder my steering or this'll be the shortest trip in history."
Firmly gripping the shoulder straps of Parndolc's harness, Garrich glanced at the row of waiting rockets to the left of him. A thin pall of grayish smoke emanated from the smoldering plaited fuse as a shower of incandescent yellow sparks reached the juncture where the wicks split into six separate strands, igniting them with a brilliant flash of white.
"Are you sure these are safe?” he yelled up to the wizard.
The reply he got was not encouraging. “Of course not."
"Parny!"
"I've never made rockets this size before and not had the chance to test them. They'll either go off with a bang or go up with a bang. Either way our problems are over."
Garrich groaned. “You're not filling me with confidence."
"Tough. Any number of things can go wrong. The ramp might collapse from all this shaking, the thrust from the rockets could tear the wings off, I could suffer from a heart attack or stroke in midair and send us plummeting to our doom..."
"Please stop, Parndolc."
He gleefully did not. “...wind shear on takeoff might well flip this bird on its back as we clear the tower, Omelchor could burst in and obliterate the two of us before we even get airborne."
The latter seemed more likely. A convulsion rippled through the stonework of the castle in answer to the sporadic pounding. Garrich disconcertingly heard blocks of granite work loose and fall away from the exterior wall, splashing into the lake after bouncing off the foundation of packed earth.
"He's persistent,” the Goblin said of the evil wizard.
"Insistent describes my brother better,” returned Parndolc. “Omel always did need to have things his own way. But does he have to ruin my castle in the process?"
"Great choice,” sighed Garrich. “Crash and burn with one crazy wizard, or stay and get pulverized by the insane other."
"Life's about taking risks,” counseled Parny. “Maldoch plays it safe by manipulating events to suit his own ends. I'm the complete opposite. Sometimes you just have to leap without looking, Garrich. It's called faith. Before I forget, reach into my tool belt and take out the craft knife."
"What for?"
"In case we have a spot of bother and you need to cut loose.'
The Goblin swallowed hard and groped blindly around the wizard's tubby frame, hands digging through the pouch.
Parndolc jumped and gave a squeal. “Wrong tool!"
"Sorry.” Garrich found the knife and pocketed it. Earthen Rise was rocked by another tremor and the accompanying clamor of crumbling masonry. The castle was disintegrating beneath their very feet! “How long before we blast off?"
Unable to see the smoking fuses of the rockets to estimate the time remaining to ignition, the wizard simply said, “You'll know when."
There was a sudden, loud POP! Garrich jerked his head around in time to see the trapdoor to his tower hurled skywards on the tip of a geyser of pure red flame roaring up from where his room was housed beneath. The scorched door arced high overhead to smash on the rooftop of the west tower in a cloud of black smoke and burning splinters. A second pillar of fire erupted from the east tower, blowing its trapdoor to smithereens. Waves of heat emanated from those fiery plumes, threatening to set the combustible orthopter alight and prematurely blow the volatile rockets slung underwing.
"Omelchor's pulling out all the stops!” Parndolc bellowed above the roaring flames. “Bloody show-off."
Shouting to be heard, Garrich queried, “Parny, where did you place this ramp?"
"On top of the trap ... oh bugger."
Straddling the skids of the flier, Garrich peeked down between his feet through the launch rails and crossbeams supporting the ramp. And swore. The timber of the trapdoor was bulging, creaking in protest at the heated pressure building upon its underside. The Goblin snatched a glance at the wick of the rocket hanging a foot from his right ear. It was nearly burnt down to a stump. Wisps of either smoke or steam issued from cracks in the groaning boards of the expanding hatch, floating up on drafts of superheated air.
"It's going to be close!” he bawled hysterically, hugging the wizard.
Infuriatingly calm, Parndolc grinned. ‘That's perfect. I hate a dull life.'
The rockets roared into timely action, tails of smoky fire shooting rearwards in unison. Practically deafened by the noise, Garrich felt the flier buck and writhe as the thrust of the harnessed rocketry rapidly built up. But beyond that nothing was happening.
"We're not moving!” he screeched.
Parndolc scratched his baldhead furiously. In all the excitement of the escape he had plumb forgotten. “Garrich, kick the chocks away!"
Swinging from the wizard, the Goblin booted clear the blocks of wood at the tips of the skids holding the orthopter fast, then scrambled to lift his feet out of the way as the rocket powered glider trundled up the ramp, gathering speed. The trapdoor the flier had perched over moments earlier exploded, its back broken by the anticipated column of searing scarlet. The posts the ramp sat on combusted instantly into fire, the hungry flames licking the trusses and racing after the departing flying machine like coursing hounds. Weakened by its charring supports, the ramp listed alarmingly.
Feeling heat on his backside and the inclined runway toppling, Garrich screamed. “We're not going to make it!"
Parndolc's exultant voice rang clear and true over the tumult as the end of the launch platform neared. “Heads up, boy! We're up and away."
The orthopter shot clear of the conflagration on the backs of the thrusting rockets as the blazing ramp folded in on itself. Ten seconds later the momentum of the glider's rocket motors petered out when their propellant was exhausted at an altitude of around eleven hundred feet. Garrich hung on to Parndolc for dear life when he found nothing but air beneath his boots. Shutting his eyes against the stomach-churning drop to the lake far below, he clung tighter.
"Garrich, loosen up,” Parndolc rasped in the sudden silence. “I'd like to breathe."
"No way!” blurted the Goblin. “I've just worked something out."
"That you do a creditable impression of a bear hug?” the wizard complained, squirming.
Garrich grimaced. “That I can't stand heights!” And promptly lost his lunch.
Parndolc was enjoying himself too much to be soured by the youth's out-of-the-blue phobia. His only witnesses a terrified Goblin and homicidal spellcaster, the triumphant technical wizard achieved mastery of the air. The third time did prove a charm. A glorious day for flying, the spring sky was an aerial sea of horizonless blue, the rippling clouds on high emulating oceanic whitecaps.
Shifting his weight, Parndolc banked the glider to the left and for his trouble got a yelp of fright from Garrich. Concentrating on his piloting, the wizard amazingly steered the flier back towards Earthen Rise, heading for the blaze. There was method to his madness. Early on in his inventing days Parndolc learnt that heat rises and he was counting on the fires stabbing upwards from three of the four spires to provide additional lift. As the orthopter rode the magically generated thermals in lazy circles ever higher, the wizard surveyed the despoiled castle. Apart from the raging fires and odd hole in the outer walls, exterior damage seemed remarkably slight. That changed when the central dome shattered and underwater explosions produced spectacular fountains of spray about the base of Outcrop Isle. The north, south, and east towers collapsed an instant after in a cloud of obscuring dust.
"Omelchor hasn't changed his home-wrecking habits,” muttered Parny, banking his flying machine eastwards toward the craggy heights of the Unchained Mountains. The northern arm of Ysurl Wash was a forty-league overwater flight the wizard of a pilot doubted they could make. His gloom was well founded. A half-hour out of Earthen Rise saw the perilously weighted-down glider beginning to lose height.
"Garrich, you hanging in there?"
"What's left of me,” mewled the airsick Goblin.
"Cut away the luggage,” commanded the wizard.
"But our food ... and my book!” protested Garrich.
"And my ale,” mourned Parndolc. “But we have to lighten the load, otherwise we'll be kissing the ground very soon."
Garrich drew the wizard's knife and sawed through the straps of his rucksack. He deliberately did not look at the bundle dropping away, for it took with it a tangible memory of Tylar Shudonn. He instinctively reached behind him to pat the scabbard slung across his back, the sword the only remaining physical link to the man he would always think of as father.
The sacrifice failed to help, the unburdened flier descending at an alarming rate. The belated inspiration for a parachute design crossed Parndolc's mind, but any thought of bailing out was impossible. They had glided beyond the boundary of Fragmere and were overflying a rocky plain littered with boulders. Picking out a stretch of ground uncluttered by large stones, he steered unswervingly for it.
"It hasn't worked. We're coming in hard, Garrich. Brace yourself for impact."
Reopening his eyes, the youth squinted at the treacherous rock field below. Hunched beneath the wings of the orthopter, his boots glued to the skids, the Goblin's legs were cramping up, glooming the prospect of a bumpy landing. “Set her down gently,” he implored Parndolc.
"My flier is not a she. Females are nothing but trouble and this bird's a joy to fly."
"Then why are we going down so fast?"
"Because it was designed to carry one person, not two."
"Let's hope you land better than you takeoff. It was a shaky start to the flight."
The wizard was ominously quiet.
"Parny, you can land this crate?"
"I've never had to make a landing,” he answered truthfully. “Until now I've only crashed and that was always in water."
"I really don't like flying,” concluded Garrich.
"Aw, don't be such a party pooper, boy. You're still in one piece."
"For now, old man."
The doomed orthopter glided at 200 feet now, dropping quickly, the stony ground rushing up to meet them in a blur of gray and brown. A gusting crosswind caused the manmade bird to slew. Parndolc managed to correct, but at 100 feet he was drifting helplessly over a moonlike landscape marked with rock-strewn slopes of menacing stone. He tried veering for his preferred landing field, only to be denied by the insistent ground wind.
Shrinking back from the boulders eager to dash men and machine to pieces, Garrich cried out. “I'm too young to die. I haven't been laid yet!"
"And I'm too old to care about sex anymore,” the wizard gruffly returned.
There followed the horrific clamor of stone smashing wood.
Maldoch showed up a fortnight too late. Earthen Rise was in shambles. Standing rigidly on the shore of Fragmere, the spellcaster gazed in dismay across the deceivingly placid waters of the ebony lake. Even from this distance he grimly made out the devastation visited upon his castle. It was as if a colossal boot had stomped the headquarters of the Brotherhood of Wizardry into the ground. Three of the four towers were reduced to piles of rubble matching the mound of debris that was once the architecturally impressive central dome.
Necessity overcame reluctance as Maldoch cajoled himself. “Better get on with it.” A muttered spell escaped from his tight lips, the unleashed magic levitating the stiff wizard off the lakeshore, floating him leisurely across the mere toward Outcrop Isle half a foot above the waveless black. It could not be termed flying as such, more in the nature of hovering with a destination in mind. There was no point waiting for the skiff to provide transport, for that wallowed in the oily shallows, its bottom torn out. The lack of a boat alone did not compel Maldoch to forsake the shoreline, which reeked with the overpowering pungency of skunk.
Maldoch unhurriedly glided over to the remnants of the bastion of Terrathian magic, both enchanted and constructed. Speed and stealth were unimportant now, as he had plainly missed the drama here. In hindsight, the spellcaster should have teleported to Earthen Rise the moment he sensed trouble brewing. Since caution was Maldoch's favored watchword and he abhorred rushing blindly into danger, his prudence cost him dearly.
Alighting on the medieval bombsite, the ruination of the wizards’ home was even more gut wrenching up close. “What a mess,” he groaned, scuffing the toe of his boot through the rubbish pile that was the headstone of the north tower. The sundered blocks of chiseled rock, many blackened by wizard fire, could be replaced and restacked. Lives were not so easily rebuilt. Parndolc and Garrich were missing, either dead and buried under tons of blasted stone, or long gone having taken flight to escape the destruction. Maldoch latched on to the latter. Their fate did not bear thinking about otherwise, losing a brother plus the Champion of Good in the same foul stroke.
"Where might they be then?” he pondered aloud. Maldoch often talked to himself, boorishly thinking there was no other person in Terrath worth conversing with. Of course, the fact he spent centuries alone without another soul to speak to had nothing to do with it.
He found his attention gradually drawn to the immutable west tower, much like Omelchor's unsubtle spell use drew him out of Parin Olc's coach and diverted him home. Miraculously left unscathed by the storm of spells that assailed the island citadel two weeks earlier, the turret stood defiantly as a proud reminder that a shred of goodness survives no matter how much evil is dumped on it.
A damn good enchantment helps too smirked the wizard. That tower had been magically sealed against intrusion, and for good reason. It housed the greatest book in all of Terrath, one of twin tomes that could harness the elemental forces of magic able to wreak havoc or bring prosperity to whole nations. It was also a jolly good read.
Maldoch gawped up at the heights of the pencil-thin structure to where the ragged remains of the balcony running the inner circumference of the dome dangled uselessly either side. The impregnable, magically reinforced wooden door leading to the tower stairs was splintered and hanging off its hinges.
"Bugger it!” swore the wizard, plagiarizing Parndolc's foulmouthed vocabulary. Eyes closing beneath his shaggy brows, he concentrated absorbedly on the burgled tower, murmuring an incantation of farseeing. Emotions swirling, Maldoch bungled the recitation. Rather than restart the tricky spell from scratch, he resorted to the old fashioned approach and climbed.
Scaling the tower was not that difficult a chore. Chunks of mortar, shaken loose from the vibrations that leveled the rest of Earthen Rise, provided handholds for the ascending wizard. It also helped that he only had two stories to climb. Maldoch was soon hauling himself inside the tower and continuing his ascent up the stairs. Stone dust was everywhere, so by the time the wizard gained the chamber at the top he was coughing and sneezing in a fair imitation of a head cold.
Hazy sunlight rayed through the unshuttered window, the slatted panels untidy ashes on the sooty tiles where they had drifted incinerated to the floor. Dust played in the streamer of spring light, shrouding the lump of melted metal that once had been a lectern standing upright in the middle of the room. Stuck on top of that shapeless blob of silver balanced a hefty volume with gold leaf lettering scripted on a spotless white jacket.
Maldoch went for the massive book with covetous hands, wrenching it free from the cradle of cooled, liquefied iron. Flakes of red crystal dropped away from the tome's underside, residue from the heat of magic-sourced fire responsible for turning the innards of the turret into a furnace. The mage ran his trembling fingers over the hardback's unblemished cover before hugging the tome to his chest.
"Omel's not as mighty as he imagines. That quack couldn't have singed you had he magicked himself into a fire-belching volcano,” scoffed the wizard, addressing the book as if it were a person and stroking it fondly. “He'll pay dearly for trying ... and I always keep a promise.'
Triggering a cleverly concealed catch hidden in the spine, the book magically shrank in size to the dimension of a postage stamp and Maldoch happily inserted the miniaturized copy into the sleeve of his cloak. At least today was not a total washout.
Now what?
"Look for Garrich, fool,” he instructed himself. “And don't backchat me, Mal. You feel that the boy's alive. Go find him.” The wizard slapped his bearded cheek. Hard. “I'm answering myself again. If I'm not careful I'll need a shrink. Then he can charge me for being nuts."
Reclaiming his staff and haversack after the climb down, Maldoch could not help but pose the question, “If I was Parny, where would I go hide?'” After a moment's consideration he reeled off a spell, banged his runic pole on the ground, and vanished.
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Chapter Twenty Two"You took your sweet time."
Garrich and Parndolc stumbled out of the midnight woods into the ring of firelight beating back the enfolding darkness. Squatting by his campfire, Maldoch used a long crooked stick to stoke the cheering flames heating a billycan.
"I've been waiting four months. I thought you'd gotten lost,” he added, accusing Garrich with a glance.
"That's hardly a nice welcome considering we just traversed seven hundred leagues,” Parndolc said wearily, slumping on the ground beside his criticizing brother. “You could've come looking for us, you old layabout."
"And risked Omelchor finding you again, by leading him straight to you? That would have been foolish. I figured you'd be coming this way and stayed put to secure the area."
"There was nowhere else to go,” conceded Parndolc.
"I had hoped otherwise,” Garrich bitterly wished. The Goblin was uncloaked and in his leathers, broadsword drawn at the ready in the summer heat. Relaxing, he slid the gleaming blade into its scabbard and dumped at his feet the bulging backpack he lugged. “Find any orphans lately, Maldoch?” The young man was clearly dissatisfied.
"What's it like coming home, boy?” goaded the spellcaster.
Close to three years had gone by since Garrich hiked out of Wivernbush on a wizard's leash, and now he had a pair of the mystics to share his unplanned homecoming with. The boughs of the great oaks were no longer autumn bare but foliaged in green finery. The splendor of the trees went unnoticed by Garrich. Maldoch was camped in an alder-ringed clearing all too familiar to the unsettled Goblin. In the shadows beyond the glowing fire what was left standing of the blackened framework of Falloway Cottage lurked with the ghostly presence of an unburied skeleton. Overgrown with weeds, the mute ruins had not yet been fully reclaimed by the regenerative forest.
"Park your bones,” invited the spellcaster. “You make the place untidy standing there."
The Goblin sat cross-legged across from the wizards, engrossed by the shell of his boyhood.
Parndolc was thirsty. “You got anything to drink around here? I've gone sober for the last hundred leagues."
Maldoch tapped the side of the billycan with his poker. “Water's just about boiled. How about I fix you a calming cup of tea?"
"How about I shove that staff of yours where the sun don't shine!"
"I see sobriety has had an adverse effect on your adage composing. Perhaps some food will take the edge off.” Maldoch fixed his guests a cold supper and afterwards the trio lounged around the hearth on a log serving as a crude bench, sipping tea out of tin cups. Even Parndolc. Any port in a storm, after all.
"You've lost weight,” Maldoch noticed about his peaky brother.
'Heaps of walking does that to you,’ bellyached Parndolc. He enjoyed being stoutish and disliked what exercise had done to his figure.
"Shame he didn't shed a few pounds a lot sooner.” When Garrich voiced that complaint he rubbed his left forearm soothingly.
"Let's be having your tale of woe from the start,” the intrigued spellcaster prompted. “I came in on the end of things after Omel had done his whole trash the castle routine. What went before?"
Parndolc told all: the appearance of the skunk precipitating the aerial evacuation of Earthen Rise, the crash-landing in Rocky Sheer and ensuing boat trip up Ysurl Wash in a smack.
"That's why we didn't pass each other on the Sheer,” Maldoch worked out.
"Had to steer clear of the Banshees. A hammer and saw is no shield against shrieking women,” explained Parndolc.'
He then related how they made their way on foot to Havenstock, sneaking a ride from there to Haston in the back of a supply cart part of an army wagon train trundling to Serepar. Contrary to his complaint, the wizard and boy had ridden most of the way north, only taking to their feet again when going cross-country through the scrubland of Upper Wade after the column rolled out of Haston, eventually reaching the western fringe of Wivernbush where the forlorn cottage ruins moldered.
"How did you get by?” asked Maldoch.
"Well enough.” Beaming, Parndolc produced a jingling purse from the pouch of his tool belt. “I worked from time to time as an odd job man along the way, so that we could afford to eat and drink. Sadly, these parts boast no taverns after Haston and it's been a rottenly dry trip since then.” Swilling a mouthful of tea in his gob, he forced himself to swallow, pulling a theatrical face in the process. He hated roughing it.
When pressed to, Garrich corroborated the technical wizard's story, revealing details conveniently left out by Parndolc. “I was lucky to survive the crash,” he moaned. “Parny was fine and walked away with hardly a scratch, because I cushioned his fall.'
Parndolc reacted in an injured tone. “I said I was sorry your arm got broke. But I did splint it, and snapped bones do mend."
"I was one-armed for eight weeks!"
"Pity your jaw didn't break,” he muttered back. “You've been whining about the incident the whole way here."
"Don't get me started again,” warned Garrich.
Parndolc nudged Maldoch with an elbow. “The boy'll whinge about our pleasure cruise up the Wash now."
Sure enough Garrich did. He related how Parndolc commandeered a derelict sailboat, patched the leaky hull and jury-rigged a makeshift sail, of how the pair braved the choppy waters of Ysurl Wash, weathering the occasional blow of weakly banshee wind until the hulk grounded on a gravel beach fronting a stockade of sawgrass-topped sand dunes southwest of the cleft.
"Garrich gets seasick worse than he does airsick,” charged Parndolc. Travel sickness was plainly a Goblin thing! “Omelchor tracked us down because of you, correct?” he said, pointing the finger of blame at his magic using brother.
"You may be right,” accepted Maldoch. “Remember the night I called you from Pendalth, when there was that fuzzy purplish interference? I suspect our crafty brother came up with a locater spell and employed it to suss out where I was."
"You weren't anywhere near Rocky Sheer back then,” puzzled Parndolc. “How could Omel make the leap from Pendalth to Outcrop Isle?"
"Easily enough,” deduced Maldoch. “We know magic leaves an invisible yet detectable residue. What if Omelchor managed to trace my call all the way from the source to the destination? He would simply have had to follow that strand of magic back to you."
"I thought that kind of interception of magic was an improbability."
"But not impossibility, especially if he's been tampering with his book."
Parndolc gasped, “He wouldn't dare!” And instantly revised his exclamation. “Yeah, on second thought that loony bugger would be mad enough to try that."
"He tried incinerating the White Grimoire,” Maldoch said deprecatingly.
That piece of news amused Parndolc, and he guffawed. Zooming completely over Garrich's head, he admitted so to the wizards.
Retrieving the tome from his sleeve and activating the switch restoring it to full size, Maldoch handed the mystified Goblin the untarnished book. Resting the priceless volume on his knees, Garrich gingerly opened the cover and slowly leafed through the stiff, carefully preserved pages of the illuminated manuscript. The text was a beautifully lettered language alien to Garrich that swirled around side illustrations of fanciful winged and horned beasts, plus surreal landscapes depicting scenes as abstract as spired castles rising out of serene pastoral settings to the phizogs pasted on the celestial bodies shining from the firmament.
"Garrich, what you're holding in your hot little hands is proof positive that the pen is mightier than the sword,” Maldoch explained to him. “The White Grimoire is one of only two genuine books of magic found in all of Terrath. It is incredibly ancient, predating the Anarchic Years. The contributing authors, and there have been many, were the founders of modern spellcasting. Contained within its hallowed pages are the time-honored instructions for every usable incantation dreamt up, tested, and set down on parchment."
"Tested, like Parny's inventions?” broke in Garrich. For some reason, he was under the impression that spells came out of a box ready to use straight away.
Maldoch accommodated the interruption. “That's what links magical and technical wizardry,” he said.
"By the thinnest of threads,” contradicted Parndolc.
"The methodology is identical. Somebody has a brainwave and makes a model of the prototype to see if it works. You build contraptions of wood and iron, the conjurers who went before me worked with phrases. The end result is the same however: workable designs. The White Grimoire is a collection of those tried and trusted enchantments. It's crammed full of assorted spells as varied as boiling an egg inside a chicken to freezing an ocean. The book is a one of a kind manual of magic, irreplaceable and indestructible, with the power to alter History, change Fate, or cement Destiny."
The Goblin hastily shut the book and thrust it back into the lap of the smiling wizard. That sort of clout was not for him to handle. “You said there is another?” he asked in a small voice.
"The Black Grimoire,” contributed Parndolc.
"It's as vile as its name implies,” affirmed Maldoch, shrinking the tome and returning it to his sleeve. “Opposites are the staple ingredient of the universe. Night and day, salt and pepper, etc. Magic is no different. The black book is the evil mirror image of its partnering white tome. They're an indivisible pair. It was authored in secret by a renegade member of the founding party of spellcasters as a counteraction to the catalogue of good magic. He perverted the standard of spells already written down and added a few destructive ones of his own formulation."
"If it's part of a set, where is the book now? Does Omelchor have it?” speculated Garrich.
Parndolc gave a complimenting nod to his brother. “The boy's sharper than an arrowhead."
The spellcaster responded with only a grunt. Unresolved issues were seeing the light of day again, making it hard for him to talk.
Taking up the story where Maldoch left off, Parndolc said, “Omel put his grubby mitts on the Black Grimoire back ... when was it, Mal?"
"Ida the thirteenth, in the month of Shunn, during the Troll calendar year two thousand and twenty three, or thereabouts."
"Word of warning,’ Parndolc whispered to Garrich. “Don't tick Mal off. He'll bear a grudge for centuries!"
The Goblin was not listening. “If the white book can't be destroyed, why did Omelchor have a bash at burning it to a crisp?"
"Madmen don't think rationally. That's why they're mad,” was the sole reason Parndolc offered.
Maldoch voiced his own theory. “Omelchor attacked Earthen Rise to steal back the White Grimoire. He's finally worked out that the magic of the books is strongest when bonded. When he couldn't release the tome from the enchantment anchoring it in place in the west tower, in a fit of rage he tried reducing it to ashes. The backlash of thwarted energies leveled the rest of the castle."
"I thought whisky was in that tower?” Garrich fired at Parndolc.
The inventing wizard sighed wistfully. “A case of scotch would've seen more use than that musty old book of spells. Mal, can you be sure our bugger of a brother wasn't after Garrich?"
"The both of you would be dead if he was."
"Could he track us here too?” Garrich put to Maldoch.
"Omel does have the bad habit of returning to the scenes of his crimes,” said Parndolc.
"That's why we'll be splitting up in the morning,” announced Maldoch.
"We only just arrived! I'm too stuffed to go on safari again so soon."
The spellcaster relented. “Alright Parny. Take a week to get your bunions fit for travel."
"Half the year would be nicer."
"I'll give you one month, no longer."
"You're generous to a fault.” Parndolc yawned. “I'm buggered. I think I'll turn in.” Getting up off the log, he untied and spread out his bedroll with a flick of his wrists before bedding down, using his backpack for a pillow.
Offering Garrich more tea, Maldoch remarked, “Aren't you tired?"
Declining the proffered cup, the Goblin replied, “Not enough to sleep."
"It's been a while since we shared a camp together, Lenta."
"Not long enough, Sulca."
"You still mad at me for dumping you at Earthen Rise? It was for your own good, Garrich. There wasn't any place safer."
"Until Omelchor shook it apart."
"We can't always predict the future.'
That reminded Garrich. “I lost the Ode of the Shamanist."
"When the castle was fired?"
"Afterwards. It's litter out on Rocky Sheer."
The wizard did not seem terribly upset by the Goblin's admission. Perhaps it was due to Garrich's carelessness mitigated by him sharing the news that the Codretic Text was safe and sound stuffed in Parndolc's tool pouch.
"Tylar's book is gone too,” lamented Garrich.
Maldoch was unsympathetic. “It's only binding and paper. Glad to see you didn't lose his blade though."
The wizard's callous attitude rankled Garrich and his hand unthinkingly strayed to the sword hilt behind his neck. Maldoch's own hand darted out quicker than a striking adder, gripping the Goblin's wrist fiercely.
"Save it for the battles ahead, boy,” he counseled. “Don't misdirect your anger at me. Channel it at the real villain of the piece."
"Omelchor?"
"The one and only.” Maldoch unhanded Garrich. “You can choose your friends, never your relatives. Don't tell Parny I borrowed his maxim."
"What do I know of family?” the Goblin orphan muttered and went to bed himself.
Maldoch stayed up. Freshening his cuppa, the wizard permitted himself the luxury of a spot of stargazing. The heavens were ablaze with the pinprick fires of numberless suns dotting the unending black of galactic space. Pretty though the stars were, he was enthralled by the striking yellow moon shimmering high in the eastern horizon and wondered dreamily. The spellcaster had seen many moons rise and fall, but on this particular night he was put in mind of the legendary, but fragmented, histories of the Ancients known exclusively to those in the wizardry and witchery clubs. One such fable maintained that the technological masters of the Olde Worlde jetted to the moon on a plume of fire and walked the cratered lunar surface. Parndolc was alone in not scoffing at the absurdity of that fanciful notion, for everyone knew that magic outdid machinery every time. Yet, as Maldoch pondered the Maria and what sort of dark seas stained the moonscape, he could not help but imagine the walk as a muddy stroll.
Stretching his legs, the spellcaster ambled to the edge of the clearing to stare out into the shadowy wood. Four weeks of deliberation renewed his purpose. Omelchor had been dictating the show lately, running events his way. The advantage of determining the opening move in the unavoidable race war looming belonged to him, meaning he could orchestrate the crucial first plays of the game. Maldoch opted to redress that, by taking the fight to his nemesis.
"Time to assemble the team,” he instructed himself. “But first I need a word with the coach."
Garrich woke grumpy. He had not slept well and was subsequently up at the crack of dawn. The forest bird life eagerly warbled in the new day, much to his annoyance. What right did woodlarks have to be so damn happy this early in the morning?
Parndolc lay curled up asleep in his bedroll, sucking his thumb like a 200 lb baby. Throwing off his blanket, Garrich looked for Maldoch and found the wizard kneeling under a guardian elm. Recognizing that special tree, the Goblin came close to weeping. Forcing himself to walk over, he was amazed to discover Maldoch tending Tylar Shudonn's gravesite. By necessity the old soldier had been hastily laid to rest in a shallow, unmarked grave. Only now the wizard was placing a bunch of wildflowers at the base of a wooden headstone sculpted to resemble a shield, inscribed simply with Tylar's name and relevant dates.
"Surprised?” said Maldoch, standing when Garrich joined him.
The emotional Goblin could only murmur, “When?"
"Last year,” the wizard gave away. ‘I commissioned a woodcarver over in Haston to do the honors. I wasn't about to let my old friend's final resting place be marked only by weeds."
Garrich was shamed by Maldoch's earnestness. “I didn't mean to leave father like that."
Maldoch patted the youth's shoulder. “I was setting things right, for the both of us."
Garrich felt better. “Any more surprises in store?"
"Nothing that can't keep, boy."
When Parndolc finally stirred around midmorning, the Goblin was banking the cooking fire. The frowning technical wizard scratched his hairless head and mumbled, “I'll never get used to waking up without a hangover. Where's magic man, Garrich?"
"Running an errand. He'll return in a couple of weeks and said for us to sit tight meantime."
Parndolc flopped down. “Here's hoping Mal brings back a flagon of ale. A wizard could die of thirst out here."
Maldoch slowed.
Draesdow Hollow lay dead ahead. A fortnight of hard walking westwards saw the spellcaster reach Tarndeth Ward in record time, shaving two days off his standing best. Though the day shone gloriously sunny, the path taking him off the scrubland into the hill country was shrouded in black fog. Maldoch pressed on without a lunch stop. Every so often he revisited this region sensibly avoided by all, and every time he started out on this trail he got goose bumps. Draesdow was an arena-like depression squatting north to south between two bleak hills. Ringed by low cliffs of obsidian forming the enclosing walls of this natural amphitheatre, access to the Hollow was gained by either gate of orangey sandstone set at the western and eastern ends. But only wizards, witches, and fools dared those portals. Any mortal rash enough to try those entrances died of fright or lived what was left of their vastly shortened life a gibbering, insane mess.
Clammy tendrils of black vapor snaked around the ankles of the journeying wizard as he undertook the short climb into the foothills. The pathway was overgrown with waist-high thistles Maldoch could not detour around lest he wade through pockets of equally prickly gorse adjoining the trail. Luckily for the spellcaster his thick leather boots and coarse cloak provided ample protection from the thorny vegetation. By midafternoon he completed his ascent, though you could scarcely tell. The clouding, inky mist obscured everything from view, bar the gate directly in front of him.
The slab of red ochre rock barring Maldoch's passage was three times man-height and bore the dire runic inscription:
—
ENTER THOSE NOT FAINT OF HEART
FALTER ONCE AND I BEG DO WAIT
COURAGE STRONGEST FROM THE START
MEET YOUR DOOM BEYOND THIS GATE
—
"A simple Keep Out would work just as well,” the wizard said of the chiseled warning sign. Pushing on the gate with the palm of his hand, the unwieldy stone swung easily inwards with a faint grinding sound, balanced perfectly on the balls of blue metal hinging the block at top and bottom on its right hand side. The unheeding wizard strode beneath the Dwarfmade steelwork framing the sandstone door to enter oblivion.
The gate thudded unpromisingly shut behind Maldoch. He stood on the lip of what could only be described as a bowl perhaps a third of a league across at most. The pervading black cloud roofed Draesdow Hollow, plunging the stadium into perpetual darkness. The arena was far from being unlighted however. At its precise center a conical mound thrust skywards from the plain, and perched on the apex of that steep-sided hummock jutted a thirty-foot tall obelisk of glowing jade bathing the basin in its emerald luminosity.
Descending to the floor of the sink, Maldoch encountered the skeletal remains of the few adventurers who stupidly ignored the portent on the gates to their own detriment. The bony corpses belonged mostly to prospectors, lured to Draesdow by the fabled wealth of the vertical rectangle of jade. It was reputed a whole nation could be bought and sold with that single piece of pale green hard stone. The creeping wizard came across rusting picks and shovels, tattered scraps of moldy clothing, and the larger bones of pack animals felled by starvation. The greedy came seeking fortune, only to be rewarded with madness and death.
Maldoch paused beside a more recent cadaver. He was recently killed, dead for no more than a day judging by the fresh state of his olive skin. Kneeling, the curious wizard rifled the body. This victim was no exploring miner but a Goblin scout. Unseeing eyes stared upwards above a mouth agape in a mute scream of terror, his raven locks changed to shocking white from exposure to whatever outlandish horror assailed him. The westerner was scarily otherwise unmarked. Deadman hands gripped the leather-strapped hilts of twin swords, the curved blades unblooded by lack of contact with his tormentor.
The body of the deceased swordsman jiggled while Maldoch searched for identifying clues. He found them after snatching a leather pouch from about the neck of the Goblin and emptying the contents into a cupped hand. Prodding the single bear claw with a curious finger, the wizard did not waste time examining the tufts of golden-brown fur that dropped out of the pouch along with the bruin nail. The charms were proof-positive of the wearer's identity.
There were other bodies further on, splayed on the ground in a similar posture to the first. Maldoch checked every one, searching their pouches and discovering the furred and feathered, antlered and clawed charms of wolf and elk, otter and lynx, wolverine and raven. Goblin warriors wore the symbols of their respective clan concealed on their person, making recognition straightforward if you knew your taxidermy.
Maldoch moved on to the eighth and final Goblin corpse sprawled ten paces away from his compatriots and about double that distance from the mound. There was no real need to loot this fellow. The conclusion the wizard was drawing from these searches merely confirmed his assumption that Omelchor had worked his magic to finally unify the Carnachian bands.
Priding himself on being thorough, Maldoch rolled over the prone Westie and jumped back when the Goblin's insensible shriek pierced the silence. A smart slap and quick grapple restored order, and divested the raving mad Carnachian of his pouch. The wizard undid his booty and triumphantly pulled out the barred, rufous goshawk feather he rightly guessed the last Goblin to be carrying in his consecrated throat pouch.
Tossing the quill aside, Maldoch gestured to the demented Goblin blindly crawling away on his hands and knees gabbling nonsense, addressing the jade obelisk in a defaming tone. “Soran, you missed one of the suckers!"
No reply came back.
"I know you're in there,” shouted Maldoch, mounting the sharply inclined knoll.
Still nothing.
The wizard persevered. “Don't make me come in and get you,” he threatened, rapping the giant greenstone with his staff.
Veins of yellow formed on the surface of the obelisk. Throbbing with flashes of life, they pulsed faster and faster until a shower of red and white sparks cascaded from the top of the rectangle of rock, showering Maldoch with magic light as the wizard sprinted down the cone. Those sparkles bounced high off the rocky ground to swirl purposefully above his head, spiraling upwards to coalesce into the vague outline of a vast manifestation. A bolt of blue lightning flashed from the ceiling of black vapor to energize the display with a rumbling discharge of brilliance.
When the glare faded a huge dragon flapped vigorously in the greenly lit air overhead, looking every inch how that mythical beast should: 60 feet and fifteen tons of scaled grey hide; four massive taloned feet big enough to carry off the largest bullock; a muscular tail barbed at the end with stiff, feathery protuberances; airplane-sized membranous wings copied off bats; and a horned head with a mouthful of serrated teeth that might have chomped a dinosaur into pulp. An ear-splitting bellow issued from that fanged maw, and the crawling survivor of the Goblin party dropped dead from the shock when his heart gave up the ghost and stopped beating.
"Put a lid on all that pointless roaring and get down here,” chastised Maldoch, shaking a remonstrative finger at the wondrous beast. “Haven't you scared enough people to death for one day?"
The dragon came to heel like an errant puppy and landed smack dab in front of the scolding spellcaster. Slitted eyeballs larger than shields took in the enchanter. ‘Thou art not mine master, wizard!’ he thundered in protest, engulfing Maldoch in a stream of liquid fire squirting from a gland situated between the brow ridges fronting his scarlet head crest.
Patiently weathering the streaming flame, Maldoch repeated, “Oh, pipe down, Soran. We both know you're all bark and no bite."
Extinguishing his flamethrower, the dragon said in a petulant rumble, “Alack, mine voice alone hath power."
"You're an over-inflated gecko,” insulted the wizard. Foolish words, considering he was in the middle of a graveyard.
"Verily I be Sorandorallah and I hath no substance!” roared the magical lizard, his indignation trailing off into a sorrowful whimper.
A sad but true fact. Majestic and intimidating as the dragon appeared, his vast bulk was faintly transparent. The background of green monument and black cliff walls were visible through his translucent scales. He was nothing more than a colorful phantom, the ghostly echo of a previous existence.
"You are a memory, but what a regal piece of nostalgia,” consoled Maldoch.
"Begone, Maldochus!” the dragon beseeched. He sulkily laid his head between his insubstantial forefeet. “Wend thy way from Draesdow forthwith. Mine misery needs not company."
Maldoch took a seat on a boulder across from the depressed dragon. “You always were a drama queen."
"Thou art a heartless beast, wizard."
"I've been called worse."
"Papula exaspero homo hominus!"
The spellcaster was stunned to silence, not so much from the barb as the aspect that the dragon had delivered the gibe in the archaic lingo of the Ancients. It had been many moons, 1,600 years to be precise, since Maldoch heard the language of his childhood and inestimably longer since the world forsook Tanit in favor of Nglais, the Shared Tongue, which originally arose as the trading speech binding the newborn Fellow Races but ultimately adopted as the standard vernacular of the continent.
Snapping out of his shock, Maldoch responded to the slur light-heartedly. “I get called many things, but to be described as a pimple to irritate Man is refreshingly new and quite accurate. Ta very much."
The dragon could not believe his horns. Not only had his taunt failed to strike a nerve, the wizard was actually thanking him for his rudeness! He gave up and heaved a rumbly sigh of defeat.
"You seem gloomier than normal, Soran. Why so glum?"
"Tis mine death date."
"Commemorations can be depressing. How long ago today since the Gnomes sacrificed you?"
"Dahriggons doth not mark time in the way of the Two-legs."
Maldoch glossed over the obvious irony that dragons were also bipedal and asked again.
"Nineteen hundred and forty years,” was the unhappy reply.
The wizard figured as much. The death of Sorandorallah, last of the Greater Dragons, should have ended the century long Serpent Slaughter instigated by the fixated Gnomes. His demise instead worsened the killing spree, as the religious fanatics turned their sacrificial worship to the lesser cousins of their scaled gods, exterminating too the smaller Wyverns.
"Nigh on a thousand years twice hath I dwelt in this abysmal hollow,” repeated Sorandorallah. “Why shouldst mine soul suffer unending torment?"
Maldoch genuinely pitied the lamenting dragon. Sadly, it was Soran's lot in life—or death, in his case—to be consigned to Draesdow Hollow for all eternity or until the end of time, whichever arrived first. Fated, destined, or just plain picked out at random to be the swansong of dragonkind, he had as such a special role to fulfill in the hereafter.
The opposing deities, Jeshuvallhod and Lusfardcul, forever at odds in the timeless struggle between Good and Evil, made a pact to make the basin neutral ground for the express purpose of using it as a broadcasting dish between the realms of the living and the dead. Beneath the bowl hummed a rare junction of the unseen mystical energy strands crisscrossing the planet, producing an extraordinarily powerful magnetic field ripe for tapping by the celestial beings. Unable to communicate directly with their worshippers, lest their omnipotence overwhelm and crush the fragile mortals, the gods usually relied on imperfect dreams and visions to convey their wishes. The unique locality of Draesdow put a different spin on things. It enabled the divinities to use the undead to speak to their minions. And what better vessel than the last Greater Dragon, a figure of mythical authority whose forebears conquered the planet a quarter of an eon before all others. The fact that Sorandorallah was their unwilling mouthpiece mattered not.
"Divine will can't be challenged,” was the only wisdom the spellcaster offered. “Time to make that call, Soran."
The dragon's yellow bright eyes took on a pale blue cast and his mannerism changed. Gone was the whiny, morose shade, his dour persona replaced by a patently godly presence as the possessed spirit body of the storybook beast lifted off the ground to sit on his haunches.
Coming off his rock, Maldoch knelt and whispered reverently, “Master, I bid thee welcome."
"Don't be such a stiff-neck, my son,” Jeshuvallhod gently castigated, speaking through his ghostly host in a kindly male voice. “Must I forever remind you not to be so formal."
Maldoch awkwardly retook his seat. He had never become completely used to the laidback nature of his idol. A god should be markedly superior, aloof even. The Maker was confusingly neither.
"Why have you summoned me? I am a busy entity."
"Forgive my intrusion, master, but I have need of your counsel."
"How may I assist?"
"The traitor Omelchor raided Earthen Rise not long ago."
"An unfortunate development,” commented the Maker. Indisputably the God of Light, Jeshuvallhod could not possibly know everything the minute it happened. “That's the second castle my wayward son has trashed."
"His nature is to wreck things,” established the wizard. “Fortunate for us, he did fail in his attempt to destroy the White Grimoire."
"The twin sacred tomes cannot be destroyed. Nullified, but never obliterated. Magic is the cornerstone of the universe, Maldoch. Without it, Good ceases to be and Evil shall prevail."
"This is exactly what I'm fighting to prevent, master. That's why I'm seeking answers to a couple of questions bothering me."
"Ask away, my son."
"Is Omelchor aware of the means to render the White Grimoire useless?"
"Your brother is no fool. He knows the Lodestone exists, but not its whereabouts."
"That explains his stupidity at trying to fry the book."
"There's more to it than that,” expanded the Maker. “Omelchor won't rashly invoke the power of the crystal that'll rob him of his own source of spellcasting, for the Lodestone will neutralize the Black Grimoire as well. I take it the gem's hiding place remains secure?"
"Stashed away safe and sound these past twenty-one centuries,” the wizard confirmed rather too quickly for the Maker's liking.
Way back in 1481 of the First Epoch, Maldoch and the Dwarf rock hound that would father the Gemfinder family set out to uncover the long lost resting place of the Lodestone, a supposed reservoir of mystical energies. The intrepid seekers indeed found the fabled crystal after months of hard searching, decades of research on the wizard's part having paved the way for their outwardly speedy success. They chose not to disturb the crystal and, in order to ensure it not falling into the wrong hands and thus be misused, kept its precise location a closely guarded secret. That proved a particularly easy task, considering the accompanying Dwarf had for ages been bones in the ground without ever revealing the find of the epoch to his descendants. On top of that, the spellcaster had utterly forgotten the site of their astounding discovery.
"What else do you want from me?” Jeshuvallhod asked His devotee.
"The other side's next move."
The dragon-filtered god chortled with amusement. “I never took you for a cheater."
"Simply looking for an edge, master."
"You know I can't reveal such information, assuming I was even privy to it."
"You are almighty, Lord."
"But no mind reader, my son,” the Maker pointed out. “If you're wanting a head start on the forces of Darkness, I suggest taking another squiz at the prophecies. That's what they're for."
"They are harder to read than road maps.'
"As forecasts are meant to be.” Jeshuvallhod laughed infuriatingly again. “You always crack me up so."
"I'm glad to be a source of hilarity,” the wizard dryly quipped. “That doesn't help me out."
"An easy life is a boring existence."
"Mind if I tell that one to Parny? He can add it to his book of collected sayings, right after he builds us another castle."
"Maldoch, I understand your frustration better than you think. Gods are bound by rules and regulations too. I'm answerable to a higher authority far less tolerant than me and there are policies in place we all must conform to that prevent epochal events from getting overly messy. Law and order isn't just a catchphrase to be bandied about willy-nilly."
The notion of a power more influential than his god disturbed the wizard as much as it did Prince Dalcorne, causing him to frown. “Is a race war going to eventuate?” he bluntly put to the Maker.
"It may be fated to."
"Then I will have failed in my custodianship of Terrath.” Seeking alleviation from his disappointment, Maldoch asked outright, “Can we win it?"
"If it is our destiny,” the god ambiguously replied.
"Must everything be a riddle!” the wizard decried.
"Life is a puzzle, my son, but one well worth solving. What are you planning next?"
"I'm thinking the time has come to gather the racial champions together."
Jeshuvallhod rumbled agreeably. “Yet you have reservations."
"Master, I have the Goblin warden lined up for the final showdown, a Dwarf in mind, and a lead on a Troll candidate. But the Elves and Gnomes are a sticky point."
"Neither of the gentiles have been team players in the past,” conceded the Maker.
"Any suggestions for finding their guardians will be welcome."
"Faith has always worked for me."
Harboring doubts, the wizard elected not to express them. He relied on wits far more readily than blind faith.
The blue faded from the dragon's eyes as Sorandorallah returned. Clasping his huge forefeet over his ethereal snout, the shade moaned, “Possession doth ache mine head terribly.” Apparently the dead could feel sick.
Sympathy did not pour from the wizard's mouth. “Has Omelchor visited recently to consult his mistress?"
Soran glanced up, leering. “Thou knowest divulging such is contrarious to mine task."
"All I want to know is when my abominable brother last called here at the Hollow."
"Egad! Art thou deaf, wizard? The wending of thine familial hitherto is denied thee. Thereto, the affairs of sundry humans are naught to Dahriggons."
Maldoch scowled. Keeping mum about the comings and goings of rival wizards was the only scrap of genuine power left to the ghostly dragon, and Soran wielded it like a flaming whip whenever the opportunity presented itself.
"Methinks thou shouldst rephrase thine poser."
Maldoch perked up. Soran was not above playing games for his own twisted pleasure, such as dangling a tidbit of information under the spellcaster's nose like a wriggly worm on a hook baiting a trout. “What are you getting at, dragon?"
"I canst saith nay more, wench chaser."
"Eh?"
"Mine claws be tied, mine lips sealed, dame lover."
"You don't have lips."
"Must I spell it out for thee, gendered enchanter!"
The obtuse sorcerer finally caught on. It was no wizard who dropped by, rather a woman. A witch. Norelda, in fact. Boy, did Sorandorallah know exactly where to lodge a barb. Maldoch tugged his beard ponderingly. That ugly eye-opener did not account for the Goblin refuse lying about.
"I suppose it'll do no good to ask after the nature of her visit?"
"I evoke naught when entranced,” rejoined Soran.
"Selective amnesia ... how convenient,” Maldoch punned of the dragon's failure to remember the slightest thing when used as a ventriloquist's dummy. “I'll be on my way then and leave you to whatever dead beings do.” He came up off his knees, ready to leave Draesdow Hollow.
All of a sudden gripped by a seizure, Sorandorallah's toothy snout contorted into a grimace as red fire blazed from his fixed eyes. A woman's terrible voice boomed demandingly from the puppet dragon shade. “Kneel in mine presence, white wizard!"
Maldoch calmly defied the command by standing there and stating, “I do not serve you, Lusfardcul. Don't waste my time or yours ordering me about.'
The Goddess of Dark shrieked obscenities at the noncompliant spellcaster, thrashing the dragon's tail about wildly. “I am the Undoer, mage. I wilt smite thee down and grind thy bones into dust, and verily with mine own tempest breath shalt I scatter thou to the four corners of the worlde."
"You always were a stuck up bitch,” Maldoch dared insult her. Oddly enough, she ceased ranting.
"Thou wilt sorely regret bespeaking thusly,” Lusfardcul quietly promised.
Putting hands on his hips in an expression of impatience, the wizard asked, “Was there something specific you wanted to berate me for, or do you wish to carry on imparting generalized threats?"
"Canst thou guess, mighty one? Methought thou wouldest relish the opportunity to recant afore I vanquish thee and thine host."
Maldoch folded his arms rebelliously. “I will never change sides."
"Dismiss not mine offer out of hand, Maldochus. I canst reward thee greatly."
"Eternal damnation has never really appealed to me."
"Doth power? Thine sibling and dame judged mine words true and pledged undying servitude."
"Those two rattorns are hardly prime examples of loyalty. They're as changeable as the weather and greedier than a jackdaw in a jewelers."
"Untrue. Omelchor and his wench saw the light ... nay, embraced the dark. They are mine steadfast servants. Follow them thyself and I wilt grant thee unlimited magics. White wizardry pales by comparison to black necromancy."
Maldoch laughed sneeringly. “You'd make a piss poor dilcarf player, goddess."
"What sayest thou?"
"You've tipped your hand and it's a losing deal. By offering me a job, you are announcing your insecurities. Omelchor failed you in the early rounds, so you're thinking to hedge all bets by subverting me in case he doesn't come through this time either. It's such a pathetic ploy it's funny."
Phantom steam rose up out of the possessed dragon's fiery blowhole. “I wilt not tempt thee again. Fool, I shalt pleasure mine self with thy destruction. Fare thee well, upstart spellmaker. Knowest on the morrow of thine kingdom's defeat I wilt crucify thou and thine weakling god on the star fires of the jet firmament."
The Undoer departed, returning the unknowing dragon to his interrupted train of thought. “Dost thou journey back to the wood of Whifferneeste, that which Men hath called Wivernbush?"
"I am,” confirmed Maldoch, perpetuating the pretence that nothing untoward had happened. “What of it?"
Sorandorallah chuckled annoyingly. “A resurrectio awaits thee, wizard."
"What sort of renewal?"
"That wilt spoilt thine surprise."
Shouldering his travel bag, Maldoch stormed away from the smug, wraithlike dragon, Soran muttering curses about being constantly kept in the dark. The wizard parted with his own grumble. “I detest surprises. They invariably turn out to be unpleasant."
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Chapter Twenty ThreeThe rustle sounded again.
Garrich stood on the rim of firelight stripped to his waist, blade drawn to challenge the gloom of night and keep whatever danger lurked in the shadows at bay. The strange scraping that pricked his sharp Goblin hearing, rousing him from sleep minutes ago, emanated from the eastern heart of Wivernbush. Someone, or something, was prowling the depths of the unlit wood, unseen but dangerously confident enough to be making noise within earshot of camp.
Garrich indelicately gave Parndolc a nudge with the heel of his boot. The slumbering wizard rolled onto his side and stopped the irritating wheezing that was interfering with the Goblin using his superior hearing to discern the nature of the worrying sound. Listening hard, Garrich thought he caught a faint whir of beating wings, then nerve-wracking silence. His fingers tightening about the grip of his sword, he willed himself to slow his rapid breathing as Tylar taught him to do when preparing to fight.
By chance this was the very night Maldoch was popping in to see the puppet dragon shade at Draesdow over a hundred leagues away to the northwest. The spellcaster had only been gone one day shy of a full week and already the strain of waiting was beginning to tell on Garrich. While Parndolc exhibited the patience of a mountain, his youthful comrade grew steadily sick of hanging about doing absolutely nothing. The young got bored so easily. Earlier that day when out chopping wood Garrich wished for something, anything, to happen and break the monotony. He was getting his wish tonight.
The blue-black darkness pressed in on the guttering campfire, striving to smother flames and people alike in shadowy terror. The Goblin remained alert and battle-ready. He pivoted about, the tip of his blade questing for the invisible threat. Wivernbush seemed as unfamiliar to him now as Alberion. The mystifying forest of his boyhood degenerated into a scarier place freshly haunted by memories of a lost life never to be regained. He regretted circumstance compelled his return.
A rush of air overhead made Garrich duck and he dropped into a crouch, jolting the snoozing wizard. Parndolc gave an indignant grunt and woke. “Bol, what did you boot me for?” he drowsily asked.
"You're dreaming, Parny,” hissed Garrich. “It's me. Get up."
The old inventor rubbed the sleep from his eyes to take in his dim surrounds. “It's the middle of the night, boy. Why aren't you sleeping?"
Garrich stayed low, his sword angled up and outwards at the silent trees. “There's something circling out there. I keep hearing it every now and then."
Parndolc snorted pure contempt. “We're camped in a forest full of critters and you're upset by a stray bit of noise. It's probably only a possum."
"I grew up here and know the sounds every animal makes. If that's an opossum bothering us, you're a booze-abstaining monk."
"What a nasty thought. Alright, Mister Natural History, what pesky varmint is responsible for you ruining my sleep?"
The Goblin had a sneaking suspicion, but kept his own counsel. Since his homecoming, Garrich glimpsed neither hide nor hair of his shadowing “bat". Parndolc would tease him no end if he put forward the notion of being spooked by a childhood fright.
Reluctantly getting up, Parndolc tossed a faggot from the stack of newly cut logs on to the lowering fire, sending a cascade of sparks flurrying into the night sky and distracting Garrich. The swordsman should have rebuked the wizard for his offhandedness, but more light was welcome to pierce the midnight black. The technical wizard joined his companion as the slowly burning chunk of wood brightened the arena of firelight from hazy red to a sharper orangey hue. Garrich noticed that the portly inventor had his hammer and chisel handy. Was he planning to carve to death whatever was skulking in the dark?
There came a sound best likened to a linen sheet pegged on a clothesline snapping in a drying wind, followed by a girl casually sauntered into the flickering glow cast by the campfire. Garrich straightened, his forged steel and mettle both wavering.
"Crikey, she's starkers!” exclaimed Parndolc.
As naked as a newborn babe, their visitor seemed unashamed, even unaware, of her nudity. She shuffled awkwardly across the clearing with inimitable gracelessness, as if walking on her leggy pins was foreign to her, halting directly before Garrich. He could see that she was a young woman no older, but a foot taller, than he, luxuriant auburn tresses more like a mane spilling down to her bare waist. Her face carried a chiseled beauty to it, but the unrevealing eyes beneath a fringe of glossy red-brown hair lacked pupils and were scarily inked black. Convinced it must be a trick of the light, Garrich could have sworn her skin displayed a greenish tinge. He overlooked that imagined oddity when confronted by her perky breasts titillating his senses, his enlarged eyes straying lower to her nether regions. The response was predictable as the ogling young man felt his loins stirring.
"Girlie, who might you be?” Parndolc demanded from her.
Those coal black eyes fell on the wizard, and she frowned. “Trespasser, I know you not,” she said sternly in a thickly accented voice, her speech as stilted as her walk. “You are recognized,” she spoke to Garrich, turning the point of his sword aside with a finger.
The Goblin started. Her hand was clawed, not with the outrageously long manicured fingernails fashionable to women, but with actual talons. He let the tip of his blade droop to touch the clearing floor. She reached out and stroked his face, sensuously tracing his jaw line with a razor fingertip, scraping his thinly bearded chin without drawing blood. Garrich blushed, feeling a quiet strength in her touch, intuiting that her unclothed state did not imply vulnerability.
Sidling around Garrich, she took in the shadowed cottage vestiges and forlornly remarked, “The old male's nest."
Parndolc put the second logical question to her, despite the first standing unanswered. “Where did you come from?"
The strange woman glanced over her shoulder at the enquirer as if he was stupid. “The forest, naturally."
"Do you mean to say you're from around here?"
"You ask silly things, trespasser."
"Where do you live?” persevered Parndolc.
"In the trees, of course."
The wizard was getting nowhere fast. The glazed look on Garrich's face made it plain that including the enamored Goblin in the impromptu interrogation was pointless. Thinking of nothing more useful to do, Parndolc grabbed the first suitable item at hand to cover the hussy's nakedness and recoiled when she hissed and scratched at him, shredding the proffered blanket.
"Trespassers must leave our wood!” she screeched, a multitude of background voices issuing from her throat chorusing her plea. The timbre of her insistence was unambiguous: depart or trouble would ensue.
Garrich surfaced from his infatuation and wheeled, again bringing his lifted weapon to bear on this exotic woman. There was an explosion of light, forcing the Goblin to shield his eyes with an arm as Parndolc threw himself on the ground. Maldoch materialized from out of the flash in the middle of the campfire and leaped out of the flames smartly, trailing purple smoke. Garrich lifted his head in time to catch a bulky, indistinct form laboring into the night sky over the clearing on spreading wings, blotting out the stars before swerving away from the betraying firelight to be swallowed up in the concealing dark.
"Hot feet! Hot feet!” bitched Maldoch, stamping his boots repeatedly on the ground to put out the burning leather. Breathing heavily, whispers of smoke curling upwards from his smoldering soles, the wizard viewed his compatriots in the pale light of the embers from the scattered fire. Garrich was wild-eyed and on his knees looking for blood with his unsheathed sword. Equally out of sorts, Parndolc was lifting himself off his belly and glancing about with a bemused expression on his podgy face. “Come now, surely my arrival didn't startle the pair of you that much?” said the spellcaster.
"Don't flatter yourself,” grumped Parndolc, brushing bits of grass off his rumpled habit as he got up. “We had an unannounced visitor."
"Omelchor find you again?"
"It was a woman.” Garrich stood, shakily returning his broadsword to its scabbard. “A naked woman."
"Half your luck, boy.” The wizard flung down his staff and satchels, then sat on the ground. Removing his scorched hiking boots, he lamented, “Do you know how many decades it took me to break these in?” Tossing the charred footwear away in disgust, he asked, “Was the woman anyone we know, Parny?"
"I've been a recluse for over fifteen hundred years. I don't meet all that many women."
"Don't split hairs. You're well aware who I mean."
"It wasn't her,” avowed Parndolc.
That ruled out Norelda and puzzled Maldoch. “Describe her."
"She wasn't wearing any clothes."
"Trust you to notice the important stuff."
Garrich supplied the relevant details, letting the spellcaster muse on the disclosures. “Black eyes without any whites, you say?"
"And green skin,” added Parndolc, corroborating Garrich's opinion of the redhead.
"She somehow seemed familiar to me,” admitted the Goblin, sitting next to Maldoch.
"In what way?"
"It's hard to put into words. I feel like I've known her my entire life."
"Yet you've never met."
Garrich grinned stupidly. “I'd have remembered."
Parndolc put in his two broan's worth. “The boy has the hots for her, Mal. Look, he hasn't sheathed his weapon yet."
Saying nothing to refute the wizard's teasing, his face and ears reddening, Garrich turned his back to the wizards to hide his boner.
Maldoch stroked his beard pensively. “And she claimed to live here in the trees?” he said, nodding to the encompassing timberland.
"In a roundabout way,” confirmed Parndolc. “She took quite a fancy to young Garrich, calling me a trespasser."
Maldoch chortled. “I'll be a unihorn's hump. It just might be coming true."
"Care to share the joke?"
"No time, Parny,” the chuckling spellcaster decided, reaching for his blackened boots. “Gather up your stuff ... you too, Garrich. We need to be on the move."
The Goblin rolled up his bedroll, the chore deflating his lust. He was keen to leave the troubles and memories of Wivernbush behind.
"Can't this shift of yours wait till morning?” yawned the technical wizard. “I've had enough excitement for one night and need to get back to my beauty sleep."
"You'll need to snooze more than a night to improve on that ugly mug of yours,” Garrich riposted the inventor's earlier taunt.
"Just where did you pop in from in such an all fire hurry?” Parndolc put to his brother.
"I was chatting with our master.” Unwilling to alarm the others, Maldoch did not bring up the matter of conversing with the dark mistress too.
"You were at the Hollow?"
"There's no other place in the whole of Terrath to make that call."
Parndolc shuddered. “Draesdow gives me the creeps."
"It's not exactly on the top of my list of sightseeing spots,” agreed Maldoch, “but it has been a popular site of late for visiting Goblins."
Garrich paused repacking his rucksack at talk of his brethren.
"That is strange,” murmured Parndolc, “not to mention suicidal. Why would any Westie opt for making a one way trip to that hellhole?"
"They were obviously scouts, looking for a shortcut east to spy out the lay of the land prior to the big strike. Nobody bothered telling them they couldn't make it through."
"That's the price you pay for being an underling,” philosophized Parndolc. He grinned evilly in the fading red light.
"I don't find dead Goblins all that amusing,” muttered Garrich.
"From the signs visible, I'm betting the invasion of Carallord is set to happen soon,” concluded Maldoch.
"So that's why you magically jumped in on us and doused my campfire,” guessed his brother.
"I'm feeling a sense of urgency, Parny. We're nearing kick-off and I don't intend dropping the ball."
"How did lizard lips react to your popping out? He's no fan of magic. It's the only thing I liked about him."
"My powers don't work inside the Hollow, so I had to walk out of Draesdow to translocate. I've kept that secret from Soran so far. It keeps the old spook on his toes. Righto, Parndolc. I want you to get your butt up north."
"Ale country!’ said the technical wizard, beaming and clapping his hands eagerly.
"You're not going there for a drinking binge. I want you to avail yourself to the Dalcornes. Maybe they'll find a use for your inventiveness."
"Not that I mind heading up country to nobly protect Dwarf breweries, but why there, Mal?"
"Carnach has always wanted to get its meat hooks into the northland. Even if Ahnorr does make a play for the Upper Wade, his goal will ultimately be to drive for Frelok Pass. That's where he outmaneuvered Ghranu and hung him out to dry. He'll be wanting to jumpstart the invasion on the bones of his old coup."
"From a military standpoint, the invaders won't want to bypass the Dwarf citadel. That'll leave an unplucked thorn in their rump just waiting to fester,” Garrich mused unasked.
Pleased at the boy's contribution, Tylar Shudonn's education shining through youthful apathy, Maldoch affirmed with a nod. “Omelchor won't let his Goblin general be that stupid. He's already made sure the symbol of the Dwarf kingship got hit hard even before the first punch of round one has been thrown."
"What's the boxing analogy in aid of?” queried Parndolc. “Has something happened up at Dalcorne High?"
Relating the dire episode of the attempt on the Dwarf King's person, Maldoch finished his sad tale by saying, “I left him fighting for his life. It wasn't a battle he stood a chance of winning, Parny."
"Says you!” the technical wizard retorted angrily. “Why didn't you tell me when you called from Pendalth? I could have..."
"What? Hiked a thousand leagues overnight? Had you strapped one of your rockets to your bum and fired it up, you still would have arrived too late. Your primary job was babysitting Garrich, and you nearly failed in that."
"I might have done something for Dalcorne!"
"Attended his funeral. Dalcorne Senior is by now moldering in the family crypt. Look, you can still help ... but the son, not the father. A wizard, even a non-magical hammerhand such as yourself, is direly needed up at the Dwarf capital. My bones are telling me that's where the deciding battle will be fought. Anything that happens in Anarica is going to be secondary. That notwithstanding, have the Crown Prince send word to Lindan Holbyant to be on his toes. Not one of us knows for sure Omelchor's timetable, but I'm picking the broad start date for the impending strife will be next spring, certainly no later than early summer. Only an idiot would try assaulting the Dwarfs in wintertime. Garrich and I will meet up with you again at the fortress hopefully before things get out of hand."
Sulkily accepting his lot in life, Parndolc enquired, “What'll the two of you be up to before then?"
"Bringing a rescue party together, starting off at Lorrens."
Garrich finished tying up his pack. “Who's out there?"
Maldoch squirmed in his burnt boots. “The finest cobbler this side of Westknoll."
"Who was she?"
Maldoch pretended not to hear the question. With a million and one things to consider, he had no need for an added distraction.
Not to be put off, Garrich persevered. “You know who she is, wizard. Don't deny it."
"You're going to persist with this, aren't you boy?"
"You betcha."
The spellcaster heaved a sigh of surrender. Lorrens lay half a day's walk behind the cloaked pair and Maldoch's newly purchased boots were killing him. They pinched his blistered feet, making each step an exercise in pain. Garrich nagging was an unwelcome extra discomfort. For the three months since parting company with Parndolc, Goblin and wizard furtively made their way eastwards off-road, avoiding the frequent detachments of soldiers moving in serious columns along the realm's byways. And every day Garrich grilled the reticent sorcerer over the identity of that mystery woman encountered back in Wivernbush. Maldoch had clammed up, refusing to cater to the boy's infatuation, but Garrich's pushiness finally wore him down.
"I suspect what she is, not who, Lenta,” he enigmatically told Garrich. They had resumed their travel identities.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"You've fallen for her, boy. Big mistake. Do yourself a favor and forget her. You'll be better off for it. Women only break your heart. I'd suggest you take a cold shower beneath the next waterfall we come across, except where we're heading water is in chronically short supply."
Cleverly sidetracked by the limping wizard, Garrich glanced at the range of bare peaks undulating the skyline on his left. “Those are the Shieldrock Mountains, right? There's nothing south of here but swamp and jungle."
"About time your sense of direction improved. Who said we're going to stay traveling south."
"So where are you taking us?"
"To work on your tan.” Maldoch chuckled. “Two years cooped up in Earthen Rise has left you with a complexion as pale as a swan's."
Rolling up the sleeve of his cloak, Garrich stared puzzlingly at his olive skinned arm while he walked.
They made camp that evening in a thicket-like copse of evergreen scrub oaks, the stiff and waxy leaves providing a buffer against autumn's cool breath. Bedding down beneath the low chaparral branches rustling in the breeze, Garrich munched on his half of the rabbit he snared and which Maldoch cooked for supper. As always, the barefoot wizard was sitting by their small fire poking at the guttering flames with a stick. His troublesome boots were off to one side, removed so he could apply a soothing salve to his blistered heels.
"Explain this Destiny set up to me,” entreated the Goblin.
"Have you a spare century?” joked the wizard.
Garrich shrugged. “Maybe. I don't know how long my kind live for."
"A shade over fifty years, if they make it far enough to expire of old age."
"That's stuff all."
"Quality counts more than quantity, boy."
"That's easy for you to say, old man. You wizards are immortal."
"Not quite, but near enough,” said Maldoch. “Anyhow, Destiny and Fate go hand in hand like bread and cheese. They are as elemental as air and water, fire and rock."
"Yes, but what are they?"
"Shapers of the future,” elaborated the wizard. “Think of yourself as driving a cart and coming to a fork in the highway. How do you choose which road to take? If your horse bolts and careens off down one fork, you immediately blame Fate. After all, anything dreadful that happens to you in life gets put down to bad kismet. Destiny is the flip side of that coin. Say you decide to take the other road, impelled perhaps by a favorable sign or at the urging of a local by the wayside. Were you not destined to go that way from the very start of your journey? Those are the principle forces at work guiding the lives of all creatures, from worms to whales. Am I making any sense?"
"Some,” accepted Garrich, chewing the cony meat thoughtfully. “Anything nice is Destiny, something rotten is Fate."
"Broadly speaking,” said Maldoch, nodding slightly.
"But I fail to see the relationship between Good and Evil."
"That is simple. The followers of Light are steered by the noble urgings of Destiny, knowing that by being true to one's heart, dreams can ultimately be achieved and pure goodness attained along the way—in theory, anyway. Fate is a blacker kettle of fish. Those devils treading the unconscionable path of Darkness are driven by evil machinations and purposely drag innocents down with them."
"Are either of them escapable?” the Goblin asked after swallowing his well-masticated morsel. He was still not entirely comfortable with the notion of being a mere tool of Destiny.
"Depends. Over the centuries I've made a casual study of these divergent controlling forces and come up with this incontrovertible conclusion: if you are destined for greatness, then that's what will fall on your shoulders no matter what steps you take to avoid it. What form that assumes, however, rests largely on the individual. A person can be fated to eminence even after swapping sides."
"Is Omelchor such a person?"
Maldoch toyed with his poker, extracting it from the campfire to indolently watch a nodule of flame bobbing on the charred tip of the crooked spindle of wood before a puff of wind extinguished it. “Sadly so, Garrich,” he granted. “My brother, like me, was always meant to be a wizard of some note. Only he elected to stray over the fence and throw in his lot with the baddies."
"Parny said as much,” Garrich related to the spellcaster. “He said also that a lot of things can be put down to something he terms Lady Luck."
"My practically minded brother would. Most times he puts bugger all credence in faith, yet he'll happily ascribe happenings to pure chance. Maybe he's right from time to time, and his philosophy does apply to Omelchor in this case. Whatever the root cause of his impulsion, Omel did switch one set of beliefs for another."
"That's one example of good turning bad. Have there been instances of the reverse happening?"
"Of Evil being swayed by Good?"
"Yep."
"Only one insofar as I know of,” declared Maldoch. “You."
Garrich choked on his next bite of tasty rabbit.
The wizard spoke over the boy's coughing. “Shudonn raised you, at my behest, with the correct values. You were taught right from wrong, instilled with morals, etcetera. All that doesn't excuse the fact that you are Goblin by birth and the Carnachians are, shall we say, corruptible thieves and killers. You, Garrich, are the saving grace of your kind. Fate probably earmarked you to be a faceless warrior, but Destiny moved through me to make you its champion. I have a strong feeling that you're ordained to wind up being more than just the liberator of the Eastern Realms. You just may be bound to become the redeemer of the West."
Sobered by that presumption, the Goblin ate the rest of his meal in ruminative silence as evening slipped away into night. Folding his cloak about him for warmth afterwards, Garrich quietly asked before rolling over to sleep, “Do you think you were destined to find me all those years ago?"
"I believe so,” Maldoch answered with profound sincerity.
The young man closed his eyes, comforted by that conviction.
The pair broke camp at first light and continued in a southerly direction, using the easternmost mountains as a guide rail. Their pace was slow due to the wizard's hurting feet, so by midmorning they had barely traveled one whole league. Maldoch called a halt and slumped onto a knoll of bare earth protruding up out of the clumps of hardy tussock. Garrich squatted nearby as the wincing wizard slipped off his boots and smelly socks to rub his achy feet, relieving the soreness with a fresh application of balm.
"I don't get it,” said the Goblin.
"What?” snapped Maldoch, made irritable by more than his blisters. His weather bones were predicting that the perennial autumn overcast would soon unleash a drenching, and he was in no mood for getting soaked.
"This race war of yours is due soon. If being the champion of realms is my destiny, shouldn't I right now be where the thick of the fighting will take place? Parndolc's headed up north. Maybe I should've accompanied him. What are we doing out here in the boondocks, Mal?’ Garrich dropped the Sulca alias as soon as civilization was left behind.
The wizard chortled deprecatingly. “You didn't think we were going to go it alone in the upcoming trials?"
"I hadn't really considered it,” Garrich said in all honesty.
"Do so. My master instructed me in a dream vision to assemble a special company for this venture to up the odds for our success. I must bring together a champion from each of the Fellow Races, along with a famed national talisman of theirs, in time for the outbreak of hostilities. This convergence has been twenty years in the making and you bear the honor of being the first of those defenders assembled."
"I'm your Goblin,” Garrich said dubiously. “So what's my talisman?"
"Tylar's sword,” returned the wizard. “Admittedly it's a bit of a stretch for the imagination, but that blade is a genuinely recognizable symbol to the Anarican armies."
Garrich was flabbergasted. “It is?"
"Shudonn owned that broadsword long before you came on the scene, boy. He wore it strapped to his side religiously during his final days as an instructor at the military school. Every recruit who passed through there knows it by sight or reputation, so wear it with pride. The armies of the princedom will rally to that upraised blade like moths to a flame."
The importance of Tylar's weapon quadrupled for the amazed youth, as did the burden he shouldered. “How many others will be joining us?"
Taking a swig from the waterskin beneath his robes, Maldoch listed, “A Treesinger, a Sandwalker, and someway or another an Underlander."
"Have my fellow champions also been groomed from infancy for their role?"
"None of you were preselected as guardians of the nations,” said the wizard, “at least not by me. Destiny works in mysterious ways and could have conceivably lined up these individuals hundreds, even thousands of years beforehand. In answer to your question, two that I know of were picked at random by their respective leaders after meeting certain criteria."
"What sort of criteria?"
"The usual hero stuff ... courage, brawn, a touch of smarts.” He smirked beneath his impressive hoary beard. “Plus a healthy respect for me."
"What of the champion for the Highlanders?"
"That was easy, or it will be. One of the Dwarf royals should suffice and that power axe of theirs will do nicely as a talisman."
Garrich thought about things a bit more. ‘You didn't mention someone for the realm of Men."
Maldoch gave a guilty cough. “That would be me."
"You're a wizard!"
"What tipped you off ... my looks or magic."
"I figured wizards were a distinct race all their own. It never occurred to me that you guys are..."
"Human? Boy, if you were privy to all the truths of Terrath you'd cringe to know that I am more human than any Anarican who has lived, is living, or is yet to live. And that's no idle boast.” Maldoch sloshed another mouthful of water down his throat.
Scratching his straggly fuzz of a beard, Garrich frowned. “This is too confusing. I'm representing Carnach, yet I'm a Goblin by birth, not nature, and my charm is an Anarican blade crafted by a Dwarf swordsmith. You, a wizard, are championing on behalf of the princedom of Men, with who knows what as your talisman."
Patting the rune inscribed stave at his feet, the spellcaster publicized, “The Maker Staff, and it's of elvish origin."
"More incongruity,” groaned the youth.
"Life isn't black and white, but shaded with annoying gray areas. Although you never get used to them, you do accept them.” Maldoch tossed the muddled Goblin his nearly empty waterskin. “As your feet are younger than mine, go look for a stream and fill this up. Don't neglect to top up your water bottle too. We've a long, dry walk ahead of us."
A couple of hundred yards distant from the seated wizard, Garrich nosed out a pocket of rainwater pooled in a depression deep enough to fill their canteens from. Kneeling, he hesitated plunging the flaccid waterskin into the dark oval. He had not gazed at his reflection since that revelational day when Maldoch immobilized him with magic before exposing him as a Goblin. Garrich made a cursory study of his sparsely bearded face before rippling the watery mirror with the neck of the leather bottle, bubbles popping to the surface as the waterskin filled up. He knew what he was, not who he was.
Returning to find the wizard booted and on his complaining feet ready to move again, he handed over the bulging waterskin. Maldoch draped the strap over his shoulder and, tucking the water carrier under his cloak, announced, “We're taking a shortcut."
"You're leading me into Troll country, aren't you?” Garrich said to his guide.
Parndolc he counted as a friend. His relationship with Maldoch slipped into one of the wizard's gray regions.
"Grab hold of my staff, Garrich."
The Goblin obeyed, but questioned, “I thought you detested long distance jumping?"
"Ruining my boots only hardens my dislike of translocating. However, since we're now racing the hourglass and there's no quick way around or through the Shieldrocks, we're forced to go over the top of them.” Incanting the appropriate spell, the world dissolved around the wizard and Goblin, the greens melting away into a void of nondescript, bumpy grayness before substance reformed into firmer yellow-browns.
Blinking away his disorientation, Garrich soaked up his new environs. The Shieldrock Range remained close at hand, only now curving away southward on his right instead of the left. Maldoch had hopped them a mere forty leagues. They were at the mouth of a dry and dusty river valley cutting into a rocky plateau by means of an ancient canyon. Past torrents of water must have carved the channel through the pinkish-brown sandstone, but now the parched riverbed was nothing more than sand and loose stone eroded from the sheer cliff walls rearing up dizzyingly vertical on either side. It was the gateway into an arid, desolate place that challenged life and sapped the will to live: hardly an auspicious start to their journey into the sandy, waterless wilds that were the hallmark of the Great Desertland.
"Rain has not fallen here in over five thousand years,” Maldoch said of the baked landscape.
Garrich squinted up at the heavens, shocked to see a pale blue sky entirely devoid of clouds. Across the way, on the other side of the mountains leapfrogged moments ago, the overcast skies billowed sullenly. It was if an invisible barrier high in the atmosphere blockaded any rain clouds from drifting east. “It's hot,” he dryly observed.
"It'll get hotter. Down in the interior the rocks get scorching enough to fry eggs on. We're lucky not to be traveling at the height of summer, boy. Then you'd not only sweat bucketfuls, you would actually melt"
That divulgence bothered the Goblin, and he began stripping off his cloak.
"Leave it on,” ordered the wizard, roughly pulling Garrich's cape back up over his shoulders. “Sunstroke can be a killer, even on the desert verge. Stay covered up."
"But I'll overheat,” he protested.
Maldoch scratched his hawkish nose. “I'll fix that,” he said, ferreting through his carryall. He fetched out a leather pouch and untied the knotted drawstring. Emptying a whitish powder into the palm of his hand, he blew the finely grained dust over the Goblin's cloak. The residue clung glaringly to the gray material, gradually seeping into the weave of the cloth and turning the robe a glossy black hue.
"This'll reflect the heat and make the desert hotness bearable,” the spellcaster explained, repeating the process on his cloak.
Inspecting his changed daywear, Garrich astutely remarked, “For a spellcaster, you fall back on common potions and powders quite often."
"There's more than one way to skin a cat."
Garrich grimaced. “Why would anyone want to skin a cat?"
"It's a figure of speech."
"Leave the maxim composing to Parny. He's infinitely better at it than you."
The wizard made an unhappy face. It irritated him being second best to any. “We wait here until sundown and descend into the valley come dark,” he gruffly decided. “It's more comfortable moving about the desert in the cool of night."
"We're walking in?"
"Unless you intend sprouting wings and taking flight."
"What about your poor feet?"
"They haven't fallen off yet. I'm gambling they'll survive a trek across the sands."
Hobbling a short way down the parched watercourse, Maldoch sought out an umbrella of shade offered by a slight overhang of the cliffs and plonked himself down to await nightfall. Garrich joined him, his mind ticking over.
"This has to be the Dead River,” he postulated. “So you're probably taking us to the Troll capital twenty or so leagues from the southwest bend. It's the only settlement of note within easy walking distance."
Impressed by the youth's vast improvement in geography, the delighted wizard hid his smile of approval beneath a covering hand and wisecracked, “Crikey, boy. You must've swallowed that atlas Parndolc loaned you."
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Chapter Twenty FourThe day was stiflingly hot. Sweltering beneath his blackened cloak, Garrich waited impatiently in the meager shade a doorway offered for Maldoch to emerge from the windowless building across the way.
"Is everyone in Terrath taller than me?” he muttered, eyeing up the giant pedestrians moving lethargically up and down the sandy side street.
Trolls were amazingly big. Males stood an average of nine feet, their 300-pound bulk grossly muscled. Even the slenderer, but no less muscular, females standing tall at six and seven feet towered over the shorter Goblin. Yet despite their intimidating tallness, the Sulanders—as they called themselves—were the proverbial gentle giants and extremely hospitable. Over the course of their weeklong stay in Rohal Ak Jubai, the principal city of the Trolls in the Great Desertland, Garrich and Maldoch were being treated well. Their host, a kindly elder by the name of C'marl who billeted them at a friend's house, was especially cordial.
"Stop making goo-goo eyes at the girls and come along!” rebuked the wizard, hustling from the doorless arch on the opposite side of the thoroughfare.
Garrich took off after the striding wizard and caught him up rounding a corner into the wide band of raked sand serving as one the chief roads. “I can't help it,” he said, defending his ogling. “It's not my fault I keep running into naked ladies of late."
To underline the youth's point, a bevy of nubile, ebony skinned beauties sauntered past the outlanders, cleverly balancing on their hairless heads elongated clay water jars painted with geometric designs while they suggestively made their way back from the public well at the center of the city. Demurely gazing at the visiting Goblin, the bare-breasted maids giggled and provocatively swung their hips, scantily covered by the mini-skirts of sheer cotton worn by female Trolls of all ages. Garrich hardly noticed the waggling bums, too entranced by the many pairs of pert breasts jiggling and bouncing with a life of their own to notice anything below the waist. His head automatically turned to follow the teasing temptresses as they passed him by, encouraging a fresh outburst of girlish titter from the hussies flaunting their charms.
Playing upon Garrich's distraction, Maldoch whispered to him, “Here comes a real stunner."
Garrich's head spun around eagerly, and he jumped in fright when an aged crone came shuffling his way. The toothless old woman, displaying skin the texture of corrugated tree bark and saggy boobs like empty, flaccid waterskins, flashed him a gummy smile. He shuddered and pulled up his hood to ward off the unsolicited attention while scuttling by her.
Trolls were hardly the loveliest creatures in the best of lights. Practically devoid of any body hair, their glossy black, pigmented skin acted as a perfect sun block against the burning desert rays. Splayed, sixteen-inch long clodhopper feet permitted easy access over dune slopes and gave rise to their informal generic name of Sandwalkers. Complimenting facial adaptations to desert life added to their matchless appearance. Tiny, jet-black eyes sat tucked beneath canopied brow ridges to cut down on the sun's blinding glare, under which was placed a broad nose with vertical nostril slits able to close against the wind-blown grit stirred up by the furious sandstorms that frequently scoured the Great Desertland. The ears were proportionately human-sized but topped by downward hanging large flaps of triangular skin that helped keep the head cool by dispelling excessive heat. A thin, lipless mouth to seal against moisture loss finished off the ensemble of physical attributes tailored explicitly to a predominantly desert lifestyle.
"Did you get what you were after?” Garrich asked the hastening wizard.
"They were out of stock,” grumped Maldoch.
"Of what?"
"Dried, four-legged sand snakes."
Not desiring to know what use the spellcaster had in mind for those, Garrich said, “Where to now?” mindful that noon was a quarter hour away and all sensible folk holed up in a shady spot during the hottest part of the day.
"Back to J'tard's house."
"And the charming K'hanti,” groaned Garrich, taking two steps to Maldoch's one just to keep pace with the striding spellcaster. “How long are we going to hang around here for?"
"Until J'tard returns from in-country with the Troll talisman,” Maldoch tartly informed him. “It's not so bad. Think of it as playing inside the biggest sandpit in the world."
"Parny described it like that once."
Maldoch groaned. “By the Maker's beard, him and I are starting to think alike."
Troll cities were unlike their human and Dwarven counterparts. Water, not gold, was counted the most precious commodity in these parts, a fact reflected in their town planning.
Rohal Ak Jubai, like her sister communities of Kha-Rell in the south and the northern conurbation of Kha-Sebaalch, was built around a life-sustaining artesian well. Long ago, ancient water divining Trolls hand-drilled favorable spots in the Great Desertland, tapping the scattered underground reservoirs of clear, cool liquid. Settlements predictably sprung up beside the manmade oases, gradually expanding from communes into towns and later to cities as populations swelled from the mounting number of drifters trading in their age-old nomadic ways for watered permanence.
Tradition was not abandoned entirely, Trolls retaining strong communalism. They had to stick together to survive. Loners did not last long in the sun-baked high desert and over the centuries the Sandwalkers cultivated a spirit of intense cooperativeness to promote the mutual survival of the various tribes that carried over into city living. Whereas Men willingly chose to live fenced away from their neighbors, sadly isolated from contact with their fellows, Trolls embraced togetherness and visibly expressed this in their architecture. Walls were employed only to provide exterior facades for dwellings as a buffer against the incessant sun and sand. Internally, buildings were compartmentalized, when necessary, by shiftable woven blankets decorated with the intricate geometric patterns repeated by Troll artisans in every medium from ceramics to painting, and easily rearranged to alter the size and shape of rooms at will. Such partitioning was softer than plaster walls and harked back to their simpler, tent-dwelling nomad days.
"We'll drop by and see V'drall on our way through,” decided Maldoch.
Garrich positively beamed. While harboring no particular desire to visit with the crusty librarian, everyone in the city knew the Library of Histories to be the coolest place in town.
From a bird's eye view the Troll capital formed a giant hexagon gravitating around the central hub of the city well, named Middle Watering funnily enough. Eight main arrow-straight roads emanated from the corners of the hexagonal layout to converge on the city center, inspiring the famous Troll adage All roads lead to water. Parndolc was not the only Terrathian with a penchant for composing maxims.
The navigating wizard headed out of the mercantile zone away from the pottery and weaving workshops sharing space with curio stores and apothecary offices. The thriftier side of Maldoch appreciated desert merchandising. In a society where bartering was the norm and money seemed as foreign to Trolls as flooding, the spellcaster's padlocked purse had perfect opportunity to regrow its cobwebs.
Turning right at the end of the broad thoroughfare, Garrich quickened his step as the blazing sun climbed higher into a cerulean sky made to shimmer by the desert heat haze. The side street they were hurrying down was one of an octad running parallel to the exterior walls and bisecting the bigger roads, providing a division between the granaries, storehouses, and public buildings of the inner core from the general housing areas of the outer city.
Crossing the southeast roadway angling northwest from the sole gate into and out of Rohal Ak Jubai, Maldoch stopped abruptly in the middle of the road. An elderly municipal worker smoothing out the heavily tracked sand paused to lean on his costly wooden rake and watch the robed mage. Throwing back his hood, Maldoch cocked his white-maned head as if listening to a faraway noise. He continued on his way a moment later with a dissatisfied look souring his bearded mug.
"What was that all about?” asked Garrich, hearing nothing untoward.
"Thought I heard a horn,” muttered the frowning wizard, pulling his cowl back up.
Another right turn beyond the public bathhouse and the flanking city meeting hall brought the pair to the sandy steps of the capacious Library of Histories, four stories high and assembled of the same adobe the rest of the city was constructed from: sun-dried bricks fabricated out of wind-blown clay. Inside, the midday furnace was cooled by freestanding oblong rock shelves arranged in orderly rows either side of the central aisle the wizard and Goblin ambled down, their booted footfalls echoing dully on the clay flagstones. Tallow candles recessed high in wall alcoves barely illuminated the vault, impressing upon Garrich its cave-like dimensions and qualities. Faint, metrical tapping disturbed what should have been the glutinous quiet that pervades all libraries.
This was no ordinary repository of knowledge. Conventional books were weirdly absent here, replaced by tablets of stoic sandstone indented with, what looked at first glance, illegible symbols. Of the three races that expressed the Shared Tongue in written form, only Men and Dwarfs utilized the Runic Alphabet. The Trolls, eldest of the Fellow Races, physically recorded the spoken word in hieroglyphs, stylized pictures of figures and objects representing words and sounds that predated alphabetic characters. Pictograms surpassed even the Sandwalkers in agedness.
Progressing along the cordoned walkway toward the rear of the library, the two visitors immersed themselves in the history of the ages. 1,400 years into the First Epoch, six centuries before human society crawled into infancy, an enterprising nameless Troll began recording significant Terrathian events for posterior on stone slabs. Rock weathered time far better than burnable parchment or rustable iron, mountains outliving people and civilizations. That fledgling practice enlarged in scope over the decades until finally the Library of Histories was erected to house the multiplying records and growing number of custodians tending the chronology of the known world.
Maldoch could never shake the feeling of stepping back in time whenever he returned to this antiquated building. Each shelf of glyphs he passed chronicled the births of nations, the deaths of kings, the lives of the immortalized greats ... facts unprejudiced by color or creed. Past melded into present, catalogued by the sequential bookshelves starting with the earliest occurrences at the front by the arched entranceway and extending to the more recent episodes contained on the shelves further in. The library, already half full of crammed ledges brimming with the wisdom gleaned from the experiences only longevity offers, contained ample room to expand. History, like Time, marched to an uninterrupted beat.
Garrich followed the wizard beyond the last shelves into the spacious backroom to discover the source of the background tapping. The Goblin's previous visit had him loitering for an hour or more by the front shelves while Maldoch conducted his private business unseen out back, but for some reason the preoccupied spellcaster did not object to his ward tagging along to observe this time.
Rows of stonecutters seated on stone benches at stone tables were chipping pictographs on stone tablets using primitive chisels and hammers of, you guessed it, stone, industriously updating the annals of history. Behind the engravers, a second contingent of bookkeepers breathed colored life into the otherwise dull glyphs, painstakingly brushing pigments of red, yellow, white, blue, and green into the storytelling depictions with brushes made from unihorn belly hair.
Visibly perplexed, Garrich had to ask the obvious. “They're so isolated here in the desert. How do they get news of the outside world?"
"From me,” confessed Maldoch. “Call me the roving reporter for the Troll Times.” The wizard chuckled at his own in-joke, which Garrich failed to get. “In return for furnishing them with reports of goings-on in the rest of Terrath, one of the scribes gets the fulltime job of converting the library glyphs into runic text for me. The Trolls kindly store the translations for me here on a back shelf."
Garrich noted that individual sitting apart from his colleagues at a small end table all to himself, assiduously copying the undecipherable pictographs from a stack of tablets on to a thin sheet of clay in runic scrawl. “Can't you read those picture-words either, Maldoch?"
The wizard snorted indignantly. “Of course I can, boy. I just can't be fagged. Runes are much simpler to peruse."
A shortish, blocky Troll conferring with one of the librarians looked up and approached Maldoch, his white and green striped knee-length skirt of dyed unihorn wool disconcertingly feminine. Garrich could not help but observe that even a short Sandwalker was a head taller than the long-limbed spellcaster.
"Tell me it's finished, V'drall,” demanded Maldoch, not bothering to greet the Keeper of the Library of Histories.
'The ink's barely dried,’ growled the head librarian, his voice the timbre of thunder rumbling in the distance.
"Then it's ready."
V'drall glanced caustically at the mage and snapped his fingers. A scribe rose from his worktable, blowing gently on a sheet of stiff writing papyrus as he did so. Carefully rolling the page up and looping a cotton tie about the tube, he came over to place the scroll in the Keeper's waiting hand, and then went back to his engraving. When V'drall went to pass the cylinder to Maldoch, the wizard gestured that the boy be given it.
Hesitantly accepting the gift, Garrich took the moment to study the Keeper. Like all adult Troll males, conical tusks curled upward from V'drall's bottom lip, the length of curvature a precise indication of maturity. Helpful, considering it was nigh on impossible for an outsider to determine a Troll's exact age. Judging by his finger-long tuskers, V'drall was at least a century old and therefore earned a seat on the advisory council. Another prominent physical feature of desert menfolk were their tattooed chests: indelible designs of rock formations, desert animals and the like denoting tribe, genealogy, even marital status. A week was not nearly long enough for Garrich to learn to identify the assorted tattoos, so V'drall's lineage and allegiances remained unknowable.
"What's this?” he said of the scroll.
"A replacement copy of the Shamanist Ode,” related Maldoch. “Try not to lose this one."
'There's no chance of that,” the Goblin assured him. “I don't plan on flying again."
Towering over the wizard, V'drall quite literally talked down to Maldoch. “You glossed over that in your latest reporting."
The spellcaster shrugged. “It was no big deal. Parndolc and the boy here, slung beneath an oversized kite, jumped off a perfectly good rooftop."
Garrich put Maldoch right. “The tower was collapsing and the glider happened to be powered by technical magic. We did actually fly."
"Crash-landings don't count."
"It was an historical event,” interceded the Keeper. “Magnificence, you are perfectly aware of the chief records rule ... the usual is news, the unusual is newsworthy."
"I'll give you an exclusive later on, V'drall."
"Will that be around the same time you get around to showing me the White Grimoire?'
Maldoch pretended not to hear.
"You've been promising for thirty years,” pressed V'drall. Ancient languages were his passion and the fabled book of magic a storehouse of antediluvian dialects warranting a dedicated scholarly investigation.
"I appreciate the use of your copier,” thanked the wizard, pushing Garrich out of the library toward the archway. “But we have a lunch date."
Tapping him on the shoulder with a bruising finger, V'drall cautioned the youth, ‘Watch him, boy. He's a bad one for keeping promises,’ making the easternized Goblin wonder if Maldoch ever planned to reveal his bloodline as he pledged years ago when they struck their one-sided bargain.
Back out on the street, the unbearably dry desert heat suffocated Garrich after the relative coolness of the library. The merciless sun was reaching its noon zenith, turning the Troll capital into a giant kiln. Sweat evaporated on the skin the second it was secreted, any exposed moisture sucked skywards by that boiling globe of fire. The blistering day barely slowed the wizard down, Maldoch displaying two walking speeds: flat out and stop. His mind fixed on reaching the shade of J'tard's hacienda, Maldoch's lanky legs acted accordingly.
Garrich puffed alongside the spellcaster. “I should've guessed the Library of Histories holds copies of the three prophecies. That's why you didn't throw a fit when I told you I'd lost the Ode."
"Always have a backup. It spares you a lot of headaches."
"The head librarian wasn't happy with you."
"V'drall's love of words blinds him to all else."
"Must you always use people so callously?"
"Better to be the user than the usee."
J'tard's place reflected his prosperity as a premier unihorn breeder and dealer. A low slung, sprawling affair with wide arches supporting the sloping tile roof that projected over a paved veranda, the sumptuous dwelling housed the elder's extended family of sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, plus assorted cousins, including the sundry in-laws accompanying those mixed relatives. Maldoch and Garrich had scarcely removed their cloaks in the open plan courtyard when K'hanti accosted them. The indisputable lady of the manor, J'tard's youngish wife possessed a tongue pricklier than a cactus needle and sharpened it every day without fail on anyone unlucky enough to upset her.
"Don't the two of you dare track sand through my nice clean house!” she scolded, waggling a finger in warning at the pair.
"Remind of you of anyone?” Maldoch muttered slyly to Garrich.
The Goblin sniggered. “Parny, with breasts and a tan."
K'hanti resented the comparison and crossly joggled the clay pendant dangling from her neck to get a hold of her crabbiness. The wizard and Goblin prudently skirted that wicked temper of hers in case she came up with an ear-bashing rejoinder.
In olden days, Troll culture considered women a commodity, collected and traded as an expression of wealth much the same as unihorns were amassed today. It therefore made sense back then not to carry the practice of tribal tattooing over to the womenfolk, since a female could conceivably change hands between various owners in her lifetime and a tattoo was impossible to erase. One innovative male accordingly had the bright idea of adorning his harem with clay necklaces displaying the glyphic inscriptions of their current status. Seeing the advantage of removable nametags, his buddies quickly followed suit and soon every Trollop was wearing identifying clay jewelry that could be swapped as easily as personal ownership.
Times change as they do and Troll polygamy gave way to monogamy, the women fighting for and gaining improved—though far from equal—rights. Fashions proved stagnant and the neck accessory stayed. To remove the ornament, for any cause, became a deed punishable by expulsion into the deep desert without provisions. Bereft of food and water, a wayward woman's lifespan was measured in days. Perhaps K'hanti's sourpuss nature stemmed from the constant and unpleasant reminder posed by the trinket, and the archaic, unrevoked law that went with it. She and her generic sisters were still considered property.
Pushing aside the wall hangings, they seated themselves in the hall-like dining room off the main courtyard on cushions spread before low tables of imported wood. Trees were unbelievably scarce in the desert and timber bartered for at great cost from the Sea Elves. Garrich constantly felt nervous surrounded by the hulking Trolls at mealtimes, but Maldoch nodded politely to the chatting menfolk when glances passed their way as the female family members served lunch. A cousin of K'hanti, plus one of J'tard's many pretty nieces, directed hungry stares at Garrich that had nothing to do with lunchtime appetites. Squirming from the attention, he hoed into the plate set before him but stole peeks at the topless waitresses in between mouthfuls of piquant food.
Troll cuisine was hot in more ways than one. After polishing off a platter of triangular pies filled with spiced cheese, Garrich doused the fire in his throat with a cup of valued water before rounding off his noon meal scoffing a fistful of date cookies. Retiring afterwards to a private recess curtained off from the main lounge where the men were taking their siestas, Garrich flopped beside the wizard on the velvety floor cushions carpeting the bricks of yellowy loess. K'hanti entered moments later bearing a tray laden with steaming ceramic cups and offered the selection to the pair. Maldoch reached for a cup of piping hot tea.
"Chai is a woman's drink, Magnificent One,” an old man-Troll with a patronizing smile denounced, slipping through the partitioning blankets to join the wizard and Goblin.
"Then call me the bearded lady, C'marl, and I'll run away to join the circus,” rejoined Maldoch.
The geriatric Sandwalker lifted a cup off the tray and handed it to Garrich, before taking one himself. K'hanti removed herself from the alcove. Chauvinism was alive and kicking in the Great Desertland. Women ate only after serving their menfolk.
"Get that kahwa down you, Garrich. It'll make a man of you,” advocated C'marl, delicately positioning his own cup between his grand tusks to sip the aromatic beverage.
Garrich complied, fast developing a taste for the spicy coffee. Not for the first time since tasting the flavorful black liquid the thought crossed his mind: had he found Parndolc's elusive remedy for the almighty hangover?
Maldoch questioned C'marl. “Any word yet on J'tard's return?"
"That's why I've come over,” said the elder, selecting a large cushion to rest on cross-legged opposite Garrich. Modesty was unknown to the Trolls, the Goblin dismayed to discover in a flash of exposed crotch that Sandwalkers did not bother with underwear. Firmly put off his coffee, he listened in to C'marl saying, “A runner came in early this morning bringing word that J'tard is a night's jog away."
"I presume he's got the leaf."
"Indeed he has.” C'marl took another sip of his coffee, then said, “Maldoch, I would not presume to second guess your way of thinking."
"But you're going to anyway,” butted in the wizard.
"Tahriana's Leaf hasn't left the desert since the Elves gifted it to us."
"Don't any of the national talismans originate in their home country?” cut in Garrich.
The wizard disregarded the interruption. “Yet you had it shifted from its age-old resting place atop that stone pedestal in the council chamber."
"That was different. It was removed to the shrine on the shore of the Lake of Thirst in the hope that its curative powers might miraculously turn the saltpan into a body of drinking water."
"Has it worked yet?"
"Not so far."
"It won't. The leaf heals people, not the land. Look on the bright side, C'marl. Rohal Ak Jubai keeps its chief source of salt unspoiled."
"There was another reason for moving the Sacred Cure. We didn't want a repeat of the theft of the Elf relic happening on our sands. The leaf's usual place of enshrinement here in the city is well known to any with an interest in talismans. Relocating the national treasure to an out of the way, poorly accessible part of the country seemed prudent."
"The Elves took the same precaution and a fat lot of good it did them,” said Maldoch judgmentally. “Your fears were unfounded. Carnachian thievery that time was bent on obtaining artifacts of mass destruction, not resurrection."
"Are you certain it must be taken out of the homeland?"
"I am, as are you. Otherwise you would not have persuaded the council, on my behalf, to hand it over."
C'marl finished his coffee. “It wasn't easy. Just because I'm the senior member of the Rahnos Golm Shugak doesn't automatically mean they listen to me. I haven't the autocratic powers of a monarch. Majority rule runs the Council of Elders, not my opinion alone."
"Yours is the voice of reason,” applauded the wizard.
"Or insanity. I'll not sacrifice Troll neutrality to perpetuate western warring."
"Nobody likes the prospect of a general race war, least of all me,” said Maldoch. “But the Desertlanders can't sit on the fence forever. It'll collapse one day and then the Trolls must choose which side to land on."
"Won't too the Elves?” opined Garrich. The black looks he received from the two oldsters made him feel like a child who had spoken without leave.
"Elven neutrality and Troll impartiality aren't the same thing, Garrich,” C'marl patiently explained. “Though the Lothberens promote the facade of non-alignment, they harbor an abiding hatred for anything western. My people, on the other hand, are not so prejudiced. We tolerate all races."
"Which explains why I haven't gotten one funny look since our arrival,” the Goblin finally worked out. He did not count the wanton lustfulness of certain Troll ladies.
"Evil, badness—call it what you will—is not a racially inherited trait, my boy. It is learnt behavior. You are a prime example. Goblin-born you may be, yet you exhibit none of your race's worst attributes. Why? You were raised not to. Trolls have never taken sides in the scuffles out on the western borders for the simple reason that an enemy is merely an uninformed brother. Whatever bigotry taught him can be unlearned, so long as you don't bash his head in doing it."
"I'd like to see how far reasoning gets you with a Goblin aiming to turn you into a knife rack,” disputed Maldoch.
"Brother J'tard might just answer that for you. He's been approved as the bearer of the leaf."
The wizard arched his shaggy eyebrows in mild surprise. “A council elder won't be accompanying us? Aren't we privileged enough?"
"Don't be so asinine, Maldoch. My colleagues, and I agree, would feel far more comfortable if one of our own goes with you as minder of the relic, rather than an ordinary citizen. But J'tard volunteered and we didn't refuse him."
Maldoch noticed C'marl looked troubled by the selection. “You unhappy about that?"
"J'tard has been bitten by the travel bug. That's highly unusual for a Troll and, to be perfectly frank, disturbs the Council and me. It was decided by popular vote to empower him to journey with you for reasons not of the quest alone. Elevation to the Rahnos Golm Shugak comes about from the acumen that derives from a long life. J'tard still exhibits the unwise wanderlust of youth. By granting his desire to travel with you to the Outside Lands, we're counting on the experience to rid him of his itchy feet and settle him into council routine when that day comes.” C'marl sighed. “My good friend displays potential to be an influential vote in council, which is why he has been entrusted with this errand."
"Everyone has ulterior motives,” Garrich muttered to nobody in particular, though Maldoch filled his gaze when he said it.
"You can't escape politics,” C'marl told the youth.
"If you move house you can,” contended Maldoch. “How are things over at Kha-Sebaalch?"
"Rebellious as ever,” C'marl said contritely. “Reports are always sketchy from across the Forsaken Erg, but the latest news is unsettling. H'mandl was forcibly removed from office..."
"Assassinated,” threw in Maldoch.
"...about three or four months back. Some young reprobate dry behind the ears called D'foarg now runs the show."
That eye-opener was an unneeded worry for the spellcaster. The Troll nation was a thousand years into its civilizing history when it suffered an irreconcilable division that smarted still to this day. In 1236 of the newborn First Epoch, a splinter tribe of radicals rebelled against the old values and, led by their instigator B'naal, founded a rival colony 250 leagues northeast of the capital, severing all ties with Rohal Ak Jubai and her baby sister city Kha-Rell. Disunity, previously unknown to the harmonious Sandwalkers, was even today, twenty-five centuries on, impossible for the mainstream Trolls to come to terms with. That antediluvian family spat had not bothered Maldoch until now.
"H'mandl was no saint, but Better the Goblin you know, than the Ogre you don't."
Affronted by the quotation, the look Garrich got back from Maldoch was less than caring.
"There's more. D'foarg is rumored to express Goblin sympathies,” supplemented C'marl.
"So Trolls do take sides, only the wrong one. You know this for fact?"
"D'foarg seized his office through murder and holds that power by force. It has made him unpopular at home. Strange as it may be, there are those at Kha-Sebaalch whose wish is to remain peaceably divided from us. They quietly oppose the new philosophies imposed upon them. A plucky small number have proved themselves reliable informants and secretly keep the council current."
"Will J'tard report straight to the meeting hall upon his arrival?” the wizard asked the Troll.
"He had better. He is on council business."
"Warn him not to wake me when he comes home afterwards. I can't bear having my beauty sleep interrupted. Tell him from me that he has a day to rest up before he hits the yellow sand road out of the desert."
"That soon?"
"Time waits for no wizard, C'marl. I have a bad inkling that events are speeding up. The quicker I can get Garrich and J'tard to Gwilhaire, the sooner we collect the Elf champion and be on our way to putting an end to Omelchor conducting the first major western uprising."
"One thing, Magnificent One."
"Yes?"
"Your mission of rounding up talismans and champions."
"What of it?"
"It smacks into a dune with the Elves, does it not?"
"What are you driving at, C'marl?"
"Queen Merainor can provide you with a guardian, but not the charm to go with him. The Goblins possess the Horn of Dunderoth, remember."
Maldoch felt embarrassingly silly. He had overlooked the obvious and been caught out. Instantly becoming the infallible spellcaster of antiquity, he gruffly stated, “Not to worry. It's all part of my master plan."
—
That evening found the downcast wizard stargazing from the flat rooftop of J'tard's house. Garrich was downstairs drilling with his sword, leaving Maldoch free to contemplate his stupid oversight. The night sky blazed gloriously with the brightness of inestimable star fields. At least they appeared numberless to the uninformed. 3,000 of the 7,000 stars visible with the naked eye worldwide can be counted on any given night.
Astronomy was as passionate a pursuit for Troll men as pottery was to their women. When darkness fell the unclouded desert skies roofed the world in illimitable black, superbly contrasting the whitely lit constellations religiously mapped by the star-watchers. But in this day and age where the boundary between science and occultism blurred, stargazing was no different and astrological lore went hand in hand with charting seasonal calendars and keeping time with a night-clock.
Maldoch, inarguably more enlightened than most, drew the distinction between astral fact and fantasy. Terrestrial changes were not dictated by star movements, but resulted from the forces of nature and people. Loafing on his back, bathed by the ghostly starshine silvering the roof, the wizard saw the funny side of thinking that way. Weather and whim were the provenances of the gods and they, as the faithful popularly believed, dwelt in the celestial halls of the starry heavens. Maybe there was something to be said for astrology.
That irony lightened Maldoch's perturbation, if only for a moment. Another trip to Draesdow might be in order to address his discord, though he could not spare the time for such a jaunt. He must fall back to his implicit trust in the Maker without speaking directly to Jeshuvallhod. Somehow, somewhere along the way of their imperative quest, the God of Light and Goodness would guide the stolen talisman of the Elves into the hands of Gwilhaire Wood's defender and so complete the circle of power required to defeat Omelchor, if that was indeed His game plan. Though an incomparable master of the impromptu, the wizard despised leaving important issues to chance ... a distasteful feeling that made him crosser than he already was.
"I hope I'm not intruding, Magnificent Maldoch."
The spellcaster turned his head in time to see the shiny dome of a tusked Troll bobbing up the flight of stone steps from the floor below. “It's just plain Maldoch, son,” he untiringly pointed out.
"My name is N'tolth.” When his introduction did not prompt recognition on the wizard's part, the male added, “I am J'tard's son-in-law, married to his youngest daughter."
Maldoch sat up to regard his visitor. N'tolth sported shortish tusks, marking him about thirty years old. By Troll standards he was barely a man, equivalent in age to Garrich. The wizard lay back down, resuming his watch of the dazzling firmament. “N'tolth, did you know that the night sky we're under now differs from that seen by stargazers tens of thousands of years ago?"
"No, Magnif—Maldoch, I didn't."
"Remember this lesson then. Don't be fooled into complacency by thinking that the universe is a constant. It's not. The cosmos changes with the unpredictable regularity of the weather and is equally hard to forecast with any degree of certainty.” Jumping to his feet, the night wind blowing coolly through his long hair and beard, the wizard fixed his hawkish stare on the Troll teen. The hint of a revolting smell poorly masked by scented oil wafted under the tip of his beaked nose, and his suspicious eyes watered. “What's your profession, boy?"
"I'm a dung seller,” N'tolth said with pride. “I gather the droppings from J'tard's personal unihorn herd, flatten and sun-dry the dung balls, them barter them off as fire fuel. It's a big step up from my last job as an offal cook."
"You won't object if I don't shake hands with you then."
The refusal was lost on the Troll. Handshakes were not a formal ritual of greeting in this part of the world.
"You want something from me,” the wizard prompted the Troll, keeping a set distance between himself and the pongy dung handler.
"I have a question for you."
"If I had a shorrin for every time someone says that to me, I'd have enough metal to open my own silver mine."
N'tolth dithered, unsure whether to proceed. Maldoch sighed and gave his permission with a desultory wave of his hand, inciting the Troll to speak his mind. “I peruse the texts in the Library of Histories whenever I get the chance. It is written that you are the most widely traveled person in the whole of Terrath."
"Yes...” the spellcaster guardedly accepted.
"You must surely have hiked out by Tahldorea."
Warning bells pealed in Maldoch's head. N'tolth named Humbril Crest by its original label in the old trading speech preceding Nglais. Sussing out the Troll's intent, the wizard headed him off at the pass. “I'm going to save us both a lot of inconvenience. The Snow Trolls don't exist. They're nothing but myth."
"But the texts..."
"I know what the texts say. I ought to, considering I dictated them more years ago than I care to remember. It's not my fault the scribes took liberties with my dictation and embellished key passages. I think that's called artistic license."
"Then how can you deny the existence of the Tahldoreans?"
"Because they were never real in the first place! I'm aware of your legend teaching how the ancestral Trolls were begat by hairier forebears and that a remnant of primordial Trolls remains in hiding to this day at the foot of the mountain. That is partly true."
N'tolth latched on to that concession, only to have it wrested from him by the wizard's next statement.
"The forerunners of the Trolls were likely furry, but it wasn't natural by any means. No siree. Surviving the freezing cold of the Barren Wilds meant wearing pelts, probably bearskins to contain Troll largeness. Such attire gave rise to the fable of haired giants. After the desert migration they discarded their winter clothing, becoming miraculously hairless and adding the trademark element to the fairy tale. So you plainly see, it's naught but popular misconception."
"But where there's cloud, there's rain,” persisted the Troll, using a local adage inferring that behind every fanciful tale lurked a speck of truth. Captivated by the possibility of mythical cousins inhabiting a region of snow and ice completely opposite to the sandy desert, he was far from ready to discount a stock Troll belief.
Not quite so accommodating, Maldoch had enough on his plate without pandering to adolescent fancy and his tone became harsh. “Don't waste any more of my time or yours on this matter. You should be fathering babies instead of chasing wind devils. Snow Trolls sprouted from the misinterpreted past. They never truly existed and it's folly to believe they ever did."
Disenchanted by the unappealing truth, N'tolth mumbled, “Sorry for disturbing you, Magnificent One."
"Stick to the bullshit you know,” advised Maldoch, watching him shuffling down the stairs off the rooftop. “Go back to dealing in dung and leave the crap of mythology to the lore masters, boy. Bizarre as it may sound, what comes out of the backend of a unihorn is more honest than tales woven by storytellers."
—
Garrich hurtled up the steps. Panting from the exertion, his eyes explored the rooftop, spotting the wizard parked on his knees in a corner facing south. The Goblin paused on the topmost stair, unwilling to barge in. A nimbus of shimmering blue enveloped Maldoch's head and he appeared to be talking to thin air.
"...arranged. Meet us three weeks from tonight at that point on the east coast."
"I'll anchor in the westernmost cove of Falke Tropicana,” confirmed an echoing voice emanating from nowhere in the darkness.
"Don't be late, Shipmaster,” exhorted the wizard, extinguishing then both the spell and magical aura.
Wandering over, Garrich asked, “Who were you speaking with?"
"I was booking passage on an Elven boat."
"The Elves sail?"
"No, they bob on the water going around in circles. Didn't Parny cover this with you?"
Garrich's face turned scarlet. He had forgotten. The technical wizard indeed explained that Elven colonists sailed from out of the Unknown Ocean a couple of millennia ago. “Parndolc may have mentioned it,” he admitted contritely.
"It plainly didn't sink in."
"Hardly surprising,” said Garrich. “When I think of Elves I associate them with trees, not water."
"And what are ships made out of—iron?” Maldoch despaired. “Boy, some days you show undreamt of promise, while on others you're thicker than an Ogre's skull."
Garrich folded his arms and huffed. “Maybe you should have had me fostered out to a scholar. As it is I'm a soldier's son and one thing I learnt from Tylar is that a soldier doesn't need to think about the orders he follows."
The wizard's droopy moustache veiled his wry grin. Garrich had come to realize that the fundamental asset of being counted a champion was unthinking obedience. “You finished sword practice early tonight."
"It's hard to concentrate, what with girls chasing me. So I came up here to hide."
"I'd hardly call that a nuisance.” Maldoch chuckled enviously.
Bewilderment crept over Garrich's countenance. “Troll maidens find me fascinating for some reason."
"Everyone wants a taste of the exotic. Aren't you the least bit interested in getting friendly with a lusty Sandwalker wench?"
"Maldoch! We're different races."
"Don't knock something until you try it."
Garrich was appalled. “You haven't!"
"I hold the record, my boy."
"For what?"
"Being the first red-blooded male in Terrath to bed a woman from each of the Fellow Races."
Garrich leaned his hands on top of the parapet edging the roof to steady his shocked sensibilities. “You had all that sex just to make a bigger name for yourself."
"Don't be so prudish. After breathing, fornication is the most natural act in the world. You really do need to broaden your horizons. Normally I don't kiss and tell, but in this case your education take precedence over my humility.
"All women were not created equal. Elves are the gentlest lovers; Dwarfs rank the most aggressive with insatiable sexual appetites. Trolls have the stamina of racehorses, while Gnomes only make love with the lights out. Anarican women are ... well, you've met Aliana. Draw your own conclusion."
"That leaves Goblins,” Garrich said interestedly.
The wizard was about to reply honestly, then changed his mind and grinned. “There is something to be said for mystique,” he said, taking Garrich's head in his wrinkly hands.
The Goblin wriggled free. “Race isn't the real issue,” he reluctantly confided.
"Aaah, inexperience,” twigged Maldoch. He nudged Garrich with an elbow. “Practice makes perfect on that score."
"That's not the reason,” Garrich mumbled uncomfortably, staring at the cityscape below. Street torches guttered in the sighing night breeze, the ephemeral flames striving to stay lit and illuminate the way for those enjoying a nocturnal stroll free of the glaring sun, buzzing flies, and relentless heat.
This time the wizard's acuity was bang on. “The naked bimbo back in Wivernbush certainly got her hooks into you, lover boy. You can't even think of any girl but her. Pity you're in for major heartbreak.” Maldoch started for the stairs, making for his bed.
Tired of wizardly innuendo, Garrich snapped, “Just what do you mean by that?"
"For a virgin, you've set your sights mighty high, aiming for an exotic plant you haven't got a snowball in Kha-Rell's chance of deflowering."
"If it's the race thing..."
"Oh brother,” laughed the mocking spellcaster, descending the first few steps. “That's not the half of it. She isn't even of the same species."
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Chapter Twenty Five"It's so hot!"
"Stop whining, Garrich,” Maldoch told him off. “We're in the middle of the desert. What did you expect—snow?"
"It is wintertime,” the Goblin griped back. “A little cold would be nice."
A bass chuckle sounded from the Troll giant striding ahead of them. J'tard had taken point since leaving Rohal Ak Jubai a day after his return home, heading southeast out across the unmapped dune fields where there was nothing but shifting sands. It was late in the day and the trio had just decamped to resume trekking in the more bearable cool of night, threading their way along the troughs of bedrock snaking between the rows of lofty seif dunes. Swept bare by the scouring wind, these natural avenues had long been the traditional highways of the ancient desert nomads and were so again tonight.
Not ready to quit complaining, Garrich moaned, “How come I get to tow this smelly spitball around with me?"
He referred to the cantankerous beast he was pulling along behind him with regular jerks of the cord tethered to the haltered animal, the contents of the stoppered water jars saddled on its sloping back sloshing noisily. The snorting and rumbling unihorn, like everything in the Great Desertland, was built on the premise that big is better: Garrich barely reached the one ton monster's shaggy shoulder. A bizarre cross of rhinoceros and camel with a touch of bison thrown in for good measure, unihorns were a utilitarian animal exploited fully by their Troll domesticators, providing milk and meat, as well as clothing material from their woolly forequarters and dried dung for fuel. It was both a dependable beast of burden and mode of transport for the desert folk, as well as a prime source of bartering currency. Troll culture relied completely on these “wagons of the desert” and J'tard had made a financial killing as a superior breeder and supplier of the unlovely creatures.
After a week of traveling together, Garrich thought their new Troll associate a queer bird. J'tard was of average size for his race, which meant close to being double the weight and twice as tall as the slighter Goblin. For all his size, the giant was soft spoken and inoffensive ... hardly questing material. Perhaps the burden of responsibility as the bearer of his nation's talisman weighed heavily on J'tard, compounding his natural introspection. Somehow Garrich doubted the stone vial containing Tahriana's Leaf, strung about the Sandwalker's blocky neck from a near unbreakable cord of twisted unihorn tail hair, would encumber the colossus. His only redeeming feature as a potential fighter was the fearsome five-foot long club he rested casually on a mighty shoulder.
Garrich stumbled forward with a startled, “Hey!” as the unihorn gave him a playful prod in the small of his back with the tip of the single horn that gave the breed its name; an upward curving appendage extruding from the middle of the bone shield that extended from its upper lip to the crest of the shoulder hump where precious fat reserves were stored.
Maldoch chortled. “I think he likes you, boy."
"She,” amended J'tard.
"Garrich has a girlfriend,” the wizard sang mockingly.
"Oh, act your age, magic man,” retorted the Goblin.
"If I did, I'd be as sedentary as that great lump of volcanic rock over there,” said the spellcaster, nodding toward the overbearing cone of Dahad Byrakhum peeping over the dune tops away on his right and blackened by the fires of sunset. A disapproving glance from J'tard smacked Maldoch like a hand blow. “Whoops. Didn't mean to be irreverent,” he apologized to the Troll. The extinct volcano held special, some might say spiritual, meaning for the Sulanders and they brooked no disrespect.
"Magnificent One, we have a problem ahead of us,” reported J'tard, his dark eyes flashing annoyance on top of anger.
The wizard caught up to where their stooped guide, having climbed to the apex of a huge sword dune to gauge their progress, now peered in the direction he was gesturing. The orangey glare of the setting sun backlit the travelers, flinging spindly shadow copies of men and beast down across the gritty canvas of ridged, heat retentive sand. Out east a billowing ochre cloud smudged a considerable stretch of the rolling horizon, animated with destructive intent.
"Sandstorm,” pronounced J'tard. “It's a doozy."
"And right in our path to the coast,” determined Maldoch. “Can we skirt it?"
"It's pretty extensive,” the Troll observed doubtingly. “The Black Goddess is really huffing and puffing tonight.” He was understandably reluctant to try. Raging winds driving sandblasting grit that stripped exposed flesh to the bone was enough to put anyone off getting too close.
"What's wrong?” Garrich called up to the consternated pair from his position on the channel floor. Wrestling with the reins to the ornery unihorn, which spat a disgusting gob of bile his way, the Goblin adroitly ducked the gooey wad while waiting for a reply.
"There's a storm running our way,” Maldoch glumly answered.
"And your weather bones didn't feel it coming?"
The wizard brushed off the youth's dig. “J'tard, when do you reckon that blow will peter out?"
"You know these storms as well as any Sulander, Maldoch. It might wheeze out of steam in an hour or two, or carry on gusting for a week."
"Then we stay on course and hope it'll blow itself out before we reach it,” opted the spellcaster.
"I'll traverse the dune ridge to keep tabs on it,” J'tard said as the wizard slid down the 200 foot sand slope, steadying his descent with his trusty staff, to take the easy road with Garrich.
The vivid sunset curtain raiser of night played out with unrestrained red and pink splendor. Twinkling stars latched on to the coattails of the descending darkness, providing mood lighting for the embracing coolness. The sunlit contrasts etched into the dunescape by the sculpting winds were toned down by the cobalt and violet shadows, muting the harsh beauty of the baked land.
"How does the Troll know which way we're going?” asked Garrich. “Aside from that volcano, there are no landmarks to find your way in this sandbox."
The wizard's eyes drifted upward to J'tard's silhouetted form gliding fluidly across the dune crest. “He's navigating by the stars. See that bright star hanging low in the east? That's what the Ancients called Fenar. After the moon, it's the brightest object in the night sky and provides a near constant point of reference for travelers in the know. By keeping Fenar at his left shoulder, J'tard can maintain a steady track southeast."
Garrich was not done being curious. “What's with that giant and his club? You would think he was married to that crude weapon of his the way he hangs on to it."
"The same way you cling to your sword?” the wizard teased under his beard. ‘A Troll's rite of manhood is an insufferably long affair that culminates in the initiate trekking alone and naked into the deep desert in search of the sacred mahtouk plant. Finding the said plant, he digs out its water-bearing tuber by hand and breaks off the tip to symbolically slake his thirst. He then lugs the end piece of the root home to carve it into his personal weapon."
"Just how big is this root?'
"As long as a sapling oak,” revealed Maldoch. “You've got the wrong end of the stick, boy. Don't fixate on the root. Focus on the club shaped from it. The weapon symbolizes the quintessences of Troll social order: reticence, robustness, durability, and latent power when anger flares. The club is an extension of the male psyche to such a degree that its owner is never parted from it, even in death."
Garrich looked upon J'tard with opened eyes, humbled by the wizard's acuity.
Midnight came and went, marked only by the briefest rest for a rationed water break and quick bite to eat from the food jars K'hanti packed. Resting on his haunches, Garrich began to shiver as his body cooled. The desert was an environment of ridiculous extremes: ablaze with burning sands during the day, chilled by nights of unfrozen coldness. They moved on at a mile-eating pace through the wee small hours, making the most of the dark travel time until the sparkles of the starry sky were absorbed by the brightening golden glow of the kindled sun clipping the eastern edge of the Terrathian continent. Only Fenar shone with a stubborn faintness, defying the oncoming blueness if only for a while. A miniscule shower of grit announced J'tard's descent from the dunecaps to use his expertise to dig into the malleable slope, to shade the company from the daily heat and glare under a sunblock of sand. Instead of going for the hand shovel of baked clay tucked into one pocket of the unihorn's saddlebags, the Troll leant on his club, his pipsqueak eyes dancing in thought.
Maldoch gave him a prod. “What's your problem?"
"That storm bothers me, Magnificence. It's not behaving as it should."
"There's etiquette for storms?” joked Garrich, carelessly dropping the halter rope.
J'tard carried on regardless. “It is growing way too fast. By my reckoning it has spread north and south fifty leagues overnight and is expanding at an increased rate. Nightfall might well see it grown to a hundred leagues in either direction. I've never seen a sandstorm get that big that quickly."
"So it's the mother of all sandstorms.” Maldoch shrugged, inconvenienced but not unduly concerned.
"You may change your mind. I have the feeling the storm is a deliberate barrier, swelling to impede our progress."
The wizard was wise enough not to discount the Troll's natural feel for the desert pulse. “What makes you think so, J'tard?"
"There's strange red lightning in the storm's center dead ahead of us."
Maldoch did not need three guesses as to the cause of the electrical display. Even Garrich sussed out it was Omelchor's doing and put it to the wizard, “Can your brother manipulate the weather to that extent?"
"Spells exist to induce weather patterns,” admitted the wizard, ‘though it requires intense concentration casting them. One incantation takes a full hour to recite. On top of that drawback is the fact that once you conjure up freak weather, it's next to impossible to control it. The conjurer runs the risk of being enveloped by his own tornado or tidal wave. I suspect Omelchor has been rewriting passages of the Black Grimoire again for his own benefit, the reckless fool.” Chewing his bottom lip, Maldoch ruminated, “I'd like to take a peek at it if he has."
"How did he find us a second time?” wondered Garrich.
The spellcaster thought on it and came up with, “The call I made to the Elf Shipmaster back at J'tard's place ... he must've traced it somehow.” Maldoch swore like a trooper. “Damn and blast! He knows we're heading for Gwilhaire."
"How?” asked the Troll.
"He likely tweaked his locater spell to not only trace a signal back to its source, but to tap into the carrier wave so he can eavesdrop on the conversation as well. That's why he has put up a roadblock to the coast, so we can't hitch a ride on that Elven vessel.
"It also means he is close. An incantation of that magnitude demands the spellcaster to loiter in the region. If I know my magic, and I do, Omel is on the beach directly behind the sandstorm, adding layer upon layer of wizardry to increase its momentum."
"Can't you neutralize his dark magic with a spell of your own?” said J'tard.
"Only if you have no objections to a large chunk of the Great Desertland going up in smoke,” responded Maldoch.
"We're blocked then,” said Garrich. “Do we turn back for Kha-Rell?"
"We'd never make it. That storm will bury us before we're halfway home,” predicted J'tard.
Coming up with the alternative of digging in properly, Garrich was rebuffed. “I could weather the blow,’ asserted the Troll, “but you two aren't of the desert. You'd surely suffocate."
A shield of magic, like the one Maldoch employed against the Banshees, popped into Garrich's head. Unfortunately his idea was beaten to the punch by the wizard's reproval. Guessing the Goblin's train of thought, Maldoch explained, “Even if I could sustain a protective shell for more than a few days, it would give our exact position away to Omelchor, inviting trouble of an even greater magnitude. Besides, burying our heads in the sand will make us late for the coastal rendezvous."
"Won't our ride wait?” asked Garrich.
"Not if we're a week overdue. Hennario easily gets bored and will set sail for homeport when we are a no show. J'tard, the storm's moving due west in a solid front, trailing arms right and left, correct?"
"Yes, Magnificent One."
"That rules out making a dash for the south.” Maldoch cussed again. “I hate being outmaneuvered.” Holding his twisted staff out to the Goblin and Troll, he barked, “Grab on, boys. And shut your eyes."
"What for?” questioned J'tard.
Gripping one of the giant's thick wrists and directing the meaty Troll hand onto the staff before clutching the carved wood himself with a sweaty palm, Garrich inexplicably sniggered. “You really don't want to know."
* * * *The predawn darkness shimmered. Three figures popped into sight from out of thin air, looking warily around them. Daybreak had yet to banish the night shadows of the gloomy, indistinct landscape, forestalling recognition of the unlit surrounds.
Letting go of Maldoch's staff, Garrich put wobbly hands on hips and said in a peeved tone, “Where did you jump me to this time, old man?"
The wizard played with his beard, plainly stumped as to their whereabouts.
Acclimatizing remarkably quickly to the translocating process, J'tard released his grip on the spellcaster's prop and cast about. Immediately noticing a conical bulk at his back thrusting up out of the insipid flatland with oppressing nearness, the Troll whispered in awe, “Dahad Byrakhum,” bowing his head reverently to the volcano.
Vexed by the pronouncement, Maldoch scowled. “Drat, I overshot. I was aiming for Kha-Rell."
"For someone who doesn't like jumping from place to place, you do an awful lot of it,” criticized Garrich.
Maldoch's comeback was a gem. “Only since I began travelling with you,” he fired back at the Goblin. He sniffed loudly, saying, “Forget something, Garrich?"
The youth smiled ruefully. “If it's a bath, then in my defense there is a shortage of washing water in the desert."
"No, dolt, our supplies.” The wizard sighed crossly. “Where's your girlfriend?"
Glancing down at his empty hands, Garrich exclaimed, “Bugger, we left the unihorn behind."
"We?” contested Maldoch. “You were the one not holding on to the reins of our pack animal, and now we haven't any supplies."
"We can't go back?” Garrich lamely asked.
His face darkening, the wizard said in a voice tight with controlled anger, “You still haven't caught on. Translocating is an imprecise, hit-or-miss affair."
J'tard lurched out of his adoration for the sacrosanct ground at his feet. “Is that why you didn't transport us direct to the coast, Magnificence?"
"For all concerned, yes,” confirmed Maldoch in a tiresome tone. “Never had any cause to journey to the Falke Tropicana before now. It's hardly a holiday getaway spot and I can't leap somewhere I haven't visited. It's one of the few places in Terrath I've not walked. Even if I had, I would not have risked magicking us over, past, or through that sandstorm. Atmospheric distortion plays havoc with translocating. It doesn't take much to scatter a disembodied form to the four winds.” The part pertaining to colliding magics went without saying. If the goodly wizard's moving incantation bumped energies with Omelchor's storm spell, the resulting fireworks would light up the entire eastern seaboard.
"What now?” Garrich put to Maldoch.
"We hole up for the day and then make for Gwilhaire on foot by way of the Lower Wade. Hopefully, we won't faint from starvation or lack of thirst."
"But that's almost a thousand leagues of walking!” protested the Goblin.
Maldoch patted Garrich condescendingly on the head. “Glad to see your math coming along so nicely too."
They sheltered at the base of the stratovolcano while Sol climbed to its blistering zenith, edging around the mount's twenty-mile circumference to stay in the marginally less hotter shade provided by its shielding bulk. A site of pilgrimage for the devout, Dahad Byrakhum was equally appreciated for its stunningly symmetrical cone, the steep-sided slopes, unmarred by irregularities, tapering up to the mile-wide cratered summit 12,000 feet above the desert plain. The prime source of inspiration for Troll poets and artists, the once fire-breathing peak bestowed a blessed respite from the unblinking sun.
Curled up between two boulders with his cloak draped across the rocks acting as a sunshade, Garrich had his catnap disturbed by an irksome murmur. His sleepy eyes caught site of J'tard kneeling a stone's throw away in the shimmering midafternoon heat, mumbling a chant while fingering his necklace. “Is the Troll praying?"
"He's asking T'harius for his blessing,” mumbled Maldoch, lightly snoozing beneath his own unfolded robe.
"That's the famous dead Troll."
"The Sulanders prefer the term beatified. His bones are enshrined in the caldera atop Dahad. Legend has it that the Maker collapsed the crater at the instant of the Troll founder's death to provide his people with the perfect place to preserve his remains."
"Something wrong with a simple burial?"
"Ever tried digging a grave in sand."
Garrich stretched, coming fully awake. “Camping at the foot of a volcano makes me nervous. What if it explodes?"
"Dahad has never so much as rumbled in all the years I've been roaming Terrath,” mused Maldoch. “Of course, I have slept from time to time, so might've missed a growl or two."
"I don't think an overnight burble counts,” sneered the cheeky Goblin.
"Garrich, I periodically sleep away the odd century. Anything could happen in a hundred years and generally does."
They moved off when the relief of night came, marching southwest under cover of the cooler darkness, Garrich and Maldoch wrapped up warm in their robes, J'tard cloaked in a sleeveless woolen mantle woven with bands of bright color subdued by the milky starshine. The issue of supplies was not exactly the quandary Maldoch made it out to be, though by no means was it resolved effortlessly. J'tard, an adept desert survivalist thanks to his wanderings, was equal to the task of providing for his companions.
Fifty-foot tall candelabra branched saguaro cacti proved a critical water source. Tapping into the fluted central column of spiky green produced a bitter tasting, but eminently drinkable, liquid that moistened parched throats. Likewise, food came in an unflattering yet palatable package in the form of desert hedgehogs, caught and cooked in their own juices over flat rocks kindled by wizardry. Worried about being detected magically, Garrich was assured by Maldoch that his storm-rustling brother was far too busy conducting his tempest to take much notice of a piddling fire spell masked largely by the broad desert heat. Bigger enchantments were a different proposition and more readily traceable, so the spellcaster relied heavily on the Troll's resourcefulness.
Eleven days of traveling between sundown and sunup, subsisting on cactus juice, spiny flea-bitten animals and the odd welcome sand grouse, brought the footsore trio to the southern tip of the curving Shieldrock Range.
"Fog?” Garrich expressed his surprise.
Where the eastern mountain chain petered out before reaching the coastal bluffs overlooking Murant Basin, a forty league wide pass blanketed in a haze of ground hugging white vapor joined the Great Desertland to the rest of Terrath.
Naming the rift, the wizard said, “Misty Gap. So called for obvious reasons."
Garrich was put in mind of Gortal's Cleft, for good reason. His nose wrinkled from the rotting stench of swampland tainting the breeze. “Not another bog."
"Afraid so,” affirmed Maldoch. “Shadfenn's not as big as Solke Dharr, but just as smelly.” He inhaled deeply. “Hmmm, maybe smellier."
"Does every pass in Terrath sport a swamp on the far side?"
Maldoch grinned maliciously. “Only three of the five."
Rapt at the prospect of becoming the first Troll in modern history to set foot outside the desert homeland, J'tard broke his habitual silence to eagerly ask, “Are we crossing the fen?” Reading old texts about marshy ground was far removed from the luxury of actually treading upon waterlogged earth, feeling the squelch of mud between the toes.
The wizard dashed his expectations. “Shadfenn lies in the other direction. Once across the Gap, we're pushing due south through Jungular Forest."
The Troll heaved a loud sigh of disappointment and trudged behind as Maldoch took the lead, entering the thick swirls of mist. The peculiar geography of the region, where blazing desert converged on steamy jungle and dampish fenland, created the perpetual foggy conditions. Garrich hastened after, orienting on the wizard's lecturing voice to guide him through the opaque whiteness.
"It'll take a couple of days of brisk walking to get through this bothersome fog, Don't lose sight of my staff,” advised Maldoch, the tip magically lit with a beacon of faintly pulsating blue light.
"I look forward to a change of diet when we reach the woodland. A hedgehog can only be cooked so many ways,” said Garrich. “A nice rabbit stew will go down a treat."
Maldoch's correction filtered through the mist back to the salivating Goblin. “Jungular is a tropical, not temperate, forest. You won't snare a single hare, bear, vole, mole, rat, or bat."
"What animals are to be found then?"
"The usual nasties ... snakes, leeches, mossies, plus spiders as big as your hand."
"My hands are pretty big,” J'tard rumbled fretfully.
"Be warned,” continued the wizard. “Bloodsuckers and poison fangs are the least injurious of the dangers facing us. Remember, it's a jungle out there."
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Chapter Twenty SixThe ship swung hard about. Hennario braced his legs on the sterncastle deck and gripped the running rigging while his groaning helmsmen manhandled their respective heavy steering oars as Stormrunner heeled over to the lee quarter. When the ship had completed the U-turn and righted herself, he bellowed to his bustling crew, “Put on extra sail! I don't want those sea rats nipping at my rudders.” Additional canvas was unreefed from the boatmast yard and the Elven ship seemed to jump forwards, skimming over the wave tops.
"Are they giving chase?” Hennario grilled his approaching bow officer, his eyes habitually focused on the billowing sails.
Signaled from his command platform behind the prow of the ship, the summoned Elf bounded up the three steps to the quarterdeck after hurrying along the 120-foot length of Stormrunner and glanced over his captain's shoulder. “They..."
"Pull in the slack on the port mainsheet!” Hennario interrupted with an instructive bellow. Sailors scrambled to comply and the luff of the mainsail went taut, the flapping canvas ballooning with the gusting northerly.
"...don't appear to be following, Shipmaster,” finished the bow officer.
Accepting the news without comment, Hennario turned the helm over to his newly arrived second, who prompted his captain, “What course?"
"Nhern. Faerohc must be warned of corsairs on the eastern seaboard. I don't want to lose time on the shoals around Skerr Vel'orm, so bypass Bornae Strait by sailing the open ocean side of the island. The water will be rougher, but our passage speedier.’”
The bow officer pulled back the hood of his oilskins, the frown that marred his deceptively youthful elvish features increasing the angle of his acutely slanted eyebrows. With the tailwind blowing his golden locks over his pointy ears, he queried, “Aren't we waiting for Maldoch as planned?"
"You saw the corsair anchored off the desert coast."
"We've gone bow-to-bow with Goblin raiders before and sunk every one of them."
"This time's different, Aborlath. There's black magic in the salt air. Can't you feel the sting of it?"
Maldoch was wrong in assuming his brother was spellmaking from the white sands of a Fal'ke Tropicana beach. Omelchor sat safely ensconced on an Otter warship anchored in the coastal shallows, laboring madly to sustain the sandstorm he whipped up to hamper the forces of Good.
Facing sternwards, Hennario leant on the railing of the quarterdeck and glumly watched the troubling vista of the dust shrouded coastline race by on his left. The Gerent from Illebard had sailed the charted oceans since he was an unschooled cabin boy, learning early on that the sea was a seductive and cruel mistress filled with mystery. The deep waters offshore harbored strangely finned denizens oftentimes glimpsed frolicking in the swells of stormy seas, while on the surface terrifyingly spontaneous waterspouts menaced shipping. Was a lone Goblin longship aglow with the angry red of evil magics really such a bombshell? It was when it coincided with an unseasonable northeasterly that had necessitated an exasperating tacking course upwind since exiting Bornae Strait.
Contrary to the agelessness exhibited by Elf-kind, Hennario's looks matched his 192 years, at least by a third. A lifetime on the briny left indelible marks on the Illebardian, whitening his blonde locks, tanning his fair skin, and engraving a tracery of wrinkles around his blue-grey eyes. Like all Sea Elves, the distinguished Admiral of the Illebard Squadron was at six feet a tad shorter than his forest cousins but more robust in build, his heavier frame concealed by the bulky waterproofing oilskins necessary for sailing the coldwater southern ocean.
"How is the Magnificent One supposed to get to Lothberen?” Aborlath tentatively asked the Shipmaster.
"Maldoch is a wizard. He's bound to conjure up a spell for walking on water."
The seas were running high a week on when Stormrunner was ploughing through heaving whitecaps pounding the chalky cliffs walling the channel into Hjari Inlet.
"Best take in the bonnet on the main'sl,” Hennario recommended to Aborlath. Hoping to be appointed command of his own ship one day, the bow officer abided by the curious order.
Reducing the size of the mainsail by removing the additional strip of canvas attached to the trailing edge was one method of rigging for bad weather, but in Aborlath's opinion general reefing was called for to lessen the area of sail exposed to the mounting wind. He wisely opened his gob only to convey the Shipmaster's opinion to the hardworking sailors. Hennario wanted the upmost rate of knots to get ship and crew back into home waters, and was prepared to risk shredding canvas and snapping sheets in the choppy seas to do so.
Dipping into a trough, Stormrunner wallowed at the bottom then churned up the sloping wall of water before cresting the frothy summit, the drenched bow watch receiving yet another spraying of spindrift as the spume broke over the ship's prow. As fine a seagoing vessel as she was, Hennario's flagship was finding this leg of the voyage heavy going.
Similar in length to a Goblin Raider, but broader in beam by ten feet, Stormrunner was the lead ship in new class of Elven ocean craft constructed to the Shipmaster's personal specifications. Square rigged like her single masted predecessors, the carvel built oaken vessel had the additional forward slanting boatmast put ahead of the mainmast to increase sail area and hence speed. Both stern and bow were beautifully curved: the latter carrying a figurehead of sculpted wood—in this case a flattering, double life-sized bust of Hennario's stunning daughter—while below the waterline jutted an underwater, copper-plated ram for holing pirate ships. Raised decks were a novel feature in Illebard naval design borrowed from Anarican merchantmen, aft and forecastles providing sheltered accommodation and fighting rostrums for the crew. Make no mistake Stormrunner was a fighting ship. Unwarlike in nature, Elves nonetheless defended their land and sea aggressively, equipping and provisioning their protectors with the very best.
A shout from above jerked the officers’ heads to the lookout manning the fighting top, the wide circular basket midway up the stout mainmast used also as a shooting platform by deadly Elven archers. “Ship ho!” the Elf reported from his wildly rocking post to those interested below.
"Where away?” Hennario yelled back over the blustering sea breeze.
Pointing left, the spotter cupped his free hand to his mouth and bawled, “Astern on the port side, running northwards."
Glancing that way, the Shipmaster barked his concern. “Is she Goblin?"
The lookout hesitated before shouting down, “Can't tell, Gerent. She's tacking furiously.” The sighted ship kept sinking into wave troughs, to be obscured by the windblown spray from the spumed crests, thwarting identification.
"What rigging does she carry?"
"Lateen rigged ... three-masted by the look."
Aborlath spoke aloud Hennario's conundrum. “There are no triple-masters sailing Terrathian waters that I know of and no vessels in the fleets of Elves or Men hoisting triangular sails."
"Does she fly any colors?” Hennario put to his lookout.
"None that I can see, Shipmaster.” Considering Elves were eagle-eyed, it was likely true.
"Could she be an unknown type of Corsair?” hypothesized Aborlath.
"Doubtful. Goblin shipbuilding is as uninventive as a novice lute player. They duplicate every hull design of ours as soon as it slides down the slipway and splashes into Sanctum Cove. It won't be too long before we come across an inferior copy of the Stormrunner."
"What has the lookout spied then?"
Hennario could not hazard a guess. “Helm, come about to starboard,” he ordered.
"Aye, Shipmaster,” said the portside tillerman, signaling his partner to commence the turn. The paired rudders were a fairly recent innovation to increase a vessel's maneuverability, though Hennario did not take credit for that pearl of modernism. That claim to fame belonged to an apprentice shipwright out of Nhern. Hennario held high hopes for the promising young Elf, entertaining the thought of enticing him away from his hackneyed counterpart on whom his talents would invariably be wasted.
"We're gybing early for Nhern,” remarked Aborlath.
A shuddery jolt throbbed through the hull, jiggling the deck planking and sending a tremor up the sea legs of the Shipmaster as his vessel began to broach, veering broadside to the wind and slamming hard into a rolling wave. The helmsmen compensated and swung the broaching ship a degree to port even as Hennario latched on to the railing and barked, “Strike the boatsail! We'll run with the main until this wind dies down a bit.” Addressing Aborlath's comment, he explained, “Change of destination. We're making for Illebard."
"Home port, skipper?"
Hennario's sharp nod indicated his decision was not open for discussion. What with a Goblin sorcery ship making mischief off the Troll coast and now this sighting of a foreign vessel zigzagging her way north, the Elf Queen urgently needed informing. Peculiarities were cropping up on the high seas that demanded investigation. Unconfirmed rumors of a resumption of hostilities between East and West had filtered down to Gwilhaire, but Merainor stayed in the dark concerning the long distant sparring between the wizards.
"When are you going to make an honest maiden of my daughter?"
Aborlath had the wind taken out of his sails by the Shipmaster's unlooked for question.
"I'm not blind, Abor. I've noticed you pursuing Gabrionel."
Swallowing his embarrassment and a swab of injured male pride, the junior sea officer revealed, “She doesn't want to be caught, at least not by the likes of me."
Barely containing a shielding father's relief, Hennario clapped Aborlath heartily on the back. “Plenty of other fish in the sea, son."
"Except that Gabby's shopping for a tree."
The Shipmaster's hand squeezed Aborlath's shoulder painfully, conveying his unspoken demand for an explanation.
"She only has eyes for a certain Wood Elf,” Aborlath muttered with undisguised envy.
Hennario jerked his hand away from his subordinate and balled it into a fist, centering a spasm of rage into the gesture. “This Treesinger has a name?"
Aborlath honestly did not know.
Retiring below deck to his cabin to be alone with his angry thoughts, Hennario was on the verge of a meltdown. Racial division occurs in every “civilized” culture, including the superficially harmonious Elves. To quote an old Elf saying, Many trees make up a forest, meaning a nation is composed of different thinking peoples. Bonded by their love of wood, the Elves were in turn estranged by the ocean. While Lothberens avidly preserved timber in its natural state, even for domicile purposes, the Illebards were a more practical bunch, chopping trees down and constructing their seacraft and dwellings from the milled lumber. And that was the bone of contention driving a wedge between the Wood and Sea Elves, disseminated by an undertow of desired emancipation. Illebard quietly hankered for independence from the crown and its want for ethnic liberty was tearing at the fabric of Elven society.
But today, Hennario's wrath was misguided fatherly concern. Barely registering the creaking timbers of his wave-battered ship, he vowed from behind his stained mahogany desk that in no shape or form would water merge with wood in his family. Perhaps a stint in seclusion down at Nhern would curb Gabrionel's inappropriate fancy. He resolved to personally ship his daughter south once he reported to Merainor.
Reality cooled the Shipmaster's temper. In his position as steward of Illebard he had sworn fealty to the Elven sovereignty upon taking office, first to Jeiannah and then her successor, the present queen. Casual wishes of autonomy always took a backseat to the broader responsibility of serving the monarchy.
Prickled by an incongruity, Hennario reached into his sea chest and plucked out a scroll of canvas. Unrolling the chart on the pitching tabletop, he reviewed the cartographer's handiwork detailing the geography and surrounding seas of Lower Terrath. Brushing away the drips of seawater plopping from his rainwear onto the portion of the map showing the blank reaches of the uncharted seas beyond the Horn of Dunderoth, he puzzled over the sighting of that strange ship minutes ago. If the vessel was not Goblin or Anarican, had it sailed up from the unexplored far southern ocean?
A swashbuckler from way back, Hennario had allowed his congruent roles of gerent and commander of the Illebard Squadron to swamp his sense of adventure with the practicalities that those duties imposed. Always meaning to captain a voyage of exploration beyond local waters, he long speculated that an offshore island chain existed in the southern latitudes.
Further consideration of that subject went out the window when the hull was thumped by a crashing wave. Hennario jumped to his feet and lurched sideways as Stormrunner broached against the companion swell. Scrabbling up the ladder topside, the Shipmaster was yelling at the top of his voice even before his head popped up out of the hatchway. “Aborlath, put a hole in my ship and the only vessel you'll wind up captaining is a rowboat!"
"Shush!"
"Aw, shush yourself,’ Garrich snapped back at Maldoch. “I'm standing in something horribly slushy. It had better be mud. Are there in any cows in these parts?"
"Be silent, Goblin,” remonstrated J'tard. “There's movement out there."
"Boy, you possess the hearing of a bat. Use it."
Garrich did as the wizard instructed, his ears picking up faint squelching noises dampened by the fogbound conditions. A day into Misty Gap had seen the company lose track of time and their way. Refusing to admit incompetence after becoming turned around in the directionless miasma, Maldoch had gotten them all hopelessly lost. Stumbling about in the hazy light a day longer than anticipated, their sensibilities were offended by the overpowering reek of swamp gas hanging heavy in the abnormally still air. The off-course trio had wandered into the eastern arm of Shadfenn.
"Well, what's creeping up on us?” the spellcaster pressed Garrich.
"Giant toads, old man,” ribbed the Goblin.
"Time for action,” decided Maldoch, snuffing out his lighted staff with a peeved word of command.
"You mean other than getting us lost."
Maldoch's run of bad luck continued. Attempting to magically dispel the blanket of white, his spell fizzled. Disturbing, gloomy shapes partnered the eerie sounds of motion, leaving him no time to ponder his ineffective wizardry as they began to close around the tiny group in an ungainly hopping fashion.
"Garrich, you haven't slain anyone in a while. Now will be a good time to get back into the habit."
"I thought you disapproved of me killing people."
"Only when it's not helpful."
The converging shadows multiplied as the seconds passed, tripling from a manageable handful to more than a dozen. Freeing his blade, Garrich adopted the classic Plow defensive posture: right foot forward, sword held in readiness point outwards at waist level. Maldoch and J'tard formed up back to back around the Goblin, presenting a united front of staff, club, and sword to stave off trouble.
Parting as if by magic, not Maldoch's, the fog dispersed, pulled back by invisible strands to form an arena of clear air some twenty yards in circumference, giving the easterners their first good look at the threat.
"By the Maker, what are those?” whispered the alarmed Troll.
"A sad aberration,” responded the wizard.
Garrich trained his eyes on his opponents as a soft rain issued from a pall of overcast. Goblin-sized creatures looking like nothing more than giant, limbed slugs encircled the questing party. Pale yellow eyes swayed independently on the ends of spindly stalks anchored over a gaping mouth, itself set above a chin from which stubby tentacles protruded. Humanlike arms sprouted from a torso dominated by two breathing pores at chest height feeding the primitive lung cavities nourishing air. Below the waist dropped a single, muscular leg ending in a broad sole that spread body weight evenly over the swampy ground and gave the beasts their peculiar bounding locomotion. Coloration ranged from pallid orange to brick red, the creatures glistening revoltingly from the gooey mucus lubricating their mottled skin. Garrich was drawn to their mitten-like hands grasping sickle-shaped swords fashioned out of what appeared to be varnished hardwood sanded to a fine slashing edge.
"My turn to ask, Mal. What are they?"
"Can't we play twenty questions later?"
"Tylar taught know your opponent, preferably before he stabs you."
"Picky, picky, picky"’ muttered Maldoch before providing the relevant info. “They call themselves Mdwumps and are native to Shadfenn only."
Their Troll compatriot made the observation as the Mdwumps edged nearer, “They don't look friendly, Magnificent One."
"I don't know them socially, J'tard. But I'd say you're right."
"What do they want with us?” Garrich wondered aloud, the point of his sword leveled at a Mdwump cautiously closing on him. A disquieting thought popped into his head and he quizzed the wizard. “What do Mdwumps eat?"
"Rotting plants."
Garrich sighed with relief.
"And decaying flesh,” added Maldoch. “You didn't let me finish.'
"We're main course,” construed J'tard.
"Not straightaway,’ the wizard said cheerily. ‘After hacking us to pieces, they'll let our meat putrefy before dining.'
'Lovely table manners,” commented Garrich. The ranks of Mdwumps were swelling from a steady flow of man-slugs lured from the depths of the hazy swamp by the prospect of an easy meal. Numbering in their scores now, the Goblin swordsman said, “How many of these Mdwumps live in Shadfenn?"
Maldoch laughed inappropriately. “A census has never been taken in these parts."
"Ballpark figure."
"Four thousand."
"Shouldn't you cast a spell to lay down snail bait before the other three thousand, nine hundred show?"
"Slight snag there,” said the mage. ‘My magic doesn't appear to work here. Shadfenn is imbued with mystical energies that are canceling out my spells. I can't enchant my way out of a canvas bag at the moment.'
"You're impotent!” bleated Garrich.
"I wouldn't put it that harshly."
The gathering of Mdwumps began displaying a collective boldness. Individuals at the forefront of the mob could be seen bobbing energetically on their single legs, communicating silently with their kin while waving timber blades in the direction of the bipeds. At any moment they would feel confident enough to rush the threesome.
"So how do you plan to extricate us from this, mastermind?” Garrich challenged Maldoch.
Twirling his staff, the neutralized spellcaster sneered. “Nothing beats a good old fashioned thwacking.” He lunged with unexpected speed for a man his age at one Mdwump who carelessly strayed ahead of the front ranks, knocking the wood sword from the creature's grip with the butt of the staff before reversing his prop and braining it with the stout crown. The luckless Mdwump buckled at the knee and toppled over out cold. Its brethren dithered, sampling the air with barbed tongues, confused by Maldoch's audacity.
The wizard imparted a few last minute tips to the Troll and Goblin. “Mdwumps aren't the rosiest apples on the tree. Their eyesight is poorer than a mole's. They can distinguish between light and dark, but have difficulty perceiving motion. They hunt by smell and taste. Don't get caught staying still and we should get out of this without having our innards sucked dry."
"Give me room!” J'tard bellowed deafeningly, startling Garrich with the intensity of his enthusiasm. The Troll's shout had barely died on his tusked lips when the Mdwumps charged. The bravery of the man-slugs faltered momentarily when the hulking Sandwalker swung his massive club in a wide arc, flattening the lead attackers and scattering the rank behind.
Garrich leapt into action once the Mdwumps recovered to renew their assault. Not having practiced his swordplay for a while did not diminish the Goblin's deadliness. He cut down two with ease, Dwarven steel slicing through slimy slug skin like a fish through water. “That is so disgusting,” he spat, thick goo and lime-tinged blood dripping from his worked blade.
Blocking a clumsy and mistimed sword thrust, Maldoch planted his staff behind his assailant and kicked out, tripping the near blind Mdwump who went crashing into its fellows. A few paces right of the wizard J'tard was pummeling a group of Shadfenn's residents into blobs of shapeless goo. And still the Mdwumps came on.
"Are they suicidal?” Garrich called out, sidestepping a fresh opponent and driving the point of his sword deep into its greasy back.
"Just mindless,” Maldoch quickly answered, busy taking out a fresh challenger. “It doesn't take brains to make your home in a swamp."
Faced with replacement sword fodder, Garrich dispatched a further three of the reckless man-slugs with disarming proficiency. Unfettered by guilt—these were brainless garden wreckers, not men—the Goblin took to his grisly task with gusto, hacking right, left, and center. Mdwump body parts littered the squishy swamp ground, oozy slime and blood mixing with the waterlogged mud to make the footing even stickier.
Ankle deep in the disgusting quagmire, J'tard battled surmounting odds. For every Mdwump he clubbed into oblivion, five took its place. The Shadfennite onslaught was planned to overwhelm the prey by sheer weight of numbers, no matter the cost ... ingeniously straightforward, notoriously difficult to combat without heavyweight retaliatory firepower of crossbows or catapults.
That downside did not escape Maldoch. Before too long the woefully small company of three would tire and be swamped by the incoming tide of man-slugs. Walloping another Mdwump across the chest, caving in a lung pore and sending the reeling creature gasping for breath, the wizard's own arms deadened with fatigue. Something had to be done and quick! The boundary of the rainy fighting arena, where the thinning mist continued to dissolve, showed snippets of foliaged green between the strands of diffusing fog off on Garrich's right, giving Maldoch a flash of inspiration.
"Fight our way to the jungle!” he exhorted the Goblin and Troll. “Once out of Shadfenn, I'll be able to use my magic again."
"We don't need warm rocks,” mocked Garrich, decapitating another adversary with a whistling upstroke.
"Good thinking, boy,” complimented the spellcaster. “Animals fear fire and the Mdwumps are one step above snails."
As if sensing the ploy the man-slugs redoubled their murderous efforts, converging on the threesome en masse.
"Go for it!” hollered J'tard, holding back the majority with devastating swings of his club that made mincemeat of his foes. Shoulder to shoulder, Garrich and Maldoch battled their way through the persistent Mdwumps, almost reaching the beckoning strip of jungle peeping through the mist and drizzle before the mob grew too thick to win past.
"Ouch!” yelped the Goblin, finding out firsthand that wooden swords were not playthings when he copped a nasty scratch on the ear. He retaliated by dismembering the plucky Mdwump fighter before tackling the blockade, lashing out in pain and anger at the primitives. Backing Garrich up, Maldoch spun his staff like a windmill in a hurricane, whacking a path to the tropical forest.
"Safety!” exclaimed the wizard, dealing to one last Mdwump barring his way to the steamy jungle. The struck beast made a grab for the mage's robes as it fell, smearing the frayed hem with icky slime. The enchanter booted the clawing mitten-hand away and bitched, “That's just swell! I'll have to get my cloak cleaned now."
With payback his prime thought, Maldoch jumped briskly from the marsh into the low growing plants layering the curb to the impenetrable wall of flora soaring 300 feet from ground level to the crowns of the taller trees. Guarding the oldster's back, Garrich deflected a hasty swipe at Maldoch's shoulder blades then leaped after him through the misty ribbons, landing six feet from the incanting spellcaster. There was a worrying rustle of parting plants dead ahead of the panting Goblin, and he gawped at the nightmare detaching itself confrontationally from the jungle perimeter.
If one wildly imagined a cross between animal and plant, this monstrosity would fit the bill. Eight feet long and nearly the same tall, a humanoidal torso sat grafted atop a bull-shaped main body patterned with giraffe-like splotches of olive and brown, the whole ungainly affair balanced on a tripod of legs descending into foot cups from which snaked writhing root extensions. Tentacled arms swayed menacingly, clamshell pods of green where hands should be, hinged across the middle with snapping lips edged by stoutish spines acting as teeth. The “plantimal” was grotesquely headless, its trunk topped by a sphere of grouped nerve cells functioning as a rudimentary brain ringed by a necklace of thorny, downward curving scarlet leaves. From the middle of its chest dangled a woody proboscis, limp and seemingly superfluous. Grey bark encrusted its limbs and upper body, crackling with each jerky step the monster took forward.
Caught by surprise between slugs and a walking weed, Garrich hesitated and the pause cost him. Drawn by the vibrations of the combating fauna, the legged Venus flytrap raised its tubular structure and the plump bulb bisecting the stiffened apparatus deflated, ejecting a leafed dart out of the funnel-shaped end. Reflex turned the Goblin warrior and he caught the missile harmlessly in the folds of his cloak even as the sac of air reinflated to expel a second barbed dart in his direction the moment he pivoted back.
Slapping at the dart suddenly embedded in his cheek, absurdly thinking himself stung by a jungle insect, Garrich strangely felt no pain. His fumbling fingers attempted to yank the shaft from his face, the numbed skin pulling taut as the hooks bit cruelly into the flesh, preventing extraction. His vision blurring, senses beginning to swim in a drugged haze, the darted Goblin softly called out, “Maldoch, I...” and collapsed face forwards.
Catching his sagging ward, the mumbling wizard sighted the predatory plant stomping towards them. Taking a shufti at J'tard bravely facing up to the wave of Mdwumps surging at him, Maldoch changed incanting mid-spell and blurted out the invocation for translocating. He and Garrich were gone in a flash.
Glimpsing back over his shoulder, the Troll gasped despairingly at seeing the empty ground the wizard and Goblin had occupied seconds before. Taking out the frustration of his abandonment on the man-slugs within bashing range of his redoubtable club, J'tard felt the fight slipping out of him. There were simply too many adversaries for a lone Troll to fend off. Not even the Herculean G'dok the Rock-eater, strongest Sulander in desertland history, would have been able to smash his way out of this predicament. Surrendering his will to live, J'tard lowered his club. His first outing to the Outside Lands was going to be cut fatally short. Wishing for a speedy demise, the defeatist Sandwalker calmly shut his eyes.
Death was late in coming.
J'tard peeped at the massed man-slugs, surprised to see them withdrawing. The rasp of bark on stem told him the cause for their retreat. Where one of the plantimals had felled Garrich and prompted Maldoch's selfish disappearing trick, there now loomed behind the Troll three of the monstrosities, with a further two pushing their way out of Jungular's vine-choked treeline.
Diving for his life, J'tard rolled to his feet spattered in mud and goo, then sprinted alongside the frantically hopping Mdwumps across the drizzly battleground into the whitish concealment of the nearest fogbank. An instant afterwards a barrage of poisoned darts punctured the swirling mist.
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Chapter Twenty SevenBirth light invaded the womb blackness. Maldoch grudgingly opened his eyes to the closing day. The late afternoon shadows cast by spindly branches hanging outside the open window of the timber-paneled chamber he woke in thinned even more when playing across the mattress of soft ferns the wizard snugly lay upon. “What century is it?” he groggily asked.
"The twenty first, going by the Troll calendar,” a musical voice answered.
His muddled mind coming into sharper focus, Maldoch gazed hard at the regally dressed Elf standing unflappably at the foot of the bed. Robed in a mantle of colorful interwoven leaves hued every imaginable shade of green graduating from the lightest at his shoulder to the darkest at his knees, the leafy ensemble was finished off by synchronous bands of yellow, orange and red trimming the base of the living cloak, making the wearer appear on fire from his feet up. That impression wore off when one studied the composed sky blue eyes of the Treesinger set in an oval, elongated face unmarked by time except for the merest hint of age wrinkles. His once blonde hair had long since turned the purest of whites and sat tied back from the characteristic pointed ears in a loose ponytail. The thin-lipped mouth was set in a flat line of ambiguity, the slanted eyebrows positioned neutrally.
"Terwain,” acknowledged Maldoch. “Your smiley presence means I made it to Gwilhaire okay.'
"Barely,” noted the old Elf. “You materialized forty feet above the ground and were extremely lucky that the fall didn't kill you. I'm hoping it knocked some sense into that old skull of yours. Here I thought Parndolc was the lunatic go-getter. You really should look before you leap."
"I was aiming for the center platform of that big rhododendron in the northwest corner of the glade."
"The landmark evergreen was moved to the southern end. It likes the moister soil better."
Maldoch smiled slightly. Only Elves would take the trouble to replant an adult tree. Gingerly examining the bump on the back of his head, he enquired, “How long was I out for?"
"You popped in just before noon."
"A few lost hours aren't too bad."
"That was a day and a half ago, Maldoch. My nose tells me you and your guest weren't just dropping in for lunch."
The wizard groaned from more than his splitting headache. “The boy! I clean forgot about him. Is he..."
"In the land of the living still? Barely, as well."
Levering himself out of bed, Maldoch's probing feet found his boots, staff, and carryall heaped in a pile on the planked floor beside the divan. “I must see to Garrich."
Terwain restrained him with an effeminate hand. “He's being tended to. Are those new shoes?"
"Never mind my footwear,” growled Maldoch, slipping on his hooded cloak. He was about to ask after Garrich's broadsword when his sweeping gaze picked out the scabbard propped in the crook of the corner by the sole door in the otherwise barren room. Vaguely remembering the darted youth clutching the hilt tight with senseless fingers, he was relieved the treasured weapon had not been left behind in the rush to escape the hazardous jungle. Some kindly Elf must have pried it loose from the Goblin's fingers and returned the precious weapon to its sheath after cleaning off the bloody slug goo.
"You have a date with Merainor,” Terwain notified Maldoch in no uncertain terms. “The queen instructed me to bring you before her the moment you were well enough to move. Since you insist on getting up before you're ready to, I may as well usher you into her presence now.” Placing a beaker of clear liquid in the spellcaster's hand, the chief counsel to the Elf monarch recommended, “Drink this at least. It'll reduce the hammering in your head to a dull tap."
Accepting the medicine, Maldoch took a grateful quaff of distilled maple sap before asking, “Is Merainor terribly upset?"
"Course not, wizard. She openly welcomes the first and only Goblin to violate the sanctity of our woodland in over two thousand years of elvish settlement."
"That's a relief, Terwain. I thought she might be mad at me."
—
Lothberen was an aesthetic blend of new and old. The more recent architectural styling, such as the bungalow accommodating Maldoch nestled amid the roots of truly giant beeches, was the visible result of Illebard design influence and a sign of the times. A race cannot stand still forever and progress inevitably brings about renovation. Change had yet to make the climb into the ancient broad-leaved treetops. In the lofty boughs of their wooded capital city the Elves enjoyed a modicum of untainted conventionality, hallmarked with byways of interlocking branches linking the trees and supplemented by intricate bridges of rope latticework.
It was to this preserved regime of racial conservatism that Maldoch and Terwain ascended, carried aloft by means of an ingeniously engineered rope elevator rigged with pulleys and counterweights that would have made the mechanically minded Parndolc drool with interest. Stepping off the lift on to one of the branched aerial paths, Terwain wove his way through dozens of youthful looking, similarly dressed Elves individualized only by differences in height. It was as if the entire populace had been cloned from a physically perfect couple. Mingling amongst the foot traffic was the odd broad-shouldered Elf displaying Illebard ancestry. The staff-bearing mage calmly clacked after the royal adviser, unruffled by the dizzying 150-foot drop to the forest loam. The subtlety of Elf enchantment warded off the ruin of winter, guaranteeing the trees retained the green, leafy vigor of springtime year round, as well as shooting upwards half their height again and doubling their girth. That continuity added to the ambiance of everlasting tranquility cosseting the Elves, providing Terwain with the apparent source of his composure.
Gravitating toward a gargantuan red maple whose crowning glory of shimmering scarlet foliage towered a trunk length above the tallest beech, the elder Elf conducted the even older wizard into the throne room of his queen via a naturally arched cleft in the decoratively textured bark. The hollowed out upper trunk seemed to have formed naturally, though as in many cases appearances can be deceiving. Elves possessed a near supernatural affinity with their forestland, a magical, symbiotic ability to mould living timber and even communicate with trees.
The Elf Queen reclined on a high-backed throne literally growing out of the floor off-center to the middle of the cathedral-like chamber, hemmed in by the circular walls patterned with spiraling wood grain curling vertically to be lost in the muted shadows of the maple's airy upper storey. Likenesses of past queens were depicted on the curved walls, ethereal faces which seemingly glided across the grainy surface like smoke over water when glimpsed from the corner of one's eye, only to freeze when viewed straight on. Unlike the palaces of Men or Dwarfs there were no toadying court flunkies lounging in the audience hall, vapidly hanging on every word uttered by their monarch. The queen's chamber was refreshingly empty aside from a watchful Elf standing beside her chair and a kneeling musician blowing a haunting melody on a set of reed pipes. The pan flute player halted his composition on a mournful, lingering note as the Elven regent dismissed him to receive her visitors announced by the revealing shaft of pleasing sunlight streaming through the archway. Dust motes brought to life by the walkers danced in the filmy cone of light, Maldoch remaining a step behind Terwain while the adviser approached the throne.
"You are welcome always in Lothberen, Magnificent One,” was the queen's gracious opener.
Bowing his head, Maldoch not for the first time wondered what fool had coined his ridiculous appellation. “You are most generous, Your Majesty,” he answered with nonconforming politeness.
She indicated her male companion garbed in a loose-fitting lemon tunic, lake blue hose, and black soft leather shoes. “You know Eroc?"
Maldoch courteously inclined his head toward the Gerent of Janyle. “Not personally, milady."
"He is my lover."
"We do prefer the term Queen's Consort,” interjected Terwain, mortified by her forwardness.
The monarch smiled appreciatively at her counselor. “You and your sensibilities."
Appraising the haughty faced Elf city-leader, with his gem green eyes and dirty blonde locks flowing wildly down to the leaf-bladed long knife belted about his slim waist, Maldoch could not help but comment, “A toyboy, Merainor?"
"Eroc is only fourteen years my junior. Elvish eyes scarcely register the age gap.” She winked at the impudent wizard. ‘Having him in my bed helps keep me young."
Maldoch smirked back. Merainor possessed the looks of a mere slip of a fifteen-year old girl, her elfin face stunningly beautiful. Gowned in rainbow hued chiffon, a garland of pink and blue larkspur blooms adorned her head, complementing her silver-streaked golden hair that fell away to the ankle bracelets of amber teardrops gracing her bare feet. The same translucent ochre resin was fashioned in a koru shaped pendant about the queen's ballerina-like neck, accentuating her lily-white skin. Her eyes were pools of blue flecked with green, brimful of life experiences far beyond what her youthfulness suggested. Gwilhaire Wood's reigning monarch was in fact a childlike 211 year old who could expect to live, the Maker willing, a full quarter century more.
"I have a son,” added Merainor. “You'll like Gallohim. Eroc's grooming him to eventually take over the running of Janyle. What with following in his father's footsteps and his betrothal to my named successor, he's a busy boy assured a bright future."
Eroc's belligerent glance at the queen was missed by all but Terwain.
"When did all this happen?” the astounded wizard muttered with a confused shake of his white haired head. “I haven't been away from Gwilhaire that long."
"One hundred and thirty five years precisely,” Terwain mildly informed him. “That's not counting those delightfully rare moments when your head pops in to grill me."
"The day of my coronation,” recalled Merainor.
"You showed up uninvited without a gift,” Terwain further reminded the flabbergasted spellcaster on a denouncing note.
"I've been meaning to make it down here for ages. My, time flies when you're having fun,” said Maldoch, avoiding any discussion on his being a tightwad.
"Or fraternizing with the unclean,” Eroc spoke harshly. “How dare you spirit one of the Losther into Lothberen!"
Reaching up, Merainor softly placed her hand over the affronted gerent's pencil thin lips, stilling his outburst. “Hush, my love. I'm certain Maldoch has a reasonable explanation for his flagrant disregard of our categorical policy at not allowing a single member of the Losthers to contaminate elvish soil."
The sweet little girl act was at an end.
Dumping his civility as well, Maldoch rudely demanded, “Garrich ... my Goblin travel companion. Where is he being kept?"
"Someplace safe,” revealed the Elf Queen. “Due to the grave nature of his injury, I had him littered to the Shadult Greenthe while you were senseless. The sacred bole sustains him, for the moment."
"Take me to him,” requested the wizard.
Merainor denied him. “There are questions you must answer first."
"Terwain hinted that the boy is hovering near death. I must go to him."
"He'll be dead by nightfall tomorrow,” gloated Eroc.
"I insist that I be taken to him now, Merainor!"
"All in good time,” the queen refuted, putting her petite foot down. “Prilthar is tending to the poisoned Losther, against my love's wishes. I'll permit you to see him just as soon as you cooperate. This is my realm, Maldoch. I'd appreciate it if you did not have a go at manipulating me like you do my male counterparts up in Anarica and Carallord."
Fighting down his surge of impatience with a gulp of humble pie, the chastised spellcaster apologized for his abruptness, making the excuse of “being stressed out."
"These will become trying times for us all,” Merainor said insightfully. “This Losther is important to you?"
"The future peace of Terrath may well depend on him,” Maldoch assured her.
"Gwilhaire is our only concern,” butted in Eroc. “The other races can go to their N'drenoff Worhl in a handcart for all we care."
"Eroc, leave us please."
"Merainor?"
"Now, beloved."
"As my queen commands,” the dismissed gerent huffed. He deliberately pushed past Terwain and Maldoch on his way out of the throne room.
"His comments are counterproductive to this discussion,” explained the delicate little queen. “This Garrich belongs to the quest you are on?"
"He is pivotal to the outcome."
"There are no others?” probed Terwain.
"A Troll,” Maldoch said remorsefully. “I left him for dead up at Shadfenn. He was our guide out of the Great Desertland. That is, until we got jumped by Mdwumps coming through Misty Gap.’”
"They slew the Sulander?"
"Probably, Terwain."
"You don't know?"
"Not for certain,” admitted the wizard. “He was holding off the slug people when the Goblin and I made a break for the verge of Jungular Forest. Garrich took a hit from a Drakenweed on the treeline. After that, I magicked us out of there. I couldn't manage to bring J'tard as well and regrettably left him to his fate."
Maldoch took a major slump in Terwain's estimation. Only Merainor understood the mage's selfish abandoning of the Troll. “This Goblin friend of yours must be vital to your effort, Magnificent One. You are free to attend him."
Thanking her with a nod, the spellcaster said prior to heading earthwards, “I was on my way to secure help from you, queenie. It is time."
"We'll discuss that afterwards."
Glowering penitently, the wizard said, “If Garrich dies there'll be no need for our chat."
Merainor came off her throne, exposing her glaring shortness for an Elf. Grasping Maldoch's wrinkled hand in hers, she comforted the sullen sorcerer with an endearing smile. “Terwain, accompany his Magnificence to Oaken Grove. Make sure anything he requires is given to him."
Squeezing her milky-skinned, elfin hand, the grateful wizard said of the decorous queen, “What a charming girl you are."
Down on ground, the pair of oldsters stepped along at a brisk rate from the glade center on their walk out of Lothberen, pacing the short southbound lanes lined with wildly growing hedgerows dividing the scattering of low built cottages grafted onto the enormous base trunks. The layout of the capital city of the Wood Elves owed more to hamlet blueprints than large town planning. A core collection of public utility buildings huddling in the middle of the clearing under the leafed eaves of the surrounding beeches provided a common trading point for the dwellers in both the arboreal and land housing. It was at these that Terwain paused to lightly provision himself for the short journey beyond Lothberen. Barter was the currency of the Elf nation, though unlike the Trolls personal wealth was frowned upon. What an individual gained benefited the community as a whole. The ancestors of the Elves took the fundamentals of communal living to their harmonious extremes, extending it to their catchphrase, One tree, one forest. Their woodland home then was considerably more than the place in which they sheltered and lived off the land. For the Elven folk, it was an integral way of life. Gwilhaire Wood was to them the sun and they its planets.
Turning into a side lane that squeezed between the hulking girths of two contiguous trunks before leading into the broader forest, Maldoch tapped Terwain's shoulder with his staff and bluntly urged him, “Take every shortcut you know to get us to the Grove as quickly as possible. I don't want my boy expiring on me before we reach him."
"It'll still take the better part of a day,” said the aged Elf.
"That's too long,” murmured the wizard.
"You could always try zapping us there,” suggested Terwain.
Rubbing the swelling on the back of his head, Maldoch discounted that idea. “Once fallen, twice shy."
"The only other alternative is to saddle up a Garvian for you."
"I don't ride, Terwain."
"Walk fast then. With your long legs it shouldn't be a problem."
They camped that night under the stars in a mixed copse of alders and willows flourishing beside a cheerily gurgling brook. At least Maldoch assumed the stars were shining. The canopy of overhead branches, bushy with eternal foliage, completely veiled the night sky.
Settling down on a makeshift bed of ferns, the wizard breathed in the invigorating woody scents of Gwilhaire. Of all the places in Terrath he journeyed to, the Elf forest was the one spot he totally relaxed in. Serenity abounded here in profusion, the unobtrusive quiet magically infusing the woodland inhabitants with its calming essence. A nonsensical observation made by Parndolc ages ago sprung to mind: “Gwilhaire is the perfect place to recharge your batteries.” The technological reference had always been lost on the spellcaster, but he respected the sentiment. The Elven homeland was the embodiment of a Terrathian Eden, a refuge of abiding naturalness uninterrupted by...
"Piece of cheese?"
Maldoch declined the offering and sighed, giving in to having his meditation disturbed. He reached for the fruit basket Terwain appropriated free of charge from a vendor under the guise of royal patronage, taking a good-sized bite of a juicy apple-pear. Elves were strict vegetarians and whilst Maldoch admired their adherence to a no meat diet he sorely missed tucking into a decent steak.
"Merainor's changed,” he said in passing to Terwain after swallowing the sweet tasting chunk.
"You noticed. That's Eroc's doing."
"Disapproval, Terwain?"
Nibbling absently on a slice of Troll cheddar manufactured from unihorn milk, the royal counsel shared his thoughts. “On the contrary, I wholeheartedly support the gerent's way of thinking. He strongly advocates we keep ourselves isolated from the Fellow Races. Better not to be dragged into the mindless wars afflicting Men and Dwarfs."
Crunching into his fruit again, the wizard debated, “That's foolishly naïve thinking, even for an Elf."
"Don't underestimate Eroc. He has the muscle to put his trade goods where his mouth is. Janyle is strategically placed to seal off the border at Rift Dale anytime he chooses."
"You're meant to be loyal to your queen."
"That I am. My job description includes taking cues from her boyfriend."
"I've been absent from Gwilhaire too long,” muttered Maldoch, tossing away his half-eaten core.
"Litterbug,” condemned Terwain.
"Think of it as compost for the trees. Has Merainor reversed her position on outside contact entirely?"
Terwain shook his head. “She hasn't fully embraced Eroc's ideals. That's why you're still allowed in."
Maldoch and Terwain had never gotten along famously in the past, and this devotion to Eroc the Guru was not about to improve their love/hate relationship. “Out of interest, how did you advise Merainor on this Goblin incident?"
"I advocated that she let the Losther die."
"You're such a delight,” ribbed the wizard. He forlornly eyed their fireless campsite. Elven intimacy with their forest, a bond that some laughingly said stretched to hugging trees, precluded burning any wood. That did not present a problem in the perpetual Elf springtime, since it never grew cold enough even to put on a sweater, but it made boiling water difficult. Thank heaven for geothermal activity in the region. “I could murder a cup of tea,” Maldoch said wistfully, too lazy to conjure up a pot.
"Expand that to include a certain Goblin and I could almost get to like you, wizard,” wisecracked Terwain. Maldoch's lackluster reaction prompted the sarcastic Elf to say goodnight and roll over, mumbling nastily before he went to sleep, “We arrive at the Grove first thing in the morning. With any luck the boy will have perished by then and this hassle resolved itself.'
Oaken Grove was exactly what its name implied, an avenue of mature oaks blooming with green finery at the end of which loomed the mightiest tree in all of creation.
Arriving a couple of hours after sunrise, Maldoch and Terwain were intercepted by a crippled Elf hobbling out of a ramshackle hut guarding the head of the path running the length of the tree-lined boulevard. “Stop. Halt. Strangers no go further,” he warned them in a brittle voice, brandishing a sun-bleached stick threateningly to back up his words.
"Garond, it's me ... Terwain!” the Queen's Counsel shouted at Oaken Grove's caretaker. “I've brought the wizard."
The defensive Elf warily lowered his stick.
"He's deaf as a post,” Maldoch criticized under his breath to Terwain.
"Very hard of hearing,” confirmed Merainor's consultant.
"Eh? What bard nearing?” Garond said hotly, raising his bashing stick again and glancing about agitatedly.
Terwain snatched the baton away from the crabby caretaker and then introduced the pair. “Garond, official Keeper of the Shadult Greenthe, this is Maldoch the Magnificent."
Inspecting each other, neither wizard nor Elf looked particularly impressed. Garond hardly seemed elfin. He stood pitiably short in stature, untidily dressed in threadbare tunic and leggings dyed an unimaginative brown, presumably to conceal the smelly fact that his clothes had not seen the business end of a washtub in ages. His free-range hair was uncut, with the odd leaf tangled up in the uncombed strands. Even his gaunt, triangular face sported blondish fuzz—the nearest an Elf came to growing a proper beard. Then there was the feral glint in the keeper's almond eyes that was decidedly repellent. Maldoch, counted an oddball himself in many circles, had encountered all manner of eccentric characters in his time. But Garond topped the list for strangeness. He was converse to everything recognizably Elven.
"Where's what's-his-name ... the old keeper?” Maldoch asked in a curious whisper.
"Up and died on us,” said Terwain.
"Couldn't a better replacement be found?” the wizard wondered, leaning backwards while Garond actually sniffed him.
Coming across Maldoch's staff, the peculiar caretaker examined the rune inscribed wood with quivering fingers, stroking the polished wood of the spellcaster's staff as a look of holy ecstasy replaced his scowl of greeting. ‘Come along. Come,’ Garond invited, limping away off down the boulevard and beckoning for the elders to follow, but not before making a grab for his confiscated stick.
Holding it aloft out of Garond's reach, Terwain chastised him in a schoolteacher manner. “I'll hang on to this for the time being. You can have it back when you learn to behave better."
"What's his story, Terwain?” nudged Maldoch, passing by the dilapidated and windowless shed serving as the caretaker's crude abode. The hovel matched Garond's appearance to a tee. A house does reflect its owner's personality.
"Born almost totally deaf, Garond didn't have a great start in life. Because of his hearing impairment he was shunned as a boy, even by his parents, and as a result of that treatment grew up maladjusted and churlish."
Long considered the noblest of the Fellow races, the Elves were as “human” as any other Terrathian people and largely intolerant of deformity. Placing great emphasis on physical perfection, those who did not conform to elvish purity were reviled.
"The wild child ran away from home and went bush out by the banks of the Fendythe Ribbon. There he lived for a good many years, communing with nature and terrorizing the locals with his rowdiness. His extreme lifestyle gave rise to the tale of a malevolent wood sprite.
"Our queen heard the legend and was intrigued enough to dispatch a company of Foresters to investigate. To cut a tedious story short, they tracked, trapped, and transported the untamed youth to Lothberen. Merainor took a personal interest in his case and after a while managed to domesticate him. She charged me with finding a position suited to his talents and temperament, so I had Garond apprenticed to the Shadult Greenthe Keeper. The caretaker was getting on in years and the lad exhibited a remarkable empathy for trees. It was a match made in Urvanha. Garond may be a couple of sticks short of a bush, but he takes his job seriously."
Taking on board the fantastic yarn, Maldoch was prompted by the row of stately oaks lined on either side of the grassy avenue to ask, “The Tree of Infinity accepted him?"
"That it did. It even marked Garond as special by crippling him, presumably so he would not be able to wander too far from Oaken Grove and his commitment. My own theory is that the Tree lamed his leg to keep him close by and safe. It's the parent he never had."
Maldoch was perturbed by that disclosure. His contact with the Shadult Greenthe over the centuries had been limited by time constraints and a healthy respect for Elven sensitivity, yet what he gleaned from those short exposures to the uniquely sentient bole led him to believe that the tree was a benevolent entity. The thought that it was capable of inflicting hurt on someone out of a perverse sense of ownership chilled the wizard to the marrow and he quickened his step, eager to reach the end of the avenue. Foremost on his mind was the knowledge that Garrich lay in the clutches of this now violently unpredictable organism.
Majestic leapt to mind when one first laid eyes upon the Shadult Greenthe. Shooting skywards close to 500 feet, the colossal bole stood alone in a broad clearing, dwarfing the boulevard oaks leading up to it. An impossible hybridization of deciduous and evergreen, the giant woody plant was foliaged in waxy gold and silver star-shaped leaves festooning downward sprouting boughs thicker than a birch trunk that tapered to arrow thin ends. Displaying a tentacle-like quality, a number of the lowermost branches writhed in the windless air like swaying snakes. Garrich was cradled in a gently rocking hammock of those interlocking tree limbs a storey above ground, for all intents and purposes sleeping like a baby.
Maldoch slowed and fought down the impulse to dash forward, letting Garond approach the mystical tree alone. Terwain joined the wizard scrutinizing one of the flexible branches snaking down to entwine the caretaker's head, its woody tip caressing the star-struck Elf's cheek. Caught up in the rapture of the embrace, Garond was oblivious to making a spectacle of himself.
Feeling movement in his hand, Maldoch noticed his knotty wooden rod twitch. It was predicted. Way back in the thirtieth year of the seminal Second Epoch, the inscrutable Shadult Greenthe sacrificed a branch to a battered, do-gooding wizard with a penchant for battling Evil in its varied forms who required a personal talisman to project his power and ideals. And so the Maker Staff was fashioned and passed into legend, equally as famous as its celebrated user. The wizard's prop reacted now like a fostered child paying a quick visit to an interested parent, wound up and eager to please.
"Stop that!” he whispered sharply to the animated wood. He gripped his lively staff firmly with both hands to reduce the jerking.
A moment later, the Keeper disentangled his head from the touchy-feely tree and loudly announced, “Wizard. You she wants near."
Arching a shaggy eyebrow, Maldoch queried, “She?"
Terwain elbowed the spellcaster. “Garond reckons it is a she. His is a classic case of acute motherly fixation.” Maldoch looked sideward at the old Elf, who divulged, “I dabble in psychoanalyzing. It's a hobby."
"Are there that many neurotic Elves?"
"Hardly. That's what makes psychiatry fascinating.'
Leaving Terwain where he loitered, Maldoch boldly made his way across the glade to halt beneath the overhang of spangling leaves. The fifty-foot girth of the vertically grooved trunk made the larger-than-life wizard seem cosmically puny, like a flea rubbing shoulders with an elephant. He remained stock-still after holding the quivering Maker Staff aloft, allowing the Shadult Greenthe to get reacquainted with its adopted-out limb. When the exploring branches finished their wrap-around bonding, the satisfied Maker Staff becoming a dead weight in the wizard's grip once more, they retracted upwards, leaving one to coil about Maldoch's wrist.
The tree's touch felt disconcertingly rubbery, not at all wooden. Maldoch was humbled by the bole's expansive consciousness brushing his own miniscule awareness. The Treesingers referred to the powerhouse of Elf culture and magic as “The Living Tree of Infinity", and the spellcaster was inclined to agree. Although tentatively dating the Shadult Greenthe at 3,000 years, he suspected the monster plant to be much older, possibly predating even the order of wizards. What seed it had grown from, who planted it, how it gained sentience, and why it allied itself to the Elves remained elusive mysteries to this day, its ancestral roots buried in the unexcavated earth of Time. All Maldoch construed was that this mighty tree somehow lured the progenitors of the traditional Elf nation to split from their Illebard kin 2,000 years ago and set up camp at Lothberen, whereby the custom of having the Shadult Greenthe select an infant queen from the babies presented to it every two centuries was inaugurated. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement at the simplest level imaginable. The Elves took care of the Tree, while the Tree cared for the Elves.
Maldoch stood rooted in silence as the one-of-a-kind tree conversed with him. Talk is cheap, as the saying goes, which is perhaps why the Shadult Greenthe did not communicate in the conventional verbal sense. That and the fact it possessed no mouth, lips, tongue, or voice box. The attentive wizard was subjected to waves of emotion rolling over him ... recognition, followed by compassion for the invalid in its branchy care, overlaid above all else with curiosity. Maldoch returned the feeling of interest and the swish of rustling leaves announced the tree lowering the sickly Goblin to the ground as she retracted her communicative vine off the spellcaster.
Terwain came forward as Maldoch gravely checked Garrich over, the boy's swarthy skin pasty and beaded with sweat. His limp body convulsed in a continuous series of minute trembles. A leafy poultice plastered the side of the Goblin's face where the Drakenweed dart lodged its hooked point in his cheek. Lifting the bandage to inspect the wound, Maldoch grimaced at the nasty sight. Dead tissue blackened the sutured flesh in a vile circle, aiming to spread and cement its poisonous stranglehold.
"Though I cut the barb out of his flesh, the plant toxin continues its deadly work,’ an Elf hastening out of the trees ringing the opposite side of the clearing said over the armful of herbs and tubers he was struggling to carry.
Maldoch gently patted the dressing back down and skimmed his hawkish eyes over the turquoise robed newcomer. The approaching Lothberen was unremarkable other than a strikingly effeminate face and walk. “I was counting on you treating my boy, Prilthar,” the wizard said by way of greeting.
Depositing his bundle of medicinal plants beside the grounded cradle, Gwilhaire's careworn fair-haired senior healer looked sorrowfully at his Goblin patient. “I'm the only physician unprejudiced enough to treat the poor Losther. Fat lot of good it's doing him. My healing arts haven't been able to cure him so far. The Drakenweed poison is simply too potent!” He kicked out in frustration at the pile of collected allopathic remedies, scattering willow bark, mandrake roots, and sphagnum moss all over the trembling Goblin. Prilthar knelt and started picking the debris off Garrich, apologizing as he went. “Excuse my outburst. My calling is to save lives. I'm only prolonging the inevitable here.” Heaving a sigh of discontent, he finished his venting by echoing the grim pronouncements made earlier. “As surely as the sun sets, this boy will die before day's end."
"Easy, old friend,” consoled Terwain. “He's just a filthy Losther. Nobody will miss him when he gasps his last breath."
"Not so,” refuted Prilthar. “I will regret losing a patient of mine."
Terwain came ghoulishly back with, “There's always a first time."
"Can't the Tree heal him?” challenged Maldoch.
"Of course she feels him,” butted in the deaf Keeper. “Her branches like arms, mother's arms. Cuddle you, yes they will. But fix him? Nah, him too sick."
"I'm afraid Garond is right,” Prilthar said in support of the uneducated caretaker's assessment. “The Living Tree cannot repair the boy. Its diluted magic is staving off his death for the moment, but it cannot neutralize the toxin that is inexorably killing him. There is only one possible cure I'm aware of. Unless you have Tahriana's Leaf tucked away in your robes, Maldoch, you can kiss your Goblin friend goodbye."
The wizard slapped his forehead with the palm of his free hand. “My memory has more holes in it lately than Druscan cheese!” He spun to face Terwain. “How fast a trip to Rift Dale from here?"
The Elf oldster tapped his pointy chin with a spindly finger. “On foot, at speed, say just over a month."
"By Garvian?"
"A week and a half at most."
Thinking out loud, Maldoch pointed his staff at the Shadult Greenthe and stated to the three Elves, “The Tree regulates the seasons in Gwilhaire."
"Which is why we enjoy balmy springtime weather year round,” corroborated Prilthar.
Maldoch raised his voice for the Keeper's sake. “Garond, can you get her to lower the temperature in the Grove only, make conditions cooler?"
The Keeper was not keen. “She no like the cold. Hard leaves grow."
"Stress to her that by doing so she'll be saving the Elves from extermination."
"That's a wild exaggeration,” disputed Terwain.
Pointing dynamically at Garrich, Maldoch avowed, “That boy holds greater importance than the air we breathe. Without him, the world as we know it will change for the worse. If he dies, the Elves and their darling wood perish with him. Tell her all that, Garond. If she doesn't make Oaken Grove colder, I can't save this one Goblin, who will in turn preserve everything Elven."
Brazenly overstating his case to get his own way, the wizard's gamble paid off. Wrapping a bobbing tendril about his waist, Garond conveyed Maldoch's bleak prediction to the Shadult Greenthe. Her starry leaves rippling in response, a noticeable chill crept into the air.
"Get the tree to make it as cold as she dares,” Maldoch exhorted Garond, “and she'll have to release her grip on the Goblin as well. I have magic of my own to perform."
The mystical plant complied on both counts. Those branches meshed into Garrich's sickbed unraveled and recoiled from the gathering coldness, retreating up into the leaved sheath formed by the topmost boughs. The temperature plummeted as winter seeped into Oaken Grove, the mantle of the normal trees speedily changing hue from effervescent green to lifeless yellow prior to falling away as leafy rain to litter the grass carpet, moist with sudden dew.
Prilthar openly frowned. “What have you got up your sleeve, magician?"
"My arm,” Maldoch lamely replied, stepping up to the plate to work his magic. Dusting off a cobwebbed spell that had not seen the light of day for centuries, the conjuring wizard muttered incoherently after cuing himself from the string of runes inscribing his staff. Ice granules began coating Garrich, forming on his shallow rising chest and spreading towards his head and feet to the sound of faint crinkling. The youth's tremors and breathing slowed, eventually stilled, as the rime gradually crystallized into a solid block, encasing the Goblin in frozen transparency.
"You've iced him!” marveled Prilthar.
Attached to his talkie tether, Garond hobbled forward to knock enquiringly on the Goblin ice-block. “He be dead?"
"Preserved,” amended Maldoch. “Freezing Garrich is the only way of keeping him alive long enough to treat him. Luckily I remembered the incantation for frozen foods."
Terwain's reaction to the Goblin forestalling death was lukewarm, much like the dropping temperature. “I bet you are wanting to ride all the way to the Great Desertland to borrow Tahriana's Leaf from the Trolls,” he presumed.
The wizard nodded. “Something along that line."
"And all this cold?” shivered the nippy old Elf.
"To prevent the boy melting before my return.” Hailing Prilthar, Maldoch charged him with continuing Garrich's care during his absence.
"Like he was my own,” promised the healer.
"You don't have any kids,” Terwain muttered vulgarly.
"Thank your mistress for me!” Maldoch shouted at the Keeper.
"Why for spank a dress?” the near-deaf caretaker misheard.
"The queen will be told of your gratitude,” said her adviser.
Maldoch set Terwain straight. “I was referring to the tree."
Sensing the wizard's indebtedness, the Shadult Greenthe dipped a branch and touched his forehead in acknowledgement, flooding Maldoch with a sensation of personal responsibility for the frosty Goblin. Garond tugging insistently at the spellcaster's cloak broke the connection.
"Dragonweed. Me want to know more, wizard. Plants alive they are. Be they like Shadow Greenie?"
Maldoch indulged the curious Keeper before hustling the royal counselor along. “Smaller, meaner, and mobile. Back to Lothberen we go, Terwain. You've got to jack up a ride for me."
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Chapter Twenty EightMaldoch's ride turned out to be a stroppy Reypt steed that went by the disconcerting name of Eggcrusher. Merainor joined the dubious wizard at the pens where the mounts for the small scale Elf cavalry were corralled next to a grassy paddock of cleared forestland ritualistically felled to construct the newfangled lifestyle bungalows yet to gain widespread acceptance in the stodgy community. In the bright noonday sunshine the petite Elf Queen seemed smaller than usual beside the slatted timber fence caging a flock of giant, flightless birds.
Horses in Terrath stayed confined largely to the midwestern plains, never migrating to the heavily forested Deep South, thereby leaving those profusely shaded woods free to be colonized by the vastly different ratites. Starting out turkey-sized, these wingless birds long ago lost their power to fly, leaping in size and weight to the present day leviathans strutting fearlessly through the bracken undergrowth due to the absence of large woodland predators. The Garvians were by far the biggest of the three species, attaining ten and a half feet in height and some 600 lbs in gross weight. Bodies were feathered in long, soft quills drably shaded in hues ranging from camouflaging russet to inconspicuous grey. Glaringly naked, but sporting dangly blue wattles, their flexible necks were carried in a relaxed S-shaped pose, and mounted an elegantly curved triangular bill on a laughingly tiny head in relation to the vaster bulk. That miniscule head happened to be set with incessantly curious eyes below a two-pronged, purple-skinned casque. The powerfully built legs were bare too, from the pinkish, muscled thighs down to slender three-toed feet that gave these running birds their legendary turn of speed. Impossibly heavy now to get airborne, even if their ancestors had retained more than the vestigial wings evolution reduced them to, the Garvians could outpace the fastest Strantharian racehorse should a speed test ever be arranged between beast and bird.
A deep-throated chugga-chug boomed from the prancing peacock penned on his own. Maldoch jumped back from the wood railing an instant before a solid kick from the titanic ground bird sent splinters flying and the fence slat vibrating with a pained hum.
"Boisterous fellow,” commented the wizard, smoothing his ruffled cloak.
Merainor grinned at him. “I find most males that short tempered."
The Reypt was certainly spirited. The male half of the Garvians rose another three feet over the heads of their hens, aided by a foot-high flamboyant crest of red feathers that came erect whenever the cocks got excitable. Which was often. It was a garish crown in sharp contrast to the reserved V-shaped combs of bone that helmeted the hens. There were other dissimilarities to distinguish the sexes aside from size and headgear. The neck wattles embellishing the Reypt were dramatically longer and intensely bluer, while the broad, sinisterly hooked beak was a sure indicator of an omnivorous diet, as opposed to the purely vegetarian pickings that fuelled the Garvians, and was perhaps the most extreme case of sexual dimorphism to be found in the animal kingdom ... if you discounted Dragons, which is a given since they are extinct. Temperament was also a divider, the docile hens at distinct handling odds to the aggressive cocks. What the divergent sexes did share was a fearsome spike on the innermost toe and a reputation for viciously kicking out at anything the birds considered threatening. The cocks naturally put the boot in with gusto.
"Have you time for that chat before taking off?” Merainor asked Maldoch. Terwain had dutifully kept his mistress abreast of the developments before excusing himself to arrange transportation for the wizard.
"For you, anything,” the spellcaster congenially replied. “You're the daughter I never had, Merainor ... only shorter."
The Elf Queen smiled politely. “I won't allow my people to be bullied into war."
"Don't beat around the bush, queenie. Just come right out with what you want to say."
"We Elves kept our noses well out of the northern disputes with the quarrelsome Losther. How Men and Dwarfs deal with their western neighbors is not our concern. It is my opinion that we continue sticking to the same policy of nonintervention."
"Then you shouldn't have signed the Western Transgression Alliance."
"I can't write, so technically I didn't."
"Don't split hairs, girlie. X marks the spot as good as putting your name to a document."
"At your urging,” the queen recalled. “You said the alliance was meant to keep Carnach in line by presenting a united front."
"I hoped it would. Unfortunately, it backfired and has become a red rag to a Carnachian bull."
"Then perhaps this tree should keep its leaves out of the gale."
"You can't bury your head in the sand like a Garvian,” remonstrated Maldoch.
"That's an old wives tale, Magnificent One."
"Wouldn't know. I've never had an old wife.” Offering Merainor his arm, the wizard strolled down the fence line. “Ahrianna appreciated the value of having friends on the outside."
"She was queen over seven hundred years before me!"
"And I'll give you the same advice I gave her back then. Gwilhaire is geographically isolated. It doesn't need to be cut off culturally too."
"Jeiannah thought and taught the same. She did reinstate tenuous relations with Anarica after three centuries of giving them the cold shoulder following that insensitive request from Men for milling rights to our beloved oaks."
"Your predecessor was a wise woman."
"And a good teacher. There is much violence in the northlands. I've no wish to expose my people to that unpleasantness further than they already have been."
"That decision is out of your hands, my girl. The Goblins are feeling frisky in a big way and they don't make nice playmates. I've never been able to figure out why there is so much enmity between your two races over and above the usual discord Good coexisting with Evil generates."
"I can't stand brussel sprouts,” Merainor strangely informed him. “The disgusting look and smell of them is most off-putting. That's not to say I loathe them enough to stop anyone else from eating them. I merely prefer not to have them dished up on my plate. The Losther fall into the same category."
"Every Elf Queen I've known, which by the way is all of them, has made light of the unexplained connection between the Goblins and the Elves in terms of looks. Pointy ears and skewed eyebrows aren't exactly commonplace. Come clean, Merainor. What's the gist?"
"The resemblance is superficial, a mere coincidence. Shave your beard off, yellow your hair, and even you'd pass for an Elf. But only if you came up with an anti-wrinkling spell."
"Don't be nasty,” chided Maldoch, dropping the prickly subject.
Fishing inside his robes, he laid his hands on a small scroll and passed it to the fretting queen. She courteously scanned the meaningless jumble of runes. Elves recorded orally in song and verse. Letters were considered a crude way of giving sound two-dimensional form and disdained by the musically inclined Treesingers.
"Not every northlander is a crazed lumberjack embarked on a chopping spree,” said the wizard. He gestured to the unreadable parchment in her petite hands. “That's a request from the Prince of Men to make friends and come over to his house to play."
"Isn't Jannus a smidgen long in the tooth for parlor games?"
"His son's not. Jannus died a few years back."
"Men flower and wither so quickly. I don't recall his heir's name."
"Lindan. Fine boy, despite his obsession with restraints,” supplied Maldoch. “He's coping better than expected, considering he inherited a screwed up princedom and a looming race war."
"An international struggle is truly getting underway?"
"Seems about to. You can understand my difficulty at obtaining a Goblin itinerary.” Merainor rolled the diplomatic overture up into a tight ball and sighed. “It seems like only yesterday when scuffling up north ceased for the first time in ages."
"Thirty years have elapsed since the borders were sealed, my dear.” The wizard hummed sympathetically. “Time gets away from us all."
"Cannot peace be maintained?"
"Some badness is inevitable, no matter how hard you work at preventing it."
Not entirely convinced, she nevertheless asked, “What do you want from me, Maldoch?"
"Nothing much,” he offhandedly said. “One national champion by the time I get back. That's all. For now."
"I'll see what I can scrounge up. Anything else you need ... a seedling from the Royal Maple, the life song from my throat?"
"Mockery doesn't become you. Since you ask, the Horn of Dunderoth would be peachy."
Swinging Maldoch around, Merainor started ambling back to the splintered section of fence behind which Eggcrusher was calmly cropping the lush grass. “Terwain was wrong to reveal its theft to you,” she said, admitting all with that single sentence.
"Bit hard to hide a treasured relic being nicked. Don't get your bloomers in a twist, Elf Queen. Your secret is safe with me ... and the wizards, probably my witch of an ex, as well as the whole Goblin nation.” A rueful laugh escaped from the spellcaster. “I forgot to include the rest of Terrath. I'm pretty sure my ears picked up a horn blaring mightily a while back."
"The Losthers have used it then."
Shrugging, Maldoch was philosophical. “A lute should be strummed, a horn blown. What's happened is done. We need to move on. You can't expect the Elves to live in a box, walled away from the nastiness of the world. There is an alliance to honor, remember."
Merainor could never forget her trip to the Bridgewater War Convention to cement defense ties with her Eastern Realms partners. The one hundred and twenty fourth year into her reign, the coach ride there in a brougham loaned by the Alberion prince satisfied a longstanding yen on her part since a little girl to see what lay beyond the trees of home. Never before had an Elf Queen forsaken the forest haven of Gwilhaire Wood to go sightseeing in the Anarican countryside. Arriving late, she missed the brokering wizard called away on some mystical errand. Her boldness, factored in with beauty and brains, ignited friendlier relations with the stumpy Dwarfs and arrogant Men, only to be doused by Eroc's colored perceptions and Terwain's bootlicking apathy. Nobody likes to shake a tree, lest a rotten apple falls off to brain you.
Keen to rekindle the queen's dormant amity, Maldoch pressured her. “If Garrich makes it, he'll be the key to bringing about an end to hostilities between East and West. However, he can't do it alone and that's why I'm recruiting a helper and tool from each of the Fellow Races to give him a hand. Furthermore, if our little fellowship is to have any chance of succeeding, the sovereignties must buy them time and that entails mucking in to fight this dirty holding action together. Are you in?"
Persuasion was one of Maldoch's middle names, but Merainor looked unconverted. “I'm curious. How did you hook up with your Goblin?"
"He kind of fell into my lap,” the wizard said evasively. “In or out?"
The undecided Elf Queen unexcitedly threw her flowery crown into the ring, with the proviso, “Defending Gwilhaire only. I made the pledge to support the scrap against wickedness to protect my forest holdings on the understanding that the Elves never become the aggressor. We'll come to the party as promised, but only in defense of Elven woodlands."
"Good enough for me"’ expressed the wizard, patting her slender arm. “You won't regret it."
"I already do. You've been pulling the strings all along, Maldoch. Luring me out to Bridgewater by playing on my curiosity, having my mark put to the Western Transgression Alliance when you knew beforehand that a race war darkened the horizon, and neglecting to keep the Elves in the loop. What a deplorable deception."
Maldoch did not give a fig. “I had no other way to get you green-thumbed pacifists to sign on for the biggest punch up in history."
Eggcrusher's guttural call put paid to further recrimination. Maldoch stared uneasily at the big bird as they neared the point in the fence where the cock tried to kick the wizard's head in. “His name is a pun, right? Like calling a Troll Tiny."
Merainor shook her silver highlighted tresses. “That bad boy lives up to his name."
The wizard made his reluctance clear. “I'm not being towed by him all the way to Rift Dale."
"Don't get your staff knotted up. The Reypt prove too unmanageable to use for haulage and are kept only for breeding purposes. Eggcrusher has the habit of scrambling the clutches he fathers, so is removed from his flock of hens as soon as he's ... finished his business.” Elvish prudishness was at times a good match for Dwarven promiscuity.
"I thought you lot are into natural propagation."
"Even wild grapes are trained to grow on a straight vine,” Merainor cleverly analogized.
A hail from across the way announced Terwain coming through the double gates on the far side of the pen adjoining Eggcrusher's private space. The venerable Elf was in the company of three others outfitted in sleeveless vests and leather pants, two of which were shouldering molded timber saddles with abnormally high pommels, while the third sported a crook of unpolished walnut. The flocking hens scattered at their approach, agitating the Reypt next-door into a display of challenging chugs and neck bobbing. The Elf with the crook rapped the top rail of Eggcrusher's enclosure sharply with the crescent-headed staff, instantly quieting the disturbed cock, which gave an indignant squawk before sauntering off to resume grazing.
The party finished crossing the corral without incident as Terwain called out, “Time for your riding lesson, Maldoch."
The wizard was mortified. “I assumed we'd be carted to Jarde in a buggy."
"My birds don't take too kindly to wearing tack,” the crook-holding Elf informed Maldoch.
Terwain made the necessary introductions. “This is Bortalth and his sons, the finest Garvian handlers this side of Anabrithe Waters."
"Don't be so modest, Terwain. I'm the best in all of Gwilhaire."
Bortalth possessed the goods to match his shameless boast. His brawny arms and strapping legs might have been grafted on to his sinewy frame as an afterthought, but on looks alone he could wrestle a redwood to the ground. His two boys were equally husky, the knowledgeable wizard glimpsing in all three a throwback to far earlier times. The identically faced brothers especially captured Maldoch's interest. Twins were a rarity amongst the Elves, so Bortalth's striking sons enjoyed a certain amount of local fame and attention from the ladies.
"If your birds don't like carrying a saddle, how can anyone ride them?” queried Maldoch.
"I said they object to being harnessed, not saddled,” corrected Bortalth.
That did nothing to lessen Maldoch's apprehension. “What's wrong with Shanks's pony?” he offered. The quizzical stares from the Elves forced him to elucidate. “A saying of the Ancients that means using one's own legs as transport."
"Why walk, when you can ride,” countered Bortalth.
"Magnificent One, you aren't afraid by any chance?"
"Of course not, queenie,” sputtered Maldoch. “I, ah, well, um..."
"Stop stalling,” Terwain accused him. “You're meant to be in a hurry. Ice hasn't got an indefinite shelf life you know."
Maldoch saw sense and muttered concededly, “Okay, let's get this show on the road. I suppose a fall from the back of an oversized chicken is preferable to plummeting from a great height down the trunk of a tree.” Scaling the fence, he hopped nimbly into the Garvian pen.
Bortalth and sons were poetry in motion rounding up a suitably timid mount for the novice rider. After a moment of consultation, the trio picked out Maldoch's ride then efficiently cut her from the skittish flock, corralling her into a corner of the pen by waving arms and uttering coaxing words. Deftly hooking the neck of the selected hen with his crook, the senior wrangler steadied the snared bird whilst his boys flung a cloth sack over her head to calm her. Struggling at first, she quickly submitted to the relaxing darkness, the gentleness of the expert handling putting her further at ease. While all this was taking place Bortalth gave Maldoch some useful pointers.
"Garvians are usually pretty jumpy, so handle them with care. They'll not normally lash out, but if you find yourself attacked lie down at once. The birds can kick only forwards, not back or down. The worse that can happen when you're flat on the ground is you'll get trodden on. A bruised rib or two, maybe a broken leg ... on the bright side, you won't get disemboweled. The big toe-claw is the main danger. Don't worry too much about the bill. It's not as sharp as it is hard."
Eggcrusher clacked his hooked beak in disagreement when clipping a clump of scrumptious grass.
Hearing that, Bortalth supplemented, “The Reypt are a different branch of leaves entirely. They'll gut you wide open and peck at your innards just for fun. Not one cock to my knowledge has ever been successfully broken. About all they're good for is servicing the ladies ... begging your pardon, my queen."
Maldoch was truly thankful not to be riding the likes of Eggcrusher.
With the hen subdued, the younger handlers set about saddling her. The wizard's lore of saddlery was confined to casual observations made over the passing centuries, when the galloping steeds of the Strantharian plains were lassoed and gentled some 200 years after the Elves tamed the Garvians in the early days of the Second Epoch. The first domesticated horses were ridden bareback before the advent of saddle blankets, and the saddle itself, a century later. Elven saddles were vaguely reminiscent of those primitive, timber-framed seats initially used by Men and accurately nicknamed ‘butt-breakers'. Far more refined than those early equine back-chairs, the lavishly padded Lothberen versions were fashioned from lighter woods, which resulted in less discomfort for both bird and rider.
"Easy, girl. Take it easy.’ Bortalth pacified the flighty Garvian as one of his boys tightened the girth strap looped behind the hen's strong legs. His twin attended to a similar belt of wide leather strung across the bird's breast that stabilized the saddle and kept it from slipping off.
The lack of stirrups intrigued Maldoch. The greatest innovation in horsemanship had been in widespread use since the late fifth century on the Anarican timescale, yet had never been adopted by Elven cavalry. “There's no bit and bridle,” he noted out loud.
Removing the hood, Bortalth explained, “A snaffle is no good for my birds. The shape of their bill is entirely unsuited to carrying a bit. Reins are just as useless. One sharp tug and you're liable to break the neck like that!” The snap of his fingers to drive home his point spooked the Garvian, compelling Bortalth to whisper more soothing words up into her earhole.
"How do you steer it then?” asked Maldoch.
"I'll show you,” said Bortalth, handing the controlling crook to his nearest son. Moving behind the hen, he vaulted agilely onto the Garvian's back and into the saddle, then signaled for her to be released. With the crook taken off she sprinted away with a happy screech, only to be firmly brought to heel by leg pressure from Bortalth. He sat with a straight back, angled slightly forward to compensate for the bird's gently sloping hindquarters, his knees bent and dangling ahead of the Garvian's own legs, hands lightly gripping the curved pommel.
"The birds are trained to respond to knee movements. Right knee heads her right, left knee she goes left.” He demonstrated, wheeling his mount to and fro. “Bringing your legs slowly together makes her stop, while a sharp squeeze prompts her to go. Simplicity itself. Even a wizard can learn it.” Dismounting with an equal degree of nimbleness, Bortalth landed lightly, barely indenting the greener-than-green grass blades, and smirked at Maldoch. “Your turn."
The spellcaster hitched up his robe and made ready to copy Bortalth's running jump at the Garvian. His emulation fell flat on its face when the grinning Elf lowered the hen to a sitting position with a timely word of command.
"I could've made the vault,” sulked Maldoch, swinging a leg over the bird's back. When she came to her feet with a sudden jolt, the deflated wizard clung to the pommel tightly with both hands.
"You've cottoned on to the first of the two rules governing Garvian riding on your own,” commended Bortalth.
"Hanging on is the obvious one,” construed the wobbling spellcaster. “What's the other?"
"Not falling off."
Three quarters of an hour later found Maldoch grasping the basics of being a Garvian jockey, but not before breaking rules one and two several times over, not to mention bruising his ego and posterior. Merainor and Terwain had the good grace not to laugh at his efforts. Bortalth took puckish delight in watching his esteemed pupil kiss the ground repeatedly. All good things must eventually come to an end and the chief Garvian handler pronounced the wizard good to go.
Perched on his mount like a party decoration, Maldoch stared questioningly at a second hen being saddled up by Bortalth's uncommunicative sons. Their father mounted the bird in his inimitable style.
"You're coming with me?” he exclaimed.
"I'm not about to let you go off riding into the sunset on one of my birds unsupervised. Do you know how much time and patience is invested in training one of them? Five minutes spent alone with a learner driver will teach her bad habits it'll take a lifetime to break. I'm tagging along to make sure that doesn't happen."
"I was thinking of supplying you with a whole company of Forester cavalry as escort,” remarked the dainty Elf Queen.
Maldoch flatly refused. “One Elf with attitude is quite enough. Don't forget to have a champion lined up for my return, Merainor. I can't afford many more delays."
"Any preferences?"
"No girls,” stipulated the wizard. “They're too much trouble."
Calling for Bortalth's attention, Merainor said, “When you pass through Janyle send word to my son that he doesn't visit his mother often enough."
"Will do, milady."
Directing his mount up to the fence, Maldoch dug through the pockets of his holdall and tossed Terwain an empty phial of costly glass. “By the way, I'm running low on elyssdar. Be a good fellow and have that refilled. Right to the top preferably."
The Queen's Counsel nearly swallowed his tongue in umbrage. “Wizard, I'm not your personal servant and elyssdar is not exactly on tap!"
Maldoch brushed him off with a scoffing laugh. “Merainor did say to provide me with anything I want. You don't intend disobeying your queen do you?” He turned and spurred his Garvian forward as the twins rushed to unlatch the gates to the pen and send their dad on his mercy dash. “To Rift Dale, Bortalth, and don't spare the hens!"
Merainor and Terwain watched in pondering silence the pair riding off across the paddock into the forested distance. Teetering madly on his bouncy seat, Maldoch did well not to take a tumble before reaching the obscuring trees.
"I don't like the wizard,” complained Eroc, emerging from the shadowed beeches behind the queen and her indignant adviser. He had been impolitely listening in the whole time.
"You and me both, milord,” said Terwain, uncaringly flipping the phial in his hand.
"The pair of you dislike any foreigner,” Merainor slighted them, overlooking Eroc's blatant eavesdropping.
"With good reason, love,” he said, sliding his arm around her slender waist. “Outsiders are nothing but trouble and wizards doubly so. I should slip a knife into that Goblin boy and have done with this foolishness before it gets any more out of hand."
Snuggling into his embrace, Merainor admonished her lover. “We are not cold-blooded executioners."
Terwain was of the same mind. “There may be no need for us to become so. I'm betting that this Garrich will defrost and die before Maldoch gets halfway to the Dale."
"I'll take that wager, old boy,” Eroc accepted with a cruel smile. “I've always fancied your cloak."
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Chapter Twenty Nine"Bah!"
The wizard slid awkwardly off the back of his Garvian ride, using his staff to stop from keeling over as he sank into the marshy lakeside on landing. “Birds are only good for two things,” he groused. “Roasting or frying."
"That's a rotten thing to say,” returned Bortalth, kneeing his own mount to a standstill beside the cranky spellcaster. “They do have feelings,” he pointed out, patting the base of his hen's neck. She responded by dipping her head to drink, taking a beakful of crystalline lake water and arcing her serpentine neck up with delicate gracefulness to swallow. Encouraged by her flock-sister, the wizard's bird butted him aside to sip her fill of Anabrithe Waters.
Not finished bellyaching, Maldoch walked off the stiffness in his bowlegged pins along the soggy shore, snarling at more than his muddied boots. “Now I know why I never took up riding sooner. I'm sure I've got chaffing on my crutch."
"Maybe if you wore trousers rather than a frock."
Maldoch instantly pulled up the smirking Elf. “It's a smock."
"Looks like a dress to me."
Making a point of ignoring Bortalth's inability to discriminate fashion, Maldoch faced outwards to regard the mirror stillness of the lake. While hardly a patch on the far north Tarnmount for size, picturesque Anabrithe Waters surpassed the acclaimed highland loch for sheer beauty. Winter never intruded here, and neither did duck hunting season. Flocks of waterfowl nested year round, their dissonant honks filling the midmorning air with a tuneless melody. The wizard's eyes followed a flight of marbled ducks winging their way low over the lake in the westerly direction of Fendythe Ribbon, envying their ease of progress.
"How much longer to Rift Dale?” he put to Bortalth. Accurate with human walking distances and times, the tempo giant chickens set went beyond even his experience.
"Another week,” estimated the Elf. Though Garvians could outpace a racehorse they lacked stamina, needing to be rested frequently on a prolonged ride.
"What are we waiting for then,” grumped the irritable wizard, hoisting himself back into the saddle.
"For your bad mood to go away,” said Bortalth.
"Don't hold your breath,” Maldoch advised him, urging his mount into a fast walk. “I haven't had cause to be happy in the last fourteen hundred years."
—
The week went by fast. Bortalth proved a dab hand at living off the land Elf style, which meant greens morning, noon, and night. He fixed hotchpotch salads of chicory and fleshy purslane leaves, spiced up with wild onion and garlic, complemented afterwards by desserts of berries, both black and blue. Fed up with meatless uncooked meals, Maldoch took up fishing and grilled his daily catch—when he was lucky enough to hook a carp or wels catfish, or on the poorer days land a yellow eel—over flakes of kindled rock. Revolted by the wizard greedily tucking into his fish and stone chips, the Garvian handler said, “How can you stand to eat that muck?"
"Shut up and eat your greens, Bortalth. Else you won't get any pudding."
Day twelve out from Lothberen found the pair approaching Janyle. Bortalth veered his Garvian, whom he had affectionately dubbed Sheila, in the direction of the clearing that was the hub of Eroc's domain. Maldoch had not bothered naming his bird and clearly viewed Bortalth loopy for becoming attached to his.
"We're not taking any detours,” the wizard discouraged him.
"But the Queen's business..."
"Is nothing more than motherly fretting and I haven't the time to indulge her."
Scowling at Maldoch, the Elf objected. “Janyle is on our way to the Dale."
"So is the moon, but we aren't going there either."
Getting his own way as usual, Maldoch proceeded onwards through the timbered splendor of Gwilhaire Wood. Flower-bordered grass lanes rambled charmingly through the serene forestland, seemingly an extension of the wooded area rather than an intrusion, as was the case in other parts of Terrath. A constructive thought entered the wizard's mind and he mentioned it to his riding companion. “Merainor really ought to invest in paved roads to make travel easier."
"I'll make sure to put it in Terwain's suggestion box,” carped Bortalth.
"Suggest that he keep the curves. Straights roads take all the fun out of guessing what lies around the next bend."
The next afternoon saw the pair five leagues distant from Rift Dale. Leaving the timberland behind for a rolling grassy plain sporting shrub-crowned hillocks, Bortalth apprised Maldoch, “There's a party of riders coming through the Dale."
"Elves?"
"Horsemen. And there's a Troll with them."
"You certain of that?"
The birdman of Lothberen scowled at the wizard. “You've the beak of a hawk. I got its eyes."
Not doubting that, Maldoch still had to see for himself. Rummaging through the clutter of his memories, he fished out a spell for telescopic vision and nearly fell off his Garvian when giant heads blotted out his view of all else. Adjusting the incantation with a hurried mutter, the oversized figures shrunk back to being specks on the horizon before the sliding magic brought them into sharper focus. What he saw was indeed a company of baronial soldiers on horseback wending their way through scrub and in their midst a hulking Sulander weighing down a plodding Clydesdale. Maldoch scarcely believed his luck. Miraculously, the mounted Troll was J'tard. The sandstone pendant looped about his neck was incontrovertible proof of identity.
Silently thanking the Maker for this turnaround, the wizard made his big chicken run, prompting Bortalth to goad Sheila to keep pace. The poor hens soon ran out of steam, forcing the Garvian jockeys to meet their equine counterparts at a sedate walk a few hours down the track.
Rift Dale was a shallow scrubland valley hemmed in to the west by the extensive Unchained Mountains and the precipitous heel of the Southrock Splinter range angling to the northeast. The approaching horsemen were nearly out of the southern end of the vale when Maldoch pulled up in front of them, holding his staff high in greeting. A blustery, biting wind tousled the wizard's snow-white mane, reminding him that beyond Gwilhaire's sheltering magic winter was in full swing in the rest of Terrath.
The caped lead rider motioned the column to halt and looked past the grizzled spellcaster to Bortalth, giving their Garvian mounts a quick once over. If the sight amazed him, he kept it to himself. “Mister Elf, am I mighty glad to clap eyes on you. I have no hankering to step on any pointy toes by trespassing. Do I have your leave to enter Gwilhaire?"
Folding his arms, Bortalth donned the hat of customs official. “Depends. What's the purpose of your visit and have you anything to declare?"
Glancing uneasily behind at the gagged and trussed up Troll sitting staunchly astride the draught horse, the soldier in charge said, “Special delivery."
Jumping in, Maldoch said, “This is my department. You must be Parin Olc's boys, captain."
"It's sergeant. You know the Baron?"
"He gave me a lift in his coach once."
"You're a brave man, old-timer."
"I bailed out of it."
"And a smart one too. It's more rickety than rickshaw.” The sergeant, a fresh-faced militiaman wearing a rusting pott helmet one size too big, scratched his chin thoughtfully. “You don't happen to be Mister Maldoch?"
"Last time I checked I was."
"Baron Olc spoke of you before heading off to Alberion."
"All good I hope.” A warning growl interrupted the getting-to-know-you conversation. “You better untie my big friend,” Maldoch prompted the sergeant.
"You're acquainted with this beast?"
"He's my runaway pet.” Maneuvering his bird alongside the Troll of the horse world, Maldoch made a show of scolding the tusked Sandwalker as Bortalth looked on in amusement. “Bad, bad boy, J'tard,” he started off. “How many times have I told you not to go out in the wide world on your own? You might get hurt. Judging by the state of you, that's already happened. Where did you find him?"
"While out on patrol a couple of leagues above the Dale,” the sergeant revealed. “He stumbled out of the jungle mad with fever when we were riding by, babbling something about wanting slug pellets and swinging that bat of his like a lunatic at anything that moved. I confiscated it after we finally subdued him, then had the boys tie him up for his own safety.” The black eyes and broken noses of his men were blatant testimony to the difficulty of disarming even a delirious Troll.
"And the gag?"
"To shut him up."
"I see you managed to find him a horse large enough to ride."
"We ‘borrowed’ a logging camp's draught horse."
"Baronial authority?"
"Comes in handy, Mister Maldoch. That, and brandishing a big sword is very persuasive."
"Money doesn't make the world go round. Power does,” philosophized the wizard. “People get real cooperative when you show them a little muscle. Speaking of which, cut J'tard loose now. It's not wise to upset a Troll."
"I hear tell they munch on boulders."
"And spit out pebbles afterwards."
The sergeant had his men remove J'tard's ropes and gag without delay. The Troll rubbed his wrists vigorously before snatching back his valued club from a cringing soldier. He said nothing to Maldoch. He had no need to. The tusked glower loosed the wizard's way could have curdled Unihorn milk.
"If you lot are out of Yordl, why aren't you taking the Desertlander there? Why ferry him all the way south to Gwilhaire?"
The soldier in charge addressed Bortalth's query. “All of Anarica's on edge, Mister Elf. Traipsing through the barony with a Troll in tow will spook folk quicker than banging a drum in a mule's ear. We're a simple lot up at Yordl and don't take kindly to weirdness upsetting our routine. Never before has a Troll been seen in these parts. I'll guarantee that the big feller would be swinging from a branch the moment he set foot in town, assuming the lynch mob could find a tree stout enough to hang him from. Seeing as I've nothing against Trolls myself, I figured transporting him to Elf-land was the safest bet. Elves are probably far more tolerant of strange people than most."
"Don't count on it,” said Maldoch. “What news from up north? I've been out of touch."
The man shrugged. “Yordl's at the bottom of the princedom. Any bulletins we get are secondhand. But so far all's quiet on the western front."
That droll quip put an end to the conversation. “Can't waste time chatting any longer,” Maldoch gruffly told the group. “You did the right thing bringing my lost pet back, sergeant. I'm sure you have soldiering stuff to get on with. Bortalth, J'tard ... come. I have an ice block back in Lothberen to get out of its wrapper."
—
The trio was a day out from the Elven capital when the morose Troll finally broke his silence to chew out the wizard. “I wasn't lost, Magnificent One. You ditched me."
"Abandonment is such a relative term,” Maldoch threw back at him.
"You left me behind."
"No, you missed the last coach out of town. That wasn't my fault."
J'tard fixed the unremorseful spellcaster with his beady eyes. “I'm not your pet either."
"You are in service to me."
"By order of the Council of Elders."
"You could've refused, so that makes you a voluntary quester and therefore one of my pets. Don't take it so personally. It's a term of affection."
"You have an answer for everything,” grumbled the Troll.
"I should do. Anyone who's been around for as long as I have is bound to have picked up a whole heap of comeback lines. Care to explain what took place in Shadfenn after I vamoosed."
"More of those animated flytraps like the one that brought Garrich down jumped out of the jungle to join the fray. Those made the Mdwumps forget all about me, especially when a fair few of them slug-men began getting mulched by the killer plants. They stampeded like a herd of thirsty Unihorns galloping madly for a waterhole."
"And you ran with them?"
"Danger makes for odd bedfellows. It also puts wings on your feet. I had no trouble outpacing hopping slugs."
Bortalth, listening quietly in the background, asked, “How did you find your way out of Jungular Forest, friend Troll? We've sent the odd scouting party of Foresters into that tangle over the years and they report back the same thing ... it's an impenetrable barrier of vines and rubber trees fraught with unspeakable horrors."
"There are a few nasties lurking in the jungle,” admitted J'tard. ‘Some bigger, uglier, and stronger than me, but none smarter. I kept my wits about me and bashed my way out."
"Impressive stamina,” admired Bortalth.
J'tard shrugged. “I had incentive. I clung onto the pleasure of catching up with Maldoch again."
"I did come back for you,” the wizard claimed in mitigation of his actions.
"With a rescue party of one,” J'tard noted flatly. “No offence to you, Elf."
"Actually, we're on body retrieval detail,” disclosed Bortalth. “Your corpse just happens to be breathing."
"Thanks for nothing,” the Troll said sulkily.
"I wasn't returning just for your remains,” confessed the wizard. “I'm in dire need of Tahriana's Leaf too."
"You came back for the parcel, not the courier!” exclaimed J'tard, fingering the charm dangling from his bullish neck. With a tremendous effort of selflessness, the slighted Troll put a lid on his boiling emotions and surmised, “For your pet Goblin?"
"Garrich is at death's door. Without the curative powers of the Troll talisman he'll die, and thousands more after him when I fail to halt the first ever Race War because of that. The prophecies will become null and void, and the future up for grabs.'
J'tard sighed and gnashed his tusks. “This doesn't entirely excuse your behavior, Magnificent One.'
"I didn't expect it to. Not that it matters one whit to me. I've learned to live my incredibly long life without any regrets whatsoever. Look on the upside, J'tard. At least now I won't have to go to the trouble of getting your replacement."
—
"He's thawing."
The group of Elves, made up of Queen Merainor, Terwain, Prilthar, and Garond, crowded behind the wizard and Troll hovering over the melting Goblin in the wintry grove, their individual exhalations misting in the frosty air. Suffering horribly from the cold, freezing his tush off beneath his wool mantle, J'tard's teeth chattered noisily.
Prilthar spoke again, lifting his musical voice over the clacking dentition. “How long before he melts entirely?"
"Not long,” answered Maldoch, his hands aglow with radiant heat, running them up and down the length of Garrich's frozen form a foot above the encasing block of ice.
Droplets of melt water ran freely down the sides of the steadily shrinking icy casket, until a half hour later the flaccid Goblin was resting in a pool of water. Switching off his radiator spell, the wizard tapped J'tard's broad shoulder. The giant flinched from Maldoch's touch, expecting to be burnt. Relieved to find the old man's hand surprisingly cool, he tenderly lifted the drenched Goblin off the flooded ground, holding him aloft while the Elf physician toweled Garrich dry, before setting him on a dry bed of fresh ferns Prilthar earlier laid out at the foot of the Shadult Greenthe.
The magical bole exuded coldness. Icicles sagged from the frosted branches and the waxy leaves, having lost their luster, crinkled whenever the sentient tree moved her woody limbs.
Maldoch ordered everyone to step back from the barely breathing Goblin. “Except you,” he told J'tard. “Let me have Tahriana's Leaf."
Unscrewing the top off his stone necklace, the Troll delicately lifted out a toothed, lance-shaped leaf wrought long ago from a flawless crystal of pearly white opal quartz. He handed the priceless relic to the wizard.
A millenary old and imbued with the medicinal magic possessed by the eminent Elf healer Tahriana, the leaf traveled back to Rohal Ak Jubai in olden times with a Troll envoy sent on a mercy dash to Lothberen seeking a miracle cure for the malady mysteriously afflicting only the Rahnos Golm Shugak. Doubting the disease specifically ravaging the Council of Elders back then originated naturally, Maldoch strongly suspected a certain interfering wizard of playing dirty. Faced with the total decimation of their leadership, who were popping off like flies one by one, the desperate Desertlanders sought outside medical help from the one race they felt an even remote affinity for. Overcoming their reluctance for involvement with the outside races, the Elves consented to first loan, and then gift, the distraught Trolls with the greatest healing power in the five lands as a supreme gesture of mutuality.
Accepting the talisman, Maldoch instructed J'tard. “Prise open Garrich's mouth.” When the Troll did that, Maldoch popped Tahriana's Leaf under the Goblin's tongue and had J'tard close his gob up.
"Nothing's happening,” critiqued Terwain.
Maldoch snorted. “What were you expecting, a thunderclap and lightning bolt?"
"That would be exciting,” mused the Elf Queen.
"Prepare to be disappointed then,” counseled the wizard. “Elven magic has never been the flashy sort and don't forget that the Troll artifact is of elvish origin. Enchantments in this part of Terrath belong to the extremely subtle type. They don't erupt like a geyser, rather bubble sedately like a simmering mud pool."
The queen's adviser grumped, “Back to playing the waiting game. It's been a month already. When are we going to be rid of this infernal Losther?"
"If Garrich doesn't pull through, I'd say never."
"That isn't funny, Prilthar."
"I wasn't trying to be, Terwain. My patient was seriously poisoned. His survival remains touch and go."
"Tahriana's Leaf is a cure-all,” insisted Maldoch.
"It'll rid his body of the poison,” verified Prilthar, ‘but not entirely dissipate its effects. The boy has been gravely weakened by the trauma. He may not be strong enough to recover. And if that's the case, Garrich will be spending an awfully long time in Gwilhaire at the bottom of a grave."
"That will not be his fate,” swore the wizard. He then barked orders to all and sundry. “Merainor, I'll escort you back to Lothberen where we can take up our talk of Destiny again. Terwain, go and report to Eroc. I know you're dying to. J'tard, you look a fright. Have the healer fix up your cuts and bruises then come join us. Prilthar, continue your watch over Garrich. Arrange to have him littered back to Lothberen the moment he's fit enough for carriage, and make sure he doesn't accidentally swallow the Leaf."
"It is irreplaceable,” said the guardian Troll.
"So is my pet,” Maldoch pointed out. “I don't want him choking to death during his recovery."
"What me do?” Garond asked the mage, forgotten by the rest and eager to do his bit.
"Have your mistress turn the heat back on. It's colder than a glacier in here."
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Chapter ThirtyGarrich ate heartily.
"The Losther will eat us out of tree house and home,” grumbled Terwain.
Defending his gluttonous charge, Maldoch snappily rejoined, “He's a growing boy. You must have been one once, if you can remember that far back. Haven't you advisory stuff to go do?"
The haughty Elf, dressed loosely in an unflattering dun caftan, took the unsubtle hint. On his way out of the cottage, Terwain caught a nasty parting barb thrown by the sardonic spellcaster in the doorway.
"Incidentally, your cloak fits Eroc to a tee."
Alone with his ward, Maldoch looked on as Garrich continued stuffing his face full of peeled burdock leaf stalks and raw thistle root, followed by wild crab apples.
Surfacing up out of his deathly comatose state a week earlier, the easternized Goblin was forgivably confounded by his strange whereabouts. Garrich's last clear memory consisted of fighting for his life on the doorstep of Jungular Forest. After Maldoch filled in the blanks, starting with the Drakenweed sneak attack and finishing off the weird tale employing Tahriana's Leaf to revitalizing effect, the boy was indeed more the wiser but none the better for it. Indebted to those responsible for bringing him back from the brink of death, Garrich struggled at coming to grips with the fact that a plant bested him. He hardly fancied going down in history as a top-notch swordsman who let an overgrown cabbage get the better of him!
That was not the only sore point prickling Garrich's injured pride. His weeks spent clinging to life by an icy thread had not been a time of utter oblivion. In between spells of senseless black Garrich dreamed: flashes of wildly abstract panoramas marked by kaleidoscopic explosions of rainbow sounds that stimulated his imprisoned subconscious. A coma was far from being a restful state.
"No filmy tunnel with a heavenly white light beckoning you forward then?” probed Maldoch.
Garrich had shaken his head. “Was there meant to be?"
"Maybe not,” pondered the wizard, obviously disappointed. “You say of seeing patches of changing color?"
"More like splashes of colored sound,” said the troubled Goblin, struggling to put those surreal mental pictures into words. “What do you think it means?"
"Something or nothing,” analyzed Maldoch. “I have never put much stock in dreams. Usually they are hazy impressions impossible to rationalize. That said the mind is vaster than the universe and equally complex. The dream state may be a window to the soul, a door to awakened spirituality ... or the manhole dropping us into insanity. This is Terwain's bag more than mine. I don't do psych consults. Personally, I put it down as a product of the fever draining the life from you."
Garrich was not swayed. Which explained why he omitted to reveal the full extent of his coma visions to the indifferent wizard. Overlaid on those repetitive, bizarre landscapes of twisted trees and bubbling seas with their parades of crashing and booming hues, a recurrent theme emerged: four alien symbols blinked subliminally with interchanging monotony, the first melding into the middle pair, then evolving into the last with cyclic regularity. Intermingling with that oddity was the fabulous image of a golden-bladed and bejeweled sword winking like a faraway star, leaving the negative imprint of a forked lightning bolt in its afterglow. A dazzling show of unplumbed mysticism, the whole effect raised one question above all others. Were the disjointed visions a poison induced hallucination, or portentous revelations?
Washing down his filling meal with a cup of refreshing elderberry flower juice, Garrich returned Maldoch's studious gaze. The wizard had remained at his beside since his revival. Flattering at first, annoying after the third day, by the end of the week the vigil became downright disturbing.
The old mage smiled. “Good to see you've got your appetite back, boy. You're eating like a Garvian."
"Don't you mean horse?"
"Nope."
Garrich glanced despondently about his austere, timber clad room, eyes coming to rest longingly on the window framing an enticing sunny forest view. “Mal, when can I get up from this sickbed and go for a wander outside? I'm feeling cooped up in here."
"When you're strong enough to stand."
"I already am,” Garrich feebly lied. Just sitting up in bed proved a monumental effort on his part. His ravening appetite, while sign of his improving health, had not yet countered the Drakenweed toxin robbing him of all strength.
Settling cross-legged on the polished floor of grained wood beside the bed of ferns, Maldoch's familiarly callous laugh mocked Garrich. “Balderdash. You couldn't lift a feather right now. Save your strength for when we head down to Illebard in a fortnight's time. It's on the coast, so the sea air will do you good."
"But I won't get the chance to look around Gwilhaire Wood."
"One tree looks pretty much like the next. I'll give you a quick tour on the way out,” promised the wizard. “Don't rush recuperating, Garrich. You had a close call. Getting back on your feet again won't happen overnight. It isn't every day a young man finds out he's not indestructible."
"Maldoch, if I didn't know any better I'd swear you actually cared."
"That plant poison must've numbed your brain. My only worry has been rustling up a last minute stand-in for your Westie bones in case you inconsiderately died on me. I don't happen to have another Goblin sympathetic to the cause of Good stuffed away in my satchel. You are a tool, nothing more to me. Replacing a broken implement at short notice is bloody inconvenient. Don't make me have to consider it again."
A sly grin creased the corner of Garrich's mouth, hurting the cheek where Prilthar's healing poultice plastered the wound left by the cruelly barbed Drakenweed dart. The cranky old magician was protesting too much. Beneath that grouchy, bearded exterior of his beat a caring heart. Maldoch himself was thawing!
"Where's J'tard?” he asked. Garrich recalled seeing nothing of the Troll since reviving.
"Basking in his celebrity status,” the wizard jealously spat. “He's being shown around the forest. The big lug is fascinated by thorn-less plants."
"Have you been in touch with Parny?"
"The old sauce is currently drinking Carallord dry."
"I have some catching up to do. Just what are the Mdwumps?"
"Big slugs with attitude."
"Where do they come from?"
With a creak of old bones, Maldoch heaved off the floor and crossed to the window, peering out guardedly. “What I am about to tell you doesn't go beyond these four walls,” he cautioned Garrich.
The Goblin invalid cheered up. “Are you divulging a secret?"
"Only to relieve the boredom of your recovery,” confirmed the wizard. “I won't have your mind turning to mush along with your body.
"A little over fourteen hundred years into the First Epoch, a bunch of Elves migrated their way south from Berhanth in a bit of a hurry. They were the tail end Charlies of the great expansion undertaken by the forerunners of the Fellow Races during that period. With no concept of time, Elf folk always run late. Doubtlessly making for Galinorf Bay, these Elven primitives managed to reach the western side of the Shieldrock Range before vanishing off the face of Terrath. But they didn't disappear. Shadfenn swallowed them whole."
"Where the Mdwumps got them,” supposed Garrich.
"The young idiotically presume to know it all!” carped Maldoch, peeved by the interruption. “You're way off base, smarty-pants. The Mdwumps weren't even around then."
"So what became of those Elves?"
"The swamp reshaped them into the man-slugs."
That was a bombshell for Garrich. Horrified, he croaked, “I hacked Elves to pieces."
"They used to be Elven,” amended Maldoch, casually resting his elbows on the windowsill. “The conversion happened in stages. Magic is a lot like weather. Certain enchantments have the instant oomph of a thunderbolt, while the subtle effects of other conjuring accumulates over time, much the same as a blizzard deepens snowdrifts in mountain passes. In that respect Gwilhaire Wood and Shadfenn are sister regions, the forest harboring wholesome magic, the swamp dispensing bad vibes. Such gradual contamination irreversibly warped the Berhanth Elves. Their makeover wasn't just physical, blackening hearts as well. If nothing else, Evil is thorough."
"And the normal Elves aren't aware of this history?"
"They couldn't stomach such a perversion. Elves are purist to a fault. A caricature of Elfkind of this magnitude will break their vain hearts. That's why I keep this from them. And the fact of sparing the Mdwumps genocide."
"By who?"
Turning away from the pleasing woodland view, the wizard snapped, “The Elves, you ninny. They don't tolerate trespassers or defects, and solve both those problems in one handy way—by simply getting rid of the culprit."
Garrich gave a mental shrug. “The slugs are baddies. Terrath would be better off without them."
Maldoch disagreed, sharply. “Some people detest the rain. Maybe we should remove that as well. Of course, crops wouldn't get watered, lakes won't refill, and civilization as we know it shrivels up like a prune from unending drought. Just because a thing is perceived as unpleasant doesn't automatically mean it should be eliminated. It's called ecology. Deleting one part of an ecosystem is detrimental to the whole."
"That's what you're planning for the Western Provinces,” accused Garrich.
"It's what I'm trying unsuccessfully to avoid.” Shaking his head in futility, Maldoch barked, “Stop putting words in my mouth, boy. Thwarting Goblin land bids doesn't entail wiping them out. Culling them certainly, but not rendering them extinct. I am the warden, not the executioner, of Terrath's peoples."
"That job will probably fall to me when we journey to Carallord,” Garrich gloomily assumed. “Just what am I meant to do as Savior of Terrath?"
"Not get killed will be helpful."
When his glower failed to make the standoffish spellcaster elucidate, Garrich picked holes in the Mdwumps tale. “There are inconsistencies in your story, old man. I don't understand why the Elves didn't head straight for Lothberen. It's on the way to Galinorf and nearer to hand."
"My, aren't we the atlas now. Lothberen wasn't around then. Back in those early days, Illebard and Nhern were the only elvish settlements."
Garrich tried again. “You stated the Elves were hurrying from Berhanth. Did they have reason to flee?"
"I'd say so. Being chased by angry Dwarfs speeds up your pace."
Garrich waited for more. Made impatient by Maldoch's reticence, he prodded, “Want to elaborate, Mal?"
The wizard declined. “That part of the story is seedy and not for your ears. Overexcitement is bad for you. Get plenty of rest. I'll pop in later with your dinner."
"More veggies,” whined Garrich. “They're edible, but not very filling. How about sneaking me some meat?"
"Will poultry do?"
The sated Goblin smacked his lips at the mouth-watering prospect. “That'd be scrummy"'
"In your dreams, boy,” said Maldoch, his hand closing about the timber door handle. “Even if I reached up on tiptoe to wring a Garvian's neck, pluck its mountain of feathers and find a spit big enough to roast the sucker, you'd never wrap your gums around a six foot drumstick."
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Chapter Thirty One"Any race war doesn't involve us."
Maldoch rebutted Eroc's argument with a contemptuous snort in the gerent's ear. “Hiding away down here in the trees won't keep the Elves safe."
"It has worked thus far, wizard."
"Take a good look around you, Eroc. Terrath is changing radically and Gwilhaire must adapt to those changes. When was the last time a Troll visited Lothberen?"
Letting Eroc stew, Maldoch sauntered smugly away to plop himself down in a wicker chair beside J'tard while he indulged Merainor's proclivity for formalities. An Elf Queen had not played host to a Sulander dignitary for nigh on 700 years and, contradictory to recent circumstances, Merainor felt a compulsion to entertain.
"I'm a simple Unihorn dealer,” J'tard demurred as Queen Merainor made a welcoming speech in front of a tickled crowd thronging Traders Clearing. Wherever and whenever they went outside their sandbox, Trolls unfailingly caused a sensation, making J'tard the center of attention since he rode into Lothberen. Incidentally, so too was his giant of a horse, which the Troll insisted on keeping as compensation for his rough treatment. Penned one paddock down from Eggcrusher, the Clydesdale attracted the volatile Reypt's hungry eye more than once. Lucky for the mare her neighbor was a lousy jumper and could not hurdle the fence.
"You're a rich Unihorn dealer,” amended Maldoch.
"She's treating me like a prince,” complained the unassuming Troll.
"Enjoy it while you can. I'm Maldoch the Magnificent, wizard extraordinaire, and I don't even rate rolling out the welcoming mat, let alone the red carpet."
Finishing her oratory with the sentiment of bridging desert and forest with a span of friendship, Merainor extended her hands to J'tard, encouraging him to stand. Doing so, the Troll then knelt to accept the lei of flowers the miniscule Elf Queen placed over his hairless head. Afterwards, she exhorted him to say a few words.
"Thanks for having me here,” was all that the overwhelmed Troll could mumble before sitting down again.
"You're worse at public speaking than me,” decried Maldoch.
When the ceremonialism was done with and the nattering throng dispersed to their tree houses to discuss the newcomer in-depth in the privacy of their own lofty homes, Maldoch accepted Merainor's invitation to retire to her private lounge deep in the bowels of her queenly maple. Tucked away out of sight at ground level, the inner circumference of the trunk formed deeply grooved circular walls to the secluded chamber, while the beginnings of the extensive root system had been trained into odd-shaped hardwood chairs and divans softened with cushions of reed-bound ferns. A single row of bulbous-headed mushrooms sprouting from the middle of the mossy floor exuded a pale whitish luminescence that softly lit the Elf Queen's windowless inner sanctum, necessitating those descending the rope ladder into her personal lair to step carefully when taking their seats.
Shadowed predictably by Terwain and Eroc, Maldoch waited patiently for J'tard to squeeze his hulking frame into an armchair of twisted roots opposite him before starting things off. He was made to wait longer by an Elf maiden bringing down a pitcher of aftermelk, balancing the tray expertly in one hand. “Merainor, have you picked out a champion to join us?” he grilled her once refreshments were served and the maid disappeared back up the ladder with the empty tray.
"As a matter of fact I have,” confirmed the waiflike Elf Queen, raising a wooden goblet to her lips and tasting the milk made from groundnuts sloshing inside. Smiling, she commented, “Mmm, scrumptious. Take a sip, Maldoch. 1605 was a very good year."
The wizard declined. “I haven't supped only on milk since I was a suckling babe and I'm not inclined to start up again now. Who and where is your champion?"
"We'll get to him in a moment,” promised Merainor, setting her goblet down on the flattened head of the Royal Maple's taproot utilized as a coffee table in the closeted milk bar. “I would like to know more about this quest of yours before committing Elven resources to it."
"I thought all this was behind us,” retorted Maldoch. “Isn't my say-so good enough for you?"
"Course not,” sniped Eroc.
"That's enough, love.” Merainor took her gerent to task. “We settled this earlier, after speaking at some length. Gwilhaire will be fighting a defensive action only. Maldoch assures me of that. In return, you're to give his Magnificence the benefit of the doubt."
Eroc begrudgingly grunted and went back to sulking alongside Terwain on the bench they were sharing in the background. Misery loved company.
"What's bugging you, queenie?” Maldoch asked testily, his patience thinning.
"What are you hoping to achieve with this fellowship you're gathering?” Merainor was curious to know. “What's your end goal?"
Maldoch bared all. “World peace."
"You aim impossibly high,” remarked Terwain.
"Doesn't hurt to think big,” rebounded the wizard. “You satisfied working towards that, Merainor?"
"I will be if a concord between Gwilhaire and Carnach is included in that."
"I'll not be a party to this!” Eroc roared his objection, his outcry ricocheting echoingly off the timber walls. “There can never be harmony between the Losther and us.” Springing to his feet, the outraged gerent made to leave.
"Sit back down, love,” the queen quietly commanded him.
"Go. Stay. Make your mind up, Merainor,” Janyle's sullen gerent spat. “Either I'm in or out of the decision making."
"Somebody better tell me what specific problem Elves have with Goblins,” insisted Maldoch.
Merainor glossed over that touchy subject again. “Eroc, I'm merely thinking ahead. When this terrible race war is over, I want things back to normal in Gwilhaire. I'd like to see an end to all warring in Terrath. That means putting aside any and all differences with the Losther. I'm sure the Magnificent One is agreeable to that."
The wizard gave her the nod. “Too right I'll go along with that. I'm after the Fellow Races living in complete unity. I hold no illusions of that coming to pass in your lifetimes, or even your children's lifetimes, but ultimately it's a worthwhile objective. Family squabbles can't go on forever."
Eroc listened aloofly as Merainor implored him. “I need you at my side to achieve that, my love. All I want is peace and prosperity for our people. Will you help me make that so?” She flashed her winning smile at him.
In the subdued lighting Terwain conferred with his partner in crime, whispering in confidence to the incensed Queen's Consort. Whatever he advised Eroc had the desired effect, for the gerent gave in with a helpless shrug.
"I can never resist those pearly-whites of yours, Merainor. Do as you see fit. I may not like all of your decisions, my queen, but I won't stand in your way."
Convinced that a bruised ego the size of Eroc's did not roll over that smoothly without an ulterior motive hoisted in the wind, Maldoch nonetheless ran with his small victory. He was not about to waste time pondering Terwain's scheming. “Now that the mushy stuff is dispensed with,” he gladly said, “which Elf hero is coming with me?"
"I must see the queen immediately!’ a thundering voice demanded from the gallery above the lounge.
"That's not permissible,” was the unseen guard's response. “Her Majesty is in conference with the outsiders."
"Out of my way, woody! I'm going down there."
The rope ladder jiggled furiously as the incoming intruder made his hasty descent.
Maldoch threw up his hands in exasperation. “What's the holdup now?” Catching sight of a sly look of smugness playing across Terwain's haughty face, mirrored faintly in Eroc's stony countenance, it appeared the adviser's contrivance was coming into play right about now.
All except J'tard knew the elderly Elf that touched down. “Hennario, this is a rare pleasure,’ said Merainor, rising to take the Shipmaster's hands in her tiny own and ushering him to a vacant seat. “What brings you all the way from Illebard?"
Bowing his head perfunctorily, the flustered coastal gerent apologized. “Sorry for barging in, Merainor. I come bearing strange news.” Glancing about at those occupying the lounge, Hennario's roving eyes locked a frosty gaze onto Terwain, then landed momentarily on the immense Troll, before finally coming to rest on Maldoch. “I see you made it even after missing the boat, wizard."
"There was a slight hitch to our excursion to the coast. A sandstorm in the way is rather bothersome."
"That's partly why I've come,” said Hennario. He returned his unfriendly glower to the adviser. “I would have reported to you sooner, if Terwain hadn't kept me cooped up for the past day in one of the guest cottages, refusing point blank to let me see you any earlier."
"You knew Hennario was here and didn't think to tell me?” the miffed queen put to her counsel.
"The Shipmaster's timing was a little off,” explained Terwain, spreading his hands. “You were busy with your guests and Hennario's news, while intriguing, is trivial and not worth troubling you with straightaway."
"I'll decide what is trivial and what is not. Your job is to present me the facts, then advise me. Not make up your own mind on what you think might or mightn't be noteworthy."
"My duties include screening, at my discretion, all matters to be brought to your attention,” contested the Queen's Counsel. “I was doing just that."
"Out of interest, Hennario, what got you off your bum and down here?” piped up Maldoch. “Did you get sick and tired of waiting, or was there a more compelling reason?"
"Terwain sent for me. He was very specific about the hour I show."
"The plot thickens,” Maldoch murmured to Merainor.
"I'll speak to you later about this,’ the queen acidly told Terwain. She expanded her chastisement to include her smirking lover. “And don't think you're getting off either. This smacks of collusion and the pair of you are thicker than thieves.” The prospect of a stern lecture wiped the grin off Eroc's face.
Brushing a stray lock of silvery-gold hair off her forehead, Merainor eyed the unperturbed Shipmaster. “You have my undivided attention. What did drag you overland away from your beloved port?"
"The wizard's sandstorm for one."
"You spotted the blow from out at sea?” asked Maldoch.
"Bit hard to miss it,” verified Hennario. “Roiling clouds of sand do stand out, even in a desert."
"We all know Maldoch's sideline as a weatherman,” interjected Terwain. “What's the significance?"
Maldoch shared. “It wasn't a natural squall."
The esteemed seafarer attested to that. “The point of origin for that black arts tempest was a Goblin longship skulking off the Fal'ke Tropicana coast no more than a month ago."
That stirred things up a bit. “My meddling brother took a boating trip,” muttered Maldoch. “He can now add yachtie to his résumé."
"Illebard is meant to be safeguarding Elven seaways,” Eroc abrasively pointed out to Hennario. “How did a Losther warship slip round the Horn of Dunderoth undetected?"
Gwilhaire's leading sailor shrugged. “It's a big ocean out there. Can't watch every square yard of water."
"My Foresters would have noticed,” claimed Eroc.
"From what? A log raft out on the lake?” scoffed the opposing gerent.
Merainor interceded before professional rivalry got ugly. “We're not here to cast blame, gentlemen."
"Agreed,” leapt in Terwain, siding with his queen by capitalizing on his sneaky play. “We need to devise strategies for keeping the Losther and any other undesirables off Elf properties, whether they be land or sea."
Seeing through the flimsy sham, Merainor swiftly shut him down. “There's more?” she prompted Hennario.
"It may be unimportant and mean nothing, but on the voyage home to Illebard my lookout espied a foreign ship sailing like a banshee for the north. She wasn't Goblin or Anarican."
"Even more reason for closing Gwilhaire to all outsiders,” advocated Eroc, jumping onto Terwain's bandwagon. “Consolidating Lothberen and Illebard isn't a bad idea either."
"So that's your angle,” interpreted Hennario. “Back to the old business of depriving the Sea Elves of our individuality. Stuff you, Terwain! How dare you try to wrangle this mess to your own advantage."
"We're getting off-track,” Maldoch cautioned Merainor. “Now's not the best time to sort out Elf politics. There are larger issues at stake than in-house posing."
"What can I do?” she said plaintively.
"Play mother,” the wizard encouraged her.
Clapping her hands sharply, Merainor commanded in the firmest tone she could muster, which could have peeled the bark off a trunk, “Stop your bickering at once, boys! We can all sit down and thrash out the autonomy of the Wood and Sea Elves at a more conducive time. Let me remind you all of a little inconvenience called countrywide war, which will infringe upon Gwilhaire irrespective of our feelings. You will start acting brotherly, or I'll banish you to your rooms without any supper."
"I'm glad you aren't my mother,” mumbled Maldoch.
"That would be extremely difficult, considering you think of me as your daughter,” retorted Merainor. “Magnificent One, the floor is yours. Tell us what you require."
"For starters, name the hero you'll be loaning out to me."
"He's called Ayron and ought to meet your criteria for a champion."
The spellcaster frowned. “I don't recall giving any yet."
"Ayron is the champion archer of Gwilhaire Wood, having won the Golden Arrow."
"He picked up that trophy by default,” added Terwain. “Ayron was in line for the second placed Silver Arrow when the archer in the lead accidentally put an arrow through his foot on the winning shot."
"How does a bowman shoot his own foot?” postulated Hennario.
"He aims downwards,” Eroc said gauchely. “That ineptitude lost him the tournament and his big toe."
"We're sidetracked again,” grumped Maldoch. “Have this Ayron packed and ready to depart with us as soon as I give the word to go."
"And when is that likely to be?” asked the queen.
"Pending Garrich's recuperation, I'd say within the month, hopefully earlier. Omelchor's been creative lately and I can't afford to give him any more leeway. Hennario, can you transport my fellowship and me up to Jameru Harbor anytime soon?"
"Braving the Sea of Storms at this time of year is foolish, not to mention the risk of sailing bow first into Goblin waters."
"I didn't ask for the odds. Can you do it?"
"My flagship is presently in dry-dock. Even though she took a heavy pounding from the southern seas, she'll be good to go when you want to cast off."
"That's all I wanted to hear,” approved Maldoch.
"We need to take extra steps to protect our borders,” Merainor reminded her general and admiral.
"The Illebard Squadron is stepping up patrols along the coastline,” the Shipmaster assured her, “and I'll arrange with Nhern to anchor blockade ships in the Gulf of Mer'ul. That deters any Corsair from rowing too far south."
"Eroc?"
"You know my recommendations,” said Janyle's gruff governor.
"Is closing off Rift Dale an option?” Merainor put to Maldoch.
"If it'll make you sleep easier at night, do it,” guided the wizard.
"I'll want your ships stationed permanently in Murant Basin from now on,” Eroc stipulated to Hennario. “We're vulnerable up there along the beaches below Southrock Splinter."
The port ruler gave his fellow gerent a promissory nod.
Maldoch prodded the Troll's knee with the toe of his boot. “J'tard, have you anything to add?” The taciturn Sulander shook his floppy eared head. “Then this meeting is adjourned until such time Garrich recovers his health,” the wizard declared. He started scaling the rope ladder out.
"Have you a pressing engagement someplace else?” Merainor directed up at the ascending mage.
"I have a long distance call to place,” returned the climbing wizard.
* * * *"Keep your voice down!"
Maldoch's body-less, bluish head glared resentfully at Parndolc.
"I wish you'd drop me a simple line sometimes,” wished the snappish technical wizard. “A letter is quieter and less flashy than having your head pop out of thin air all the time."
"Where's the fun in sending a note, Parny?"
"Hush, will you. My head is thumping louder than an Ogre beating on a rattorn."
Rotating his unattached, ghostly head a full 360 degrees, Maldoch's perplexity at finding his unshaven brother camped out in a tree-pit snow shelter grew. The refuge lived up to its name. Parndolc had dug a five-foot deep circular hole around the straight trunk of a bushy pine, sawing branches off the tree to arrange over the top as overhead cover and using the leftovers to insulate the slushy bottom of the pit. It was midmorning, about an hour ahead of Elf time, and the snowbound forest was a contrast of nippy whiteness and branchy gloom.
"Brother, that doesn't look anything like the inside of a castle. Whereabouts in Northwood are you?"
"Someplace east of Habrell Fork."
Maldoch's face darkened a deeper, angrier shade of blue. “You were supposed to be at Dalcorne High two months ago! What's taking you so long?"
"Might be the planned stopovers for liquid refreshment. Climbing up and over Westknoll was thirsty work."
"You wouldn't also be drowning your sorrows?"
"I am toasting a dearly departed drinking companion ... repeatedly,” Parndolc owned up. “Not that you'd know anything about losing a friend, since you haven't any."
"Staying drunk won't help keep those left to you."
"I'm actually about to restart yesterday's binge. Sleep rudely crimps my boozing style."
"Which entails getting sozzled in a hole in the ground."
"Drunks favor drinking alone."
"I knew it was a mistake dispatching you to the land of mead and whisky. I take it you've officially had word of the king's funeral. I've been incommunicado and not heard a thing."
Lifting a nearly spent bottle of brandy from beneath the blanket wrapped about his portly frame and unhappily frowning at its emptied state, Parndolc growled. “When I procured this from the lads at the Fork's stockade, fresh news hadn't filtered down from on high for some weeks."
"And when was that?"
"A day or so ago,” he recalled with boozy haziness. “But the general consensus remained unchanged, in that Old Dalcorne was on his last legs."
"Odd, there's no confirmation...” mused the baffled wizard. But pigeon post was unreliable in wintertime, due to mail birds getting swallowed up in snowstorms or dined on by ravenous daylight-hunting hawk owls. “I guess no news is good news."
"No news is always a bad sign,” contradicted Parndolc.
"Giving you the perfect excuse to get drunk."
"As if I need one."
"You daft old lush,” remonstrated Maldoch. “Drag your sorry behind up to the Dwarf capital quick-smart."
"What's the rush? My hurrying won't make my pal any livelier. Besides, I'm on sabbatical."
"That's the forte of holidaying clergy."
"I dress like a monk. Might as well act like one."
"Then stop boozing. They don't drink."
"You've obviously never guzzled sacramental wine with them behind the altar. The clergy are also celibate. I'll quit the bottle if you abstain from bedding anything in a skirt."
"No need to go that far, Parny."
"Get off my back then."
"March up to Dalcorne High and I'll lay off."
"I would, except you're aware I have an issue dealing with, you know..."
"Death,” supplied Maldoch, finding his brother's inability to say the word, let alone confront the grim subject of mortality, babyish and irritating. Parndolc's necrophobia stemmed from membership of the exclusive fraternity that outlived all others except the gods. Locked away in seclusion pursuing his avenues of experimentation while Maldoch traipsed the continent exposed to the Fellow Races foibles and frailties, it was no wonder the hermit-inventor refused to face life's absolute certainty.
"Maybe I'll just mosey on up to Oriz,” contemplated Parndolc. “Catnapping for a blissful century or two might improve my outlook on life."
"At least sleeping you'll stay sober."
"In that case, scratch the idea. I'll just stretch out my private wake for Dal Senior to a year or more."
"You don't have that luxury. The thaw starts shortly and the Goblins will surely be on the move with the meltwater. We both need to be maneuvering against them to put a spoke in Omelchor's spring plans."
"What's the point of it all, Mal? We work our fingers to the bone ... me inventing, you conjuring. And still evil runs riot. Terrath sprouted from the ashes of a ravaged, desecrated world. We should've expected weeds to regrow.” When the spellcaster's concerned face looked to lodge an objection, Parndolc held up a mittened palm. “Don't tell me it's the booze speaking, or its effects wearing off. You feel the futility of our efforts too. The five races are born with one foot in the grave. Why prolong their burial?” He swigged the last of his firewater, the liquid warming his innards and aggravating his depression.
"Drinking yourself into oblivion is not the answer."
Burping, the uncaring inventor tossed the drained bottle away. “No harm giving it a bash."
"Drunkenness makes you morose. I can't talk to you when you're this way."
"Then stop moving your lips and making sounds."
Appealing to Parndolc's soberer side, submerged beneath a sea of glumness, the spellcaster asked, “Don't you want to hear how the roundup of the champions is progressing?'
"Not especially."
Undaunted, Maldoch filled his indifferent brother in. “One Troll and Elf accounted for. My stopover at Underland on the way up should take care of the Gnome component."
Roused from his apathetic hangover, Parndolc expressed mild interest. “You didn't mention Garrich. I bet the boy's breaking hearts all over Gwilhaire."
Maldoch's image squirmed ... no mean feat for a disembodied head. Parndolc picked up on that nuance like a kingfisher diving on a minnow. “Mal, you're hiding something."
"It's nothing."
"Bugger it, I'll decide that."
The spellcaster gave up holding out with a sigh of defeat. “Garrich is feeling under the weather."
Parndolc was flabbergasted. “Brother, you've ever been the master of understatement. How bad is he really?"
"Our boy couldn't come much closer to death without actually dying,” related the mage. “In saying that, he is on the mend."
"Sounds like a tale in the telling."
"One that can wait until I'm in Dwarf country with the kids."
"I haven't been blind drunk the whole time,” Parndolc proclaimed in his defense. “In between swigs I was able to catch up on my reading. Loitering in a hole all day is a great motivator to read anything."
"Such as the Dissension Scroll?"
"Not counting the label on this brandy bottle, it's the only other reading material I have on me."
"Any revelations?"
Rubbing his stubbled chin, Parndolc grimaced from the effort of pushing past his hangover to think. “Dunno. For some reason line one of verse four caught my eye. ‘Ware leaf that walks'."
An ironic laugh escaped Maldoch's bearded mouth at hearing the belated warning to beware the Drakenweed.
"What are you laughing about?"
"I'll let in you in on the joke when I see you, Parny. What other lines jumped out at you?"
"The last one in the fourth verse."
"You're obsessing over that one passage,” said the magical wizard. “Tribal signs on blackest southern night'?” he guessed.
"You can recall that, yet keep forgetting to lift the toilet seat when you pee,” criticized Parndolc.
"I remember the important stuff. What about that line? It is pretty hazy."
"Not if you break it down into its context. The trick is not to overanalyze the message. If you approach it at face value, without trying to read too much into it, the line's meaning becomes as clear as day."
Maldoch differed. “Not from where I'm floating."
"Then start thinking like a weatherman,” Parndolc challenged him. “What would be the ‘blackest southern night'? Here's a little tip. I worked out that ‘night’ should've been written as ‘day'."
"You've based that assumption on what?"
"The answer,” Parndolc said rather cryptically. “It makes sense once you figure it out."
Saving himself the hassle of prodding Parndolc for his conclusion, Maldoch had a go at unraveling the riddle himself. “A black day would have to be ... an eclipse,” he deduced after a moment's consideration. “So obvious it's invisible."
"Hey, no fair,” huffed Parndolc. “That took me a full week of hard thinking to decipher."
"Because you were drunk doing it. What does the front part, ‘tribal signs', point to?"
Parndolc stamped some warmth into his cold feet, the shudders travelling up his unsteady legs to rattle his dehydrated brain. “Haven't a clue yet. The tribe reference might be linked to the Goblins, or the Trolls for that matter."
"I won't be losing any sleep over the vague prediction for a sunless day,” said Maldoch.
"There's no corresponding line in the Codretic Text?” persisted Parndolc.
The spellcaster considered the query. ‘No, but there is a piece in the Shamanist Ode that fits the bill: ‘Beastless swords flash upon a sunless night.’ The start of that pertinent line is just as nonsensical as yours.” Flakes of snow began falling distressingly through Maldoch's ethereal head. “We'll worry about it another time,” he resolved. “The race war we can no longer avert is about to be run and it's one footrace we dare not afford to lose. If we don't get cracking, Omelchor and Ahnorr will reach the finish post before we even come off the starting block. I aim to avoid that dire eventuality at all cost. Hasten up to Dalcorne High and tell Junior to warm the teapot for my arrival."
"That might take a while. I intend doing the rounds of the local taverns en route. Lucky for me Northwood boasts just as many alehouses as trees."
"Forget the pub crawl and sober up. We have vital work to accomplish. If we fail and let the Goblins overrun Carallord, igniting the wildfire of war nationwide, Terrath falls back into darkness. So stay on your toes."
"I can barely feel my tootsies,” griped the inventive wizard, even as the blue glow lighting the dim innards of the pit faded along with Maldoch's shaggy face. Tucking his mitts under his armpits, shivering as the warming effects of the brandy chilled, Parndolc scowled up at the tree-framed sky through a gap in the cut boughs roofing his rude shelter. “Maker, I'm getting frostbite. This trip would've been far more pleasant in the summertime."
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Chapter Thirty TwoGarrich was bored. Lounging on the lush, grassy bank of an alder-shaded stream, his bare feet dangling in the balmy water, the Goblin flicked the yellow crabapple he was munching on away into the slothful current. The half-eaten core plopped into the shallow, muddy-bottomed ribbon and bobbed downstream, harried by investigative koi basking in between triangular leafed water lilies and spindlier aquatic buttercups. Unimpressed by the playfulness of the distinctive redheaded, white-bodied fish endemic to these waterways, Garrich exhaled a sigh of utter discontentment.
Gwilhaire Wood was perfect. Too perfect.
The weather was boringly clement, the temperature unendingly mild. On those rare days when rainfall broke the monotony of perpetual sunshine, it was a sensual drizzle misting out of skies smattered with clouds. Even the rain seemed muted and controlled, unwilling to rise above anything but a gentle patter.
Maldoch had departed to take ship from Illebard four weeks earlier, stranding Garrich in the Elf capital on the grounds that the Goblin had not regained sufficient strength to accompany himself and J'tard on the hazardous search north for a Gnome champion to add to their quest.
"A trip to the coast will do me good,” Garrich had argued. “A dose of sea air will speed up my recovery faster than lazing about this depressing place. You said so yourself."
"Boy, you grew up in a forest. I thought you liked trees."
"I do, but Elf trees aren't normal. They're too big, too straight, too idyllic."
Another illusion shattered by the swinging sledgehammer of reality. As a younger boy, Garrich naively idealized the Elves and their fabled homeland. They were an ancient people wreathed in obscurity and lore, that air of mysticism a credible substitute for meaty facts. Getting dumped in Gwilhaire Wood fast spoiled that perception. The timberland was a picture postcard and tediously unexciting for it. Nothing untoward ever happened. Just once Garrich wanted to hear the thud of a rotted branch crashing earthwards to the forest floor, or the drama of a gale howling unrepressed through groaning boughs. All he heard back was the insufferably delightful twittering of blissful songbirds. Its people were disappointingly humanlike, cursed with petty jealousies despite the surface unity melding their close-knit community. He vaguely remembered Maldoch saying something of that ilk not long after they met.
Pestering the wizard for all his worth until he finally relented, Garrich eventually got in his own way and undertook the short journey south to the port to farewell his fellow questers. Terwain was all for the sojourn. “Lumber the Illebardians with this troublesome Losther and get him out of our hair,” he selfishly counseled Merainor.
Entrusting their Goblin sidekick to the care of a Lothberen minder endorsed by the Elf Queen herself for the duration of their absence, the madcap magician and his Troll travel mate then promptly shipped out with the seafarer Hennario. Garrich snorted. His newfound playfellow, none other than the Elven quota for the quest, acted more like a fed up jailer than an escort-cum-guide.
A disharmonious chord twanged in the soporific afternoon air. Calling over his shoulder, Garrich lamented, “Ayron, must you continue worrying that poor wildcat?"
The Elf doggedly plucking the strings of his lute stared up in disgust at the Goblin's insult. “Philistine. What does a Losther know about music?"
His shoulders shrugging, Garrich rejoined, “Nothing really. But I'm guessing you can't even carry a tune across that stream.” The answering mangle of notes confirmed his barb had struck home. Contrary to popular misconception, not all Elves were musically inclined.
Giving up practice for the day, the rangy musician from Janyle ambled over to stand beside his music critic. Ayron was quintessentially Elven: lithe-limbed, golden-haired, and blue-eyed. His blonde locks draped about his slim shoulders in graceful curls, accentuated by the balancing woodland greens of his seamless Foresters’ dress of matching jerkin and breeches. In many respects Elf males were more fastidious in their personal grooming than their poised womenfolk. The forsaken lute hoisted over one shoulder was not the only accessory Ayron carried. Strapped across his back by its taut bowstring rested a lethal Elven longbow, partnered by a holster of unwaged arrows slung from a wide waist belt of bark treated to the suppleness of leather. Ayron was a musician with teeth!
Noticing now the flash of red and white scales beneath the sluggishly flowing water, Garrich casually suggested, “Perhaps a spot of fishing will lessen the tedium."
Ayron scowled his disapproval. “Whatever has a fish done to deserve being hooked in the mouth and pulled ashore to expire from asphyxiation? Talk about barbaric."
The Goblin chuckled. “That's rich coming from an archer."
"I only shoot at targets,” the Elf defended himself.
"Which are invariably trees, living things sacred to you lot."
That angle never occurred to the bullheaded Forester, and he refused to concede the point. “I still haven't murdered a single creature,” he proudly espoused.
Seeing his vegetarian watchdog squirm only encouraged Garrich. “Plants are alive, yet you uproot and kill them in order to eat.'
"This conversation's too deep for me. We should return,” Ayron tersely decided. Presenting the Goblin with his back, he briskly made for the forest margin.
Scrambling to pull his boots on, Garrich collected his sword and hurried up the sloping bank after him. Ayron's best efforts to have him trade in his standout black leather attire for homelier Elven wear to downplay his glaring Western heritage had so far fallen on deaf ears, as did his call for Garrich to surrender his weapon and so walk about Illebard unprotected. Everywhere he went the Goblin encountered prejudice and hostility, Prilthar being the solitary exception. The good doctor was compassionate, kindly, and unfortunately back in Lothberen. He had given Garrich his clean bill of health, prescribing further rest once his patient reached the coast. Despite Illebard being a far more liberal place than Gwilhaire's northern settlements, a visiting Goblin and Lothberen—even those granted the ruling Elf's official hospitality—generated mistrust. Shudonn's showy broadsword gave Garrich the reassuring confidence to stand tall as himself ... no small effort for a short Westie dumped in the land of lanky Southies.
Catching the Forester up, Garrich fell into step beside him along a twisty path threading subtly through dense hazelnut thickets merging into a slender belt of broadleaved sycamores. The fluid melodies of nightingales and wood warblers flooded the sleepy forest air. For a brief second of similarity he was reminded of traipsing alongside Maldoch. Like the ancient wizard, Ayron was older than his years, though outwardly the Elf appeared not much younger than the Goblin he watched over.
"You don't like me much, do you?” perceived Garrich, buckling the scabbard strap across his chest, and then adjusting the familiar weight of the blade upon his back for maximum comfort.
"Babysitting you isn't my idea of a good time. I'm meant to be accompanying his Magnificence."
"You and me both,” griped the Goblin. “Mal did say he'd be back to pick us up after recruiting his Underlander. I would've liked to visit Gnome country. What I've seen of Terrath so far hasn't been touristy. A jail cell, couple of swamps, and a desert aren't exactly prime sightseeing spots. Neither is a country-sized forest that's about as changeable as mountain rock.” Garrich's perception also picked up that Ayron's disgruntlement ran deeper than simply being left behind.
"It's not your fault you're a Losther,” the Elf sullenly confirmed a moment later.
"And Lothberens can't help being bigots."
Ayron glowered at his companion and pointed out, “I'm a Janyler.” Returning his attention to the trail, he frigidly added, “Elves and Goblins simply don't mix."
"Why ever not?"
"It's our custom, has always been that way."
"God forbid that something changes in Gwilhaire Wood."
"A religious Losther,” pondered the Elf, one of his slanted eyebrows arching interestedly. “How mannish."
"I'm not your usual Goblin,” Garrich said truthfully.
"No argument there."
"You've come across Goblins before?” Garrich barely contained his curiosity.
"Only those depicted in the old songs,” revealed Ayron. “I must say you're more articulate and less bloodthirsty than those of your kind portrayed in the ballads. Rather disappointing actually."
Garrich felt the same way. Elves were hardly living up to their mythical reputation.
The sycamores thinned, giving way to the domineering oaks. Bird life changed in accordance. Yellow and black plumaged Great Tits flitted acrobatically from tree to bush and back again, hunting out insect larvae on the stouter low branches, while sparrow-sized Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers, dapperly feathered in black-and-white barred plumage, shyly looked on from their treetop hideaways. Farther on, the coastal beech forest displaced the mighty oaks, the mossy boles near enough spilling over the chalky sea cliffs they capped to take root in the pounding surf.
"What's Carnach like? Is it really as bleak as the folk songs make out?"
Ayron's query took Garrich by surprise. Up until now his minder showed utter insensitivity to all things Goblin. “I wouldn't know,” was his mumbled response.
"Presumably you were born there,” challenged the Elf. Garrich filled him in on his parentless infanthood, adoption by Maldoch the Magnificent and subsequent raising by Tylar Shudonn, sending Ayron into a funk. “You're not a real Goblin then,” moped the Forester. “Probably the only thing you can be accused of killing is time."
Offended, Garrich hit back. “At least I don't murder melodies. In point of fact, I've killed four men already."
Ayron was sarcastically incredulous. “You can count that high?"
The Goblin's returning grin lacked humor as he said, “Higher. I'm not above being on the lookout for number five."
A disembodied head shimmered into view.
Stripped to his waist in his freshly laundered undergarments, inspecting the latest disfiguring addition to his tally of healed body wounds amounting to a forearm, ear and cheek scar, Garrich jumped back in fright from the glossy wooden hand-basin he was washing his face in. The barbed vessel that had delivered the almost fatal dose of weed killer had seriously marred his youthful looks. Partially concealed by facial fuzz striving to become a beard, the star of puckered skin unavoidably left by Prilthar's surgery, faded from sickening black to a healthier looking pink-gray, was a permanent reminder of his close shave with death. But his newest mutilation was not the cause for concern; the contents of the portable sink provided that. Magically backlit reddish water sloshed over the sides of the varnished bowl, angry at being disturbed, rippling the wizard's face it was serving as a wet canvas for.
"Maldoch?” the thrown youth said uncertainly, mopping his frowning countenance with a hastily grabbed towel. The well lived-in, hawkish likeness glowering up at him from the maple washbasin, bathed in a shaft of hazy morning light streaming through a porthole styled window mounted centrally in the tongue and groove oak wall, seemed disconcertingly recognizable and unfamiliar at the same time.
Predacious eyes glossed over the nautically decorated room to fix on the agitated Goblin, ignoring the patchily painted timber anchor featured in the corner opposite the background hammock functioning as a trendy bed over which a fishing net wall hanging intertwined with preserved sea snail shells was suspended. Frozen by that raptor gaze like a possum caught in the oil headlamps of a night-rolling horse and buggy, Garrich made for easy prey.
"We do meet at long last.” Omelchor greeted him with a smarmy, carnivorous grin.
"You're the rotten wizard,” deduced Garrich.
"My fame precedes me."
"Infamy, more like."
Omelchor took the insult in his stride and managed an insipid smile. “I haven't had the pleasure of your name."
Finding the willpower to unglue his stuck limbs, Garrich shrank back from the watery vision of Maldoch's short-bearded alter ego, pointedly keeping the contents of the bowl in sight but at arm's length. Intellectually he presumed the see-through image was no more dangerous than a puff of smoke, but assumptions were risky where wizards were concerned.
"If you're looking for Maldoch, he's not here,” he blurted, cursing his loose lips for giving his guardian's nemesis crucial information so freely.
Omelchor appeared unconcerned by the slip. “That's no surprise. My wanderlust brother never could stay in one place for very long. Born with itchy feet, he revels in pottering about in the boondocks. Actually, it's you I was aiming to reach. I've been hunting for you for a very long time, my boy."
His skin crawling with revulsion, Garrich had to ask, “How did you find me, here, of all places?"
The replying laugh of the errant spellcaster emulated the mocking ring of a hyena's call as he fobbed Garrich off. “Trade secret. Suffice to say that even Treesinger passive magic can't daunt me, nor hide you entirely."
Sorcery had nothing to do with Omelchor tracking Garrich down after ineffectually scouring the length and breadth of Terrath seventeen long years for him. Simple deduction located his sought after prize. Troll country jumped out as the obvious starting point for any scheme Maldoch was implementing. The crusader for Good, tighter than a tortoise and its shell with the ostensibly nonaligned desert folk, habitually made use of their storehouse of knowledge that was the celebrated Library of Histories. Intercepting Maldoch's magical transmission to Hennario provided the icing on the cake, presenting Omelchor with an opening to deliver the perfect setup. The delinquent wizard had realistically not expected Maldoch and company to come to grief in the Shadfenn detour he craftily steered them to ... it was more of a planned hiccup than any proper peril. The result it netted was entirely projected, the fools bolting for Gwilhaire like scared rabbits. The anticipatory sorcerer simply monitored the Elf refuge with an unobtrusive seeker spell of his own devising, subtle tracing magic tuned specifically to detect Goblin blood that took a decade to perfect. Still a hit and miss affair, he struck it lucky only when Garrich ventured south to Illebard where the shielding weave of Lothberen enchantment thinned sufficiently to be penetrated by the black magic locater.
"Last time I clapped eyes on you,” reminisced Omelchor, ‘you were sleeping like a baby. Oh wait, you were a sleeping baby."
Gripping the bowl in tremulous hands, the Carnachian orphan demanded of the wizard face reflected back, “You knew me as an infant?"
Another forced smile played over Omelchor's stiff features. The effort of sustaining the tricky spell was taxing his concentrative powers to their limit. Barely masking the strain, circumstance compelled him to forgo his usual pleasurable game of cat and mouse. “Want to know more about your parentage, boy? Jump the fence and I'll fill in the blanks. Maldoch is telling you squat, right? He'll only divulge what he wants to share when it suits him. Shift your allegiance to my side, the winning side, and I'll give you the full scoop on the whole family deal ... birthplace, folks, clan. Hell, I'll even throw in the date of your birthday as a freebie. You in?"
Garrich continued to be flabbergasted. “I, ah..."
"You expected me to be threatening? Not my style. Temptation is far greater leverage than harrying. Enticing offer, eh? Take the deal and you'll be rewarded with more than just missing genealogy. I'm promising you unlimited wealth and influence. Oh, and girls. Lots of girls. I appreciate that you young people have an insatiable sexual appetite. Goblin maidens are quite attractive, in a severe kind of way. Aid me in bringing this race war to its only foreseeable conclusion and all your dreams can come true. What do you say?"
The Goblin's human upbringing came flooding back to him. Tylar Shudonn taught Garrich so much more than swordplay. The former soldier instilled in his malleable ward the associated traits of honor and loyalty. They were not for sale. No amount of gold could purchase a decent man's integrity. It sounded good on parchment anyway.
"No thanks,” he politely declined. The warrior-poet had drummed manners into him as well.
"Don't be hasty, boy. Think about the opportunity you are turning down."
Garrich did. If what the dastardly magician offered held up to close scrutiny, the gaping void in the Goblin's well-being could be paved over, if not backfilled entirely. The carrot Omelchor dangled before him seemed perilously attractive. Surely it could not hurt to ask. “What assurance do I get that you'll be truthful about my parentage?"
"You will just have to take my word for it."
"I have a trust issue with wizards."
"We are a pretty despicable lot, but this is a major decision. Don't dismiss it out of hand."
"There's nothing to consider. I'll never go work for the bad guys."
Omelchor harrumphed. “Mal has sure done a number on your head. He's brainwashed you with the plumb crazy notion of being Terrath's savior. How stupid is that? One person cannot make or break a continent."
"Why then are you taking the trouble to recruit me?” Garrich pondered aloud.
The deviant sorcerer reassessed his target. This canny Goblin obviously could never be bought and actually possessed a sense of morality! “The whole Good versus Evil nonsense the Eastern Realms buy into is terribly clichéd. Right or wrong is purely a matter of definition."
"Demolishing Earthen Rise was right in your book?"
"You can't make an omelet without breaking a few eggs,” Omelchor said unapologetically. “Life without regrets means you'll accomplish anything, my boy. Historians will label you wicked and immoral, but think of all the fun that can be had."
"My answer's the same."
"I must be losing my touch at subversion. I turned Maldoch's wife with far greater ease,” grumbled Omelchor. “Mind you, sex is the best persuader of all."
"Don't be trying that angle on me!” said Garrich, a worried lilt in his voice.
Omelchor reciprocated with likeminded passion. “I'm a happily betrothed wizard."
Releasing the basin, Garrich took a confused step back. “You're not at all what I anticipated."
Amused by the youth's discomfiture, Omelchor smirked. “Am I not villainous enough? No evilly glowing eyes, no incomprehensible incanting chucking forth fire and brimstone."
"You seem rather ordinary, politely spoken, not like..."
"Maldoch? Not all wizards are loopy egomaniacs or magic-less drunks. I'll let you in on a secret about my brothers, kid. They'll stoop to the same deplorable tactics I use and defend their actions by saying it's for the greater good. Mal and Parny resort to bullying, blackmail, stealing, even murder to get what they want. Humph. They have the nerve to condemn my methodology! What it boils down to is, other than being on opposing sides, there's no real difference between us. Good is just a paler shade of Evil."
"Says you."
"Face facts, you can take the boy out of the West but you can't take the West out of the boy. Trust your feelings. You were born Goblin. I represent, proudly advocate, Carnachian interests. We'd make great partners. With my brains and your brawn, all of Terrath could fall at our feet. I envisage you being crowned the very first Goblin King with the whole of the northland your domain. I, by way of recompense, get to rule over everything south."
Extending his invitation by way of a mesmeric stare, much the same look a stalking adder dispenses to a callow juvenile mouse prior to the blurring death strike, the disreputable sorcerer bid Garrich, “Join me. Follow your heart."
"I will,” pledged Garrich. “Go to N'drenoff Worhl."
"Been there. Hell's a tad hot for my liking. You might find it toasty warm once my agents catch up and send you there on the edge of a sword blade."
Reacting to the blatant threat, Garrich spun fluidly around, reached down for his broadsword lying on the planked floor beneath the hammock and unlimbered the weapon in a swift single motion. He made a ridiculous sight leveling the tip at the unarmed washbasin.
"Is that the sword that'll bring an end to evil in Terrath?” sneered Omelchor. “Ooh, I'm sooo scared."
Garrich clamped his mouth shut, determined not to reveal anything further to Maldoch's archrival. He need not have bothered. Omelchor was playing him like a fiddle, learning firsthand his brother's departure from Illebard and of the talisman in Garrich's possession.
"Vamoose,” the Goblin unsurely ordered the gatecrasher spectral head, feeling more unprotected than his half-naked form suggested.
Done with being Mister Nice Guy, Omelchor bellowed, “You dare have the impudence to order me about, cockroach!’ The rage flushing his contorted face was hard to discern in the magical red glare of his long distance communication spell. That anger manifested itself more visually. The basin slowly spun, rocking the walnut dresser it perched atop while the reddened water contained inside bubbled crazily.
Garrich hastily backed up until stopped by the canvas hammock straining against his posterior. Hypnotized by the rapidly gyrating bowl, he dropped his sword in downright amazement when its boiling contents gushed forcefully upwards to be deflected off the beamed ceiling, splashing onto the floorboards not three feet in front of him with a fearsome hiss and cloud of escaping steam. Where what should have been a large puddle wetting the planks there hovered a giant-sized, if rather sopping, rendering of the wizard Omelchor's incensed countenance, the blood-red droplets magically coalesced into a three dimensional watery approximation of his shape and form from the neck up that ranted insanely.
"Fool of a boy!” he roared, spitting at Garrich with a spray of scalding water. The Goblin ducked under his hammock in time to avoid a hot drenching. “I command energies undreamt of by you and unheard of by my cheating brothers. You think to foil my long planned conquest with a hand-me-down back scratcher infused with no more magic than Maldoch's big toe? He has fed you a pack of lies to conjure up false hope. This time around is no mere border tug of war ... the East is truly doomed to enslavement. What can a misguided Goblin waif expect to achieve against my might and the weight of the Carnach nation, except his own grisly and early death? Stupid boy!
"Throwing your lot in with Maldoch is a mistake. Your quest is already failing. The Dwarf leadership is broken, the Elves uncaring. You sided with the wrong crowd, my nameless friend, and in doing so sealed your fate. Maldoch cannot protect you forever, and when we finally do face one another in person I promise you'll feel the sting of my wrath. I'll not forget you spurning my gracious chance to redeem yourself."
Recovering his blade, Garrich defiantly pointed it at the infamous face of Public Enemy Number One, and from a pocket of resilience deep within bravely mouthed, “Have you quite finished speechmaking, you old windbag?"
The dripping bust of Omelchor burst out laughing improperly, shedding globules of superheated water that showered the dry timber flooring beneath with a spatter of sizzling indoor rainfall, evaporating the instant it touched the planks. His guffaws subsiding into amused chortles, the shower lessening to an erratic sprinkle, the watered down likeness of the evil enchanter leered troublingly. “I'm done, for now,” he said through his crocodilian smile. “By the way, this magic will self destruct in five, four, three..."
Flinging his sword hilt first out the open porthole, Garrich dived after it into the unpaved lane. Rolling up into a protective ball on the earthen thoroughfare, he waited for the expected boom. Tense seconds elapsed with no explosion banging his eardrums. Uncurling himself after half a minute ticked tiresomely by, Garrich realized he had been duped. Regaining his feet and broadsword, he nonetheless wandered charily over to the circular cottage window and timidly peeped in. The empty washbowl was slowly spinning to a stop on the now motionless dresser. A pool of spreading water stained the unvarnished floorboards below the airspace where the hydrodynamic head had moments before angrily floated. Aside from those minor disturbances his room seemed untouched, almost as if Omelchor's visitation was a figment of an overactive imagination.
"Missing something, aren't you?"
Garrich whirled to find Ayron staring bemusedly at him, the Elf's skinny arms folded across his flat chest.
"Your pants,” the Forester took great delight in pointing out to the blank-faced Goblin.
Feeling woefully underdressed, Garrich turned a lovely shade of embarrassed red, thankful that at this early hour on the Illebard back street there was only a skulking Wood Elf to make fun of a blushing Goblin fighting a bowl of spilt toiletry water in his underwear. “Forgetting my breeches is the least of my worries,” he muttered.
"Could've fooled me. Get dressed. Hennario's daughter wants to see us and I'm pretty sure Lady Gabrionel will prefer you with trousers."
"We've got a bigger problem than dealing with the Shipmaster's spoiled little princess."
"Careful, Losther,” warned Ayron. “Talk like that will have the welcome mat pulled out from under our feet."
A lighted torch of an idea popped into the air unseen over Garrich's head. “Pack up your belongings,” he instructed the Elf, using the front door this time to head back inside.
Ayron scratched his narrow chin. “You planning to take a trip somewhere?"
Paraphrasing an old drunk, Garrich answered from the doorway, “We're buggering off outta here."
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Chapter Thirty Three"What's the problem?"
Hennario met Maldoch's enquiring gaze in the shuttered shipboard lamplight, the diffuse yellow hue emphasizing the spellcaster's beaky nose and demanding eyes. “Unwanted company,” he said, his manner conveying irritation more than worry. “Douse the running lanterns, boys. We're going invisible."
The ship went black and rolled off the crest of a wave, Maldoch bumping into the treelike J'tard. “Smile so that I can see you in the dark,” the wizard rudely admonished, pushing himself off the blocky Troll. “You're blacker than a lump of coal down a mineshaft."
The progressive Illebardians extinguished lamps below decks as well to be on the safe side. Unlike their northern kin they valued the usefulness of fire and showed no compunction burning trees for fuel.
"Who are we trying to avoid?” Maldoch rasped to Hennario in a hiss of annoyance. “We shouldn't be running into trouble this far south.” He despised complications.
"Losther warships,” was the unwelcome reply.
Rejoining Illebard's gerent at the starboard railing, the wizard searched the moonless sea with his stern gaze. Patchy starlight filtered from out of the cloudy night, graying segments of the obsidian ocean. He glimpsed the bobbling lights of a Goblin fleet winking faintly against the blackened coastline.
"Those freebooters aren't even trying to be sneaky,” the Shipmaster said in a disgusted tone. “Lights blazing, ragged formation ... they're behaving as if out on a pleasure cruise. It's seems they want to announce their presence."
"Can you count how many?” asked J'tard, standing well back from the railing. The voluminous ocean, an immeasurable body of undrinkable saltwater, filled the Desertlander with unease. That dread escalated when the colorless palette of night tinted the deep with its inky dye. Hailing from a land where sand behaved with oceanic properties, cresting in dunes modeled on wind-whipped waves, he could not equate the vast seascape with being purely liquid.
"Enough to be a nuisance for my Squadron,” ascertained Hennario. “This doesn't have the feel of an ordinary hit-and-sail raid. Too many ships involved. We'll have to come about and race those Corsairs to Nhern. I need to raise the alarm."
"Only after you drop us off further up the coast,” the wizard reminded him.
"No time for that, Maldoch,” disputed the Shipmaster. “That flotilla will be rounding Dunderoth cape before month's end. After scuttling Faerohc's blockade ships, it'd be gratifying to make sure there's a welcoming committee waiting around the corner to sink them."
"Hennario, those black cliffs out there are C'irra Gord Point. We're halfway to Jameru Harbor. I can't afford that kind of delay."
"Wizard, on board ship the captain's word is final."
"Alrighty. Can the captain make this bathtub with its patched bed sheet for a sail go any faster just by telling it to?"
Hennario's flagship had embarrassingly not been made seaworthy again in time for this particular voyage as she was currently being modified with a few surprise improvements, necessitating his commandeering a slower vessel. He contested, “At least we won't be sailing windward on the return leg. We'll make better time for sure."
"But still not be fast enough to beat those swifter Corsairs to the Gulf of Mer'ul, I'll bet."
The begrudging Shipmaster admitted defeat. “I suppose not. Nhern should be warned though."
"Leave that to me. I'll put Faerohc in the know,” Maldoch assured him with a fumbled pat on the shoulder in the contrived dark.
"The floating head talkie spell?"
"But of course."
The seafaring Elf excused himself immediately, scratching at his collar as he edged along the blacked out deck toward the prow. “That magic always creeps me out. For some reason it makes my neck itch."
—
"Magnificence, you're needed up on deck."
Whiling away the humdrum hours associated with lengthy sea voyages by immersing himself in relevant reading material, the bookworm wizard did not register the summons at first. Sourcing potentially useful spells in the hallowed White Grimoire, he only tore himself away from the engrossing catalogue of incantations when a following knock rapped insistently on the cabin door.
"Magnificent One, there is something the Shipmaster really wishes you to see."
"I'll be up in a moment,” Maldoch told J'tard with an irksome sigh, finishing up and returning the shrunk ivory leather bound tome to the inside of his sleeve.
He was finding himself at a real disadvantage. The spells of Good were largely confined to constructive uses generally not on a magical par with the damaging enchantments Evil employed: it is simpler to destroy than create. Maldoch was going up against Omelchor with the odds stacked in his defector brother's favor. Lately outsmarted by the sorcerer at every turn, and doubting his own ability to counteract the baddies, his pet prophecy was currently no help either. The Codretic Text refused to bestow any new insights to be added to the shortlist of decoded predictions so far. The Dissension Scroll and Shamanist Ode were not better prospects, remaining for the most part steeped in mumbo jumbo and innuendo. Ambiguity was not the best springboard for confidence.
Eyes straying to the sea chart spread out on the tabletop, made readable by the book's removal, the wizard rechecked the course Hennario plotted in port before shipping out. An arrow-straight track was charcoaled in, running dead parallel to the undulating western seaboard approximately forty leagues out into the open ocean. Farther up the map, that line swung shoreward at a sharp right angle to strike a nameless beach roughly opposite a towering landmark ominously marked The Eyrie. East of that coastal mountain spread Darkling Forest, the subterranean retreat of Underland lurking centrally within.
Gnomes.
The very name of the troglodytes epitomized their clandestine lifestyle and reputation, its brevity touting suspicion. From the outset the spellcasters on conflicting sides knew where they stood with the majority of the Fellow Races. Dwarfs, Men, and Elves championed for Good in a loosely allied triumvirate, Goblins alone backed Evil, whilst Trolls—officially neutral—privately lent support to either cause depending on which side of the Dead River they dwelt. The Underlanders were the unknown variable in any head count. Where their allegiance lay was anyone's guess. Probably Omelchor was himself contemplating conscripting the Gnomes, had maybe already beaten Maldoch to the punch. Whatever political atmosphere awaited him in Underland, the goodly wizard needed to draft a Gnome supporter into their questing company. Success hinged on collecting a willing representative from each of the eminent peoples. That much was certain. Then there was the availability of the Gnomes fabled talisman...
The grating of a mug sliding across the lipped tabletop seesawing from the constant roll of the ship sidetracked the wizard. Picking it up, he swirled the dregs of a dark brown beverage around the cup's bottom. Coffee ground from baked acorns was not a patch on herbal tea, but beggars cannot be choosers. Setting the pewter coffee mug back down, a relic from bygone trade with northern Terrath, Maldoch decided against getting a refill when going topside. It was no real substitute for tea leaves.
With his centuries of life weighing him down, the august mage swapped the dingy lamplight of the windowless cabin for the warming spring sunshine bathing the quarterdeck. He smiled ruefully upon realizing that his travels through the sun-drenched Great Desertland and magically tempered climate of Gwilhaire Wood meant he had skipped winter entirely. Normally that did not bother the average person, but Magnificent Maldoch was far from ordinary. The invigorating chill of winter infused him with a revamped aliveness the renewing spring failed to deliver.
After all this is over, I'm heading up north to the frozen Barren Wilds on retreat the glum wizard promised himself. I'm way overdue for a holiday.
His untied blonde-white hair streaming behind him in the headwind like a ship's pennant, Hennario sailed hands on, manning the tiller. The hulking Troll, looking decidedly green around the gills, clutched the railing with one hand as he tottered over, using his revered club as a mundane walking stick to steady his wobbly gait on the heaving deck.
"Haven't found your sea legs yet?"
"Nor my appetite either, wizard,” J'tard softly lamented, rubbing his queasy stomach. “What goes down must come up."
Maldoch enjoyed the chuckle. “Where are we, Shipmaster?” he asked, the banal sea offering no clues.
"Top end of Rocky Sheer,” replied Hennario. They had been making lousy time, despite the storm season ending. Contrary winds were obliging the master sailor to arduously tack his way north, doubling the sea miles voyaged. That exasperating state of affairs was only going to improve once their vessel cleared Iberic's Claw to be hustled along by more favorable winds on a straighter course.
Gazing starboard, his cloak billowing in the ocean's breath, the scanning wizard glimpsed nothing but a field of whitecaps on the horizonless Sea of Storms. Unafraid of the terrifying deep, home to leviathans capable of consuming ocean-going vessels whole, not to mention the howling Banshees fortunately deterred from making a show stopping manifestation by Maldoch's presence aboard ship, Hennario sailed out of sight of the comforting shoreline and its navigational beacons to avoid entanglements with the superstitious Goblin privateers hugging the coast. Maldoch knew better than to question the Shipmaster's estimate of their position. Illebard's ruler possessed intimate knowledge of Terrath's considerable coastline and could probably circumnavigate the continent blindfolded. He trusted the Elf sailor never to attempt that.
Scheduled landfall loomed a full two months away yet. “Is that why you've interrupted my reading, to point out a portion of coast that's too far away to see?” groused Maldoch.
"Did we get out on the wrong side of the hammock this morning?” wisecracked the Shipmaster. Relinquishing steerage to his waiting helmsman, the muscled Elf mariner joined his passengers and gestured with a nod to what lay beyond the railing. “Take a gander out there, about five points astern."
"What am I supposed to be looking for?” grumped the wizard.
"White specks on the horizon line."
"Two pair of eyes are better than one,” decided Maldoch, conscripting the Troll to lend a hand. Squinting hard, the ship's gently rolling hull thudding dully against the swishing waves, J'tard nudged him and pointed to the spot Hennario was indicating. There, barely distinguishable from the foaming tops of the surrounding wavelets, snowy dots wavered between the blurry joining of sea and sky.
"Seagulls,” interpreted Maldoch.
"You need glasses, you old albatross,” denounced Hennario. “Those are sails."
"I'll take your word for it. More pesky Corsairs?"
"Mmm."
"They're leagues away. What's your worry?"
Plainly troubled, the Shipmaster made public his misgivings. “For the past two hours I've kept tight watch on those vessels. I did a numbers check and gave up counting after reaching a hundred. Add that conservative figure to the two dozen we slipped by in the night down in southern waters and likely well over half the Losther fleet has put to sea."
Maldoch shrugged uncaringly. “Less for us to avoid the further north we sail."
Hennario ran his sea-roughened hands back through his hair, quoting an Illebard axiom. “Wizard, you can't see the ocean for the waves."
"What's there to fathom? The flotilla you snuck us past in the dark is the vanguard for that armada assembling off the Sheer."
Shifting his gaze from the broad ocean view to the uncomprehending mage, the premier Sea Elf said, “I'd agree with that conclusion if that fleet wasn't stationary."
Shading his eyes against the sun-strike on the swells, Maldoch frowned. “They're not moving?"
"Holding position it seems,” affirmed the Shipmaster. “Or patrolling the immediate waters off that stretch of coast."
"Why on Terrath are they doing that?” puzzled the wizard. “There's nothing of interest landside except stone country and swampland...” He abruptly trailed off, picturing the terrestrial expanse of the westland in a purely geographical context. Enlightenment slapped him in the mush like a wet fish. Exclaiming “Gortal's Cleft,” in a fretful mutter, Maldoch slapped his hands down hard on the tarnished rail out of raw frustration. “Those sneaky sods are buggerizing Anarica first!” he hollered to the surging ocean.
After he prudently backed J'tard away from the vexed wizard as Maldoch raged, Hennario filled the deadpan Troll in. “It's a probable invasion fleet; stock transports, troopships—all protected by the screen of escorting warships we can see. The Goblins have become audacious, taking advantage of the foolishness of Men. Karavere's Coastal Guard confines itself to monitoring shipping along the upper eastern shoreline. Never mind the fact Anarica possesses an admittedly narrow sea border out west in need of vigilance. Leave it to the Sea Elves to cover their wake."
Maldoch's ranting intruded. “Ahnorr's launching a springtime offensive, just as I forecasted. But at neither of the places anyone expects. Dwarfs and Men are concentrating troop emplacements at the obvious points of entry, Frelok Pass and Montaine Divide. Nobody dreamed the Goblins would use their boaties to go canoeing south. What's Omel playing at? By rights his lackeys ought to be eyeing up northland territory, not fooling around opening a pointless front against the realm of Men. What he's after is stashed away in the Northern Heights, unless he hasn't guessed that and is planning to cover all his bases by scouring every mountain range between Solke Dharr and the Frigid Coast for...” He muzzled his anger-loosened tongue before he could disclose a secret that the prominent two spellcasters alone were privy to.
J'tard rubbed musingly at his massively square jaw. C'marl had taken him aside before his departure from Rohal Ak Jubai to have a quiet word concerning wizard mystique. “They work to their own hidden agendas, Maldoch and his brothers,” he cautioned the younger Troll. “Keep Desertland interests at the forefront of your mind. Lend aid when required, but have a care not to get mired in a quicksand of contesting magicians."
Feeling his feet beginning to sink, J'tard took comfort from the fact that wizards were not unique in hustling private schemes. Trolls could be equally underhanded.
Maldoch deflected any awkward queries that might be thrown his way. “Hennario, how many warriors could the Goblins land on the coast?"
"Going by ship numbers, anything from three and a half thousand up"’ calculated the Shipmaster.
The wizard beamed a puckish grin. “That's bound to give the Strantharians a nasty headache."
"It surely will if you don't warn them first. But don't forget there are other landing spots to consider. If the Losthers target only Carallord, that fleet might be aiming to ship its cargo of warriors to the eastern seaboard someplace above the Sprinth Channel."
"Why stop at Berhanth? While they're in the neighborhood, they may well elect to bottle up Karavere too,” postulated Maldoch.
"My more immediate concern is safeguarding Elven waters."
Shaking his head at southern shortsightedness, the wizard belittled Hennario's worry. “Illebard is better defended than your daughter's virginity, Shipmaster."
At mention of Gabrionel in such a lurid context, her doting father trembled with indignation.
"Stop bristling like a posturing porcupine,” Maldoch chastised him. “All I'm saying is that you're the best mariner afloat in the Three Seas. No Goblin buccaneer worth his salt will pit his sailing skills against yours. Dwarfs are confirmed landlubbers; Men wallow about in outsized rowboats. They make easier marks for pirates than even the worst Elf sailor on his poorest day."
"Some of the deckhands down at Nhern are pretty klutzy,” Hennario rued of his countrymen.
Wanting to stave off any bickering, J'tard suggested, “Maybe the Goblins are doing a dry run."
"A dress rehearsal before the main event,” ruminated Maldoch. ‘You're the yachtie, Hennario. Is it likely?"
"The Privateers usually operate independently or in small squadrons. Working cooperatively in large, allied groups is foreign to them, as it is to all Losthers. This could merely be an essential training exercise, or an out-and-out show of force."
"Or the real deal,” fretted Maldoch. “The problem is we're faced with guesswork. We don't know either destination or intent."
"Then cast the net wide,” urged Hennario. “But do me the favor of going below decks this time to place those oversea calls, wizard. It's rather off-putting seeing your head wreathed in blue light. Running aground from being distracted won't sound good in my memoir songs."
When Maldoch failed to stir, Hennario prompted him. “You are intending to alert Stranth Tor at least?"
Buffeted by the northeasterly, Maldoch concentrated on tucking his flapping beard into the folds of his ballooning cloak in preference to answering the Shipmaster.
"Are you that intimidated by the Horse Lady?” For an Elf shipping lord, Hennario seemed surprisingly well versed in the repute of the landlocked marquise.
Deigning at last to reply, all the imperious wizard chose to say was, “I have every confidence that the Lancers will discover any possible beachhead and repulse landed Goblins without requiring a helping hand from yours truly."
"But you got in touch with Faerohc for me. Don't say Maldoch the Magnificent, proclaimed Keeper of the Fellow Races, Terrath's even-handed mover and shaker, is showing favoritism toward the Sea Elves.” The absurdity of that notion lent Hennario a flash of disturbing insight. “You sent word to Nhern, right?"
Mumbling into his beard, the spellcaster fidgeted. “Of course I did ... sort of ... actually, no."
"Maldoch, I trusted you!"
"More fool you,” J'tard derided under his breath, his abandonment to the Mdwumps springing to mind.
"I didn't want to risk tipping my hand,” barked Maldoch, restoring his shaky inscrutability with an upward snap of his head, the breeze ruffling his age-whitened hair. “Omelchor has devised a way to pinpoint my location wherever I use the caller spell. That's how he learnt of our scheduled rendezvous along the Fal'ke Tropicana. I won't allow him to block my plans in that way again."
"By denying Nhern and the Stranth, not to mention the harbors eastside, fair warning of these worrisome Goblin intrusions."
Meeting the peeved admiral's condemning glare, Maldoch advised him, “If they're on the ball they'll see trouble coming a league away and take appropriate steps to blunt those inroads. It's not as if the Goblins can disembark an unbeatable force. Space aboard ship is extremely limited. Even your cabin is scarcely bigger than an outhouse.” Unable to help himself, the sarky spellcaster added, “If you're that keen to issue warnings from the crow's nest, I'd recommend using airmail. But I hear seagulls make lousy postal carriers and pigeons refuse to fly over water."
Dissatisfied, Hennario waved a clenched fist in the inflexible wizard's face. “What's to stop me punching you in the nose right now and swinging about to make for Mer'ul?"
Looking past the Shipmaster's threat, Maldoch pointed with his staff to the briny blue. “At a pinch, I'd say them."
The sharp-eyed Elf glanced back out to sea and picked out three distant specks sail clear of the armada on a patent intercept course to tackle the dot of a ship they themselves detected bearing north on a westerly tack.
"I'll enjoy offloading you on Losther shores when the time comes.” Hennario glared at the wizard before snatching the tiller back off his helmsman and attending to the imperative task of staying out of the clutches of those Corsairs giving chase.
Celebrating his win with a jaunty smile, Maldoch was descending the companionway leading down from the sterncastle to the main deck and the captain's quarters below when J'tard's restraining hand on his bony shoulder halted him on the ladder.
"You don't act like the good wizard sometimes,” the reserved Troll quietly deprecated.
Shrugging off the condemnation, Maldoch said, “I'm not here to win popularity contests.” He then carried on down the staircase into the cabin, slamming shut the narrow door.
Leaning upon the tapered end of his mahtouk club, J'tard muttered through his tusks, “There's no danger of that ever happening."
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Chapter Thirty FourThe longboat pulled ashore. Maldoch jumped onto the gravelly, wind-scoured sliver of innocuous coast, his darting eyes automatically scanning the surrounds for hostiles. Save for a curious bull fur seal, a luckless suitor displaced from the eastern seaboard pupping beaches, sprawled on the pebbles before the thorns of driftwood footing a limestone bluff backdrop, the beach was empty. Grunting his approval, the wizard motioned for J'tard to throw over their travel packs and join him.
The seasick Troll had scarcely wobbled aground before those sailors crewing the longboat splashed into the lapping surf to push their beached vessel back out to sea. Thankful to have dry land underfoot once more, even if it could not be the reassuring feel of sand sifting through his toes, the relieved Desertlander cared little about the hurried departure of their water taxi.
"Whereabouts in Carnach have we landed?” he asked, dubiously viewing the sharp contours of a dark-rocked, mitered peak peeping over the flat crown of the glary marble cliff like a spying neighbor.
Glancing over his shoulder, Maldoch brushed strands of windblown hair out of his hawkish face as he watched the wallowing Elf ship slip anchor, hoisting sails for the return leg even as the afterboat rowed alongside to be roped and winched aboard. True to his grumpy word, Hennario disembarked his passengers with all possible haste in order to catch the homeward winds south of Iberic's Claw.
"By our departing captain's reckoning, we're roughly a hundred leagues due west of Gnome central. After scaling the heights it's a straight tramp from here over into Darkling Forest."
J'tard wordlessly accepted that two weeks of solid hiking lay ahead of the intrepid journeyers to reach Underland. He was not hazed. Thirsty Sandwalkers covered vaster distances travelling between the mapped oases.
Checking out the billowy, white clouds fluffing up the noon blueness, Maldoch urged, “We'd best be heading inland and find a place to hole up in before dark. When night falls in these parts, you don't want to be abroad."
J'tard duly followed the wizard making his way across the narrow beachland acting as the doorstep to the low bluffs. Disturbed by their approach, the seal surrendered his strip of coastal property to the intruders after deciding three really is a crowd. Fascinated by the seven-foot long behemoth heaving over the crunchy shingle toward the safeness of the surf in ungainly undulations of his scarred 400 lb bulk, the Troll was prompted to worry, “Not more giant slugs, I hope."
"There are worse creatures to fear in Terrath than Mdwumps,” stated the striding wizard.
The Troll wondered just what those might be upon reaching the line of salt-bleached driftwood piled at the base of the cliffs by previous tides. Scattered anonymously amongst the jumble of whitened branches was what appeared to be...
"Bones,” confirmed Maldoch, stooping to pick up and examine the implausibly large skull of an outlandishly sized rodent. Gazing into the eyeless sockets, he decried in a theatrical voice, “Alack, poor Garrich. I know him not well,” tossing the remains back into the pile.
Clutching the handle of his club tighter, J'tard muttered, “At least the boy's safe and sound back in Illebard. I'd be willing to trade places with him right about now."
Unpacking his rucksack, Maldoch unrolled a coil of Elven rope, arguably the lightest and strongest cord found anywhere on the continent. Tying one end about his waist, he looped the other about the unhappy Troll's wider midriff and tied it off, indicating that his muscular companion should lead the way up the cliff.
Searching out handholds in the treacherously crumbling limestone to the first ledge, the adventuresome Desertlander hauled himself up, complaining, “I have the nasty feeling that this jaunt will make my escapade in Jungular Forest seem like a picnic."
Glancing at the deserting bull seal humping his way into the surf, Maldoch rejoined, “The Sea Elves have a saying, J'tard ... ‘Life's a beach'."
—
"Keep swabbing my deck, shipmates!"
Ayron cast a resentful glance astern up to the ship's aftcastle, where the issuer of that order, a Sea Elf of Dwarf proportions, leaned against the warped railing fencing the quarterdeck. “We've been mopping this garbage scow of his from stem to stern for the entire voyage and it doesn't get any cleaner,” griped the disgruntled Forester, throwing a fresh bucketful of seawater across the grimy fir planks decking the leaky merchantman.
"Don't let Hombur hear you calling his girl a barge,” warned Garrich, putting his back into a fresh bout of scrubbing on the end of a long-handled mop. “You might hurt his feelings."
"The salty old seadog couldn't feel the cold,” returned Ayron.
Garrich did not dispute that. The skipper of Lady Luck could hardly be less elvish. Portly, overly fond of pipe tobacco and ale, Hombur openly adopted the looks and habits of the Dwarfs with whom he routinely traded. Such immergence in northern culture no doubt extended to their indifference to coldness.
Ayron continued to whine. “It's your fault we're in this pickle, Losther. Go on a sea cruise, you said."
No argument there either. Garrich's plan to leave town had been sneakily simple: steal aboard a ship outbound from the Elf port in the hope they might escape Omelchor's prying magic. By chance, the pair stowed away on a cargo vessel part of a private venture convoy sailing for the eastern Dwarf outpost of Berhanth. Stashing themselves in the hold crammed with crates of precious amber secured next to stacked oaken lumber, Hombur's snooping first mate discovered the runaways on the second day out at sea. Brought to the captain's attention, whose remark, “My, aren't I privileged having the Losther and Lothberen that are the talk of Illebard aboard my humble vessel,” was undiluted sarcasm, the freeloaders were given the ultimatum to work their passage north or be heaved over the side to swim back to Elven shores. Considering the ship had already sailed five leagues offshore, it had been a clear-cut decision really.
All that transpired two months ago without Omelchor reappearing since. Uneventful weeks spent laboring as deckhands did not improve Ayron's disposition nor forge his closeness with Garrich into anything remotely resembling friendship. Goblin and Elf remained as incompatible as oil and water.
"Where outside Gwilhaire Wood are we?” muttered the Forester, staring miserably at the foreign coastline playing out off to port. Chalky bluffs, whitened by the midsummer sunshine, shone either side of the mouth of a broad inlet made deep by green swells.
"About two day's sailing from our destination,” supplied a helpful voice.
The stowaways turned as one to face Hombur descending the companionway from the castling to the main deck, his peg leg rhythmically striking the planking as he approached. Looking more Dwarven than Elven, he stood nearly as wide as he did tall—which was short for an Elf. Though the skies were cloudlessly clear and the weather balmy, the captain stayed habitually garbed from head to foot in heavy oilskins, broadcasting his dislike of sailing. Merry green eyes sparkled from a chubby face leathered by wind and sea.
Pulling back his concealing hood to allow his uncombed mop of red-gold hair a breath of freedom in the blustery headwind, Hombur made the observation, “At the end of which there'll be a parting of the ways for us, shipmates. Unless you want to sign on to crew the return leg."
"No thanks,” grouched Ayron, tossing his roped bucket over the side to draw up a fresh pail of saltwater. “I've had my fill of houseboat work."
Hombur shrugged. “Your choice. Neither of you have ever said why you left Illebard to ship north."
Garrich had been strenuously avoiding that issue. Not even Ayron was privilege to Omelchor's unearthly visitation. The frightened Goblin only alluded to a vague telepathic summons from Maldoch to journey upcountry by the fastest means necessary as the impetus for their hasty exit. What the Forester did not know may never hurt him.
"Business,” lied Garrich. “Tell me why you never swung about to turn us in."
"Simple business too, Master Goblin,” claimed Hombur. “I can't afford to lose four days ferrying around unpaying passengers. I've freight to deliver, then a consignment of pickled fish and northern lumber to pick up. In my line of work time is cargo and I can ill afford wasted days. I was also shorthanded for this voyage until you two conveniently popped up."
Grimacing, Ayron advocated, “I suggest you invest more time in the upkeep of this filthy hulk."
Hombur glowered back. “That's what you're doing, greensleeves."
Not only the name of his ship, Lady Luck was what kept her afloat. Way overdue for careening and caulking, the neglected merchantman harbored more leaks than a cook's vegetable patch.
"God, I hate the sea,” moaned Hombur.
"Why then are you are a sailor?” wondered Garrich.
"Lad, there are just two professions in Illebard: building boats or manning them. I ain't no shipwright."
"Cap'n, Fortune Hunter signals!"
Hombur glanced up at the lookout hollering from the crow's nest. The tailing ship in a flotilla of three, Lady Luck was the oldest and slowest of the lot. “What word?” he yelled back.
Interpreting the red and white checked signal flag fluttering from the stern flagstaff of the faster merchantman half a league ahead, the lookout reported, “You are running into danger.” Shading his eyes against the dazzling sunshine as a second code flag, a red square with a broad horizontal blue bar, was run up, he further relayed, “Altering course to starboard."
As Fortune Hunter heeled over on an eastern tack, Hombur swept his gaze westward. “Ship on the port side!” he bellowed out his alarm, angered by the lookout's laxness in not spotting the intruder.
Discarding his mop, Garrich rushed to the railing where Ayron was hauling his pail aboard. A lone square yard sail, illumining white against the emerald briny, could be seen bobbing in the near distance, plainly on a course of interception.
Setting his bucket on the deck, the unperturbed Forester ventured, “Pirates?"
"Or maybe Goblin corsairs,” added Garrich, his supposal more curiosity than panic.
"Them I can handle easily enough,” grumbled the merchant skipper. “It's the damnable Karavere Coastal Guard that's an anchor around my neck. That's one of their cutters making for us out of Sprinth Channel like a hooked swordfish playing out a line. I recognize the pennant flying from the mainmast."
"Is that a problem?"
"Only if you don't like being boarded and having your cargo confiscated, Master Goblin."
The youth was puzzled. “Why would Anaricans board an Elf ship?"
"Greed.” Hombur spat, dirtying his freshly mopped deck. “The coastguard's corrupt duke imposes a toll on all vessels sailing in his waters irrespective of nationality. We Sea Elves don't acknowledge Karaveren maritime law and outrun any attempt to exact that ridiculous levy. Occasionally a freighter gets caught and seized under the pretext of impoundment. The captured vessel is escorted to Port Karavere, whereupon her cargo is unloaded and sold at auction to the highest bidder, the illegal proceeds pocketed by the scurrilous nobility. Gwilhaire oak, the finest shipbuilding wood anywhere, is a rare commodity that fetches grand prices. Ship and crew are then released to return to home waters, pick up a fresh payload, and sail the gauntlet anew."
"Doesn't the Elf Queen formally protest such illegality to the Prince of Men?” Garrich put to Hombur.
"The Lothberen monarchy barely condones Illebard trade outside the waters of Galinorf Bay. So long as no Elves are harmed during the seizures, Merainor tolerates the activities of the Karaveren raiders. She's amused by the inconveniences we suffer."
"You speak from experience,” perceived Ayron, displeased by the milling of sanctified Elven oak.
"Two shipments in thrice as many months,” Hombur bitterly conceded. “I'm an owner-operator, Master Forester. This consignment is a make-or-break run for me. If I fail to ship home Dwarf goods this time, I'll have to scuttle my vessel. Repairs cost bartered goods. The old girl isn't much I know, but she's the only income I've got to support my two wives."
Goblin and Elf were stunned by the declaration. Hombur seemed the unlikeliest of bigamists.
"A missus in Nhern and a wench in Illebard,” the unabashed skipper elaborated. “I love them both, but their upkeep is crippling me.’ He slapped his wooden stump. “It's near enough cost me an arm and a leg."
Elven economics operated on the barter system, the trading of wares negating the need for money. Goods replaced hard currency, priced according to a carefully prescribed assessment formula based on comparative value. This extended to the “wages” paid the sailors crewing the merchantmen plying the limited trade route between Illebard and Berhanth; all inbound cargo ended up distributed between the crew upon reaching homeport, the lion's share taken by the captain. A prime example of profit sharing, the material wealth was divided as equally as practicable.
"I'm not prepared to lose a third shipment,” vowed Hombur. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he bellowed, “All hands, rig for action stations!"
Garrich passed a quizzical stare to Ayron, who knit his arched brow together, sharing the identical thought. This is no warship.
Indeed, the Lady Luck was not. Marginally shorter and beamier than the Illebard Squadron longships, cogs were the wagons—not the chariots—of the seas. Built for haulage rather than speed, these single-masted, double-ended, flat-bottomed merchantmen averaged a displacement of 200 tons. Hombur's old girl was a mere hundred tonner, and when laden with a full hold of cargo cruised no faster than an unrushed sea turtle. She proved no more maneuverable either, so the Elven freighter stood no chance of outrunning or outsailing the closing cutter powered by the following northerly.
While the dozen sailors scrambled to answer their captain's command, he fixed Ayron with an enquiring stare. “Master Forester, I have a favor to ask of you.” The Wood Elf nodded warily for Hombur to proceed. “I couldn't help but notice a longbow amongst your possessions. Are you handy with the weapon?'
"I am the Queen's Champion,” Ayron boldly declared, neglecting to mention he acquired that prestigious accolade only by default. “Are you wanting me to shoot at the approaching ship?"
Hombur smiled at the archer's perceptiveness. “Coastal Guard tactics are straightforward. The cutter will veer across our bows, using its wash to slow us down before coming about and drawing alongside. Her captain will seek permission to come aboard, after which grappling hooks will be thrown over, followed by a boarding party of marines. Then the obligatory arrests get made."
"What's the target?” pressed Ayron.
"With the wind running as it is, the cutter will angle down our port side ... that's on the right, for your benefit. I'd like you to distract her tillerman with a couple of volleys. Nothing fancy, just something that'll make him duck down long enough to delay rounding our stern. That should give me time to ready my surprise for them.” Seeing the archer mulling over his request, Hombur slyly enticed, “Do this and you'll not swab another plank for the rest of the voyage."
Not even batting an eyelid, Ayron complied with a sharp nod. “I could do with some target practice,” he said, hastening to the spot his belongings were stashed on deck, where the crew bedded down between watches at the base of the mainmast.
Garrich did object. “Captain Hombur, you can't possibly let Ayron fire on that ship. The Elves aren't at war with Anarica."
"Would you rather have the Karaverens tie alongside, jump onboard, and chuck you in the brig, Master Goblin?"
The protesting youth shut up. Anarican jail cells were not on his list of hot spots.
"I'm only defending my vessel and cargo against legalized piracy,” added Hombur, grimly hobbling forward.
Garrich paired up with Ayron by the port railing. His minder had already belted on his holster of arrows and was removing his bow from its protective oilcloth wrap. “You have to reconsider this,” he implored the Forester. ‘It's not right."
Stringing his unsheathed weapon, Ayron plucked the bowstring to test its tautness. Satisfied, he leant two-handed on the elegantly curved upper limb. “I've no love for the Illebards, but I'll not stand by and see Anaricans take advantage of any Elves."
Garrich gave up. He left the Janyler nocking an arrow and climbed the short ladder up to the forecastle deck. Hombur was directing two deckhands hauling canvas sheeting off a hidden contraption. “I wondered what was beneath that tarp,” he commented interestedly on the uncovered catapult.
"A little insurance policy I recently picked up secondhand from my Dwarf contacts,” said Hombur, helping his crewmen undo the lashings holding the artillery piece fast to the deck. “Lend a hand, Master Goblin."
Aiding the sailors in positioning the catapult to fire by swiveling it on an ingeniously contrived turntable that locked into place after inserting iron pins into steep plates bolted on the deck, Garrich further manhandled fifty pounds of bolas into the cradle once the arm was cranked down.
By now the intercepting cutter was a thousand yards away and executing a shallow starboard tack.
"Helm, hold your course,” Hombur ordered his steersman, moving to the prow for a better look at the incoming revenue vessel. “Master Forester, standby."
Ayron drew back his bow and sighted along the length of his nocked flight through the rigging. The cutter, sailing at high speed close to the wind, was 500 yards off and bearing down fast. Pinpointing the tillerman, a tallish man marked by a red woolen hat, the archer aimed for the empty deck ahead of the preoccupied man's unshod feet.
Garrich held his breath. From his vantage point, it seemed a collision between the opposing ships was unavoidable. “Hombur, are you sure this'll work?"
"Every Elf sailor of note apprenticed in the Illebard Squadron. I reached the rank of master's mate before jacking it in to barter for my own ship. I know my stuff when it comes to warring at sea. Who do you think trained Hennario up?"
"Er, there is a ship heading straight for us,” Garrich reminded the waffling captain.
"Steady as you go,” Hombur shouted to his obedient helmsman.
The gap shortened considerably when the cutter swung sharply inwards, forfeiting fifty yards to the risky maneuver.
Garrich braced himself as the swifter Anarican vessel crossed his line of vision. A sleeker sixty feet in length, she was half the size of her quarry but packed a wallop. Garrich clearly saw the compliment of thirty coastguard marines crowded amidships around the cutter's mainmast, grappling irons and boarding axes at the ready. He noted too the amazement on the commanding officer's passing face as the wide-eyed man registered first the staring Goblin, then the primed catapult. Shouts of panic aboard the Anarican vessel followed.
"Anytime now will be good, Master Forester!"
Heeding Hombur's prompt, Ayron took a final check on his target area before loosing his arrow. At the same instant, Lady Luck broached the cutter's frothing wash and rolled sharply to port. The misfired flight arced across the intervening yardage of glistening sea, the shaft embedding in the neck of the unsuspecting tillerman, its impact hurling him overboard. Pandemonium erupted on the unguided Karaveren ship as many hands scrabbled to man the vacated tiller.
Ayron, slack-jawed from mortification at witnessing his shot go astray to eliminate the steersman, shuddered when the catapult fired in echo. Strands of rope with stone weights attached to either end hurtled from the merchantman over to the cutter, fouling the Karaveren's rigging and shredding the yard sail to effectively render her less than seaworthy and unable to mount a pursuit.
Jumping for joy, Hombur danced a jig at the success of his gambit ... remarkable deeds for a one-legged Sea Elf on a pitching deck. “That's one for the songsters to warble about back home, Master Goblin,” he laughed, gleefully clapping Garrich on the back. “Secure and sheet up the catapult, boys. That baby's worth its weight in cod.” He hopped down the ladder to congratulate Ayron. “Cheer up, Master Forester. We got through the blockade. See."
Glancing astern, Ayron observed the pilotless cutter floundering in the breeze, trailing the ropes of her tattered rigging like spilling entrails. “At the cost of a man's life,” the archer guiltily said. “My arrow fatally went wide of the mark."
The Illebard merchant captain whistled reproachfully. “You are in strife, Master Forester. No doubts there. The Karaverens won't rest until they find the culprit responsible and make an arrest. Cheer up. By then, you'll be safe and sound knee-deep in Dwarfs."
Maldoch went quiet. Putting a warning finger to his lips, he motioned J'tard to silence. Wizard and Troll crouched at the northwestern base of the Eyrie, the sky at their backs blooded by the lowering sun. The advancing shadows crept up the crag, further blackening the fractured slate rock face. Maldoch tugged the Desertlander's muscled arm and followed the creeping dusk into one of the numerous vertical clefts splitting the foot of the hulking peak. Turning frontward in their narrow place of concealment, the pair gazed upon a glorious sunset that instilled apprehension rather than appreciation.
Their unease manifested itself tangibly in a sinister whirring that quickened the rapidly dimming daylight. Maldoch pointed up, compelling J'tard to risk a glance outside. 800 feet overhead, outlined against the crimson and purple wash, winged silhouettes streamed from caves holing the topmost section of Carnach's isolated dolomite mountain. Darkened by the combination of failing light and distance, the flapping fliers proved impossible to identify.
For the next hour, the travelers huddled tensely while hundreds of the mystery avians departed from the Eyrie on their nightly jaunt, fanning out northwards and to the east where the treed expanse of Darkling Forest provided ample hunting grounds. Other than the uncomforting cadence of their beating wings, they flew in absolute silence, uttering no cries. Even when the drone of their exodus subsided into the dark hush of deepening night, Maldoch did not deign to speak for a half hour afterwards and only then in a strained whisper.
"They're gone for now. But they'll return ahead of the dawn. We'll stay holed up here until sunrise."
"What sort of birds were those, Magnificent One?” rumbled the perplexed Troll.
"Lower your voice. Who said they are birds."
"If not, what then?” the rebuked Desertlander whispered back.
"Harkies."
None the wiser, J'tard was determined to break through the spellcaster's reticence. “From the way we're hiding like a meerkat down a burrow, I take it that the non-birds are unfriendly.'
"They have an unfussy diet,” supplied the wizard. “Any brand of meat will do, including Troll.” Making himself as comfortable as possible on the stony floor of the defile, Maldoch stretched out, pillowing his head with his pack. “You take first watch. Wake me in four hours. Oh, and definitely no loud noises during the night. I'm reasonably sure the roosting caverns have emptied, but you never know whether or not a straggler got left behind in the Caves of Blood. Harkies can hear a pine needle drop in a forest from half a league away. Any careless sound will be the death of us."
Wondering what sort of predicament Maldoch had landed him in now, J'tard commenced the vigil with his own breathing frighteningly noisy to his ears. The wizard's hand roughly shook him awake five hours later, scarcely a quarter of the way into his own sleep period after Maldoch had taken over the watch.
"You're snoring!” he rasped in admonishment at the drowsy Troll.
Mumbling apologetically, J'tard rolled onto his front and slipped into quieter slumber. The wizard allowed him to sleep the remainder of the night uninterrupted and the Troll woke shivering to the first feelers of dawn's light graying the darkness. Wrapping his mantle of rainbow-hued wool tighter about his chilled frame, he began the reborn day griping how midsummer in the northlands was no warmer than wintertime in southern Terrath.
"Shush,” the wizard softly reminded him.
Stretching the tightness out of his cramped legs, J'tard shuffled to the opening of their interim hideaway to view the unfurling sunrise. Leaning out, he saw extending beneath a sky of graduating blueness gold and pink backlit clouds canopying a smudge line of black-green defining the target forestland. Ebony specters were glimpsed lifting up from the faraway treeline, the separate streamers fusing into an ominous mass converging on the Eyrie.
Pulling the Troll back into the safer innards of the cleft, Maldoch rapidly whispered, “The Harkies are swift fliers. They'll be arriving before the hour is out. We'll give them another hour to settle before making our run for Darkling Forest. When the time comes move quickly but quietly, until out of earshot of this rock. Harkies are light daytime sleepers."
"How far to the woodland?"
"Four days of hard jogging over rocky terrain,” disclosed Maldoch. “Are you up to the challenge?"
The Troll flashed his ivory tusks in a grin of acceptance, blustering, “A stroll in the sand. Think you can keep up with me?"
"I was about to ask you that,” swaggered the wizard.
"Would you be capable of it?"
Garrich considered Ayron's poser. Lounging on the deck amidships, soaking up the warming rays of the early morning sunshine, he cogitated. Death preoccupied the archer's thoughts in the wake of the cutter incident twenty-four hours earlier, his remorse enlarging to encompass the Goblin youth with Elven morality. To take an innocent's life, even mistakenly, was an irredeemable act in Lothberen culture.
Ayron was about to repeat his question when Garrich beat him to the punch. “Killing anybody is not an easy burden to carry around with you."
"We weren't taking about me,” retorted the Janyler. “Stop avoiding the issue."
"You're the one sidestepping guilt. You must learn to live with it, otherwise the blame will gnaw at your insides and you'll wind up having more sleepless nights than a baying, lovelorn wolf."
Sitting across from Garrich, his lean frame propped against the solid trunk of the mainmast, the tuneless lute in his lap, the Elf marred his ageless looks with a sneer. “What makes a wet-behind-the-ears Losther such an expert on culpability?"
"I told you back at Illebard that I had slain several men."
"I thought you were exaggerating."
Garrich filled Ayron in on the murderous retribution he exacted upon his foster father's slayers, down to the last gory detail. “If that doesn't qualify me as an expert, nothing ever will."
"You and me both."
"We're alike, but hardly the same,” disputed the Goblin. “There's a fundamental difference between our two episodes."
"You dispatched three to my one."
"Apart from that. Mine was intentional, yours accidental. Mistakes happen, Ayron. Regret the deed and move on."
The Wood Elf shook his disbelieving head, muttering, ‘I'm taking advice from somebody one seventh my age."
"And I'm beginning to sound like Maldoch. Neither of us is exactly living the dream."
That statement led Ayron to repeat his earlier question. “You've killed men, Losther. Are you prepared to slay Westerners too?"
"It has never crossed my mind,” Garrich honestly admitted.
"You must've taken that into account when the wizard roped you in as the linchpin in this whole affair. Exactly what role did he indicate you'd play?"
Garrich shrugged. “We never really discussed it. I've been tutored exclusively in the soldiering ways. Maybe I'm to be given command of one of the Royal High Army regiments in order to lead the Eastern Realms to victory in a final epic battle, like any halfway decent hero would."
'That's unlikely,” scoffed Ayron. “The Anaricans no doubt have their generals already. Be realistic. Do you think human warriors will follow into combat a member of the race they're warring against?"
Remembering the Alberion constabulary's reaction to his presence, Garrich painfully saw the Elf's point. Ayron was not done with the troubled Goblin yet.
"There's also the obvious conundrum. You'll have no way of knowing if any brethren you personally slay are related. For all intents and purposes, you might unwittingly kill one of your kinfolk."
Focused on the confrontation as a whole, rather than divided into a series of struggles, Garrich had overlooked the certainty of fighting his own people. Factoring in his ignorance of his parentage and clan, the oversight was excusable. That was worthless consolation if he happened to hack down a family member without even realizing it. Such a consideration changed his entire perspective on the impending race war. Not simply combating evil, Garrich battled his own past.
Just then Captain Hombur clumped up. “Ahoy, shipmates, there's been a lucky wind shift. We'll make Naprise by noon tomorrow at the latest, a half day ahead of schedule."
"Naprise!” exclaimed Garrich. “You said we're shipping for Berhanth."
"Too true, Master Goblin, except Berhanth lies eighty leagues inland. Naprise is only a quarter that distance from the coast. We anchor in a cove offshore and ferry the cargo to the beach by barge. From there the goods are carted by wagons to the warehouse of my agent in Naprise and swapped for the return shipment. He then forwards the offloaded cargo on to Berhanth for distribution."
"What's the agent's cut?” asked Ayron.
"A third of the consignment."
"That's awfully steep."
"Dwarfs are small in stature, not greed."
"I can't possibly go to Naprise,” interjected Garrich.
"A Losther showing his face in an Anarican settlement will cause an uproar,” conceded the Wood Elf.
"More than you can imagine,” grumbled the Goblin. “My face is already known in the principality. I'm a Westie wanted for murder."
"Not those thugs you slew to avenge your adoptive father?"
"Nothing that forgivable.” Garrich went sheepish. “I killed an Alberion peace officer. But it was accidental ... kind of."
Hombur guffawed. “At least the pair of you has something in common now ... killing men by mistake."
"Not even remotely funny,” moped Ayron.
"Don't fret, Master Goblin. I'll put you ashore a safe ways from Naprise. You can easily cut through the bottom of Northwood to bypass the town and reach Berhanth. From there you can walk anywhere in Carallord. Only mind your step. My Dwarf contacts say that the lands upcountry from the Shibar Flow on the west bank are teeming with patrols. Some fool castrated their king and they're paranoid about a repeat attack."
"I'll ensure we stay on the right side of the river,” promised Ayron. “I've no intention of getting my feet wet."
With things sorted, the Sea Elf skipper began clomping his way back to the quarterdeck. He was halted by Garrich's curiosity.
"Hombur, if it's not too personal I would like something clarified.” The questioning Goblin pointed to the captain's wooden pin. “I overheard the crew boasting how you lost that leg to a shark."
"Don't believe everything you hear. The truth is more often than not a boring piece of fact. I invented the shark tale to jazz up my otherwise dull reputation. Nobody is impressed when you say that a healer sawed off your gangrenous leg as a result of a wood chopping mishap in your careless youth. It doesn't exactly have a ring of excitability to it.” Hombur heaved a sigh. “I'll have to think up a different cover story for the amputation of the other leg when it finally happens."
Frowning, Ayron had to ask, “What's wrong with your good one?"
"Highland brandy, Master Forester,” professed Hombur. “It's a wicked fertilizer for gout."
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Chapter Thirty Five"There's something on the path up ahead."
J'tard thought Maldoch generous labeling the twisty, brush-choked game trail struggling through the tangled undergrowth a path. Impediment was nearer the mark. Overhanging branches clutched at the travelers’ mantles like groping hands, while underfoot protruding roots vied to trip the frustrated walkers. It appeared Darkling Forest resented their intrusion and was doing everything in its power to hinder the journeying wizard and Troll. Blocked by a moss-coated log, impossible to climb over or under, straddling the route, the focused spellcaster snapped his bearded face around when the high-pitched alarm call of a sparrowlike treecreeper sounded nearby.
Glancing uncomfortably over his shoulder, the perturbed Sulander added, “Seems we've got company behind us as well. Friend or foe, do you think?"
"We're in the thick of Carnach, J'tard. Friendlies are a bit thin on the ground."
Dangers unlimited abounded in the notorious wooded tract of Terrath's far northwest. Over centuries of wandering Maldoch learnt to avoid or counter the nastier creatures the continent offered up to imperil him, Darkling Forest abnormally hosting the greatest concentration. Most were ndigenous ... menacing, but predictably so. Except the unnatural spawn Maldoch feared was attempting to trap them.
"Flee or fight, Magnificent One?"
"My, aren't we just full of questions this morning. Got any suggestions to go with them?"
"How about staying alive."
Making a run for it was out of the question. Ranks of obstructing conifers walled the trail, their perennial emerald-sheathed boughs perpetuating the murk that named the disreputable timberland. Daylight, much like hope and goodwill, strived to make an impact in this near sunless, soulless wood. Crashing through the underbrush would only expose them greatly to attack, before or after they plunged disastrously into one of the many ponds, streams and bogs dotting the waterlogged region.
Out of choices, Maldoch selected. “We make a stand."
"In this spot,” J'tard said dubiously.
"Unless you're aware of a castle hereabouts, I can think of no better place,” rejoined the wizard, rapping the knob of his staff against the blockading log. Underland was undoubtedly a better proposition, but at four days walk away unrealistic.
Taking some practice swings with his prized mahtouk club, hooking the compressing foliage in the process, the Troll made the criticism, “There's hardly room to swing a cactus, let alone bash a nasty."
"I didn't say anything about fighting, J'tard."
'Didn't you bring me along as the hired muscle?"
"Only for scraps we stand a decent chance of winning.'
J'tard quaked. Whatever was making for them must be truly terrible.
"Gather me half a dozen straight sticks, each roughly a foot long,” Maldoch bizarrely instructed the Troll. “It's time to weave a spell."
J'tard started scouring the shrubbery for twigs. “Won't magic alert your no-good brother to our whereabouts?"
Surprisingly blasé about the risk, the wizard explicated, “Darkling Forest is superficially similar to Gwilhaire Wood in that it exudes a magical aura uniquely its own that suppresses the signature of other spells. Quite how it works without this forestland sprouting the equivalent of the Shadult Greenthe is beyond me. Perhaps the wood draws its magic from the basic evilness infusing the land. Whatever the cause, Omelchor will have a difficult time pinning us down in his own backyard."
"Is that so? From your nervousness I presume the goons coming to waylay us are of the extraordinary kind and not a haphazard piece of bad luck. That suggests the Ignoble One is sending word special delivery that he's aware of our exact location."
"Could be coincidence,” Maldoch lamely argued.
Letting his own sagacity shine, J'tard rumbled, “Since when, in your vast experience, do events happen at random."
The bested wizard snorted. “Just hurry up collecting those sticks, sandman."
J'tard quickly gathered the brushwood the spellcaster desired. Ushering the Troll behind him, Maldoch used the toe of his boot to scuff away the pine needle matting in front of the log obstruction, exposing the acidic loam beneath. Planting the sticks vertically ten feet apart within the semi-circle trough of earth, the wizard warned his puzzled travel buddy against crowding him.
Unable to contain his curiosity, J'tard demanded, “What are you up to, Magnificence?"
"Practicing my green thumb."
Concentrating his spellcasting talent, the incantation Maldoch invoked was older than the hills, predating some said the desolate Anarchic Years when a sect of druidic and Wicca purists rebelled against the technocracy of the times. Dedicated to ridding the abused land of industrial pollutants, the enclave of mystical greenies wove together strands of restorative magic to begin healing the mechanized countryside. Most were denied seeing the fruits of their labor; the indiscriminate Coughing Death cleansing the despoiled landmass of the human blight withered polluters and restorers alike. Those spellworkers who came through the ordeal completed the monumental task before setting about founding the pivotal fellowships of Terrathian magic.
A watered down derivative of that ambitious enchantment, Maldoch's scaled down spell was nonetheless potent in the right hands. Chanting sonorously, the working spellcaster tapped each of the upright sticks in turn with the Maker Staff, spreading his arms wide afterwards. His ancient canticle droned on for several more minutes, ending the moment he brought his hands together and thrust the butt of the stave onto the forest floor. There followed a muted rumble, as if a great beast stirred underground, fading into hollow silence.
Expecting a far more dramatic show, J'tard felt cheated. His disappointment evaporated when the sown sticks started to vibrate, generating a soporific clacking. The entranced Troll watched the twigs gradually thicken and shoot upwards, timed to the oscillations speeding up and the parallel clicks fusing into a droning hum of activity. Blurred by the fury of the magical force suffusing them, the rapidly expanding and heightening sticks sprouted horizontal branches that snaked rope-like to coil about the adjoining timber column on either side, forming interlocking bars of solidifying wood an arm's thickness in circumference. Before anyone could say “magic beanstalk” the fuzzy pillars of wood ebbed back into focus, twenty feet tall and nine wide, the diminishing buzz hanging in the air like an aftertaste.
"You've caged us!” decried the Troll.
"Merely placed us in protective custody,” rebuffed the wizard. “Would you rather be out there unguarded with that?"
Looking through the mesh of timber bars linking the sturdy posts, J'tard gulped nervously when a monstrous figure slipped soundlessly out of the shadowed underbrush to cram the game trail with its gigantism. 600 lbs of corded muscle stuffed into a twelve-foot tall, three-foot wide humanlike frame hulked into view under a stray shaft of revealing sunlight filtering bravely through the evergreen gloom.
Squinting, J'tard's natural intrigue in the world beyond his desert home, even a land fraught with peril, calmed his instinctive fear. Few creatures in Terrath exceeded Trolls in stature, supposedly none of them bipeds. No Sulander in the recorded annals taking up space in the Library of Histories ever clapped eyes on one of the mythical Norg'kthar, so the smidgens of speculative descriptions of the dread beasts proved woefully inaccurate. Maldoch himself often no more than caught fleeting glimpses of Carnach's premier monster, and only then when running hard to evade them. In spite of his ignorance, the Troll unihorn dealer guessed at the importance of the colossus boldly taking six-foot strides toward the cage. He dutifully drank in the repulsive sight with his enquiring eyes, knowing that scribes would demand a detailed account of this encounter to record for posterior in their age-defying stone tablets ... providing J'tard lived to give it.
The intruder loomed as gross as it was big. Its face looked superficially mannish with high cheekbones angling downward to be stopped by a wide jaw set in a permanent grimace, the protruding bottom lip supporting a pair of small upward thrusting tusks while a larger fang dropped from each corner of the unsmiling mouth. The ears were both lobed and upswept, contrasting features unseen on any of the Fellow Races. Gray, spiral horns ringed with bands of white bone and exhibiting a slight downward curvature extended half a foot out from the temples above intimidating brow ridges, beneath which shadowed eyes scarily devoid of pupils glowed yellow with evil intensity. The skin seemed the end product of an indecisive color consultant: an underlying hue of insipid gray speckled with patches of brown and pink. Black-rooted red hair fanned backwards from the monster's high forehead in an unmanageable wave, echoed by its pronouncedly hairy chest, forearms, and legs. Unclothed but for a fur loincloth, the only weapon the Norg'kthar carried was an immense club of mystery bone gripped in normal looking hands.
J'tard's fascination continued, seemingly drawing the beast in. By far the most bizarre feature of the Norg'kthar's physical makeup was its bare feet: two and a half foot long clodhoppers with broad, inward curving sickle-like claws where the toes and heel should be. Rather than bestow a clumsy, shuffling gait, the weirdly shaped feet permitted the walker to almost glide over the dense mat of pine needles like an ice skater, enabling virtually noiseless travel through the coniferous forest. Peculiar crescent tracks marked the creature's whispered passage.
"An Ogre,” Maldoch sighed exasperatedly, using the Nglais label to name the approaching menace. “Of all the worse luck."
The disheartened wizard's voice halted the Ogre, warily commanding the trail four yards from the improvised cage. Sniffing the air, its gargoyle head rocked from side to side.
"Just how sturdy is this cell?” J'tard hastily asked, concern winning out over curiousness again.
"It's Ogre-proof,” maintained Maldoch.
As if testing that declaration the Ogre rushed at the timber erection, mightily swinging its ivory club. The wooden bars reverberated from the tremendous overhand blow but held, neither cracking nor chipping. Baffled, the thwarted Ogre bashed at the shielding wood again, bellowing in frustration afterwards at its inability to break through the wizard's ingenious defense. J'tard took an involuntary step backwards as the stubborn Ogre, picking brawn over brains, pounded mindlessly at the magically strengthened cage, timber thwarting bone every time.
"Omelchor's pets aren't the brightest stars in the night sky."
The Troll looked over at the commenting wizard sitting himself down. “How long is it likely to hammer away?"
"It is a he, J'tard. All Ogres encountered down though the ages have been male. So far as I'm aware, nobody has ever come across a female Norg'kthar. Probably just as well. Going by the menfolk, they'll be ugly as sin.” Maldoch gave an unhelpful shrug in answer to the query. “Might as well get comfortable, sandman. He could be at it for a minute or a month."
J'tard uneasily took a seat beside the blasé spellcaster on the thick pile of dampish, pine needle carpet. In between the regularly thumping of bone hammering wood they conversed. Since joining up with Maldoch's quest the Troll had gradually opened up.
"The Library of Histories doesn't contain much more than vague references to Ogres, Magnificence. I've researched the annals right back to their starting date in the fourteenth century of the First Epoch. There's no mention of the Norg'kthar anywhere in the records before Year Seven Hundred of the Second Epoch and that itself was a partial, unverified account from a Dwarf prospector on the wrong side of Fearsome Grey who, and I quote, ‘bumped into a devil beastie with eyes afire and ram's horns'."
"You're awfully informed for a Unihorn dealer."
"I'm an amateur historian. It gets me out of the house on weekends."
"Out of K'hanti's hair."
J'tard shared Maldoch's cheeky smirk. “The peace of the library is a welcome break from my wife's distinctive voice,” he conceded.
"What became of the prospector?"
Losing the grin, the Troll related, “The passage is fragmentary and doesn't say. Obviously the Dwarf got away and lived to tell his tale. My point is, every one of the Fellow Races is made mention of in the Histories by Year One of the Second Epoch—except for the Ogres. Where were they before then? Have Ogres always dwelt in Darkling Forest, or did they migrate from further afar? For that matter, what is their specific ancestry?"
"The last is one question you really don't want the answer to,” returned Maldoch. “Why all the interest anyhow? You weren't aware the Mdwumps existed until our encounter in Shadfenn. Are you next going to tell me that you intend to research the lineage of those giant slugs?"
"There's no need for that,” huffed J'tard. “The first two lines in the last verse of the Dissension Scroll take care of that nicely."
Maldoch flashed the Troll a remonstrating glower. “Copies of the prophecies are stored at Kha-Rell with the understanding that only wizards may study them."
J'tard was unabashed. “V'drall has a passion for eating dates. His weakness allows me to bribe my way into perusing the tablets stacked in the Restricted Vault from time to time."
"I'll have a stern word to the librarian when next I see him,” Maldoch muttered promisingly, “if only to curb his exotic gluttony. Just what have you deduced about the Mdwumps from the Scroll?"
"That they're Elves."
Impressed by J'tard's bang on decryption, the wizard blocked out the Ogre's door knocking to concentrate on the Troll's reasoning.
"'Nor'greeners wade undone marsh’ was a toughie, but once I figured out that it referred to the ancestral Elves after doing a bit of digging in the obscurer records, then ‘Fleshed spirit twists from darken arts made perfect sense’ ... the dark magic infusing Shadfenn contorted the Elves into Mdwumps. What doesn't add up is why the Berhanthite Treesingers vacated the northland all those centuries ago to wind up lost in a southern swamp."
Privy to that answer, Maldoch kept mum. “What's the relevance to the Norg'kthar?"
"They too are mentioned in the Dissension Scroll."
"Line four, verse three"’ cited the wizard. “'Molding beasts of horn'."
"The previous line of ‘Errant maker-words cast askew’ is more intriguing,” said J'tard. “I reckon I've sussed out Omelchor's connection to the Ogres. Your bad boy brother magicked the Norg'kthar into being."
Astounded by the Troll's cleverness, Maldoch nodded pensively and confirmed, “You're partly right. The evidence points strongly to Omel creating the Ogres. But magic wasn't at all involved."
J'tard slowly cottoned on. “He bred them into existence?"
"My evil alter ego has many talents. Racial husbandry is likely one of them."
"You don't know this for certain?"
"Not entirely,” admitted the wizard. “Omelchor is even more secretive than I am and Carnach not the easiest place to go snooping about in. As my brother does not have a set stronghold anywhere in this accursed land, he makes full use of Darkling Forest as his entire base of operations, constantly shifting his impermanent camp and making it impossible for me to spy on his activities. I can therefore only surmise about the stuff he does here. However circumstantial the proof may be, I'm adamant the Norg'kthar are a hand-built race and that Omelchor holds the patent on them."
J'tard rumbled ruminatively. This was one revelation for the tablets. The historians back home would have to radically revise their thinking that, anthropologically speaking, the Fellow Races were all natural products of their environments. Ogres were plainly not. Interest stirred by his background as a unihorn dealer, where bloodlines were constantly mixed to improve the genetic stock, J'tard was naturally keen to explore the mechanics behind Norg'kthar breeding.
Conversely, Maldoch seemed intent on further discussing the Troll's interpretations of the prophecies, figuring he might gain valuable insight from a fresh perspective on the ambiguous auguries. They both spoke at once, halting after their opening words collided head on. An awkward silence rose between them.
The wizard stared beyond the cage bars. Halting his futile hammering, the Ogre shuffled back, his muscled torso glossy with sweat and heaving from the sustained effort. Maldoch blinked and shook his head, afraid he might be seeing double. He unfortunately was not. There now stood two Ogres blocking the trail with their frightening, joint immenseness.
"I think Fate just shoved Destiny aside,” Maldoch muttered bleakly.
Eyeing up the newcomer, J'tard could see the second Ogre bulked half the size of the first and was squatter in form, his thick legs curving outward in a slightly bowlegged stance. The club he gripped was a crudely fashioned mace, a sturdy stick topped by a rough chunk of stone lashed to its forked tip by cords of rawhide. Whereas his larger buddy had the feral look of a wild animal, this Norg'kthar actually seemed to be sizing up the cage. When those unnerving yellow eyes fell upon him, evilly narrowing as their animalistic owner contemplated the caged prey, J'tard actually shuddered.
His nostrils flaring, the flustered Troll hissed, “Do you smell smoke?"
Whirling, his mane of snowy hair spilling about his shoulders like a breaking comber, Maldoch's eagle eyes narrowed as his beak of a nose drew in a whiff of tainted air. “Looks like there is a bright spark in these woods,” growled the unhappy wizard, pointing with his staff to a ribbon of gray wood smoke wafting upwards from beneath the upended trunk walling the rear of their enclosure. Herded by a fitful breeze, the rapidly billowing fume swirled about the cage, filling the space with choking acridness.
"Aren't Ogres just big, dumb brutes?’ coughed J'tard, his eyes beginning to sting and water.
"Of all people, a Troll should not jump to the assumption of racial stereotyping,” spluttered the mage. “For the most part Ogres are dumber than dirt, but every so often one pops up which, while not a mental giant by normal reckoning, is a genius by Ogre standards. Norg'kthar intelligence is reflected in stature ... the smaller the package, the brainier the beast.” The wizard looked back over his shoulder through the thickening smoke at the watchful Ogre. ‘For all his littleness, the shrimp out there is calling the shots. He's a clever one. Burning green wood is a surefire way to smoke us out."
Too true. By now the smoke had grown dense enough to suffocate what scant woodland air remained in the cage. Maldoch tried incanting a spell to disperse the fumes, only to hack horribly as smoke filled his lungs, interrupting the enchantment. With no time left to restart the incantation, the wizard grabbed the coughing Troll's brawny arm. “I'm going to have to drop the cage, before we both pass out from smoke inhalation,” he rasped. “I can manage that quicker than magicking this smoke away. We'll have to resort to old-fashioned brawling to get out of this spot of trouble. You take the big Ogre."
"I was afraid of that,” hacked the Desertlander.
Maldoch proceeded to withdraw the enchantment, the billowing smoke that obscured the timber bars, now shrinking in size back to unimportant sticks, delaying the Ogres storming the breakout. Roaring in gleeful surprise as wizard and Troll hustled from the gray fumes into clear air, the Norg'kthar leapt to the challenge.
Barely having time to rub his teary eyes, J'tard checked an overhand swing from the bigger Ogre with his own club, staggering from the inhuman strength behind the blow that numbed his arm to the elbow. Sidestepping his larger foe, he swung hard with his own bat after changing hands and caught the Ogre a beauty in the small of his back. Shrugging off the hit as if it was nothing but a slap with a flyswatter, the monster biped rained blows onto the dismayed Troll in reply. Clubbing lacked the finesse of other fighting disciplines, coming down to the simplistic level of bludgeoning your opponent into submission: an end result that normally entailed the severest of headaches afterwards.
J'tard blocked determinedly, managing even to deliver a couple of ineffectual counterblows, before the bone cudgel his enemy wielded smashed through the woody mahtouk root like a hammer through glass. Left holding the broken end of his prized club, the distraught Troll flew into a rage and tackled the Ogre about the waist, winding the surprised brute as the pair crashed to the ground. Coming up on his knees on the Ogre's chest, the jagged remnants of his Desertland certificate of manhood clenched tightly in his fist, J'tard staked the Norg'kthar in what he hoped was the beast's heart. The Ogre reacted by bawling and knocking the audacious Troll off him, pawing at the shard of petrified root embedded in his pectoral muscle. J'tard came back with a rock in his hand, hammering the stake home. A geyser of blood exploded around the peg and the Ogre convulsed, his back arching. Smashing the stake again, J'tard fell back from the giant's violent death throes, pooped and covered in sticky blood.
Maldoch was having an equally tough time. The dwarf Ogre, matching the wizard in height, outweighed him by a good 100 lbs. Using his wit to level the uneven playing field, the spellcaster twirled his staff like a cheerleader's baton at a jousting tournament, lunging forward with the lightning speed of a darting cobra to whack the entranced Norg'kthar on the head before springing away. More annoying than damaging, the strikes provided a distraction while the wizard composed a suitable spell to immobilize his beastly opponent. He never got the chance to finish up his incantation. Fed up with the wizard's pussyfooting, the Ogre tripped up Maldoch with the butt of his mace and brained the fallen mage with the stony business end before he could rise.
J'tard leapt to the dazed wizard's rescue before the Ogre could finish bashing his head in. Hardly a champion wrestler back in his desert home, the plucky Troll was betting that even the smartest of backwoods monsters did not possess an ounce of wrestling knowledge.
Delivering a flying drop kick at the Ogre's chest with both feet, J'tard sent the Norg'kthar lurching backwards in disarray, losing its blooded mace in the process. Removing his multicolored wool mantle, now more red than rainbow, and flinging it aside, the Desertlander followed up with a back-fist to his opponent's head, instantly regretting the move as he skinned the knuckles of his fisted hand against rigid Ogre horns. In return the beast scrunched the smarting Troll in a bear hug, lifting J'tard clear off his splayed feet, squeezing the breath from him and crushing his ribcage.
Gasping for air, J'tard panicked and futilely tried to squirm free of the Ogre's unbreakable clench. Despite the Troll's slippery overcoat of blood, the grip of the embracing Norg'kthar remained firm and unyielding. Someplace deep within J'tard recalled wrestling know-how to thwart the bear hug and employed the tried and true bell clap counterblow. That too failed, Ogre headgear warding off the sharp clap of hands about the ears meant to upset the monster's equilibrium, the attempt numbing J'tard's palms. Desperate now, the life being compressed out of him, the Troll recklessly head butted his foe and for his trouble came off nearly blinded by a horn tip scraping along the brow ridge protecting his right eye.
Luckily help was on hand. Struggling shakily to his feet, one hand clutching a weepy gash to his forehead, Maldoch foolhardily punched at the Ogre's exposed back. Dropping the breathless Troll to face his tormentor, the Ogre swept the groggy wizard off his feet with a beefy forearm. Maldoch snapped around and crashed heavily into the underbrush, joining the detritus matting the forest floor. Turning back to his worthier adversary, the snarling Norg'kthar found J'tard breathing hard and shaking his head, but recovered enough to launch into the next round of their life and death bout.
Counting on the wizard's belief that all Ogres were male, J'tard opened round two dispensing a savage toe-kick to the hulk's groin. When contact was made the Ogre squealed then doubled over, cross-eyed and clutching his bruised private parts. Disregarding his own pain and dizziness the Troll staggered up to the crippled Norg'kthar, pondering his next action as the troublesome horns precluded using a number of the standard wrestling moves. Opting for simplicity over complexness, J'tard threw the Ogre over onto his back with a basic hip toss, trailed by an elbow drop that further disabled the downed Westie. Demonstrating superhuman strength powered by an adrenalin rush, the grim Troll picked up his immobilized opponent. Struggling with the immense load, he dropped him back first across one knee, using the Ogre's own considerable weight to snap the brute's spine with a sickeningly audible crunch.
J'tard rolled the broken Ogre off his knee. Permanently put out of action but not dead, the paralyzed Norg'kthar groaned as he flopped onto the ground like a sack of spuds. Stepping over his victory, J'tard searched the undergrowth with worried eyes for the struck wizard. Locating the unconscious spellcaster by the soles of his booted feet sticking out from under a shrub of Mountain Ash, he grabbed Maldoch by the ankles and hauled him back out into the open, turning him over along the way. Overtaken by fatigue, the Troll slumped to the ground behind the mage.
Cradling Maldoch's head in his lap, J'tard wiped away the drops of redness trickling into his eyes, uncaring if it was his or Ogre blood. Assessing his plight, the satire did not escape the Desertlander. His second excursion with Maldoch the Magnificent had gone as sour as week old Unihorn milk. The pattern was clear; journeying with the wizard was hazardous to one's health. J'tard came up with the notion of sewing a warning label on Maldoch's cloak if they ever got out of this fix alive, which was doubtful. Clubless, magicianless, and homeless deep inside the borders of a foreign land, surrounded on all sides by creatures desiring to either kill them, eat them or both, Sandwalker and sage were dead men sitting.
Resolved this time to face his fate with eyes wide open, J'tard brushed strands of blood-matted hair off the wizard's ashen face as the rotten day wore on, awaiting their inescapable deaths.
—
Noises stirred the Troll from his weariness. For a horrifying moment after he sat up from his unplanned nap, J'tard thought himself blind before realizing that night had fallen, though the deepening of the perpetual gloom in Darkling Forest was hardly appreciable. Letting his eyes adjust to the blackness was scarcely worth the effort. Ideally suited to coping with the desert glare of sand-reflected sunlight, Troll sight equated to poor night vision. Reverting to his marginally better hearing, J'tard listened for the indistinct sounds that roused him. His straining ears picked up nothing but blank silence. Even the Ogre whose back he snapped like a dry stick of kindling no longer whimpered.
Wondering if tiredness and an overactive imagination combined to addle his sleepy brain, J'tard was not mistaken when the foliage at his back rustled warningly. With no time to grope around in the dark for anything to use as a makeshift weapon, he patiently sat huddled protectively over the senseless wizard as the shadowed brush disgorged formless shapes to encircle the defenseless pair like a hunting wolf pack.
A deeply feminine voice addressed the Troll in a forceful whisper from behind his left shoulder. “Move not one muscle. Utter not a word out of turn."
J'tard could not help but backchat. “Okay for me to breathe?’ he grunted.
"Shallowly.” The knife tip pressing against his kidney punctuated the woman's point.
That was not a problem. Every breath the Troll took aggravated his pained sides. Going solely by the talker's low-level threat, J'tard guessed the demanding female to be short, around Highlander height in scale if measured against historical statistics. Figuring that Dwarfs would be rather thin on the ground in these parts, the Unihorn wheeler-dealer surmised that his captors were none other than...
"You're Gnomes,” he challenged them.
That same imposing contralto indulged his curiosity without drawing blood. “Gnomes. Underlanders. Hobgoblins. You Topsiders call us many names. Yet we remain the unnamable. Be silent now, unless you want to draw the attention of the mus muris alatus lamia."
"Which is?'
"The mouse-winged vampires, those termed Harkies in the topside speech."
"What do I call you?” asked J'tard, pushing the conversation further along.
"Ma'am. Nom, report on your sweep."
A male's voice slid out of the darkness ahead of J'tard. “Two Bellua both deader than rock."
"You slew them,” the unseen woman murmured to J'tard.
"If by them you mean those Ogres, then yes."
"Single-handedly?"
"Mostly."
"What breed are you?"
"I belong to the Troll race."
Silence surfaced in the wake of his declaration. Abruptly the knifepoint was withdrawn, replaced by a bony finger tentatively poking the Sulander's glossy skin. Wincing when the exploring fingertip prodded his busted ribs, J'tard ground his teeth in order not to cry out from the pain. The intrusive inspection lasted for a hurtful minute, leaving the sore Troll feeling like a slab of meat.
Whispering in an awed tone, the questioning woman breathed in his ear, “You are calvus kin to the promontorium lemures."
"I am amicus—friend,” responded J'tard, unsure of her inference.
The knifepoint returned in a flash, digging this time into the hollow of the Troll's unprotected throat. “How dare you!” the unrevealed Gnome amazon hissed, her tone menacingly condemnable. “No Topsider may befoul the sacred words of Antiquitas Lingua with his own tongue.” The sound of her disdainful spitting was patently clear in the unsuppressed dark. “Punishment is executable by death. Before I send your immunda animus—unclean soul—to whatever afterlife your people prescribe to, you will tell me how you come to know the Ancients’ Speech."
"Will that be a quick execution or the other kind?” quipped J'tard.
The knife tickled his jugular. “Depends on your answer, paganus extraneus. It can be swift like a rockfall, or slow like a cave stream. Your choice."
Fatherly advice given long ago annoyingly pricked J'tard's conscience. “Be at all times truthful", his wise old dad had imparted. Good counsel if a perfect world existed. Adulthood straightened that idealistic thinking right out of J'tard. In real life honesty is not always the best policy. Tonight was a prime example. If J'tard told the truth, that what little Tanit at his command was irreverently gleaned from poring over dry and dusty library texts and not Holy Scriptures, he might as well put a club to his own head. The time was ripe to be inventive.
"I was coached by my offsider here, in readiness for when we bumped into you lot on our travels,” fibbed J'tard. “He said it might prove helpful. I think him mistaken."
"Humph, two impius Topsiders to be put to death then."
"Don't be so hasty, little lady. Dark as it is, it might pay you to take a closer look at my barbatus friend."
J'tard reckoned he could almost hear the Gnome's brain ticking over. Reputed to see better than the keenest-eyed owl on the gloomiest moonless night, the Underlander would have no trouble making out Maldoch's white-bearded countenance. Looks alone betrayed the wizard's profession.
"Magnificus veneficus, Maldochus!” she exclaimed, verifying J'tard's inducement before removing the blade from his neck. Identifying a key member of Terrath's wizardry triumvirate put a radically different spin on things for the Gnomes.
J'tard was abruptly clubbed on the back of his skull with the hilt of the knife. Pitching forward, the semi-conscious Troll moaned inaudibly as he was manhandled off the bashed spellcaster and laid flat on his back, hearing through the fog clouding his senses the female Gnome taking charge.
"Only the fact of the company you keep, plus the Bellua you slew, merits sparing your life, J'tard Sandwalker. Whatever your cause for journeying through Darkling Forest, wherever the destination you had in mind, the pair of you are now bound for Darkin Horr, where you'll be questioned by the Serpentwearer. He shall now decide what is to be done with you. Bind and truss them up."
Dimly registering rope cords being knotted around his wrists and ankles, J'tard dazedly mumbled, “Swell. Back to being tied up again."
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Chapter Thirty SixA day later, things were about to get hairy for Garrich too. Nearly 900 leagues away on the other side of Terrath, he and Ayron took a breather from their rigorous climb into the fractured rock strewing the foothills of the mineral rich Northern Heights. Resting on his haunches halfway up the slope of a steep-sided gorge at the bottom of which snaked a narrow watercourse torrid with whitewater, the panting Goblin looked past his unreadable Elf companion. Sharing nothing in common but pointy ears and a continuing repugnance for one another, the pair had reached an uneasy understanding: Garrich told Ayron what to do and the Janyler disregarded him.
Gazing back along the length of the hot and dusty ravine to where the midafternoon heat haze blurred the unappealing rockscape into a fuzzy brown smudge, Garrich mopped his sweaty brow with the hem of his pre-loved travel cloak. Afterwards, he asked Ayron what the Elven connection to Berhanth was.
"Didn't Hombur tell you aboard that piece of driftwood he passes off as a ship?” rejoined the cool and collected Wood Elf, unbothered by the brief but intense northern summer.
"I don't mean trade, Ayron. What's the Elf history behind Berhanth? Why does a Dwarf outpost bear an elvish sounding name?"
"Good taste,” supposed Ayron. When that failed to satisfy the nosy Goblin, he gave in with shrug and a sigh. “There's an obscure ballad sung concerning a pair of star-crossed lovers, the reputed parents of Elfdom, who made their home where Berhanth sits, naming the place in honor of their firstborn daughter. The family relinquished it to the Dwarfs after moving south to put their roots down in Gwilhaire."
"How long ago did this fairytale take place?"
"We don't measure time in the way that preoccupies other races, Losther,” sneered the Janyler.
"Which is why Elves are seemingly ageless,” rebounded Garrich. “They can't count past a hundred."
Rising above the snipe, Ayron revised the route Garrich was trailblazing. Following the directions stingily given by a vulgar Dwarf guide the previous day when the Elf had waltzed into Berhanth unescorted by the pesky Goblin to score provisions, Garrich prudently staying out of town lest he frighten the little folk, Ayron harbored doubts over his companion's navigation skills. Pinning Garrich down with a withering stare, he demanded, “Precisely where did your wizard instruct you to meet him upcountry?"
Avoiding the Forester's interrogating gaze, Garrich speciously replied, “Carallord.'
"From where I'm standing Dwarfland appears a pretty big place,” surveyed the Elf. “Care to name an exact meeting spot."
'Thataway,” said Garrich, pointing to the general north.
Not foolish enough to take a Goblin's word at face value, Ayron suspected Garrich of withholding information. But not having stepped beyond Gwilhaire's treed borders forced him to rely on the youth's lead. The wind in his face playing errantly with his yellow curls, Ayron waited for the call to resume their directionless journey. What reached his ears was the unsettling clatter of tumbling rocks.
"You hear that, Losther?"
"Way before you did.” Garrich was already on his feet scanning for the source of the commotion thanks to his superb sight and hearing, comparable to Elven senses. His roving eyes quickly searched out a minor rockslide 1,000 feet upslope away on the left.
Ayron picked it out too. “We in any danger of getting caught in a landslip?'
"I think falling rocks are the least of our worries,” forecast Garrich. The slip itself was not making him nervous; the coherent way the airborne stones were forming into a conical pile did. As if an unseen force handpicked suitably contoured and sized shards, fitting the pieces together like a kitset model, the cone rapidly took shape, enlarging and sprouting four leg-like appendages. Suffused by a reddish aura of mystical energy gluing it together, the three-dimensional rubble jigsaw wobbled once before toppling over.
"This looks bad,” Ayron agreed in a concerned murmur.
That was an understatement.
The magically animated creature of stone squatting on the scree incline looked about ten feet in length from the blunt-snouted head to the tip of its short tapering tail. The implausible beast sprawled with its sturdy limbs canted outward from the sides to support the considerable weight of its blocky body. Hand-like feet tipped with claws of jagged obsidian gripped the gravel that spawned it, preventing the oddity from sliding downslope. A single beady orb of glowing red malice flashed where eyes should have been sited, beneath which beaked jaws opened and closed rhythmically.
"Any idea what that is?” queried Ayron, unwrapping and stringing his bow without waiting for substantiation.
"One of Omelchor's concoctions."
"What makes you think so?"
Marking the beast's ruby pinprick of light even from this distance, Garrich related, “Red is his preferred color."
Reaching for the cluster of arrows filling his quiver, the Forester eased out and nocked an iron-headed shaft, Illebard supplying Lothberen and Janyle with traded Dwarf metals. Drawing back the bowstring, Ayron said as he aimed at the nightmarish living sculpture, “Losther, you planning to pull your sword anytime soon?"
Garrich grimaced, saying, “No point. Ever heard of a game called paper-scissors-rock? Tylar and I played it all the time. Unless you can come up with a giant sheet of parchment to wrap that lump of pebbles in, we might as well be spitting into the wind."
"Such eloquence,” muttered Ayron, holding off on firing. Even a wind-assisted shot at this range would drop a hundred yards short of the target. “Garrich, do you mind waving your arms about?"
The Goblin snorted. “Now you call me by my name, when you want me to lend a hand. I should be flattered."
"Don't. I intend using you as bait."
Figuring Omelchor's magically infused pet was gunning for him anyway, Garrich surrendered to the Elf's coaching, adlibbing in a shout, “Here doggie!"
Deaf as a snake, the prey's movement attracted the Rockhound. Orientating on the flapping Goblin, it hopped down the stony gradient in forty foot leaps and bounds like a giant petrified toad, its posture precluding any other type of locomotion.
Compensating for the bounding, Ayron drew a fresh bead on the speedily descending brute. Discharging his arrow, the bowman watched the flight hit its mark ahead of the Rockhound's shoulder hump. The yew shaft snapped and splintered from the forceful impact, the deflected arrowhead not even chipping the monster's stone hide.
Lowering his arms even as the foiled archer reloaded, Garrich sniped, “A sledgehammer would be more effective."
"I need suggestions, not scorn!” retorted Ayron.
"You're only grouchy cos you traded your lute for supplies.” At the time, blankets for bad tunes seemed a fair swap. “Might've been a trifle hasty ... music could have soothed the savage beast,” punned Garrich. Watching his sarcasm fall flat on Elven ears, he proposed, “Aim for the eye."
Instantly training his second shot on the recommended bull's-eye, Ayron's loosed flight plunged deep into the eye socket of the leapfrogging Rockhound, extinguishing the ruddy glow. Skidding awkwardly to a halt on the slippery gravel slope, shaking its squarish head furiously to try and dislodge the irritating pinprick responsible for blinding it, the Rockhound abruptly went stock-still. Displaying chilling precision, the sightless monstrosity lowered its hooked muzzle Ayron's way, the arrow protruding from its darkened eye socket acting as a pointer to the fresh target. Restarting its downhill charge, the Rockhound zigzagged towards the foiled Elf.
Barking, “I suggest we hightail it!” Garrich was off and dashing downslope even as Ayron shouldered his longbow to scramble after him.
Together the pair careened frantically down the shingly incline, kicking up showers of dust and pebbles, risking broken legs or unleashing a full-blown avalanche. The Rockhound pursued doggedly, crisscrossing the dusty wake of the fleeing fleshies. Goblin and Elf had no way of knowing that Omelchor's creation was not reliant on sight to stalk live prey. Rockhounds were perfectly capable of tracking quarry by homing in solely on body heat, enabling them to prowl by day or night even in the foulest weather. Once on the hunt these untiring pursuers never quit, hounding their predetermined victim to death.
Overtaking the shorter-legged Goblin, Ayron dubiously eyed the turbulent river churning its way along the bottom of the ravine and puffed, “Why are we running this way? It's a dead end."
"Faster than sprinting uphill,” Garrich wheezed back.
Stone grinding against stone grated on the runners’ nerves as the jumping Rockhound bounced ever closer. The watery base of the gorge roiled less than 400 yards below. In six easy bounds the Rockhound was going to smash the Elf to a pulp.
Putting on a burst of speed, Garrich caught Ayron up and shoved the Forester aside. Loosing his footing, the unbalanced Wood Elf rolled frenziedly away downhill, showered in grit. Its attention diverted from the tumbling Janyler onto the upright Goblin, the Rockhound's beaked maw gaped avariciously in anticipation of the kill.
Spotting a flat shelf of rock projecting horizontally out of the slant over the rapids, Garrich leaned to his right and leapt onto the outcrop, flailing his arms like a windmill to stop his momentum from carrying him over the lip into the frothing water. Pivoting, he again offered himself up as bait to the hunting Rockhound, ducking just as the monstrous assemblage of rock pounced. Sailing over the crouching Goblin, the Rockhound belly-flopped into the foaming river with a horrendous splash and predictably sank like a stone.
Breathing hard, Garrich peered over the rim of the ledge. The bubbling whitewater, exuding a plume of hissing red steam, marked the Rockhound's submergence in its watery grave. Calling out for Ayron, he spied the Elf's crumpled form upslope wedged against the boulder that had prevented the gyrating Forester from joining the Rockhound for its unscheduled swim. Dreading the worst, he clambered uphill to where the unmoving Treesinger lay and roughly shook the slim Elf's backpack.
"Cut it out, Losther! Are you trying to wake the dead or something?” Ayron snappily groaned, rolling over and pushing Garrich away.
The Goblin stood back and grinned infectiously. The uppity Janyler was alive and covered in enough stone dust to fill a mine.
More concerned about a broken bow than smashed limbs, Ayron tottered to his feet and ran his long fingers over the amazingly undamaged weapon. He then set about gathering up the arrows that spilled from his quiver during his tumble, admonishing Garrich at the same time. “Shove me like that again and I'll use you for target practice."
Smoothing his wrinkled cloak, Garrich pouted. “No thanks for saving your life and getting rid of our little problem?"
Ayron blinked in confusion, smoothing back his tousled hair. “What happened to our playmate?"
"He took a dunking in the river."
The Elf gazed bewilderingly at the swirling green water.
"Rocks don't float terribly well,” expounded Garrich.
Ayron unexpectedly chortled: a musical, tinkling sound that compelled Garrich to join in with his own merry chuckles. Slapping each other on the back, the odd couple laughed heartily for several long minutes, celebrating their relief at cheating death. In the silence that followed they sat themselves on the pebbled incline and stared into the river, seeking understanding for their close call from the surging mountain water.
Presently, Ayron rose and dusted himself off. “We had better get on, Garrich. The sooner we hook up with this wizard of yours, the better protected we'll be. It's preferable to rely on magic to fight magic than trust to dumb luck again."
"I have a confession to make,” the Goblin said in a small voice. “We aren't going to meet Maldoch. I made that up to get us out of Illebard. Back in the port I had a threatening visit from Omelchor's image, so I decided it was no longer safe to stay there."
"And dragging me overland across Terrath is, you stupid Losther?” bellyached Ayron, grabbing Garrich by the hood of his cloak and hauling him to his feet. Their bonding had ended.
Wriggling free of the Elf's grasp, Garrich bit back. “It's less dangerous than staying put at an address Fate can easily look up. I've been down that road before and it only leads to a broken home. I did us a favor."
"By exposing us to Anarican pirates and rock monsters!"
"Those we survived. A rotten wizard is rather more than a handful for a sword and a bow to handle, which is why we've ended up in Carallord. I'm hoping to bump into Maldoch up here."
"Before or after we wade through four million Dwarfs who dislike Elves and despise Losthers.” Ayron puckered his brow in concentration. “What if Maldoch's no-good brother set you up?'
Baffled, Garrich frowned.
"Consider this. Omelchor appears to you in Illebard and makes his threats. You react true to form and conduct a quick getaway out of town. He gambles that you won't brave taking ship up the west coast due to corsairs patrolling the seaway, leaving the east coast your sole route for a fast trip anywhere. Though how Omelchor could guess we'd work our way so far northward escapes me."
Garrich provided the answer. “For the past year Maldoch has had it in his head that any likely race war will be wrapped up in Dwarf country. Maybe brothers think alike."
Ayron offered no counter-explanation. Garrich and he were both an only child, so who knew how closely siblings thought. The Forester opted for returning to Berhanth.
"We can't go back,” refuted Garrich. “It's full of Dwarfs."
"And Carallord isn't?"
"Dwarfs that I stand a chance of avoiding, Ayron."
"Omelchor must be aware you're here. Continuing north is no longer feasible. We should cut our losses and backtrack to the coast. Maybe we can hitch a ride home with Hombur. Mopping his deck again will be an improvement on rolling down a gorge."
"That won't be necessary,” Garrich said decisively. “Omelchor may be strumming us like a badly tuned lute, but he won't anticipate where we go next. There's a place not too far from here where we can hide out."
"I'm not going to like this, am I?"
"Why muck up our working relationship now."
Garrich's minder trudged upslope after the ascending Goblin, the patchy breeze buffeting their backs while they hiked due east. “The next time I'm given a babysitting job I'll turn it down,” the disgruntled Wood Elf muttered. “Queen or no queen."
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Chapter Thirty Seven"We are prisoners!” asserted J'tard.
"Ridiculous. We're guests,” Maldoch grumpily rebutted.
"Then why are our hands and feet still tied?"
"Consider it protective custody, like the Ogre cage. The Gnomes merely wish to keep us from blindly stumbling about their cavernous home and coming to grief."
"Or prevent me from thumping sense into a stupid wizard putting his slanted spin on things again,” muttered the peeved Troll.
Cave acoustics meant Maldoch heard the mumbled complaint plain as day. Sighing wistfully, lounging upon the unyielding rock floor, he longed to feast his eyes upon daylight again. The only time for a man to wind up belowground is when he is placed six feet into the earth at his own funeral, when he is beyond caring about getting buried.
Bugged by an itch in the small of his back he could not reach to scratch, Maldoch dared not ask J'tard to fumblingly oblige. The giant's mood blackened the deeper the pair descended into Underland an inestimable number of days ago, herded by their Gnome “rescuers". A constant complainer, the wizard decided that Trolls made poor travel companions.
Unfamiliar with the geography of the cave system, access restricted to all Topsiders including nosy spellcasters, Maldoch had only J'tard's information to ascertain where the grotto they guested in might be situated. Upon regaining consciousness he learned from the relieved Troll that the Gnome huntress responsible for capturing them in Darkling Forest mentioned their destination as being Darkin Horr. Hooded, as he earlier gathered J'tard must be, the sole identifiable sound his ears picked up was the irritating drip of moisture plopping onto stone. Talk about water torture!
"At least we're fed regularly,’ the wizard offered, hoping to brighten the Troll's depression. He did not relish spending another day with the outsized gloomy guts.
J'tard grunted sneeringly. “I thank the stars my eyes are covered, so I can't see what they're feeding us. I shudder to think what passes for meat around here."
"The Gnomes did bandage our injuries,” continued Maldoch, rubbing his brained head wrapped up in cloth strips infused with aromatic medicinal herbs.
"Bush doctoring"’ huffed the Troll, disinclined to credit the Underlanders with any kindness. “Tell me again why you can't use magic to free us?"
"I don't wish to antagonize our hosts. The Gnomes must aid the quest willingly. Destiny cannot be bullied, otherwise it degenerates into Fate and that would be bad. Do not fear, J'tard. They won't harm us."
"What makes you so confident?"
"They've had ample time to do so and haven't thus far."
"Maybe they like to build up suspense."
Footsteps softly padding over stone announced the arrival of several of their captors into the cave. “Maldochus. This is indeed an honor,” a gruff male voice acknowledged.
"My fame precedes me,” accepted the wizard, inclining his head after sitting up.
"The honor is yours, not mine. No Topsiders in living memory have entered Underland and lived to breathe our air."
"Stale as it is,” grumbled the Troll.
"Silence, J'tard Sandwalker! Another outburst will warrant the removal of your tongue."
Needing to mollify the blunt and uppity speaker, Maldoch said silkily, “Might I have the pleasure of knowing the name of the power addressing me?"
The wizard pleasantly received more than he requested. “I will go one better. Remove his hood,” came the order.
Greeted by a sudden influx of greenish light, Maldoch waited while his unveiled eyes adjusted to the brightness. Emerald algal growth adorned scattered floor rocks, providing the low-level glow that nonetheless was harsher on the wizard's sight than the glariest desert sun.
Returning maddeningly slowly after long days spent in dark confinement, Maldoch's restored vision picked out a miniscule figure standing before him, arms folded haughtily across its barrel chest. Shorter in stature than a Dwarf, the Gnome was more solidly built from the waist up, legs ridiculously stunted. Garbed in identical fashion to its escort in a shapeless, knee-length vest of grey homespun, the pinkish and hairless skin visible on the patently alien face exhibited an unformed look, as if its wrinkly owner was recently birthed. Its disparately huge head was squarish and framed by fleshy bat-like ears that swiveled like antennae, orienting on the slightest sound, its turned-up nose twitching just as restlessly as it sifted betraying odors.
Dwelling in a world of eternal murk heightened some senses, atrophying others. The counterpoint to superior Gnome hearing, not to mention sense of smell and touch, was abject blindness. Generations of subterranean living, venturing aboveground only under the cosseting veil of night, eventually rendered the Underlanders eyeless, their sight organs shriveling away behind eyelids fused shut into thickened flaps of skin.
Long considered windows to the soul, Maldoch found the absence of eyes on the Gnome face disconcerting. Sightlessness masked troglodyte emotions, making them unreadable as stone, their feelings notoriously difficult to gauge. Regretful that Underland inaccessibility limited his contact with its perplexing people, the wizard likened dealing with Gnomes to playing blind man's bluff amid a bunch of porcupines.
"Do you want to put a name to your face, now that I can see you?” Maldoch prompted the Gnome in charge.
Uncrossing his arms, the leader of the small group replied forthrightly. “I'm nobody of consequence, a messenger sent to guide you to his holy presence."
Distracted by the Gnome's uncommonly long arms dangling downwards, the fingertips of the equally elongated digits brushing against the cave floor, Maldoch absently remarked, “The Serpentwearer is finally ready to receive us then."
"You. Only you, Maldochus."
Stifling disappointment at not getting his chance to leave the grotto, J'tard protested with a restrained grunt, too attached to his tongue to speak out of turn.
Following the Troll's prudence, the wizard did ask for the concession that they be untied and J'tard's hood pulled off.
"Prisoners don't get to make requests,” growled the Gnome.
Glancing over at his muzzled companion, Maldoch saw J'tard's bandaged torso quiver with the suppressed urge to blurt, I told you so.
Ordered to bring the spellcaster, the accompanying Gnomes grabbed Maldoch by his bound wrists. Yanking him to his feet, one their number slipped a bronze knife from out of a waist sash and, feeling for the bonds, slit the cords tying his ankles together. Maldoch found the cutter's nearness revealingly sexual. Barely noticeable under the formless folds of cloth, telltale chest bumps and broader hips indicated a woman. Slyly taking a shufti at her fellow guards exposed the same feminine curves shaping them. Bundling the wizard out of the cave, the women left J'tard in the friendless dark, his nearest company the amazon guard posted at the cave mouth.
Bustled along an uncomfortably black and low ceilinged passageway winding through the bedrock, one corridor in a series of interconnecting tunnels crisscrossing the extensive cave system, the downhill sloping floor indicated the resumption of Maldoch's hunched descent into the unknown begun a week earlier.
Navigating effortlessly through the blackness, Gnomes relied on sophisticated echolocation abilities for their guidance; a biological adaptation not solely confined to the toothed whales and bats. Certain owls emitted ultrasonic sounds and interpreted the signals bouncing back to better find their way in the dark of night. Rarer still amongst landlubbers, Gnomes shared this unique ability only with the humble shrew that likewise employed the technique when traversing burrows underground.
Clueless as to time and direction, after an indeterminate number of turns and twists the nameless guide ushered the disorientated wizard into a warmly lit chamber, Maldoch's escort manhandling him onto an uncomfortably hard stone stool before withdrawing to the entranceway.
To the Gnome glimpsed at the far end of the unadorned grotto whose back was rudely turned to him, Maldoch upheld his reputation for brusqueness and caustically remarked, “Such a sumptuous seat. Was the Dwarf King your decorator perchance?"
"Do not speak of the Overlanders in Tuk's presence!” hissed the male head of the Gnome guards.
A cough from the mystery figure called for quiet. “Leave us, Elb."
Maldoch pointlessly leered at the silenced Gnome. “I can now put a name to the face, and it's just as short and unlovely."
"Why you..."
"Take the guards when you go,” Tuk commanded Elb.
"But—"
"I'm, we're, adequately protected. Go."
Glancing about the otherwise empty cave, Maldoch spied a curtained archway off to the side of Tuk, no doubt concealing his protection. After Elb departed with his guard contingent, the wizard correctly established before introductions were made, “You delegate with authority, Tuk, yet aren't the Serpentwearer."
Spinning around, the nondescript Gnome facing Maldoch nevertheless wore the unseen mantle of command like a cape. “You are very astute, Maldochus. What gave me away?"
"Elb's disrespect at answering you back and no raised serpentine birthmark on your wrist."
Pricking his ears, Tuk smiled falsely at the wizard, bothered by his acuity. Maldoch's reputation for insightfulness reached even into the depths of the earth, marking him deadlier than a parasitic borer worm.
Resuming playing mind games, Maldoch gazed up at a ceiling coated with dully glowing fungi, the red-orange bioluminescence casting its cheering rosiness throughout the tiny audience chamber devoid of any ornamentation. He quipped, “Not that I'm fault-finding at having light to see by, but why do blind people need lighting at all?"
Stiffening at the wizard's impudence, Tuk called across his shoulder, “Exalted One. Maldochus is here and waiting."
"I am old, Tuk, not deaf,” croaked an elderly voice.
The curtain parted, admitting a decrepit Gnome weighted down by his age and a cloak of metal rings, from which dangled on the front and back enormous ivory cones rattling with each timid step taken. Head bobbing nervously, furtive as a flitting songbird, the Serpentwearer refused to make eye contact with the wizard. Unworried, Maldoch centered his attention on the shadowy female warrior fleetingly glimpsed lurking in the backroom before the curtain swished back into place.
Abruptly realizing that the newcomer possessed eyes to make contact with, Maldoch became privy to the closely guarded secret that sight abnormally ran in the Serpentwearer lineage. “You can see me!” he exclaimed.
Stilling his movements, the Gnome ruler locked weak, but functional, eyes on the astounded wizard. “I see things both wanted and unwanted,” he said cryptically, hastily averting his gaze afterwards. Absently swirling a finger around the spiral birthmark blemishing the back of his left hand, he confirmed, “I am Aln. You've met Tuk already."
"Not formally."
"He is High Priest of the Dragonslayer Sect."
Bringing his famed perceptiveness into play, cultured from centuries tramping all over Terrath as the ultimate people person studying the Fellow Races in great detail, Maldoch divined the source for Tuk's wishy-washy leadership. Nominally Underland's second most prestigious native, Tuk headed a Gnome faction in decline whose waning influence stemmed from the incontrovertible travesty that they had in earlier times hunted the object of their adulation and conferrer of their political muscle to extinction. It was akin to whalers harpooning the last whale, killing the species and with it their livelihood. That the Dragonslayers existed nowadays to play a part in Gnome society amazed the mage.
"You don't dress the part, Tuk,” Maldoch accused him.
"I go for the understated look. Beautifying the body seems pointless when living in the dark,’ replied the Gnome, directing an oddly covetous sidelong glance Aln's way missed by the Serpentwearer, but noticed by the observant wizard.
"You weren't brought here to discuss Underland dress sense, Maldochus,” interjected Aln. “There are matters of greater seriousness to weigh."
"Then why wasn't I brought before you sooner?” How many days have elapsed since our abduction?'
"Six nights have passed following your retrieval,” said Tuk, stressing the Gnome difference in perception.
"During which time I have been taking counsel and debating,” admitted Aln. “I do not take my position lightly, nor make decisions hastily."
"You certainly do not,” remarked Tuk, bitterness and vexation souring his tone. He helped Aln take his seat on a cushioned stool opposite their resentful guest, assuming a standing position at his shoulder.
"Omelchus warned of your coming."
Unsurprised by the Serpentwearer's declaration, the news still rocked the goodly wizard's composure. Beaten to the punch by his ratbag brother yet again, more than the outcome of the portentous race war looming rested on this meeting. Maldoch unnaturally feared for his own safety.
"You played host to him as well?"
"His head, anyway,” revealed Aln. “Some moons ago he said to expect you to come calling, though doubted your chances of actually making it this far.” Blessed with excellent Gnome recollection, Underland's chief explicated, “He referred to you as ‘a talentless hack that lucks his way through life'."
Eyes flashing indignation, the spellcaster freed his tongue, making a mockery of J'tard's heroic self-control. “Then you do my brother's bidding, holding us captive until his arrival in the flesh. So much for Gnome neutrality. I guess everything west of Good is bad."
"Underland bows to no Topsider!” That avowal came from Tuk, arousing Maldoch's suspicion. “Feuding wizards may be forces to be reckoned with aboveground, but down here Gnome desire prevails."
Aln took back helming the conversation. “What my priest is saying is that wizardly overtures are meaningless. Omelchus and his witch shepherd Goblins. You are babysitter for the other races. Who amongst your lot ever cared for my people before now, when you entreat Underland help? Were we that unworthy of spellcaster attention? Omelchus approached me with grand talk of Gnome involvement swaying the outcome of this friction between the races aloft. Do you argue a similar case?"
Outsmarted once more by his sibling sorcerer without Omelchor even being present, Maldoch attempted to salvage what he could from the mess he had sunken into. “A better proposition than his bullying,” he offered. “Omelchor is infamous for coercing others into participating in his madcap schemes. I give you the freedom of choice without intimidation."
"To choose what?"
"Whether to do the right thing."
"Which brings us back to your will, Maldochus. That is what you're steering us towards, is it not? You are assembling a company to go questing and have come seeking the Gnome quota."
"For being so far off the beaten track, you are commendably well informed. Do I have Omelchus to thank for that as well when we eventually do lunch?"
"You are as shrewd as each other,” remarked Tuk. “What's in it for Underland?"
"A revival of everything you once held dear, Dragonslayer."
"There's only one thing I hold in esteem above all else and that lies even beyond the reach of enchanters, unless you've a spell to resurrect the dead."
Maldoch chuckled. “You'd be surprised at what a magician hides up his sleeves."
Getting back to the main topic, Aln stated, “Coming all this way to Underland to recruit a Gnome for your cause is time wasted, Maldochus. The affairs of the world topside are its own, not ours. Bellu gerant alii—let others wage war."
"The Elves thought similarly once, then came to realize that the antics of the Fellow Races can and do encroach on their forest and seas. Given time, Underland will be affected in the same way. Supposing Carnach wins the coming war, what becomes of your subterranean hideaway?"
Tuk laughed cockily. “Goblins fear to tread here."
"Arrogance will be your undoing. If successful conquering Carallord, do you imagine the Goblins, heady with victory, will continue leaving you unmolested in their backyard? They aim to purge Terrath of every other race, nation by nation, until only they remain."
Shock whitened Aln's pink face. “But Omelchus—"
"Promised you immunity? Get real! Carnach will consume Underland as a Harkie devours a rattorn."
"We are no pushover!” stressed Tuk.
"Dump enough rocks into a hole, it fills up. Only the combined might of Anarica and Carallord, abetted by Elven, Troll, and Gnome contributions, will prevent Carnach overrunning the rest of Terrath. Join the fight, provide me with the assistance I require, and in doing so brave a resumption of the old ways."
Exasperated, Aln snapped, “What are you referring to by that?"
"An impossible dream, Exalted One,” derided Tuk.
"But one you won't readily dismiss, High Priest. Even you cannot deny the attraction of breathing life back into the Dragons."
His minuscule eyes widening at such an unattainable prospect, Aln looked to his spiritual advisor for comment. Sensing the Serpentwearer's unspoken demand, Tuk flicked his goofy ears in botheration. “I say it's an impossibility. Aln's cloak is festooned front and back with the teeth of the first and last Draco respectfully. Their time passed an age ago. How can anyone earnestly claim to instigate their miraculous return?"
"Ab ovo resurgam."
"From the egg I shall rise again.” Tuk needlessly translated Maldoch's assertion from Ancient Speak into the Shared Tongue, mouthing the revelational words as if they were a holy mantra. “What knowledge do you withhold from us, Maldochus?"
"The Bord Taht'laern is more than legend."
"You know this for a fact?"
"Indicators point to its existence."
"What pointers?"
"The prophecies of Trolls and Men, for starters."
Tuk snorted in derision. “I put no stock in Topsider ramblings."
"Then what if I told you a certainty, that I chanced upon a living, breathing Wyvern undiscovered these many centuries."
Aln drew in a sharp intake of breath, matched by Tuk's rapid inhalation.
"And where there's a surviving female Dragon exists the genuine possibility of an egg,” Maldoch artfully concluded, planting the seed of hope and aiming for it to flower into aspiration.
"We have only a wizard's word, Exalted One,” Tuk pointed out, “and that is scarcely reliable."
"I must retire to deliberate. Momentous contemplations await me,’ announced Aln, edging off his stone stool, Tuk gripping his elbow supportively.
"Do not drag your feet,” counseled the wizard. “Time waits for no creature. Events are rapidly drawing towards whatever conclusion the fates hold in store. If we are to secure a peaceful destiny, we must act soon."
"Maldochus, the prosperity of Underland is my sole priority. You shall have my ruling when I make it,” Aln said irksomely, shuffling out of the chamber through the curtained backdoor.
Whirling all of a sudden, Tuk swept behind the wizard, surprising him. Abruptly gagged by a leather ball stuffed into his mouth then secured with a cloth strip knotted tightly at the base of his skull, Maldoch could do nothing but glower ineffectually as the amazon guards re-entered the chamber in answer to Tuk's bark, surrounding the mage's hot seat.
"So far you've been well behaved, wizard. But I suspect impatience will rob you of your manners. Omelchus instructed on how to best muzzle your incanting.” Grabbing Maldoch by his beard, Tuk's eyeless face pressed close, contorted with malice. “I wanted you executed outright to appease your smarter brother, but Aln the Weakling was too timid to make that call. He wants all the facts to consider ... they'll only confuse his addled mind further. Don't worry, though. With Elb's help, I'll bend the old fool's ear in counsel and secure your death warrant, plus the Troll's. And then we broker a deal with the necromancer and his concubine to guarantee Underland autonomy."
Helpless in a hopeless predicament, Maldoch could only squirm in protest, Tuk's gloating transforming into grating laughter.
"Take heart, Maldochus. You will have a few nights grace before your throat is slit. Aln is notoriously indecisive. It takes me ages to make up his mind for him."
—
Lashed by waves battering the rugged coastline from which it jutted, the rocky headland presided over neighboring craggy islets and sea stacks defying the unrelenting surf, transient victors in the timeless tug-of-war between land and sea. The derelict tower crowning that cliff top seemed an extrusion of the salt-encrusted stone, to all appearances spewed up by the bedrock as an afterthought. Etched against an overcast sky roiling with stormy intent, the stark ruin clawed fearfully heavenwards, oppressed by the ominous clouds.
Approaching from landward trudged a Goblin and Elf, weary after crossing 100 leagues of undulating, trackless stone country driven by the basic need to find shelter. Attached to the mainland by a scrawny neck of rock, the resonant surf responsible for narrowing the natural bridge echoing off the adjacent cliffs in booms reminiscent of thunderclaps, the unlikely journeyers paused on the threshold of the peninsula, daunted by the turbulent sea and sky.
Taking in the untidy heap of crumbling walls eroded by the ages, Garrich felt overwhelming relief at finding the relic fortress on the windswept shoreline going only by Parndolc's drunken reckoning. Luck played only the smallest part in his navigating, since this was the only manmade edifice dotting the Frigid Coast and impossible to miss from several miles away.
"Conjurers Keep,” he reverently pronounced, that simple name encompassing a heritage of spellcaster residency. “End of the road, Ayron."
"If indeed we were on a road,” carped the Forester, brushing the travel dust off his cloak. “This is your ideal hideout? A rundown castle with more draughts than a Dwarven alehouse."
"It does have a great ocean view."
"I'm not fond of the sea, Losther. I'm a tree Elf, remember."
Leading the way, Garrich headed Ayron across the bridging rock, the crashing waves hundreds of feet below juddering the ribbon of stone and hastening their tired steps. Coming to a wary halt before the gateless archway leading into a courtyard choked by weeds, the remnants of what few perimeter walls still standing crusted with mosses and lichens, a sense of ancient wonder awed the pair.
Unencumbered by the confining nature of human time perception, Ayron viewed the dilapidated brickwork discerningly through dreamy eyes, glimpsing the antiquity lying beneath its weathered surface. Picturing the fifty-foot tower in its architectural heyday soaring skywards, gulls wheeling about the ascendant stonework in which magics were long ago wrought, the farseeing Elf was subjected to the contrasts of majesty and mystery. Blinking languidly, the ruins returned to the deserted shell shared by Garrich, a weathered shadow of its former glory forgotten by all but the elements.
"By human standards this wreck is ancient,” remarked the Treesinger, oddly concerned. “When did wizards last reside here?"
"Parndolc's always vague about dates,” returned Garrich. “I gathered that the Keep, original home of the spellcasting fraternity, has been unoccupied for the longest time."
"It shows.” Ayron scanned the treeless cliffs with disdain. “There is nowhere else for us to go?"
"Not unless you fancy clambering aboard a berg out in the Bay of Ice farther up the coast.” Garrich huddled beneath his cloak, the windblown sea spray gusting sporadically from the northwest stinging the exposed skin of his reddened face. The rapidly closing summer barely warmed Terrath this far north on the jagged shore.
"I should be thankful for the modicum of greenery present, stingy as it is,” grumbled Ayron, advancing gingerly into the courtyard overgrown with thistles.
Garrich made to follow, only to have the Forester wave him back. “What's the hold-up? Vegetation not up to scratch."
Glancing worriedly at the teasing Goblin, frown lines marring his deceptively youthful countenance, the stopped Elf struggled to put his uneasiness into words that whispered on the bracing sea air. “I sense life here ... a presence greater than rudimentary plants. But it feels artificial, as if—"
Ayron never completed his thought. Unnoticed, a creeper webbing the inner courtyard wall coiled and sprung to life, shooting tendrils that snaked swiftly around the perturbed Elf's ankles before curling up his legs. Seconds later the leafy climber wrapped around Ayron's waist, quivering with energy as it rose higher.
Unlimbering his broadsword in order to conduct urgent pruning, Garrich shouted, “Hold still. I'll do some trimming!"
"And risk you lopping off a limb or worse? No way, Garrich. I'm very attached to all my body parts!’ Typical Losther reaction: hack at trouble with a sword.
Reluctant to sheath his heavy-handed pruning knife, Garrich watched mortified the rustling creeper constrict about the unresisting Forester's chest, putting the squeeze on Ayron. “What do you want me to do then?"
"Watch and learn"’ advised the Janyler. Suppressing the natural response to struggle, he bowed his head, regulating his uneven, nervous respiring into steady breaths. From deep within his psyche, employing a basso tone rich in primal timbre at odds to his normal lilt, Ayron tunelessly intoned, “Onsee, fadir elmar. Kem dun're akti. Kem porsek tika. Skay gwa unish.” The twining stems and bristling leaves stilled and quieted. “Yabo. Skay nopag unish.” Then retracted, falling away from the murmuring Treesinger.
"That was magical,” Garrich mumbled admiringly. “I've heard of talking to the animals, but never to plants."
Shrugging, Ayron stepped free of the retreating creepers. “A good gardener communes with nature."
"What did you say to the vine?"
"Go to sleep. Nothing more spectacular than that."
"It worked.” Garrich stared at the creeper settling back into place upon the broken wall, decorative and harmless again. “From what snippets of it I managed to catch, the language you chatted in sounded foreign."
Smiling enigmatically, Ayron only nodded. His silent refusal to elaborate spoke volumes of Elven secrets. Predating even the Ancient Speak articulated by wizards, Gnomes and ghostly Dragons, the antediluvian tongue permitted Wood Elves to converse elementally with Mother Earth. Such a talent was not to be shared with the likes of Garrich's birth race.
"I should have anticipated this,” muttered the Elf, “sensed earlier the magic infusing the creeper, warding this place."
"Is Omelchor behind it?"
"The spell animating the plant is protective, not malevolent."
"You can tell the difference?"
"An evil plant won't listen to reason. I suspect it was magically enhanced to act as a deterrent and discourage unwanted visitors."
'You think it was left in place just as a watch-plant?"
"Anything more than that, it surely would have suffocated me."
"Sounds like Maldoch's doing. He thrives on being annoying.” Returning his sword to its scabbard, Garrich dithered.
"Enter, Losther. I promise the nasty weed won't bite."
"That's not worrying me. I'm wondering what other enchantments might be lurking, waiting to be tripped."
The Elf cocked his head, tapping into an imperceptible realm of sensations. Attuned to auras unreadable to the common layperson but exclusively accessible to natives of Lothberen, Ayron distinguished nothing else untoward and told Garrich so.
The Goblin sighed. “That's a relief."
"Don't be too hasty. I'm limited to only sensing plant-based magics. But I can say for certain that the creeper is the only enchanted greenery hereabouts.” Seeing Garrich's reluctance was not allayed, Ayron reasoned, “Traveling here was always chancy. What's one more risk added to that?” When that failed to motivate the Goblin, he pointed out the obvious. “Look at me. I haven't triggered anything else."
Taking a steadying breath, Garrich edged forward. Thistles suddenly seemed a minor inconvenience. Nerves prickling with anxiety, he stepped carefully into the courtyard as if walking a tightrope over a bottomless canyon. Concentrating fiercely, putting one foot after the other, sweat beaded his furrowed brow. Making it to Ayron unharmed, his relief tangible, Garrich was subjected to the Forester's acerbity.
"You are such a girl, scared of a teensy bit of earth magic."
"Seeing wizard spells firsthand, you should be just as jumpy as me."
Goblin and Elf proceeded through a doorless arch into the disused tower, each guarding the other's back. Inside was a shambles, amply lit from the daylight admitted by the circular hole high above where the flagstone roof had collapsed centuries ago, the falling masonry smashing to matchwood the planks flooring the second storey, disintegrating also the wooden-railed staircase once spiraling along the inner circumference of the rounded outer wall. The ravages of time rotted away the splintered timber, leaving only enduring stone. Scorch marks blackened patches of the interior brickwork, hinting at the random release of destructive energies deep in the murky past.
Clearing a space with his boot amongst the dusty rubble cluttering the ground floor, Ayron unslung his bow and dropped his pack, then unbelted his quiver, sitting cross-legged beside his belongings. Doing likewise with the rucksack on his shoulder but leaving his sword strapped to his back, Garrich squatted opposite the Elf.
"It's good to be out of the wind,” he remarked.
"Until it rains and the grime staining our capes turns to mud,” grouched Ayron, resuming his dourness. Days spent slogging through the wilds looking forward to gaining a temporary roof over their heads had netted an unsatisfactory result.
Wearing the only solution to that particular problem, Garrich sat and drew his knees up to his chest, pulling his dusty travel cloak about his legs. Stomach grumbling, he gloomily considered their dwindling rations Ayron procured from Berhanth days earlier. “There are seabirds aplenty on this coast and nothing much else. You might have to start eating meat soon."
"Rubbish, when there is a perfectly edible garden right outside."
"You can't mean the thistles!"
The Elf licked his thin lips. “Mmm, roots and all."
Blanching at the thought, Garrich changed the subject. “Ayron, are you happy doing what you do?"
"Leagues from my forest home, stuck in a clapped out tower with no roof, a storm gathering, thorny lettuce to eat, and a Losther for my only company. What do you reckon?"
"That's not what I mean. Are you satisfied being who you are?"
"There are worse races to be than Elven. Take yours for example."
"Your vocation as Forester ... is it a dream job?"
Without knowing why he opened up, Ayron divulged, “It wasn't my calling. In my youth I fancied becoming a professional musician.'
"What stopped you?"
"You've heard me play."
Garrich chortled. “So archery was your second choice."
Ayron grew reticent, confronted by an unwelcome home truth: whatever task he turned his hand to resulted in him achieving second best. A mediocre lute player, he became Queen's Champion only by mischance. Jobbing as Garrich's nursemaid was proving just as unrewarding. I'm a second rate Elf, he moodily thought.
"Do you have a mother?"
The Elf glanced meanly at the annoyingly chatty Goblin. “No, I was conjured up."
"What's she like?"
"Motherly."
"I never had a mother."
"Of course you had one. You were born weren't you? You just never met her."
Garrich sulked from being corrected.
"Don't look so glum. Mothers are overrated. They don't want you to grow up, and when you do rebel they accuse you of behaving childishly! You're better off not knowing her."
"That's my whole problem. I don't know any Goblins. Maybe that needs remedying."
Raising an eyebrow, Ayron studied his opposite. “I found out the hard way that you don't need to get up close and personal to conduct a killing. On that score, it's better not to learn about a foeman beforehand."
"Meaning that sailor you shot."
'I can't get the man out of my head. Did he have family, a wife, I wonder? Were his childhood dreams and adult goals all fulfilled? Was he ready for death?"
"Nobody's really prepared to die. It sneaks up on you, even if you're old."
Advice from a sapling again, Ayron silently mocked.
"I can't expect a Losther to grasp the concept of death when applied to agedness. Like Men and Dwarfs, your kind's lifespan is but a leaf compared to the tree that is Elfdom. Doomed to wither and drop to the ground in the blink of an eye, you cannot possibly realize your full potential in such a short space. Which compels you to constantly act in haste, hurrying to attain what little achievements can be crammed into your fleeting lives. Accidental as killing that seaman was, I forever robbed him of the chance to complete his existence and make his moment spent on Terrath meaningful. Not only did I take his life, I stole whatever legacy he might have contributed to humankind."
"You read too much into it. He was a simple sailor. I think greatness passed him by long before your arrow took him."
"We will never know for certain. That is why a Goblin can end another's life so easily, so callously. You fail to see potential lost."
"Is that the reason you loathe me so vehemently?"
"It is racial hatred, nothing personal. There exists a longstanding enmity between Elves and Goblins that won't ever be resolved. Don't ask me to elaborate. I owe you my gratitude, not an explanation.” Not once during their entire journey to the coast did Ayron broach the obvious, that he was beholden to Garrich for saving his life back in the foothills. Such a debt did not sit well with the proud Forester, wrestling to make sense of the Losther's heroism. “I don't understand what made you lure the rock beast away from me on to you. We are certainly not friends."
"Maybe I would have missed your company, charming as it is. No-one truly wishes to be alone, Ayron. You would have acted just as unselfishly if the situation was reversed."
"Only by royal command ... my queen would disown me for letting you die senselessly.” Appraising their dismal surrounds, the petulant Elf made the observation, “We cannot stay here indefinitely. Your summer's nearly over and wintering on the northern seashore isn't a welcome prospect. The weather, overcast as it is, won't stay balmy and I imagine storms, such as the squall brewing, lash this exposed coast pretty hard. Comfortable as this rustic refuge is, it does not encourage long term occupancy."
"We could fix the place up. All it lacks is a roof. You're such an advocate of thistles. Can they be used as thatching?"
"Your plant lore is seriously deficient, Losther. How long are planning to use this dump as a hideout?"
"For as long as it takes Maldoch to locate me."
"He won't know to look for you here."
"He'll figure it out."
"If Maldoch's that smart, so is Omelchor."
"Other than that creepy plant, we haven't run into any trouble since the hills. So we weren't followed."
The Elf locked gazes with the Goblin, strangers in a strange land. “The sorcerer somehow located us there. Who's to say he won't be as successful or persistent here?"
"Spells are beyond my scope. Parndolc's wizardry is solely mechanical. Perhaps the residual magic present in the ruins will mask our presence."
"Or draw him like a bee to clover."
Unbothered, Garrich spread his hands. “Either way, we wait for a wizard to make an appearance."
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Chapter Thirty Eight"More ale! My throat's drier than a Troll's armpit."
The pint-sized serving wench passing by the table topped up Parndolc's half empty tankard before moving on with the craved pitcher to refill other mugs in the packed fire hall. Bawdy drinking songs mixed with drunken boasting and laughter, the odd heated scuffle erupting when the ale got the tempers of the more impetuous partygoers boiling.
Supping his refreshed drink, Parndolc picked at his platter of roasted wild boar garnished with brewis. Northland food was predictably hearty and filling, but the ale had a kick like a moose to it, encouraging the technical wizard to indulge in a largely liquid lunch. An icy draft of air swirled annoyingly around his legs and up his habit as the door marking the end of the long passageway connecting the hall to the rest of the longhouse banged open, admitting a thickly jacketed Highlander in from the autumnal cold amid flurries of tailing raindrops. The approaching winter was quickly consigned outside again when the door latch clicked shut. Unwrapping the scarf from about his stubbly face, the newcomer shed his quilted jacket on to an overcrowded coat rack and strode down the passage, rubbing the warmth back into his cold hands to the jingling of his chain mail.
"Bugger me, if it isn't young Dalcorne under all those clothes."
Staring confusedly at the bearded, mop-haired stranger greeting him, recognition seeped slowly into the grandson of the Dwarf King. Eyes widening in recollection, he exclaimed, “Blow me down if you aren't Parndolc beneath those whiskers! I haven't seen you since..."
"I was much younger. You haven't grown much, boy. Mother not feeding you enough sprouts?"
"When did you get hair?"
"Always had it. I just kept it mown short.” Rubbing his bushy face, Parndolc grinned and welcomed the rejoining youngster. “Take a load off. I've had enough of drinking by myself. How goes it?"
The littlest Dwarf Prince pulled up a stool alongside Maldoch's brother. “I'm cold, wet, and hungry."
"The usual then,” chuckled the tipsy wizard. “You need a warm brew in you.” He signaled the barmaid. “Regimental life not to your liking?"
"Aye, too rigid for my tastes,” agreed the regal youth.
"What rank did they slap on you?"
"Warmace."
"That's quite a mouthful ... Prince Warmace Dalcorne Steelfist the Third."
"But treated like any other junior officer hereabouts. I'm assigned the mundane work details. Overseeing the digging of latrines, inventorying stores—that sort of boring stuff,” he griped, accepting a cup of mead from the plump, buxom maid who winked suggestively at the bachelor prince. Ignoring her flirtation, Dalcorne commented, “I heard rumors you were skulking in the neighborhood last winter."
"I'm more a lurker,” quipped Parndolc. “Just doing the ale circuit. Habrell's got a piss poor booze selection."
"Mates over at the Fork complained how a travelling handyman swindled them out of their last crate of brandy."
"A lush can't live on beer alone."
"You seem to be managing,” observed the amused Dwarf, watching Parndolc drain his mug.
Belching, the wizard stated defensively, “I didn't rip them off. They were just as eager to empty my purse of its last broan."
Eyeing up the untouched food and ale dregs at the wizard's table, Dalcorne queried, “How are you paying for this lot then?"
"It's all on tick. I conned the barkeep to put it on your tab."
"But the army pays me a pittance!"
"Send the bill to Gramps. He's richer than Jeshuvallhod."
"Except the Despenser holds the key to the strong room.” Fretting over his bar bill, the lowly paid Warmace expressed interest in Parndolc's travel plans. “Heading up north before the snows set in?"
"And miss the start of Brumalfest here? Not on your buggered life."
Since parting company with Maldoch and Garrich back at Wivernbush in early autumn the previous year, Parndolc staggered his inebriated way east from the snowed-in Habrell Fork all the way to Dunmarl, finishing up his winter of discontent frequenting the numerous alehouses sousing the boundary city. Prompted by the presence of increased Dwarf patrols and absence of Goblin invaders, the wizard abandoned all notion of slogging upcountry to Dalcorne High. Brumalfest helped make up his mind, the nonstop festival of carousing held annually to break the monotony of the snowbound winter months too tempting to resist. Crossing the border once the spring melt greened the landscape and he sobered up enough to walk straight, the technical wizard loitered in the taverns at Jarde until guilt pricked his conscience and drove him back up north, summering in Pendalth. Put off by the grumpy Orvanthian knights barracked there, buoyed by the clement weather plus his desire not to skip a single saloon, he pushed on westwards through the progressively logged southern tract of Northwood to reach the ancient fort of Faldhim. Built nearly three decades before Castle Dalcorne, Faldhim was at a shade over 2,000 years the oldest Dwarf fortification still in use. Originally constructed as a buffer zone to blunt Highland interclan skirmishing in the latter years of the First Epoch, the stick and stone stronghold served nowadays as waypoint on the long forest route between Pendalth and Habrell Fork, as well as Parndolc's current watering hole when seasonal winds began swaying the coniferous treescape portentously.
Latching on to the soldiering prince, the wizard found Dalcorne filling an unpredicted need in him. Sorely missing Garrich, the junior Steelfist proved an adequate substitute, although he remained no bantering Goblin youth. “Drink up, boy,” he encouraged. “You're lagging behind."
"I haven't gone off duty, Parny."
"You're as prissy as your pappy."
"Are you sure you're friends with my father?"
Parndolc waggled a drunken finger at Dalcorne. “Never said I was. I'm acquainted with him by being pally with your grandpa."
"You drink like grampy."
"Didn't think I was that infirm."
"The royal physicians do try to moderate his boozing. Maybe you should visit a quack too.” Dalcorne sniggered wryly. A year younger than Garrich, he exhibited the savvy gleaned from a court upbringing.
A peculiarity the lad let slip peeped through the booziness fogging the wizard's brain. “You speak of your grandfather in the present tense. I find that morose, considering he's a chain-rattling ghost now."
"What makes you think something so laughingly absurd as that?"
"The fact that he died the year before last."
"The king is not dead! At least he wasn't when I went home on leave a few months ago. Grouchy and bedridden certainly, until they got his wheeled chair up and running, but definitely livelier than you, judging by your drunken, mistaken state."
"He's alive!” Fumbling his attempt to seize the boy's rain-slicked mail shirtfront, Parndolc shoved him away in disgust, nearly falling off his stool. Jumping up to assist, Dalcorne reached over the wobbling table to steady the intoxicated wizard, who slapped his helping hands away. “I've been on a yearlong bender for the old coot and he doesn't have the decency to be a corpse. I'll kill old Dal when I see him!"
Those Dwarfs seated nearby turned heads in Parndolc's direction, jovial faces reddened by firewater and the hearthside darkening into scowls. “Lower your voice!” hissed the youngest Dalcorne. “Threatening the king these days, even in jest, will land you in a dungeon faster than a fall down a mineshaft. And rats make poor cellmates."
"How come nobody mentioned anything earlier?"
"You were no doubt too sozzled to listen properly. I take it the source of your confusion was the assassination attempt?"
Parndolc nodded sulkily.
"Suffice to say, the Carnks came perilously close to getting their way. Gramps is a tough old stick. Thumbing the doctors’ prognosis, he miraculously pulled through. I put it down to the stubbornness that comes from old age. His legs are as wasted as a cup of water on you, yet his mind remains fighting fit. But, true to form, he's back on the sauce. I spent his birthday getting plastered with him. Mother lectured us both at length on the virtues of abstinence. I think she was also referring to sex, as well as drink.” Dalcorne laughed in remembrance. “Gramps said that if a Carnk quarrel can't end his life prematurely, no amount of boozing will."
This news changed everything for the reeling wizard and he heaved himself to his feet. Dalcorne rose with him, ready to lend a steadying hand again. Frantically rummaging through the pouch of his overstuffed tool belt, his drunken fingers fumbling with its varied contents, Parndolc removed a small package wrapped in wax paper. Concealed within was what appeared to be a bar of charcoal. Showing great disinclination, the drunkard bit into the unappetizing morsel and crunched the bitter tidbit, forcing himself to swallow the dry and brittle flakes. Pulling an unlovely face, he spat out the crumbs disgustedly. “Tastes like buggery."
"Then dinna eat it,” suggested Dalcorne. “What exactly is it?"
Rewrapping the nibbled bar, Parndolc enlightened him after washing away the foul taste by grossly swilling the watery contents of a fingerbowl. “One time I fixed the broken axle of a gypsy wagon. In return, the grandmotherly head of the family gave me this as a counteragent for binge drinking."
"A snack?"
"Nah. Instant sobriety, worse luck."
The gypsy concoction kicked in and Parndolc unhappily felt his ale induced merriness ebb. His uncoordinated hands steadied, his soupy mind cleared, and his slurred speech grew more intelligible as he regretted, “Blow me down with a quill ... it actually works! What a waste of perfectly good ale. Oh well, if it gets me fit to travel."
"You're planning to hike up to Dalcorne High now,” guessed the prince. “I'm coming with you."
"Won't you face a court martial for deserting your post?"
"Woodflint doesn't really need me here. My duties aren't exactly essential. Besides, in all honesty, can you picture him arresting the king's grandson?"
Suddenly obstinate, preferring his own company again, Parndolc dug his sandals in. “I have wizard stuff to attend to, boy. I don't need to be worrying after you."
"I'm sixteen, old enough to handle myself."
"I'll put that to the test,” murmured the wizard, slyly unhooking the trusty claw hammer from his belt and giving Dalcorne the gentlest of taps on the noggin. Easing the senseless teen back onto his stool, he propped him up against the stout log wall and informed a pair of curious barmaids. “Little bugger can't hold his liquor. Do me a favor, girls, and put the lad to bed. I really must dash.” The waitress eyeing up the eligible prince earlier hustled in like a barn owl swooping on an unaware mouse.
Pulling up his fallen socks, tightening his loosened belt another notch, Parndolc made for the exit. Every fresh, halting step along the lengthy hallway stretching down the middle of the longhouse further dispelled his drunken state. With a grudging admission he muttered, “Flavor that charcoal bar with a sprinkling of chocolate and that old gypsy might be on to a winner, curse her."
The door banged open a second time, letting the chill, moist wind whistle through the place. “What's this ... rush hour at the Midden?” grumbled Parndolc, glancing up to see the caller.
Shockingly, he was Goblin.
The dumbfounded wizard joined the alehouse in coming to a stunned standstill. Merrymaking was quashed by incredulity, sobering the revelers. The only sound intruding upon the gasps of astonishment and stifled cries of outrage was the unheeding crackle of logs burning in the fireplace, followed by a tankard clattering to the floor. Taking full advantage of his show-stopping entrance, the uninvited Carnachian strode jauntily into the mountain lion's den, a choir of crossbow-toting backup warriors swarming in from the muddy courtyard outside. Fanning out behind him, they unerringly secured the hall's only exit, ready to unleash a fusillade of quarrels at any Dwarf foolish enough to object.
Kitted out in commonplace furs, made stinking wet by autumn showers that steamed in the hall's toasty firelight, the ugliest Westie ever to set foot this side of Eastalps was personalized by a tin nose strapped to his unlovely face. His unclenched left hand was gloved by a leather gauntlet wreathed in articulated steel plates, while a metal cup, from which projected a wickedly toothed spike, covered the unseen stump of his right. Unnecessarily clapping his oddly gauntleted hand against the iron blade to command the attention of the room, the impudent Carnachian bawled in a challenging tone, “I seek Faldhim's chief!"
"So will his missus if he's late home again tonight.” Nervous titters from the roomful of suddenly clear-headed Highlanders applauded that clever attempt to defuse the volatile situation.
At a nod from the irked clansman in charge, one of the Blackbolts on loan to him fired indiscriminately from the hip. Parndolc reflexively shrank away when the luckless cook standing at his side, lured out of his safer kitchen by the cessation of bar noise, hurtled backwards, the impacting projectile slamming him against the swing door, pinning him to the scratched and dented timber.
His knife-scarred upper lip curling into a sneer, betraying a mouthful of gold teeth, the Goblin in charge asked insidiously, “Anybody else want to be a wiseass?"
Fearful silence answered his query, all Highlander eyes in the longhouse riveted on the skewered cook, his impalement on the flapping door ghoulishly keeping him upright, the hinges creaking crazily with the dead weight. Blood mingled with the cooking juices staining his greasy apron, messing the worn floorboards beneath in a grisly arc.
Glancing at the cowering wizard, but seeing only a curiously robed Dwarf, the leader of the Goblin pack reiterated in a bellow, “I'm seeking the chieftain of Faldhim!” Fisting his steel glove, he emotively added, “I will spike a Shorty for every second he does not come forward, and I count fast."
An unusually lean-figured Dwarf seated at a far table with a host of podgy companions cautiously vacated his comfy armchair. The hush smothering the beer hall was so complete you could have heard a pine needle drop. “I am he, galloglass,” affirmed the exposed Highlander. “There's no need for further killings."
The Goblin's roving eyes locked on the forthcoming Dwarf, evaluating the red bearded Northerner garbed in casual smock and hose. “Oops ... too late to tell your sentries outside that. You are Fernod Woodflint?"
"Och, I just said so hairy legs. Here's my proof.” Reaching into his shirtfront, the act tensing the primed crossbowmen, Fernod carefully produced his chain of office, dangling in plain sight a square of polished silver stamped with a sliver of timber and stone divided by a solitary flame. “What brings the likes of you trespassing in these here parts, ugly?"
Drawn like a moth to a candle, the Goblin sauntered his way over to Woodflint's table. “I bring a message,” he partly explained.
"You don't look like a feathered messenger for the local pigeon post,” Fernod foolhardily punned.
Swinging his steeled knuckles, the Goblin's abrupt backhander split open Woodflint's cheek as if it was rotten fruit. Staggering from the vicious blow, the howling Dwarf was kept from falling by two enemy warriors scooping him up, firmly grasping his arms and squeezing them hurtfully, quieting his outburst. Stepping close, their unsavory leader caressed Fernod's bloodied face perversely.
"Order your countrymen to disarm. They'll obey you quicker than me.” When Faldhim's wincing chieftain clammed up, the insistent Goblin raked his metal fingertips across the wound, telling more than asking at the end of it. “You have sons, yes? All Dwarfs sire males."
Squirming from the torture, Fernod admitted so with a pained growl.
"How many brats?"
"Three."
"They are here now?'
Bravely refusing to answer again, Fernod grumblingly obliged after the Goblin changed hands and cruelly dug the point of his spike into the suffering Dwarf's wound, scoring the rendered tissue. “One ... is upcountry,” he rasped.
Stepping back from his victim, the tormentor barked, “Woodflint's whelps! Come out, come out, wherever you are."
Scraping chairs announced the angered brothers revealing themselves in unison, though their carrot-topped heads were a dead giveaway. Impatiently waving his spiked stump for his goons to drag them out from behind the table, the Goblin headman looked them over predatorily. Similarly attired in casual daywear, Fernod's portly, whiskered son moved protectively in front of his skinnier sibling, glowering defiantly at their captor.
"Your middle cub is the one absent.” Too startled by the Goblin's astuteness to confirm, Fernod listened helplessly as his foe rationalized. “It's what I expected. Your eldest is favored heir, the youngest always cosseted; so both are kept close to home. That makes the piglet-in-the-middle usefully expendable."
Singling out the beardless younger of the pair, the Goblin shoved his bigger brother out of the way, warning him not interfere with an intimidatory snarl. Cupping the frightened youth's chin in his gauntleted hand, he snarled, “Order them, Woodflint. Or lose one third of your sons."
Fernod's hesitation evaporated. “Toss your weapons over, lads."
Murmurs of dismay and disgust buzzed the anxious room, finding clarity in a lone voice raised in protest. “Chief, we can take them!"
"At what cost,” he barked, the crossbowmen made edgier by the outburst. Reducing his tone to a pleading whine, he implored, “For all our sakes, surrender your arms. Do it now."
The longhouse filled with the racket of every conceivable type of hatchet, axe, tomahawk, mace and hammer being piled on tabletops swept clear of mugs and jugs. When one of the Goblin guards pointed his crossbow menacingly at the unmoving wizard, Parndolc unbelted his tool pouch and dropped it compliantly to the floor. After the clatter of disarmament subsided, the anonymous Goblin posed a chilling question to the fort's keeper.
"Make your choice, Fernod Woodflint."
Puzzlement dulled the chief's soreness. “I already did."
"And a roomful of clawless marmots is a fine start. But I need you completely tractable, Dwarf. Getting my point across, that you will do what I say when I say, requires a demonstration you won't ever forget. And personal loss teaches best of all. I demand a supreme sacrifice on your part. Which son dies?"
"What? You can't be serious, Carnk."
"Be thankful I'm letting you select the son you'll keep. But won't the loser feel unloved."
Struggling futilely against those restraining him, Fernod swore, “I'll chop you into firewood, you beastie!"
Waving his spike hypnotically in the air, he pressed the serrated blade against the boy's trembling throat. “Guess that leaves it up to me."
"No, not Camlin!” begged Fernod. “He's just a lad."
Pivoting to clamp his metalled hand over the eldest son's mouth, the uncaring Goblin rammed the serrated spike deep into Bilthor's unprotected stomach, cutting upwards. The Dwarf's piteous gurgles drowned out the grisly sound of metal shearing flesh, the teeth effortlessly sawing through the muscle of the abdominal wall to perforate his large intestine, leaking contaminants into the gut. Carving up the right kidney then shredding the liver, its ruinous journey ended only after nicking the lower bones of the ribcage.
Thrown into hemorrhagic shock, Bilthor sagged in the arms of his gloating guards. Unable to comprehend the mechanics of the thrusting saw severing the vein draining blood from the liver, actually hastening his excruciating demise, Bilthor nonetheless grasped that in minutes he was going to die. He weakly lifted his head, focusing his agonized stare on his horrified father, tears of disbelief trickling down the cheeks of the death mask forming on his tortured features.
Mindful of rust, the murderous Goblin shook the teardrops off his gauntlet, callously wiping the blood and guts off his dirtied blade on his victim's curly hair before motioning for the expiring Dwarf to be hauled away.
"Bilthor, my firstborn,” sobbed Fernod, helpless to prevent his gutted son being dumped outside like yesterday's garbage. Grief burned away by rage, he seethed, “Carnk, I'll skin you alive as revenge for today's senseless bloodshed, then wear your hide as a kilt.'
Smirking mirthlessly, Bilthor's killer disclosed, “I survived a day on a mountainside caught in a raging blizzard that iced the air solid. My nose turned black and shriveled with frostbite before falling off. I cut off my own hand when it too blackened and went gangrenous. Pain holds no meaning for me, Shorty, other than as a measure to gauge commitment. I will gleefully gut everyone in this room, everybody in this settlement, every Dwarf I catch in this forest, without blinking an eye. But don't misjudge me. I do not kill without good cause. People I slay are done so for valid reasons, whether it's retribution or to be made an example. Your eldest died in order for you to give me utter obedience."
"But you murder innocents for your own depraved amusement too!"
"Your boy was hardly guiltless, Woodflint. As a warrior he knew the risks of serving the sword. It punishes, as well as protects. As for me, I'm not a random killer. What I am is an efficient businessman. I kill for profit, not pleasure."
"Just what master do you butcher for, mercenary? I doubt you're freelancing."
"I am affiliated to no clan or person, but serve the highest payer,” the anonymous Goblin revealed. To his warriors he instructed, “Take the boy and hold him hostage out back in the kitchen. If he acts up, ensure he's main course on the dinner menu.” Returning his detestable attention to Fernod as the youth was forcibly ushered into confinement, the pitiless assassin sniped, “You really should've fathered more sons. Unless the middling cub returns, I've only got Camlin left as leverage."
"There's no need to harm the lad. I'll do your bidding."
"Undeniably, Shortstuff.” The Goblin cackled, abruptly ending his gratification with a booming announcement. “Listen up, you sad pile of mountain goat dung. Fernod Woodflint is hereby sacked. I am Faldhim's new proprietor ... temporarily, until I head out east. I'm told the Northern Heights look picturesque when the snows fall.
"And the message I deliver is from Ahnorr, Chieftain of Grihaloecke, Clan Leader of the Grizzlies, and owner of the entire northlands. He simply wishes me to pass on this public announcement: From this day forth, Carallord is under Goblin management."
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