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THE FALLEN ANGLE

An Excerpt from the Saga of Angle Theta

 


“How do you know these things? Who are you,
Theta? Who are you really?”

-- Ob to the Lord Angle Theta

 


I

RIKER’S CROSSROADS

 


The inn at Riker’s Crossroads was in a
shambles. Tables overturned, chairs and windows broken, the front
doors torn off their hinges, blood spatter on walls and floor. Four
armed men -- three tall, the third shy of four feet entered the
place guided by an old man. A few dejected villagers bowed their
heads respectfully and offered solemn greetings to the new arrivals
as they carted out smashed furniture and piled it out front for
disposal or repair. A modest contingent of soldiers remained
outside standing watch and surveying the damage to the small
village.

The elderly man paused a few feet beyond the
threshold and turned toward the youngest of the four.

“Master Claradon, it was good of you to
travel all the way here to look into our troubles so soon after
your own grievous loss.” They shook hands; the old man softly
gripped the young knight’s hand between his, tears welling in his
eyes.

“We were so sorry to hear of your father’s
passing. The people all loved him dearly. Our deepest sympathies to
you and your dear brothers.”

Claradon nodded. “Thank you,” he said,
gently pulling his hand free.

“At least he died as he lived, a hero,
protecting us all,” said the old man.

“You heard then that it was mountain
trolls?” said Par Tanch, a young, blond man with a curious silver
circlet over his brow and a long wooden staff banded in silver in
his right hand.

“That we did, your wizardship, sir. And we
were shocked by it too. Not since I was on my grandfather’s knee
have I heard tell of trolls in these parts. The young folks these
days don’t even believe in them anymore. Children’s tales they say.
Bogeymen and figments they mark them. But we know different, don’t
we, your lordships?”

Tanch spoke up before Claradon could
respond. “That we do,” he said. “The trolls have been breeding in
the deep mountains for years, gathering their strength and biding
their time, waiting to strike and lay waste to our lands as in
olden days. But the Eotrus were ready for them. Our scouts had
marked their movements well. Lord Eotrus took the field and crushed
them before a single farm was threatened, though at a terrible
price.”

“Terrible, indeed,” said the old man.
“Lomion won’t see the like of Aradon Eotrus or Gabriel Garn again;
not for long years, I expect. True heroes they were, and all their
men with them.”

The old man stepped close to Claradon;
looked about to make sure the villagers weren’t watching and spoke
into his ear. “The old folk have been whispering for some time that
dark things are stirring in Midgaard again, and not just in the
mountains, your Lordship. Things not seen in an age. Things far
worse than trolls, if you’ll forgive me.”

“Why do they think that?” said Claradon.

“We’ve heard things of late -- frightful
things from the merchants that pass through here on to Lomion,
Kern, and parts foreign. Until the other day, I thought it all
humbug and babble, but then that rabble came and sacked our inn.
They killed old Riker, your lordship. Right over there, behind the
bar -- the bastards. We’ve always been and felt safe here, sir,
what with you fine noblemen of House Eotrus protecting our village
and watching over our folk. That day was none different. It was
your men what stood up to them killers, though it did no good,
since they was so outnumbered.”

“Who were they, and how many?” said
Claradon.

“It was brigands, your lordship, what done
this thing,” he said as he guided the group over toward the bar.
“They came in on horseback. Had a big carriage with them. Probably
twenty of them all told.”

“Was it a covered carriage or an open
wagon?” said Theta, the tallest and broadest of the four, as he
stepped toward the bar. Theta moved smoothly and quietly as if born
to the thick plate armor that he wore beneath a long, midnight blue
cloak that hung open at the front. His steel armor was enameled
deep blue and intricately embossed in gold with a grand coat of
arms. He spoke with a slight accent that was hard to place, save to
say it was foreign.

“A carriage, sir, it was. Fancy-like as
you’d see in Lomion City amongst the nobles.”

“How many of our folk were hurt?” said
Claradon as he found a sound chair and sat down, his heavy plate
and chain armor clanking against the wood.

“Besides Riker, they murdered all five of
your soldiers, your lordship. Good lads every one, always
respectful to us old folk and to the womenfolk they were. Young
Sergeant Jerem was set to marry my niece next month, and now he’s
dead, the poor boy, and she’s brokenhearted. And they gutted old
Thom Butcher ‘cause he stood with them. He passed this morning, old
Thom did. We put him and the soldiers in the ice house for keeping
until you folks investigate things all proper like. Besides them,
Riker’s two serving girls were bruised and battered if you get my
meaning, but they’ll live.”

“Blasted scum!” said Ob, the tiny man,
looking up at the old man. He slammed his pointed boot into the bar
with such force that it crashed partly through and lodged in the
thick oak panel.

Theta pulled the gnome free with one hand,
then leaned over the bar and looked about. “The cash box is still
here.”

“They left in a great hurry, sir; I expect
that’s why they left it. The silver had spilled out and it would’ve
taken a spell to purse it. We collected it all up right and proper.
Drogan Blacksmith is holding it for safekeeping until it can be
dispensed all legal and such.”

“You going after them, your lordship?” said
the old man as he turned back toward Claradon.

Claradon didn’t answer. He stared
glassy-eyed about the wrecked inn.

“I’m just asking because if you are and you
don’t mind my saying -- you’ll need more men. A whole company of
your finest, I’d expect. These weren’t no ordinary highwaymen.”

“Describe them,” said Theta as he scanned
the room, his hand resting on the strangely misshapen wooden ankh
that hung from a leather cord about his neck.

“Some weren’t human, sir, if you can believe
it. Lugron, or part lugron I’d call them. And some looked fouler
still, like no one I’ve seen afore. And even them what were human
were the lowest types, except for their leader that is.”

“It was the strangest thing -- he looked
much like Sir Gabe.” At that, Claradon perked up in his seat and
hung on the old man’s words.

“Enough to be his twin, I’d say, except for
his eyes. They were queer -- golden in color and they seemed to
glow, unnatural like. Carried a big black sword he did, and his
voice was deep and raspy. I’ll never forget that name -- Korrgonn
they called him. What kind of a name is that anyways?”

“Had you seen any of these men before?”
asked Theta.

“Not a one.”

“Did you hear any other names?” said
Theta.

“I don’t recall them; though I’m sure I
heard some. One I think they called “Sevare” or some such. Don’t
know what kind of name that is, neither. Stinking foreigners -- no
good bandits, every one.”

“When did they leave and which way did they
go?” said Ob. “Speak quick man.”

“They flew out of here near dusk, day before
yesterday, headed toward Lomion City.”

The four made haste for the door.

Theta turned. “You said they left with
haste?”

“That they did. They were chasing somebody,
your lordship. Some fellow what wore a black cloak and hood. We’ve
seen him in the inn now and again, but he keeps to himself. Don’t
even know his name.”

“Were they looking for that man?” said Theta
from the doorway. “Was that why they were here?”

“I don’t think so. It seems he tried to help
old Riker, and then ran for it and they were at him. Brave fellow,
braver than me anyways. Hope he got clear.”

 


“Riker was one of the good ones,” said Ob as
they rode down the wooded lane. “An old war dog he was. Fought in
the campaigns with me and Gabe back in the day. A loyal and true
friend. A man of honor. Never once had to pay for a beer or a
bottle all the times I’ve been through here. At least he went down
fighting. That’s fitting for men like us. That’s how I want to go,
anyways, when it comes time.”

“We’ve lost too many dear to us in recent
days,” said Claradon. “Let’s hope Riker was the last.”

“At least we know which way Korrgonn went. A
blind dwarf could follow these wagon tracks; they’re the deepest
I’ve ever seen. Twenty or more of them, he said,” said Ob. “But
there are tracks of only eight horses.”

“The rest must be riding in the carriage,”
said Claradon.

“Ten men piled in a carriage wouldn’t be
enough to make tracks as deep as we’ve been following,” said Ob.
“What do you make of it, Theta?”

“Fear often makes a man see more enemies
than there are,” said Theta. “And the carriage may be heavy loaded
with stone or metal.”

“That’s as good a guess as any,” said Ob.
“We’ll not know the truth until we find them, I expect.”

“If they’re headed to Lomion City, will we
catch them before they get there?” asked Theta.

“By the tracks, I’d say they’re moving fast,
very fast considering the load they’re pulling. Keeping that pace,
with the start they have on us, they’ll beat us to Lomion by some
hours. That’s assuming no stopping for the night. If they set a
camp, we’ll catch them.”

“The men with Korrgonn,” said Tanch, “must
be the cultists that buried those coins and placed the magical orb
in the old temple ruins in the Vermion.”

“Still a genius, I see,” said Ob.

Tanch ignored Ob and turned toward Theta.
“Do you think anything remains of that black orb?”

“You should know, wizard,” said Theta,
“since you followed Dolan and I to the ruins of the temple. You hid
under a rock while we searched for shards of the orb.”

Par Tanch’s face grew beet red. Claradon
looked at him with surprise.

“Few could follow we two unobserved,” said
Theta; only the slightest hint of a grin on his face.

“Did you recover any fragments?” said
Tanch.

“We did.”

“What will you do with them, Lord Theta?”
asked Claradon. “Do they still pose any threat?”

“They do, but only in the wrong hands. I’ll
see to it that that doesn’t occur.”

“I’d like to study the shards,” said Par
Tanch. “They may hold valuable secrets. Secrets that could aid us
in dealing with those that opened the gateway.”

“Secrets they hold. Also temptation,
madness, and death. It’s better that they be left alone.”

“If I could just study a few
fragments--”

“--No,” said Theta, louder. “If you
experimented with them, you might fall under the thrall of the dark
powers. I can’t allow that. No one touches the shards, and they’ll
be no more discussion of it. Understood?”

“There he goes again, giving orders,” said
Ob. “Proclaiming edicts, issuing commands. You’re good at that,
aren’t you, Mr. Fancy Pants? I say those shards belong to the
Eotrus and it’s us that should be doing the deciding about them. I
say you and the hedge wizard are both idiots. Do you want those orb
chunks getting in the hands of some other nutcases? You want some
more gates to Hell opening up in our backyard? Darned fools, one
and all. Destroy them I say. Ground them to dust and fling them to
the winds.”

“There are kernels of wisdom in your
babbling, gnome,” said Theta. “But such things as these shards
cannot easily be undone. There are those who’d seek even their dust
to use in vile rituals. Better that I keep them close at hand until
I can dispose of them properly.”

“Riders approach,” said Dolan, a pale wiry
man riding ahead of the others. “Looks like part of somebody’s
army.”

A group of about a dozen heavily armed
horsemen approached from the south dressed in the livery of the
Guard of Lomion, capital city of the realm. One wore the armor of a
royal knight of the Myrdonian order. The two groups stopped as they
neared each other.

“Make way for emissaries of the Crown,” said
the Myrdonian.

“You’re riding through Eotrus lands,
laddie,” said Ob, “and being as I’m the Castellan of Dor Eotrus,
I’ll ask you your business.”

“My business is with your master, gnome,” he
said with disgust, “so make way.”

“I’m his master,” said Claradon. “What’s
your purpose here?”

“Are you are Claradon Eotrus, son of
Aradon?”

“I’m Claradon.”

“Claradon’s the Lord of Dor Eotrus,” said
Ob. “And you’ll address him as such, Myrdonian.”

“He’s the lord of nothing, unless the
Council says he is, which is why I’m here. I bear a writ from the
High Council. You’re commanded to travel posthaste to Lomion City
to meet with the Council on the matter of the succession. I’m to
escort you.”

Ob took the writ from his hand and read it.
“Lucky for you, we’re heading just that way. Eat our dust.” The
group galloped past the emissaries and on toward Lomion.



II

INQUISITION

 


“My father is dead,” said Claradon as he
stood before the High Council in ancient Tammanian Hall. “More than
forty of my finest knights and soldiers are dead. All lost
defending our lands. It was you, Chancellor Barusa, that penned the
writ inviting me to these chambers to receive formal appointment as
Lord of Dor Eotrus. And now, despite my written account and having
heard the tale twice from my lips, you still question me. What are
you about, Chancellor?”

“What am I about?” bellowed the Chancellor,
a tall, fit man of middling years, from his perch high above on the
Councilors’ mezzanine. “How dare you question me, you young pup.
You’re most certainly not here to be handed a Stewardship, you’re
here to answer my questions, and answer them all you will.”

Prince Cartagian, King Tenzivel’s son,
entered the chamber, richly garbed but unkempt and wild-eyed. He
tiptoed across the councilors’ mezzanine in melodramatic fashion
and took the center seat, the place of the king. To Cartagian’s
left was the Vizier, a hawk-faced man of long white beard and evil
visage. To his left sat Councilor Slyman, Master of Guilds and
gluttony. Past him was Lord Jhensezil, Preceptor of the Odion
Knights and wealthy landowner. Farther on was Marshal Balfor,
multi-medaled commander of the Lomerian army. Beyond him, empty
seats. To Cartagian’s right was Barusa of Alder, followed by Bishop
Tobin of the Churchmen, long now in his dotage, and Lord
Harringgold, Duke of Lomion City -- highest official in the land
save the King and the Chancellor. Beyond Harringgold were the Lady
Dahlia of Kern, renowned diplomat and scholar, and the Lady Aramere
of Dyvers. Several personal attendants and armed bodyguards
shadowed each councilor.

Myrdonian Knights guarded each entrance to
the chamber and the two grand, swooping marble staircases that
connected the audience hall and the mezzanine. The hall’s perimeter
burst with all manner of perfumed courtiers, ladies in waiting,
dandies, toadies, and lackeys, chattering softly but hanging on
each word. At the center of the audience hall was the petitioner’s
dais. Claradon stood tall at the dais’ lectern. Ob and Tanch
flanked him.

Barusa made no pause at Cartagian’s entry
and continued his tirade, his voice booming and resonating off the
majestic, domed ceiling, gilt in silver and bronze and
magnificently coffered with rare hardwoods. “You’re the one that’s
presented this good council with an implausible and incoherent
account of the death of your father and liege. You stand here
churning a fairy tale about mountain trolls. Preposterous! I’ll
have the truth from you, Eotrus, one way or another. What really
happened out there?”

“I had a troll once,” said Prince Cartagian,
perking up in his seat. “I cut his eyes out with a soup spoon and
ate them. I fed the rest to my cat. He bled green blood you know,
and squealed like a pig. Most delightful. The troll, not the
cat.”

“I’ve told you all there is to tell,” said
Claradon as he gazed in disbelief at Cartagian. “And where is King
Tenzivel? Does he no longer preside over this Council?”

“The king is ill,” said Barusa. “Until he
recovers, Prince Cartagian represents the Crown on this
Council.”

“The cat just died, but I didn’t throttle
him,” said Cartagian. “He did it to himself. He had it coming, you
know.” The prince slumped back in his chair and closed his eyes,
drool sliding down his chin.

“And how can he do that when he’s not of
clear mind?” said Claradon. “And what of Baron Morfin, Lord
Glenfinnen, and the other council members? Are they ill as well?
What goes on here? What’s become of this Council?”

“The workings of the High Council are none
of your affair, young Eotrus,” said Councilor Slyman, a burly,
balding, middle-aged man dressed in festival finery stained with
his last meal, “and we’ll not debate them with you.”

“Morfin’s dead by his own hand, if you must
know,” said Slyman, “and the others are away on council business or
personal matters. I also find your account hard to swallow. No
trolls have been reported in Lomion for three generations, and more
likely than not even then they were only figments to scare the
misbehaving whelps.”

“Good councilors, if I might interject a few
thoughts,” said Lord Harringgold, a tall man of regal bearing and
piercing eyes. “Chancellor, since your duties and responsibilities
have grown so burdensome with the onset of the king’s illness, you
may perhaps have not had the opportunity to fully digest and
reflect upon the account provided by Brother Claradon. I’ve studied
the report in some detail and I must say that, however surprising
the news of trolls abroad in our lands, I find it quite thorough
and complete. I would add that his account has been corroborated by
the men of good name that stand with him.”

“Ha,” belched Barusa, triumph in his eyes.
“A gnome, a befuddled hedge wizard, and a foreigner too barbaric to
even doff his weapons and enter these sacred chambers. Bah! Men of
good name, indeed.”

“I’ll put it straight to you, Eotrus,” said
the Chancellor. “I think you and your compatriots conspired to
murder your father, either by your own hands or through some proxy
-- perhaps that foreign mercenary of yours -- all to take the
Eotrus lands for your own before your time. And unless you can
prove otherwise, I intend to see that you -- all of you -- pay for
these crimes.”

“You’re out of line, Barusa,” said Ob,
shaking his fist. “Way out.”

“Your Excellency . . . Lord Eotrus’s death
happened just as Master Claradon described,” said Tanch, panting.
“Mountain trolls they were. Many, many trolls. The beasts set a
coordinated attack, a veritable invasion of Eotrus lands. We fought
them as best we could. Only the heroism of--”

“--So where are the carcasses?” said Barusa.
“Show us these dead trolls that we might know the truth of this
tale.”

“We burned them,” said Ob. “Only way to keep
them things down. Nothing left but ash.”

“Preposterous,” said Barusa. “And most
convenient.”

Lord Jhensezil leaned forward in his chair.
“Hunters have reported troll spoor deep in the mountains, north of
Eotrus lands, in recent years.”

“Superstitious country folk,” said Barusa.
“Their accounts are not relied upon by this Council. Eotrus, can
you at least tell us what happened to these mysterious brigands you
say you were tracking? The ones that attacked that little trading
post, Riker’s whatever it’s called.”

“As I said, we lost their trail at the city
gates. We can’t track horses on cobblestones, Chancellor.”

“Well then why has no one else seen these
brigands? The patrol that escorted you here saw nothing -- no
mysterious carriage, no strange riders. Did they just vanish or did
you burn them to ash with the trolls?”

Claradon stared at him with clenched teeth,
shaking his head just slightly.

“Admit it, wolfshead, there were no
brigands,” said Barusa. “The soldiers stationed at Riker’s found
out about your conspiracy, your treason, and sought to expose you.
So you and your fellows disguised yourselves and sacked the inn,
killing those good men as well as several innocent civilians. Admit
to your crimes, Eotrus, and this council may find some mercy for
you.”

“You sniveling turd,” said Ob as he fingered
the empty sheath where his sword hilt would be.

“This is madness,” said Claradon. “You’ve no
basis to level such charges against me. This is a total
fabrication.”

Lord Jhensezil -- tall, broad and muscular,
but graying -- rose to his feet. “I for one see no reason not to
accept Brother Claradon’s account of these events. Might I remind
this Council that he’s a respected member of the priestly knights
of the Caradonian Order and a nobleman in good standing with the
Crown.”

“I agree,” said the Duke. “I move that we
formally accept the report submitted by Brother Claradon, and
further, confirm his appointment as Lord of Dor Eotrus. I call for
a vote.”

“I second his call,” said Lady Dahlia,
flaxen-haired and statuesque but fading.

“Now wait just a minute,” said Guildmaster
Slyman. “A moment ago we were about to slap the boy in irons for
treason, and now we’re anointing him Lord of a Dor? Perhaps things
are moving too quickly here. What say you, Bishop Tobin?”

“Hmm, perhaps it would be prudent to proceed
with caution and due diligence in this matter,” said Bishop Tobin,
an ancient figure who seemed asleep except when he spoke.

“At the very least an investigation is in
order, don’t you agree?” said Slyman.

“Oh, most certainly, an inquisition is
warranted,” said the Bishop. “We must be thorough. The guilty must
be punished. Justice demands it.”

“Indeed,” said Barusa. And in the meantime,
we shall appoint a Regent to run the affairs of Dor Eotrus until
this matter is resolved.”

“There will be no stinking Regent,” shouted
Ob. “That Dor belongs to the Eotrus and there it’ll stay! You’ve no
right -- no right at all!”

“You’re the one with no rights, gnome,” said
Barusa, raising his voice. “All too long we’ve suffered your
degenerate people in our midst. What with your hoarding of
ill-gotten wealth and your foul-mannered ways; not to mention your
stench. You’re throwbacks to times past and best forgotten. Your
betters command these lands now, as is our sacred right. Your
welcome here will soon be worn out.”

Prince Cartagian bounced forward in his
seat. His eyes grew wide and wild. “It’s fun to hunt gnomes,” he
said with a wide, evil smile. “Your heads make such good trophies.
I’ve a spot for you on my mantle. Gnomey, the troll killer, stuffed
on my mantle.”

“Why I ought to rip your stinking heads off,
you slimy sons-of-lugron.”

“That remark will cost you a month in the
deepest pit I can find for you, little man. Guards!”

“To the pit, to the pit with him,” said
Cartagian, capering about in front of his chair. “Throw the little
bugger in the pit! Just give me his head. His head for the
mantle.”

“Stop,” shouted Claradon, his tone and
outstretched arm halted the guards in their tracks. “Chancellor
Barusa, this madness will not stand.” Claradon took a deep breath
and cleared his throat before continuing. “By the rights granted me
by the Book of the Nobility, I demand satisfaction.”

Lord Harringgold started violently in his
seat.

“What say you?” said Barusa, rising to his
feet with furrowed brow.

“Pipe down, boy,” said Ob, “afore you get
yourself killed dead.”

“Chancellor Barusa, you’ve publicly accused
me of murdering my father, called me a liar, a conspirator, and
insulted and threatened the Castellan of my fortress. I cannot let
this stand. I call upon the Fifth Article of the Rules of Nobility.
That decree gives me the right to challenge you to single combat,
fair and honorable. And this I do. I trust this Council is still
bound by the traditional laws.”

Lords Harringgold and Jhensezil cringed and
squirmed in their seats as Claradon spoke. Par Tanch covered his
eyes and shook his head.

“Have you the courage to accept, or will you
recant these offenses?”

“I recant nothing, you pathetic upstart.
I--”

“--Upstart,” squealed Cartagian. “My cat was
an upstart.”

“Hold,” shouted Lord Harringgold, nearly
jumping from his seat. “Brother Claradon, think carefully before
you invoke this right. Barusa is a renowned sword master, far
beyond your ken. Surely, if you’d known that you wouldn’t have put
that challenge. Withdraw it now, before he accepts, and it will be
forgotten.”

Claradon stood straight and tall; his chin
held high. “I know the Chancellor’s reputation, both fair and foul.
My challenge stands.”

The Duke sank slowly back into his chair.
“So be it then,” he said, his eyes downcast.

“And when will this duel take place?” said
Slyman eagerly.

“Now,” shouted Cartagian. “What better time
than now? Someone bring me my cat, and my slippers. I demand a
turnip.”

Ob grabbed Claradon by the arm and pulled
him down to whisper in his ear. “You’re a darned fool, boy, but if
you must do this, call for it now. Otherwise, he’ll lay a trap and
his henchmen will kill us all for sure.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Claradon
straightened. “I demand that the duel be immediate. Here and
now.”

“I need not comply with this,” said Barusa,
waving Claradon’s words away in disgust. “Tomorrow at noon will
suffice.” He turned as if to leave the hall.

“Run away, run away,” cackled Cartagian,
squatting atop his chair. “Scaredy-cat, scaredy-cat. Barusa is a
scaredy-cat.”

Barusa halted and glared at the crazed
prince.

“Actually,” said Lord Jhensezil, holding a
copy of the referenced text, “the decree specifies that the duel be
immediate, unless the challenger chooses to postpone it or unless
his opponent is ill, injured, infirm, or otherwise
incapacitated.”

“Do you claim such illness or infirmity,
Lord Chancellor?” said Jhensezil.

Barusa shot him an evil glare. “Very well.
We’ll do this now,” he said through gritted teeth. But then his
tone changed. “We must of course always comply with the law, until
at last the laws are changed,” he said sardonically, an evil grin
across his weathered face.

“Yes, change the laws,” said Cartagian. “All
the fun things are illegal. The laws are so tiresome, such bother,
let’s burn them all. Make them ash, just like the trolls.”

“The Sergeant of the Guard will recover
Brother Claradon’s sword from the antechamber,” announced Lord
Jhensezil. “Prepare yourselves, gentlemen.”

Ob and Par Tanch gathered close about
Claradon and spoke in hushed tones.

“Now you’ve done it, boy,” said Ob. “You’ve
really made your bed this time.”

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to assist you,
Master Claradon,” said Par Tanch. “No sorcery can be used
undetected in these chambers. You’re on your own in this reckless
endeavor.”

“I had no choice. I can’t let him put a
Regent in; it’s the same as handing the Dor to the Alders. I’d
rather be dead.”

“You soon will be, unless the luck of the
Vanyar shines full on you,” said Ob. “Just a minute,” he said, his
face brightening. “I bet them laws allow you to choose a champion
to stand in for you. Name Theta -- Mister Foreign Fancy Pants might
be able to best Barusa.”

“I’ve little doubt he could. But I’ll not
put this burden on him. This is my fight.”

“Then name me. I’m your Castellan; let me
stand in for you. I can thrash that pompous lout for sure,” he
said, puffing out his little chest.

“No, Ob. Like you told me after father died
-- I’m the lord of the land now. This fight is mine.”

“You’re a brave lad, Claradon,” said Ob. “A
credit to the Eotrus name. Aradon would be proud and so would Gabe.
If you’re set in this, I’ll tell you what I know. I’ve seen the old
man fight -- strong as an ox he is, and quick like a gnome despite
his years. His skill with the blade is great, but he has his flaws.
Lean down, boy, so I can tell you quiet-like.”

The sergeant of the guard exited the
chambers, closing the massive oaken doors behind him. On a couch in
the antechamber, the Lord Angle Theta sat in full battle armor, his
back to the wall. Across from him sat Dolan Silk, his manservant. A
guard stood at each side of the Council Chamber’s doors; two
others, and a Myrdonian Knight stood near a huge, locked cabinet
within which were housed the weapons of those visitors within the
chambers.

“By order of the Council,” said the
sergeant, looking toward the Myrdonian, “I’m to bring the Eotrus
his weapons.”

“What say you?” said the Myrdonian.

“There’s to be a duel between the young
Eotrus and the Chancellor. They’re calling for his sword.”

At this, Dolan stood up, a look of surprise
on his face. Theta raised an eyebrow.

“A duel?” said the Myrdonian. “You
jest.”

“Tis true. The Chancellor accused him of
killing his father, so the boy challenged him.”

“Will it be to the death?” said Theta,
suddenly standing behind the sergeant.

“Almost certainly, yes,” said the Myrdonian.
“Unless the victor shows mercy. Since that will be the Chancellor,
there will be no quarter given.”

“Dolan,” said Theta, “turn over your arms to
these men, and go within to watch.”

As Dolan doffed his weapons, Theta whispered
in his ear. “If there’s foul play, come out at once or give
sign.”

Theta leaned casually against the counter,
carefully positioning himself within arm’s length of the Myrdonian
knight while gaging the precise distance from there to each of the
other guards. His gauntleted hand at his hip, just inches from the
hilt of the massive falchion that hung from a bejeweled leather
belt at his waist.

The sergeant took up Claradon’s sword and
reentered the council chambers, Dolan following.

Claradon and his comrades stepped down from
the petitioners’ dais. Attendants pushed it to the side of the hall
and ushered the various aides and courtiers well away from the
action. Chancellor Barusa strode down the steps from the
councilors’ mezzanine and strapped on his shield.

“50 Silver Crowns on the troll,” shouted
Cartagian. “Even my cat could take the other one.”

Barusa stepped to the center of the hall, as
did Claradon. “I always expected to cross blades with your father,”
said Barusa quietly. “All the easier since it’s you, boy. Now Dor
Eotrus will go to the Alders.”

Claradon’s eyes were wide with fear, his
face grew pale, and sweat beaded on his forehead as Barusa drew
close.

“Realizing the stupidity of this challenge,
whelp?” said Barusa. “Too late now to withdraw. Soon you’ll be as
dead as your father, but not before I have sport with you.”

“Perhaps you’ll kill me, but my brothers
will stand against you,” said Claradon, his voice wavering. “They
will avenge me.”

An evil grin formed on Barusa’s face. “Your
brothers are already dead.”

Horror and shock covered Claradon’s face and
his sword clattered to the floor.

Barusa rolled his eyes. “Dead gods, you
sniveling cur -- pick up your sword.”

Claradon did so.

“Who ate my cat?” shouted Cartagian. “He’s
nothing but skin and bones.”

“Are you ready?” called out Lord Jhensezil.
Both men signaled they were.

Barusa stepped in and slashed his blade back
and forth, as much flourish as attack, all designed to test and
probe his opponent, to gauge his skills and take his measure.
Claradon put up the slow and clumsy defense of a frightened youth
with no real combat experience. His sword shook visibly from his
terror. All he could do was clumsily parry the Chancellor’s
punishing slashes, backpedal, and sidestep in awkward fashion.

Barusa toyed with him for several minutes,
beating down his defense with broad, powerful strokes, holding back
his killing thrust. Claradon managed a few weak slashes, all
ineffective. Winded from the strain, Claradon looked as if he were
about to drop.

“Pathetic whelp,” said Barusa. “You’ve even
less skill than courage. Give my regards to your father.”

Barusa pulled his shield to the right,
better covering his torso and swiftly raised his sword for an
overhand strike designed to crush Claradon’s skull and end the
duel. Just as Ob has advised him, Claradon sprang to his left, all
sign of fear and fatigue dropped from his face, and slashed his
heavy blade with blazing speed and great power against Barusa’s
side, just below his armpit. The sound of cracking ribs erupted
through the hall, though Barusa’s heavy mail held, saving him from
a mortal wound.

A roar of surprise went up among the
attendants, courtiers, and guards alike. The councilors gasped and
jumped to their feet; even Bishop Tobin came alive and bounced
up.

The Chancellor groaned and staggered
forward, then dropped to his knees, coughing blood. His sword
clattered to the floor and his right arm hung limp.

“Off with his head,” shouted Cartagian. “His
head for my mantle.”

Claradon moved smoothly to Barusa’s side,
kicked his sword away, and placed his blade against the back of the
Chancellor’s neck.

Several Myrdonian knights pulled their
weapons and moved forward. Dolan dashed for the exit.

“Hurry boy, finish him,” yelled Ob, as he
drew a dagger from beneath his vest and moved towards Claradon.
Beside him, the palms of Par Tanch’s hands began to glow with an
eerie light. Ob kicked the closest Myrdonian in the groin and he
went down in a heap. Tanch and Ob now back to back with
Claradon.

The Duke’s men moved toward the Myrdonians,
but they were far outnumbered. “Hold,” shouted the Duke from his
place in the gallery. “Let no one interfere.”

Most of the Myrdonians surrounded Claradon
and his comrades, though none dared attack with Claradon’s blade at
their master’s throat. The rest held back the Duke’s men. There
they stood in standoff for several moments, the leaders no doubt
calculating the odds of victory for their own.

The Vizier, still beside his seat in the
gallery, lifted his hands from within his sleeves, preparing no
doubt to weave some sinister sorcery. Before he could execute it, a
blade’s cold steel pressed his nape.

The Vizier gasped in surprise -- as he had
heard no one approach. A thin line of blood trickled down his back,
staining his collar.



“Recall your dogs, wizard,” whispered a deep
voice in his ear.

“Stand down,” shouted the
Vizier after but a moment’s pause. He chanced to turn his head and
gaze on his besieger. Lord Theta stared back at him.

The Myrdonians withdrew from Claradon,
though slowly, begrudgingly, as if the Vizier’s orders meant little
to them.

“Do you recant your accusations against me
and mine?” boomed the young patriarch of House Eotrus so that all
in the hall could hear.

Barusa’s eyes burned with hatred. He spit
blood through clenched teeth.

“Speak or your life is forfeit,” said
Claradon.

“. . . I recant,” said the Chancellor,
coughing up more blood.

“His blood is red just like my cat’s,”
bellowed Cartagian as he capered about.

Claradon stepped back and put up his
sword.

Harringgold stood motionless. “Let no more
accusations be heard against the heir to House Eotrus,” said the
Duke. “He’s proven his quality here today and will carry the mantle
of his house henceforth.”

Urged on by Ob, Claradon and the others
quickly made their way out of the council chambers, carefully
stepped around the unconscious soldiers Theta had left in the
anteroom, and fled Tammanian Hall.



III

THE SHADOW LEAGUE

 


Later that day, in the grand citadel of Dor
Lomion, the highest point within the walls of ancient Lomion City,
Duke Harringgold held secret council with Claradon Eotrus and his
retinue. Gathered about a large oval table, Harringgold sat at one
end, Claradon the other, their men between. Harringgold’s trusted
guards stood as silent sentinels about the door and in this corner
or that. At Harringgold’s right hand sat Lord Samwise Sluug --
Preceptor of the Rangers Guild and master of Doriath Hall, tall,
lean, and dangerous. At his left was Sir Seran, the Duke’s nephew
-- clean-cut, shiny, and young. With Claradon were Ob, Tanch,
Theta, and Sir Glimador.

“Lord Harringgold,” said Tanch, “the Eotrus
greatly appreciate your hospitality and generosity in boarding us
during our stay in Lomion City. After our adventure this morning,
safe harbor in the city may well have been hard to find.”

“The Eotrus are welcome in my fortress,” Dor
Lomion, “as always and ever. I counted Aradon a trusted ally and
friend of long years. I hope to say the same of Brother
Claradon.”

“As do I,” said Claradon.

“Curious then,” said Ob, “that your guards
have shadowed our every move since we arrived, two to each of us,
and all skittish-like.”

“That watch was set at my urging,
Castellan,” said Sluug. “Caution is prudent in the best of times,
and these times are dark, I’m sure you’ll agree.”

Ob nodded begrudgingly and swallowed back
whatever wisecrack sought to stumble out.

“Brother Claradon,” said Harringgold. “Share
with us what truly happened to your father and his men.”

“The whole truth this time,” said Sluug.
“Not the tale of fancy you told in Tammanian Hall.”

Claradon didn’t immediately respond.

“I want to help you, but I can’t if you
don’t trust me,” said Harringgold. “And my help I believe you
require.”

“You’ve ever been a friend to the Eotrus, my
lord. I’ve not forgotten that.”

“And today was none different,” said Ob.
“You spoke up on Brother Claradon’s behalf when you could’ve kept
silent and safe. We’ll not soon forget that. But your words served
your own purposes as much as ours. Ain’t that so?”

“We have common purpose,” said Harringgold.
“That’s no secret.”

An uneasy silence ruled the room for several
moments before the Duke spoke again. “All I can say is that within
this hall you’re amongst friends and can speak freely.”

Claradon nodded. “Very well. Here’s the
tale.” He and Ob, supported now and again by Tanch, told all that
there was to tell about the Gateway incident, and answered the many
questions posed by the Duke and Sluug as best they could. Theta
listened and watched. Eventually, the conversation turned back to
the killers that attacked Riker’s Crossroads.

“I’ve made it my mission to hunt Korrgonn
down,” said Claradon. “I’ll not rest until he and his evil band are
dead.”

“If I were you I’d feel the same,” said the
Duke. “But there are other grave matters to consider as well.”

“Such as the madness that’s overtaken the
Council?” said Claradon.

“Indeed,” said Harringgold. “Madness is as
good a word as any to describe it. The Council was once one of
Lomion’s greatest achievements. It’s allowed us to maintain the
traditional monarchy while putting nearly all the decision-making
into the hands of the mercantile, military, political, and
religious leaders of the land -- all the while maintaining a
balance of power amongst these divergent groups. But as you saw
today, the Council’s corrupted; a mockery of its former self. For
all practical purposes, the High Council is no more, and may never
be again.”

“What of the Council of Lords?” said
Claradon.

“It fares little better,” said Harringgold.
“Paranoia and fear rule there as much as any, placing the Lords in
impotent disarray.”

“And sadly, young Eotrus, the mercy you
showed today may cost us dearly in the days to come. A new power is
rising is Lomion. A dark power of which you saw today only the
merest glimpse. The death of Barusa might have turned the tide in
our favor, or at least slowed it, giving us more time to
prepare.”

“What is this dark power?” said Claradon.
“What madness assails Lomion?”

“The Shadow League,” said the Duke as he
carefully surveyed the faces of his guests. “Have any of you heard
that name before?”

They indicated they had not.

“It’s an alliance between various corrupt
churchmen, organized criminal groups, rogue wizards, and bizarre
cults. I believe House Alder figures prominently in the League’s
hierarchy, and with the League’s support the Vizier recently gained
control of the Tower of the Arcane.”

Tanch started at this and his eyes grew
wide.

“The members of the Shadow League are not of
one mind, however. They fight for position, striving to gain power
and control within their treasonous alliance. It’s this struggle, I
believe, that causes Barusa and the Vizier to vie against each
other, and only due to that infighting does the High Council
survive at all.”

“The tale of how all this came about is long
and complex. What I can say now is that Barusa effectively rules in
the king’s stead. His majesty, King Tenzivel, is rarely seen, and
likely only still lives because his bodyguards never leave his side
and haven’t yet been corrupted. He’s a prisoner in his own palace.
Barusa controls the Myrdonians, and through proxies, nearly the
entire City Watch. Cartagian is his puppet, though a dangerous and
unpredictable one. Slyman is Barusa’s lackey. He controls the
guilds, their wealth, and their soldiers. But the Vizier may be the
worst of them all -- manipulating events from behind the scenes.
He’s subtle and smart and devious. ‘Twas in a bloody coup several
months ago that he wrested control of the Tower of the Arcane from
the Grandmasters. Archmage Pipkorn fled the tower and has gone into
hiding.”

Tanch shook his head in disbelief. “How
could that happen? No one could defeat Master Pipkorn. I can’t
believe this.”

“Nevertheless, it’s the truth,” said
Harringgold. “Marshall Balfor commands the city’s standing army,
but grovels at the Vizier’s feet. Bishop Tobin ostensibly
represents the Churchmen, but his true loyalties are unclear -- all
that I can say for sure is that he’s not nearly as addle-pated as
he puts on. Lady Aramere’s loyalties are also suspect.”

“And Lord Jhensezil?” said Claradon.

“He stands firmly with us, as do most of the
Noble Houses, most of the Church Knights, Lady Dahlia of Kern, and
Lord Glenfinnen. I, of course, command Dor Lomion and its garrison
-- though even here skulk spies for the League. Lord Sluug commands
Doriath Hall and all its Rangers and agents -- our eyes, ears, and
good right arm.”

The chamber’s door swung open and the
conversation ceased. Claradon turned to see a tall, swarthy man
framed in the portal. Dressed in gray and black, head to boot, he
surveyed the room for a moment, then stepped in, the guards paying
him no heed or homage.

“The name of this devil you’ll know,” said
the Duke, pointing toward the new arrival, “though not his face.
Meet Dark Sendarth.”

Tanch gasped.

“The Dark Sendarth?” said Ob, a look of
amazement on his face. “The master assassin? Most deadly killer to
ever walk Midgaard?”

“The one and only,” said Sendarth, with a
smile on his lips but not his eyes.

“Somehow,” said Ob, “I expected someone
shorter.”

“Ha,” laughed Sendarth as he approached
Theta.

“It was your sword that shaved the back of
the Vizier’s neck today,” said Sendarth. “Yet you didn’t take his
head.”

“Nor did you,” said Theta, “though you
lurked behind a curtain not six paces away.”

Sendarth smiled. “We were outnumbered five
to one. Had I killed the old skunk, we might have lost the Duke in
the ensuing battle. That I couldn’t risk. I’d like to know how you
knew I was there, never having looked my way.

“I have my ways,” said Theta.

“You always did," he said. “It’s been a long
time.”

“So it has,” said Theta.

Sendarth extended his arm and they firmly
clasped hands.

“Friend of old times,” said Sendarth.

“Friend of old times,” said Theta.

“Birds of a feather,” said Ob under his
breath. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

“Claradon, my list of allies is all too
thin,” said the Duke. “I need people I can trust in positions of
power, and I need them to stay alive. After the enemies you made
today, you’ll have a bounty on your head. You can’t remain in
Lomion City. Outside this fortress I can’t guarantee your safety.
If you pursue your course and go after Korrgonn, the Chancellor’s
men will surely track you down. I cannot allow this. As you well
know, Dor Eotrus has great strategic value, situated as it is
between Lomion and the city of Kern. That trade route must stay
open. Your lands must stay secure.”

“My brothers--” said Claradon

“--Your brothers are young and
inexperienced,” said the Duke. “I need you to hold the Dor. Your
brothers will assist you. I’ve sent men to collect Jude and Malcolm
and bring them here in the morning. They’ve been staying at the
Chapterhouse of the Knights of Tyr. It seems young Malcolm has
nearly completed his training and will soon be knighted.”

“That’s one bit of good news at least,” said
Claradon.

“I know that abandoning your mission will be
difficult, but for the greater good you must do this.”

Claradon looked dejected and stared at the
Duke’s feet.

“I’ll send a squadron of my men to escort
you and your brothers home, and they’ll remain there to bolster
your garrison.”

“And I’ll provide a few Rangers as well,”
said Sluug.

“Listen here, Harringgold,” said Ob. “If you
think we’re gonna let Korrgonn get away with what he did you’ve
another thing coming.”

Theta pounded fist to table, startling all.
“Korrgonn must die,” he said in a commanding voice. “That’s far
more important than trade routes or petty politics. He’ll be the
glue that will bind the Shadow League together. Do you understand
that? Do you understand what he is? What he can do? He can’t be
allowed to roam free.”

“I understand that that’s one possibility,”
said the Duke. “I also understand that Korrgonn may not be the
threat that you think he is. But I agree he must be stopped. I’m
just saying that Brother Claradon is needed elsewhere. He isn’t the
one to stop Korrgonn. That duty must fall to others.”

“I will stop him,” said Theta. “What aid can
you offer me?”

The Duke seemed taken aback. He looked
toward Sendarth.

“If there’s one man alive that can stop any
other,” said Sendarth. “Theta is he.”

“Rare praise that is, indeed. Rare praise.
Then you have my support, Lord Theta,” said the Duke. “And you,
good Castellan? Will you pledge your axe to this quest?”

“You expect me to serve under Mr. Fancy
Pants?”

Harringgold glanced at Theta’s ornate armor.
“Yes,” said the Duke with a grin.

Ob looked the Duke up and down with narrowed
eyes. “It’s because I’m short, isn’t it?” he hissed. “Never judge a
gnome by his size, Duke.” Ob turned toward Claradon. “Laddie, can
you manage without me for a time?”

“I’ll manage. You and Tanch should go.”

“Me!?” blurted Tanch. “Oh heavens, no,
Master Claradon. My delicate back could never withstand such a
mission. I must protest. My place is at your side. I--”

“--You’ll go with Lord Theta,” said the
Duke. “Such is my command.”

The Duke turned back toward Theta. “As for
what aid I can offer; I’ll have my agents scour the city for any
signs of Korrgonn, his men, and that strange carriage. Until
they’re found, there’s little more to be done. In the meantime, I
advise that you consult with Master Pipkorn. He’s the most
formidable wizard loyal to our cause, and a source of vast
knowledge. If any can tell you more of Korrgonn or his followers,
it’s Pipkorn.”

“Take this talisman,” he said, producing a
curious star-shaped jewel from his pocket and handing it to Par
Tanch. “On the morrow, it’ll lead you to Pipkorn’s retreat, though
it’ll likely only work for a wizard. Until then, enjoy a hot repast
and a good night’s rest here in Dor Lomion.”

 


IV

THE BLACK HAND

 


The last of them went down -- cleaved in
half by Theta’s falchion. Geysers of blood gushed everywhere as the
Duke’s guards charged into the room. A butchery of flowing blood
and spilled entrails. Several corpses soiled the exotic carpet,
some still twitching as such are wont to do. The dead wore the
Duke’s livery, confusing the guards. The Duke’s guest -- a hulking
foreign knight stood beside the bed. Nightshirt drenched red; his
face and pants splattered with blood. Bloodied falchion in his left
hand. His expression best described as annoyed; his aspect calm. He
stood unmoving, staring at the guards with his piercing blue eyes.
There they stood when the Duke and his personal bodyguards dashed
down the hall to the apartment’s entrance. The guards made way,
relief on their faces at the Duke’s arrival.

Harringgold’s mouth dropped as he entered
and took in the sight.

“Are these yours?” said Theta, menace in his
voice, pointing to the dead with his right hand. Blood dripped from
his sword and made a plopping sound when it struck the red puddle
beside his feet.

“What happened?” said the Duke.

“They came to kill me,” said Theta. “They
failed.”

“I assure you, they acted on no orders of
mine,” said the Duke cautiously watching Theta’s sword arm.
Harringgold motioned to the guards and they adjusted the corpses so
their faces could be viewed.

Harringgold’s jaw stiffened when he
recognized the first of them. “This one has been in my employee
some five years,” said the Duke pointing to a decapitated head at
the foot of the bed.

“This one has worked as a guard for a few
months I think, perhaps a year. The other four I don’t
recognize.”

“Nor do I,” said the guard captain.

“Search the bodies,” said Theta, still
standing tensed.

The Duke nodded to the guards and they began
to search.

“Looking for what?” said the Duke.

“A tattoo; a scar; a strange coin; or some
such sigel, sign, or token.”

After some minutes, the guard captain
reported their findings. “Two bear the mark of the Black Hand on
their shoulders.”

“Paid assassins,” said the Duke. “Check on
our other guests at once.” The guards did so.

“These others each wore a gold coin hung
from a chain about their necks,” said the guard captain.

“Put the coins down on the bed,” said Theta
as he strapped on his sword belt. He wiped his falchion clean on
the sheets before sheathing it.

“The Chancellor wasted no time,” said
Harringgold. “I didn’t expect this, especially not here.”

Theta studied the coins for a time, wrapped
them in cloth, being careful not to touch them with his hands, and
pocketed them.

“I’ll need another room,” said Theta.

“Of course,” said the Duke, seemingly
surprised at the request.

“One with a bath, and some bandages, and a
few guards at the door that you can trust more than these.”

“You’ll have it. I don’t know what to say,
this should never have happened in my fortress.”

You’re right, it shouldn’t have,” said
Theta, giving the Duke an ice-cold stare.

“I’ll stand watch myself,” said the guard
captain, “with your permission, Duke.”

Harringgold nodded.

Servants led Theta to another room, two
floors up. Ob appeared along the way.

“The scum won’t stop coming,” said Ob. “Once
The Hand has a contract, they never give up. Not never. They took
five years to track down old Par Tandar in Minco -- he was hiding
out as a cobbler, but they got him -- hung his head from a lamppost
right in front of the Tower of the Arcane. Not one witness. Theta,
your only chance is to head for the hills and not stop until you’re
back home in -- wherever it is you hail from.”

“What’s makes you think they’re only after
me, gnome?”

Ob paled. “I . . . just figured you’d
crossed the wrong sort somewheres about, that’s all. You think the
Alder’s set them on you? On us? This fast? Bloody hell. Now we’re
in the deep stuff.”

“I’ll deal with the assassins as need be --
but it won’t be by running. Let’s focus our attention on tracking
down Korrgonn and Mortach -- they’re the real threats.”

“Don’t underestimate the Black Hand, Theta.
If you do, you might just get dead.”

“Don’t underestimate me,” said Theta.



V

TO PIPKORN WE WILL GO

 


The following morning the group gathered in
a well-appointed lounge within ancient Dor Lomion to break their
fast and have council.

“My brothers are expected to arrive later
his morning,” said Claradon. “We’re scheduled to set out
immediately thereafter for the Dor. I’m just not sure what to do.
Do I follow Lord Harringgold’s orders, go back home and hide under
the bed, or do I go after Korrgonn with you?”

“I’m not much for following orders, as you
well know, laddie,” said Ob, “but this time, maybe it’s for the
best. Me and Lord Bigshot can take care of Korrgonn.”

“Lord Theta,” said Claradon. “I’d ask your
council as well.”

Theta leveled his steely gaze on Claradon.
“Your path doesn’t lie on the homeward road.”

“You’re saying that I should come with you?
I’d be going against the Duke’s orders.”

“Don’t confuse the boy, Theta. He belongs at
the reigns of the Dor, in his father’s stead, not fighting such as
Korrgonn and his ilk.”

“You seek to send him home to protect him,
to keep him from harm’s way,” said Theta. “But the boy needs no
protection. He proved his quality in the Vermion and again against
Barusa -- of that there can be no doubt. His path lies with
us.”

The hairs on the back of Claradon’s neck
stood up and the blood drained from his face. “Once, not long ago,
you told me that those who share your path are not long for
Valhalla.”

Theta smiled a thin smile. “Nevertheless,
such is your path.”

“Meaning no disrespect, Lord Theta, but I
beg to disagree,” said Tanch. “I think Master Claradon should head
home. We mustn’t go against the Duke’s orders. Stopping Korrgonn
isn’t his priority.”

“Wizard, you’re as shallow and simple as a
one-eyed drunken dwarf,” said Ob.

“What say you?” said Tanch, outraged.

“Harringgold wants Korrgonn dead as surely
as we do,” said Ob, “though he doesn’t believe he’s the threat that
Theta says he is. But the Duke wants us to take Korrgonn’s measure
so he doesn’t have to. We’re to take the risks, not him and his.
That’s why he pushed you and me both to head off with Theta.”

“If we kill Korrgonn and come back heroes,
we’ve served his purpose and we’re all best pals, as he will have
backed us. If we get dead, that’ll give the Duke a good measure of
Korrgonn’s strength. He’ll use what he learns to put his own plan
together, with his own men, to stop Korrgonn. We’re the fodder,
magic-boy, make no mistake of that -- pushed out in front to test
and probe the enemy. Expendable assets we are -- pawns, just like
in Mages and Monsters.”

“And if we do end up dead, Claradon will
come to rely that much more on the Duke, bringing Dor Eotrus more
under his influence -- under his control. That’s his plan, I’ve no
doubt. You can never fully trust a politician, and that’s what the
Duke is, and that’s the truth.”

“You’re mad to think that Lord Harringgold
is so manipulative,” said Tanch.

“And you’re a fool not to see that he is,”
said Ob. “Harringgold’s a crafty one. He didn’t get to be Arch-Duke
of the greatest city of Midgaard by his good looks alone.”

“He is the Duke,” said Tanch. “Deserving of
respect and--”

“--The Chancellorship deserves respect too,
but Barusa’s still a snake. Open your eyes, magic-boy, and see the
world the way it is. You’re walking around in a fog.”

“I don’t know if I’m cut out for this,” said
Claradon. “I’m not ready, not yet, anyway.”

“That’s much of what the Duke was after
today,” said Theta. “To take your measure, not just to have us take
Korrgonn’s.”

“My measure? What do you mean?”

“He means that at the duel today, the Duke
learned you’re a warrior to be reckoned with, so he wanted to learn
more,” said Ob. “To size you up, to see if you’re made of solid
stuff or slippery slop. Any man can judge strength that’s in his
face. But you showed guile today, pretending the fool until your
opening came. That takes smarts and discipline. The Duke didn’t
expect that from you. He wanted to learn more. That’s why he asked
us here, not just to hear our tale.”

“I don’t know what more he could have
learned from our discussion,” said Claradon.

“He learned that you rely on your comrades,”
said Theta. “That the guile you displayed today may not have been
only of your own making.”

Ob raised an eyebrow. “I hadn’t thought of
that,” he said. “Another reason to split us up. Easier to read the
boy and control him without us hanging about. Mayhap Harringgold’s
up to even more than I thought. Could he want the Dor for
himself?”

“I can’t believe that. He was a good friend
to my father. He wouldn’t betray us.”

“There’s no doubt that the Duke has an
agenda,” said Theta. “Most of which he’s kept hidden.”

“Hmm . . . dark times,” said Ob, a pensive
look on his face. “Dark times.”

“I’ve much to consider and little time for
consideration,” said Claradon. “No matter my decision, I can’t go
with you now. I must await my brothers and have council with
them.”

“In the meantime,” said Ob, “we’ll go track
down Old Pointy Hat in whatever hole he’s hiding in and see if he
can help.”

“You have no respect at all, do you?” said
Tanch. “Not even for the Grandmaster of the Tower of the
Arcane.”

“Nope.”

 


Somehow, while holding the ensorcelled
talisman, Tanch knew which way to turn, though he knew not their
destination, nor their full route. He led the group through the
fair districts of Lomion City and then down into a seedier
neighborhood called The Heights. There, the broad avenues gave way
to alleyways, narrow and grim. The streets became a maze and all
manner of ruffians, beggars, and vagabonds prowled the ways. A far
cry from the beautiful, tree-lined lanes of the High Quarter or the
Mercantile District, but no worse than the coarser sections of
other cities of the realm.

Despite the nondescript cloaks worn by the
group, their passing was marked by the wary denizens of The
Heights. Some folk made way for the sturdy group, and others stood
glaring from doorways, windows, and darkened alleys. Not a place
for an outsider to pass safely alone this was.

“Just where are you taking us, Mister
Tanch?” said Dolan.

“To Lord Pipkorn, I hope,” said the
wizard.

“Where is Old Pointy Hat hiding?” said
Ob.

“I can’t say, I’m afraid, though it seems
we’re heading for Southeast.”

“Southeast! Oh, that just beats it,” said
Ob. “All we need.”

“It can’t be much worse than this place,”
said Dolan.

“The Heights are a palace compared to that
place,” said Ob. “Good thing I brought my axe.”

“You bring your axe everywhere,” said
Tanch.

“Gnomes are always prepared. That’s why
we’re long lived.”

“How much farther, Mister Tanch?” asked
Dolan.

“We’re there, laddie,” said Ob gesturing
ahead.

Before the group was a high stone wall with
a massive gate and iron portcullis, both open. Several armed
guardsmen stood about and approached when the group made to pass
through.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” said a guard,
apparently the officer in charge.

“Afternoon,” said Ob, loudly, standing on
his toes to catch the officer’s eye.

“This is Mideon Gate; beyond lies
Southeast,” said the guard. He addressed Theta and took no notice
of Ob. He stared as if expecting to see surprise at his
announcement and for the group to turn away.

“We know where we are, man,” said Ob. “We’re
not daft you know. Now stand aside so we might pass.”

The guards did not make way.

“What’s your business in Southeast?” said
the officer, still addressing Theta. “Our business is our own,
laddie,” said Ob. “If you move yourself aside, quick-like, I may
not have to step on you.”

“No one passes this gate,” said the officer
in a stern voice, only now taking notice of Ob, “unless they state
their business, and sign their names in the log book; by order of
the Crown.”

“And then may we pass all friendly-like,
laddie?” said Ob.

“Aye,” said the officer.

“Then give me the log book, bucko, and sign
I will.”

The officer narrowed his eyes, and then
passed him book and quill.

“As for our business -- my friends and I are
headed to the Brown Boar Inn to get drunk and beat people up.
Here’s the spot for our names, I see. Too Tall is what they call
me, and my friends are Scaredy Cat, Pointy Ears, and Mr. Fancy
Pants,” he said, writing each name in turn. He passed the book back
to the officer who stared at it dumbfounded.

“Let’s go,” said Ob as he pushed forward
passed the guards. They stared after the group as they made their
way.

“The gates close at dusk,” called out the
officer, “and don’t open again until dawn.”

 


VI

EDWIN OF ALDER

 


Populated with a mix of run-down residential
buildings, houses of ill repute, gambling dens, seedy taverns,
boarding houses, and beggars’ hovels, Southeast was the foulest
district in the otherwise fair city of Lomion, capital city of the
country of Lomion. A clinging mist hung continually over the
district, even sometimes permeating indoors. The whole place
radiated a sense of vast age and decay. An inexplicable malaise
afflicted those goodly folk that braved its narrow streets and
dismal alleyways. Those who lingered would oft grow morbid and grim
and even violent. Some said a strange vapor within the mist caused
this madness; others attributed it to wizards’ spells gone awry in
ages past.

“Not a fit place for proper folk,” said Ob,
surveying the ill-kept buildings that leaned precariously over both
sides of the lane they were walking down, blocking out much of the
day’s light. “Dark, dismal, and dirty, always been that way,
Southeast has. Mostly folks up to no good are seen here abouts.
Cutthroats and scoundrels, the lot of them.”

“And gnomes,” said Tanch, still holding the
talisman.

Ob narrowed his eyes and glared at the
wizard. “It’s true. A gnome or two has lived around here over the
years. Mind you, they’re southern gnomes, from Grommel or Portland
Vale, not northerners like myself. My kin have more sense.”

“Things have gotten worse in Southeast in
recent months,” said Tanch. “I’ve heard that most common folk and
beggars have fled or gone missing. Even the thieves’ guild moved
out, and most everyone else of sound mind. Only the crazies are
left. There are plenty of them, or so I hear.”

Theta grabbed Tanch by the arm. “This is not
a place to be cornered in. Why did you have us leave our
horses?”

“Forgive me, Lord Theta, but there’s
something about the place that makes animals wild,” said Tanch.
“It’s always been that way, and grown worse of late I’m told. If
we’d taken horses in here, they would’ve tried to throw us and run
off.”

“He’s right,” said Ob. “I’ve seen it happen.
The place isn’t quite natural. Some wizards mucked it up ages back.
Stinking wizards.”

Par Tanch looked stricken but said
nothing.

“Them fellows following us have horses,”
said Dolan. “And they’re getting on good enough.”

“What?” said Ob. “Following us?” Ob cupped
his hand behind his ear. “Be silent. . . . Oh boy, you’re right, I
thought I was hearing something. Darned wizard distracted me, as
usual. Stinking wizards.” Ob glared at Tanch and took a swig from
his wineskin.

“Let’s get out of this alley before they’re
on us,” said Theta.

“Who are they?” said Ob.

“Somebody’s soldiers,” said Dolan. “They’ve
been following since before we entered Southeast, hanging well
back, trying to stay out of sight.”

The group picked up their pace, but so did
their shadows. The talisman led them from narrow alley to narrow
alley, with no wide way to turn off into. Shutters slammed closed
on upper floors as they passed. Theta halted and turned about.
“They’re coming up.”

“What do we do?” said Tanch. “Run?
Hide?”

“Keep quiet,” said Theta.

Horses cantered up the way behind the group,
hoofs echoing on cobblestones, two by two, taking nearly the full
width of the narrow alley, their numbers unclear in the mist and
gloom. The riders wore the chain mail vests and leather hauberks
common to the soldiery of the wealthier classes beneath dark-brown
cloaks, save for their perfumed leader, swathed in red silken cloak
and pantaloons and black leathern armor.

“Look what we have here,” said the leader, a
handsome, dark-haired man in his thirties, as he struggled to keep
his skittish mount under control. “Scared little rats scurrying
down the alley. Stand aside rats and let your betters pass or we’ll
run you down.” He and some of his men had hands to sword hilts,
blades sheathed; others held steel crossbows, primed to fire.

“Laddie, just who do you think you are to be
speaking to honest folk like that?” said Ob.

“I’m Edwin of Alder,” said the rider. “You
on the other hand are a half-grown mongrel rat by the look of it.
Step aside so we can pass.”

“Ob, we’ve no time for this,” Tanch hissed
from a shadowy alcove he’d stepped into. “Just let them pass.”

“They’re not just passing,” said Dolan
quietly. He edged into the shadows, unslung his bow from his
shoulder, and reached for his arrows.

“He’s Barusa’s nephew,” whispered Ob.
“Seeking to settle the score with the Eotrus.”

“Perhaps you’d care to step down, laddie,
and see if you can push me aside?” said Ob.

Edwin smiled. “That I would, dwarf.”

“I ain’t no stinking dwarf, Alder.”

Edwin stepped down from his horse, eyes
fixed on Ob, but wary of Theta who stood close by. Four of his men
dismounted beside him. “You think the Eotrus can disgrace my uncle
and my House and get away with it? You can’t. Where is your brave
new lord? Did he run at first sight of us? Or is he just hiding in
the shadows, all atremble.”

“Lord Eotrus is not with us, laddie. If it’s
him you’re after, you’re out of luck. Best you get gone, afore
there’s any unpleasantness.”

“I’m afraid there will be a good deal of
unpleasantness before I’m done with you, dwarf,” said Edwin as he
drew his sword. His men did the same. “They say the Castellan of
Dor Eotrus is a sturdy warrior. So am I as you’ll soon see. Are you
ready to die, dwarf?”

“I’m ready to give you a lesson, pig, just
as Claradon did to your stinking uncle.”

Edwin sneered, stepped forward, and spun his
blade in a whirling, looping pattern to this side and that. Ob’s
axe was in his hand in an instant, his eyes darting back and forth
following Edwin’s blade.

Edwin sprang forward and his blade crashed
down, aimed for Ob’s head. But then Theta was there, and blocked
the blow up high with his massive falchion, though in truth, Ob’s
axe was well set to parry the strike without aid.

Edwin grunted at the impact and recoiled as
the huge knight stepped around Ob and moved toward him. Edwin’s
upper arm felt afire, his sword dropped from his grasp, his fingers
and forearm unresponsive, shaking, and numb.

“Did I ask for help, Mr. Showoff?” said
Ob.

Edwin tripped as he backpedaled, landed on
his rump and rolled beneath the nearest horses, desperate to get
clear of Theta. “Shoot him, you fools,” Edwin shrieked.

Two crossbow bolts hurtled at Theta’s chest
from point blank range.

Theta’s sword arced purposely to the left
and then to the right, each bolt twanging off the flat of the
blade.

The crossbowmen’s eyes went wide with
shock.

“That was a mistake,” said Theta.

A moment later, an arrow protruded from the
forehead of one crossbowman, then another, courtesy of Dolan’s
bow.

A rider bore down on Theta. Theta blocked
the rider’s slash with his shield and lopped the man’s arm off with
an overhand strike of his war blade.

Dolan put an arrow through the throat of
another of Edwin’s men, while Ob and Tanch engaged two more.

In moments, Edwin found himself alone, a
half dozen of his men down and dead, the rest fled with all the
horses. Edwin spun around, disheveled, and in disbelief at what had
so quickly happened. Abandoned and vulnerable, his sword on the
cobblestones halfway between him and Theta.

A horse galloped up from behind and when
Edwin turned in relief, expecting one of his men to his rescue, a
blade sliced deep into his cheek, rending him to the bone from chin
to temple.

Edwin screamed in agony, clutched at his
face, and gazed in horror at his bloody hands.

Claradon had struck the blow.

“Aargh!” Edwin staggered against the alley
wall and sought to stave the flow of blood from his ruined face.
“You cowardly bastard,” yelled Edwin as blood streamed from between
his fingers. “I’ll see you all dead for this.”

Claradon fronted Edwin again, his sword tip
inches from Edwin’s throat. “Trouble us no more, Alder, or next
time I’ll take your life, not just your looks.”

“Let me cut the scum down, boy,” said Ob
marching forward.

“Dead gods,” called out Tanch. “Stop this
madness for Odin’s sake. Let him go.”

Claradon motioned Ob back. “Get you gone,
Alder, and trouble the Eotrus no more.”

Edwin turned and staggered down the alley,
cursing Claradon all the while.

“We don’t need an all-out war with the
Alders,” said Claradon, “which is what we’d have if we’d killed
him.”

Ob clearly didn’t agree but held his
tongue.

Dolan inspected each of Edwin’s fallen --
pockets, purse, and weapons.

Tanch faced his comrades, flushed and
exasperated, arms out to his sides, palms upraised. “Is this what
we’ve come to?” he said, his voice wavering. “Cutting down noblemen
in the streets?” He stormed up to Theta. “These were men of Lomion,
not monsters conjured from Nifleheim. They have families --
parents, wives, children. Their lives have value.” He turned back
to the others. “This is a civilized land,” he said, his voice
growing ever shriller. “There are laws. There will be consequences.
You can’t just kill retainers of a noble house and expect to get
away with it. The repercussions will be--”

“--You’ve killed men before,” said
Theta.

Tanch was taken aback; he took a step back,
unsteady; his mouth continued to move but nothing more came
out.

“They started it,” said Ob. “Don’t poke the
dragon and expect not to get dead, I say.”

He looked toward Claradon. “What’re you
doing here, boy?”

“Jude and Malcolm arrived early; we talked
and I sent them back to the Dor. I couldn’t go with them. I need to
see this through. It was all I could do to keep them from coming
with me.”

“You’ve made your choice then, laddie,” said
Ob. “Let’s hope it’s the right one.”

“Eotrus.” Theta wiped clean his blade and
sheathed it. “Next time you have an enemy at your mercy, show him
none. You’ll live longer.”

“More chaos coins,” said Dolan. He passed
Theta several embossed gold coins, very similar to those they
encountered in the Vermion Forest, and those recovered from the
would-be assassins in Dor Lomion. “Seems they’re quite popular
around here.”

“It’s the callousness,” said Tanch. He
looked toward Dolan who held another gold coin lifted from one of
the dead. “The casualness of it all. You disgust me. Have you no
decency at all?”

“Not sure,” said Dolan. “Should I?”

“Did you notice, Mr. Genius, the Alders
started it? They came to kill us,” said Ob. “Close your trap, and
fire that talisman thingy back up. We’re not done for the day
yet.”



VII

GRAND MASTER PIPKORN

 


“Petitioners, Master Pipkorn,” announced the
aged retainer. “Five in all. They refuse to doff their weaponry. .
. .They have a locator talisman.”

Pipkorn looked surprised. “Who are they?”
asked Pipkorn, a hint of tension in his voice, “and what is their
business?”

“They won’t state their purpose to any but
you, Master. As for who they are -- I’ve rarely seen a stranger
lot. Their spokesman is a foul-mouthed gnome called Too Tall. One
of the others, a young adept -- though I don’t know his face.
Another is a young knight, a nobleman by the look of him: sturdy
and tall. The fourth is of elvish blood: ears pointed and pale skin
of a sickly pallor -- probably southern stock from the White
Wood.”

“And the fifth?”

“A garish behemoth of polished steel and
chiseled stone with a strange accent that I can’t place. Carries
two swords, as if one isn’t enough -- both of some curvy, foreign
design. I’d have marked him an old knight-errant, but his suit of
plate is more intricate than a tourney marshal’s. Probably his
great grandpop’s ceremonial armor. As impressive as he looks,
likely as not, neither the armor nor he has seen a real
battle.”

“And they won’t yield their weapons?”
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