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Chapter One

Some Dire News

 


 


 


“Ridiculous. Just
ridiculous, that’s what it is!” Gramkin stumbled on the rocky path,
going to one knee and tearing a hole in his breeches. “To wait and
let me know the grim state of affairs until it’s almost too late to
avert disaster.” Short and stocky, the medgekin sported
a wispy gray beard and an outrageously bald
head.

It was a moonless night. Clouds obscured the
stars and the only light came from the sporadic blinking of chuckle
bugs, which are like fireflies that light up only when they’re
amused. It could have been Gramkin’s imagination, but they seemed
to glow more brightly every time he tripped in the dark.

“Hateful creatures,” he
muttered. Indignant, he pushed himself to his feet. He brushed his
hands, dirtied in the fall, on his leather jerkin and continued
down the path. It was a familiar route, but still he held both arms
out, feeling his way through the darkness. He tested the ground
with one foot before stepping forward and saved himself another
nasty fall as he discovered a tree limb fallen across the
trail.

The trees grew thick in this area and
Gramkin shuddered as a sound wafted through the forest. He paused
and listened, but heard nothing further except the wind in the
trees and the scraping of branches.

He continued onward, hurrying to escape the
darkness. Then he heard the sound again—a rustling in the bushes,
the snap of a twig.

Verging on panic, Gramkin broke into a run,
stumbling on every other step as his little feet pounded the path.
The sounds kept pace as if something was following him. Something
larger, faster…

Then all was silent. Gramkin heard only the
thud of his own footsteps. Strangely, the silence seemed even more
terrifying and he didn’t slow his pace, following the trail by
memory and ignoring the low-hanging branches that slapped at him.
He wore a small knife at his side and he felt for it, the coolness
of the hilt offering a small comfort.

He rounded a bend in the trail and came to a
sudden halt.

Something tall and gaunt
stood in his way, arms outstretched, giving a
specter-like appearance in the
darkness. In one hand it held a long staff and,
raising it, tapped it once on the path. Immediately, the area was
illuminated and Gramkin risked an upward glance.

“Zohar!”

The wizard looked
displeased. His long beard bristled and his unruly eyebrows sloped
disapprovingly. “Gramkin? What are you doing wandering about the
forest in the middle of the night? Where are you going?”
Zohar’s voice sounded like dry parchment being
crumpled in a fist.

“I am
on…medgekin…business,” gasped Gramkin, relieved by Zohar’s
appearance, but annoyed at the questioning. “And, if you must know,
I am headed for Ransome Hall.”

“It must be vital to
warrant such a dangerous journey,” Zohar said. “You are fortunate I
happen to be going that way myself. Have you not heard of the
recent phantor activity in the area? I had an encounter with them
just this evening.”

Gramkin had recovered sufficiently to
remember his pride and he huffed. “Quite important, actually. The
annual medgekin games are scheduled for tomorrow and we seem to be
completely out of cheese. You know everyone will be expecting a
large variety of cheeses. We medgekins are known for it.”

“Cheese!” Zohar’s beard
rustled indignantly. “Foolish medgekin! T’Aragam teeters on the
brink of disaster and you worry about cheese!”

Gramkin blinked. “Disaster?”

“Eh, but I’ve said too
much.” Zohar cleared his throat. “Here I chide you for wandering
through the forest at night and then continue to detain you. Come,
I’ll escort you the final distance to Ransome
Hall.” 

 


* * *

 


Ransome Hall was a large stone castle on top
of a hill. One side of the hill broke off abruptly and formed a
steep cliff, at the base of which lapped the murky waters of Lake
Dismal. Around the remainder of the hill circled a dry moat, which
was separated from the lake by a man-made dam. The moat could be
flooded at a moment’s notice by raising the floodgate and letting
the water pour in.

A drawbridge crossed the moat and across
this ran Zohar and Gramkin. Even though the hour was late, lights
burned in the windows of the castle.

“Someone’s up,” Zohar said.
“Perhaps Lord Ransome has company.”

“I hope they haven’t eaten
all the cheese,” Gramkin said, his small legs struggling to keep up
with the wizard’s lengthy stride.

Zohar sighed. “Enough with the cheese. We
have much more serious issues at hand.”

Gramkin started to ask what kind of issues,
but was too out of breath.

At last they stood at the massive front
door. Zohar took a deep breath and used his staff as a knocker. To
Gramkin, who was expecting only the sound of a staff against a
wooden door, the sound was enormous. It boomed through the mansion,
causing even more lights to appear in windows.

A minute passed before the door was flung
open. A guard stood there, his sword drawn and ready.

“Who goes
there?”

Over the guard’s shoulder, Zohar saw someone
else approaching, a tall, broad-shouldered man with short dark hair
and a small goatee. The man’s demeanor marked him as a leader.
Recognizing him, Zohar deflected the guard’s blade with his staff
and boldly stepped past him.

“Lord Ransome!”

“Who is it that interrupts
my dinner party with such rude manners?” demanded Lord Ransome,
continuing forward. He smiled when he caught sight of the wizard.
“Zohar! I should have known. You were never one for the strict
social graces.”

“I offer my apologies, Lord
Ransome. My entrance must seem a little untoward.”

“Entrance! I was referring
to the late hour. The festivities are drawing to an
end.”

“Festivities?”

“Dinner and entertainment.
Most of the guests have already left and we were just cleaning up.
Didn’t you get the invitation I sent?”

Zohar shook his head apologetically. “I did
not. I do travel quite a bit.”

Lord Ransome shrugged. “Well, no matter.
What brings you here, then? Not bad news, I hope.”

“I’m afraid so.” Zohar
moved farther into the room and the guard closed the door. “Might I
speak to you in private?”

Lord Ransome raised an eyebrow. “That
serious, eh? Very well, we can talk in my study.” He turned and led
the way down the hall. Gramkin trailed unseen behind the two
men.

Lord Ransome’s study was a magnificent room
constructed of red cherry wood and furnished with leather
upholstered furniture. Bookshelves lined the walls and books lined
the shelves. New and old, thick and thin, these books represented
the ancient knowledge of T’Aragam, volumes of history, collections
of poetry and prose. An avid collector of literature, Lord Ransome
had even tried his hand at crafting a bit of his own and several of
his own works appeared amid the lists of titles.

“Your library grows more
impressive each time I visit,” Zohar said. “And speaking of such…”
He reached into the folds of his cloak and removed a small, leather
bound book. “I found this last month during my travels.” He handed
the book to Lord Ransome who examined it with growing
excitement.

“The Compendium of Magic,
Vol. 13!” he breathed, taking the book. It
was a smallish volume, its leather cover dyed blue. There was gold
etching on the facing that shimmered in the firelight. Lord Ransome
opened the book and flipped a few pages. “I’ve searched everywhere
for this. It’s the final volume, the only one missing from my set!
You have my gratitude, Zohar. You are a book hunter of the finest
caliber.”

Zohar chuckled. “High praise coming from
you, Lord Ransome. It cost a fair sum, I’ll admit, and I had to
travel to some rather unsavory corners of T’Aragam to find it.
There are forces at work who would be most displeased if they knew
of its existence and especially so if they knew it was in your
possession.”

“A rare book as well as
intrigue.” Lord Ransome smiled. “It doesn’t get any better than
that.”

“I’m pleased you like it,”
Zohar said, “but about the reason for my visit.”

“Of course.” Lord Ransome
regretfully closed the book and set it aside on his desk. “What is
so important that it brings you in haste in the middle of the
night?”

“There has been increasing
phantor activity in the south, Lord Ransome. Just last week a group
of cutters was wiped out in a surprise attack on the northern
border as they were going about their normal duties of cutting back
the advance of the Dark Wood.”

“They didn’t stray past the
borders of the Wood?”

“Not that we could tell. Of
course, there were no survivors left to tell the story once I
arrived.”

“You are the one who found
them?”

“I discovered the site of
their demise, if that’s what you mean,” Zohar said grimly. “There
wasn’t much left of the poor fellows. Some cutting tools and a few
scattered pieces of clothing was about it. Obvious signs of a
struggle covered the ground. Trampled grass, fresh dirt turned up,
drag marks…”

“Drag marks?”

Zohar nodded. “Drag marks. Long trails in
the turf, as if heavy objects had been dragged along the
ground.”

“And where did these trails
lead?”

“Into the Dark Wood. Trees
must eat as well.”

Both men fell silent, Lord Ransome
understanding the implication and Zohar letting it sink in. Zohar
broke the silence.

“It is becoming
increasingly obvious that, along with the phantors, the Dark Wood
is regaining its power, feeding off an increasingly evil presence
in T’Aragam.”

At these terrible words Gramkin let out a
squeak. Lord Ransome frowned.

“Is someone else in the
room?”

Zohar looked back and saw Gramkin cowering
behind him. “I apologize, Lord Ransome. I met this medgekin on the
path to Ransome Hall and escorted him the rest of the way. I was
unaware he had followed us into your private study.”

With his staff he made a shooing motion
toward Gramkin, who dodged out of the way and scuttled to the
door.

Once back out in the hall, Gramkin sniffed.
Unless he was badly mistaken the smell of cheese was in the air.
There was no doubt a large spread laid out for the dinner party and
he hoped to be able to lay his hands on a large portion of it. Then
he could sneak out and make his way home before anyone noticed he
had been away.

Gramkin followed his nose to the banquet
hall, which was still decorated with bright ribbons and festive
greenery. All the guests had gone home, however, and the only
people in sight were a few workers who moved along the tables
cleaning and clearing dishes.

Careful to stay out of sight, Gramkin moved
cautiously along the tables, but the only cheese he found was
scattered crumbs on the floor and some on a table where the platter
must have rested.

If I could just find that
platter, he thought, I’d have more than enough cheese to see us through the games
tomorrow.

Finding the kitchen was an
easy task and finding the cheese was even easier, given Gramkin’s
finely attuned sense of smell. No one was in the kitchen when he
entered, but Gramkin was still cautious as he made his way across
the room to a large cupboard. He sniffed around the edges of the
door for a moment and then slowly opened it. There lay a huge
platter of cheeses. Blocks of cheese, cubes of cheese, cheese
slices of varying thickness…ahhhhhh! Gramkin’s mouth
watered.

“I’d better sample a bit of
each variety,” he murmured, “just to make sure it’s worthy of being
served at the games.”

With this noble intention, he snatched up a
slice of cheese and fondled it a little before nibbling off the
teeniest corner. His eyes rolled back in his head with delight as
he savored the rich, pungent flavor.

A hand grabbed him roughly by the shoulder,
causing Gramkin to yelp and leap into the air with surprise. A
voice hissed from behind,

“I’ve caught you this time,
you little swine!”

 


 



Chapter Two

Phantors!

 


 


 


Max Ransome heard shouting from down the
hall and hurried to investigate. It was coming from the kitchen and
he looked in at the door to see the head cook holding a short,
stocky creature up by the collar and dangling him dangerously close
to a pot of water boiling on the stove. The wretched creature
looked terrified and clutched something in its left hand. Max
looked closer and saw it was a piece of cheese.

“So it’s you who’ve been
stealin’ our cheeses!” the cook roared. “I should drop you into the
soup water and serve you up to Lord Ransome!” She dipped his toe
into the hot water, but pulled it out immediately. “But then why
let you off so easy? I’ll deliver you to Lord Ransome in person. He
has no use for thieves. He’ll string you up from the tower! That he
will!”

Max decided he should intervene quickly.
“You can put him down, Lydia,” he said. “He looks harmless
enough.”

The cook started and turned. Max leaned
against the door frame and watched the entire scene with
amusement.

“Don’t be fooled by his
innocent appearance,” the cook huffed. “He’s a dirty thief, is what
he is.” Although obviously displeased with the interruption, she
did as she was told and set Gramkin down, not too gently, on the
stone floor. She cast him a final dirty look before stalking from
the kitchen.

Gramkin bowed toward Max. “Thank you, young
Ransome. You may have saved me from being an entrée at the next
Ransome Hall feast!”

Max had been trying to adopt a stern
expression, but at this remark he broke into a smile. “I doubt
that,” he said. “We’re not complete barbarians. How do you know who
I am?”

“Everybody around here
knows who you are. You are Max Ransome, Lord Ransome’s son, heir to
the castle, blah-blah-blah.”

“Blah-blah-blah?”

Gramkin coughed. “In a manner of
speaking.”

“You have the advantage on
me,” Max said. “You know much about me, but I know nothing about
you. Except that you are a master thief with a weakness for
Cheddar, of course.” He grinned. “Who are you?”

“Gramkin Truly is my name.
You may call me Gramkin, as long as you do it with respect.
Otherwise, you must call me Lord Truly.”

“Are you a
lord?”

“Not in the slightest.”
Apparently reassured by Max’s pleasant demeanor, Gramkin finished
the cheese in his hand and then reached into the cupboard for
another. He bit off a sizable portion and chewed regretfully. “To
be honest, I’m really quite common as medgekins go.”

“You’re a
medgekin?”

“Did I not just say so?
Really!”

Max was interested. “I’ve only met a couple
of your kind. I’ve read that some medgekins possess the power of
mind control. Is that true in your case?”

“As I said, I’m really
quite common as medgekins go, but I do possess a gift or two. One
of which is the ability to read the minds
of willing subjects.”

“So you can’t read the mind
of someone who doesn’t wish it?”

“Precisely. Some of the
ancient medgekins have developed more advanced skills, but I’m
afraid I am somewhat limited.”

“Can you tell what I’m
thinking right now?”

Gramkin closed his eyes and concentrated.
“You are thinking of a meadow full of flowers.”

Max looked startled and then broke into a
huge grin. “That’s amazing! How did you do that? There’s a trick to
it, isn’t there?”

Gramkin shrugged. “The key to mind control
is suggestion. Most mind readers don’t actually read someone’s
mind—they inject a thought or idea into the subject’s mind and then
merely tell the subject the thought or idea. But as I said, the
subject has to be willing.”

“Try this one,” Max said.
“What does my father usually do with thieves he finds looting the
castle?”

“He’d never string me up
from a parapet,” Gramkin said, dismissing the notion with a wave.
“But if it makes you feel better, I promise this will be the last
time I accept any gifts from your kitchen.”

“Are you saying you have
permission from my father to be here?”

“Well, I don’t have
a signed invitation, if that’s what you mean,” Gramkin said, waving
his fingers in the air, “but the last time he caught me down here…I
mean, the last time we dined together he did mention that if I was
ever in need I should come to him.”

“I’m not sure this is what
he meant.”

Gramkin turned back to the
cupboard. “I’ve known your father for years,” he said. “I’m sure he
wouldn’t mind.” He shook his head
violently as if clearing cobwebs. “Anyway,
I need this cheese to serve at the annual games tomorrow. If I
don’t have cheese to serve there will be trouble!”

“The annual medgekins games
are tomorrow? I’ve read about those, although I’ve never seen
them.”

“They are something to
behold,” Gramkin said. “They’ve been held every year for a
millennium with no lack of cheese. This is the first year I’ve been
in charge of the provisions. If I fail, I’ll be
disgraced!”

“Isn’t there a special
reserve of cheese set aside for the games?” Max asked. “What
happened to it?”

Gramkin looked uncomfortable.

Max laughed out loud. “You’ve been pinching
cheese from your own store room, haven’t you? You are quite the
glutton!”

Now thoroughly embarrassed, Gramkin
reddened. “I have a high cheese requirement.”

This excuse only made Max laugh harder. “Oh,
I see! I suppose you require cheese like other people need sleep?
Or water?”

“Precisely. I not only love
cheese, I need cheese. It defines me as a medgekin.”

“It defines you as a
thief,” Max said, sobering. “Speaking of which, you need to get out
of here before someone else finds you and reports to my
father.”

“But…the games!”

Max hesitated, but finally went to a cabinet
and removed a canvas sack. “Fine. You seem harmless enough. Fill
this bag with cheese and then get out of here. But this is the last
time!”

Gramkin nodded and got to work busily
dumping cheese into the sack.

The room trembled.

Did you feel that?” Max looked at
Gramkin.

“Yes, the room trembled,”
Gramkin said calmly. He continued snatching cheese for a moment,
then stopped abruptly and straightened. “In the name of Gouda, the room trembled!”

Running to the door, Max looked into the
hall. He could hear shouts from inside the castle and the sound of
running footsteps. Then from somewhere in the night he heard
something else…a low moaning sound so powerful it made the door
shiver on its hinges.

Although he didn’t remember hearing the
sound before, it seemed strangely familiar, like the feeling of
deja vu he sometimes got. From down the hall came muffled
shouts and the clank of metal. Within moments, members of the
guard hurried past, heading toward their posts in the towers. They
were dressed in full battle attire and carried their weapons at the
ready.

“Something’s wrong,” Max
said, setting off in pursuit of the soldiers. Gramkin shouldered
his bag of contraband and hurried to catch up. 

They met Lord Ransome and Zohar coming out
of the study. Both men looked grim and Lord Ransome grabbed Max’s
shoulder. 

“We are under attack,” he
said. “I need you to go to the armory—it’s the safest place in the
castle. Wait there until either I or Zohar come for you.” He gave
Max a push and then turned and walked quickly after his
soldiers.

Zohar looked once at Max, saying only, “Do
as your father says,” before following after Lord Ransome.

 


The armory was a long, narrow, windowless
room. Weapon racks, now mostly empty, lined the walls. Max and
Gramkin entered and looked around. Lord Ransome had never allowed
Max to play in the room when he was little and the room had always
held an element of mystery. Now, with the strange moaning sounds
still reaching them and the occasional shudder of the floor, it was
nothing short of creepy.

“What did my father mean by
‘under attack’?” Max wondered aloud. During his sixteen years,
Ransome Hall had never faced an enemy. He had heard of battles
being fought in other places and even heard recent rumors about
trouble, but had never seen warfare up close.

Gramkin, who was much older than Max, did
not share his curiosity. “It’s the phantors!” he said, his voice
high-pitched with fright and frustration. “Why tonight of all
nights?”

Despite the circumstances, Max snickered.
“Are you seriously annoyed that you’ve been interrupted in your
thievery? I’m personally more concerned about surviving until
morning!” He sat down next to Gramkin, who seemed on the verge of
panic. “Tell me more about these phantors. Are they really
dangerous?”

“Dangerous! They’re the
most evil creatures in T’Aragam. Trust me, the less you know about
them the better.”

“But who are they? Where do
they come from?”

“They live in the Dark
Wood.” Gramkin was shaking and he stood up and began pacing.
“That’s where their power is the strongest. But lately they’ve been
straying into the surrounding provinces, Grendale and Andulas, and
causing mischief. I heard your father and Zohar talking in the
study. A group of cutters was killed just a few days ago on the
border of Grendale.”

“That’s not far from
here!”

“Exactly. This must be
their next stop.” Gramkin’s pacing quickened and he felt for his
knife.

“But why us?”

“For the love of Muenster!”
Gramkin stopped pacing for a brief moment. “Don’t you read the
history books? The phantors were a part of the uprising that
threatened to conquer T’Aragam some years back. Your father played
an important role in defeating them, mainly by bringing Grendale
and Andulas together in a powerful alliance. There have been rumors
that those responsible for the first uprising are up to their old
tricks. Obviously, your father would have to be taken care of early
to prevent him from rallying T’Aragam’s forces once
again.”

The floor trembled and the few remaining
weapons shook in the racks. Gramkin resumed his pacing and, as the
trembling increased, suddenly grabbed the bag of cheese and broke
for the door.

“I refuse to die here!” he
shrieked. “There may still be time to make it home before the
castle falls!”

“Gramkin!” Max grabbed for
the little man’s jerkin, but the smooth leather slipped between his
grasping fingers. He hesitated and then started after his new
friend. As an afterthought, he halted and grabbed a sword and
scabbard from the rack before heading out the door.

The medgekin was already halfway down the
hall and Max struggled to catch up, while at the same time buckling
the sword around his waist.

Outside the armory, Max could hear the noise
of battle. The shouts of the soldiers, the strange moaning, and
another sound he couldn’t place. A hissing, crackling, whooshing
sound, like the blaze of a fire when fresh fuel is added.

Then Max heard a scream from somewhere
above. In one of the towers a soldier had been hit. But it wasn’t
the sudden scream of a man cut with a sword or pierced by an arrow.
It started low and then increased in pitch and volume. Most
horribly, it continued for several seconds before slowly dying out
again in the same manner as it started.

Max shuddered and continued after Gramkin,
who had disappeared around a corner. Max turned the corner and
stopped. There was no sign of the medgekin and the only way out
from here was a flight of steps leading upward—toward the battle.
Bracing himself and grabbing the hilt of the sword, Max ran up the
steps, shouting Gramkin’s name.

A soldier appeared at the top of the stairs,
causing Max to come to a screeching halt and almost sending him
backward down the steps.

“Young Ransome! What are
you doing up here? Didn’t your father instruct you to remain
below?” Instead of waiting for an answer, the soldier grabbed Max’s
shoulder and turned him around. “Now get back to the armory and
stay there. It’s not safe!”

Max turned back around to ask the soldier if
he’d seen Gramkin, but before he could speak he heard the same
crackling sound from earlier. A moment later the man in front of
him burst into blue flame. His face registered shock and the same
horrible scream ripped from his throat.

Hearing the death was nothing compared with
witnessing it. The soldier’s armor melted around him, encasing his
upper body in molten metal. His flesh liquefied and then quickly
turned to ash. Within seconds all that remained was a twisted pile
of melted armor and scattered ashes.

Max stood on the steps, shocked and
sickened. Then he became aware of something approaching him.
Looking up, he saw a swirling dark mist. It was somewhat in the
shape of a man, but without defined features. Like a phantom, its
face was only a black smudge and appeared to be shadowed by a hood.
It moved across the stone floor as smoothly and quietly as smoke.
Max didn’t have to be told…this was a phantor. Even the atmosphere
felt evil and, although he couldn’t see any facial features, Max
knew the creature was leering.

It was going to kill him.

 


 



Chapter Three

Escape from Ransome Hall

 


 


 


Max drew the sword and held it in front of
him, although knowing it would be of no use against the strange
creature and its devastating weapon. For some reason the phantor
paused and seemed to peer closer at Max, as if trying to recognize
him.

It spoke. The low, raspy voice made Max
shudder.

“Raaaansommme…”

Max gripped the sword tightly, the tip held
up and pointing at the phantor. How had the apparition known his
name? His knees felt weak and for a moment he thought he might
either pass out or be sick. He tried to speak, but his mouth was
dry and his tongue felt thick and immobile.

The phantor moved forward and reached out
toward Max, brushing his cheek. The touch was ice cold. The
creature raised its arm to unleash a ball of flame that would
engulf Max in seconds, but a voice stopped it.

“Not so fast,
demon.”

The phantor swirled and turned. Lord Ransome
stood a few feet away, his own sword drawn and ready. The blade
glowed with a golden light.

“I believe I’m the Ransome
you seek. Let’s see how you fare against a foe armed with the means
to defeat you!”

Hissing, the phantor unleashed a flaming
blue orb toward Lord Ransome, who parried it with his sword. The
phantor surged forward and reached for the lord’s throat, but
shrieked as its efforts were rewarded with a slicing blow.

It drew back, snarled, and gathered for
another attack. Then Max saw a second phantor gliding silently
across the floor behind his father. He opened his mouth to shout a
warning, but the words were lost in a whooshing crackle as a burst
of blue fire erupted from the phantor’s outstretched hand.

Lord Ransome turned and saw the fire ball.
He tried to bring up his sword, but was a second too late. The fire
engulfed him as it had the soldier, reducing him to ash within
moments.

Max closed his eyes and smothered a scream,
while the room filled with howls from the phantors. Max began
swinging his useless sword with abandon. It swished through the air
and clanged off walls.

The howls turned to shrieks and Max heard
another voice over the noise. It was Zohar.

“Cease your swinging,
boy—you’ll behead me!”

Max opened his eyes and saw one of the
phantors disappearing out the door. The other was nowhere to be
seen.

“What…where’s the other
one?”

Zohar dismissively waved his staff, the knob
of which was pulsing with the same golden light Max had seen on his
father’s sword. “I sent him back to the underworld where he
belongs. Now come with me before it’s too late. Ransome Hall is
lost and we must flee if we are to save our lives. Back to the
armory, quickly!”

“But I just came from
there,” Max protested. “There’s no way out. We’ll be
trapped!”

Zohar ignored this reasonable concern and
began dragging Max down the steps.

They reached the armory in short order and
the wizard pushed Max inside and followed him through. He slammed
the door, locking it securely.

No sooner had he done so than they heard
moaning coming from the hall and knew the phantors had followed
them to the hiding place. They heard the familiar whooshing noise
and the door, which was oak reinforced with iron, shuddered. The
thick oak planks smoked and the edges began to blacken.

“The door won’t hold them
but a moment,” Zohar said. “Through here.”

He tapped his staff against the wall and Max
watched in fascination as it fell away to reveal a staircase that
disappeared into darkness.

“A secret
passage!”

“Ah, a lad with keen
insight into the obvious,” Zohar said. “Get in, boy.”

Max stepped through the doorway and then
remembered Gramkin. “Gramkin!”

“What about
him?”

“He ran off into the
castle.”

“What the—! Why would
he—?”

“I think he panicked. He
thought he could make it out before the battle spread.”

“That worked out well,”
Zohar growled. “Medgekins are no end of trouble. We can’t risk
going back for him. The phantors are at the door as we speak. He’ll
have to fend for himself. Now go, boy, go!”

“Where am I
going?”

“Just follow the passage to
its end. I’ll try to stall the phantors long enough to ensure your
escape.”

“What about
you?”

“Your concern is touching,
but your survival is more important. You don’t understand that
now—you’ll have to trust me.”

The door crumbled.

“Go!” Zohar turned his back on Max and filled the doorway, his
staff held out in front like a rapier. “Phantors, you shall die!”
he shouted.

Max didn’t wait to see what would almost
certainly be the demise of an old family friend. Instead he took
the wizard’s advice and descended the steps as quickly as he could.
His feet reached the bottom and he stumbled, falling to his hands
and knees. He was on dirt now and standing up he felt around him to
discover a narrow passageway. It was almost completely black,
forcing him to feel his way along. As creepy as the passage was,
the horrible sounds of battle from overhead kept him motivated and
he pushed forward into the darkness.

In the previous crisis he had been unable to
think and react normally, but now the reality of his father’s death
came rushing back and he began to run, sobbing as he stumbled
through the darkness, running into walls and once thumping his head
on a low beam or tree root.

He was brought up short by running directly
into something solid. Blinking away the stars the collision had
produced in his line of vision, Max felt rough wooden beams in
front of him and then the cool metal of a door handle. He pulled,
but the door refused to open. After more blind grasping, he found a
lock bar. With great effort he pushed it aside, the rust grating as
the bar slid away.

The door opened hesitantly as he pulled on
the handle, the hinges also being rusted and long unused. Max could
now hear night sounds and the noise of battle was distant.
Cautiously, he stepped through the doorway and looked around. He
was in the forest surrounding Ransome Hall. He had played here many
times, but didn’t remember ever seeing the door. He looked back and
watched with surprise as the door gradually faded away. He grabbed
for it, but it slipped through his fingers and disappeared. He
walked around where it would have been, but there was nothing but
bushes and trees.

“I hope I don’t have to go
back that way,” he muttered.

“Not likely,” answered a
voice.

Max jumped and his hand grasped the sword at
his side. Then he recognized the voice. “Gramkin! You’re safe!”

“Quite. And no thanks to
you! How could you abandon me like that?”

“Abandon…you panicked and
fled! I came after you and was almost killed in the
process.”

“I never panic,” Gramkin
corrected. “I was merely…” He peered closely at Max. “Have you been
crying?”

“No. I mean, maybe just a
little.”

“Don’t blame you. I almost
wet my—”

“My father’s dead,” Max
blurted.

Gramkin stood speechless.

“It was the phantors. They
were going to kill me. He stopped them.”

“This is indeed dire news,”
Gramkin said. “And the castle has fallen?”

Max nodded.

Gramkin reached in the sack he still carried
and offered Max some cheese. “Eat this. Nothing takes the edge off
tragedy like a bit of cheese.”

Max waved it away, but the smell of the
cheese incited hunger and on second thought he accepted it. He ate
slowly, listening to the fading sounds of battle. It was almost
quiet now. There was one last, long scream and then…silence.

“You can stay with me
tonight,” Gramkin said. “Perhaps you can come to the
games!”

“Let’s go, then,” Max said.
“It’s only a matter of time before the phantors come down the same
passage I used and we don’t want to be standing here when that
happens.”

As if on cue, the low moaning drifted from
the forest. They both looked around uneasily.

“Which way to your
house?”

Gramkin pointed. “That way. But it’s not a
house, exactly.”

“I don’t care what it is!”
Max said. “Can we just go, please?”

They began running through the trees. There
was no path and the branches of trees and brush snatched at them as
they ran past. Gramkin led the way, but was so erratic in his
direction that Max began wondering if the little man knew here he
was going. He voiced the concern.

“I’ve lived here…all
my…life!” Gramkin
wheezed. “Of course I know where I’m…going.”

They ran on for several more minutes before
Gramkin came to such an abrupt halt that Max ran into him, knocking
the medgekin over and promptly falling on top of him.

Gramkin wriggled out from the tangle and
stood up. “Okay, now I’m lost,” he said, looking around. “This part
of the forest doesn’t look familiar.”

“You said you knew where we
were!”

“And so I did! Then. But
now things look all…not
so familiar.”

“You didn’t lead us into
the Dark Wood, did you?” Max punched a tree in frustration. “You
did, didn’t you! We ran right into the phantor stronghold, didn’t
we?”

“We can’t be too far into
it,” Gramkin reasoned. “Merely on the outskirts. If we turn around
now we should be able to make it back to the forest in no time.
From there I’m sure I can find the way home.”

The moaning had not subsided. In fact, it
had intensified and was growing louder by the minute.

“They won’t have much
trouble finding us here,” Max said. “I remember my father talking
about the Dark Wood and how treacherous it is. I was never allowed
to play within a good distance of it.”

Gramkin looked around, trying desperately to
get his bearings. “Which way were we facing when we first entered
the Wood? If we just walk in the opposite direction from that, we
should be out of its borders in short order.”

“I have no idea how long
we’ve been in the Dark Wood,” Max said. “And we’ve changed
direction several times, thanks to your rather casual approach to
navigation. I’d have been better off just hiding in the forest
until morning.”

“There is nothing wrong
with my navigational methods,” Gramkin pouted. “Obviously, they’ve
moved the forest around to confuse us. We’ll just have to outsmart
them by working our way back to the starting point and then find
our way home by going in the opposite direction.”

Max snorted. “That’s ridiculous. Whoever
heard of moving a forest around? Not even Zohar could pull that one
off.”

A branch rubbed against Max’s arm. He yelped
and jumped aside.

Gramkin raised an eyebrow. “You don’t seem
convinced.”

“I’m just a little jumpy,”
Max said. Even as he dismissed the notion, some of the trees did
seem to be in motion. Not moving, perhaps, but shifting slightly.
“They’re just swaying in the wind.”

“Why do you think your
father wouldn’t let you play anywhere near the Dark
Wood?”

Max shrugged. “Because of the phantors, of
course.”

“And what about when the
phantors were all but destroyed some years ago? Not much of a
threat then, were they?”

“I guess he just didn’t
want to take chances. Look, can’t we just go? There has to be some
way out of the Wood or at least somewhere we can hide
until—”

Gramkin gasped as if a brilliant idea had
just occurred to him. “The inn!”

A ball of blue fire shot from the Wood and
hit the ground some distance in front of them. It carved a
smoldering trench along the point of impact and several nearby
trees burst into flames. They burned for a few seconds before
exploding in a shower of limbs and splinters. Max and Gramkin were
forced to hit the ground to escape the flying debris.

“What inn?” shouted Max.
“Where is it?”

“Somewhere in the Wood not
far from the castle. Your father set it up as a haven for passing
travelers. It provided a safe place for them to spend the night. We
can’t be too far from it.”

“That really narrows it
down,” Max said sarcastically, “considering we have no idea where
we are in relation to the castle.”

“There’s no need to be
surly,” Gramkin huffed. “The phantors are coming from the castle.
I’m sure as long as we keep them at our backs we’ll eventually find
the inn.”

“I don’t think I’ll be
running toward them any time soon,” Max replied. He considered
Gramkin’s logic highly flawed, especially since it would likely
require them going even deeper into the Dark Wood.

But now they were both up and running,
making little attempt to find their direction. The moaning had
become louder and assaulted their eardrums mercilessly. Max’s head
pounded from the noise.

Another ball of fire streaked toward them.
They ducked and it sailed overhead, demolishing a stand of young
pines.

A streak of golden light pierced the night
sky and was just visible through the overhead branches. Max stopped
and pointed.

“Up there,” he said. “What
is that?”

Gramkin followed the point, but shrugged.
“Another phantor trick, no doubt.” He tugged Max’s arm. “Come on,
we must keep going.”

Max continued staring upward. “It looks like
a signal.” He thought back to the battle at Ransome Hall and the
brilliant golden glow he’d seen pulsing from Zohar’s staff. “It’s
Zohar! He’s signaling to us.”

“It could also be a trap,”
Gramkin insisted, still gripping Max’s arm. “I say we keep
going.”

“No!” Max jerked his arm
away. “This is our only chance. It may be a trap, but we’ll never
outrun the phantors on our own.”

For a brief moment Gramkin hesitated, but
then saw the truth behind Max’s words. “All right, but if we die
I’ll never forgive you.”

“Agreed!”

They changed direction and ran toward the
beacon. Then they were out of the woods and running through an open
field. Ahead of them stood an old, ramshackle inn, its windows
alight and welcoming.

A fire ball crackled past and they watched
as it headed straight for the inn. Max’s heart fell. Having seen
what the flames could do to sturdy trees, there was no doubt in his
mind what would become of the ancient building.

Just before the fatal moment, however, the
fire ball seemed to hit a shield and it exploded in a breath-taking
display of sparks and leaping flame.

The fire surrounded the building and began
rising into the air, as if crawling up an invisible barrier. Soon
the inn was encased in a globe of blue flame, which flared and
sparked furiously without doing any harm.

Only a few yards from the inn, Max and
Gramkin were brought up short by the fiery obstacle. Looking over
their shoulders, they caught glimpses of the shadows advancing and
knew another ball of fire could appear and devour them at any time.
At this range, the phantors wouldn’t miss.

Through the flames, Max watched as the door
of the inn flew open and Zohar appeared. His flowing, white beard
bristled and his silver robe sparkled in the fire light. His eyes
flashed and he held his long, knobby staff in one hand.

“Young Ransome!”

At Gramkin’s warning shout, Max looked back
again and saw a fire ball heading their way. He turned his
attention back to Zohar, who had raised his staff and pointed it in
their direction. The wizard shouted a few words and a stream of
pure white flame shot from the end of the staff and collided with
the globe of blue fire.

The white fire burrowed into the globe,
eating into it like dry sand absorbing rain water.

“Into the white flame!”
Zohar cried, waving his free hand toward Max and Gramkin. “It’s
your only chance! Jump for it!”

Max hesitated. Jumping into a wall of fire,
whatever its color, wasn’t his idea of an escape, but a final
glance over his shoulder showed the fire ball almost upon them.
Taking Gramkin’s hand he counted to three and together they leaped
into the inferno.

They landed unscathed on the ground inside
the burning globe. Zohar lowered his staff and the white flame was
quickly overpowered.

“Inside, quickly!” Zohar
said, bending down to help Max and Gramkin to their feet. “You’re
safe for the moment, but they won’t go away until you’re out of
sight.”

As they passed through the door, Max looked
up at the sign over the inn door. It read, “The Luscious
Lemur.”

 


 


 



Chapter Four

At the Luscious Lemur

 


 


 


Leading the way inside, Zohar shut the door
behind them and bolted it. A hat rack stood left of the door and
the wizard leaned his staff against it. To Max’s surprise, he then
removed his beard and also hung it on the hat rack.

“I don’t really have a
flowing, white beard,” he explained, seeing their curious faces,
“but it seems most people expect wizards to have them and without
it people refuse to take me seriously. So I put it on whenever
there’s a chance I may need to perform wizardly deeds.”

Max looked around the inn. The floor was
made of wooden planks and mostly covered with brightly-woven rugs,
while the walls were constructed with rough paneling. Sturdy beams
crossed the ceiling and were covered in paraphernalia: extra
lanterns, lengths of rope, furs, strings of vegetables, bags of
potatoes, and even a wire birdcage. A large crow occupied the cage
and eyed the newcomers warily.

Max approached and peered at the bird. It
was almost as large as the cage and so firmly pressed against the
wire that blue-black feathers poked out between the bars.

“That’s Roquefort,” Zohar
said. “I’d stay away from him, were I you. He’s really quite
hateful.”

To emphasize the point, Roquefort clicked
his beak and Max retreated a step. “Are we safe here?” he asked,
turning back to Zohar.

The wizard nodded. “For a time. The inn is
protected against the evil magic of the phantors. I expect they
will withdraw and wait for us to leave in the morning.”

“So let’s not,” Gramkin
said. “We’ll just wait them out here.”

“Impossible,” Zohar said.
“The inn can’t withstand an extended siege by the phantors and
there may not be enough food to last but a couple of days. More
importantly, we must get to King Grandmere and tell him Ransome
Hall has fallen. He’ll need to gather his forces.”

Amazingly, Gramkin was still clutching the
bag of cheese and this he waved at Zohar. “But I have to deliver
this cheese. Without it, the games will be ruined!”

“There will be no
games!” The sharpness in Zohar’s voice
startled Max and Gramkin jumped. “T’Aragam is under full-fledged
assault. The capture of Ransome Hall is only the
beginning.”

“How did you escape the
phantors?” Max asked.

“I fought them for a time
and then retreated down the passage. Knowing the phantors would
waste little time following, I made straight for the inn and had
just arrived when I heard the phantors attacking somewhere in the
Wood. Thinking you might be in trouble, I sent up the
signal.”

“And just in time,” Max
said. “We were completely lost.” He shot Gramkin a sour look, which
the medgekin ignored.

A smile briefly tugged the corners of
Zohar’s mouth. “Regardless, you made it safely and that is the
important thing. Now all we need is a good night’s sleep.”

A piece of the door splintered.

Gramkin, who had been sitting with his back
to it, jumped to his feet and whirled. Zohar and Max also started
and the wizard quickly retrieved his staff and beard from the hat
rack.

“Who is it?” Max
whispered.

Zohar shook his head. “I can’t imagine. No
phantor could enter through the shield. Its power hasn’t yet begun
to fade.” He looked at Gramkin in disgust. “Stop whirling,
medgekin, you’re making me dizzy. I don’t think we have anything to
worry about. The shield is quite adept at discerning intentions. If
whatever is out there intended us harm, it is doubtful it would
have made it this close to the inn.”

Zohar walked to the door
and slowly drew back the bar. The door
burst open and in the frame stood a hideous creature. It looked
like every scary monster that Max, as a small child, had ever
imagined hiding under his bed: large, bulging eyes; jagged,
dripping fangs; large feet with curved claws; long, unkempt hair
stringing down over its eyes.

Max heard screaming and clamped his hands
over his mouth to stop the noise, but the scream continued. Then he
realized it was the monster who was screaming. Its wide eyes were
terror-stricken and it trembled with fear.

Then, apparently unable to cope, the monster
covered its eyes and howled in terror. Max took the opportunity to
crawl out of sight under the table.

A minute passed and the monster slowly let
one hand fall away from an eye. The eye peered around anxiously
and, not catching sight of Max, the monster stopped screaming and
uncovered his other eye.

“Blimey!” said the monster,
his voice thick with a Cockney accent. “I’ve just seen the most
‘orrible monster!”

Gramkin, who had leaped into a barrel of
provisions when the door had crashed open, now hauled himself out
and fixed the monster with a disgusted stare. “Oh, for Limburger’s
sake, Gloom, stop making a fool of yourself. It’s just a boy.”

“A child!” the monster
shrieked. “You know I can’t stomach children.”

“You don’t have to stomach
him,” Zohar interjected. “He’s not dinner. This is Lord Ransome’s
son.”

Max poked his head out from under the table.
“Um…I’m really quite harmless.”

Gloom whimpered and Max braced himself, but
the scream didn’t come. Instead, Gloom watched as Max crawled out
from under the table and positioned himself on a nearby stool.

“See?” Max said. “Harmless.
I wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“What about
monsters?”

“I don’t hurt them,
either,” Max said, shaking his head. “I’ve always been afraid of
monsters, actually.”

Gloom brightened and also sat down. He
looked at Max hopefully. “Afraid of monsters?”

“Indeed,” said
Max.

This pleased Gloom and Max watched with some
amusement as the monster grinned, showing his horrible teeth.

“I’m a monster, ya know,”
Gloom said imperiously. “And I don’t blame you for bein’ terrified.
I’m really quite frightenin’. It’s been said that I’m the most
‘orrifyin’ creature to ever—”

Quiet to this point, Roquefort let out a
piercing squawk.

“Help!” yelped Gloom. “It’s
a bird!” He busied himself trying to crawl under a
chair.

“Quit that!” Gramkin hauled
the monster’s head out. “You’ll break the furniture. The bird can’t
get at you; he’s in a cage.”

“Oh, right, right.” Gloom
climbed back onto the stool and began grooming his fur
self-consciously. “Lost me head there for a bit. Quite all right
now.” He looked at Max and whispered, “I’m really not scared o’
birds, ya know. I’m just somethin’ of a prankster.”

Max nodded with understanding.

“What brings you here,
Gloom?” Zohar asked, tiring of the show. “Besides your
impersonation of a lunatic, that is. Which, I must say, was most
convincing.”

“I was out lookin’ for me
brother, actually.”

Gramkin frowned, concern etching his
forehead. “You don’t mean that Doom is missing!”

“I do, indeed,” Gloom said.
“It’s been weeks since I’ve seen ‘im. I just assumed ‘e was down
with the plague, but—”

“These monsters get the
plague like you would get a cold,” Gramkin whispered to Max. “To
them it’s nothing.”

Gloom continued: “—but when ‘e didn’t show
up for the annual Tri-Monster Sonnet Competition I knew somethin’
was amiss. Doom never misses the Competition. This year ‘e was
scheduled to deliver the opening verse. An epic, it was. No doubt
would have claimed the prize!” At this, Gloom dissolved into tears.
He grabbed the corner of a canvas potato sack and dabbed his eyes
assiduously. The sack was still full of potatoes, but Gloom didn’t
seem to notice. “Anyhow, I didn’t notice the night comin’ on and
before I knew it, darkness had fallen across the land like quilted
injustice. Ooh! Not a bad line for a poem, that.”

“We haven’t seen any sign
of Doom, I’m afraid,” Zohar said. “We three just managed to escape
the phantors with our own lives. We are traveling to Grendale
tomorrow, however, and our path should pass close to your brother’s
cave. We’d be happy to stop and inquire.”

“I know ‘e’s not at the
cave,” Gloom said. “I’ve checked there.”

“Perhaps he was just out,”
Zohar suggested. “Really, it would be no trouble.”

Moving carefully so as not to frighten him,
Max went to stand next to Gloom and put his arm around the
monster’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, Gloom. I’m sure your brother is
fine. Don’t cry.”

“I ain’t cryin’,” Gloom
sobbed. “I’m allergic to birds.”

Roquefort squawked, as if to say, “Likewise,
I’m sure.”

Zohar leaned his staff
against the rack and hesitated a moment before deciding to leave
his beard attached for the night. He took a last look out the
window and then closed and locked the shutters. Walking to the fire, he tossed another few sticks into the
flames before going to a corner chest and pulling out blankets and
pillows.

“There’s nothing more we
can do tonight,” he said. “We should all get a good night’s rest
and see what the morning brings.”

“Hopefully, more cheese,”
Gramkin muttered.

 


 



Chapter Five

Into the Dark Wood

 


 


 


Max jerked awake and sat up. He had to think
for a few moments before remembering where he was. The realities of
last night’s events came back to him and, jumping to his feet, he
ran to a window.

Looking out, there was no indication of the
phantors’ attack, except for a circle of singed grass surrounding
the inn. The day itself, however, looked warm and inviting. The sun
was high in the blue sky and the field of high grass surrounding
the inn stirred in a slight breeze.

Only the Dark Wood suggested anything other
than an idyllic summer day. Even in the bright sunshine the trees
were mysterious and forbidding. As Max watched they seemed to move
slowly back and forth, not a gentle swaying in the wind, but
independently, as if shifting positions.

He tore his gaze away from the trees and,
rubbing his eyes, stepped out into the sunlight. The sun was high
in the sky and Max realized he had vastly overslept. The others
were already awake and moving around outside, helping Zohar pack
supplies into sacks piled on the back of a donkey. The animal
didn’t appear at all happy with the arrangement and occasionally
tried to bite whoever happened to be near.

Max patted the animal on the rump and just
had time to pull his hand away as the donkey twisted around and
snapped at him.

“Who conjured up the
donkey?” Max asked. “He seems cross.”

“He’s inn property,” Zohar
said. “Travelers use him to pack belongings to their destination.
Then they set him free and he wanders back to the inn to await his
next assignment. He’s always made it back safely, so his attitude
must be working out for him. But you are correct, young Ransome. He
is quite ill-tempered.” Zohar smiled at Max. “I thought we’d have
to leave you behind.”

“That might not have been a
bad thing,” Max said, stealing another glance at the Wood. “It’s
hard to believe we’re all in such danger when everything looks so
normal. Except for the Dark Wood, of course.”

Zohar’s expression sobered.
“Let’s not ruin a perfect day by talking about the Dark Wood. Our
goal is to get away from it as quickly as
possible. Hopefully the bright sunlight
will help keep them deep in the Wood until we’re gone. Yet another
reason why we are leaving in the middle of the day.” Zohar handed
Max a length of fresh bread. “Put this in a sack, will
you?”

Max approached the donkey gingerly and, by
moving slowly, managed to pack the bread without getting eaten.

“Everybody ready?” Taking
the donkey’s lead rope Zohar began walking, with the others falling
into step behind him.

At first they were able to keep the Wood a
comfortable distance away on both sides, but as they traveled
farther the path narrowed.

And the sky darkened.

The trees grew taller and occasionally a
black, oozing vine lay across the trail. For all their disgusting
appearance they looked dead and harmless enough, but the travelers
made it a point to step carefully over them.

It became even darker and Max, who had
drifted to the rear of the group, began paying more attention to
the ever-closing Wood than where his feet were stepping.

It happened in a second.

Something squished beneath his foot and a
large vine, at least two inches in diameter, circled his ankle like
a python and squeezed.

Max cried out in pain and fear, causing his
companions to turn quickly. Zohar raised his staff, but paused. It
would be easy to miss the vine and hit Max, destroying his leg and
perhaps his life. Even if the wizard did hit the vine, who knew
what it would do to Max’s leg in its death throes?

Max tried to stay upright, balancing on one
foot while struggling to loose the vine from his other leg before
the coils crushed it. He drew his sword and raised it to
strike.

Having secured its grip, the vine began
retreating into the Wood, the movement throwing Max off balance. He
toppled to the ground and landed hard. A rock connected with his
shoulder and his arm went numb, then tingly. The sword slipped from
his grasp and the others watched in horror as he was dragged,
kicking and flailing, into the Wood.

The vine dragged Max along at incredible
speed. He looked back and saw Gramkin draw his knife and sprint for
the Wood. With no apparent thought to danger, he charged into the
darkness, brandishing the knife.

“Young Ransome!”

Another vine swooped from the upper branches
of a tree and circled Gramkin’s waist. With one frenzied blow he
sliced it in half. The vine snapped back like a whip, black ooze
pouring from it, while the severed end writhed on the ground like a
headless serpent.

No sooner did this one fall then another
vine appeared from the darkness and snatched at him. Gramkin
slashed it as well, but it was followed by another and another and
soon he was fighting for his own life.

The first vine had reached its tree and,
coiling about the branches, began hauling Max upward. He looked up
and, where the trunk ended and the branches began, saw a huge,
gaping maw. It widened and shrank convulsively, impatiently
awaiting his arrival.

Max struggled with the coils, knowing they
were too strong for him, but unwilling to surrender to such a
hideous fate. Perspiration covered his body, stinging his eyes and
making his hands slick. In the background he heard Gramkin shriek
and felt the trees shake with fury. The medgekin was obviously
giving them a fight.

Max became aware of a low moaning sound that
pulsed against his eardrums. Phantors! With an energy renewed by
fear, he pounded the vines with his fists. They responded by
tightening their grip.

The moaning increased and the grip on his
ankle tightened. The blood had rushed to Max’s head and he was too
exhausted to hold it upright. He began blacking out, spots dancing
in front of his eyes. The pain began to numb and he was vaguely
aware that Gramkin’s screams had ceased.

Max relaxed and closed his eyes. Struggling
had become nothing more than a way of extending his agony. Better
to let come what may and hope for a quick end.

The vine jerked and Max felt a tugging at
his dangling arms. Something was pulling him downward. The vine
writhed and strained.

“Young Ransome!
Max!”

Somewhere in his blurry field of vision,
Gramkin’s face floated. There was a quick flash—the knife!—and Max
dropped a few feet. He felt something catch him, arresting his
fall. The vine was being stripped from his leg. Someone stood him
upright and then they were running, stumbling, from the Wood.

Max’s vision cleared and he saw Gloom’s
panic-stricken face above him. Vines reached for them, lashed their
legs, and slapped their faces. The trees were vibrating wildly and
the moaning increased.

At last they plunged from the trees and
found themselves back on the trail. Zohar was waiting for them, his
staff at the ready. Several pursuing vines followed them from the
Wood and the wizard dispatched them with several well-aimed bursts
of white flame.

“Quickly!” Zohar shouted.
“The phantors will soon be upon us!”

Gloom had never stopped running and the
other three wasted little time in following him down the trail. Max
paused only to reclaim his sword.

The trees continued closing in and the trail
was soon nothing more than a path, half-overgrown with brush and
vines.

They never paused. Gloom led the way, his
fright transforming him into a valiant warrior. In his desperation
to flee the Wood he ripped vines apart with his bare claws, sending
their black ooze innards flying in all directions.

Gramkin followed close behind, his knife a
constant, flashing arc. Zohar came last with the supply donkey and
half-pushing, half-supporting Max.

“Where are we?” shouted
Max, trying to be heard over the moaning.

Zohar looked grim. “We should have been out
of here by now,” he said. “The Wood has advanced since a day ago.
We’re not going to make it far enough from the Wood before the
phantors arrive. Our only hope is that Doom’s cave is still on the
outskirts. If so, we may be able to take shelter there.”

“And if not?”

Zohar didn’t answer and instead struck the
rear of the donkey with his staff. The animal brayed loudly, but
refused to run faster.

Ahead of them, Max saw blue sky among the
trees and knew they were almost out. The path was almost
non-existent and twice they had to stop and free the donkey from
vines. Max’s head throbbed from the moaning and then he saw a
shadow in his peripheral vision. They were here.

Zohar dropped the donkey’s lead rope and
gave Max a push. “Go!” he shouted. “We’ll have to leave the
supplies.”

Unhampered by the animal, they doubled their
pace. Gloom and Gramkin had already disappeared from the Wood and
soon Max and Zohar also burst from the trees.

Ahead of them was Doom’s cave, carved into a
rocky hillside. Gloom and Gramkin were waiting at the entrance and
Zohar brandished his staff.

“Into the cave!” he
shouted.

 



Chapter Six

Showdown at Doom’s Cave

 


 


 


The cave was still on the outskirts of the
Wood, but just barely. Vines covered the opening and it took a
minute to clear them. But then all four travelers tumbled inside.
Zohar pushed them deeper and took up a defensive position at the
entrance.

Gloom, finally overcome by the stress of his
earlier exploits, whimpered and swooned onto the rocky floor.

“Once they leave the Wood
their power will diminish,” Zohar said. “Hopefully, I’ll be able to
hold them at bay long enough to discourage them.”

Several phantors detached from the trees and
advanced on the cave. Their moaning had reached a crescendo.

Max, Gramkin, and Gloom scrambled back
farther into the cave, the dark closing in on them as they moved.
Zohar stood firm at the entrance, his staff held out before him and
the end planted in the ground.

Max could make out at least twenty phantors
gathered in front of the cave, but still they didn’t attack. Zohar
had not moved.

Gloom was peering into the depths of the
cave. His bulging eyes grew even wider as he tried to see in the
darkness,

“Doom?” The monster waited,
listening. Then his shoulders slumped. “’e ain’t ‘ere,” he said
pitifully.

Max put his arm around the monster. “We can
be glad for that,” he said. “It’s too dangerous at the moment. Doom
is no doubt safer wherever he is.”

The phantors still hadn’t made a move to
attack. They were arrayed in battle formation, but were quite
still, as if awaiting orders.

The moaning suddenly intensified and just as
quickly faded. The phantors bowed and split into two groups, making
way for…something. The trees parted and the vines slithered out of
the way.

Max watched as a remarkable creature
appeared. It had the head of a dragon and the body of a massive
horse. It was entirely black except for a splash of dark red fur on
its chest. Instead of hooves it had claws like an eagle. It opened
its mouth and roared. Rows of ragged, flashing teeth showed and a
forked tongue slithered to and fro. Its black, glistening eyes
darted to and fro and its long, cord-like tail lashed the air,
cracking like a whip. It had large, feathered wings and it spread
them wide, showing a wingspan of at least twenty feet.

Although Max had never before seen one, he
recognized it from the books in his father’s library. It was an
equuraptor, used mostly by dark warlords as battle mounts.
Equuraptors were rare in T’Aragam and only a few people had ever
seen one alive and up close.

As incredible and terrifying as the
equuraptor appeared, the figure on its back was at least as
terrible. It was dark, hooded, and dressed all in black. It carried
a staff of polished dark oak, the top of which was adorned with a
ruby-red sphere that glowed and pulsed.

The creature stopped and its rider
dismounted and walked very slowly toward Zohar, who still hadn’t
moved from his post. The phantors ceased their moaning and all was
silent, except for the occasional huffing of the beast.

The wizard, who now seemed very small, held
out his staff. “Halt! Go no further!”

There was a moment of silence. And then a
low sound came from the tall, hooded figure. Max assumed it was a
laugh, but there was no joy in it and he shivered at the sound.

The figure stopped a few yards from Zohar
and pulled its hood back, revealing the most evil face Max had ever
seen. The brows were long, protruding over the eyes so far as to
almost completely shadow them from view, yet Max thought he could
detect a faint, reddish glow from each. The nose was long and
straight, while the mouth was wide and thin. The face itself was
narrow, framed by a mass of long, black hair. The creature smiled
and took another step forward.

“Ah, Zohar. How nice to
find you well. But where are your friends? Cowering in the cave,
hoping you will be their protector?” The creature’s voice was low
and unnervingly soft.

“They are innocent, Zadok.
Leave them be.”

“Innocent! If only there
were still innocents living in T’Aragam. By now everyone has chosen
sides and it seems obvious to me which side you have
chosen.”

“Let the others go. Take me
instead.”

Zadok erupted into a peal of laughter. It
sounded through the Wood and the trees shook with the sound, as if
joining in his mirth. “You’ve been reading too many tales of old,
Zohar! That line is somewhat clichéd, don’t you think?” The smile
disappeared from Zadok’s face as suddenly as the laugh ended and he
stepped forward again. “You could always join me, Zohar. Save
yourself.”

“Never. I’d rather die than
submit myself to the evil you are rotting in.”

“That can be arranged,”
Zadok said. “But don’t you think it would be fair to offer life to
your friends as well? It would be beneath you to sacrifice them to
your own foolish pride, Zohar.”

“If I thought you would
actually let them go, then your argument might have merit. But I
know you, Zadok. Only too well.”

“As only brothers can,”
Zadok agreed, “but then you always were something of a
crusader.”

“The past is not
important.” Zohar braced himself. “What matters is the present.
It’s not too late, Zadok. Send your forces away. You and I will
battle alone.”

Zadok sneered. “And turn you into a martyr?
I think not, brother. Your nobility humbles me, but I’m afraid I
must decline. Although I have no doubt I would be victorious in
such a contest, I see no reason to risk my own future merely to
satisfy your own self-righteous ends.”

“Your future?”

“And that of T’Aragam. When
I am king—”

“You will never be king!”
Zohar roared. “One day soon your reign of terror will end and you
will be the victim. I don’t envy you that day, Zadok.”

“Only because you won’t
live to see it,” Zadok replied evenly. “You have to know I can’t
let you leave here alive.”

“I’m prepared for that,”
Zohar said, “but surely you don’t expect us to simply lie down and
surrender our lives.”

“It matters little,” Zadok
said. “You are heavily outnumbered. A word from me and my phantors
would destroy you in moments. Or perhaps I could simply let Dresden
have at you. I’m afraid he hasn’t yet eaten today and he gets
ill-tempered when hungry.”

The equuraptor huffed and his eyes lit
up.

During this exchange Max had crept closer to
the mouth of the cave until he stood close behind Zohar. The wizard
seemed to feel Max behind him and, using the point of his staff,
nudged him backward.

“Get back!” he whispered.
“If Zadok sees and recognizes you there will be no stopping him. Go
to the end of the cave. There may be another exit.”

“Who is that you’re talking
to, Zohar?” Zadok asked. “Send them out, why don’t you? Let us have
a look.”

“No one’s leaving this
cave!”

Zadok laughed. “Exactly right, brother. No
one. Your carcasses will be left smoldering in the darkness.”

Max hadn’t moved. “Why would the sight of me
enrage him?” he whispered.

“You are the image of your
father,” Zohar answered quietly, “who was largely responsible for
defeating Zadok’s first attempt to rule T’Aragam. He has destroyed
your father, but has to know that you’ve escaped. You are the heir
to your father’s legacy and he will no doubt try to destroy you as
well.”

Max’s heart pounded and his palms dripped
sweat, but he knew what he had to do. “Maybe if you let me go, he’d
let the rest of you go free.”

Zohar gave Max another shove back. “He’s not
going to willingly let any of us go,” he said. “It would be better
to die here than fall into his hands.”

Zadok took yet another step forward. “I grow
weary of this inaction, Zohar. Have you made your final decision?
Are you going to send out the others?”

“What others?”

Zadok laughed and again the merriment came
to an abrupt halt. “You are in fine form today, Zohar, but you
deceive me not. I’ve had you watched ever since you left the inn
today and I know there are three others hiding in the cave. Send
them out. Perhaps we can come to some agreement after all.”

“You are a reprehensible
liar, Zadok.”

“You flatter me,” Zadok
replied, “but time grows short. I shall give you another minute to
make your decision and craft a brilliant plan of escape. The next
minute, when the plan fails miserably and I have mocked you a bit,
I shall destroy you all.”

“You can save yourself the
time,” Zohar said. “We’re not surrendering
anyone.”

“I have grown tired of
humoring you,” Zadok said, pulling his hood back over his head. “I
have been more than generous and patient, but my tolerance is
limited. You will all die.” Without taking his eyes off Zohar,
Zadok raised his staff into the air. “Phantors,
destroy!”

Zohar took two steps back and used his staff
to fill the cave entrance with a shield of white fire. The phantors
assaulted the shield with blue flame, which began gradually eating
it away.

Max had retreated into the cave, but paused
once to look back. Zohar saw him hesitate.

“Go!” he ordered. “I can’t
hold them long. Already they’re breaking through!”

Max reluctantly turned away. In a moment or
two he caught up with the others, who were examining the rear wall
of the cave assiduously.

“Solid stone,” Gramkin
said. “I see no way out.”

“We’re gonna die,” Gloom
predicted, sitting down on a rock to weep.

From the front of the
cave they heard the moaning of the
phantors begin again, growing louder and louder the closer they
came to breaking through Zohar’s shield. Over the moaning Max heard
the wild, maniacal laughing of Zadok.

“We don’t have much time.
There has to be some way out. Surely Doom wouldn’t live in a cave
with only one entrance.”

“Oh, I dunno,” Gloom said.
“’e’s never been bright.”

“Just the same, it’s our
only hope,” Max said. “Everyone start searching for a crack in the
wall that might signify a door, a hole in
the ceiling. Anything!”

The moaning had intensified to a point where it was causing the
cave to shake and tremble. Small rocks showered down from the
ceiling and they were forced to cover their heads.

A loud cracking sound and a blinding flash
of red light came from the front of the cave. Zohar, blown backward
by the blast, landed in a heap in front of Max. The wizard’s head
was bleeding. His eyes were closed and his mouth hung open.

The cave shook and rocks still tumbled
around them. A shaft of light shone down and Max glanced up.
Through a large, jagged crack in the cave’s ceiling he could see
the sky.

“There!” he pointed.
“Through there!”

Gloom positioned himself under the crack and
helped Gramkin and Max scramble through the opening. Then they
reached down and gave the monster a hand. He came dangerously close
to getting stuck in the opening, but at last managed to wiggle
through. They lay for moment, panting, and Max realized the moaning
had stopped.

They heard the crunch of feet on gravel and
looked up. Zadok stood over them. His hood still shaded his face
and his eyes shone brightly from under its shadow.

“A valiant effort,” he
said, “but hopefully you all now see how futile it is to resist.
Sadly, it is a bit too late and I’m sorry to say you will now share
the same fate as your misguided leader.”

Max kept his head down, trying to keep Zadok
from seeing his face, but the wizard reached down and grabbed his
chin.

“Don’t I know you from
somewhere, boy?”

“No, sir.”

“You look familiar in a
most disturbing way. In fact—” The wizard broke off and smiled.
“Lord Ransome’s son! The resemblance is unmistakable. This is
indeed my day of destiny! I’ll take that sword you have
there.”

There was a roar from the equuraptor and the
wizard stiffened. He stood still for a moment. Max listened, but
heard nothing.

“Someone’s coming,” Zadok
said and began herding them with his staff. “Everyone around to the
front of the cave.”

Now Max could hear the thundering of hooves.
The phantors became restless and milled about.

A long line of horsemen could be seen
approaching from across the meadow. Their armor gleamed in the
sunlight and the tips of spears glistened. Zadok cursed and
beckoned to Dresden. He indicated the little group of prisoners
behind him and spoke to the phantors.

“Bring the boy and kill the
others.”

The phantors closed in. Gramkin and Gloom
back away, but Max was grabbed and pulled forward by the phantors.
His arms became like ice in their grip, but he struggled as best he
could.

It was futile. They tossed Max onto
Dresden’s back and Zohar, already mounted, shouted a command.

“Onward,
Dresden!”

The mighty wings unfolded and, after a
running start, the creature lifted off.

Max risked a downward glance and saw several
horses come to a stop. Their riders reached over their shoulders.
Archers! Max had just enough time to crouch low on Dresden’s back
when several arrows whiffed over their heads.

Zadok urged the equuraptor onward to higher
altitude, trying to get out of the range of the arrows. Another
volley of arrows streaked toward them and a loud bellow from
Dresden told Max the creature had been hit.

Zadok didn’t let up, but continued to
scream, pushing the equuraptor onward. He pointed his staff
downward and, muttering a cryptic incantation, released a cloud of
evil-looking vapor. It obscured the archers’ view, forcing them to
repeal the attack, and by the time the cloud faded their target had
climbed out of range. Max looked down, but couldn’t make out what
was happening below.

Dresden was growling in pain and laboring,
but Zadok took little notice, instead forcing the beast to fly
higher and faster. At last it failed to respond and Zadok resorted
to striking its head and neck with his staff.

The arrow was embedded in the equuraptor’s
side, close to the wing, and with every powerful beat the shaft was
driven deeper into the flesh.

Reaching down carefully, Max grasped the
shaft of the arrow and broke it off with one quick twist. The
initial shock brought a loud bellow from Dresden, but soon the pain
subsided as the wing was able to move freely once again.

Max started to let the broken shaft fall to
the ground, but noticed the sharp point where it had snapped and
quietly stowed it inside his tunic. In the absence of his sword the
broken shaft might prove useful.

Looking down, Max saw they were passing over
the Dark Wood. Deeper they flew, until finally there was nothing
else to see in all directions but an endless expanse of darkness
and evil.

 


 


 



Chapter Seven

A Visit to Zadok’s Lair

 


 


 


Max clung to the equuraptor’s back and
squinted as something appeared in the distance. A series of towers
rose out of the Wood, all connected by arching walkways. There were
seven towers in all, each of gray stone. They were circular, of
varying heights, and sported peaked, shingled roofs. The towers
were in bad repair. Masses of oozing vines grew on the walls like
ivy and many of the shingles hung askew.

With a shout and a blow from his staff,
Zadok guided Dresden downward, coming to a bumpy rest in front of
the largest tower. A ditch of dark water, currently spanned by a
lowered drawbridge, surrounded the tower. The water appeared thick
and swirled sluggishly as unseen creatures moved beneath the
surface.

Two other equuraptors, both smaller than
Dresden, roamed free and they watched the new arrival with
interest. Max’s heart beat faster as he took all this in. He could
only guess what horrors awaited him inside.

Zadok slid from Dresden’s back and strode
forward.

A massive door was embedded in the tower
wall. It was made of thick wooden planks and iron supports crossed
it horizontally, held onto the wood by iron rivets, the heads of
which were as large as Max’s fist. A single sentry stood on either
side of the door. From the neck down they appeared human, but had
the heads of bulls. They were at least seven feet tall and held an
ax at least as tall as themselves. The blades were three feet long,
curved, and looked so sharp that merely brushing the edge would
draw blood.

Zadok walked onto the draw bridge and tapped
the end of his staff on the boards. The sentries sprang forward and
together managed to open the mammoth door.

Several more sentries appeared from inside.
Zadok grabbed one of the guards by the arm and pointed to Dresden,
who was still suffering from his injury. The guard strode over and
probed the wound.

“It done broke off,” the
guard said. “Can’t seem to find the shaft.”

Zadok circled the creature and confirmed the
report. “Dresden must have snapped it off with his wing. Well, dig
the arrowhead out!” he said. “I can’t risk having it poison my best
mount.”

The guard was obviously not thrilled with
the assignment, but he bent down and pulled the sides of the wound
apart. Using the blade of a knife, he began searching for the
broken shaft. The creature snorted and rolled his head. The guard
looked nervous, but continued probing.

“Found it!” he
announced.

Zadok paced. “Well, what are you waiting
for? Remove it immediately!”

The guard groaned, but gripped the end of
the arrow tightly. He made a notch in the shaft and dug the blade
of the knife into it. With one quick motion he ripped the arrowhead
from the wound.

Dresden roared in agony and would have torn
the guard in two had Zadok not stepped forward and prevented the
slaughter with a shout of warning.

“Back, Dresden, you foul
beast! Stand your ground!”

Dresden growled deep in his throat, but
halted. Fresh blood trickled from the wound and one of the other
equuraptors, an especially evil-looking beast with black eyes and
dark red fur, eased forward and sniffed at the blood. Saliva
dripped from long, dagger-like fangs.

Zadok waved it away. “Get back, Gnor, vile
creature. You’d eat yourself if it ever occurred to you.” The
wizard looked at the guards and motioned toward Max. “Take the boy
inside the tower.”

The guards stepped forward and grabbed Max’s
arms and shoulders. Their grip was painfully tight and Max yelped a
little as the guards hauled him inside the tower. Dresden watched
them go. At Max’s cry of pain, he huffed and his eyes narrowed, but
he remained still.

The tower’s interior took Max’s breath away.
The room they entered was huge and circular with ceilings as high
as a cathedral’s. A winding staircase circled the wall and although
he could only see a portion of it, as the tower was divided into
levels, Max assumed it wound all the way to the top.

Banners of red and black hung from the
ceiling and what little light existed came from iron torches
fastened to the walls at an angle. They flickered, casting strange
and terrifying shadows, although the tower would have been
frightening enough in sunlight. There was a terrible atmosphere and
the instant Max entered, breathing became more difficult and he
struggled to concentrate.

Zadok raised a hand and the mighty door
swung shut behind them. The bang of the latches falling into place
echoed through the tower like thunderclaps, causing Max to
jump.

Zadok turned to him. “I take it my humble
home has made an impression on you.” He bent down close to Max and
stared into his face with burning eyes. “A pity,” he said. “It
would have been better for you to die in the cave, I’m afraid. You
have the horsemen to blame for that.”

“Who were they?” Max was
surprised to hear his own voice, weak and trembling though it
was.

“The warriors of Andulas.
Most annoying, they are. Had I been fortunate enough to have a few
more phantors I would have engaged them in battle. As it was, such
an action would have been foolish. Their enchanted archers are
deadly and have an unreasonable hatred of phantors. No doubt you
saw what they did to my equuraptor. Likely he’ll be dead before the
sun rises.”

“You got the arrowhead
out,” said Max.

“A wound from an Andulas
arrow is often more than a mere cut. Many of their arrows are
enchanted, enabling them to battle the phantors. If Dresden was
indeed hit by one of these then his chances of survival are small.
But we won’t know until the morrow.”

“You can’t reverse the
spell?”

“Do not try my patience,
boy!” Zadok’s rage merely at being questioned was incredible. “Of
course I am capable! However, it takes a great deal of effort and
resources to combat such a spell and I’m afraid I simply do not
have the time. More important things hang in the
balance.”

“Who casts these powerful
spells? Perhaps your attention would be better spent on
them.”

Zadok’s struggle to control himself was
visible and epic, but with considerable effort he managed it.
“We’re working on that,” he said. “In the meantime, perhaps you
should remember that helpless captives would be wise not to provoke
their captors. Your father may have taught you to laugh in the face
of danger, but I’m telling you it would be wise to practice a bit
of caution. Speaking of your father…how is he these days?”

At the slimy tone in Zadok’s voice, Max
sprang at the wizard and landed one solid punch before the guards
managed to corral him.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Zadok said
smugly. “Did I misspeak? Has there been some incident I wasn’t
aware of?”

“You know all about the
‘incident’!” Max said, his voice low and strained. He was on the
verge of tears. “You killed my father!”

“Killed!” Zadok drew back,
his attempt at surprise painfully transparent. “You don’t mean to
say that your father is dead! He was such a great man.”

“Great enough to defeat
you,” Max said. The tears were actually flowing now, but he didn’t
care. “And that’s why you killed him! He would have stopped you
again!”

Zadok laughed. “Now, now, dear boy. It was
only misfortune that caused my plans to fail the last time. Your
father was merely the lucky winner of Fate’s dice roll. That’s
where his glory came from. This time will be different.”

“You seem confident,” Max
said, still struggling against the guard’s restraining arm, “for
someone who just had to tuck tail and run.” He expected Zadok to
fly into a rage, but the wizard only smiled.

“The better part of valor,
as they say. My plans are but a little delayed. My time will come.
In the meantime, I have you to assist me in my
endeavors.”

“What’s going to happen to
me?”

“Nothing, if you
cooperate,” Zadok said. “There is still time for you to see the
error of your ways and agree to help me. Otherwise—”

“How can I help you if I
don’t even know what you want?”

“All I want is your
cooperation,” Zadok said.

“So I have to agree to do
whatever you want?”

Zadok chuckled. “You have summarized it
nicely, young man. I can tell you have a quick mind. You should
have no trouble making yourself useful to my cause.”

“I don’t want to be useful
to your cause.”

“That is unfortunate,”
Zadok said, “because you don’t appear to have a choice.”

“I’ll never help you.” Max
struggled harder, but the guards held him without
difficulty.

Zadok sighed, as if deeply regretting Max’s
obstinacy. “Perhaps you’ll feel differently after we…discuss it for
a while. I think you’ll find my methods highly persuasive.”

He rapped the end of his staff against the
stone floor.

A door on the far side of the room opened
and a small creature entered. Its shoulders were slumped and it
stood with head bowed, peering up in the manner of a shy child.

But this was no child. Its skin had a
greenish tinge and its black hair, sparse on top, grew long at the
sides. The eyes were small and darting, while the mouth turned up
in a constant secretive smile as if it knew something you didn’t
and wasn’t about to share.

There was a distinct odor about the
creature, but Max couldn’t quite place it. It was musty and damp
with just a hint of putridity about it. It wasn’t entirely
disgusting, but certainly not pleasant. It held a chicken leg in
one hand and nibbled slyly.

Zadok grimaced at the sight of his minion.
“Have you finished feeding the prisoners, Guile?”

“Yes, mighty Zadok. But
we’ll need two fewer meals prepared for tomorrow.” The creature’s
voice matched his wretched appearance. His inflection never varied,
high at the beginning of a sentence and then dropping off
precipitously and finishing off at a monotone.

“You didn’t have anything
to do with their demise, did you, Guile? Remember what I told you
about abusing the prisoners.”

Guile nodded manically. “Yes, mighty Zadok.
They were that way when I found them, curled up in the corner of
their cages. I tried kicking them awake, but they were…dead!” The
creature giggled.

Max shuddered and moved in the guard’s
grasp, trying to put more distance between himself and Guile. The
wizard noticed and guessed his intent.

“Horrible, isn’t he?
Unfortunately, he’ll be your keeper until you decide to do your
part for the greater good of my kingdom.”

Max squeezed his eyes shut. “I don’t know
what you’re talking about and I wouldn’t help you, besides.”

“An admirable, but rather
unwise and futile, attitude,” Zadok said. “It is fortunate for you
that I am merciful and forgiving. For that reason I am willing to
give you a final opportunity. The choice is clear, young Ransome:
join me and live out your natural days in glory or oppose me and
die a horrible death. The choice is yours. Think carefully before
you speak.”

“I’ll never join
you!”

Zadok sighed and Max tensed as the wizard
walked to stand directly in front of him. Zadok placed his cold
hands on the sides of Max’s head.

“Well, it seems we have to
do things the hard way. Close your eyes.”

Guile giggled in anticipation.

Max tried to resist the command, but his
eyes became irresistibly heavy and the lids closed. As his eyes
shut, darkness also descended over his mind like a curtain of black
gauze over his consciousness. He felt tired.

“What is your name?”
Zadok’s voice was soft and low.

“Max Ransome.”

“Who is your
father?”

“Lord Ransome. Of Ransome
Hall.” Max’s voice was soft and sing-song.

There was a short pause. “Where is your
father now?”

“Dead.”

“How did he
die?”

“A phantor killed
him.”

“The phantor was going to
kill you, was he not?”

“Yes.” Max knew it was a
trick, knew the line of questioning was going somewhere. He tried
to stop talking, but had no power over his mind and he spoke
without control. The grip of Zadok’s hands on his head tightened
and Max’s headache increased.

“Your father died trying to
save you,” Zadok said. “Is that not right?”

Max hadn’t thought of it just that way, but
he couldn’t deny Zadok’s reasoning. It wouldn’t have mattered.
Max’s head nodded of its own accord.

There was a pause and then Zadok said, “Will
you ever be able to forgive yourself, Max?”

“Forgive
myself?”

“For causing your father’s
death. Had you stayed in the armory as he told you to, he would
likely be alive today and you would be safe at home. T’Aragam
wouldn’t be in such grave danger and your friends would still be
alive. See all you have caused by a simple act of disobedience?
People have died, more will
die, and a land will fall under my
control.”

“No!” Max tried to shake
his head, but Zadok’s grip was secure. It tightened further and Max
felt something tugging at his mind. Almost as if he was trying to
think of something, but couldn’t quite place it. Only this was
different. This time he was trying not to think of something that was
trying to get in!

“You have brought death and
destruction to untold thousands, Max.”

“It…wasn’t
my…fault.”

“Once you have allowed me
into your mind you cannot retreat,” Zadok intoned. “Resisting will
only make it more painful for you in the end. I am only telling you
things you already know but were too afraid to face.”

“Why are you telling me all
this?” Max’s mind raced, searching for an escape plan, but
discarded most as possibly being useful information for Zadok’s
probing mind.

Max weakened by the minute. The exertion was
draining and his skull seemed to be splitting into halves.

“For the greater good,”
Zadok said. “Those who currently rule T’Aragam will seek a
scapegoat and they will blame you for their misfortune. I, however,
see your true potential. There is a way you can make all right
again.”

Max knew he shouldn’t ask. “How?”

“With the death of your
father you are the heir to his power, possessions, and influence.
Your father long planned to destroy all those in T’Aragam who did
not follow his master plan. For that reason he had to be destroyed.
Now that he is dead his allies will look to you. They are powerful
men who will stop at nothing to get their way and their greed and
determination will plunge T’Aragam into war, costing countless
lives.”

“How can I help?” Max asked
again, his head hurting so much by now that he barely noticed
Zadok’s argument had completely contradicted itself.

“By giving me your
allegiance, young Ransome, before it is too late. Once the pious
fools see that we have joined forces they will doubtless seek a
truce, to which I will be only too happy to agree. Such an
agreement will spare T’Aragam the ravages of war and save the lives
of the innocent. And you will have saved them, young Ransome. You
will be considered the greatest hero T’Aragam has ever seen,
greater even than your father.”

Deep within, Max knew Zadok was twisting
facts and offering something he could not and would not give, but
his mind was telling him something completely different. Zadok’s
words resounded in his head, echoing off his consciousness and
demanded his attention.

He saw vast crowds of people thronging
through the streets and fields of T’Aragam. And on the lips of
every person, without exception, were the words, “Save us!”
Children shouted the words as they ran through the villages,
mothers whispered them as they rocked their babies to sleep, and
men repeated them as they gathered their crops. How could he refuse
them such a basic request?

And then another image—fuzzy at first, but
steadily coming into focus—appeared in his mind’s eye, slowly
pushing aside the first. Beyond the streets, homes, and fields
something appeared on the horizon. As Max peered closer he saw it
was a massive army. At its head rode Zadok, astride Dresden, and
seated just behind the wizard Max saw…himself.

They rode down upon the people without
mercy. Swords flashed, spears plunged, and arrows flew. Torches
crashed through the windows of huts and houses, men were trampled
beneath horses’ hooves, women and children screamed.

Max watched in horror as the people were
methodically wiped out and was even more horrified to watch himself
take part in it. He and Zadok…

It dawned on him. Through the mist and
confusion of Zadok’s spell one thought pierced. Giving the power
and influence of the Ransome name to Zadok wouldn’t save
T’Aragam…it would curse it!

“It’s time to make your
decision,” Zadok said. “Think of T’Aragam and the innocent lives at
stake. You have no choice!”

Through the pain in his head, through the
fear that Zadok might somehow be able to do what he threatened,
even through the terror of what might happen to him, Max understood
that Zadok was right about one thing. He had no choice.

“No.”

Zadok cursed and dug his fingers into Max’s
scalp. The long nails pierced the skin in several places and Max
felt a trickle of blood down the side of his face.

“Do not be foolish.”
Zadok’s soft tone disappeared and he hissed as he said, “You don’t
know who you’re dealing with.”

With renewed strength Max struggled against
the guard. Taken by surprise the guard released one arm, which Max
used to reach up and pull at Zadok’s grip. The wizard’s hold
loosened and the pain in Max’s head receded. As the pain lessened
his thinking cleared and he became more determined.

Zadok seemed to sense he was losing ground
and abruptly removed his hands and stepped back. Max’s headache
disappeared, but he was left exhausted and covered with sweat.

“Very well, then. I am
through playing games with you, Ransome!” Zadok was trembling with
fury. The red eyes were flashing and bore into Max. “This little
demonstration is only a sample of what I have planned. Before I am
through you will be pleading to join me. For now, however, I have
plans to make. In the meantime, I hope you’ll find the
accommodations of our dungeon to your liking.”

Zadok turned to his minion. “Guile, take our
new friend to the dungeon. Perhaps a few hours there will show him
the folly of misplaced heroism. After he has had time to think
about his foolishness we’ll devise a suitable method of
disposal.”

Guile grinned, showing rotting, sharpened
teeth, and took Max’s arm. The creature was surprisingly strong and
Max winced.

Zadok turned abruptly and disappeared up the
winding stairs. Guile began pulling Max across the room toward the
door from which the little creature had first appeared. Max
struggled and Guile squeezed his arm even harder, causing him to
cry out.

“If you cause me trouble,
I’ll rip off your arm,” Guile said, darting an upward glance at
Max. “I tolerate no trouble from my prisoners.”

The door at the opposite end of the room was
large and wooden. One look told Max this was the door to the
dungeon. It was reinforced with iron ribbing, which was held in
place by massive screws. There was a barred window at the top
through which no light showed. As if this wasn’t obvious enough,
someone had tacked a sign to the wood, with the word “Dunjin”
written in sloppy block lettering.

Guile opened the door and Max saw a long
flight of stone steps leading down into darkness. Guile reached up
to the wall and removed one of the lighted torches.

“You first,” he said,
pushing Max in the small of his back. “And no trouble or I’ll kick
you to the bottom. It’s a long way down.”

Max believed him. Even with the light of the
torch he couldn’t see the end of the stairs. His heart pounding,
Max began walking down the steps. Guile followed close behind,
carrying the torch and whistling a tune in a minor key.

At last they reached the bottom and Guile
lit two more torches. Max found himself walking down a long, narrow
hallway lined on both sides by barred doors. He could hear faint
moaning and the skittering sounds of rats moving in the
darkness.

He sniffed. There was an odd smell here,
too. There was Guile’s musty scent and the odor of mold and rotting
straw from the cells, but there was another much more pleasant
smell. He realized what it was at the same time he heard it—fresh
running water. The farther down the hall he went the louder the
sound and the stronger the smell became.

“What…where’s the
water?”

Guile giggled again. “I know what you’re
thinking. That you could jump into the water and swim to safety. I
suppose it would be only fair of me to mention, however, that this
underground river is fed by Lake Dismal and there happens to be
some exceptionally nasty marine life in that lake. The worst, the
ones who prefer the darkness, live in this underground river. So
feel free to leap into the water, but you won’t last more than five
seconds before the creatures smell you.”

They reached the end of the hallway and Max
stood on the edge of the river, looking into the black, roiling
water with dread. Guile had been correct—that had been his plan.
Was the creature telling him the truth or was he merely trying to
discourage Max from planning an escape?

“Not sure I’m telling the
truth?”

Max stared at Guile, uneasy at the
creature’s perception. “No, I…I believe you.”

“I’m not so sure. Allow me
to demonstrate.” He held up the piece of chicken he’d been eating.
By now it was mostly bone, but a few scraps of meat still remained.
He drew back his arm and threw the chicken into the
river.

It never hit the surface. Halfway through
its arc a long, narrow fish with several rows of razor teeth and
luminous, transparent skin leaped from the water and devoured the
chicken. Guile glanced sideways at Max.

“If they are that eager for
a piece of bony meat, you can imagine how they’d react if, say, you
stumbled and fell forward into the water. Look, they’re waiting for
you.”

Max looked and, indeed, the water was
stirring just a few feet from shore. Something big was moving
beneath the surface. Max moved back and Guile giggled.

“A wise move. And now if I
may show you your cell…”

 


 



Chapter Eight

Zadok Teaches Max to Fly

 


 


 


The dungeon was a quiet place, except for
the dripping of water on stone and the occasional moan of a
despairing prisoner. Every now and then there was the sound of a
small rodent running across the floor. It was also dark, wet, and
smelled of rot.

Max awoke and sat up on his bunk, which was
little more than a wooden frame with a number of rough wooden slats
placed crosswise. Instead of a mattress, moldy straw had been
scattered over the slats.

Max could only imagine what lived in the
straw, but the thought of what lived on the floor was even more
disturbing. He had made the mistake of letting his feet dangle over
the edge of the bunk and something, probably a rat, had taken the
liberty of biting a toe. Since then Max had perched on the bunk and
tried to devise some method of escape.

Intertwined with thoughts of freedom were
thoughts of Zohar, Gloom, and Gramkin. He hadn’t been able to see
anything that took place after he was thrown onto Dresden’s back.
He assumed there had been a battle, with his friends caught in the
middle. On the other hand, Zadok had mentioned something about
deciding not to engage in battle because of the warriors’ enchanted
arrows. If that was the case, then perhaps his friends had been
rescued before the phantors destroyed them. If they had indeed been
spared that fate, then Zohar could…

Max remembered the wizard’s
crumpled form. He didn’t even know if Zohar was still alive. He had
taken a powerful blast from Zadok’s staff and Max didn’t want to
consider what the odds were for his survival. The only thing to do
was devise a method of escape from the dungeon quickly. Max was
beginning to recognize his own value and the more time that passed the more
difficult it would be stop the momentum of Zadok’s assault on
T’Aragam.

There was one other sound Max had been
hearing since his arrival in the dungeon—a soft weeping sound from
the next cell. At first it had seemed a little eerie and then
merely sad. Now, with his own life hanging in the balance, Max
found the constant whimpering highly annoying. He could take it no
longer.

“Hey!” Max slapped his
palms against the stone wall of his cell. “You in the next cell.
Shut up!”

The whimpering stopped and then slowly
resumed, starting soft and then building into a full-fledged
wail.

“Isn’t that just typical!”
the voice moaned. “As if being unjustly confined in a moldy prison
isn’t bad enough, I’m locked in a cell next to an insensitive
lout!”

The voice surprised Max. He had expected a
shrill, wheedling voice, but instead heard cultured diction with a
pleasant English accent.

“I’m not an insensitive
lout,” Max said, “but you’ve been whining and crying ever since I
got here. Don’t you ever get tired?”

“Of course I do,” said the
voice. “That’s one reason why I’m crying. I’m exhausted, but can’t
sleep due to the appalling conditions in this prison. As soon as I
am freed, I intend to appeal to the magistrate.”

“Zadok isn’t going to pay
much attention to an order from the magistrate. I think he keeps it
appalling in here on purpose.”

“You may have a point
there,” said the voice. “That would explain why my request for
afternoon tea and crumpets has gone unfulfilled. And what might
your name be, sir?”

“Max. Who are you? Your
voice sounds a little familiar.”

“Ah, perhaps you know my
brother.”

“Brother?”

“Yes. A large, hideous
looking creature with dripping fangs, claws, and stringy hair. Any
of this lighting your belfry?”

“You must be
Doom!”

“Right-O. How is dear
little Gloom?”

“Scared, last I saw
him.”

“It’s a family
trait.”

“Apparently. How long have
you been here? We were out looking for you when we were attacked by
Zadok’s phantors.”

“Ah, yes, the phantors,”
Doom said and Max thought he heard a shudder. “Dreadful, aren’t
they? But in answer to your question, I don’t know how long I’ve
been here. The days are all running together.” Doom sniffed and his
voice became choked. He recovered and continued. “For some reason
Zadok wanted me out of my cave and sent those miserable Dankwater
hoodlums to haul me out of bed in the middle of the
night.”

“The Dark Wood is spreading
and you were in the way. You’re lucky they didn’t just kill you on
the spot. Zadok must have plans for you.”

“Well, his minion did
mention something about slave labor the last time he brought my
morning gruel.”

As if on cue the smarmy voice of Guile
interrupted the conversation. “Minion? I prefer the term
‘associate.’ And I meant what I said. It’s beginning to look like
you won’t be of much use to us, so keeping you here to eat us out
of house and home would be rather pointless, don’t you agree?”

“Eat you out of house and
home?” Doom said amazedly. “I’m lucky if I get the gruel I
mentioned.” He sniffed. “And I’m hungry. I want some
candy!”

Guile ignored the monster and walked to
Max’s cell. He gripped two of the cell bars and leaned forward,
pressing his face against them.

“Have you thought about
Zadok’s proposal?”

“Not
particularly.”

“I must warn you that he is
not a patient man.”

“I got that feeling. I
think it was the whole ‘put me in a trance and fill my mind with
horrors’ routine that tipped me off.”

At Max’s flippant reply, Doom snickered
through his tears and the reaction made Max feel a little better.
Guile was less amused.

“I wouldn’t be quite so
dismissive of the situation if I were you,” Guile said, glaring.
“Perhaps you don’t realize how serious it is. Zadok will be master
of T’Aragam with or without you. My advice is to make it with you
and you will be richly rewarded. Otherwise you will be
destroyed.”

Guile squinted, trying to appear scary and
intense. The moment was ruined as he coughed and had to turn away.
After a minute or two of hacking, Guile regained control and pulled
the key ring from his belt.

“Your choice will be made
soon enough,” he said. “Zadok is offering you one final chance to
escape a terrible fate. Either you agree to assist him and
participate in the glory or refuse and die.”

“He already knows my
answer,” Max said. “I’ll never join him. My father spent his life
defending T’Aragam and died defending me. I’d rather die also than
betray him.”

Guile inserted a key into the lock on Max’s
cell door. “I’ll let you deliver that message yourself,” he said.
“Mighty Zadok has spent all night plotting the overthrow of
T’Aragam in general and your demise in particular. He’s quite
imaginative and I personally can’t wait to see what method he’s
devised for disposing of you.”

The creature opened the cell and grabbed
Max’s arm to prevent his escape, although where he would run Max
wasn’t sure. On one side was the infested river, upstairs were the
bull-headed guards, and completely surrounding the tower for miles
around was the Dark Wood.

As they passed Doom’s cell, the monster came
forward and rattled the door. “Might I tag along, old bean? It’s
frightfully cramped in here.”

Guile swung at him with the heavy key ring
and Doom jumped back out of range.

They walked up the stairs and Guile led Max
into the main entrance room to the tower and then up a flight of
circular stairs. He opened a door and pushed Max inside.

Zadok sat in the center of the room at the
head of a large, rectangular table. Beside him sat a small man with
an outrageous nose, which stuck out straight for about four inches
and then broke off at a downward angle for another two.

“Ah! Young Ransome.” Zadok
rose and raised his glass in a mock toast. He turned to his dinner
companion. “Lord Stench, allow me to introduce Max, son of the late
Lord Ransome. Max, this is Lord Stench of the mighty province of
Dankwater.”

Lord Stench rose and nodded to Max. “The
pleasure is all mine,” he said. His voice, high-pitched and whiny,
was made even more comical by a heavy lisp. A few strands of greasy
black hair had fallen over his face and he pushed them back with a
gnarled hand. “My condolences on the passing of your father. I’m
sure he will be revered in the annals of history.”

Max had heard a great deal about Lord Stench
from his father, who had always spoken of him with disdain.
Apparently, it was Lord Stench’s highest goal to also be revered in
the annals of history. There was a time when he had been well on
his way to achieving this goal, but if there was one trait Lord
Stench possessed in greater quantity than ego it was greed. It was
this characteristic that led him as a young captain in the Grendale
army to lead a rebellion against King Grandmere.

Defeated at the pivotal battle by Lord
Ransome and the king, Lord Stench and his army of T’Aragam misfits
had been banished to the province of Dankwater, a swampy territory
on the western border of the Dark Wood. Ever since his defeat, Lord
Stench had been plotting a return to power as well as the
destruction of Grendale.

Zadok sat down and smiled at Max. “I was
telling Lord Stench of your refusal to join us and he believes
perhaps you are laboring under a misunderstanding of sorts.” He
nodded toward Lord Stench, who also sat down and smiled. Max felt
like a goose being measured for the frying pan.

“Your father and I didn’t
part under the best of circumstances,” Lord Stench said. “And I’m
sure you have grown up hearing a lot of unpleasant things about
me.” He stopped as if waiting on Max to respond.

“Well…”

Lord Stench chuckled. “Understandable, my
boy. I confess to harboring ill feelings toward your father as
well. But that’s all in the past. What occurred all those years ago
has nothing to do with what Zadok and I are trying to do. I will be
the first to admit that I fought on the wrong side against your
father. But now things have changed and no doubt if your father
were still alive he would also be rushing to join us. Grendale—and
to a certain extent T’Aragam—is being ruled by King Grandmere who,
although he once loved his country has now begun to care more about
his own interests than those of his people. It is my desire to
bring T’Aragam what it deserves: a leader who cares about the
people.”

Lord Stench ended this ridiculous speech
with a grand tone and the flourish of a hand. He looked smug.

Max couldn’t believe what
he was hearing and didn’t bother trying to smother the laugh that
bubbled up inside. “Do you really expect me to believe that my
father would have joined you in overthrowing T’Aragam? He was
attacked by phantors! They killed
him!”

Lord Stench coughed. “Erm, yes…well, that
was unfortunate. I’m afraid that was a band of rogue phantors who
attacked Ransome Hall. They were under no direct orders from either
myself or Zadok.”

“I don’t believe a word of
it.”

“Join us, young Ransome,”
Zadok said. “Save T’Aragam. Save yourself!”

Max remained silent.

Zadok waited for a moment and then sighed.
“Very well, then. We have done all we could.” He rapped the floor
with his staff and two sentries entered. Zadok addressed them
calmly. “Take the prisoner to the top of the tower. And then throw
him from the parapet.”

Max’s heart thudded, stopped, and thudded
again before beginning to pound furiously. He’d anticipated death,
but now that it stared him in the face he was more frightened than
he’d expected.

The sentries grabbed Max roughly and hauled
him out of the room and back onto the winding staircase. Guile was
waiting just outside the door and began jumping up and down when he
saw them.

“You made them angry,
didn’t you?” His voice took on a sing-song quality. “And now you’re
going to die a terrible death—on your way to die!”

For the first time in his life Max truly
hated someone.

Guile followed along behind as the sentries
dragged Max up the stairs. Max tried to keep his footing, but the
sentries were holding him a bit too high and moving too quickly.
Instead his feet bumped on each step, every bump a little more
painful.

“I told you this would
happen,” Guile said. “Mighty Zadok will not be
thwarted!”

Max twisted his head around. “Will you
please shut up? Can’t I at least have a little peace at my own
execution?”

They reached the top of the tower and one of
the guards pushed open the trap door, while the other kept a firm
grip on Max, who struggled to get free. It wouldn’t have mattered,
since Guile blocked the steps below and likely would have managed
to stop his escape.

Max emerged through the trap door and stood
looking out from the parapet. A thick mist had rolled in, obscuring
everything below. Max knew they were up high, but couldn’t tell
exactly how high since he couldn’t see the ground.

Guile looked over the edge and did a little
jig. “Oh, it’s a looong way down!”

Max tried to kick him, but the slimy
creature dodged aside.

The sentries gripped Max’s shoulders and
hoisted him onto the edge of the parapet. Then, without speaking a
word, they let go and pushed.

Max fell freely. He had
calmed somewhat since his sentence had first been pronounced and,
although he certainly wasn’t okay with the idea of
breaking every bone in his body,
he was convinced he had done the right thing.
Small comfort, perhaps, but the thought that his father would be
proud was something more.

He disappeared into the mist and everything
was blotted out. If not for the rushing wind in his ears he almost
wouldn’t know he was falling. He braced himself for the impact he
knew was coming.

He heard a roar and something burst from the
mist beneath him. At first Max thought it was the ground rushing up
to meet him, but then he crashed into it and was surprised to find
it much softer than he had expected. And a lot hairier.

The impact left him a little cross-eyed, but
after a moment he managed to look around. He lay on his stomach on
top of something big. Something that was moving through the mist.
He looked to one side, then the other, and saw two huge, eagle-like
wings.

“Dresden!”

The equuraptor roared in response and tossed
its head.

“You saved me!” Max
impulsively hugged the creature’s neck, part in gratitude and part
because Dresden had made a sudden ascension. Visibility was almost
zero in the mist and apparently Dresden was trying to get above the
mist to avoid crashing into one of the towers.

They broke from the mist a moment later. Max
looked back and saw the tower he’d fallen from. The sentries had
left the parapet, but Guile still stood on the edge, looking down
and chuckling.

When Max and Dresden appeared, Guile turned
and saw them. His already huge eyes widened and he stood motionless
for a moment before running back to the trap door.

“He’s going to tell Zadok
that I’ve escaped!” Max shouted.

Dresden huffed, swooping back and up, but by
the time they reached the tower Guile had disappeared inside and
slammed the door behind him. Dresden perched on the edge of the
parapet.

Max heard shouting and he urged Dresden
onward. “I think we should get out of here!”

Dresden hesitated and the trap door flew
open. Three sentries piled out, all carrying crossbows. At the
sight of the weapons Dresden hopped off the parapet and swooped
into the fog before the sentries could ready the bows.

Back in the mist Dresden flew blindly. Max
crouched behind the creature’s neck, waiting for the headlong
impact into the solid wall of a tower. Dresden drifted lower and
about thirty feet above the ground the mist cleared a little, at
least enough to see where they were flying.

The relief was short-lived. As they passed
another tower archers appeared in the windows and a few ran from
the massive door and stood on the drawbridge. Arrows whistled past
them and one even clipped a feather from Dresden’s wing. The
equuraptor swerved and ducked through the air, trying to spoil
their aim.

Max noticed he was slowing. Gradually their
speed and altitude were dropping. Afraid Dresden had been hit by an
arrow, Max glanced along the creature’s flanks. There was no arrow,
but the old wound had opened and blood was running down Dresden’s
side. The creature continued to labor and Max knew it was due as
much to the poison as the wound itself.

Max saw a river ahead and assumed it must be
the same river that ran through the underground dungeon. Dresden
was now flying extremely low, almost skimming the ground. His belly
brushed against some tall grass and the soil, which grew
increasingly sandy as they approached the river, swirled under the
beat of his wings.

A sand dune rose in front of them and
Dresden, his reflexes slowed by the poison, failed to react in
time. They crashed headlong into it. Max tried to grab hold of
Dresden’s neck, but the scales slipped through his hands and he
flew over the creature’s head.

He hit the top of the sand dune and rolled
to the other side. He tried to regain his footing, but the opposite
side of the dune was steep and he continued rolling, picking up
speed as he went. Faster and faster he rolled until finally coming
to rest against something solid.

 


 


 



Chapter Nine

A Sea Captain, a Cabin Boy, and a Monster
Named Bob

 


 


Max blinked. Sand grated against his eyes
and he reached up to rub them, but his hands were also covered in
sand. He squinted through the blur to see what he’d hit and was
shocked to see a pair of tall, black boots polished to a high
shine.

Looking up slowly, Max saw there was a man
attached to the boots. The man sported a heavy, black beard. He
wore a tri-cornered hat and a long, red coat with black trim. The
buttons of the coat were gold. At his side was a cutlass and in his
left hand he held a smoldering pipe from which he took a deep
puff.

“Aye!” he said. “What have
we here?” The man had a Scottish accent and rolled his r’s
liberally. “Is this a new species ay sand crab? Looks loch it might
be tasty!”

Max decided this would be a good time to
introduce himself, so he hopped to his feet and held out his hand.
“I’m not a sand crab, actually. My name is Max Ransome and I’m
quite human. Like you.”

The man laughed. “There be them whit would
disagree wi’ ye, laddie. Captain Baggywrinkle don’na have a
reputation for bein’ human.” He turned to a small group of men
behind him. “Isn’t ‘at right, men?”

The men all laughed and nodded.

Max had heard of Captain Baggywrinkle. The
man was a mercenary pirate who sailed Lake Dismal and traded goods,
some legal and some not, among the provinces. He would work for
anyone and do anything as long as the price was right. All the
provinces had dealt with the captain, but none trusted him. It was
distasteful, to say the least, but Captain Baggywrinkle dominated
Lake Dismal. Although Grendale sported a small navy of its own,
Baggywrinkle’s ship was the only merchant craft afloat and he was
quick to “discourage” any competition that threatened his monopoly.
As such, Baggywrinkle’s services were valuable and, in some cases,
essential.

“I’m pleased to meet you,
Captain,” Max said, still holding out his hand.

The captain shook Max’s hand, almost
breaking his fingers with a crushing grip. “Ransome…ye wouldn’t
‘appen tae be the wee lad ay Laird Ransome, would ye?”

“I’m his son.”

“Well, adorn me in a kilt
an’ flog me wi’ a set ay rusty bagpipes. What ye be doin’
here?”

Heartened by the captain’s interest and
hopeful he’d found a friend, Max forged ahead. “I was captured by
Zadok who tried to make me join his quest to overthrow T’Aragam.
When I refused, he tried to have me killed. I escaped.”

“Ah see ‘at,” Baggywrinkle
said. He tapped some ash from his pipe and crossed his arms. “An’
what does Laird Ransome think ay this? Certainly he’s on his way
tae save ye.”

“My father is
dead.”

“Ahhhh…” Captain
Baggywrinkle nodded sagely as if all the world’s answers had just
been granted him. “Things become clear.”

“You’re not going to kill
me, are you?” Max asked.

Baggywrinkle laughed. “Kill! Nae likely. A
strong young loon like ye, whit a waste killin’ would be! I’m
surprised Zadok e’en considered it.”

“So you’re going to let me
go? Or better yet help me back to my friends?”

“That be a problem also.”
Baggywrinkle puffed on his pipe. “If Ah was tae let ye go, Zadok
would nae doubt hear abou’ it and figure Ah was tae blame. Now Ah
can’t hae that, can Ah? Bad for business, betrayin’ a customer like
‘at.”

“Kill me, then,” Max said.
“Just don’t send me back to Zadok.”

“Ah may nae be human, but
neither am Ah a monster. It seems the best thing tae do would be
tae make ye useful aboard my vessel, The
Furtive Maiden. Ah ‘ave need ay a new
cabin boy. Ye’ll fit the ticket.”

“But I need to get back to
my friends. They’ll be worried about me!”

Captain Baggywrinkle ignored Max’s protest
and began prodding him down the beach toward the river. “An’ nae
whinin’,” he said. “There be plenty ay fish in Lake Dismal whit
would enjoy makin’ a wee snack out ay ye. Ah make nae distinction
between men and boys. Ye make trouble, overbaird ye go!”

Having witnessed the
savagery of the creatures that lived in the lake, Max quieted and
didn’t struggle as he was led toward a rowboat that was beached on
the sand. They all climbed in and the
crewmen began rowing them out to the ship.
Occasionally they had to pause to pull the oars from the jaws of
fish that swam in circles around and under the rowboat, hoping for
a miracle that would send the occupants into the water.

The Furtive Maiden
was a wooden ship, complete with masts and sails.
The crewmen tied up next to it and a sailor already aboard tossed
down a rope ladder. Baggywrinkle pushed Max toward.

“Hop abaird, laddie. We
dinnae want tae be here if yon wizard decides tae come searchin’
for ye.”

Gripping the rope tightly, Max climbed
slowly up the side of the ship and was relieved when waiting
sailors grabbed his arms and shoulders and hauled him aboard.

The ship was almost exactly as Max had
always dreamed a pirate ship would be, only quite a bit smaller. He
mentioned this to Captain Baggywrinkle and immediately regretted
his actions when the captain turned slowly and scowled at him. One
of his eyes flashed angrily, while the other remained inert and Max
realized the captain had a glass eye. It was green, while the real
one was dark, almost black.

“A wee bit small, perhaps,”
Baggywrinkle snarled, “but we planned it thus for maneuverability.
Had we wanted a larger vessel, we would hae stolen one.”

“I meant no disrespect,”
Max hastened to add. “I really like the ship.
It’s…cozy.”

Another mistake. Baggywrinkle roared in
anger and, drawing his sword, set about chopping slices of wood
from the mast. “Cozy, is it! I’ll hae ye know, boy, ‘at we carry
eight cannon abaird this ship, each one manned by a master gunner
who can sink a rowboat wi’ one round at a half-mile. We be feared
an’ respected throughout T’Aragam and nae one dares venture onto
Lake Dismal tae threaten us. A horrible reputation, hae we!”

Max stammered. “I-I-I’m sorry.”

“Aye, and ye’ll keep a
civil tongue if ye know what’s good for ye.” Baggywrinkle moved
about the crowded deck, investigating the rigging and fixing
passing sailors suspiciously with his good eye.

Max also took stock of the ship. It was a
trim vessel, a three-masted bark with sleek, even lines. It looked
fast and the sails snapped in the light wind.

The anchor was raised and the ship eased
about. The water was choppy and gray. A heavy mist lay across the
surface and created a fog on the deck of the ship, turning the
bustling sailors into phantoms.

Baggywrinkle gripped Max’s arm and led him
to the cabin. The room was lit by a single oil lantern. A boy about
Max’s age knelt on the floor and scrubbed at the planks with a wet
sponge. Baggywrinkle shut the door and the boy looked up.

Max saw at once that he was trouble. A head
of curly hair framed a surly, dirty face. The boy saw Baggywrinkle
first and then caught sight of Max. At the sight his lip curled in
a sneer.

“Whut’s that?” he asked.
His voice was garbled, as if he were talking through a mouthful of
marbles.

“Yer replacement, Chum,”
said Baggywrinkle. “Ye can now take yer place wi’ t’other sailors.
Max, here, will be takin’ yer job as cabin boy.”

Chum grinned, displaying a gap in his upper
teeth. He stood and handed the sponge to Max, who took it gingerly.
It was filthy and didn’t look much cleaner than the floor. He just
stood, staring at the sponge, unsure what to do. Chum snorted.

“Ya got a stupid one, here,
Cap’n,” he said. He looked at Max. “Whut’s matter? Never seen a
sponge? Start cleanin’, dummy!” He punched Max’s shoulder hard
enough to send him staggering back.

Baggywrinkle laughed. “Break ‘im in slow,
Chum. The lad tells me he’s never been tae sea afore. I’ll leave
‘im in yer care. Show ‘im the ropes, then jine me on deck.”

Chum nodded and gave Max an evil look. “Oh,
I’ll show him, all right,” he said. “He’ll learn the ropes, all
right. And iffen he don’t…”

Baggywrinkle didn’t wait to hear the rest,
but left the cabin and disappeared onto the deck. As soon as he was
gone Chum turned to Max and shoved him.

“Whut ya waitin for, dummy?
Start scrubbin!”

As much as he disliked taking orders from
the unpleasant boy, Max got on his hands and knees and started
rubbing the sponge across the wooden floor. Instead of leaving to
report to Captain Baggywrinkle, Chum leaned against the door frame.
He crossed his arms.

“A servant’s job suits ya,”
he said, smirking.

Max had to bite his lip to
keep from reminding Chum that only a few minutes prior
he had been the one
scrubbing, but he didn’t want to give Chum the satisfaction of
knowing he was getting to him.

“I’ve always liked
cleaning,” Max lied. “At home I used to do it a lot.”

Chum humphed and continued staring at Max.
He reached out his foot and kicked over the bucket. Murky water
spilled onto the floor, soaking the knees of Max’s trousers.

“There!” Chum guffawed. “If
ya like it so much, I thought I’d give ya a little extra to
do!”

Chum turned and left the cabin, slamming the
door shut behind him, but Max could still hear him laughing. He
gritted his teeth and began cleaning up the mess. He could see he
was going to have problems with Chum.

He spent the next thirty minutes scrubbing
at the floor, trying to soak up the filthy water before
Baggywrinkle returned and blamed him for the mess. The sponge was
old and already soaked and refused to absorb much water, but at
last Max managed to make the cabin presentable.

By that time his knees and neck were aching
from the rigid posture and hard floor. Still fuming about Chum’s
behavior, he emphatically tossed the sponge into the bucket.

“Forget this!” he said
aloud. He got up from the floor and left the cabin.

No one seemed to notice him as he peered
into the mist, trying to catch sight of either Chum or
Baggywrinkle. Crewmen walked back and forth, but none paid any
attention.

Keeping close to the cabin wall, he made his
way to the stern of the ship and leaned on the rail. He stared out
over the water, trying to see through the fog and breathing in the
fresh air.

He heard a crash behind him and turned to
see a scrawny sailor lying on the deck, a broken cask in front of
him. Obviously, he had tripped over something on the deck. The cask
had held some sort of liquid and it ran along the deck in streams.
Baggywrinkle was there in an instant and hauled the sailor to his
feet by the collar.

“Cur!” he yelled, buffeting
the man with a fist. “A cask ay our best brew and ye splash it
about the deck like so much dishwater!”

“I apologize, Captain,”
screeched the sailor. “It shan’t happen again!”

“That’s true enough!” said
Baggywrinkle. “It’s over the side wi’ ye. There’s nae place on
the Maiden for
such incompetence.” He began hauling the wretched sailor across the
deck, heading for the stern of the vessel.

The sailor moaned in terror and struggled
frantically, but Baggywrinkle never hesitated. Reaching the stern
of the ship, he hauled the sailor to the top of the railing and
gave him a generous push. The sailor screamed and Max cringed,
waiting for the splash.

Instead there was an eruption in the water
and the head of a huge serpent appeared from the water. It opened
colossal jaws and caught the wriggling sailor in mid-fall. A quick
chew and two gulps were all that it took and the monster slid
beneath the surface, leaving behind only ripples on the lake
surface.

Baggywrinkle turned from the railing and
brushed his hands together as if celebrating a job well-done. He
saw Max standing there and Max braced himself, but the captain
merely laughed at Max’s horrified expression.

“Done wi’ the cabin
already, are ye? Aye, but ye must be a fast worker. What dae ye
think ay our sea monster? Follows us wherever we go, he
does.”

“And…you feed him
sailors?”

“Only those who displease
me,” Baggywrinkle said. “Bob’s a patient sort.”

“Bob?”

“Yon sea monster! We took a
wee vote on a name, since he’s around so much.”

“And you decided on
Bob?”

Baggywrinkle grinned. “Aye! Some ay the crew
wanted Xenotor or Frigthenbaird, but we wanted somethin’ unusual.
Where be Chum?”

Max shrugged and was just about to make his
exit when Chum walked out of the mist. He saw Max and frowned.

“Whut’re ya doin outta the
cabin? It can’t be spotless yet!”

He started for Max, his fist upraised. Max
waited for Baggywrinkle to call him back, but the captain only
watched, an amused smile on his face. Chum threw a punch at Max’s
face, but he ducked and the bully was thrown off balance.
Baggywrinkle laughed and applauded. Chum’s shout of anger drew more
attention and the crew began gathering around, watching the boys as
they circled, each looking for an opening.

Max had never been much of a fighter, but
his father had taught him the principles of warfare, including
hand-to-hand combat and boxing. Chum, however, had grown up on the
ship and his toughness was in an entirely different league. Instead
of friendly matches with a tutor, he had dealt with rough pirates,
battles, and sea monsters. Max knew he would be no match for Chum.
And yet he wasn’t about to lie down and give up, so he kept his
knees bent and his fists in front of his face.

Chum threw another punch, this one catching
Max on the shoulder. Max winced, but the pain just made him
angrier. He gritted his teeth and, keeping low, ran at Chum and
planted a hard right on the older boy’s jaw. He heard the crack as
his fist connected and felt a sharp sting in his fingers. He hoped
they weren’t broken.

The circle of crewmen let out a cheer as
Chum staggered back, roaring with fury. He charged, both fists
swinging. Max dodged several wild blows before catching one on the
side of the head.

Everything went black for a moment and he
blinked furiously. Slowly the world came back into focus and Max
found himself against the railing, his back pressed painfully into
the wood. He heard the water erupt behind him and knew Bob had
resurfaced, hoping for another snack. This was no longer merely an
angry scrap between two boys; it was now a matter of life and
death.

Max waited anxiously for Baggywrinkle to
step in, but the captain stood and watched, arms crossed and an
amused smile on his face. The crew had gone silent at the sight of
the monster, but none dared speak for fear of taking Max’s place as
sea food.

Chum grinned down at Max and raised his fist
for the final blow. Max struggled, but the boy was too strong for
him. He felt Bob’s hot breath on his neck and heard the click of
jaws as the monster strained to reach him as he hung over the
railing.

At last Baggywrinkle stepped forward. “Ay,
Chum. Leave him be. The lad is tay valuable tae needlessly feed him
tae the likes ay Bob.”

Chum hesitated, but had no choice. He backed
away slowly, letting his forearm fall from Max’s chest. Bob
whimpered with disappointment and slipped beneath the waves.

Max continued to lean against the railing
even after the danger had passed. His knees wobbled and he was
afraid that if he tried to walk he’d fall on his face.

Seeing the show was over, the crew drifted
back to their respective tasks. All except for Chum, who was still
staring at Max, his eyes narrow and cruel.

“This ain’t done, servant
boy,” he said. “I’ll get you. One day when ya ain’t expectin’ it.”
He turned and walked away, his fists clenched and jammed deep into
his pockets.

Baggywrinkle sidled over. “An’ he means it.
Chum isn’t the type tae make idle threats and ‘e holds a grudge
longer than most. Ah’d steer clear ay ‘im, if Ah were ye.”

“What are you going to do
with me?” Max asked. “Surely you didn’t snatch me from the clutches
of Zadok just to make me a cabin boy.”

“And why dae ye say
that?”

The words were out of Max’s mouth before he
stopped to think. “Because there’s not enough money in it.”

Baggywrinkle looked startled and then
guffawed. “Ye know me well, laddie!” He clapped Max’s shoulder with
a meaty hand. “And right ye are. Tae be honest, ye are something ay
an investment. If Zadok feels ye are a valuable asset, then Ah can
only assume that others will feel the same. Ye would make a fine
bargainin’ chip.”

“You’re going to auction me
off?”

“In a manner ay speakin’,”
Baggywrinkle said. “It’ll have tae be kept on the down an’ under,
ay course, but if handled properly, ye should bring a tidy
sum.”

“Where are we going
now?”

“Tae Kamtor, yon closest
port, tae speak wi’ mah first prospective customer, King Grandmere
ay Grendale!”


Chapter Ten

King Grandmere Talks Gibberish

 


 


 


The port of Kamtor was
bustling with people when The Furtive
Maiden tied up at the dock. Baggywrinkle
kept a close eye on Max as they walked down the gangplank and made
their way through the jostling crowd.

“Nae funny stuff, lad,” the
captain whispered. “Once we get in tae see the king, ye’ll be quiet
and let me dae the talkin’. Once we get his offer, we’ll
respectfully withdraw tae consider.”

It was obvious that Baggywrinkle was
well-known in the port area. They were hailed countless times,
mostly by rough, shady-looking characters. The more respectable
types gave them a wide berth as they made their way down the rough,
filthy cobblestones toward the center of town.

As they progressed the conditions improved.
The streets were cleaner and the buildings, which around the
waterfront were dingy, appeared more prosperous. The closer they
got to the palace the more affluent the city became and the more
generous a circumference the inhabitants afforded the motley parade
of pirates.

News of their arrival preceded them and they
were met some distance from the palace by a group of fifty Grendale
foot soldiers. Their leader stepped forward and confronted
Baggywrinkle. Though not tall, he was stocky and powerfully built.
His dark, longish hair was pulled straight back from his forehead
and his full beard was neatly trimmed.

“If it isn’t the notorious
Captain Baggywrinkle,” he said. His voice was deep and held a note
of amusement. “Might I inquire as to why you are leading your crew
of misfits through the streets of our fair city? You’ve been
causing quite the uproar.”

Baggywrinkle stopped directly in front of
the man and held out an arm to keep Max behind him. “Ah come tae
seek an audience wi’ King Grandmere. Ah have a proposition he may
be interested in hearin’. An’ who are ye, may Ah ask?”

“I am General Thames, aide
to King Grandmere and the leader of his army. As such, I can assure
you the only proposition the king is likely interested in hearing
from you is how quickly you can drop off your goods and be gone
from our shores.”

“Ah wouldn’t be so hasty,
General,” Baggywrinkle said. “Mah proposal is somethin’ ay grave
importance tae not only Grendale, but all ay T’Aragam.”

“And just exactly what
would that be?”

Baggywrinkle shook his head. “Nae ye don’t,
General. Mah business be wi’ the king ‘imself an’ nae other.”

“I can’t let you in to see
the king without the faintest idea of what you want,” Thames
replied. “A man of your vast and varied experience should expect
this.”

“Ah dae, that,”
Baggywrinkle replied. He smiled facetiously. “An’ yet Ah always
hope ‘at things’ll be different.” He sobered. “Ah just come from
Zadok’s lair in the Dark Wood. Ah bring not only bad tidings, but
opportunity as well.”

General Thames hesitated. The clue was
vague, but the mention of Zadok and the Dark Wood was enough to get
him thinking. At length he nodded.

“Very well,” he said, “but
if you have misled me, you’ll not be sailing away on that ship of
yours any time soon. Understood?”

Baggywrinkle nodded. “Understood.”

 


The palace was not like Max had imagined. It
turned out to be little more than a large mansion, with no towering
spires or manned battlements. It was, however, ornate to the point
of madness. The walls, several stories high, were white marble and
interrupted at regular intervals by tall windows, each of which was
surrounded by a decorative border engraved with gold. Cornice
molding, also inlaid with gold, ran around the top of the building,
while columns of marble supported a canopy that ran the length of
the structure at the lower level.

The palace shone in the sunlight, forcing
Max to shade his eyes from the glare. Baggywrinkle seemed
unimpressed, probably because he’d seen it all before.

Preceded by General Thames, they entered the
palace unchallenged and then had to wait in the spacious foyer
while he sent word to the king.

Minutes passed and finally a royal page
appeared and called out Baggywrinkle’s name. The captain took Max’s
arm and started forward, but the page stopped them.

“I’m sorry, sir, but an
audience granted to the king is quite specific. I’m afraid you must
go in alone.”

Baggywrinkle placed a hand on his sword and
leaned toward the page. “This be a matter concerning the safety ay
Grendale. Surely ye don’t want tae be known as the lad who refused
tae help his country in its hour ay need!”

The page hesitated, looked at Max, looked at
Baggywrinkle’s half-drawn sword, and nodded. “Very well. Go on
in.”

“That’s more like it,”
Baggywrinkle said, letting his sword fall back into its scabbard
with a thunk.
“Ye’ll nay regret it.”

He and Max stepped through the double doors
into the throne room. The first thing Max saw was General Thames
standing to one side. The second thing was the throne itself, which
was enormous and just as magnificent and lavish as the palace. The
third thing occupied his attention entirely from the moment he saw
it.

It was King Grandmere sitting on the throne
in all his corpulent splendor. As massive as the throne was it
barely contained the monarch’s girth. It was obvious the king had
once been a man of extreme power, but years of lax living and rich
food had ruined him. Even now he held a generous slab of ham to his
mouth, interrupted in mid-chew. His eyes, already narrow in his
bloated face, squinted even further.

“Rather rude-ish of you
all,” he said, a string of ham spitting from his mouth as he spoke.
“Interruptizing a man at his victuals.” Grease ran down his chin,
mingling with the hairs of his bushy beard, and he brushed at it
with the back of his sleeve. His jowls wobbled as he spoke, making
his voice growly and muffled.

Baggywrinkle halted and bowed. “Mah
apologies, King Grandmere. Ah forgot mah manners in the haste tae
bring ye the news.”

“News?” Grandmere went back
to chewing. “What news? Have you brought me the pastries you
promised?”

Max looked at the king with horror and pity.
All the stories he had heard about this man, of his exploits on the
battlefield, ran through his head. The mighty warrior, once the
hero of all Grendale, had turned into a slovenly, gorging animal.
Grandmere’s famous blond hair had begun turning gray, but instead
of aging with dignity he had become enslaved by the ease of his
position.

Baggywrinkle cleared his throat and stepped
forward. “Ransome Hall has fallen tae yon phantors, yer majesty,
and Laird Ransome lies among their victims.”

“Yes, yes,” Grandmere said,
nodding impatiently. “We heard of this news earlier in the past. It
was delivered to me via carrier swine not an hour ago by the minute
hand.” He tore off another piece of meat and chewed noisily. “Is
that all you have for me?”

“Nay, yer majesty.”
Baggywrinkle pushed Max forward. “This be Laird Ransome’s son, Max,
rescued this very day from the clutches ay the evil wizard
Zadok.”

King Grandmere peered at Max and nodded. “I
can see the resembles. And what does this have to do with me, might
I ask?”

“Much, yer majesty,”
Baggywrinkle said. “Zadok was planning tae use the lad for his own
evil purposes, which happens tae be the overthrow ay T’Aragam. The
lad is the heir ay Laird Ransome’s holdings and wields influence
thereby. Ah know that if Zadok can find use for ‘im, then he must
be valuable tae ye as well.”

“Ah.” King Grandmere laid
down the piece of meat he was eating. “I see now your purpose in
coming. You are hoping to make some currencies off this ‘noble’
deed of yours, are you not?”

“Profiting be only a
secondary motive, yer majesty,” Baggywrinkle said. “Mah first
thought was the safety ay T’Aragam. An’ mah allegiance tae ye, ay
course.”

“Of course.” King Grandmere
waved a puffy, ring-encrusted hand toward a guard. “Separate them
from my presence. I have no use for them.”

At the abrupt dismissal Baggywrinkle
frowned. “Perhaps yer majesty doesn’t see the significance ay mah
proposal.”

“I see it clearly,”
Grandmere replied loftily. “You seek to increase your ill-gotten
gain by auctionizing off this child. I shall comprise no component
to said scheme.”

“This be Laird Ransome’s
son!” Baggywrinkle protested. “Ye haven’t forgotten yer old comrade
in arms, hae ye?”

“I have had no contact with
Lord Ransome for many years and even days. We fought together on
the battlefield and he proved himself useful. He could play the
harp well, if not with genius. And even yet, after our resoundizing
victory, we parted company. He was always a bit too much of the
crusader for my liking. No offenses, young man,” the king added,
affording Max a quick glance.

General Thames stepped forward, his face a
frozen mask. Max could tell he was having difficulty controlling
his emotions. “Your majesty. Perhaps we should consider the
proposal.”

“Are you suggestizing we
pay this piker money for the privilege of housing a child who has
no strategic costlies whatsoever and will likely eat us out of
castle and palace? Why would we want that, pray tell?”

“The captain may have a
valid argument,” Thames said. “As much as I dislike doing business
with his kind—”

Baggywrinkle cleared his throat. “Ah still
be in the room.”

Thames ignored him. “—it is clear the boy
does have value. With Lord Ransome dead there will be a power
vacuum in the region. Without the heir able to take control, there
will likely be chaos. This would play right into the hands of Zadok
and Lord Stench. We should be thankful the captain came to us first
with his proposal and didn’t simply turn the boy back over to
Zadok.”

“I am not convinced all
this stratemegizing is even necessary,” Grandmere said, yawning.
“The defeat heaped upon those simpletonians, Zadok and Lord Stench,
by Lord Ransome and myself was so complete that I doubt they will
ever be able to rise from their own ashes. And now you act like
they are on the brink of ousting my kingdom!”

“They pose a great and
present threat, your majesty,” Thames said. “We have received many
reports from the borders about phantor sightings. And then there
was the disappearance of a group of cutters who still have yet to
be found.”

“I’m sure they will turn
up,” Grandmere said. “They probablem just got lost in the bushes or
some such nonsensicals.”

Max timidly raised his hand. “I have news
about the cutters.” Then he hastily added, “Your majesty.”

King Grandmere looked wearily at him, but
waved one finger. “Go on.”

“The wizard Zohar found the
site where they were working and saw signs of a struggle. It
appeared that they had been attacked by phantors and it looked like
they had been dragged into the Wood by the trees.”

“‘Appeared’ to have been
attacked, ‘looked’ like they had been dragged. Pure
circumstantializing. Did you see this data yourself?”

“No, your majesty,
I…”

“Ah! And hearsay to boot. I
can hardly make an important decisioning about my kingdom based on
that, now can I?”

Baggywrinkle, who had been
uncharacteristically quiet through this exchange, spoke up. “Ah
can’t wait on ye tae decide, yer majesty. Ah have other interested
parties waitin’ tae place their bids. What be yer answer,
then?”

“The same as it has always
been!” Grandmere snarled in a sudden burst of fury and threw the
ham bone at the pirate captain. “You shall get no tribute or
goodies from the province of Grendale. And as far as this sticky
child is concerned, you are more than welcome to peddle him
elsewhere. Perhaps Andulas, governized as they are by that weak
sister King Draygen, will be willing to pay your blood money.” The
king motioned to a guard. “Take them off and make sure they don’t
steal anything on the way out!”

 



Chapter Eleven

A Bloomin’ Sea Battle

 


 


 


Humiliated and stung by the
unexpected rejection, Captain Baggywrinkle wasted no time in
gathering his crew and boarding The
Furtive Maiden. The ship turned about and
made its way out onto Lake Dismal.

“Where are we headed?” Max
asked, worried he was about to be reunited with Zadok.

“Tae Falknor, the capital
ay Andulas,” Baggywrinkle said angrily. “Ah should hae gone there
first, but thought Ah’d stop here as it was on the way. But that
pompous gasbag ay a king has always been an unreasonable fellow. Ah
should not ay wasted mah time.”

They were only a few minutes out onto the
lake when the sailor posted in the crow’s nest shouted down to the
captain.

“Ship ahoy!”

Baggywrinkle took a spyglass from his belt
and walked to the stern of the vessel. He peered through the glass
and frowned. “A ship ay Grendale be headed our way. And what would
they be wantin’?”

Max shaded his eyes and
followed the point of the spyglass. Sure enough, a small ship was
coming toward them. It was smaller than The Furtive Maiden, but faster. Its
sails were snapping vigorously in the wind and it gained on them
steadily. Without warning
it turned broadside and puffs of smoke appeared
from its side. A few moments later they heard the boom of artillery
and several cannonballs splashed into the lake not far
away.

“Holy guff, they be firin’
upon us!” Baggywrinkle sprang into action. He closed the spyglass
with a snap and shoved it into his belt before turning and striding
toward the middle of the ship. “Prepare, ye seadogs!” he
shouted. “The Furtive Maiden
be under attack. Man your stations. Gunners, load
yer cannon wi’ grapeshot and wait for mah command.”

The crew, obviously experienced and
well-trained, took up their positions almost before Baggywrinkle
had finished giving the orders. The gunners swabbed and loaded the
cannon with the lethal-looking grapeshot.

By now the attacking ship had turned back
toward them. It sailed closer before again turning broadside. There
was a momentary pause while their own gunners adjusted their
weapons and then came the same puffs of smoke and booming of
cannon. This time the shots went overhead, a few tearing through
the rigging. A main line snapped and a sail crashed to the deck,
completely enveloping a crewman. There was thrashing under the
heavy cloth for a few moments and then stillness.

“Poor fellow ne’er had a
chance,” Baggywrinkle said. “Stand sharp, laddie. Them sails’ll
crush ye wi’out warnin’.” He didn’t seem particularly worried about
it, however, and immediately turned his attention back to the
battle.

The two ships converged at an angle and now
Max could see the sailors on the other vessel, looking like tiny
figurines as they rushed about their ship preparing for another
volley. Max knew this time their range would be accurate and he
shifted nervously.

“Shouldn’t we be firing
back?”

“Relax, lad. Ah be a
veteran ay sea battles and Ah know what Ah’m about.”

“But they’re about to fire
on us. They’ll hit us this time!”

“Nae doubt they will,”
Baggywrinkle replied calmly, “but ye can’t hae a battle an’ expect
tae walk away unscathed, now can ye?”

With almost painful slowness, the two ships
closed the gap and still Baggywrinkle didn’t give the order to
fire. Max could hear the sounds from the other ship and heard the
Grendale captain yell,

“Fire!”

More smoke, more loud
booming, more deadly cannonballs whistling toward them and crashing
into The Furtive Maiden.
A mast splintered, hung in the rigging for a
moment, slipped, and then crashed to the deck, pinning two pirates
and knocking a third overboard.

The ships were now on the verge of crashing
into each other and it was now that Baggywrinkle seized his
moment.

“Fire, ye dogs!”

The pirate ship’s cannons boomed and jerked
back with vicious recoil. The grapeshot sprayed the Grendale vessel
with small iron pellets, tearing down rigging, ripping sailors
apart, and destroying the gunnery crews as they pressed against the
sides of the ship.

“Haha!” Baggywrinkle laughed. “There,
lad, now ye see the wisdom ay waitin’ till yer enemy be close at
hand. We’ve destroyed most ay their rigging an’ much ay the crew.
Now we can board their vessel an’ fight them like the seadogs we
be!”

The two ships crashed
together, sending shudders along the deck of The Furtive Maiden and nearly
knocking Max off his feet. The pirates abandoned their posts with
loud, bloodthirsty shouts and drew their swords and cutlasses.
Grappling hooks were thrown across and secured, keeping the vessels
from drifting apart. A plank was positioned and the pirates ran
across it onto the other ship, waving their weapons in the
air.

Baggywrinkle laughed and Max watched in
horror as the battle took on the appearance of a slaughter. It
quickly became clear the Grendale sailors were no match for
Baggywrinkle’s battle-hardened veterans and they began falling left
and right, while their captain frantically engaged one pirate after
another in a desperate attempt to turn the tide. It was a losing
proposition.

Finally, as Max watched in amazement, the
captain retreated to the stern of his ship and threw open the cargo
hatch. Men began pouring out of the opening. These weren’t sailors,
however, but Grendale foot soldiers, dressed for battle and armed
to the teeth. They attacked the startled pirates vigorously and
Baggywrinkle, furious at the unpleasant turn of events, reluctantly
called a retreat.

“Leave it tae the scurvy
Grendale land swine tae rely on trickery!” he snarled. “Back on the
ship, ye sea dogs, an’ we’ll pound ‘em wi’ grapeshot!”

The pirates began a fighting retreat across
the plank and the gunners packed the cannon with shot. As capable
as the foot soldiers were in battle, they were neither trained nor
dressed for sea warfare and their armor only limited their mobility
as they drove the pirates across the plank.

The last pirate dropped
onto the deck of The Furtive Maiden
and Baggywrinkle gave the order to fire. The
cannons boomed and bucked. A massive round of grapeshot pounded the
enemy vessel, sheering off almost everything in its path. Soldiers
dropped like so much slaughtered livestock, their bodies littering
the deck.
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