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In days of yore, when men were men,
And women-folk were wild and free,
When war was sport; but even then,
A widow mourned what came to be…
’Twas in those times, so long before,
As wizards wise and warlocks bold,
Cast magic spell; quoth arcane saw;
Effects to make one’s bile run cold…
Then rose a man – leader of all,
Longmar his name, with heart of steel,
He stood his ground, his profile tall,
Men’s flesh his meat; their blood his meal…
The seer’s vision; Longmar must,
Fulfil his calling, join the quest,
The fates bequeath; call for his trust!
A mission at the gods’ behest…
So hero mighty, Longmar went,
No second thought, no last look back,
Upon this quest that he’d been sent,
The maids to woo, the towns to sack…
But lo! The tale does not bode well,
The going harsh, the battles cruel,
Our hero’s life a mortal hell,
A poisonous fare – a deadly gruel …
Chapter 1
Presiding Judge Patris closed his eyes and shook his head. He looked towards the prisoner in the dock and wondered if he had ever, in his entire career, come across anything quite like this.
The trial had not even begun, and the fifteen-man jury had already entered three findings of ‘guilty’ plus a note demanding the prisoner be used for advanced weapon practise.
But the Warrior School of Training was the most prestigious academy in the northern hemisphere, and did, after all, have certain appearances to maintain. After the scandal last year, when the entire board of governors had been poisoned by an over-zealous apprentice to the assassins guild, it was important to make sure things were seen to be done in an orderly manner. The judge brought his gavel down with a loud bang, to bring the proceedings to order.
“Guilty!” yelled the jury.
Patris gave them a withering glance and pointed his gavel in the general direction of the prisoner. “We must listen to what he has to say, before we find him guilty,” he explained patiently.
The spokesman for the jury looked thoughtful for a moment. “How long?” he asked.
“Sorry?”
“How long do we have to listen to him, before we can find him guilty?”
“Until he has finished!”
“Can we compromise on this one? Say five minutes?”
“No!”
“Okay, what if we find him guilty now; go down the local inn till he’s finished saying his bit, and we promise to come back for the finale?”
Patris considered the idea. It did not sound too unreasonable. He thought for a moment longer, then shook his head. “No,” he said finally. “We’ll wait until he’s said his bit, find him guilty, then we can all go down the pub to celebrate! How does that sound?”
The spokesman nodded enthusiastically. “Who’s buying the first round?”
“Not me! I bought the first round last trial we had.”
“Okay, tell you what! We’ll see who can scare the most peasants on the way down, and the loser buys the first round!”
Patris banged his gavel down. “Deal!” he exclaimed. “Now let’s call the first witness. We call Murgos the Nasty.”
The huge axe-wielding maniac entered the court with a scowl etched on his face. The surgery had cost a small fortune, but everyone agreed it had been worth it. No matter what mood Murgos was in, it was now physically impossible for him not to scowl.
Patris nodded to him. “We’ll try not to keep you too long, Murgos. Fancy coming down the inn later?”
Murgos flashed him his friendliest scowl and nodded his assent.
“Do you see any complete and utter cowards in this courtroom today?” asked Patris, after Murgos had taken the stand. “Take your time, but not too long. The pub closes at midnight, and we have a hell of a lot of witnesses to get through today.”
Murgos gave a smug scowl and pointed directly at the prisoner. “’Im!” he said menacingly.
“Guilty!” yelled the jury spokesman. “Off to the inn, then!”
Patris glared at the man. “Let the prisoner have his say first,” he chided. He frowned at the poor captive. “Longmar Psycoblade Killer Ironfist, you have been charged with cowardice in the first degree. How do you plead?”
Longmar drew himself up and made his eyes go very large. “Not guilty!”
There was a low groan from the jury. “Objection!” called the spokesman. “The prisoner is deliberately trying to mislead the jury.”
Patris nodded and looked grave. “Objection sustained. And may I take this opportunity to remind the prisoner, he is under warrior’s oath. Such glib and ridiculous answers will do nothing to help your case. On what outrageous grounds do you deem to enter such a foolhardy plea?”
Longmar cleared his throat and launched his defence. “It may have appeared at the time,” he began, “that I was running away from Murgos. But in fact, I was not!”
There was a howl of laughter from the jury and Murgos scowled in delight at the idea. Patris had a look of utter disbelief on his face. “Not only did you run from the combat zone, you climbed a thirty foot flagpole, and remained up there for six hours, until Murgos, whom you called a cloth-eared mongrel, gave up waiting for you to come down, and went to bed.”
Longmar grinned disparagingly. “A ploy,” he explained. “I simply needed to ascertain certain meteorological information before engaging my opponent.”
“For six hours?”
“The wind kept changing.”
Patris shook his head and peered at the accused down his long nose. “And the discarding of your sword? The whimpering noises?”
Longmar waved his hand in a disparaging fashion. “Confusion tactics,” he explained. Leaning forward and lowering his voice, Longmar gave the judge a confiding look. “‘Lull your enemies into a false sense of security, then attack when they least expect it’. That’s a quote from the warrior’s practical handbook on wanton destruction,” he finished proudly.
Patris glanced at the jury, who by now were all playing cards. He looked at Murgos, who scowled back pleasantly. Then his eyes returned to rest on Longmar. The grey-flecked eyebrows moved closer together as his forehead furrowed. “It is my belief,” he began, “that when General Doomguard Ironarse, First Regent of Slaughter, and Monarch of Chaos, and founder of this academy, wrote the aforementioned handbook, he intended that particular piece of advice to be backed up with an actual attack. Or perhaps he may have written something along the lines of – ‘When faced with an enemy of undoubtable skill and courage, throw down your sword and run away screaming like a sissy.’ – which is, in fact, what you did!”
His withering address was cut short by a loud shout of, “SNAP!”
Patris cleared his throat and gave the jury an icy stare. “May I remind you gentlemen of the term hung jury?”
The foreman looked up. “Two kings,” he explained. “What’s a hung jury then?”
Patris smiled patiently. “It’s where I get fed up with the jury and have them all hung.”
“Ah!”
Longmar decided that this farce had gone on long enough. What was needed to clear his name was an act of downright bravado and steely courage. He looked at the two very large and dangerous-looking guards who stood by the entrance, and estimated that they could get to Murgos and restrain him, before Murgos got to him. Then, in a very loud voice, he proclaimed, “Do you really believe that I, a warrior, a paragon of combat, a veritable epitome of destruction, would run from this?” He pointed an accusing finger at Murgos. “This effeminate prancing backdoor merchant, who would be hard-pressed to fight his way out of a nettle patch? I think not!”
The courtroom had gone very quiet. Two sevens lay unclaimed on the small pile of cards. Patris, grabbing his gavel, sunk silently below his bench. Murgos slipped his wicked double-edged axe from its sheath on his back and rose. His scowl was at its most horrible.
To Longmar’s abject horror, the two guards that he had surmised would step in and subdue the homicidal maniac now moving towards him, were in actual fact heading towards the door. Longmar swallowed hard. “Err… perhaps that didn’t come out quite as I intended,” he managed feebly, stumbling backwards. The axe looked very big and monstrously sharp and despite the many stitches that held it in place, the scowl was fast turning into a glazed look of pure hatred.
There was an inhuman bellow, and with one enormous stroke, the flimsy wooden dock, that a moment ago had been occupied by Longmar, was cleaved neatly into two halves. The guards, abandoning their pretence of just going outside for a breath of fresh air, made a very swift exit. Patris peered from behind his bench; the jury peered from behind Patris.
Longmar squared his shoulders. “So it’s a fight you want is it?” There was a cold edge to his voice.
Murgos roared, and advanced, his mighty axe clutched in both hands.
Longmar knew this was a turning point in his life, so he turned and he ran like buggery. He did not stop running till the enraged howls of Murgos were far behind him. He paused to gather his breath and when fully recovered, lovingly caressed the hilt of his sword. “He was lucky!” he muttered to himself. “Don’t know how I managed to keep my temper.”
His blind flight had led him to one of the many shabby, shambling, back streets of the city. A ragged beggar shuffled past him and Longmar stuck his foot out and tripped the unfortunate man. Longmar stood over him, and in a menacing tone declared, “You should look where you’re going, you old fool!”
The beggar muttered an apology and staggered off down the street. Longmar nodded after him with a satisfied grin on his face. “I taught him not to mess with the elite of the warrior creed!” He was feeling better, and decided he needed a new plan. He doubted if he would receive a warm welcome if he attempted to return to the academy – not within the next twenty or thirty years, anyway.
But at least he had money. It had been a pure stroke of luck finding that small stash of abandoned gold coins under the floorboards in the locked chest in the bolted room of the merchant’s house, where he had accidentally fallen through an open window. And even more amazing was the fact that if he had not been hurling that brick at the time, the window would never have been open in the first place.
After much deliberation, Longmar decided he would find an inn, drink a gallon of ale – well two pints at least – and in the morning, borrow a horse and visit the City of a Thousand and One Pleasures.
The Red Book of Voll has an interesting entry on the subject of the City of a Thousand and One Pleasures…
The City of a Thousand and One Pleasures was founded by Eric ‘mess wiv me an’ I’ll chop yer bloody legs off’ Harris, a fabled and very well-respected barbarian. It all began with a highly successful raid on the northern island of Enjoy-Today-For-Tomorrow-We-May-Sink-Into-The-Sea, which incidentally, Eric made single-handedly. It was indeed fortunate for him that he managed to time his heroic raid to coincide with the Islanders’ annual day trip to the mainland.. Ergo, at the precise moment he was landing on one side of the island, to launch his formidable foray, the blissfully ignorant islanders were leaving on the other.
But the entertaining flows of life are seldom salubrious to a given individual for very long, and suffice to say, the very moment Eric’s guardian angel was looking the other way, he came to a gruesome end. The reason for his unfortunate demise was simple. Two weeks after he had parted with his vast plunder from the raid – most of which he gave to a very reputable building firm, to commence work on his dream City of a Thousand and One Pleasures – the understandably irked islanders managed to obtain his address from the newly formed Union of Shopkeepers’ Guild. Being the formidable barbarian that he was, he was foremost on their list of people who, under no circumstances, should be refused credit.
After Eric had taken his most unexpected plunge from the cliff top, the islanders, being unable to regain even the smallest amount of their lost money, decided to abandon the island of Enjoy-Today-For-Tomorrow-We-May-Sink-Into-The-Sea, and move wholesale into the new city that was being built with their money.
This left the island to a group of particularly die-hard T’Cathian druids and a small brown duck which none of the islanders could be bothered to take with them. The druids spent many an hour laughing at the singularly ridiculous idea of such a solid-looking island ever sinking…
Longmar found himself wandering down the back alleys of the slums of the city of Gordslack. In many ways, they were quite becoming. Becoming worse; more dangerous. The last place you actually wanted to be. Longmar drew in a deep lungful of warm summer air and was promptly sick. He had omitted to take into account the open latrines that ran freely down the sides of the street.
He sighted a shabby looking inn and decided he was going to have that drink. The inn was not crowded; something Longmar noted to his satisfaction. He strode menacingly up to the bar and glared contemptuously at the timid-looking barman, allowing one corner of his top lip to arch slightly, his nostrils flaring dramatically.
The barman swallowed nervously and gave him a half-hearted, watery smile. He was not having the best of days as it was, and the last thing he needed now was a warrior walking through his door.
“Ale!” stormed Longmar, allowing his hand to hover dangerously close to his sword hilt. He licked his lips and adopted his ‘warrior in the inn’ stance; one arm on the bar, one foot on the bar-rail, head slightly cocked to one side, and eyes marginally hooded. It was one of his better postures, and he knew it.
The barman nodded uneasily and poured a pint of his best ale, gingerly edging it across the bar top to the waiting Longmar. “That will be…” he began.
Longmar’s fist hammered down on the bar, causing the innkeeper to almost jump out of his skin. Longmar’s eyes became extremely large as he thrust his head forward, scant inches from the startled man. “What?” he hissed. “Were you going to say something? Or perhaps you just don’t know who I am?”
“Oh, err, yes… on the house good warrior! On the house, of course, noble sir!” stammered the quaking barman.
Longmar raised the glass to his lips and broke his icy stare. He immediately forgot about the man, and turned his attention to the rest of the inn’s disinterested clientele. He took another slow and deliberate sip of his ale. Two farmers, he noted, three peasants, a bookworm, a council latrine cleaner – who, for obvious reasons, had half the place to himself – and a girl. The warrior was pleased, as there was no one that looked remotely like another warrior in the whole place, and that meant that if he felt like it, he could do some freelance bullying, a little later on. The only other occupant was sitting in the far corner and looked for all the world like the village idiot, on a day trip to the city.
Longmar allowed himself a slight smirk. He rose to his full height – five foot six – but almost six feet with his specially designed boots. Tossing the lank hair from his eyes, he leant back on the bar. “I am Longmar!” he growled.
“’Ello, I’m Marsey,” chirped the man in the corner. “I’m the village idiot, on a day trip to the city. ’Tis right nice to ’ave some’n to tawk to an’ no mistake!”
Longmar hesitated; perhaps he had underestimated this one. He glanced quickly to see if he could spot any concealed weapons hidden about him. He had to think quickly. This situation could undoubtedly turn nasty at any moment. “Er, hello Marsey. Having a good time?”
“Ahr! Reet grand it be! Grander than som’it what’s more grand th’n a grand thing bein’ grand all the time, aye!”
Longmar nodded. “Yes! Right, well, good! Fine, yes!” He turned back to the bar to catch the barman grinning inanely at the back of his head. “Something amusing you?” he hissed.
“Wind,” explained the barman. “Can I get you another drink?” His palms were sweating slightly. It had been his best ‘you really blew that one, mate’ grins.
“I think you can, just as soon as I’ve finished this one.” Longmar raised the half-full glass and began downing the remainder. He had only just completed the task, when a hammering blow caught him squarely between the shoulder blades. Spewing out warm beer, most of which covered the unfortunate barman, Longmar turned to see who his aggressor might be.
The face that greeted him was rugged and strong-jawed. Long brown hair framed familiar features. It was the face of a fellow warrior, of that there was no doubt.
“Gork!” spluttered Longmar, a wide grin splitting his acne.
Gork was not the real name of the newcomer, but having just escaped choking on a warm pint, it was the closest he was likely to get to ‘Philip’. Longmar smashed his now empty glass to the floor and flung his arms around the laughing warrior.
The sudden excitement and the destruction of the glass proved to be the last straw for the unfortunate landlord. He left unobtrusively through a small side door to change his underclothes.
An interesting entry in the Red Book of Voll has this to say.
It is well known in the trade of undergarment manufacturing that the best custom is to be had from barmen. A manufacturer who is lucky enough to have more than ten barmen on his client list could more often than not afford a mortgage by the time he reached thirty. Barmen were second only to stubborn shopkeepers, but tended to live much longer.
Philip untangled himself from Longmar’s embrace. “Have you heard the news?” he demanded, an eager expression crossing his features. “By the gods, isn’t it a good time to be alive?”
Longmar laughed and nodded. “Yes, yes, by the gods themselves, what a time, eh? What news?”
“The news of the war of course, you fool! Everyone’s talking about it.”
“Oh, the war! Of course yes, the good old bloody war. And er, what war would this be, exactly? Silly of me really, seems to have completely slipped my mind at the moment.”
Philip looked incredulous, shaking his head in disbelief. “The war in the west, of course! What other war is there?” He fixed Longmar with a serious expression. “We have to make ready as soon as we can,” he added. “Who knows, it may drag on for months! But on the other hand, it could be swift and terribly bloody, and we would not want to turn up too late and miss all the awful carnage, now would we?”
Longmar had a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach. He felt the tiny stirrings of mild panic, swiftly escalating to ‘Oh bugger!’ status, and then taking a quantum leap to the dizzy heights of full scale alarm. He put on his best ‘disappointed’ and ‘if only I could’ expression. “Damn!” he exclaimed loudly, and then threw in a few more ‘damns’, just to make sure he was getting his point across. It also gave his fervently tumbling mind a little more time to come up with a semi-plausible excuse to extract himself from anything whatsoever to do with the words ‘awful carnage’, which had triggered his initial alarm.
Philip gave him a doubtful look, tinged with a subtle hint of ‘this better be good because I wasn’t born yesterday’.
Longmar gave a deep sigh and shook his head. “Of all the rotten damn luck! Can you believe it eh? You know me,” he continued, giving another sigh. “Take a hundred men and a thousand horses to keep me away from a good war, normally. But, you see… er… what day is it today?”
“Monday,” growled Philip.
“Ah, yes, yes, I thought it was. Had it been Tuesday, or even Wednesday come to that – no problem! But a Monday! Damn! Washing day,” he explained. “You should see the pile of dishes in the sink, higher than the ceiling. Had to stack some of them on the floor. Oh and the ironing, gods, yes, the ironing; going to take me at least half a day, just to do that, I shouldn’t wonder. But that’s not to say I don’t want to come, oh no! Looking on the bright side, I could probably catch you up in a week or two. I may miss a few of the early battles, but it probably won’t get really gory until much later on, eh?”
Philip frowned deeply. It was the kind of frown you receive from your insurance man, when you tell him you wish to cash in your policy early. The frown did nothing to ease Longmar’s concern and he had the distinct feeling – call it coward’s intuition – that he was not yet fully off the hook. For some reason Philip had suddenly adopted the warrior’s threatening-and-dangerous pose, which did not bode well for Longmar.
“Do you know what happened to the last person who refused to go into battle with me?” Philip’s eyes were now quite large, his brow slightly furrowed, and his lip was twitching. Under different circumstances, Longmar would have had to give him ten out of ten for such an impressive display.
“You went off, and he caught up with you later?”
“I put my sword through his yellow guts.”
“Ah yes, the old sword through the guts ploy! Yes, exactly what I would have done.” At this point, Longmar would have swallowed nervously, but his mouth was so dry that his tongue was in danger of getting stuck to his palate. Instead, he grinned stupidly. “Did I mention that I usually go to bingo on a Monday night?”
Philip started drawing his sword.
* * * *
So it was, that two days later, the two warriors found themselves riding towards a war that one of them was anticipating with great relish, and the other was trying very hard to work out a way to avoid.
“Nice evening,” commented Longmar. “I may go out riding later on – on my own for a bit, you know? Just to get my psyche in tune for the coming battle, and all that. I always think it’s important to be mentally prepared for combat.”
Philip shook his head. “You’re a strange one,” he said.
Longmar felt like saying that people who force other people into a war at sword point weren’t exactly normal either, but decided it may just be erring on the side of prudence to keep the thought to himself. Instead, he just shrugged. “Well you know how it is with us warrior-born, when the blood burns and the red mist descends. Oh gods yes, it’s a lonely life for us fighters!”
Philip eyed him speculatively. “You know, I did have a strange feeling that you didn’t want to come,” he laughed. “But I must have been mistaken.”
Longmar snorted mockingly, as if such a thought was worthy of his deepest scorn. “Nerves of steel and ice for blood,” he stated. “That’s why they call me the Ice Killer,” he added. The fact that Longmar was incapable of fighting anything larger than a horsefly, and would probably think twice about that, did nothing to deter his own rather inflated opinion of himself.
“Ice Killer?” repeated Philip. “I thought that was Sven Knucklebuster’s title?”
“Ah, Sven, yes… well, he stole it from me. Probably saw me in action once or twice, and was so damned impressed, he decided to use my name to further his reputation.”
“Well anyone who is prepared to go riding on his own in a valley that is the home of a tribe of Bratchi must have ice in his veins. I am a brave man, but I won’t stray far from our campfire tonight. I’ll make damn sure it’s a big fire too!”
Longmar thought long and hard. He recalled the name Bratchi from warrior enlightenment classes. He had a vague recollection that it was warrior slang for hedgehog. Why anyone, let alone a warrior, would be scared of those spiky little creatures, was beyond him. Granted, they could give you a nasty stab if you accidentally sat on one, but they did not exactly fill you with terror. Longmar could not resist a slight dig at Philip’s obvious fear. “How long have you had this thing about hedgehogs, then?” he asked, trying hard to suppress a giggle.
A look of puzzlement crossed Philips face. “Hedgehogs?” he questioned.
“Yes, you know those spiky little quadrupeds, the ones that curl up in your sleeping bag and stick you in the foot when you get in.” The giggle was in danger of becoming a fully fledged guffaw, and Longmar had to bite his lip to stop it from escaping.
Philip reigned in his horse and came to a halt. “By the gods, but you’re a cool one! Here we are, a few hours from spending the night in a troll-filled valley, with only a fire to keep them at bay, and you’re talking about hedgehogs?”
“Yes, I am rather spectacularly brave aren’t…? Trolls? Oh, frag!” Longmar’s brain finally remembered what Bratchi was slang for. Not only did it remember; it sent shockwaves the size of a small tsunami shooting through his entire nervous system. The ensuing fit of gibbering was followed by a quick dash to a boulder, to change into a fresh pair of undergarments.
“Is something wrong?” Philip asked, when Longmar finally returned.
“Wrong? Wrong? No, no, not at all! Oh, no! Oh, hell, no! Oh, frag!” Longmar’s brain was now conjuring up graphic images of limbs being ripped from bodies and greedily stuffed into the drooling maws of marauding trolls.
“You’re not worried, or anything like that, then?”
“Me? Nooo! Had a few run-ins with trolls before, of course. Can’t be in our trade, without the odd spot of troll trouble, eh? I’ve got a special trick, gets ’em every time.” Longmar did not mention his trick involved tripping up whoever was with him, and escaping whilst the trolls ripped the unfortunate to pieces. It didn't seem to be a good time. “Did I mention they call me Troll Slayer?”
“I thought it was Ice Killer?”
“Oh yes, and that, too. Ice-Troll Slayer-Killer, really. But I’m not one to brag. Do you know, I think I’ve gone and forgotten my lucky troll-killing dagger, what with all the excitement of rushing off to this war and everything. What an idiot I am, eh? Perhaps I should just pop back and get it? Wouldn’t want to face a hoard of ferocious trolls, without the right equipment.”
“No need,” returned Philip evenly. He rummaged in his pack for a few seconds, and produced a wickedly gleaming dagger. “I always carry a spare lucky troll-killing dagger for emergencies,” he explained. “You can borrow it until we get out of the valley.”
“Oh good! Oh great! Oh that’s just fraggin’ wonderful!” Longmar took the offered dagger and stuffed it into his own pack. Won’t be needing that, he thought – although he could always sell it after Philip’s horrendous demise at the hands of the trolls.
Philip, blissfully unaware of Longmar’s less than philanthropic plans for his future, urged his horse forward, as the sun slowly began to sink.
Chapter 2
Dungerk was blissfully happy, ensconced as he was, in the Warriors Arms. This establishment was one of the most notorious drinking houses in the entire hemisphere and not, as the name may have suggested, the arms of an actual warrior. Dwarves are seldom given to such tactile behaviour, and even less inclined if it involves a member of the same sex.
The Red Book of Voll has this to say about dwarves.
Take one individual under four feet tall; add more muscle than a rhino, an attitude problem bigger than a continent, manners that would shock a troll and a petulance unrivalled anywhere in the known galaxy, and you have your average dwarf. The entire race excels at three things. Foremost, they are very good at digging. They will happily dig all day long, for no other reason than digging for the sake of digging. Secondly, they are gifted craftsmen and make first-rate weapons and intricate jewellery. But they really come into their own when it comes to upsetting folk. There is not a race on the face of the earth and beyond, whom a dwarf cannot upset. It is their vocation in life to be thoroughly obnoxious and to pick fights with just about anything that moves. Deprived of people to upset, they turn on each other and begin fighting amongst themselves. To say their personal hygiene is not all it should be, is something like a dentist who tells you, ‘this may hurt just a little bit’. When a dwarf is drunk, he becomes, if possible, even more irascible, and will not be happy until he has pulverised at least one room full of strangers.
Dungerk scuffed with his boot at the loose covering of sawdust that served as a carpet on the inn’s floor. The reason for his good mood was the fact that he was already half drunk, and was now searching for a suitable group of people to upset, big time. Unknown to Dungerk, in fact unknown to anyone apart from the gods, Dungerk’s name had been entered into a draw and along with six other lucky winners, had been pulled from the hat. It was at this point that another winner was about to enter the inn.
Slick turned up the collar of his black leather armour, checked his coif in the mirror suspended behind his horse’s ear, placed a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, removed his mirror-sunglasses and made his entrance.
Dungerk turned as the door opened. He was hoping it would be a vicious gang of desperate cutthroats, all armed to the teeth. They were always ready for a rumble, he knew. But instead, his eyes fell on the lone elfin figure, dressed in black from head to toe. “Slick!” bellowed the dwarf, hammering his fist so hard on the table that it cracked with an audible groan. A broad grin now spread over the dwarf’s face as the elf joined him. They clasped hands in warrior fashion.
“Haven’t seen you since you went back to the Grey Forest with the rest of the lads!” Dungerk grinned. “What are you doing back here?”
Slick picked up a chair, reversed it, and adopted the ‘warrior-sitting-backwards-on-a-chair-in-the-inn’ stance. Had he been there to see it, Longmar would have been fuming with jealousy at the ease and proficiency with which the elf performed the manoeuvre. “Morguesville, man! Like, dead spelt D.E.A.D! In uppercase you dig? You remember the cats I used to hang with? Flin, Mad Dog, Eddie the Duke, and Coolhand?”
Dungerk nodded. “The Elf Pack.”
“You wanna see ’em now, man! Flin got hitched, can you believe that? Tied to one chick, for the rest of his natural life. The cat needs his ears felt. And Mad Dog, frag man! Mad Dog got in with the wrong crowd. You know what he’s doin’ now?”
Dungerk shook his head.
“Readin’ fraggin’ poetry and drinkin’ home-made wine! By the gods, man, he don’t even wear his armour anymore! Struts around in a frilly shift, spoutin’ crud about trees an’ rivers. I tell you man, the elves aint what they used to be. So I skipped town. Thought I’d shoot the breeze an’ cut a little action, you readin’ me here, bro?”
“Sounds like a real good reason to get drunk an’ start a fight.” Dungerk’s dwarf mentality had managed to grasp the fact that Slick was on a bit of a downer, and all dwarves knew the only cure for that was getting blind, mind-numbingly drunk, and starting something similar to a world war. But then again, that was the dwarf cure for just about anything.
As if someone, somewhere, had been listening and decided to add a little something to the proceedings, it was at that moment that a band of seven rough-looking Vorgonian pirates burst into the inn. They barged their way through the throng and forced a space at the bar.
A slow smile spread over Dungerk’s face as he placed his pint of Goblin’s Well Peculiar carefully on the table.
* * * *
Philip and Longmar entered the city of Aldor. Philip wanted to stock up on provisions and Longmar was half-hoping to find a chance of escaping. It would be much easier, he surmised, when surrounded by hundreds of people. There was something nagging at the back of his mind; something about the city that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Some reason why he had always avoided the place.
“We need more food,” stated Philip, “and I will need to find a smithy to put a keener edge on my sword.” He looked across at Longmar. “I want to see the wizard who lives here; get a small deflection spell put on my armour.”
The word ‘wizard’ echoed dully in Longmar’s brain. Then it all fell into place. And did it click! “Oh, ah, wizard, yes,” managed Longmar. “That would be Greenpaper, yes?”
Philip nodded. “Rizla Greenpaper, one of the most powerful wizards on the continent. He’s damned expensive, but if you’ve got the cash, his spells are the best.”
Longmar swallowed nervously and dismounted. “You know, perhaps it would be best if you went to see the wizard on your own? Bit of a personal thing really. I wouldn’t want to be getting in the way. I can just hang about until you get back.”
Philip’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Is there something you want to tell me?” he asked softly.
Longmar shrugged and tried his hardest to look unconcerned. “No, nothing important, really; just a silly misunderstanding that happened a few years ago. Trivial incident actually… Oh, look at that fountain over there!”
Philip grabbed Longmar’s arm and spun him around to face him. His eyes were wide and he looked extremely cross. “What incident?” he demanded, his face becoming a frightening shade of red.
Longmar tried to back away, but Philip’s cast-iron grip held him firm. “I, em… I, er… well, I sort of upset him a little bit. You know how easy it is to upset these wizards? Always flying off the handle at something or the other.”
Philip took a deep breath and did his best to keep his temper under control. “What did you do?” he hissed.
“Do? Oh nothing really. Like I said, just a silly misunderstanding. Nothing to worry about.”
Philip’s hand shot out and clasped the front of Longmar’s light mail vest. His arm then retracted with some speed, so that the startled Longmar found himself only a few inches from Philip’s burning gaze. For one awful moment Longmar thought Philip was going to try to kiss him. Then he realised it was worse – much worse. The dagger rested lightly on Longmar’s favourite throat. “What did you do?” Philip growled the words slowly.
“Ah, well I sort of borrowed a book of spells. Silly thing to get all worked up about, if you ask me, but that’s wizards for you, eh?”
“How long?”
“Sorry?”
“How long did you borrow the book for?”
“Oh, not long; only until I sold it… ah! Did I say sold? No, what I meant to say was until it was stolen from me by a gang, no more like a tribe, really, of cut-throat bandits, all of which were at least ten feet tall. I managed to kill several of them, of course, but the rest got away with the book.”
Philip looked incredulous. “You borrowed a book of spells from Rizla Greenpaper, and then sold it? What kind of fool are you? No one in their right mind would borrow a book from a wizard that powerful and then sell it!”
Longmar began fidgeting slightly. “Perhaps ‘borrowed’ isn’t quite the right word.” There was a short pause, in which Longmar’s fidgeting became worse. “On reflection, perhaps ‘acquired’ may describe it better. Yes acquired accidentally.”
“Stole?”
“Er, perhaps stole is a little harsh?” The blade pressed harder. “Okay, stole, fine, stole is a good word!”
Philip spat contemptuously. “We’re going to pay a little visit to the wizard,” he informed Longmar, slowly withdrawing the dagger.
“But he’ll kill me!” pleaded Longmar.
“That’s the idea,” Philip agreed. “It’ll save me from getting my blade dirty. Now move!”
The two men made their way through the crowded marketplace and on down several teeming streets. They passed shops and houses, many of which were brightly decorated. Craftwork and goods of all kinds were on display and Philip marvelled at the ornate jewellery and ostentatious furniture. Longmar glumly decided that only a bunch of girls would want to live in such a place.
A short while later, they came across a disgusting-looking old man, sitting under a tree which looked very much the worse for having him under it. The old man gave them both a hard stare and then his face broke into a grin. He waved his hand and called out to them in a croaking voice. “It’s him!” he proclaimed. “It is him!” His grubby finger was pointing squarely at Longmar. He coughed loudly and a ball of green phlegm oozed down his chin.
“He’s a seer,” whispered Philip under his breath. “I’ll warrant he has some news for me about the war.”
“He’s disgusting,” returned Longmar.
Philip strode over to the man and nodded a welcome. “What news have you for me, wise Seer?” he asked.
The ball of phlegm had by now reached the bottom of the man’s chin and, to Longmar’s horror, was hanging from a thin strand which began to dance about as the seer spoke.
The old man waved Philip aside and pointed delightedly towards Longmar. “The saviour is here! Praise the gods in all their wisdom for delivering the saviour!” His lips parted in a broken, gap-toothed grin, and Philip, who was unfortunately close enough to take in every detail of the black and green gums at close range, found himself even less fortunate to be in the direct path of the old man’s breath.
The seer looked at Philip, whose face had suddenly gone a light shade of green. “The powers told me of his coming!” He cackled gleefully.
Longmar tactfully tapped the side of his nose. “Been smoking too much fen-weed resin,” he said softly, whilst trying to pull Philip away by his arm.
Philip pushed Longmar back and turned to the seer. “Tell me more, wise one. Who is the saviour?”
“He is!” reasserted the seer, nodding towards Longmar and becoming rather irritated by the fact that neither of them seemed yet to have grasped the fact. “Are you simple or something? I only just told you a moment ago!”
Philip looked exceedingly dubious. “Forgive me wise Seer, but are you sure?” He cast a glance at Longmar. “He’s not exactly what you’d call saviour material, if you know what I mean.”
The seer gave an exasperated sigh. “Are you a seer?” he demanded. “Do you have the power, eh? When was the last time you had a vision or a communication with the gods?”
“No,” admitted Philip. “Im not a seer, but…”
“Then don’t try telling me my damn job! He’s the saviour, got it? Not you, not me, not him over there, but him! I can even tell you his name,” he announced dramatically, with a hint of ‘I know my stuff so don’t bother arguing’. “Longjar!”
“Longmar,” corrected Longmar.
“Longjar, Longmar… it’s as close as damn it. My hearing isn’t what it used to be boy, an’ sometimes I don’t quite catch what the gods say, especially Thusus. He’s got an awful stutter.”
“He is the god of stuttering,” offered Philip.
The seer looked at Philip as if he was something that had just crawled from under a very shabby rock. “Talk to him much, do you?”
Philip bit his tongue. It did not do any good to go losing your temper with people who commanded such unearthly powers, and besides, if all else failed, they could always breathe on you. He held up his hands in submission. “You win!” he said finally. “But just what is it that our hero here is supposed to be the saviour of, eh?”
“Why, the world of course! My, you are slow on the uptake. The gods don’t go about just proclaiming saviours for nothing you know. We’d be in a fine pickle if they decided, ooh, let’s appoint a saviour of shopping, or let’s make a saviour of second-hand cart dealers. There’d be more damned saviours than people to save!”
Philip was industriously attacking the wax in his ears. “The world?” he mimicked stupidly.
The seer gave him a scornful look. “You know the big flat thing we all live on? I suppose we should count ourselves lucky the gods didn’t choose you.”
Philip took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Exactly what did this message from the gods say?” he asked.
The seer looked thoughtful for a moment. “Then into the turmoil shall come Longjar, and he will lay low the Dark Lord and save the world… oh, and Mrs. Smiggins of 13 Southfield Drive.”
“Mrs. Smiggins?” stormed Philip. “Who in the name of the gods is Mrs. Smiggins?”
“That’s my mother, if you must know!” replied the seer with a slightly guilty look on his face. “She always wanted to be famous, and now she will be.”
Philip’s mouth dropped and the colour in his cheeks became strangely intense. “I knew it!” he moaned. “I should have seen this coming, ages ago. It’s a quest, isn’t it? A ruddy quest! A ruddy, bloody, damnable, soddin’ quest!”
Longmar frowned at Philip’s sudden outburst. “Quest?” he queried. “Are they dangerous at all?”
Philip looked glum. “You know how it goes. It’s usually a bloody ring, or an enchanted sword.” He gave another low groan. “Of course, we just happen to be on the way to see one of the most powerful wizards in this part of the world. Oh, what a coincidence that is! If I know anything about wizards, old Greenpaper will jump at the chance of a quest. They seem to think they have some obligation towards saving the world.”
“And Mrs. Smiggins,” added the seer.
Philip scowled, but the seer just grinned at him in his annoying way. It was like that with seers the whole world over, almost as if they had an international code for being uncompromisingly annoying.
“They never said anything about quests at the academy,” grumbled Longmar testily. “So what do we have to do first?”
Philip took a kick at a small stone and wished fervently that it had been the seer. “We don’t do anything,” he replied moodily. “It all gets done to us. There isn’t a damn thing we can do about it, either,” he added sullenly. “I can see it all now. First the wizard with his spells and incantations. Then, of course, there’s one of those foul-smelling dwarfs who always manage to find their way into any quest that’s worth its salt. Oh yes, and then there’s the elf – lanky, stuck-up, and you can bet your life he’ll be admiring his reflection in every pond we come across. I’m never going to get to the war at this rate.”
It was at this moment that Longmar experienced a once in a lifetime happening. He had a bright idea.
“Sorry, Philip,” he said, giving the warrior a friendly tap on the arm. “What if you went off to the war on your own, and I went off on this quest, eh?”
Longmar was hoping Philip would take him up on his kind offer, and then Longmar could slope off someplace quiet and let the world get on with destroying itself in any way it saw fit.
The seer suddenly burst into another fit of cackling laughter, causing both men to jump.
“It’s not that easy!” he exclaimed enthusiastically, spraying them with the rank contents of his mouth.
“He,” he said, pointing at Philip, “has been selected to be your companion for the quest. He has to protect your life, even at the risk of his own. Should he in any way try to shirk this great honour, then the gods will position long pointy sticks in such a place as to cause him great discomfort.”
Philip glared malevolently. “You’re enjoying this aren’t you? How would you like me to shove a pointy stick right up your…?”
“Temper, temper!” interrupted the seer. “You must remember who you are now. As the bold one’s companion, you must act strictly within the confines of the job description.”
Philip made his eyes go very big.
“And that won’t do any good, either.”
Philip looked downcast. “He’s right you know,” he said to Longmar. “There’s nothing we can do.”
“Nothing?”
“Zilch!”
The seer hawked up another ball of phlegm and spat it out. It narrowly missed a young woman passing by, and landed with a dull splat on the pavement.
“I wish he wouldn’t do that!” complained Longmar.
Philip shrugged. “He’s a seer,” he explained. “They do all sorts of disgusting things. Goes with the job.”
“Like building site workers, you mean?”
“Yes, something like that.”
“Oh, I see.”
The seer suddenly looked up. “The quest!” he exclaimed loudly. “I must tell you more about the quest.”
Philip, who was doing his best not to look disappointed about the dwindled chances of ever getting to the war, gave the seer a non-committal glance.
“So what is it this time?” he asked with little enthusiasm. “A ring of power? A sword of light? A walnut surprise with chocolate topping?”
“None of those.” The seer chuckled, pushing an extended finger halfway up his nose and worrying the contents with his nail. “It’s a box,” he explained, pulling the finger out and flicking something dubious in Philip’s direction.
Philip, ignoring the soggy projectile that narrowly missed him, looked confused. “A box?” he mimicked. “What sort of flamin’ box?”
Longmar was grinning. “This is going to be easier than I thought,” he announced happily. “All we have to do is go to the nearest shop and ask if they have one spare.”
He was hoping that once the task was completed, Philip would forget about taking him to the wizard and bugger off to the war.
Philip had thrown his hands in the air and was looking towards the sky. “You want me to miss a damn good war, just to find you a ruddy box?”
The seer was shaking his head and phlegm dribbled down the front of his ragged and filthy shirt; the closest it ever came to a wash.
Longmar stopped grinning. “Why are you shaking your head?” he asked. He did not mention the dribbling as he was doing his best to ignore it.
“Because,” gurgled the seer, causing another deluge of spittle to cascade down his chin, “not any old box will do. It has to be the mystical box of Disendup.”
Philip lowered his hands and stared stupidly at the old man. “That’s just a story invented to scare children!” he exploded. “A box like that can’t really exist. It’s just impossible; just a story for warriors’ campfires and dark winter nights!”
The seer gave him a hard glare. “Not only does it exist,” he confirmed, “it needs finding. And you are the ones chosen for the task!” He began scratching diligently in the general area of his tatty loincloth, as if to intimate that this was the end of the matter.
Longmar and Philip were forced to step back a pace as several unknown life forms, hopped, crawled and flew from the disturbed area. “Erm, just one question,” put in Longmar. “What is this box, exactly?” His elation at having such an easy quest was vanishing fast, to be replaced with the usual pangs of fear and worry. Already, he did not like the sound of the box and was positive that further explanation was going to do little to ease that concern. But he felt compelled to ask anyway. It was a bit like having a doctor tell you, ‘I think you’d better sit down before I give you the results of your test’.
“It’s a bottomless box,” snapped Philip irritably. His temper was not at its best by now. The thought of chasing after a stupid ring had been bad enough, but a make-believe box was the absolute pits.
“I don’t know why you’re so upset,” offered the seer. “Think of all the battles and daring swordplay, the glory and the blood and all in the name of the quest! Licence to kill, you might say.”
Longmar felt his heart sink. He had been around warriors long enough to know what the sudden gleam in Philip’s eye meant. This was it! He was going to be stuck with this quest, like it or not. He wondered idly if the gods would poke pointy sticks up his own nether regions if he made a break for it and ran now.
Philip was still toying with his two favourite words, swordplay and battles, and adding the word quest in at strategic points. He placed a firm hand on Longmar’s shoulder. “We have a quest to face!” he announced in his best ‘warrior-about-to-go-on-a-quest’ voice. “A quest with many battles, battles with much swordplay and swordplay with buckets of blood!”
Longmar sighed. “Oh, goodie!” he managed.
The Red Book of Voll has this to say about the mystical box of Disendup.
The mystical box of Disendup is reputed to have no bottom and can be extraordinarily useful when moving house. The main drawback to this, however, is that due to the capricious nature of the box, once an item has been placed inside, there is no guarantee that you will ever see the said item ever again.
The magic writing that covers the box has been a perplexing enigma throughout the ages. Many learned wizards have tried to decipher the ancient lays and have failed. Many of them believe that the incantation scrawled on all six sides of the box, ‘Do not double-stack pallets’ is the key to its awesome ability; whilst others are sure that the writing below is the name of the powerful wizard who created the box, his name being Cheese’n’onion Crisp, from the unknown land of Vendingpackonly.
“Who would have thought it, eh?” remarked Philip, shortly after they had left the seer.
“Yes, who would?” answered Longmar, trying to sound far more cheerful than he actually felt.
“Didn’t really want to go to that stupid war; rather have a good quest any day.” He paused briefly to look at a shop window. “Can’t wait to get started,” he announced happily. “I wonder what kind of monsters we’ll encounter. Fighting, hacking and slashing! Pumping blood and flying limbs. I once did battle with a Vardigan Pit Drool. Eight feet tall, it was! First swipe darn near took my head off.”
“Shame it missed,” muttered Longmar softly.
“Sorry?”
“I said duck and twist. Catch 'em with the old reverse swipe, as you come out of the turn.”
Philip nodded at the sage advice. “Very quick, Pit Drools,” he added. “But he wasn’t so quick when I hacked one of his legs off. They have green blood, you know?”
“Fascinating,” returned Longmar, trying hard to stifle a yawn.
Philip looked serious for a moment. “Not having second thoughts, are you?”
Longmar was having second, third, forth and fifth thoughts. He was way ahead of Philip. He mulled over one idea after another, but whichever way he looked at it, it appeared he had two choices. Either he went on the quest and wound up dead, or he did not go on the quest and wound up dead. Not the most auspicious of prospects he decided. But going on the quest did offer a slightly longer lifespan.
“There is absolutely nothing to worry about,” Philip assured him.
Longmar regarded that statement with total apathy. He was not going to be taken in that easily. He was sure, he was about to be hurled headlong into an abhorrently dangerous and life-threatening situation. And here was Philip, telling him not to worry? Joke of the year, thought Longmar sullenly. Joke of the decade, more like!
If Philip and Longmar had not been so wrapped up in their own private thoughts, one of them may have noticed the tall, muscular warrior who passed them on the other side of the street. He carried himself with the ease and grace of a born fighter. His eyes burnt with a natural incandescence that spoke of true greatness. Longjar – Longmar’s lost, and completely unknown, twin brother – passed within a few feet of the two questors, without so much as a glance between them. By the time Longjar reached the spot where the seer had been seated, the seer had already gone down to the local takeaway to get his dinner. So it came to pass that a short-sighted and slightly deaf seer sent a babbling incompetent coward on perhaps the most important quest the world of Tharin had ever known.
The only excuse the gods could come up with, when the error was discovered, was that they'd had a very heavy session the night before, and no one wanted to oversee a quest the next morning. Not the best of excuses, but being gods, they really didn’t need to come up with any better one – or any excuses at all. Finally, they decided to lay the blame squarely on the shoulders of a clerk in the mountain scenery department. The unfortunate scapegoat was demoted to the scudding-cloud production line for six months.
But then, life was like that… still is, come to think of it.
Chapter 3
Rizla Greenpaper sat in his plush study. He was resplendent in his robes, and his long white hair was kept out of his eyes by a gold band, wrapped around his forehead. He was gazing thoughtfully into his favourite scrying mirror. He was judiciously contemplating the coming demise of the two visitors he had seen approaching. Should it be by boiling, perhaps? Or maybe frying? Or even a simple blasting might suffice? No! It had to be something slow and rather painful. The word lingering sprang to mind, and Rizla was pleased with that. The wizard chuckled to himself. The fools were openly walking to their own deaths. A slow roasting in a moderate fireball for five minutes, Rizla finally decided. He gleefully anticipated the screams. Nobody crossed Rizla Greenpaper and lived. At least that was what the wizard thought, but someone, somewhere in the stick-sharpening department in the sky, had suddenly been inundated with fresh orders.
Longmar was clinging to the gatepost with grim determination. “He won’t be pleased to see me!” he wailed. “Probably kill both of us, on the spot!”
Philip began slowly dragging him, still protesting every inch of the way, up the path. Longmar’s fingers left thin trails in the coloured gravel as he was hauled bodily towards the wizard’s door. “All that is in the past,” Philip assured him. ”We have the quest to think about!”
Longmar gave a low groan. “Did you have to bring that up now?”
Philip pulled him to his feet and stared directly into his eyes. “If I thought for one moment that you didn’t want to go on this quest,” he growled, “I’d run you through with my sword, and hang you, just like the gods did to me.”
This was a very daring thing to say, but the gods chose to overlook it, as they themselves weren’t exactly sure what was going on.
Longmar looked suitably shocked. “Not go on this wonderful quest? Laughable, that’s what it is – laughable!” Longmar felt nowhere near laughing as Philip hammered loudly on the wizard’s door. This was it, goodbye world, nice to have known you.
The door was flung open and there stood Rizla Greenpaper in all his magical glory. He pointed a long bony finger at Longmar. “You’re dead, sucker!” he hissed. “Char-grill time!”
A blazing fireball appeared between Rizla’s hands and the wizard threw in a homicidal chuckle for full effect.
Longmar collapsed in a whimpering heap and Philip threw himself between them. “Whoa!” he shouted, desperately waving his hands to distract the wizard’s attention.
“You want some as well?” asked Rizla, stepping to one side to get a better shot at Longmar.
“You can’t kill him!” yelled Philip, shielding his eyes from the glare of the pulsating fireball.
“Watch me!” The wizard grinned.
“It’s a quest!” Philip shouted. “If you kill him, the whole world will perish. He’s the saviour the gods themselves have chosen!”
Rizla stopped grinning abruptly. “Quest?” The sudden eruption of the word in Rizla’s mind caused him to briefly lose his concentration. The fireball let out a howl of glee, burnt the wizard’s fingers, leapt into the air, hung there for a second, and then bounded off down the garden path.
Philip had grabbed Longmar and launched both of them out of the fireball’s path. An out of control fireball was not something you stood in the way of – not for long anyway.
“Come back here this instant!” screamed the wizard. But the fireball took no notice. It was already thinking of fishing trips and foreign holidays. With one leap, it cleared the garden wall.
Rizla turned to Philip, his face red with anger. “Now look what you’ve made me do, you fool!” he stormed. “That thing could do untold damage out there on its own. It could raze half the city before it’s stopped!”
Philip looked awkward. “Can’t you stop it?” he asked.
“Does it look as if it’s going to take any notice of me, now it’s free?”
“Sorry,” muttered Philip, gazing at his boots.
Longmar, however, was immensely pleased at the fireball’s disappearance. He slowly started edging his way down the path, in the vain hope that nobody would notice him. His masterplan was short-lived, as Philip’s hand grabbed the back of his collar and dragged him to his feet. Longmar cringed under the wizard’s gaze and he gesticulated wildly towards the gate. “He’s going to kill us!” he managed.
Philip grinned at the wizard. “He thinks you’re still going to kill him.”
Rizla’s returned the grin. “I am.”
Philip swallowed nervously. “But what about the quest? What about saving the world? He can’t very well do that if he’s dead, can he?”
Rizla drew himself up and spread his hands. Philip and Longmar ducked, sure that another fireball was on its way. “Did I say anything about killing him now? No, I don’t think so. There will be plenty of time for such luxuries after the quest is completed. By that time, the gods won’t care what happens to him.”
It was at that moment that the fax machine in the pointy stick department finally went quiet.
A look of understanding crossed Philip’s face. “I hadn’t thought of that,” he admitted.
Rizla nodded. “Now tell me about the quest. Is it a ring? Or a sword, perhaps? I have to say that I’m better with rings.”
Philip looked at Longmar, who was feeling far from happy about the proceedings in general, then moved his eyes back to the steely gaze of the wizard. “Perhaps we should go inside,” he suggested.
* * * *
Dungerk was singing – at the top of his voice. The song, which he was making up as he went along, involved Vorgonian’s, sheep and Ranise lady-boys.
Slick was sipping his pint of Troll’s Armpit and watching the dwarf with mild amusement. The Vorgonian pirates were doing their best to ignore the dwarf, as a heated argument had broken out amongst their own ranks.
“I tell you I saw it!” yelled a pirate named Ven, slamming his half-empty pint on the bar.
A second pirate burst out laughing. “I’ve sailed the five seas for near on thirty years, man and boy, an’ I can tell ye Ven, that there’s as much chance o’ yer story bein’ true as a fireball be bustin’ through yon wall!”
The fireball burst through the wall exactly on cue, causing patrons to scatter in all directions. For a second, it was total chaos and pandemonium. Then tables were overturned and chairs shoved violently aside, as people ran for the closest exits.
“Bloody ’ell!” swore the pirate who, a moment ago, had been doing the taunting. Then he followed the rest of his band as they joined the swelling mass trying to pile out of the doors.
Dungerk made a grab for his axe and squared his shoulders. “Rumble!” he shouted gleefully.
Slick grabbed the swaying dwarf and hauled him under the table. “Not much oxygen under here,” he explained to the scowling dwarf. “Fireballs don’t like confined spaces.”
Coming to a decision, the fireball began chasing the pirates. Once out in the street, the small band ran in blind panic towards the docks. This was a sight that really had to be seen, as Aldor was eighty-five miles inland.
Slick pulled the still bemused dwarf from under the table. “Come on!” he urged. “This I’ve got to see.”
It was not hard to follow the path outside, taken by the portentous ball of flame. All around them, people were slowly extracting themselves from hastily found hiding places. One man clambered soaking from a water butt, another, covered in rotting vegetation, crawled from the rubbish heap. A singed cat was hanging on for dear life to the back of a yelping dog that was running at full speed in the opposite direction to the fireball.
“That way!” Slick pointed excitedly.
“I don’t feel very well,” announced Dungerk, swaying from side to side. “Perhaps I should sit down for a while?”
“And like miss all the fun, bro? I want to see what happens when that fireball catches up with those pirates, dude.”
Although a little worse for wear, the idea appealed to Dungerk. If he couldn’t have a fight, then the next best thing was to watch someone else have one. Though he doubted the pirates would last very long against the fireball, it might be fun to watch them try. He took off, after Slick – and instantly regretted it. No matter how hard he tried, his legs did not seem to want to go in the direction he wished.
* * * *
Rizla sank down in a chair. “The mystic Box of Disendup,” he muttered. A perplexed expression crossed his face and he repeated his comment a second time. He stood up and shook his head. “And we need the box to conquer the Dark Lord, you say?” The puzzled expression deepened as the wizard began pacing.
Longmar was carefully studying the many rows of books that lined the wizard’s walls. He wondered why, with so many books to choose from, Rizla had been so angry with him for taking just one.
“We will need advice,” the wizard began again. “This is no small task that has been set to us.”
Philip nodded gravely, the lines on his brow shuffling into deeper furrows, in keeping with the rest of his serious expression. “I, too, believe this to be the case,” he agreed. “I mean, where on earth do you start looking for a bottomless box? And what exactly are we supposed to do with it, after we’ve found it?”
“Nice books,” commented Longmar.
“Keep your hands off!” growled the wizard menacingly.
“Just looking.”
The wizard turned his attention back to Philip. “It does seem to be a task beyond the hand of mortal man.” He gave a sad sigh.
Longmar looked up brightly. “Perhaps we should forget about it altogether?” he suggested, giving a rather good impression of someone trying to avoid something, at all costs. The cold stares he received from both warrior and wizard told him he could forget that idea.
“I would remind you,” cautioned the wizard, “that the only thing keeping your miserable life from extinction is the quest.” Drawing himself up, the wizard fixed Longmar with an icy gaze. Then the ice became tiny points of fire, which in turn began whirring in a most alarming way. The fire pulsated, and tiny flashes of lightning danced about the wizard’s eyebrows.
Longmar’s jaw dropped as he stood transfixed by the display. It was by far the best eye show he had ever seen. “Wow!” he managed.
“How did you do that?” demanded Philip, gazing foolishly as the wizard slowly returned his eyes to normal. To say the warrior was profoundly awed would have been an understatement. “I can make mine go really big,” he informed Rizla, “but nothing like that! That was incredible!”
Rizla shrugged almost flippantly – almost, because wizards are never ever totally flippant – and did his best not to look too pleased with himself. “A small trifle,” he answered unassumingly. “Just a simple trick that I find useful when trying to get a point across.”
Longmar was closely studying the wizard’s face, on the off chance he may perform the eye trick again, but he was out of luck. So he tried making his own eyeballs go around and around as fast as he could, and only succeeded in making himself feel sick.
Rizla began pacing up and down. He had a look on his face that suggested he had some deep, dark secret that he was not sure he should share with anyone. For a few moments he said nothing. After a little more pacing, he stopped and looked at Philip, seeming to come to a decision. He gave the warrior a hooded look and cleared his throat. “I have in my possession,” he began, “the Seeing Eye of Gob.”
Philip instantly stopped trying to make his own eyes light up and gawped incredulously at the wizard. “The Seeing Eye of Gob!” he echoed in a suitably hushed tone. “You really have it here? At this very moment? By the gods! What luck!”
“Not the Seeing Eye of Gob?” thundered Longmar, casting a very dramatic glance out of the window for full effect. “By the beard of Thorash and the mighty hammer of Vorsh! Well, I’ll be damned, eh? Oh, yes! Well I’ll never! My, my, the Seeing Eye of Gob, eh?”
Philip pulled the still gibbering oaf to one side. “Is something the matter with you – apart from the obvious?” he growled.
“What’s the Seeing Eye of Gob?” Longmar hissed in his ear. “Is it dangerous?”
“What’s the idiot whispering about?” demanded the wizard.
Philip threw him a knowing look. “He doesn’t know what the Seeing Eye is,” he explained.
“I do too!” exclaimed Longmar.
“What is it then?” enquired Philip.
“It’s er, well it’s, you know, a Seeing Eye thingy that belonged to someone called Gob. That’s what it is, see?”
The wizard gave a long sigh and looked at Philip almost pleadingly. “Is there any chance at all that this seer you met was a fake?” he asked.
Philip shook his head sadly. “He was too disgusting to be anything else,” he replied. “I’m afraid we’re both stuck with him for the duration. Life’s a bitch, eh?”
“True, true!” muttered the wizard. “But looking on the bright side, we did get a quest out of it. Not something to be sniffed at, a good quest. Still, to business! I’ll fetch the Eye and see what it has to say.” The wizard disappeared into another room and came back a short while later. He had in his hands a small spherical ball that was hollow on the inside and flat on the bottom. The top was open and round, with a slightly thicker rim running around the edge. Rizla placed the object on the table. “Do you know which of the gods commissioned this quest?” he asked.
Philip replaced the paperweight he had been admiring. Polished, human skull paperweights were not easy to come by, these days. “All of them by the sound of it,” he answered.
Rizla began to create strange magical signs over the Seeing Eye, and was rewarded by a weird glow that seemed to emanate from deep within the object itself.
Longmar began to giggle. It should have occurred to him that just having escaped a gruesome death by incineration, perhaps now was not the right time to be annoying a powerful wizard. But Longmar had not progressed very far up the evolutionary ladder. The giggle became a chuckle, and the chuckle a full-blown laugh.
Rizla spun around and raised one hand. On the brink of obliterating the irritating Longmar for good, he stopped as the gods suddenly placed a very graphic image of a long, and wickedly pointed stick, in his mind. “Bugger!” he swore, lowering his arm again.
Philip swiftly clamped a hand over the surprised Longmar’s mouth, effectively cutting off the mirth-filled cackle. “Shut up, you damn fool!” hissed the infuriated warrior.
“But it’s a goldfish bowl,” gurgled Longmar through Philip’s slightly open fingers.
“Well, aren’t we the smart one, sweetie?”
The somewhat effeminate voice had been so unexpected, that both Philip and Longmar spun around to see who had entered the room.
“Over here, you big woosy!”
Longmar had stopped laughing and now looked totally confused. “Who said that?” he managed, asking Philip. But the warrior could offer no explanation. The best Philip could do was make his eyes go extra large, and let his hand hover menacingly over his sword. He adopted the ‘warrior-in-a-dodgy-situation’ crouch.
“Ooh! How butch!”
It was then that both visitors realised that the voice was, in fact, coming from the bowl itself.
“Wha…?” gurgled Longmar, his mouth opening, and not bothering to close again.
“Wha…?” echoed the bowl. “Is that really the best you can come up with? My, we do have a bright one here! No wonder you humans are rated lower on the scale than the vegetable people of Claris Five.” The bowl gave a soft chuckle.
Rizla was looking smug. “The Seeing Eye of Gob,” he announced proudly.
Philip and Longmar approached the table and bent forward for a closer inspection. Longmar was trying to fathom from which part of the bowl the voice was coming.
The Red Book of Voll does explain, in some detail, several facts relevant to the bowl’s existence:
The Seeing Eye of Gob was once the proud possession of the lords of the Shadow Zone. Long before the elves, dwarves and mankind crawled unexpectedly out of the whirling cesspit of creation, the gods decided to create the lords of the Shadow Zone as a test of their power. It was, perhaps, a little unfortunate, that the only thing they had for reference at that time, was a 1974 Blue Peter Annual, which had been a gift from a distant relative and his son. This, not surprisingly, was how the first life form on the planet of Tharin came to be made out of old newspaper, empty egg boxes, the insides of used toilet rolls and string.
In a nutshell, the lords of the Shadow Zone did not mess about. Their entire span as a sentient life form lasted as long as the next bad thunderstorm; which incidentally happened two weeks and one day later. But within this short time they managed to accumulate all the known knowledge of the universe. The only object they were able to find to store all this wealth of information in was a small goldfish bowl that one of the gods had left lying about after a disastrous genetic experiment.
With so much information to draw from, the bowl could predict almost anything with a ninety-nine point nine percent chance of success. It proceeded to inform Gob, the leader of the lords, exactly what would happen, the first time his race was caught in a bad downpour.
Gob was not happy with this news and ordered the bowl to be buried for telling outlandish fibs. Gob was sure that the gods would never play such a cruel trick on them. The next day, the heavens opened and the unfortunate Gob and his merry band of lords were reduced to a sodden and very messy pulp. Upon seeing this, the gods gathered the remains and sent them back to their relation, who in turn introduced it to his own world, under the spectacular name of papier-mâché. As for the bowl, it was unearthed twenty thousand years later, by a very simple fellow called Derg. He was content to keep fish in it for the next fifteen years, until someone discovered just what it was capable of.
Rizla addressed the bowl in a slightly reverential tone. “I seek information on the mystical Box of Disendup,” he said.
“Like your beard!” replied the bowl. “Very you! Don’t like those shoes though; they clash with the robe. Look much better in white. And that headband, ooh, no! That’ll have to go, dear!”
Rizla shot a fiery glance in the direction of the now smirking Longmar, then steadied his temper as he returned his attention to the bowl. “I accede to your vastly superior knowledge, great oracle,” he said respectfully. “But if you could just see your way to some information on the box?”
“Don’t know what he’s smirking at,” replied the bowl. “I’ve seen better-dressed scarecrows than him. I like the other one though; big muscles and that tight armour – makes my glass go all tingly.”
“The box?” pleaded the wizard.
“Classified!” said the bowl. “Sorry dear, but there it is. It’s a random factor you see, and the gods had a clampdown on random factors two million years ago.” The bowl moved across the table to get a better look at Philip. “He’s dreamy!”
Philip, who was going slightly red, backed away and pretended to look out of the window. This was not what he had expected from an artefact said to hold all the known knowledge of the universe.
“Oh, love him! Look he’s shy!”
Rizla covered his eyes with his hand and shook his head. “Is there nothing you can tell us?” His voice held a desperate note. “No reference, no clue?”
The bowl thought for a moment. “I can give you the name of someone who hasn’t signed the Omnipotent Secrets Act. The black magician, Warlock Netherspoon, could tell you all you need to know. You can find him in the Doomhaven Mountains. Ooh! You’d look good in a leather catsuit!” The last remark was addressed to Philip.
The wizard deftly dropped the bowl’s cover over it. It was obvious that there would be no further information coming from that direction.
“Spoilsport!” came the muffled voice.
Rizla replaced the bowl in its hiding place in the next room, and returned to the two men. He wore a perplexed expression. Black magic was not something to be taken lightly. From what he knew of it, it was highly dangerous and very unpredictable.
“What’s a catsuit?” asked Longmar. “Is it made from cats’ fur?”
The wizard ignored the question and looked at Philip. “Black magic!” he cursed softly. “Getting mixed up in those odd goings-on is a high price to pay indeed.”
Longmar, who by now had forgotten about the catsuit, was staring out of the window. “Why are people throwing themselves over your wall?”
Rizla was already heading for the door. He had momentarily forgotten the fireball and now he needed to return it to its place of origin. “Don’t let that moron touch any of my books,” he called to Philip over his shoulder.
Slick and a panting Dungerk had arrived outside the wizard’s house just in time to see the wizard extinguish the fireball. There was much waving of hands, a loud hissing noise and a cloud of smoke and steam. Rizla’s eyebrows and beard were singed, as the fireball was not overly happy about going back to the elemental plane. The wizard looked angry, but his expression changed as he caught sight of the two figures.
“Well, well!” began Rizla, brushing soot from his robe. “I was wondering just how long it would be before you two turned up? And both at the same time! Very convenient I must say.”
“Say what?” questioned the elf.
“You'd better go and gather the things you will need for the journey, as we are leaving as soon as possible.” The wizard tested the air with his nostrils and took a step back. “And see if you can get that thing washed – it smells awful!”
Dungerk screwed up his face and did his best to remain upright. “You wanna rumble, pal?”
Slick placed a restraining hand on Dungerk’s shoulder. Trouble was one thing; trouble with a top-class wizard was a completely different ballgame. “Yo, Wizard cat! What’s happ’nin’, dude? Don’ take no notice of my man here, you dig? He’s like on planet Gone – real Moonsville. Seven sheets and some; you understand where I’m comin’ from, cat?”
The wizard looked a little puzzled. “Moonsville?” he queried.
“Drunk, you know what it’s like when they get drunk?”
Dungerk rolled up his sleeves. “If he wants to start anythin’ wiv me, I’ll knock his soddin’ lights out!”
Slick stepped in front of the irascible dwarf, effectively blocking off his line of vision. “Will you cool it!” he hissed. “Let me handle this.” He then turned to the wizard. “Okay man, what kind o’ deal we cuttin’ here? I mean, what’s the angle?”
“The angle is a quest,” explained the wizard. “It’s been ordained by the gods, so there’s no point in trying to ignore it. You and the smelly one were obviously guided here by some divine intervention. We leave for the Doomhaven Mountains just as soon as I find a suitable guide.”
Slick let out a low whistle and nodded in an appreciative manner. “A quest, eh? Looks like we just found the action, bro!”
Dungerk, who by now was leaning against the wizard’s wall for support, began nodding. “I’m hungry!” he said. “Can we get something to eat now?”
Chapter 4
Morlock Stickbender was perhaps not the best guide in the universe, but he did have the subtle distinction of being the only guide in Aldor. The fact that with each passing day, he found it increasingly harder to see further than the end of his arm, was in Morlock’s book, a trifling inconvenience. He had trained two very willing apprentices, and both of them had shown remarkable aptitude for the job, but unfortunately, he had managed to lose both of them during the first day of their instruction.
A heavy hammering on his door woke him from a deep slumber. At first, he thought it was just the rats; he seemed to be having more than his fair share of trouble with rats lately. They delighted in making his life a misery. He’d put down rat traps, of course, but unable to see if he had actually caught anything, he had to feel, and invariably the traps snapped painfully on his fingers.
There was more banging. “Anyone home?” It was Philip’s voice, but Morlock had no idea of that. “Talking rats!” concluded the terrified guide, diving back under his bedclothes. “I’ve sent for the rat man you know,” came Morlock’s muffled voice. He finally plucked up enough courage to peer from under his sheet.
The face at the window moved. If it had not, Morlock would never have seen it. Morlock scrambled out of bed, doing his best to free himself from a clinging blanket. He made his way cautiously to the door and opened it a crack. “Are you the man from rat control?” he demanded. “You took your time getting here. They’ve learnt to talk now, did you know that?”
“Who?” asked Philip, unsure what the guide meant.
“Who, what?”
“Who’s talking to you?”
Morlock squinted through the crack. “The rats, of course! Who do you think? Are you sure you’re the man from rat control?”
Philip decided to change tack. “Do you want a job?” he asked brightly, in the hope it might throw the guide off the subject of rats.
Morlock studied him carefully, or rather did his best to catch a glimpse through the fuzzy blur that seemed to be constantly wavering about. “What’s that got to do with rats?” he asked finally.
Philip let out a long sigh. “Nothing at all, really.”
“Why?”
Philip was beginning to wonder what he had got himself into. Up to this point in his life, he had not given that much thought to rats, but now they seemed to be taking over his existence. “It’s a quest,” he offered hopefully.
“Quest? What quest?”
“The one I’m going on.”
Morlock rubbed his chin as the information arranged itself in his brain. “So you’re not the man from rat control then?”
“No!”
“Oh, I see.” There was a brief lull in the exchange. “I don’t suppose you know the man from rat control, by any chance?” queried Morlock hopefully.
Philip drew in a deep breath. “Look,” he started, “I’ve come to offer you a job as guide on our quest, plain and simple.”
“Job?” Morlock sniffed loudly. “I’ve not had a job in over three years. What on earth makes you think I want one now?”
“Because we need a guide,” offered Philip, “and you are the only one within a hundred miles.”
“Are there going to be any rats on this quest?”
“No rats,” stated Philip, quickly crossing his fingers behind his back.
Morlock looked extra thoughtful for a moment and then came to a monumental decision. “I’ll take the job if you agree to pay for the rat man to come and get rid of all these talking rats for me.”
“Whatever you want,” promised Philip, looking somewhat relieved.
Morlock chuckled and cast a glance over his shoulder. “Did you hear that? The rat man is coming.” He was still grinning as he turned back to Philip. “Where is it you want to go?” he asked.
“I’m not sure,” Philip informed him, “but the first leg will take us to the Doomhaven Mountains. We are seeking the Warlock Netherspoon.”
“Goodbye!” Morlock began to swing the door shut in Philip’s face.
Philip thrust his boot in the door; had he not been a warrior, he would have made a very good door-to-door salesman. “But we had an agreement,” he growled.
Morlock’s face appeared in the gap caused by the warrior’s boot. “I’d rather have an army of rats than a warlock,” he stated glumly.
Philip thrust his own face into the gap. “How would you like to be plagued by giant rats for the rest of your life?” he hissed. “I know a wizard who could make that possible. Giant talking rats that would nibble your toes and tell you what they were going to do next, eh?”
Morlock looked suitably terrified and let out a small whimper. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?”
Philip smiled wickedly. “The choice is yours.”
“Giant talking rats?”
“Giant talking rats, with big long pointy teeth.”
“When do we leave?”
“Be at the Wizard Greenpaper’s house in an hour,” instructed the warrior, removing his boot from the door.
Despite the abject fear and trepidation shown over the subject of black magic, it is not quite the same black magic as one might expect. The Red Book of Voll has an interesting entry:
Black magic came into existence at roughly the same time as the first civilised humans. It all began in a small village, where an exceptionally clever chap had just invented language. Now at this point in time, the gods were experimenting with all kinds of strange and wonderful things, like oxtail soup and rock buns – things that, given half a chance, could turn very nasty indeed. Well, to cut an arduously long story short, there was one hell of an explosion one morning, which resulted in half of the galaxy being covered in orange flavoured icing. Not only did this prove very annoying to all and sundry, but it also knocked an alien spaceship into the gravitational pull of the planet of Tharin.
It just so happened that the ship made a forced landing in the very same village mentioned earlier. In return for helping them repair their ship, the aliens gave the villagers a book. This book was no ordinary manual, but a concise A to Z, step-by-step guide to advanced technology. It explained in great detail on one page, how to build a washing machine, and on the next how to build a turbo-powered speedboat.
Had things gone as they should, the planet of Tharin would likely have become the most advanced race ever to have existed. But as usual, things did not. Not wishing to appear ungrateful for such a wonderful gift, most of the villagers turned out to see the alien visitors off, and were duly burnt to a cinder in the ensuing rocket blast. The clever chap who had invented language was the only one to actually survive and was subsequently blamed for the death of his fellow villagers.
At his trial, he produced many of the new gadgets he had managed to construct, but no one seemed all that impressed. The T’Cathian druids, who at the time were a very big noise indeed, saw this new fangled technology as a threat and branded the unfortunate chap a warlock. It was recorded that he had used the dark powers for his own gain, and was forced to eat a burnt stake as punishment. Not the usual punishment for such a crime, but damn close, for a bunch of primitives.
But like most cult worshiping sects, small bands of the new-wave warlocks began appearing all over the place. There seemed to be no end to their evil, and soon liquidisers and electric toothbrushes began popping up, along with countless other devilish devices.
* * * *
The sky was blue, but no one had bothered to ask it why. Perhaps it had something to do with not having had a day off, since the beginning of time. He had not seen his wife for over one and a half billion years, and even by his reckoning, his youngest lad must have left school by now. It wouldn’t have been so bad, he thought, but he’d just popped out for a packet of fags. “Hey, you! Just stand there and be the sky for a moment,” one of the gods had said - one and a half bloody billion years ago. He’d been mulling it over for the last million years or so, and had now decided on a course of action. He would give it another one and a half billion years and if things had not panned out by then, he was going on strike. But in the meantime, he may just as well carry on as normal.
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