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PROLOGUE: The watcher.

The ancient creature stirred. It became more aware; a macabre pretence of life infused its tired, withered body again, after an age of what was supposedly ultimate death. It shuffled awkwardly to the scrying pool and scrutinised the murky water. The scrying pool allowed it to see far-off places and people; often those observed were not aware it watched them. The old temple drew its attention. For many centuries, the power in the structure had sustained the creature’s unnaturally long existence. The temple had lain dormant for an age but was now violated and the power within rekindled.
Treasure seekers, it thought, they have reawakened me. The abomination knew that with its revitalisation, there would be consequences, both beneficial and baleful. It noted in displeasure that the intervening years had not been kind to its physical form. Ignoring its frail appearance, it cast its malevolent gaze around its environs and observed with satisfaction that nothing else had changed in the many years it had been inert. It turned back to the scrying pool and watched…




1. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

The pain that Galara felt was excruciating. A low groan, a gurgle really, escaped her lips; it was all she could manage amid the waves of agony. The insidious filth from the claws of the ghoul that had eviscerated her spread throughout the gaping wound in her belly. The stench of the carnivorous undead monster that had tried to rip out her guts was still strong in her nostrils. It would have made her sick had she not been trying to keep her entrails from falling out onto the floor.
Her sword fell from numb fingers and landed with a loud clang as she lurched forward, a fresh swell of pain erupted across her midriff. With her right hand, she clung to the ribbons of flesh around her stomach. Galara attempted to keep anything important from seeping through her fingers onto the ground. The swordswoman staggered through the door that was held open for her and collapsed onto the floor of the room inside. The continual waves of pain collided like the ocean during a storm; uncontrollable, unstoppable, and overwhelming. When she could resist no more, she fainted, blessed oblivion claimed her. Outside the doorway she’d just entered, the remaining ghouls were driven into a frenzy. The smell of the fresh blood spilt was irresistible to the undead monsters.  
###
The mage Jade Hewen threw off her overstuffed backpack, pulled Galara further into the room and winced in dismay at the sight of the other woman’s injuries. Jade cursed the day they had come on this expedition and cursed herself for her lack of preparation. She should have known the risks. She swore again.
With nothing more than passing curiosity, Galara had placed a hand on the hideous granite altar they had found while exploring this temple, sacred to the dead god Mergoth. Then, without warning, a horde of undead appeared as if from nowhere and attacked their group.
It seemed Galara’s touch had somehow rekindled the dark power of the temple, as if it had lain in wait for the warm flesh of the living to awaken its hunger. And, as if they didn’t have enough problems, her magic now didn’t work as it should. Both magical items and spells had malfunctioned for her group of treasure hunters and, as the group’s wizardly spell caster, none felt it more keenly than she.
Jade chanced a quick look at the entry, where her friends tried desperately to block out the undead and close the door. She turned back to her injured friend and shuddered as she viewed Galara’s sword arm. The limb sagged uselessly beside the prone woman. Jade was careful not to touch the arm when she moved her friend. When magic had gone awry, a memory of Gammel, her former mage craft instructor’s teachings, had tugged at her subconscious recollections. It begged to be remembered. As she dragged Galara’s unconscious form further into the room, the lesson she tried to remember came flooding back to her. Sadly, for her group, it may be a case of too little too late.
###
“A little-known fact,” Gammel spoke in a wheezing monotone, “And only referred to in very few manuscripts, like Fenzel’s account of the Demonswar.”
Gammel removed his spectacles with one gnarled hand while he glanced down with rheumy eyes at the book on his lap.
“A little-known fact was that Mergoth, before his destruction in the Demonswar, in addition to being the god once venerated by thieves and assassins, was also the god of corruption.”
The ancient sage moved to a more comfortable spot in his oversized armchair. His venerable bones creaked almost as much as the chair itself, the well-worn leather moulded comfortably to suit his withered old frame. The bluish smoke that emanated from his pipe floated at a snail’s pace upward to the stone ceiling as he spoke to the half-dozen attentive students gathered in the small chamber for today’s lessons. Light from the setting sun streamed in through a lone glass window in the northern wall and bathed the sage in a halo of light, while a new oil lamp provided just enough illumination for the students at the back of the room to see by. The dusty leather-bound tome filled with vellum pages rested on his knee, open at a story pertaining to the dead gods and, in particular, Mergoth.
“An easy portfolio to overlook,” he continued. “Given that corruption often means dishonesty, bribery, and sleaze. Vices that regularly go hand in hand with thieves and assassins. But important to remember, because it was this corruption of both life and death that caused the rise of the undead. Ever since Mergoth’s defeat, we have not had to deal with such vile creatures. However,” he continued, “often Mergoth’s corruption manifested itself in unusual ways; for example, in a temple venerated to Mergoth, non-worshippers will find themselves subject to unusual corruptions; spells will go awry, magic will not work properly, wounds will fester unnaturally…”
###
The respected sage’s oft-recalled voice trailed off into memory as Jade’s attention returned to the present. She remembered much of what Gammel and her other teachers taught her during her formative years. But of course, no one remembered absolutely everything.
How could I have been so stupid, to not remember what Gammel taught me?
Jade’s elderly teacher had succumbed to old age over ten years ago, but his words echoed in her mind now that she finally caught her breath. Since they’d entered the ancient temple, abandoned for centuries by worshippers since Mergoth’s death in the Demonswar, the party had discovered that corruption meant much more than dishonesty. Despite the temple being forsaken by the living for so long, the undead had reawakened. Remnants of the god’s power and influence also lingered, as traps and spells, designed to keep the temple precinct sacrosanct. The interior of the temple itself was remarkably well-preserved, despite its age.
Galara’s answer to that age old question: ‘Why did we come in here?’ echoed in her mind.
It seemed like a good idea at the time…
Those were the last words Jade had heard Galara speak before the ghouls had forced them to barricade themselves in these rooms at the top of the landing the group now occupied. Their group had come to the temple on the promise of antiquities and treasures, but so far, they had been involved in a running fight for their lives.
The exploration of ruins was never easy at the best of times. With the added corruptive influence of Mergoth’s faded divine essence, they found it impossible to do anything but defend; to use their wits, sinew, and steel against the horrors that the temple catacombs threw against the treasure seekers.
The group’s magical protections had distorted and damaged the group more often than the enemies they fought. Derek Moondreamer, the priest of Khor, had attempted to summon divine power to disrupt the ghouls that rose against them. But his efforts had strengthened the undead, rather than the intended result of their obliteration. The long-disused ability of the priest to banish and dismiss the undead had seemed at first to be their salvation; but the ancient evil they had reawakened had corrupted the power of the cleric and seemed destined to doom them.
Healing potions and enchantments had also fallen victim to the corruptive anti-magic. It did not corrupt all spells Jade cast, but the majority seemed to be subject to an instability that would probably kill the party sooner rather than later. Sadly, for Galara, the brave swordswoman, the lack of magical healing was about to cost her life. Jade looked over at Galara, now being treated by Derek. The priest’s ministrations were confined to mundane medicines. The edges of her wounds already turned a horrid shade of purple and the withered flesh of her arm rendered the limb unrecognisable as human.
The party had barricaded themselves into a suite of rooms that appeared at first glance to have once been torture chambers. The men of the group had closed the entrance off and barricaded the solid door of the main room of the suite. Jade huddled closer to Galara as she watched her companions heave an iron maiden and a whirligig up against the door to halt the progress of the horde outside. Jade wished the wails of the undead carnivores outside the door would stop, even for a few moments. The horrid moaning from withered voice boxes and desiccated jaws left little doubt that the non-living sought to feast upon the flesh of the living.
Jade moved from her position on the floor to aid Derek. The priest applied a salve to Galara’s belly wound and, with Jade’s help, bound the swordswoman’s stomach with linen bandages. The gods alone only knew why Derek’s lightstone still worked, but Jade silently thanked whoever of the gods listened, and prayed that it continued to function. Being in this terrifying tomb was bad enough; being here in the dark would be unbearable.
With the opportunity to take a moment’s respite, the group seated themselves in a rough circle. Galara lay nearby, although no one thought she would comprehend what occurred.
Rex Cornish hopped down from the torture devices that barricaded the door and sat in the circle. The affable warrior and the dwarf, Jongus Bloodaxe, were the main instigators of the treasure-seeking trip to the ruins. He had been with the group the longest, so he started the conversation.
“I think we’re in a fair pile of shite here,” Rex said as he pointed at the barricades and door.
Jongus Bloodaxe tried hard, but he could not help but laugh loudly at the obvious understatement. Rex smiled at the dwarf while Derek and Jade sighed in unison. Jongus’ own name was a source of much amusement for the group. For while he was indeed a dwarf, he only carried a tiny axe which had only ever been used to cut firewood and split kindling. He was very short and stocky; dwarfish, but bald, with a small black goatee beard. His skin was a deep brown, quite tanned. A crossbow was slung comfortably over one shoulder. He had very short legs, even for a dwarf. So short that the shortsword at his waist almost touched the ground and regularly did so, much to the amusement of his taller companions.
Jade took a moment to reflect. What was it Derek had said?
If his legs were any shorter, they wouldn’t reach the ground.
The cleric rarely made deliberate jokes, but when he did, he excelled at it. Jongus was quite non-dwarven in his interests; scholarly, an adept student of history, and he preferred red wine to beer. He was also a peerless lock picker. Despite many setbacks in his life, including the one that currently faced the group, he was unfailingly cheerful.
Rex continued.
“I don’t think there’s any other way out of here, except back through that door,” he motioned toward the heavily barricaded entrance. “And as there’s a slavering zombie horde out there that wants to eat us, we’re unlikely to have any luck going back that way. I had a look before we got the door jammed shut. There’s two score or more of the bloody things.”
“They’re not zombies,” Derek replied as he rubbed his chin. “They’re ghouls. Zombies don’t eat the flesh of the living; they just wander about doing whatever they’re commanded by their creator. These things are much more active; and carnivorous.”
“Righto,” Rex answered, rolling his eyes. “Thank the gods we’ve cleared that up.”
Jongus piped up.
“I remember from the map,” he started, but immediately knitted his brow, his expression sheepish, as the rest of the party turned in unison to glower at him. Jongus had accidentally used the map to start a campfire several days earlier. The other members of the group were yet to forgive Jongus’ absent-mindedness. He cleared his throat and continued. “I remember from the map… well… I’m sure there are corridors behind this room,” he gestured to the wall behind him. “We just need to get to them.”
Derek chimed in again.
“We have to look at the surrounding walls to see if we can get through. There might be a secret door or something?” The respected cleric cast a concerned eye over Galara, who lay next to him as he continued in a more subdued tone. “If we can’t get her out of here soon, she will not make it.”
Jade remained silent as she and the others rose and spread out within the small chambers. They would go over every nook and cranny as they examined the walls for signs of concealed exits. As she scrutinised a section of the mortared stone wall, she tried to recall the layout of the crypt area they had entered. They rushed their entry into the lower levels of the temple; and Jade admitted to herself that she had no clue what may be on the other side of the wall. Fortunately, the door into the rooms held, despite the constant scraping and unearthly keening that came from the other side.
The companions examined each wall and then double checked each other’s walls, but the search proved futile. For the higher spots, Jongus clambered onto Rex’s shoulders for a closer look. Expressions glum, they met back in the main chamber and gathered around Galara, whose breath came in short, laboured gasps. Jade wiped away a tear and looked down at her friend, her concern plain for all to see on the mage’s pretty face.
Rex spoke.
“I think we’ll need to rip one of those blocks out of the wall. The mortar is old and solid, but we can do it. Jongus and I have done it before, got out of the city watch house in Clermont once doing just that.” His expression softened, and his voice fell as he looked at Jade and Galara. “It took a fair bit of time, though.”
Jade lifted her head as the realisation of what Rex said registered.
“We can’t take too long. Galara won’t survive much longer!” Her voice rose with each syllable. Jade stood and stared into the swordsman’s face from a few inches away. “We need to get out now!”
Derek rose and put a hand on Jade’s arm. She started at his touch, but his action had the desired effect. She knew he, more than anyone, felt the stresses of the situation keenly. Like many adventuring priests, he’d been recruited to the group specifically for his healing skills. The gods-given ability to disrupt and destroy the undead was the stuff of legend and myth; it was so long since anyone needed the ability. Now that he needed it, however, it had not worked for him. Thanks to the corrupting influence of the temple, so far, he’d been little more than a below average additional sword arm.
Jade looked at the cleric, her expression raged between intensifying resentment and back to defeat. Just as quickly, her logical mind soon quelled the rising tide of anger and replaced it again with resignation.
Derek seemed to notice her glare but spoke, regardless.
“We all want to save Galara, Jade. But we must also live through this ourselves. If the wall is the only way out, then we must be patient.”
A tear streaked down Jade’s face as a feeling of hopelessness encompassed her. But then another stray memory surfaced, this one much more recent.
“Wait, when we first got here, the room with the chest, where you started sneezing Jongus…”
“Oh yes,” said Jongus, grimacing at the memory. “The one where I’d opened the lock but breathed in all that horrible dust just as the ghouls attacked us.” The dwarf nibbled on a bar of something that looked suspiciously like chocolate. Jade ignored it.
“Yes,” Jade continued, “I opened the chest and found some scrolls. Maybe there was one in there that can help Galara!” The excited young woman rushed to her discarded backpack and wrenched at the leather straps. It always seemed like the buckles refused to co-operate. She glanced about and saw Derek look at the others, his blank eyes devoid of hope. They all knew full well that even if they found a spell, the odds of it working as intended were minimal. She ignored them.
Jade paid little attention to the age and antique value of the vellum sheets and tore them out of her pack. She gave each a cursory examination.
“No, I’ve already got this one. No, not this one, no, no.” She discarded several sheets to the floor with a precision that resembled a drunken card dealer. “Oh, what’s this…? Guardian Summoning. Nice, but not helpful.”
She looked up from her examinations and noticed the others had fallen silent. Derek crouched at Galara’s side and muttered a prayer. Her heart sank further when she heard the words he spoke.
“Holy Dian, take this woman into your care, guide her spirit to Elysium, so that her soul may spend eternity in paradise…”
The rest of the priest’s words were lost to her ears as first Rex and then Jongus moved to embrace Jade, while she sobbed; in bitter disappointment and shared loss.




2. Meanwhile, in a reality far, far away…

Duncan Hawkwind waved the cricket bat at the younger man, a cheerful smile on his face.
“Here, Johnny, you try it. Remember what I said: don’t move too late when you transfer your weight onto your front foot. If you do, you’ll lose all your timing and power. You won’t have any momentum to use on the ball.”
His attentive student nodded and took the bat.
“If you time it just right, you can hit the ball with more energy; it will go further. Most important, it will go where you want it to, rather than in the air toward a fielder who might catch it.”
Again, a nod from Johnny.
“Remember to bend your front knee; that’s a good sign you’ve transferred your weight properly.” More nods. “Okay, are you ready?” Another nod.
Duncan held a cricket ball at arm’s length and then dropped it in front of Johnny. Johnny did his best. He planted his front foot and swung the bat at the ball. The ball shot away and into a nearby net, but the execution was not perfect.
“That’s good, Johnny, but you didn’t time it as well as you could have,” Duncan said. “And it was in the air too long. I want you to hit it along the ground. Your head was a little farther back. Lead with your head; your body will follow.”
He raised his arm again and dropped another ball. This time Johnny was better; he took a shorter stride and leaned into the shot with his head above the ball at the time of impact.
“Perfect!” Duncan exclaimed. “Let’s do it a few more times to make sure you remember that movement.”
“Hawk!” came a sudden cry. Duncan looked about, startled. A wayward cricket ball rolled toward them across the smooth green of the outfield. On the far side of the cricket pitch, other players practised a fielding drill; poorly, it seemed. They waved to him and pointed at the ball.
Duncan bent to collect the ball, stood, and threw in one fluid motion. The ball rocketed toward the fielders, a strong flat throw of fifty metres that landed bang on target in the wicketkeeper’s gloves. The wicketkeeper waved in appreciation. Duncan held up his hand to acknowledge the thanks.
“Come on, Johnny, let’s try that straight drive again,” he said.
###
Lenny Dickens, Dicko to his mates, had coached rugby for around forty-five years and many considered him an expert. Rugby union, not the rugby league variant that purists still considered an offshoot. He never tired of talking about the game to absolutely anyone. Mildly annoyed wives, however, were another thing entirely. He cleared his throat and took a sip from his beer.
“Now, where was I?”
His less-than-captive audience sighed and flicked her long brown hair back behind one ear.
“You were telling me what position Duncan should play. What you weren’t telling me was why he should play in the first place.” Jennifer Hawkwind tried not to look too annoyed as she questioned her husband’s would-be coach. Her husband, Duncan, had played cricket his whole life and coached it as well. He was on the verge of finally retiring from that sport. He’d promised her he would seek easier, less strenuous ways of getting exercise.
How Lenny could think that Duncan would ever end up playing the genteel game of rugby she would never understand. But Lenny was a family friend and she at least owed him the chance to explain himself. Dicko was clearly more relaxed talking to men who weighed as much as a family car, rather than their wives. He looked apprehensive; he glanced past his beer at the woman and shifted uncomfortably on his bar stool.
Duncan showered after he’d finished cricket training and when Jen had noticed Lenny at the ground, she had cornered him inside the clubrooms to question him. She’d hoped to get an understanding of why on Earth Lenny would try to talk Duncan into taking up such a brutal game at his age? Dicko, despite his discomfort, was quite forthcoming.
“Well, Jen, your husband is the most natural looking loosehead prop I’ve ever seen. Very sad he couldn’t come to the game sooner. He would have been good.”
“He is good, Len, at cricket. At least he only ever gets bruised playing cricket when he misses the ball; with this game, he would come home battered and smashed three times a week! He’s just turned thirty-five, he’s retiring from a game he’s played all his life and now you’re trying to talk him in to playing rugby. When he and I talked about him taking up a new hobby, I thought he’d take up a musical instrument, or chess, or something.” Jen paused as something Lenny had said sunk in and was curious, despite herself. “And what on Earth is a ‘loosehead prop’?”
Dicko seemed to recognise the chance to ignore the hard questions she raised and took it with both hands.
“I’m glad you asked Luv! It’s called ‘loosehead’ because in a scrum his head is always on the outside of the scrum, or loose, when the scrum engages.” Lenny now stood with his arms outstretched, as if he grabbed an imaginary opponent, his head tilted alarmingly to the left. He continued his explanation.
“So, he’s not being smashed against the opponents like the others in the middle of the scrum. A prop ‘props up’ the other players in a scrum.” At this statement, he paused and made a squeezing and lifting motion with his arms, grunting as if he lifted another man twice his weight. “His job is to provide stability and support to the other players who are trying to win the ball. The props have to take the force from the other players pushing from behind and the opposition pushing against them, so they’ve gotta be the strongest players in a team.” Dicko wavered back and forth in time to his own commentary and mimed pressure from the rear and then from the front. To the casual observer, it would appear as if he performed a demented mating dance.
“The best props are built like your husband; big necks and broad shoulders to take the strain. As well as powerful legs and strength to drive the scrum forward.” Talking was thirsty work, so Lenny quickly drained the rest of his beer. “I’d better grab another one, Luv. You wait here. I’m sure your hubby won’t be too long.”
Jen looked on in annoyance as Dicko retreated. She didn’t mind what Duncan did with his spare time. He’d always loved physical activity and was big and strong, just like Lenny had described. But she worried that at his age he should not be going out and getting crushed in a scrum every week.
She moved her handbag to the middle of the small round table and opened her diet coke. She drank a little and sighed.
As long as he is happy…
The idea of rugby seemed to make him happy. She would support his interest in it until he broke a bone, or tore a muscle, or… something.
She looked at her watch, which showed a quarter to eight. Duncan should finish in the shower soon; they would have an obligatory quick drink with his teammates and be at her parent’s house to pick up the kids by nine.
Behind her, the door to the clubrooms opened and let in a draught of cool spring air.
“Hey babe!”
She turned at the sound of her husband’s voice. Jen smiled as Duncan draped his arm around her shoulders and planted an affectionate kiss on her forehead. Someone handed him a beer. He took a swig and sat down on the bar stool next to hers.
“Sorry to take so long, sweetie, but that hot shower’s pretty good on a chilly night.” He put his wallet and mobile phone down on the table next to Jen’s handbag. His wedding ring hit the hard tabletop with a slight ‘clink’. It was still hooked through the sterling silver neck chain she’d bought him as an anniversary present. He never wore the ring when he played sport and hooked it through the chain to keep it safe.
“That’s ok honey, I was chatting to Lenny. How was training?”
“Good,” he replied, his gaze distant. The big screen TV in the clubrooms was showing highlights of yesterday’s Wallabies game against the Barbarians at Twickenham. Australia had won 60-11. The highlights reel started again and showed a young girl who sang the national anthem. While the girl sang, the Australian flag fluttered across in front of her. The Southern Cross came to rest across the young singer’s face. To her credit, she kept singing. Duncan grinned at his wife and then frowned abruptly. 
“Bugger, I think I left my keys in the change rooms. Back in a minute.” He put his sports bag down next to the table, got up, and hurried off. As he exited, another Antarctic blast blew in through the open door. Jen shivered.
Outside, Duncan walked the short distance to the change rooms and stopped briefly to admire his friend Andy’s car. It was an Audi Q7, and Duncan had fallen head over heels in love at first sight. It was a big SUV and very appealing. It wasn’t often that you saw something that big that looked so cool. He’d joked with Andy when he’d first seen it that in the event of a zombie apocalypse, Duncan was going to steal the car. That way, he’d be able to run over zombies and look awesome doing it.
Duncan looked up at the night sky. He loved stargazing. He’d even completed an online astronomy course with the local university and he often wondered just what was ‘out there’. Duncan smiled to himself. Lots of things like E.T. and Klingons, no doubt. He shrugged. Best not get distracted.
He continued to the change room and went in. Duncan had been the last to leave and had turned the lights off when he left. He fumbled with the switch in the darkness, but soon the old starters crackled and the fluorescent tubes flickered to life. He could see his keys from the doorway. They looked almost forlorn on the bench where he’d left them. His brow furrowed in confusion, as next to them on the bench sat a strange figurine. Perhaps a child’s toy or action figure, like the Star Wars ones he used to collect as a child. It was red and gold in colour. It looked like a knight clad in armour. He was confused, wondering who had left it. Was one of his teammates playing a trick? He stepped into the room and the door swung silently shut behind him.
###
Rex scraped some more mortar from around the chosen brick with Galara’s sabre. The weapon had become quite dulled in the past two days from the constant scraping and digging. Despite this, it proved useful against the thick mortar that held the aged wall together. The party had taken turns with the blade and kept up the effort all day and night to work on their escape. In hindsight, Rex was a little concerned that the brick he’d chosen as their escape route had some serious, positional flaws. It was in the corner of the main room of the area they were in. But because of its position, when the time came to remove it from the wall, only one person at a time could push it. He did not know what the brick weighed, but he knew it would be bloody heavy. He’d scraped the mortar away from the bottom first and the weight of the brick had settled nicely now that most of the filling was gone.
Jade and Jongus conversed in low voices in the middle of the main room, but looked up when Derek re-entered while he still refastened his trousers. They’d wrapped Galara’s body in her own cloak and stowed her in the middle room of the suite.
Derek entreated Khor to ensure Galara would not rise from the dead and become a ghoul. Rex was very glad that had worked. They had, through necessity, utilised the third and smallest of the rooms as a privy. It reeked in there, but at least they could shut the door.
Rex stopped his scraping for the first time in a long while. Most of the mortar was gone, and it was time to move the brick. He pushed. Rex looked around the room in annoyance when nothing happened. He shoved. He grunted. Nothing. Something may well still anchor the brick to the stone. They hadn’t considered the blasted thing would be so heavy.
Rex spoke aloud.
“I don’t think we’re going to move this brick without some sort of help. It weighs a bloody heap.” The others turned and looked at him. Rex was a big man, easily five and a half feet tall, strong, and wiry. He proved his statement by bracing himself. He pushed against the brick and grunted with effort. His feet slid backwards across the floor and the stone block did not move. The mortar was gone, but the stone itself would act against them as well.
“Jade reckons she can get the spell from the scroll working. She’s been studying it while she rested and maybe she can summon a guardian,” Jongus blurted. The animated dwarf spoke with his hands as much as his words. He got to his feet, which was the only time he towered over the seated Jade. He looked at Jade expectantly. From the corner of the room, Rex looked at the young mage in hope.
For the past couple of days, Rex had watched the young enchantress while she studied the scrolls and cross-referenced the words in her own musty tomes, which had made the trip to the tomb in Jade’s backpack. Derek sighed and finished tying up his trousers.
“I’m still not sure any magic will work correctly. What exactly does the scroll say?” Derek asked.
Jade got up. She always seemed to concentrate better when she paced. She strode back and forth with the ancient scroll pulled open in front of her. The ability to read magical scrolls and tomes was one that required years of study and instruction. Teachers of the craft were extremely rare. The number of people in existence who could understand the mystical script was low, some estimated in the dozens. Rex and Jongus had recognised what a valuable addition Jade would be to the treasure hunting expedition and had not hesitated in offering her a full share of any treasure found. Of course, she was an attractive woman in her early twenties with an ample bosom, and that helped immensely. Especially when compared to their original choice; a crusty, bearded old chap with questionable personal hygiene. 
She spoke.
“The scroll says many things, including the instructions for casting the spell and the words to say. The language is ancient, but I think I’ve been able to translate it roughly in terms we’d understand.” She looked up excitedly and paraphrased as she read. “Speak the words of the spell; the guardian will come to your aid, from its home in the outer realms. A creature of enormous strength and stature; it will obey your commands and perform whatever task you assign it. The guardian will only remain for a day when it will return to its home realm.” Her hands dropped, and she looked up at her three companions.
“I don’t think we have a choice. If we get out through that wall, there’s going to be a big chance we will have to fight at least some monsters outside this room, or more before we get out.” Jade paused. Rex considered her words. When they’d first entered the temple, there had been a colossal statue they’d passed, ravaged by the passage of time. He’d fleetingly noted the inscription at the base of the statue, had said something about ‘temple guardian’. 
Undaunted, she went on.
“It’s a level of magic which I’ve not mastered before, but I don’t think it’s beyond my ability. But like Rex says, I don’t think we have a choice. I have to at least try.” She looked at Rex for some form of confirmation. The warrior, who stared unashamedly at her ample bosom, was late in noticing her look. Jongus chuckled quietly to himself as Jade turned away in disgust.
She looked at Derek. All three tired, dirty faces looked at Derek. But hope also showed. They’d lost one companion to this horrid temple and if they did not get out of this room, they would all die in here. The block would not budge if only one of them could push it at a time, and they could not fight past the undead without help. Jongus and Rex clearly did not need convincing, but Derek understandably would worry about the influence of the temple’s corruption on the spell. Still, what choice did they have? Finally, he relented.
“Ok, do it.”




3. A miscast spell.

Jade moved her pack out of the centre of the room and used rags and linen bandages from their first aid supplies to clear as much of the dust and grime from the floor as possible. The others stood about, indecisive, seemingly unsure how much help they could be.
Derek, as a priest of Khor, had no experience with summoning creatures from the outer realms. She knew from their past conversations he’d read his temple’s chronicles on the subject. He’d confided in her he did not think it was possible, but Jade hoped her calm approach to the task at hand reassured him it most likely was.
Jade rummaged through her pack and removed a long stick of charcoal. She dropped to her hands and knees and carefully drew a pattern onto the smooth stone of the floor. Jade checked and rechecked the scroll in her hands as she drew. She knew what a mistake in the construction of the summoning diagram would mean; whatever creature came through from the outer realms could break free of her spell’s influence and rip them all to shreds. She shuddered, not knowing what would be worse; being torn to bits by a demon or other outsider or being devoured by the undead slavering at the door.
Derek had prayed to his god. He sat in one corner of the room, his legs crossed and arms folded over his chest. She hoped he prayed it would work; and whatever creature answered the summons did not obliterate them all to hell instead of protecting and helping.
Jongus and Rex stood in the doorway to the chamber of Galara’s temporary interment. They looked at each other, their faces betrayed the great trepidation both felt. The two companions had been friends for many years and had survived many tight scrapes. The one they found themselves in now, however, was one of the tighter ones.
Jongus glanced up at his human friend and whispered to him.
“Rex, I’m shitting myself in fear, but a part of me is quite excited. I can’t wait to see what sort of great warrior hero Jade summons to aid us.”
Rex looked down at the dwarf, obvious amusement on his face.
“It might not be a great warrior; it just sounds like a large protective creature of some sort, like a giant dog or something.” They shared a look of genuine concern. “I hope it will move that block,” Rex said. They watched as the woman drew on the floor for a few moments more.
“I’m sure it will be a great hero or something,” Jongus replied stubbornly. His brow wrinkled in concern as he watched the diagram being drawn. “Remember that guild house in Bryxton Junction? Where that cute little halfling lass tried to summon a demon to rend me limb from limb and cast me into the depths of the Abyss?”
“Of course, I remember,” Rex replied. “She was a weird one. Kept stealing things, if I recall. Stole that scroll from a mage and tried to cast the summoning spell herself.” He paused in contemplation. “What was her name again?”
“Slightly. Slightly Avaricious.”
“Her name?” Rex’s eyebrow rose marginally.
“Yes, yes. ‘Slightly’ to her friends.”
Rex looked dumbfounded and stroked his thin moustache.
“I don’t think I ever knew that,” he said.
“Anyway, for some reason, I thought of her right now.”
“Probably because there’s a girl over there drawing a summoning circle on the floor and about to summon someone from somewhere to do something,” Rex replied.
Jongus giggled.
“Yes, that’s probably it. Mind you, that time, Slightly had me tied up and hanging upside down from a roof truss in the room with her. The diagram that the lovely Jade is drawing looks remarkably similar to what Slightly drew back then.” Jongus turned back to view the mage and rubbed his hands together in glee. “I hope this turns out just as well.”
Rex looked down again, sharply.
“Whatever happened then? You never told me anything except you wanted to leave Bryxton Junction quickly afterwards.”
Jongus had the good grace to look embarrassed.
“It was quite funny, actually. She thought the scroll instructed her to strip naked and draw the circle. So, she was drawing it while nude and trying to interpret the letters and speaking a load of gibberish, I think. I was watching the whole thing while tied up and hanging upside down. In the end, I couldn’t contain myself and just started laughing. I laughed so hard I almost pulled a muscle in my tummy.” He sniggered again at the memory. Rex smiled, no doubt imagining the scene.
“And…?” asked the swordsman.
“Oh, she ended up laughing at the ludicrousness of the whole thing too; so she cut me down, got me to promise to marry her, and then shagged me silly in the middle of the summoning circle.” Rex laughed out loud at the amusing dwarf.
“So that’s why we had to leave in such a hurry, so you didn’t have to marry her?”
“Yep.”
“So, what are you gonna do if Jade asks you to marry her?”
“Agree, of course. If she wants to shag me in the summoning circle, who am I to argue?”
Rex laughed again.
“Clearly, some mistakes are too much fun to make only once.”
“Except this time, we could get eaten by ghouls, starve to death in here, or get ripped limb from limb by a demon from the Abyss if this summoning goes wrong. And here we are talking about shagging the only live woman in the vicinity.” The dwarf looked up with a smirk.
“The irony is staggering, yes.”
“Shhh, I think she can hear us.”
Rex and Jongus’ attempt to look as innocent as possible failed, while Jade fixed them both with a withering stare. Their voices had risen in volume during the discussion, but she’d focussed enough of her attention on her work to bear them too much mind. She figured it was most likely something she did not want to hear, anyway. She stepped gingerly out of the circle and walked over to where Derek prayed.
“I think we’re ready,” she said.
###
Jade stood next to the summoning circle, scroll in hand. On a small makeshift table next to her, she placed a lit candle and several incense sticks. She’d carried the sticks for months without a need to use them. Now, their need was great. The incense would be lit and burnt for a specific time at the correct stages of the summoning. She looked over at her companions and gave them a meek smile. Derek stood just outside the door through which Rex and Jongus both waited. Derek smiled back reassuringly. The other two waved vigorously. Jongus gave her the thumbs up signal.
Jade took a deep breath and began. She knew the spell; she knew what should happen. She was ready.
The mage began her chant and recited the words in the slow tempo the scroll demanded she do. She lowered the incense into the candle at regular intervals, again as prescribed in the ancient instructions. She must be careful that the candle consumed just the right amounts of incense at exactly the same time as she intoned the spell, otherwise any slight chance they had of the incantation working was even less than before.
As she chanted, the summoning circle glowed, at first a dull foggy haze that extended to the ceiling. Soon after, the misty curtain glowed with a harsh white light. It reassured Jade; the spell description had said this would happen. No sign of the dead god’s corruptive influence had yet appeared in the summoning.
But wait… the light changed to a harsh reddish glow, only for an instant. Then it took on a more golden hue. That was not in the spell description. She felt a moment of doubt… but next, finally, an enormous figure appeared in the mist, a large man-shaped object. She finished the spell and took a sharp intake of breath, emulated by her three companions.
###
The watcher reeled from the unanticipated backlash. The corruption of the summoning spell was as expected, as the abomination knew it would. It did not expect the result. It was surprising the spell worked.
The watcher stroked its withered chin in thoughtful contemplation.
An outsider?
Its mind raced with the possibilities that the appearance of this being could create.
Interesting…
As the watcher moulded its own spell in the scrying pool, the harsh white glow of the summoning turned red.
###
Duncan took a step into the change room but stopped as a wave of dizziness enveloped him. He stuck out one hand to press against the wall to steady himself, the other he raised to his brow.
That was weird.
He struggled to think.
Am I concussed?
He didn’t recall being hit in the head at training; the intense dizziness concerned him.
I hope I’m not coming down with something.
He took another step away from the wall and a step closer to his keys and the strange red-gold figurine.
Vertigo, stronger than he’d ever experienced, assailed him. The lights in the room grew brighter.
What is happening?
He’d been concussed before, and this feeling was similar. Had something hit him on the head?
Did something hit me?
Why is the light so bright?
He reached for his keys, but they weren’t there. Or were they? He couldn’t see them anymore. He could see his hand, but everything else was a big, bright blur. The sight of his left hand distracted him momentarily. Duncan berated himself; he’d forgotten to put his wedding ring back on after cricket training and had left it on the table in the bar with Jen. He hated not wearing it. He shook his head to focus, but found that it didn’t help.
The room looked strange, but it was hard to concentrate on anything.
I must be really dizzy.
He paused.
And sick.
He’d never taken ill this quickly before. Usually, it took a while for something like a cold or flu to take hold. He strained his eyes again, but he still could not see the bench where his keys were. Nor could he make out the walls of the room he was in. Everything more than a metre away was intangible.
What the hell?
Had he passed out? He felt conscious though, so that… was weird. He’d passed out before, but this was different. Previously, he’d had the dizziness, then blackness, then an instant later he’d come to. This bright, blurry light was a little hard to take. He felt drawn to it. Was he dead? Panic threatened to envelop him.
No, I don’t want to die!
He noticed with a shock that the floor was not white tiles anymore. He seemed to stand upon a… a cloud?
What the hell?
A feeling of dread enveloped him, and an icy sensation grasped his heart.
Oh shit, am I dead?
The light changed to a harsh, dark reddish glow, almost maroon. Before he had time to consider this, he stared in amazement as a towering man clad in what looked like old-fashioned red-gold armour stood before him. The armoured figure smiled and disappeared. His surrounds took on a golden hue. The glowing white cloud reappeared and a moment later, the dizziness stopped. Then the cloud vanished.
He stood in a small dimly lit stone room; a weird symbolic representation drawn on the floor at his feet. He looked up from the floor and stared in astonishment at the four dirty faces that gawped at him.
###
Jen finished her drink and looked at her watch. Eight o’clock.
Where on Earth is my husband?
She looked around the room in case he’d come back, and she’d not noticed. She readied a ‘mildly annoyed’ look in case he had. If he’d returned and not come over to her, she would remind him she didn’t like being left alone at the table. She looked around again and counted all of his teammates. They were all here with wives, girlfriends. Or in Mark’s case, boyfriend.
No, no sign of him.
That meant Duncan was the only one who wasn’t here. Her mild annoyance changed to mild concern.
Where is he?
She stood and walked over to Andy, an old family friend and a teammate. Jen tapped him on the arm.
“Andy, have you seen Duncan?”
“Not since we got changed Jen, did he come back in?” Andy, synchronous with the rest of the room, took another swig of beer.
“He did, but he left his keys in the change room. He went back to get them, but that was a quarter of an hour ago.”
Andy must have sensed the concern in her voice. He placed his beer down on the table.
“Come on, we’ll go have a look.”
They left the club rooms and took the short walk down to the change rooms. The lights were on, but as it was the men’s change room, Andy signalled to Jen that he would enter first. He went inside.
“Hawk?” he called out.
When no response was forthcoming, Jen cautiously opened the door and looked in. The keys were there, on the bench, but no sign of Duncan. Andy moved to pick up the keys.
“Andy? Where is he?”
Andy’s eyes moved from side to side, and he shrugged.
“I’m not sure, but his keys are here. He won’t be too far away.” Jen looked unhappily at the keys in Andy’s hand and wondered where her husband had gone.
###
In the city of Torun, the High Mage Corvus startled awake in shock. His mind reeled.
Something momentous had happened.
A great sorcery that caused a ripple in the very fabric of magic itself. No, he corrected, in the fabric of reality. Yet, no one existed who could have created such a disturbance. A sense of great dread wrapped about him like a cloak.
The high mage’s life’s work was the use and research of magic. It made him highly attuned to the ebbs and flows of the magical current. It meant he felt such a ripple keenly. Too concerned to return to sleep, he got out of bed and moved to his study to divine some answers.




4. A room in a tomb.

“What the hell?” Duncan took an uncertain step forward. “What just happened? Where the frigging hell am I?” Duncan gawked around wildly in disbelief.
Jade looked alarmed, took a rapid step backward, and shot a look at Derek.
“What’s he saying? Why can’t I understand him?”
Her distressed tone registered on the newcomer’s face. He raised both hands palm-up in front of him.
“Look, lady, I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to know what’s happened,” Duncan said. His mind reeled; he tried to make sense of where he was, of what he was seeing. He definitely wasn’t dreaming; he was far too awake and aware for that. Was he dead? He didn’t think so. Surely the afterlife was not like this. He’d expected to be greeted by pearly gates or some sort of lava pit; certainly not the four grubby people in front of him. And they dressed so strangely! Like something out of a movie scene, like the ones he loved so much. Three of them carried medieval weapons; the short fellow just had to be a dwarf. The pretty girl in front of him held a bit of paper and he stood in what looked suspiciously like a summoning circle, like he’d seen on TV and in the movies… His heart sank as realisation dawned.
“I’ve just come through the wardrobe into Narnia, haven’t I? Why couldn’t this have happened to me when I was ten?”
But then, I’ve always dreamed this would happen to me one day. Better late than never…!
“Cool!” he said out loud. His face broke into a huge grin, which startled the people in front of him.
Derek came forward at this point and put his hand on Jade’s shoulder to reassure her.
“I’m not too sure why we can’t understand him, but your spell worked; you’ve summoned your protector. He’s a big one! And he looks quite happy.”
Jade nodded. Derek was right. If he was a man, he was tall and looked strong and fit, and appeared to spend a lot of time in the sun. He had an almost regal appearance, like a lord. Clean-shaven with close-cropped tan hair. His face was quite handsome, with a thoughtful, but wary, look in his clear blue eyes.
Jade and Derek embraced; the mage was glad that the spell hadn’t backfired completely. Jongus and Rex quickly hugged and just as quickly let go, looking around to see who’d noticed.
Duncan viewed the hugging people with suspicion. He didn’t feel overly threatened, but part of him worried as to the reason they may have brought him here. In the stories, usually people crossed over between worlds for world-shattering important things. His upbringing taught him to respect all people and not to judge based on appearance, but the individuals in front of him didn’t look overly world-shattering.
In fact, they looked a little shabby. The woman was quite attractive, the rest decidedly plain looking. And they were all quite short. Duncan was about a hundred and eighty-five centimetres, a little over six feet on the old scale, and quite large of build, but he was fully a head taller than the man who stood at the back who’d just hugged the dwarf. He decided he should introduce himself.
“Hello, I’m Duncan. Duncan Hawkwind.”
The group turned as one and looked up at him. They shared the same pitying and confused look that Duncan himself had used before. Usually when confronted by a small baby who dribbled all over itself and hadn’t yet learnt how to speak. Or a much older drunk person, who dribbled all over themselves and hadn’t yet figured they weren’t speaking coherently.
Jade approached the summoning circle but was careful not to go inside.
“We need to overcome this communication problem,” she said, and motioned to Derek to pass her backpack. The priest obliged. Jade rummaged through the leather rucksack and produced yet another of her bound leather books.
The newcomer looked on, but his eyes narrowed, as if he wanted to comprehend what the mage did. Jade flicked through the book until she settled on a page towards the back. She turned and spoke to Derek. 
“I’ll try to fix this. I have a spell here that should work if the magic functions as it should.”
Jongus and Rex stood nearby. Rex, with his sword at the ready. He seemed confident that the summoned powerful protector creature did not mean them any harm, but that was no reason to relax.
Jongus stood a little further back, his crossbow trained on the big man, or angel, or demon… whatever it was. To Jongus, it looked like a man, a damn big one, but then again, they all seemed big to him. This one appeared much bigger than most.
Duncan waited with as much patience as he could manage inside the summoning circle. He saw little need to antagonise anyone. They carried weapons, after all. He did not. The woman and the man next to her discussed something in whispers, but he could not discern what they said. Given that they could not understand what he said, and he certainly could not understand them, the whispering seemed a little pointless.
As a group, they seemed a little in awe of him, which led him to the strange feeling that this is what E.T. must have felt like. Except that he had no chance at all of phoning home. At the thought of phoning home, he felt in his pocket. Nothing but small change. He’d left his phone on the table at the cricket club.
Oh crap, Jen… what must she be thinking? How long have I been here? How long had this transition taken?
It had seemed fairly quick, but he couldn’t really be too sure. He resolved to figure out how to get home as soon as he learned how to communicate with these people. The woman spoke again, this time as she read from the book she was holding. It sounded like gibberish.
Jongus listened to the gibberish that Jade spoke and, for the umpteenth time, wished he’d learned more about the language of mages and magic. It could come in so handy in these little treasure hunts. Ah well, maybe he’d ask her to teach him if they got out alive. He still trained his crossbow on the powerful protector creature, which luckily hadn’t moved much. The massive beast rummaged through its pockets, but in a very non-threatening manner. It dressed oddly, but Jongus did not know how creatures from the outer realms dressed, anyway.
Jade finished her chanting.
“Greetings, welcome,” she said. The man in the summoning circle looked surprised.
“Um, hello. I can understand you,” he said.
Jade looked at Derek. Her face brightened.
“The spell worked!” she cried.
“Yes, it did,” the priest agreed. He turned to the outsider. “Greetings, my name is Derek Moondreamer, priest of Khor the All-Father, and I bid you welcome.”
The priest stood with his arms held up in front of him, palms facing Duncan in a non-threatening manner. Duncan did his best imitation of the pose and stood as if a police officer had just ordered him to raise his hands.
“Hello, I’m Duncan. Duncan Hawkwind. Uh… where am I?”
Jade let her impatience get the better of her.
“Duncan, greetings. You are in the kingdom of Syrane, a part of the world we call Asherah. My name is Jade Hewen, a mage from the city of Bryxton Junction. I have summoned you here in a time of great need.” The others looked on as she spoke. “We are in a crypt of an ancient temple dedicated to the dead god Mergoth. A horde of ghouls trap us here and have been trying to break down the only door to this room for two days now. They have already claimed the life of our dear friend Galara, and I fear they will claim ours if we dally here any longer. We’ve found a way out, but we’re unable to move the stone that blocks our way. You must help us; you’re our only hope.”
Duncan tried as hard as he could to digest this information.
“What the fuck? You want me to do what? Ghouls?” He looked around the room in alarm. “What the hell is a mergoth? And who’s Galara?” He scrutinised the others.
No fauns or talking animals here?
So far, he disliked his crossover experience.
Rex moved back to where Jongus stood and whispered to his short comrade.
“I didn’t know Jade was from Bryxton Junction.”
“Neither did I,” replied the dwarf. “Let’s worry about it later.”
Derek spoke up.
“The ghouls slew Galara, our companion. We beg you; help us escape the temple. To do so, we need you to move a large stone block and then help us fight the ghouls…” he motioned to the door, “… and whatever else we encounter on the way out. Once out, assuming you are still with us, you can help us on our way to Torun, the capital city of the kingdom of Syrane.” Derek looked expectantly at Jade, who nodded.
“Yes, that is the service we require from you. And as I summoned you here, you must obey.” She stepped confidently forward and held up her scroll of summoning, as if in validation of the statement. The words of her translation echoed in her mind: ‘… a creature of enormous strength and stature; it will obey your commands and perform whatever task you assign it.’
Duncan felt a little ripped off. He’d been taken against his will from his world to somewhere called Asherah. According to these people, he’d been placed in imminent danger. What did they think he was? Realisation dawned when he figured out what was going on. They’d tried to summon a guardian or protector with supernatural powers. Instead, they’d got him. What a sad joke the universe had played on them all.
Awww crap, how do I explain that to them?
“I’m nothing special. I’m just an ordinary man,” he muttered.
What do they think I can do?
He gave up thinking about it, shrugged, and walked forward out of the summoning circle.
“Righto, where’s this stone that needs moving? When can I go home?”
Jade’s jaw dropped, and she moved behind Derek for protection. The summoned creature was not supposed to leave the circle without her permission. It certainly wasn’t supposed to question her commands, either.
Comprehension dawned that this summoned guardian was not entirely what she’d expected. She realised quickly that something had gone very wrong with her summoning. Yet another example of Mergoth’s corruption at work? She tried to speak, but her voice cracked. Jade cleared her throat and tried again.
“Ah, the spell is supposed to last a day. I presume you’ll be sent home then. But…”
Duncan eyed her, his suspicion clear.
“But… what?”
“Well, for a start, you’re supposed to be a creature of enormous strength or stature. Like a cyclops, or an ogre, I suppose. You’re big, but clearly none of those. And you’re not supposed to leave the summoning circle without my permission.” She went on quickly. “And you’re supposed to obey my commands. And the summoning mist was supposed to be white, but it went red and then golden and now…” she paused, looking to Derek for support. “I think I miscast the spell. Now, I’m not too sure what you are, an outsider, or how long you’ll be here. I hope it’s only a day, but because of everything else that’s gone wrong, I don’t know what will actually go right.”
It was apparent to Duncan that the woman was as perplexed as he was about the whole situation, and she grew more and more upset. He scrutinised the group and saw plainly that everyone else in the room was getting to the end of their respective tethers. Ever pragmatic, he smiled in as reassuring a manner as he could at the woman and tried to be as tactful as he could.
“Ok, well, while I’m here, I’ll give this stone of yours a go and then we’ll see about everything else later. How does that sound?”
The mood in the room lightened considerably at his words. Jade nodded in agreement. The outsider’s smile helped her feelings of anger and uncertainty. She liked his smile. She looked away and hoped to find something else to look at. The door, where the ghouls tried to enter. No. The door to where they’d interred Galara. No. She sighed and turned back to the outsider.
Rex sheathed his sword and Jongus put down his crossbow, as Derek moved to direct the outsider to the bothersome stone block.
Jongus, ever curious, approached Duncan.
“Shouldn’t you have some weapons, armour or a helm? You don’t dress like any elite warrior that I’ve ever seen.” He peered up at the outsider and squinted at the man’s torso. “Is that a cat on your chest?”
Duncan looked down at his ‘Geelong Cats 2011 AFL Premiers’ t-shirt that showed through his open jacket and lifted his head to glance at the dwarf. He hesitated, a little concerned about how much explanation he should give. How much should he tell them of Earth?
How do I explain Australian football?
It was difficult enough to explain to anyone not from Australia, let alone an ‘alien’.
They obviously know I’m not a powerful protector…
How could he explain in simple terms sport, technology, and the customs of Earth? He could lie… he didn’t know if speaking the truth would get him into trouble. What if these people wanted to come to Earth? The woman was a mage, a wizard of some sort. Could more wizard-types want to go to Earth and take over with their magic?
Logic and honesty won out, but as he considered the dwarf, he chose his words with care.
“Yes, it’s a cat; it’s a… um… it identifies a group or team of fellows who engage in ah, a… er… contest, sort of fight against other teams every week. But it’s not lethal, it’s just a game. Then at the end of each year, the best two teams play off in the Grand Final. The cats won this year!” He smiled at the memory, but his face fell as he continued. “I’m sorry though, mate; I’m not a great hero or anything. Last time I was in a fight was at school and I’ve no genuine experience in fighting.” He reflected for a moment; on the sport he had played. Cricket and rugby were not combat exactly, but he knew deep down that he would not be totally useless in a fight. He was big, strong, well-coordinated and not easily intimidated. He smiled at the dwarf. “I’ll help any way I can, but let’s work on getting you out of here, hey?”




5. Getting to know the locals.

After about an hour of pushing and shoving, the block had moved about a third of the way out of its resting place. The treasure hunters were ecstatic, but Duncan needed a rest. Earlier that evening (Earth time) he’d completed two hours of running and cricket training. Pushing a stone block that weighed most of a few hundred kilograms was not what he’d expected to do for the rest of his evening. He sat down on a heavy ironbound chair near to where he’d arrived in the summoning circle. Duncan unconsciously rubbed the base of his left ring finger, where his wedding ring was supposed to be. He hated not wearing it. He sighed.
Jade was off in the other room, which he’d learned was a toilet. He’d hoped they’d be gone before he needed to go in there. The priest sat on an identical chair and read a scroll of some sort. The man looked up from his reading and offered Duncan a waterskin. He guessed its purpose, but he’d never drunk from anything quite like it before. He sipped from it and only spilled a tiny amount. After thanking the priest, he decided he needed to find out more about where he was. Duncan also wondered just how he was going to tell Jen about this when he got home.
Hey honey, sorry I was late. I was in a room in a tomb with a dwarf, a gorgeous young wizard-woman and two bland-looking blokes. They were trying to escape a zombie horde.
He snorted and handed the waterskin back to the cleric. He wiped his mouth.
“So… your name is Derek,” Duncan said.
“Yes,” the priest replied amicably.
“And you’re a cleric.”
The same answer. “Yes.”
“So… you’re Derek the cleric.”
Derek cleared his throat in minor irritation, ignored the sarcasm, and asked a question of his own.
“In your lands, what gods do you worship?”
“Um, well…” Duncan wasn’t ready for the question. He hadn’t had a discussion on religion for quite some time since he’d studied the subject at high school twenty years ago. The priest may as well have asked; ‘So, what’s your favourite cheese?’ Duncan struggled to remember most of his school lessons but decided what he didn’t remember he could make up, anyway. Where was the harm? Who was going to prove him wrong?
“We have a few… um, gods, but religion isn’t as widely practised as it was, even twenty years ago. Where do I start?”
Duncan was stuck for a moment; he would try to explain to an alien priest the concept of a god called ‘God’, so he tried to keep it as simple as he could.
“In my country, ah, in my lands… many gods are worshipped, but often they will be the different aspects of the same ‘god’. Many worship a god and call Him many things; Jesus, Yahweh, or simply ‘God’, others call Him Allah, Buddha, Jehovah… there are so many. The idea of the one veritable god seems to be the only constant in any of those beliefs. Different people call their one God different things. Often these definitions lead to what I think is a pointless conflict between organised religions.”
Duncan noticed the cleric looked genuinely interested, so he went on.
“Centuries ago, there were more gods that were much more interesting. Ancient civilisations such as the Greeks, Romans, Sumerians and Egyptians had lists of dozens of gods, dedicated to everything from baking bread to the sunrise and anything in between.” Duncan smiled at his own description. He’d never been asked to explain religion before. “What about here?” he asked.
Derek, the devout priest of Khor, looked glad to be asked. Duncan figured that when he’d asked about Earth’s gods, Derek really sought a chance to preach to him - and he wasn’t far wrong.
The priest started.
“Well, good Duncan, I am a priest of Khor, called the All-Father. His worship sounds similar to what you describe from your homelands. Khor is the god of the sun, the sky, the air that surrounds us, the mountain tops and, importantly, fire.” Derek paused and withdrew from under his tunic a metal disc which hung suspended from a chain about his neck. “This is Khor’s symbol.” The disk bore a mark that showed a triangular snow-capped mountain, above which a stylised sun rested, with a flame shown within the sun.
“There is also Asherah, the mother, for whom we name the ground on which we live. Her worshippers bear a symbol of the tree of life. Their children are Dian, called ‘The Just’, revered by warriors and those requiring justice or resolution of conflict. Dian’s mark is interlocking purple geometric squares. Dian is also the god of death, and it is he who takes the souls of the departed to their last rest. Boan is Dian’s sister, goddess of the water, oceans, rivers, lakes. Those who seek to influence the weather venerate her. Boan is also the goddess of magic. Her symbol is a lovely pattern of interlocked light and dark blue curved lines.”
“Bow-anne.” Duncan repeated the names. “Dee-anne”
“Daakhu and Chax are the twins; demons, enemies of the gods, working to further their own ends, gods of chaos and evil, of storms and destruction. The gods of murder and dishonesty.” The priest visibly shuddered when he described the despicable deities. “There are many other gods worshipped throughout Asherah. These are the major ones.” Derek said.
“What about the one you guys mentioned earlier, Margoth or something?” Duncan asked.
“Mergoth,” Derek corrected. “Former god of assassins, thieves, and corruption. The Demonswar saw the end of Mergoth, along with many of the old gods. The Demonswar wrought much chaos and destruction across the realms many centuries ago.” Derek described it briefly. “A thousand years ago, it almost destroyed the land of Syrane in the great cataclysm that was the Demonswar. Gods from the heavens and demons of the Abyss fought in Syrane. The conflict led to many gods being destroyed utterly.” He paused. “It annihilated many on both sides. Now of the major gods, only six remain and the banished demons who went back to their infernal homes in the Abyss. It is said the remaining gods and demons are more powerful than before the Demonswar.”
“Golly,” was all Duncan could say.
“Mergoth’s downfall was because of the noble god Camulus’ sacrifice. The two fought atop the great mountain known as the Celestial Spire. Camulus’ act allowed Khor to kill Mergoth. An unexpected outcome was the destruction of the undead. The god that was the foundation of their existence was no more.”
“Cool,” Duncan said.
Derek appeared confused.
“Are you cold?”
“What? Oh, ah, no. Um… when I say ‘cool’, it’s a sort of… ah… way of saying ‘ok, great, thanks for the information’. I’m sorry, I need to be more careful about how I speak. You people must think I’m a little weird.” He grinned at the cleric.
Derek clambered to his feet and shook his head.
“Not at all, my friend. We all have unusual mannerisms and habits.” He glanced across the room at Jongus and Rex. “Some more so than others.”
Duncan wrinkled his brow as he looked closely at the people in the room.
“Who was the bloke in the armour?” Derek’s expression showed obvious confusion, so Duncan continued. “Big bloke, reddish golden coloured armour, shoulder-length blonde hair. I saw him for an instant when I transitioned, but he’s not here now.”
“Interesting. Camulus favoured red and gold…” said Derek, a puzzled expression on his face. He looked over at Jade for an explanation. The mage had re-entered the room and seemed to have heard most of the exchange. The pretty lass shrugged her shoulders.
“I’ve no idea,” she said. “According to the spell, the mist is supposed to glow white for the whole summoning, but I saw it turn a little red and gold just before Duncan came through.” She looked around at the room they were in. “It’s probable that the temple corrupted the summoning in more ways than just summoning the wrong creature here.” She paused. “Or I miscast it,” she muttered. Jade motioned toward the outsider. “But I’m not sure who or what the person you saw was. It could have been a trick of the light, perhaps?” Derek nodded.
Derek and Jade both turned to regard him. Duncan decided it wasn’t worth the effort, so he dropped it.
“That was probably what it was,” he said, although he raised his eyebrows when he replied. He took another sip of the water, thanked the priest for his time, and resumed his work on the stone block. Jongus and Rex had tried yet again to move the blockage, but with no success. They seemed grateful to move out of the big man’s way and let him continue.
An hour later, Duncan cramped. His arms, shoulders, back and legs all hurt. Cramp developed in his lower legs, and he stopped to rub the muscles. He’d slipped at one stage and cracked his hand painfully on the stone wall and it ached interminably. Derek had entreated his god to ask for healing, but it had not worked. Duncan had thanked the cleric. He attempted to offer an encouraging comment about maybe having no coverage to his god down in the dungeon, like some mobile phone services. He knew from the way the priest nodded and smiled that Derek had no inkling of what he was on about. 
The block was over halfway out, and the group seemed to show more hope that their plight would soon be over. The outsider paced back and forth; his nose wrinkled in disgust as he passed the open internal doorway. The smell from what he thought of as the ‘waste’ room was just horrible, but the others seemed to ignore it. From the stink that emanated from the room, at least one of them had an irritated bowel. Maybe the revulsion he felt was because he was used to flushing the toilet after using it, rather than letting it sit on the floor. He had to remind himself that these people had been stuck in here for a couple of days already and were no doubt used to it. He silently chuckled to himself.
It’s funny, in the stories you never hear about Thrud the Mighty, on his quest to regain the Sword of Power, didn’t make it out of the dungeon because he had a severe case of the shits…
The constant moans and scrapes from the ghouls outside the door got on his nerves. The idea of actual undead terrified him, but he put that unnerving thought to the back of his mind as he settled into his position behind the block and gave the stone another shove. 
He wasn’t sure if he should be so quick to trust the treasure hunters, but when he thought about it, he didn’t really have a choice. They seemed genuine enough, but deep down, he didn’t know what to make of the situation. As usual, he’d try to make the best of it. If the young woman was to be believed, in less than a day, he’d be home again, anyway. As if on cue, Jade came forward and said something to him.
He smiled at her, confused.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that?”
Jade’s pretty face wrinkled into a frown, as she clearly didn’t understand what he’d said, either. She spoke again. The words made no sense. He shrugged his aching shoulders at the young woman and smiled ruefully. He couldn’t understand her again. He wondered if there was an app he could download that would help, but then remembered where he was and where his phone was.
Jade smiled, patted Duncan reassuringly on the shoulder, and moved back to the middle of the room to pace back and forth.
“The spell has worn off; it’s supposed to last longer. It must be this damned place again.” Jade frowned. “Unless I miscast that spell, too.” She sat down with a sigh and reached for her spellbook.
“Is there anything you can do besides cast the spell again?” asked Rex.
“I can try to make it more permanent; cast it on a small object. I’ll give that a try.” She looked around for something to make into a talisman. Small pebbles had fallen to the ground beneath the stone block that the outsider pushed. She picked a smooth one up and went to work to review her book. She placed the book on a bench and continued to read.
Several minutes later, the stone went flying around the chamber, ricocheted off walls, and pierced a small hole in one wardrobe they’d placed in front of the door. Derek, Rex and Jongus shielded their heads reflexively as the pebble sped through the air. Duncan, from his spot at the stone block, was oblivious. The ghouls on the other side of the entrance renewed their assault on the door at the sudden noise. Jade picked up another small, smooth pebble and went back to her spellbook, her face a dazzling crimson.
After a brief wait, she presented Duncan with a small pebble about the size of a throat lozenge. He took it and looked at it, his curiosity obvious.
Jade explained.
“There’s a spell of comprehension cast upon it. You should be able to understand what I say from now on and we can converse. Actually, me and almost any intelligent creature. You just need to be touching it, so you’ll have to hold it in your hand if you want to be understood. Or understand what we’re saying.”
“Thanks Jade, that’s going to be a tremendous help.” The big man smiled up at her.
Jade smiled, glad that her spell had worked this time. The mage stood in front of the outsider and asked her question again.
“What I was saying, when you couldn’t understand me before, was… are you typical of men where you come from?” She pointed to Rex, who stood not far away. “To me, Rex is quite tall.” She turned back to the outsider. “You’re another head taller, at least.” She held her arms out wide in front of her, palms facing inward, as if she told an exaggerated fishing story. “And your shoulders are this wide.” She dropped her hands again.
Duncan looked over at Rex, who would have been barely five and a half feet tall. He shrugged and smiled disarmingly.
“I’m big, yeah, but there are lots of people who are taller, but also there are lots who are shorter than me.” He shrugged again, this time a little self-conscious. He knew he was large. His prospective rugby coach had described him as having the perfect build for a prop, meaning he was big and strong, but at his age, he didn’t feel comfortable being singled out about it. It gave him a weird feeling, like when a non-favourite aunty saw you for the first time in years and said, ‘Oh my, but you’re so tall’ in front of your schoolmates. He was blunt on the issue, to not prolong discussion. “I guess I’m bigger than most, yeah.”
He asked a question of his own.
“How about you? Are you normal? I don’t mean, ‘normal’, more like… ah…,” he searched for the right words. “Do women often end up in abandoned tombs here? Are there lots of adventurers like you, other ladies who are mages or wizards, or clerics or swordswomen?” He motioned with his head toward the room where Galara’s body lay.
Jade smiled.
“I think I understand what you mean. Is it usual for women to be out seeking adventure, learning magic, and risking our lives alongside the men instead of being at home, washing clothes, rearing babies, and cooking meals?”
Duncan nodded.
“Yes, that’s what I was trying to ask. I hope I haven’t offended you.” He blushed.
Jade shook her head.
“No, not at all.” She pursed her lips. “Galara and I are not uncommon in what we do.” She sobered. “Or what Galara did. When I attended mage school, there was an even mix of men and women. And it was probably the same for Derek and the temples. People like Galara are a little rarer, because let’s be honest, not too many women can throw on armour and lift heavy weapons time and time again.” She paused. “But in areas like government, the magistrates, our King, for example. Not a lot of women in those roles. It’s harder to break down the walls of those long-established institutions and for women to get into them.”
Duncan nodded.
“Thank you for explaining. Asherah sounds so much like my home. Still grapples with misogynistic attitudes.” He frowned. “I wonder how it’s possible? Places like this only exist in stories on Earth. I can’t fathom how the stories could be so close to the reality? I mean, you are a wizard; you have a cleric. Rex is a warrior. Jongus is a dwarf!” He paused again. “How can it be this place exists, but where I come from, it’s all fantasy, not real? Yet in our stories, it’s always portrayed so accurately?”
Jade looked thoughtful; a vertical wrinkle appeared between her eyebrows.
“I presume that because spells like the one I used to bring you here exist, that it’s entirely likely people from your world have come here before?”
Duncan blanched. He hadn’t thought of that. Had people from Earth come here years ago and set up the same systems of government, of society, and that’s why they’d developed so similarly?
Maybe the skilled storytellers of his lifetime had actually been to Asherah and had simply written stories of what they’d seen when they were here? His face broke out into a smile.
“Hey, I don’t suppose you guys have ever had a thing where there’s a magical ring of power that was created by a demigod, and that ring controlled all the other magical rings… and then ages later a couple of halflings found the great ring and threw it into a pit of lava?”
Her nose wrinkled.
“That does not sound familiar, no.”
He smiled again.
“Okay, no worries.”
Jade smiled and went back to her improvised workbench, an old torture rack, barely recognisable with rotten wood and corroded bits of iron.
Duncan stretched again. The block was close to being out of the wall. He needed another quick break, and unfortunately; he needed a toilet break.
Duncan stood, stretched, looked at the rack where Jade worked, and shuddered. He suspected what the thing was for, but wasn’t overly sure, having never seen one live and up close. He’d asked Jongus a short while ago and the dwarf had gleefully explained all about the macabre item. Duncan almost wished he hadn’t asked. But, while he was here, he may as well learn. Even about torture.
He walked through the small room where they kept Galara’s body and to the third chamber. The stinky room. He put his pebble of comprehension into his pocket, took a deep breath before he entered, and went in. It was dark in the room, the light from Derek’s lightstone barely reached this deep into the chamber. He stepped gingerly into the dark space and then peed in a corner where he thought there was no faecal matter. He tried very hard not to breathe while he was in there; he didn’t want to return home with the plague or something. He zipped up and left the room as quickly as possible.




6. He’s not completely dead. Just a little bit.

When Duncan re-entered the main room, Jade read her book again and leaned forward with both hands spread out before her on the rack. One button on her tunic had come undone, but the young mage had seemed not to have noticed. She exposed way too much cleavage. He couldn’t help himself.
“Nice rack,” he said.
“Pardon?” she said and looked up.
Luckily, Duncan hadn’t held his pebble of comprehension when he’d said it, and she’d not understood what he’d said. He grasped it now and pointed to the table.
“The rack, people have them on Earth, but haven’t used them for some time.”
She looked down at the torture device and, in doing so, noticed her partly undone tunic. She blushed and did up the offending button.
“Oh, yes, horrible things.” She looked back at the outsider. “Your ‘Earth’ must be a remarkable place.”
“It’s pretty cool. Uh… quite remarkable. There are lots of things there that are different to here. You guys use magic; we don’t have magic, except in stories.” He’d almost said ‘in movies’ but the effort needed to explain movies was too great.
Jade smiled.
“We have magic here, but it’s not very common for most people.” She gestured to herself. “I use it often because I’m a trained mage, but there are few of us suited to its calling. Very few who can manipulate the magical current. Out there,” she pointed to an imaginary spot outside of the room they were in, “Normal people don’t have magic and don’t experience it except as gossip, or in stories. I’m just blessed to understand it and to make it do what I want. I’m really still a beginner.”
“You seem pretty good to me; you’re the best mage I’ve ever met.” The outsider’s lopsided grin was mischievous.
She smiled and blushed again; this time at the compliment, her dimples turned a bright scarlet.
“Why, thank you Duncan.” Her face suddenly turned grim. “I’m really very sorry for summoning you here. Now you’re with us, I’m sure in no time we’ll get out of this horrible place. Then you will be on your way back home before you know it.”
“Oh, no worries,” he said. “It is what it is; we’ll just make the best of it while I’m here, hey?” It was as good an apology as he’d received, and he certainly appreciated the sentiment behind it. He realised the trouble the group was in and appreciated the ‘try anything or die’ dilemma they had faced. He hoped he could help them escape and then he would return to his home. He worried though, that when he returned home… who would believe him if he told anyone?
Best worry about that later.
He turned back to the mage.
“Tell me about where you’re from.”
The question seemed to surprise her, and she took a moment to absorb what he’d asked. While Jade considered his question, he removed his handkerchief from his pocket and pressed the stone to the top of his wrist. He tied the hanky around his wrist to ensure the stone remained in contact with his skin, in much the same manner as a wristwatch. At least he didn’t have to stick it in his ear.
“Well,” she began, “I’m from a town called Bryxton Junction. It’s more of a city, really. They named it after Kowal Bryxton, who built his home on the shores of Lake Shale hundreds of years ago. Lots of roads go through there and to get anywhere, you usually have to pass through ‘The Junction’. It’s on the road to everywhere!” She paced; her hands clasped behind her back. “I grew up there, learned to be a mage there. My family is still there.” She smiled wistfully.
She has a beautiful smile.
“My father, Hardral Hewen, is a judicial officer, and my mother Trenna is a dressmaker.” At the mention of her mother, she adjusted her clothes. “Although I inherited none of her skills! My teacher, Gammel, taught me how to read and understand magic in his tower. He died a few years ago. The building is still there, overlooking the lake and the docks. The River Billyhy runs from the lake down to the coast where the capital of Syrane, Torun, is.”
“Sih-rain. Torr-run” He smiled at the words. 
Jade nodded.
“A land of rolling hills, green forests, fertile pastures, and towering mountains. Its citizens are hardy folk, very practical, and because of our well-managed government, it is historically one of the most prosperous nations of Asherah.”
Duncan nodded and smiled. She sounded like she worked in the Syrane Tourist Bureau if there was such a thing.
“Since the Demonswar, the resilient folk of Syrane have rebuilt and are now considered the most developed nation of Asherah.” She rummaged in her pack, withdrew a book, and showed it to him. The leather cover bore a coat of arms, a blue shield with a unicorn within, flanked on either side by what looked like dragons? The motto underneath read ‘Strength Unity Honour.’ Jade pointed to the symbol.
“The kingdom’s coat of arms comes from a legend borne prior to the Demonswar. King Nathaniel IV is said to have slain two dragons while mounted on the back of a unicorn.”
Duncan swallowed hard. King Nathaniel IV sounded quite the hero. Perhaps Jade would have been better off summoning him instead of Duncan? He dismissed the ridiculous thought.
Jade looked up at Duncan expectantly.
“What about you? Tell me of your world.”
Duncan did not know where to start. From what he’d heard, their worlds seemed to be similar. There was oxygen. He could breathe. They were human, and the landscapes she described meant that there were lakes and a coast, roads and cities and water, mountains, earth, and sky. He assumed that the sky was blue! He didn’t want to explain mundane things, but he also didn’t want to be drawn on technological differences between the worlds. It seemed obvious to him they assumed Earth was like Syrane, including technology levels, so he did not want to dissuade them of this misconception. He took the same tack that Jade had used.
“Well, I live in a place called Hobart. I can’t remember who it’s named for. I presume someone called ‘Hobart’. Actually, I think one of the early European Governors or politicians was called Lord Hobart? Anyway, it’s on an island and we have a fairly deep port, so lots of ships come. Overlooking Hobart is Mount Wellington, which is pretty cool… er… a really nice mountain. The River Derwent runs out into the ocean. There’s a nice big bridge over the river. Three bridges actually, but one of them is crap and needs replacing.”
He paused for a moment and wondered how the magical spell on the stone would translate ‘crap’. As Jade didn’t appear confused, he continued.
“It’s a really nice place, lovely scenery, a mild climate and lots of fresh air.” He stopped short of advising Jade that, compared with other cities, traffic was not a major problem. He didn’t want to have to explain that much.
Jade looked captivated.
“Hobart. It sounds like such a magical place.”
Duncan laughed. Anyone who lived there would probably agree.
“I like it. I’ve lived there all my life, great scenery, great place to raise a family.”
“Oh, you have a family?”
“Yes, I’m married with a couple of kids, two girls. Rose and Grace. You?”
Jade blushed again.
“No, I’ve never met anyone.”
“Met anyone? What are we then, chopped liver?” Jongus’ indignant cry shattered the moment and all the people in the room laughed, including Jongus.
Duncan smiled at Jade.
“I’d better get back to work. Thanks for the chat.” He returned to the stone block that had been the centre of his universe for the past few hours and set to work again, grunting and pushing.
Exhausted after half an hour of more pushing, he rested and took another sip from Derek’s waterskin. He slid down the wall and sat with his back against it. He wiped his hands on his t-shirt and sighed.
Why is it that the last few centimetres seem the hardest?
He sighed again. Jongus, the curious dwarf, came over.
Duncan had met Earthlings (after a few hours in another dimension, he thought of people from his homeworld as Earthlings already) that were afflicted with dwarfism, but he’d never met an honest-to-goodness mythical dwarf before. He’d tried not to appear too fascinated, but was very curious about the little fellow.
Jongus approached, smiled, and spoke affably.
“Hello, are any of these seats taken?”
Duncan glanced at the empty stone floor next to him. Several humorous replies entered his mind, but he bit his tongue. He smiled and motioned to the empty floor and allowed the amiable fellow a seat. Jongus dropped next to the outsider and rummaged around in his backpack. Duncan had witnessed the others cursing, abusing, and yelling at the dwarf several times over the hours he’d been here and presumed Jongus regularly got on people’s nerves. Duncan considered himself a tolerant person, but he was tired, exhausted and many miles… or light years even, from home. He hoped the dwarf would not be too annoying. Duncan looked at the curious fellow, who seemed content to sit and wait for him to begin the conversation.
Jongus looked at Duncan. The dwarf’s dull grey eyes peered intently through wire-rimmed spectacles. The dwarf turned away and withdrew a waterskin of his own and sipped it quietly, seeming happy to ignore Duncan as he looked around the room. Duncan sipped Derek’s waterskin and kept him waiting a little longer.
“Nice night,” the short fellow eventually said.
“It is,” Duncan replied. A startling thought occurred to him.
Was it night outside here? Must be…. It was night back home, only a few hours had passed.
Duncan said nothing further, his face an impassive mask as he took another sip of the water. The bald dwarf looked on with an air of innocent interest.
“Jongus Bloodaxe at your service.”
The dwarf’s voice surprised him. Duncan had fallen into a reverie and had ignored him again. Just as he ignored the hand offered to him in greeting. Despite already being introduced, Duncan humoured the dwarf. Quickly recovering, the outsider took the hand and shook it solemnly.
The friendly dwarf rummaged around in his pack and produced a drawing on bleached parchment, and placed it face up on the ground in front of Duncan’s legs. It was a very well-drawn picture of a plump rat.
“This is my friend, Ferdinand. Say hello, Ferdinand.” Jongus looked at the pictured rodent expectantly. It didn’t move.
Duncan looked at the dwarf and back at the drawing of a rat in astonishment.
“Hello, say hello Ferdinand.” Jongus moved the paper closer to Duncan, who looked at the dwarf with one raised eyebrow.
“Um, Jongus, your friend… It’s a picture of a rat.”
“He is? Maybe that’s why he doesn’t speak to me anymore.”
Leaving the paper be, Jongus rummaged through his bag once more, took out some chocolate and gnawed on the edges of it. He offered the piece to Duncan, who declined with a shake of his head. Jongus finished the chocolate and fumbled around in his bag again, retrieved more chocolate and ate it, chewing slowly, looking thoughtful. The two-dimensional rat looked up at them from the ground in inanimate silence.
Jongus was again back in the bag, rummaging around. He produced a small, petrified orange fish. A short stick protruded down from its belly. He held the fish up by the stick and waved it at Duncan. Jongus then moved his fish from side to side, bobbing it backward and forward, mimicking a swimming action. Duncan raised his eyebrow even further at the curious dwarf.
“This is Placido.” He waved the fish at Duncan. Its bulbous eyes stared vacantly at the outsider.
“Placido is a dead fish,” Duncan said, and wondered what sort of mad dwarf he dealt with here.
“Shhh, he’s not completely dead. Just a little bit.”
Duncan held his head in his hands. The fish swam into his vision, looking at him with its large lifeless eyes over his waterskin.
“Do you want to give Placido a kiss?”
Duncan looked incredulously at the dwarf, who smirked at him with barely controlled glee. Finally, after a few moments of staring, Jongus cracked up and a loud guffaw escaped him. Duncan looked at the dwarf with a mixture of amusement and confusion. On impulse, he turned and next to him was Rex, who shook with laughter and wiped tears of mirth from his eyes.
###
“And I said,” said Jongus, turning back from Rex, “Please tell me you will not make us go in there.”
“Of course, I wasn’t going to make you go in there!” exclaimed Rex in his thick brogue.
“You lied to me,” Jongus shot back.
Rex looked sheepishly back at Duncan.
“Yes, yes, I did.”
Jongus looked almost genuinely hurt.
“It shattered my faith in you.”
“You knew when I said we were going to go into the dungeon that we were always going to end up going in there? So, any hopes you had otherwise were just silly,” Rex said.
“Anyway,” Jongus continued, “it all turned out badly for us in that town. We came out of the dungeon, laden with riches and treasures, and the constabulary was waiting for us! Imagine, they didn’t have the courage to go into the bloody dungeon themselves, but were happy to relieve us of our ill-got treasures and arrest us all the same.” He shot a knowing glance over at Rex. “Being law-abiding citizens, we, of course, agreed to turn ourselves in.” He looked almost guilty. “But they were so poorly organised that we had no choice but to escape. We got out through the sewers. During our escape, we accidentally burned down the watch house.”
“And the whorehouse and the alehouse,” added Rex with a smirk.
“Yes, yes, those too! It was a marvellous adventure.” Jongus sipped from his waterskin. “We went from there to a town called Vanora, I believe.”
“That didn’t turn out so well either,” said a glum-looking Rex.
“No, not at all,” said Jongus. “The townsfolk grew so sick of us, they sent a delegation into the hills to hire a bunch of switchers to either kill us or to get us to leave!”
Duncan looked blankly at the guffawing pair.
“What’s a switcher?” he asked.
“A switcher,” Rex replied, wiping tears of mirth from his cheeks, “Is a man or woman, who can transform themself into a beast, sort of man-beast. Big claws, big teeth, red eyes, thirst for warm blood; I’m sure you get my drift. You can only damage them with the finest of weapons; magical or silver.” Duncan nodded sagely.
“The blasted things are abominations, hunted down as soon as discovered. Held in very low regard by civilised folks, slightly above undead, but below ogres.” Jongus laughed loudly at the reference he made.
Duncan looked at the pair incredulously.
“Let me get this straight: the villagers hired a band of monsters to run the adventurers out of town?”
Rex and Jongus looked at each other with ill-disguised glee.
“Yes!” They both replied with a laugh.
“It wasn’t a cheerful place. We had an injured friend who needed healing quite badly…” began Jongus.
“Or healing quite well. He was in a bad way!” chirped Rex.
Jongus continued as if the interruption hadn’t occurred.
“… And so, we dragged him into the town, looking for a priest or a healer. We asked for directions and went to the nearest temple for aid.”
Rex giggled at the memory.
“I saw a priest and said, ‘There’s one right there’.”
Jongus giggled again.
“We presented our wounded friend to the cleric and asked for healing. It was a priest of Chax, the demon god!” Both companions laughed again. “The priest thought we’d butchered some poor sod and had brought him in for sacrifice. We quite insulted him when we asked for healing.”
The pair sauntered away to leave Duncan to his work. It pleased Duncan to learn that Jongus was not typical of his kind; that dwarves from this world were the stereotypes presented in popular literature and film. He was quite thankful for years of reading, viewing, and dreaming of fantastic worlds beyond his own and that he’d discovered by accident that they existed. Not only that, but it accurately depicted them in the stories. He found being locked in a room was a little disappointing, with ravenous ghouls on the other side of one door and a recently deceased woman and the stink of human waste in the next room. It would be nicer to be here with no time pressures and be able to explore, to experience the magic of the place. He sighed and returned to work on the stubborn stone block.




7. Out of the frying pan…

The stone block fell from the wall with a rush. It toppled loudly from the position it had occupied for many hundreds of years and crashed into the darkness of the corridor beyond. Duncan moved quickly out of the way to allow Rex to peer through the hole. The swordsman used Derek’s lightstone for light. He examined the area briefly and turned back to his anxious companions, who had all gathered around the outsider in anticipation.
“Looks all clear,” he said as he stroked his narrow moustache.
The four who watched sighed as one. They made preparations to leave the room. Rex went first, followed by Jongus. The dwarf would ensure the area was free of traps while the swordsman stood guard. Jongus flitted around the area outside of the room for a while and finally declared it safe.
“Clear!” he blurted.
Derek was through next, helping Jade pass. She dashed out of the way while Duncan passed Galara’s body through. The dead swordswoman’s possessions were next, the ruined sabre, her backpack and shield. Derek eased Galara’s body to the ground with Rex’s help as Duncan squeezed into the hole. The outsider got one arm through and then discovered his torso would not easily make the trip. He withdrew from the hole and tried to go through with both arms held out in front of him, as if he were trying to fly. His heart sank as he got stuck again. It was very hard to breathe in the space. His ribs jammed against the sides, but he refused to panic. He again withdrew and removed his jacket, which he passed through to Rex.
“Hurry up,” Jongus whispered. “I think I hear something.”
Rex gathered up the digging sabre and instructed Duncan to move back into the room.
“Move back, big fellow. I think what’s left of the mortar is stopping you from getting through. I’ll have it gone in no time.”
Duncan slid back into the room and rearranged his t-shirt, which had ridden up uncomfortably. Rex chipped away at the wall again. Duncan stood in the darkened room, alone. For the first time, he was painfully aware of his situation. Alone and in another world, too large to get through the hole to at least have a chance of freedom. He wished his wife were here; not that he wanted to place her in danger, but she had a way of reassuring him that all was well in the world. Well, their world, not this one. Jen would have made the dangerous situation seem bearable, at least.
Rex chipped away at the mortar while the others gathered their gear. Jongus set off down the corridor to investigate it for traps and to see where it led. He was fairly certain, if he remembered the map correctly, that going east down the corridor should bring them to a stairwell. The stairwell led back to ground level and from there it would be a matter of outrunning whatever zombies and ghouls remained between them and freedom. He’d always had a good sense of time and direction, even while underground; it was a trait many dwarves shared. It came in very handy in times like these when he had been underground for days. He had a feeling that the sun would rise aboveground soon and hoped that once outside they would be free of the temple and the undead that inhabited it.
Duncan waited with as much patience as he could muster for Rex to clear enough of the mortar to make it worth him trying to escape again. He walked over to the rack and carefully removed a length of rusty iron about a metre long. He’d noticed it earlier and figured he may need a weapon outside the room.
Suddenly, the light went out, and plunged the room into a deeper darkness than Duncan had ever known. He looked around in panic but noticed that it was Rex; the swordsman worked on the hole and blocked the light from passing into the room.
Duncan didn’t like it very much in the room, all alone. He thought he heard a noise in the opposite corner and had to convince himself that he was actually alone in the now-dark room. The gloomy room, alone, underground, in a temple crypt, with a horde of undead trying to beat down the door. He shuddered.
He thought the noise came again, and he spun around, but of course could neither identify nor see anything. Rex worked feverishly on the hole, but while the swordsman worked within the hole, he still blocked most of the light from Derek’s lightstone. The occasional glimpses of light caused Duncan to jump as well, as they brought with them leaping shadows and imagined terrors. The real terrors seemed very real enough, without him imagining any more.
A slight touch of something on his forehead caused him to start. His breath caught in his throat, until he realised it was nothing, probably just a cobweb, a stray hair, or a bead of sweat. He rubbed his face anyway. Duncan berated himself for being so nervy. He wasn’t normally scared of the dark, but here he was very much outside his comfort zone and had become most definitely afraid. The fear was genuine, but being afraid of something imagined and intangible made him feel a little suffocated.
He wasn’t sure what made him turn around again. He faced the barricaded door, or so he thought. Maybe it was the silence that had fallen, where he had got so used to the constant moaning of the undead. The hair on the back of his neck was on end, as he realised something was wrong.
Wham!
His heart stopped beating for a moment and he nearly jumped out of his skin from the force of the concussion on the room’s door. He imagined he felt the sound wave of the impact when they struck the door to the room. The ghouls moaned again, this time louder and in more of a frenzy than before. They’d clearly noticed that their meal had escaped and tried to remedy the situation. He was regretting ever making jokes about the zombie apocalypse.
Wham!
They charged the door!
Fuck. Shit.
Wham!
Fuck! Shit!
He went quickly over to Rex, who’d stopped working on the mortar in surprise.
“Move!” he yelled at the surprised-looking swordsman and as Rex complied, he tossed his iron rod out through the hole before he dived through himself. Again, it was a tight squeeze, but this time he had no air in his lungs when he transitioned and, with Rex’s help, they pulled him safely through. He lifted the heavy piece of iron from the ground, put his jacket back on, and stuck the rod through his belt.
###
Jongus had gone down the corridor to the east and beckoned the others to follow. Rex picked up Galara’s belongings and Duncan cradled the dead woman in his arms. Derek turned and motioned for Jade to go after Rex.
From behind them came another resounding crash, as the ravenous ghouls tried to break through the door. Derek knew to lose the scent of the companions would enrage the ghouls, and it would drive them to batter down the door. Derek went after Jade and hurried alongside Duncan, one arm used to guide the outsider, the other held his lightstone.
They proceeded with great caution until they found a stairwell which led up a level to a closed door. Jongus listened carefully at the door, satisfied there was nothing to be heard on the other side. He then motioned for the others to wait further down the stairs.
Duncan shifted uncomfortably with Galara. He didn’t want to drop the poor woman, but his arms were already sore after hours of pushing on that bloody stone in the room. He shifted again to a slightly more comfortable position and waited. Behind Jongus, Rex stood, sword at the ready. Jade had a small dagger and Derek, besides his lightstone, held a shortsword at the ready.
The dwarf’s face was grim as he turned back to examine the door handle. The handle was round, old; probably copper judging from the amount of greenish corrosion on it. Seeing nothing amiss, he turned the knob with incredible care, relying on feel and sound to determine if there were traps on the door itself, or presented any danger to the group. It didn’t turn very far, and he stopped quickly. He released the door handle slowly, with as much care as he’d used in turning it.
He turned to Rex and whispered.
“The handle is copper. It won’t rust, but has corroded somewhat. The mechanics of the door are iron, and I reckon they most definitely will have rusted. So, they may squeak when I open the door. I’ve some solvent in my pack that may stop it squeaking.” Jongus rummaged around in his pack for a moment before withdrawing what looked like a small oil can. He carefully applied the substance to the door lock, handle, and hinges. He passed the can to Rex, who applied a small amount to the top hinge. Jongus returned the can to his backpack and waited a moment before he retried the handle. It opened inward with no sound that the others could hear.
Jongus peered through the door and spoke again.
“This looks like a corridor out. I remember it from the map. It runs next to the one we used to gain entrance. There should be a door to the outside up there somewhere.” He motioned into the gloom. “There might be traps, so we’ll need to be careful.”
Without awaiting a response, Jongus entered the corridor and glanced about. The fear he felt was clear in his expression. He needed to be in range of the cleric’s lightstone to spot any traps, so he waited until the others were in the corridor before he continued. He walked carefully for a dozen feet, examined the ground in front of him, and then stopped suddenly and held up a hand.
“Stop everyone, there’s a tripwire here. I’m not sure if it’s connected to anything, or if it’s just razorwire. Best go back to the stairwell while I have a look at it, just in case.” He paused and thought about what he’d just said.
“Razorwire is a bugger, anyway. Thin as a hair, razor sharp. That stuff will cut your leg off at the ankle if you come charging through here.”
Derek patted the brave dwarf’s shoulder and left the lightstone on the ground at Jongus’ feet. He and the others walked back the short distance to the stairwell and pulled the door back, but left it slightly ajar.
Duncan was still at the back of the party, nerves on edge. He felt he was getting a little jumpy again and thought he could hear noises from behind them. He still carried Galara. Between the large man and the dead body he carried, there was not much room to get comfortable in the dark stairwell. He sensed, rather than saw, Jade in front of him. She turned and whispered to him.
“Can you hear that?”
Duncan’s voice almost broke when he replied.
“I thought I heard something, but I thought I was hearing things. If you get what I mean?”
Jade nodded, although he could barely make her out in the gloom. She tapped Derek’s shoulder and spoke urgently.
“We’re in trouble. Behind us.” The priest needed no encouragement and pushed Rex out into the corridor. Jongus had just snipped the wire and was standing with an exaggerated grimace, one eye shut on the other side of it, facing them. He looked up in indignant surprise as they burst into the corridor. Derek’s grim visage took away any sarcastic remarks as he looked at the dwarf.
“They’re on us,” he said simply.
Jongus spun into motion and dashed down the corridor. He scanned the ground at his feet intently as he went. The rest of the group piled out of the stairway. Duncan, last to leave, took care not to jostle Galara’s body. He passed her to Derek as they exited and looked for something to bar the door with. Jade took the lightstone from the cleric. Duncan could definitely hear the sounds of the ghoul horde now; they closed fast on the stairwell they had just exited. He had his iron bar, but there seemed no way to jam the door.
Rex appeared next to Duncan and handed the outsider Galara’s pack and shield. Rex moved past Duncan and looked for somewhere to jam the damaged sabre in the doorframe. As the door opened away from them, they had very few options. They looked at each other and shrugged.
“I can’t jam it,” the swordsman said. There was nothing that could be done, so he simply closed the door.
Jongus called out for help with the next door he’d found. Rex turned and sprinted down the corridor toward Jongus, as Duncan hurried to re-join Derek and Jade, who made their way with more caution along their escape route.
From the stairwell they’d just exited, the growing sounds of the hideous undead keening came.
Then the horde was upon them!
Duncan stared at the door in horror as it burst open and the wave of undead spewed forth. He looked back at Rex and Jongus. The dwarf had reached what looked like an external door and struggled to get it to open. Rex charged ahead of Derek and Jade. He rushed to help the dwarf. In that instant, time seemed to slow for Duncan as he watched Rex. The swordsman, now a few metres past Derek and Jade, sprinted down the corridor to get to Jongus.
Duncan had a strange thought as he watched Rex run.
Momentum.
One of the few physics lessons he remembered from school was about momentum.
Mass multiplied by velocity.
Rex didn’t have a great deal of mass, but he’d built up a fair bit of speed in his run down the corridor. Jongus had done a great job to identify the razorwire strung across the corridor at shin height, but sadly, one drawback of having a dwarf to spot those sorts of traps was that the ones higher off the ground can get missed.
In the dim light, none of them saw the razorwire strung across the passageway at neck height. To Duncan, it seemed as if Rex’s head had simply come away from his body, as if by magic. The unfortunate swordsman’s body fell forward, as his head grotesquely fell a short distance behind. Rex’s neck was neatly cut through by the wicked razorwire; decapitated quickly, painlessly; a surprised look on his face. His body and head hit the floor with a nauseating thud, his head made a sickening squelch as it rolled along the corridor toward Jongus.
His perception of time returned to normal as the shock of what had just happened hit Duncan and the others. Jade cried out in horror.
“No!”
Derek pushed Jade forward to force her to continue and pressed onward himself. His expression grim, he ducked his head while he struggled with Galara’s corpse. Jade had the presence of mind to duck as well, lest she fall victim to the trap that had claimed Rex’s life. Jongus turned and looked at Rex’s decapitated body in dismay. The dwarf seemed oblivious to the rest of the group as he tried to comprehend what had happened to his friend.
Duncan jogged carefully down the corridor and stopped when he approached the spot where Rex had died. Behind him, the ghouls that burst through the door closed in on him. They were not overly fast creatures, but they were persistent. From where he stood, Duncan could see Jongus and Derek worked feverishly to get the door opened. The outsider ducked down and moved past where Rex’s body lay and straightened when he knew he had passed the razorwire. He grabbed at Rex’s ankle to drag the body away from the horde.
He turned as the ghouls were almost upon him. Being bent, hunched, and shrivelled creatures, several of them scrabbled forward under the razorwire trap without incident, but the wire scalped some of the bigger, slower moving ones at the back. The trap stopped these creatures in their tracks.
Duncan hoped the others would get the door open. He really could use that Q7 right now…! He released Rex’s ankle, drew his rusty iron rod, and dropped Galara’s bag. He assumed what he figured was an appropriate fighting stance. Duncan mimicked, as best he could, the batting stance in cricket; left foot forward, stood side on to the enemy, iron bar raised in his right hand, his left arm threaded through the straps of Galara’s shield.
His first instinct was to swing the metal bar at the first ghoul, to hit it as hard as he could, to knock its slavering jaws into the next week. But something unidentified; a suggestion, really, a notion that overrode his basic instinct made him lead with the shield instead. He ducked a little, placed as much of the shield as he could between him and the ghouls, and positioned his left leg forward and braced himself.
The first wave of ghouls crashed into him, the nearest bounced off the sturdy metal and into its fellow undead. The charge of the hideous abominations momentarily halted by the big outsider’s left shoulder and Galara’s shield.
Duncan shuddered and offered silent thanks, for if he’d followed his instinct to attack, he would have perhaps stopped the first ghoul, but most likely would have left himself exposed to the rest of the hideous horde. He swung his iron bar now, but missed, then swung backhanded at the nearest ghoul and crunched the horrid creature’s facial bones and dropped the abomination to the ground.
In their attack, the undead were steadfast. They did not appear to have any concept of defence. They did not flinch when he brought his weapon to bear. The iron bar chopped through the air and ghoulish limbs with equal ease. Duncan imagined that a human opponent would baulk as the bar was about to hit in anticipation of an explosion of pain. But the ghouls had none of these reactions. He certainly would have flinched, but luckily he’d used the shield well to prevent getting hurt.
The ghouls clearly existed to eat; and to do so, they wanted the warm flesh of their targets on which to feast. They also didn’t tire or stop, they had no method or plan except to scramble forward and lunge, attempting to latch on to any body part that came within reach. Several had stopped to feast on Rex’s remains and the outsider felt bile rise in his throat at the disgusting sight.
He swung again at a ghoul and snapped its head back, the repulsive noise of the impact barely registered over the din the undead made. Each blow he landed made him feel sick to the stomach. The stories he had read and movies he’d watched all made the thrill of combat a stereotyped romanticism. The truth was far from it. Each time he swung his improvised weapon, he battered another creature’s flesh and bone. These were undead and could not feel the blows, but it didn’t make it any easier to tolerate. He turned to strike another and felt something tugging at his feet. He’d become entangled in the straps of Galara’s backpack! He swung and hit another ghoul with the shield, but another grabbed at his weapon hand.
Oh shit!
Over the ruckus of the slavering undead he heard a noise behind him, but he did not have the time or space to turn and see what it was. He was involved in a wrestling match with one ghoul, while a seemingly endless procession of the damned things beat away at his shield.
Suddenly, bright light bathed the entire area. In the corridor’s gloom, it appeared brighter than a thousand suns. Duncan closed his eyes against the glow, now blind to the ghoul’s attack. The light was not harsh, but after so long shrouded in gloom, it hurt his eyes. Yet it seemed oddly comforting.
The ghouls, to his amazement, had stopped attacking. In the distance, he could hear chanting; it sounded like Derek. He risked a quick peek behind him and saw the priest stood in the open doorway, surrounded by an incredibly pure halo of light. The rest of the party had opened the door! The open air and early dawn light outside the cursed temple appeared to reinvigorate Derek’s connection to his god. As the outsider looked, the cleric held forth his holy symbol and spoke the words of banishment that channelled the divine power of his god.
“I banish thee in the name of Khor the All-Father. Be gone, you noxious fiends. Depart this place or face the judgement of his holy fire.” Derek stressed his words by thrusting his upstretched hands forward. The incantation had a devastating effect on the ghouls. The ones nearest to Duncan and bathed in the holy light simply turned to dust, overwhelmed by the god’s power. The rest turned and fled, loping back down the stairwell that the companions had recently exited.
Duncan smiled in relief; he knew if the fight had continued, he’d have been quickly overwhelmed. He held his hand up to his eyes as he squinted to see the priest through the intense glare.
“Good work Derek. I think that got rid of them.” It forced him to close his eyes again as the light got even brighter. “Uh… you can probably turn the light off now…?”
###
At the doorway, Derek lowered his arms. The divine glow of Khor’s power faded slowly away. The early morning light peeked in through the door to reveal the horrible scene in front of the three remaining companions. Galara’s body lay in the doorway; Rex’s headless corpse lay on the floor before them, only a few feet from freedom. His head had mercifully come to rest closer to the door and faced away from the companions. Jongus gazed sadly at the body of his friend as Derek dropped a comforting hand onto the dwarf’s shoulder.
Jade looked past the bodies to where Duncan had fought the ghouls. She looked at the floor where he’d stood. There was no sign of the outsider.
“Where’s Duncan?” she asked.
Derek and Jongus both looked up at her words. The outsider was gone. Realisation seemed to dawn on the cleric.
“My banishment. It must have worked on him. I think I’ve sent him home!” Jade cast a startled look at the priest as she raised one hand to her mouth in surprise.
Of course, it makes perfect sense.
The priest’s banishing power worked on unnatural creatures, like the undead. It disrupted the very substance of such creatures, to destroy them, or cause them to flee. When channelled by powerful priests, it could also banish demons and other outsiders back to their home realms, such as the Abyss. As Duncan was as foreign to this world as a demon would be, he must have been as susceptible as any other extra-planar creature to the power of the banishment. Derek turned to regard Jade.
“A shame, in a way. He was a very brave man. Did you see how he stood against the undead horde to allow us the chance to escape? He certainly proved to be a protector for you.” He paused. “Indeed, he was a protector of us all.” Derek squeezed Jongus’ shoulder and then moved to pat Jade sympathetically on the arm, as he and the dwarf walked cautiously back into the temple to begin the unpleasant task of gathering their fallen comrades’ remains.
Jade lingered in the doorway. She hugged her arms tightly to herself. Jade tilted her head and looked up toward the heavens just as the sun broke over the horizon. She felt a quick pang of regret that she would never see Duncan again.
“Good fortune outsider, my extra-planar protector. Travel safe back to Hobart.” She wiped away a solitary tear as she joined her companions back inside the temple.
###
The watcher seethed with silent rage.
No!
Where has the outsider gone?
The unexpected result of the cleric’s banishment left it perplexed for the first time in centuries. After it interfered, it considered its strategy and decided the decision to do so was an excellent one. It turned back to the pool. It would find the outsider again.




8.… and into the fire.

“Derek? Jade? Jongus…? What the bloody hell….?”
Duncan took a step forward and frowned.
Oh crap, where am I now…?
His brows furrowed even further. His breath crystallised in front of him. Duncan examined himself and his surroundings. He still wore his own clothes; jeans, t-shirt, and jacket. He still had the rusty iron bar and Galara’s shield. Far off in the distance, he could see snow-capped mountain ranges; the sun hid somewhere behind a featureless grey blanket of low clouds.
Duncan stood on a barren, snow-covered hillside that overlooked a small lake. The snow was not deep or thick; a few hardy tufts of grass poked through. The smell of wood smoke attracted his attention. At the base of the hill, a few hundred metres from where he stood, were two quaint buildings that flanked another much bigger structure. Smoke came from the chimneys of the buildings. A small hut appeared to be built on a bridge across an equally small river that meandered away from the lake.
Duncan stood on what looked like a wagon trail that led away from him toward the buildings at the lakeside. He looked over his shoulder; the hill continued as far as he could see, and the wagon trail followed its contours until it went out of sight.
The fresh air invigorated him. After spending so long in the stinking confines of the temple, he inhaled the cool, clean air deeply. Given that the buildings looked decidedly medieval in appearance and the trail that he stood on looked like it was for wagons, rather than cars, he’d presumed he’d definitely not gone home.
The sun, what he could see of it, was low in the sky to his right, so he assumed he faced north.
Assuming that directions are the same here, north isn’t south, up isn’t down and left isn’t right.
Unless he’d gone to another world entirely? The thought was too confusing to even contemplate.
He shrugged and trudged toward the buildings that he could see and immediately tripped over; his feet hopelessly entangled in Galara’s pack which had lain forgotten at his feet.
Duncan disentangled himself from the offending pack and got back up. He stuffed the iron bar under his left armpit. He moved the shield to a more comfortable spot on the same shoulder and started again. Duncan walked down the muddy track and examined the contents of the pack as he went. He clumsily dropped the pack, so he bent and picked it back up. He decided he’d look through the bag when he had a chance to sit down, and so he continued toward the buildings.
As he walked, he cast his mind back over the last few hours. Duncan guessed the temple had corrupted the banishment, as Derek had been standing in the doorway, but the outsider had still been inside the temple. He couldn’t remember exactly where the priest had been standing; the bright light had blurred everything. He hoped the others were ok and had escaped the temple.
He’d convinced himself he wasn’t dreaming and had accepted that he was in another world, in another reality. Unless he’d gone mad… But he didn’t think he’d gone mad. But did a mad person ever think that they were mad, or not? Society condemned plenty of people for having psychotic episodes, but Duncan thought it was something widely assumed that the ‘mad’ person secretly knew they were mad but did something insane, regardless. His acceptance of the situation may mean he was mad. But… it was too real not to be… real.
He hoped the buildings were safe, and didn’t contain monsters, murderers, undead or worse. He chuckled. What could be worse? Duncan spent a few moments to consider the question but gave up when his mind created images of all kinds of horrible demons and monsters he may encounter.
His sudden arrival in this world, or a world like this, with swords, magic and fantastic creatures, was something that he’d spent most of his life dreaming of and wished it would happen. But spending the first few hours stuck in the crypt of that awful temple was admittedly not something that he’d expected. In the stories, the hero turned up, conquered the evil thing, and claimed the princess, or something similar.
So far, he’d met a slightly mad dwarf called Jongus, who’d introduced him to a slightly dead fish called Placido, and an artistically drawn picture of a rat that Jongus had named Ferdinand. He’d met a stuffy cleric called Derek, a very dead swordswoman called Galara, who he’d never actually seen. The cloak they rolled her up in concealed her features the whole time. There was Jade, the lovely young mage who’d accidentally summoned him here in the first place, and Rex the swordsman, who had died horribly only a few moments ago, decapitated by razorwire while they fled the temple.
The image of Rex’s death replayed in his mind, and he shuddered at the memory again. He tried not to focus on it until he could process what had occurred. He barely knew the man, but Rex had seemed a likeable chap and had not deserved to die how he did.
Duncan sighed and kept walking, adjusting his pebble of comprehension, still tied to his wrist. He did not know what to make of his situation, but resolved to make the best of it, at least until Jade’s spell wore off and he went home. He guesstimated that he’d been here about six hours, which left about eighteen (give or take) before he expected to disappear in another flash of light and return home. Assuming a day was twenty-four hours here, too.
He missed his watch right now and his phone. And his wife and kids! He wondered what they were thinking, what they were doing, if they were looking for him.
Of course, they would look for him! Jen would be out of her mind with worry. Hopefully, the girls would be in bed at least and shielded from too much concern. He pressed these thoughts to the back of his mind for the time being, desperately keen to avoid falling into despair. He would be home soon.
What to do for eighteen hours…? He couldn’t go online and update his Facebook status, although he’d have loved to. And he should have taken a selfie in the dungeon. He smiled when he imagined what he’d write.
Just exited the evil temple in fantasy land. Fought a heap of ghouls. Trekking to an unidentified white building, hope to be home in time for dinner tomorrow.
The memory of the fight resurfaced, and he gave an involuntary shudder. It was a horrid thought to think about the undead as being people at some stage of their existence. They certainly were not human now, but he felt some regret at having to resort to such violence to escape. Clearly to the adventurers it was commonplace, but he was unused to such acts. He’d hit nothing like he had hit those ghouls. It sickened him, but he felt exhilaration. When he’d hit them, they’d stayed hit. He swung the iron bar again a few times in recollection.
Memories of poor Rex’s demise, the sheer sudden finality of it, brought him quickly back to reality. Well, the reality he was in, rather than the reality where he should be. It was very confusing. 
Duncan walked the rest of the way to the buildings. As he approached, he saw that the largest may be an inn, the smaller outbuildings, probably a kitchen and a small barn.
As he approached the front door, exhaustion overcame him. The physical toll of his last few hours caught up with him. He’d done the running, batting, bowling, and fielding training at cricket practise. Too soon after, a miscast magical spell had transported him to this world where he’d spent a lot of time pushing and shoving a massive stone block. Followed by a rapid trek through an evil temple carrying a dead person and then he had to fight with ghouls. All of this without eating dinner! He was a wee bit stuffed.
He entered the yard of the inn, where a young lad washed himself in a trough outside the front door. Above the door, a brightly painted sign swung slowly in the early morning air, depicting a man clad in colourful raiment, holding a sword, charging into battle.
Duncan looked at the boy and smiled.
“Hello,” the outsider said.
The boy looked up from his bathing and stared up at the newcomer in surprise. The man was enormous; he must be six feet tall! And he was broad, bigger than anyone the young lad had ever seen. His manner of dress was odd, and he carried what looked like a rusty iron bar under his shield. The sheer size of the man before him intimidated the lad. He remembered his duties. He drew himself up to his full height and stared at the man’s chest. He raised his gaze, cleared his throat, ran a hand through his wet, red hair and spoke his well-rehearsed spiel.
“Welcome, my lord, to The Trooper. We are open for business for all peaceful travellers who seek shelter, a warm meal, and a comfortable bed.” The boy motioned mechanically to the inn behind him. “Please, come in and make yourself comfortable.”
“Thank you,” Duncan said, and bowed his head slightly at the polite young lad. He moved toward the door, but stopped before he went in. “Do you mind if I ask you a few things first?”
The boy looked even more taken aback, but nodded in acquiescence. Duncan stood before the threshold and turned back to face the boy.
“What’s your name, little fella? What do you do here?”
“Bobby, sir. I’m the stable boy.”
“Stable boy? Good work.” Duncan motioned toward the inn behind him with his free hand. 
“Now, this may sound a little odd, Bobby, but…” he paused and drew a deep breath. “Where is The Trooper situated exactly?” He saw the boy’s look of confusion and hastily added, “I mean, I know it’s right behind me, but is it near any major towns, or cities, or on a…” he thought quickly. “Is it on a trade route or anything?”
Bobby’s head tilted to one side and glanced to his right and left, as if he would find the answers to the man’s questions there. He looked confused, but his upbringing clearly taught him to be polite and helpful to inn customers.
“The city of Torun is two days’ travel south and east of here, my lord. To the north and east is Bryxton Junction, but that’s a week on horseback through the hills. To the south is the ocean, about three days’ ride. There are some farms and homesteads between here and the ocean.”
The boy looked at Duncan. From his expression, he hoped that he’d been helpful. Duncan smiled.
“Thanks, Bobby. That’s just what I wanted to know.” He remembered from the conversations he’d had in the temple that the group was heading to Torun. The boy’s answer confirmed that he’d not been transported too far from where he’d last seen the group who’d brought him here. Duncan nodded in thanks to Bobby, opened the door and went inside.
He shut the door behind himself and took stock of his surroundings. Inside the inn, they lay several trestle tables out in relatively neat rows throughout the large room. The tantalising odour of bacon and eggs wafted from somewhere. There were a few patrons in the bar, but they all stopped whatever they were doing to gawk at the newcomer.
It fascinated Duncan. He counted half-dozen people in the room. Duncan tried very hard not to stare; he realised these people were probably farmers going about their daily business. But to him, the people looked outlandish and fascinating. He’d often dreamed about worlds where magic truly existed and, given his recent arrival, like any tourist, he considered these people to be lucky they lived here. Judging by their expressions, the inn patrons clearly would not have agreed with his ideas. They looked as bored and mundane as anyone could.
Despite his situation, Duncan was quite excited to be in such a delightful old-fashioned inn, filled with genuine ‘peasant folk’. He stopped short when he thought of the people as peasants. They had done nothing to earn any derision or denigration by him. They were residents and despite the manner of his arrival, he was a guest here.
Where was it Derek had said they were…? The kingdom of Syrane?
He did not want to attract undue attention. He looked for the bar and strode confidently that way.
Despite his desire not to attract attention, he keenly felt the six pairs of eyes that followed his every step across the main room of the inn. At the bar, a teenaged, red-headed lass who must have been a close relative of young Bobby out the front looked up at him with a mixture of trepidation and awe. Duncan almost laughed. He’d never considered himself as anything particularly special, but he imagined (from what Jade had said back in the temple) that he must appear to be some sort of half-giant to these people.
He stopped in front of the girl and said… nothing. Duncan said something, but all that came out was an almighty yawn. He covered his mouth in embarrassment and an amused titter went through the room. The young girl smiled shyly. He smiled in return.
“I’m after a meal and a place to sleep.” More amusement at the obvious statement for the other patrons. “Can you help me?”
“Of course, my lord, a room and meal are three silvers. We don’t normally hire them out for rest during the day though, sir, but I’m sure we have one you could use.”
The girl’s eyes were wide as she took in his beardless face. No doubt to her he dressed strangely. He carried a rusty iron bar. His accent differed from everyone he’d encountered so far; to his ears, they all sounded British. She must have known there was an odd story behind his arrival at the inn, but he was fortunate she did not ask.
Duncan’s heart was in his mouth as he scrabbled through his pockets for money. He had nothing of the local currency but had about five Australian dollars-worth of coins in his pocket. The cast aluminium and bronze Australian dollar coin had a distinctive golden sheen, and was about two centimetres wide. He pulled out one coin and handed it to the girl. She glimpsed at it, but soon deposited it in a strongbox behind the bar. She handed him seven silvers as change and a room key. Duncan smiled congenially.
It seems like they operate with the decimal currency system here…!
He waited patiently at the bar for his food. She returned presently with a steaming platter of bacon, eggs, and a sausage. A tankard of cool ale accompanied his meal. Duncan thanked the lass and took his meal upstairs.
He had considered staying in the taproom, but he had caught himself staring at the other customers several times in the few minutes he’d been there and strained to hear their conversations. Duncan felt it was time to absent himself before he raised too many suspicions. He didn’t know how they treated aliens here in Syrane, but he was sure he didn’t want the attention.
His room was cosy. The chimney from downstairs passed through this space and heated it well. Duncan looked around the room; it was quite sparse. A single bed which looked comfy enough, the chimney and a small washbasin were all it contained. Duncan looked out of the small window and scrutinised what he could see of the rest of the inn. He could see the stables and a woodpile at the back of the main building from where he stood.
The curious building that sat astride the small river caught his interest, and he wondered what it was for. He didn’t have to wait long to find out, as one of the inn’s customers walked up to the building and went inside. A stream of effluent dropped from the building into the river soon after. He turned back from the window.
I guess that answered that question.
Don’t drink from that river.
Duncan ate his meal, which was delicious. The eggs were tasty; the bacon was superb, and the sausage tasted like they made it from real meat. He took his plate and tankard back downstairs, which drew more curious stares from the locals. He purchased another ale, which he took back to his room. It was probably too early in the day to be drinking, but he justified the ale purchases to himself by reasoning that he’d effectively been up most of the night.
Without his iPod, computer, a book to read or anyone to talk to, he wondered what he should do. Duncan unconsciously rubbed the base of his left ring finger, where his wedding ring was supposed to be. He hated not wearing it. He sat on the bed. The blanket was a little scratchy and the bed itself was way too short for him. It was comfortable enough, despite the alarming creaks it made under his weight.
He opened Galara’s leather pack and examined its contents. Rolled up and restrained by small loops of leather on the exterior was a thick blanket. Inside the pack was a small metal tinderbox and some candles. He smiled; they would have come in handy in the crypt. The pack also contained a small white blouse and an empty waterskin. He grabbed the pack to place it back on the floor and felt, to his surprise, a small round-shaped protuberance on the bag’s side that he’d missed before. He twisted and turned the pack in confusion, because there was no clear manner in which to retrieve whatever was in the pack. It had been bound inside the seams.
A short while later, he’d worked a seam loose and wriggled his fingers inside. He withdrew a small reddish gemstone, barely bigger than his fingernail from the pack. He held it in his palm and inspected it. The gem glowed with an eerie internal light. He jumped, as he could have sworn it had just started vibrating. The gem showed no signs of life after he held it for a short time. He thought it odd at first that the woman had sewn it into the lining of her pack, but figured Galara just tried to protect her wealth. As he moved to place the gem into his trouser pocket, he noticed it glowed with that strange hellish light again, so he put it back into the backpack, out of sight.
He lay back for a moment to try the pillow; it was good. His legs dangled off the end of the bed as he closed his eyes and listened for the sounds of the inn below. There was laughter, muffled conversation. Mugs hit the tabletops. Outside, he heard the clop of a horse’s hooves.
He had underestimated how tired he was and fallen into a deep sleep.
Duncan woke later that day and discovered he’d slept for several hours. From where he lay on the bed, he could see through the window the sun filtering down onto the cold, wet earth. It looked like a beautiful winter’s day here in… where was he again…? Syrane.
He felt quite refreshed, despite being sore from his exertions the previous evening. Or, earlier today, dependent upon your perspective. He sat up on the bed and wondered briefly what his family did today and how they dealt with his disappearance. Duncan pushed such sad thoughts from his mind and focused them on getting home and back to them as soon as possible.
He felt itchy and removed his jacket and t-shirt to examine his back and shoulders as best he was able. It looked like he’d picked up a few fleas from the bed. He sighed. He poured some water out of a large earthenware jug into a small bowl and then splashed some water on himself. Duncan got up, re-dressed, and left the room. As he went outside, he thought uncomfortably about the toilet. He needed to go, but he wasn’t keen on the idea of the primitive facility. Duncan was being silly, though. He needed to relieve himself, and he figured he may as well get it out of the way. His experience in the temple banished the romantic notion that the fantasy kingdom of Syrane would be all fun and games. Deep down, he knew he would just have to cope as well as he could without the modern conveniences he’d been lucky enough to be raised with. He entered the outbuilding.




9. Expect the unexpected.

The toilet wasn’t as bad as he’d expected. The wooden seats were reasonably clean and there were leaves of some sort to wipe with that were quite soft. There was no one else in there. He exited the building and washed his hands upstream from the latrine. He was ashamed for his reticence to use the toilet, given that millions of people on Earth did not have as good a facility to use. Duncan returned to the inn.
The same serving girl from the morning brought him more food as he came back inside. A plate of cheese, warm bread, and cold corned beef. What was it about the food here? It was delicious. He thanked the girl and wondered about his options while he chewed. He figured he had a few hours left here in Syrane, so he didn’t feel that it was worth his while to go anywhere. Then again, it was a nice enough day outside. He should walk around at least. Duncan loved to walk, and he’d probably only stroll for a few hours before the spell duration expired and it sent him home.
After finishing the meal, he thanked the girl and gathered his belongings. Without another word, he walked out of The Trooper and walked to the east. Galara’s backpack barely fit over his big shoulders. The small shield had two leather straps attached to the back, which allowed it to be used effectively in combat. He put his left arm through the straps and began his journey.
###
Duncan set off at an easy pace along the road as it turned slightly south, but mainly east. He was determined to spend his last hours in Syrane as best he could. The road he followed seemed well-tended. The air was crisp and clear and bright sunlight highlighted the wonderful natural scenery all the more. Despite the sunny day, the scene was wintery; the ground covered in a thin layer of snow and ice. The road was not well-travelled today, and each step brought a brittle crunch as he stepped through the shallow ice. He zipped his jacket closed against the cool afternoon breeze.
His trek took him through a lightly forested region. Widely spaced pine trees ensured an excellent view of the surrounding area. Pine needles spread to either side of the trail in clumps. Clearly, someone went to the trouble to clear debris from the trail at regular intervals.
He saw no one as he walked and kept a steady pace until much later in the afternoon. Duncan stopped only once to relax by a bright cheery stream that meandered by the roadside. His jacket protected him from the cold and his shoes were good hiking shoes, so he experienced only minor discomfort from the weather. He sat at the stream and munched on the remains of his lunchtime bread and cheese. He wished his girls could be with him at the stream; it was a peaceful place.
He got up, readjusted his gear, and swung the rusty iron rod heroically as he walked, as if he faced trolls or ogres in combat. He hoped no one saw him. Duncan had a very pleasant walk for the rest of that afternoon, but soon night would fall, and he looked for a comfortable place to rest. It was a pleasant surprise to note that time seemed to pass (as near as he could tell, without his watch or phone to keep time for him) roughly the same as on Earth.
###
It disappointed Duncan that he hadn’t seen a majestic castle or terrifying dragon while he was in Syrane. Well, slightly disappointed, because he didn’t really know what he would have done if he had seen a terrifying dragon? He’d probably get eaten. He figured, though, that it was best if his life wasn’t placed in any more danger for a while. He found a likely spot not too far off the road that looked like they had set it up as a camping spot for travellers. It was a natural sheltered area near a stream that had wooden logs for seating arranged around an often-used fire pit. The moon was bright behind the clouds and encased the world in a hazy, silvery ruddiness.
Duncan removed his pack and searched around nearby for firewood. He found some dead branches, stripped them down, and set about lighting a small fire. He smirked crazily as he extracted the tinderbox to light the fire; it was hard work and something he’d never expected to be doing. A lighter, matches or firelighters would have come in very handy right now! Eventually, he got a fire going. He collected as many dead tree branches as he could and placed them nearby to feed the fire until Jade’s spell expired, and he went home. 
Duncan sat down with his back propped up against one log, his jacket pulled tight and Galara’s blanket arranged carefully under him. He stared into the flames for a while before he caught himself drifting off to sleep. Duncan shook his head; he didn’t want to be transported back home and arrive there fast asleep!
How embarrassing would that be?
With plenty of time to think, he again cast his mind back over the last day, the exhilaration of being ‘elsewhere’ tempered with his experience in fighting the ghouls. The pleasure at meeting the group of treasure hunters, offset by Rex’s hideous and untimely death. It served as a reminder that anything could take away precious life at any moment. You never knew what was around the next corner. He resolved that upon his return, he would be a better person. Not that he was a bad person by any means; merely that he would try harder not to waste time, to make the most of everything. To spend more time with the girls, they were growing up so fast! And to visit his family and friends more often. He absently scratched his fleabites.
With those thoughts in mind, he fed some more wood to the fire until it burned merrily. He drew the blanket around himself as he waited and wondered when the transition would occur. Couldn’t be long now. He stared into the flames and was soon oblivious to the rest of the world, lost in thought.
He shook his head again to wake himself, picked the ruby-coloured gem out of the backpack and held it in his hand. It was warm to the touch and the feeling of warmth spread throughout his body from the item. He thought it vibrated again, but wasn’t sure. But the feeling of warmth that it imparted was welcome on the chilly night.
In hindsight, Duncan was a little too relaxed. He’d had a long and stressful night of unexpected exertions and he’d just spent about ten hours walking. Without realising it, he was well and truly exhausted. He fell into a deep slumber.
###
Duncan slept for some time, but an instinct caused him to wake with a start. He opened his eyes to small slits and looked about as best he could without moving his head. His nose was cold. Freezing. But the rest of him was toasty warm; in his left hand, he still grasped the small red gemstone that spread its warmth within him. The campfire still burned, but very few flames remained. He was warm and snug inside the blanket and his warm clothes, but given the cloudy conditions, it surprised him to see that a thin layer of frost covered the ground.
Duncan could see nothing unusual, but a smell like that of a very putrid animal drifted on a wisp of breeze to him. He silently berated himself for falling asleep in the open like this. No doubt many predators lurked in the forest. He did not know what animals or monsters existed in Syrane.
Stupid!
His senses were on edge in a way he’d never experienced before, but he surmised that was because he may be in some sort of imminent, life-threatening danger.
In his enhanced awareness, Duncan sensed something. A creature approached from behind the log he lay against. Duncan suspected it advanced with great caution toward him. He could almost feel its hot, putrid breath on his neck as it rose above the fallen tree trunk, behind and slightly to the right. Its steps were so soft and so light to be almost soundless… but behind the stealth lurked the heavy bulk of a predator.
He froze, and his heart skipped a beat, but his conscious mind screamed at his unresponsive muscles.
Move!
Being a qualified sports coach himself, Duncan had read many studies on what scholars had called the ‘flight or fight’ response. When faced with sudden stress, such as a dangerous or competitive situation, the body’s nervous system can trigger a rush of adrenaline, sometimes called hyper arousal, which is the body’s way of preparing to deal with physical exertion or harm.
Back in the temple, the undead had lacked this response. It released adrenaline into the bloodstream and as it spreads; the airways relax for additional breathing capacity. The muscles produce energy-rich molecules that fill them for extraordinary action. The brain releases a chemical which dulls the sensation of pain. Reflexes and reaction times improve.
This happened to Duncan now. He dived to his left, the opposite side to where he sensed the creature approached. Duncan twisted and brought his iron bar to bear in one fluid movement. The abandoned blanket streamed behind him as the creature pounced to where the outsider lay until just a moment ago.
As he stood between the creature and the fire, he got his first glimpse at the assailant; it was a giant manlike beast covered in dog-like fur and stood about a metre taller than he. Duncan felt a rush of fear as the slavering man-beast glared at him; its baleful red eyes looked horribly at him down the length of its misshapen snout. It bared vicious white teeth in a snarl, which threatened dismemberment should Duncan allow it within arms-length.
The outsider thought he saw a flicker of movement from the corner of his eye, but the low light may have played tricks on him. He hoped there were not more of the creatures nearby. He chanced a look down at his feet, where his shield now lay. Before he could reach for it, the creature bounded at him; it snarled at its lost opportunity now that the outsider was upright. Duncan’s chest heaved from the exertion and panic threatened to overwhelm him! The outsider, desperate and more terrified than he had ever been in his life, was quicker and pivoted to his left and allowed the man-beast to leap past.
In mid-spring, Duncan swung the iron bar and caught the animal in the midriff with a satisfying thunk. But the creature landed a short distance away, nearer to the fire, and showed no pain or discomfort from the blow. It moved away from the fire and circled to its right.
The man-beast gazed at him with a human-like sneer and snarled again. It charged, this time it tried to get a hold of the outsider’s arm, which was raised with the rusty weapon held upright. An unconscious instinct stopped the outsider from ducking underneath the creature. He spun to the side and struck a blow with such force that it would have knocked a normal man’s head clear off his shoulders. The blow knocked aside the man-beast, but beyond the rebound, it showed no ill effects from the knock. Duncan shook his head in disbelief. If he’d been hit by that strike, it would take a coroner a week to piece his skull back together!
Something here was not quite right. The man-beast smiled at him. Duncan did a double take; the thing actually smiled! His heart sank, as he realised with a shudder he battled a switcher, described to him earlier by Rex.
According to the story, the beasts were vulnerable only to silver or magical weapons. The rusty iron bar was still remarkably solid, but the outsider knew it was not silver and could guess that it wasn’t enchanted. He’d never expected to die like this, killed by a supernatural man-beast. He had a rather stupid thought that, hopefully, someone would write a song about it and sing it in taverns. But that looked like a very doubtful prospect. Unless the switcher was a musician? He shook his head to clear the absurd thought away.
Duncan spun away from the monster to keep the fading embers of the fire between them. It growled again and prowled around the firepit; it seemed not keen to test the fire on its hide. Duncan realised the flames were possibly his only hope to inflict damage on the creature, but the small campfire would not set fire to anything bigger than a tinder-dry branch at the moment. The switcher and Duncan circled the flames, a momentary stalemate in the combat.
Duncan moved back to where the shield lay. The man-beast was far enough away that he thought he could risk reaching for it. He hoped, however, that there were not more of them sneaking up behind him.
He lunged at the shield, but in doing so, dropped the ruby gemstone. Curiously, as it fell, the gem stopped about half a metre from the ground and then drifted away from the outsider towards the growling switcher; it gained momentum as it went.
Wait, what?
Duncan stared in surprise as the gem propelled itself across the firepit and into the surprised face of the man-beast, where it blossomed into a massive ball of molten flame! The exploding fireball engulfed the switcher and most of the campsite. This effect was totally unexpected, but thanks to his hyper-aroused state, Duncan threw himself backward and avoided the expanding ball of flame and force.
The switcher shrieked a very human-like scream. The concussion from the blast had damaged the creature greatly, but it now fared much worse as the fireball immolated it.
The tree behind it managed little better. Duncan stood upright and looked on in horror as the creature changed agonisingly from the animal form to a small human man, albeit quite melted, badly burnt, and quite dead on the ground in front of him. The smell of roasted meat and disgusting stench of burnt hair filled the grove. Duncan hoped it would not attract more late-night predators.
The tree was another concern. Despite being a healthy, growing tree, the heat and flames of the fireball had caused it to blaze.
The sound of another creature running through the undergrowth caught his notice and diverted Duncan’s attention from the flames. He spun wildly, but the unknown creature fled, the light of the burning tree insufficient to follow its path. Duncan tentatively took a few steps to give chase, but gave up after a few paces; he did not have any idea what he would do with another switcher if he caught it.
He turned back to the campsite and stubbed his toe on a metallic object on the ground. Duncan let out a small ‘Ow’, as he reached down and lifted a nicely made shortsword, still in its scabbard. He presumed that one stalker had either dropped or discarded the weapon. He strapped the sword to his own waist and returned to the campsite.
The dead man had stopped burning but still lay where he had fallen, his body smouldered with a smell that was quite distasteful. The charred remnants of Galara’s pack and blanket remained. The burnt blanket was still in one piece. The man had no additional discernible equipment. Duncan sighed again, gingerly picked up the blanket and covered the dead man with it.
What the hell am I going to do with this? Should I tell anyone?
There was no one to tell. Duncan hoped he went home soon and didn’t have to explain this to someone in authority. He sighed. He couldn’t just leave the body here.
He grabbed the corpse’s ankle through the blanket and dragged the body away from the campsite, closer to the stream. Fighting past the rising bile in his throat, Duncan covered the remains in loose earth as best he could and spent some time covering the body in rocks from the stream and surrounds. His hands were freezing by the time he’d finished.
He wondered what he could do about the fire. Being Australian, he had grown up with a healthy respect for bushfires and the damage they caused. But he considered how cold the night was and the amount of frost and snow about, he wasn’t particularly concerned about setting the forest on fire.
The light from the burning tree already faded in the predawn gloom. The tree was a fair distance from the others in the clearing and there was no significant breeze with which to carry flames or embers. He cleared as much debris from around the tree as he could and kicked some loose dirt closer to the trunk to limit the flames’ progress. He carefully removed a smouldering branch to use as a torch, and after a quick reconnaissance of the area, he determined that there were no other unpleasant monsters nearby. Or any pleasant monsters, either.
He found a comfortable spot on the ground near enough to the burning tree to benefit from the warmth it provided and shook his head in disbelief. While he felt dismay at being forced to kill the switcher, he reasoned to himself that he had acted entirely in self-defence. Considering the creature was invulnerable to his strikes with the iron bar, he felt entirely justified in his actions and very relieved at his good fortune. The monster certainly did not seem to want to have a pleasant chat and share his campfire. It had snuck up on him and had acted threateningly. He was quite pleased with how he’d fared during the fight and assumed the adrenaline surge responsible for his calm reactions.
Still, the smell of the burning man lingered, and imprinted into his mind was the sight of the creature’s shocking last moments. Luckily for him, though, the magically enchanted gem had created a fireball of some sort, so that part was quite exciting. He’d used a magical item! What a great story to tell his kids. He’d leave out the bit about killing the fellow, though.
The thought of his children stuck in his mind as he noticed the sun peek over the horizon. He sat bolt upright when he realised what that meant.
Hang on, shouldn’t I be home by now…?
His heart sank as he realised more than a day had passed since his summoning.
Oh, crap… I’m still here.
Suddenly, he realised he did not have a Plan B. He’d assumed that he’d go home after twenty-four hours or whatever passed for a day here - but as he had been in the temple for many hours before sunrise the previous day and now the sun was back… he felt sure that no matter how time was measured; it had been more than a day.
He exhaled slowly. Now what would he do? He had a slight headache, but whether that was over-tiredness or caffeine withdrawal, he wasn’t sure. He’d kill for coffee. After a short while considering his very limited options, Duncan realised he’d need to continue on foot to the city.
Damn, what was it called? Torun? Yeah, that was it.
He’d go there and do his best to track down Jade and the others. They would have to help him.




10. In deep shit.

Duncan got up and dusted himself off. He felt stiff and sore. The adrenaline surge from earlier had well and truly worn off. He took stock of what items he now possessed. There weren’t too many. The useless pack and blanket he’d buried. All he had were the clothes he wore, his stone of comprehension, a shield and his rusty iron rod. He smirked at the thought and corrected himself. His rusty iron rod and a new shortsword.
He went over to the stream where he trod with care upon the smooth stones near the water side and attended to his ablutions. After he’d finished, he walked a little upstream. The water was crystal clear, so he drank a few mouthfuls of the fresh water.
It refreshed him, but nothing like his morning coffee would have. The stream appeared as a thousand streams he’d seen on Earth. The water carried the winter’s chill with it as it bubbled along its merry way. He drank some more.
Refreshed, but still desperately missing his morning coffee, he did a quick mental review of his situation. He had no food, inadequate protection from the elements now the blanket was gone and no bloody idea where he was.
Young Bobby back at the inn had said Torun was two days’ travel to the south and east, so Duncan figured if he set off now, he would get there around nightfall. Then again, when Bobby said travel, did he mean on foot, on horseback, or by carriage…? Duncan hoped it would not take him a week. He didn’t want to spend another night out here alone and have to hunt for food armed with a rusty iron rod and a shortsword.
He took the nicely balanced weapon out of its scabbard; it appeared finely made. He swung it back and forth a few times, then moved about in an imaginary combat. It felt good in his hands. But he had better get going if he wanted to make progress. Resolved in his course of action, he put the sword away and set off toward the rising sun.
Despite the death and violence he’d encountered since his arrival, he enjoyed the walk down the pleasant country lane. He held a shield and wore a sword on his hip; he felt very suave and heroic and would openly admit it to anyone who asked. Not that there was anyone around to do the asking. As he walked along the road, he strode with renewed confidence.
The crisp, clean air felt good in his lungs. Frost crystals coated the branches of trees on both sides of the road. The branches creaked as he passed; the ice melted as the rising sun greeted it.
He figured it was around lunchtime when he heard galloping hooves coming toward him from the south. Duncan may have been incorrect, for his stomach growled and it had felt like lunchtime for a long time.
He felt his excitement rise. More people! He wondered who he would meet in this fantastic world this time. Maybe a brave knight. Or another mage, wizard, thingy. Perhaps a cleric like Derek. Oh, maybe it would be brigands?
When he considered the riders may not be entirely friendly, he moved off the road and behind a tree for cover. He chided himself for his naiveté. Just like on Earth, not everyone here may be nice and want to be friends.
The strong desire to find someone who could help him get home remained, yet he knew he must stay cautious. He’d been nearly killed twice in a little over a day. Well, twice that he knew of. There may have been other life-threatening occurrences, but he may have missed something with all the excitement. He also didn’t know how these people would react to his alien presence. The ones in the tomb knew he was an outsider (they’d been responsible for bringing him here, after all). He couldn’t assume others would be so comfortable with his existence. Duncan thought again of E.T. He was E.T. here. An alien far from home and at risk of being treated as badly as the alien in that movie. He didn’t want to end up in a government laboratory, or whatever the Syrane equivalent was. It was fortunate indeed that he actually looked like the natives of Asherah.
The riders came into view; a group of six men rode in pairs along the road. Four of the men wore identical scaled armour. The lead rider on the left wore similar armour to the other four, but with the addition of a fine-looking maroon cloak. Duncan presumed it showed a higher rank. He guessed the five men escorted the sixth, who appeared to be a nobleman, perhaps. Over his long tunic he wore a fur-lined cloak of forest green, fastened on the shoulder, which billowed behind the man as he rode.
Would these men be able to help me find Torun, and a way home?
From what he could see from behind the tree, they looked like responsible adults. A nobleman and his men-at-arms, perhaps. Their appearance filled Duncan with confidence. Yet still he hesitated; what if they were utter bastards? He snorted. He may never find his way home if he hesitated each time he met someone new.
Curiosity overrode common sense, and Duncan stepped out from behind his tree and into view. The leader cried out at his appearance and drew his sword. The others followed his lead and soon they surrounded the outsider, six swords pointed at him threateningly. Duncan threw up his hands in surrender, but in doing so, was careful to keep hold of his rusty rod.
The lead rider turned to the man next to him and spoke.
“Is this the one?”
The sharply dressed fellow looked Duncan up and down, and a shadow of uncertainty flitted across his face. His expression returned to neutral, however, as he nodded to the officer.
“Yes, captain, that’s him,” he said and grasped his reins as his horse moved underneath him. “I remember his enormous size. He’s the one.” He pointed to the sword at Duncan’s waist. “And he’s carrying Patterson’s weapon.”
Duncan looked up at the man in shock.
Patterson’s weapon? What the hell?
The man’s words surprised Duncan. The nobleman continued.
“He’s the one who killed my brother.”
Three of the watchmen kept their swords at the ready as the captain dismounted. The captain strode to where Duncan still stood. The top of his helm barely reached the outsider’s chin.
“You are under arrest, for murder most foul,” he said as he levelled the point of his sword at Duncan’s neck. “Are you going to come quietly, or do we have to take you by force?”
“Hang on, I think you might have made a mistake,” Duncan said in a slow, deliberate monotone. His hands still pointed skyward. “I didn’t do anything.” He paused as realisation dawned and looked around at the men. The guilt of the last night showed clearly on his face. He had killed someone. But he didn’t think that they should arrest him for it. He’d been attacked! 
“It’s him all right; I’d recognise the brute anywhere. Take him away.” The nobleman whirled his horse and rode off. Duncan glowered at the man; the outsider’s glare cast imaginary daggers into the man’s back as he galloped away, back the way they’d come.
The outsider lowered his arms and placed the iron bar on the ground in slow, deliberate movements, so as not to startle anyone. He attempted as best he could to maintain a non-threatening manner. One watchman sheathed his sword and retrieved the pole.
“Is that blood?” he asked as he peered at the stained metal.
“No, no, it’s rust,” Duncan replied. “Look, can we talk about this? There’s been a huge misunderstanding.”
“Rust, of course,” the watch captain sneered. “Search him and chain him. You’re coming with us.”
Duncan’s patience, held for so long, ended in a hurry.
“Like hell I am, dickhead! Look, I’ve not done anything wrong; you’re taking some arsehole’s word that I’ve done something to someone and… just going to arrest me because he said so?” He pointed an accusing finger at the back of the long-gone nobleman and looked at the men. “You’re fucking nuts.”
The watch captain looked surprised at the outsider’s outburst.
“That ‘arsehole’ is Lord Manfred Von Borin, the richest man in the city. If he says you’re the one we’re looking for, then you’re the one we’re looking for. There’ll be no argument from you, big-un.”
Duncan bit his tongue against any further retort. He was very aware of the swords pointed at him and of his hopeless situation. He’d become more used to the feeling of helplessness that had gripped his heart in the last day or so. He was tired and hungry and worse still; he was very much alone. He didn’t see an easy way out of this. He didn’t know how to explain what had happened the night before. He certainly didn’t want to tell them the truth. He could admit he was an alien, but he presumed that would surely land him in a lot hotter water than he was in. They’d probably want to burn him at the stake.
Duncan was sure that the other person present last night was this Von Borin fellow. He just didn’t know what to say or do about it. His shoulders slumped in surrender.
“Search him,” the captain ordered. The watchman who had picked up the iron bar stuffed it in a saddlebag and approached Duncan. They ordered the outsider to remove his jacket while the man patted him down. The watch captain had not moved; his sword still pointed at Duncan’s throat. The watchman who searched him was not rough, nor was he gentle with the prisoner. He was very thorough.
He found no hidden weapons, but removed the hanky from Duncan’s arm that covered the translation stone. The small pebble dropped to the ground. Duncan grunted in alarm. That small rock was his only means of understanding these people!
In desperation, Duncan lunged at the translation stone. He fell to his knees and grabbed it. The watchmen cried out in surprise, but before they could react, Duncan picked it up, threw it in his mouth, and swallowed it. It may have looked like a small lozenge-sized bit of stone, but it felt like he swallowed a football.
The outraged watch captain snarled. Perhaps he’d misinterpreted the outsider’s action as an attempt to conceal evidence? He glared at Duncan and spat his words at the outsider.
“You’re going to regret that!” He raised his sword and brought the pommel down on Duncan’s unprotected forehead. Duncan yowled in pain and grabbed at his head. The watch captain struck again; this time, the outsider fell into unconsciousness.
###
Duncan woke up in what he presumed was the Torunian equivalent of a divvy van. Chains bound his hands, the shackles attached to the cold iron bars of a watch wagon. Riders on either side, the men who had arrested him, kept a close eye on him. A large draught horse drew the cart.
The small procession passed through the gates of what could only be the city of Torun. The gatehouse was an impressive stone structure with a suspended portcullis that left plenty of room for the cart and men on horseback to pass under. On either side of the thick wooden gates were arrow slits; the gates themselves reinforced by metal plates.
His head hurt; two egg-shaped lumps adorned his sore forehead. Dried blood covered his face. He felt miserable. And hungry. And thirsty. Did he mention miserable?
I’d kill for coffee.
He sat down in the cart and ignored the stares of the locals. He gazed through the bars, his eyes downcast. His excitement at being in another world was well and truly gone; he did not even bother to look at the mixture of quaint and majestic architecture they passed, as the convoy wound its way into Torun.
They took him to the watch house where his chain was un-linked from the cart and re-attached to an iron ring in the wall of a cell, deep inside the building. His cell was cold, the light dull, and straw scattered across the cold stone floor. One small mercy was a tiny window in the wall that allowed him to at least see outside. They locked the door and left him all alone.




11. In deeper shit.

Duncan paced around his jail cell; hands clasped in front of him. The rattle of the chain had been a constant companion for the last few days. The only interruption was when a watchman came to give him a stale bread roll and a small cup of water. Duncan had measured the length of the room many times; it was three and a half paces wide by two paces across. It had a small, barred window Duncan could see out of at the rest of this world, but his chains prevented him from reaching the window and looking too far.
Duncan was very unused to being bored, with this much time on his hands. He knew it was an over-reaction, but he felt as if he were part of the cell. It was his cell. He was familiar with every part. He knew every mark on the walls, every dent in the back of the door and the roll of the uneven floor. Ever since they’d arrested him three days ago, the cell had been his home.
Wrongly arrested.
In his mind, he had done nothing wrong, except to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and then to defend himself. Not that he pleaded his innocence to anyone. There was no one here. He was cold, hungry, and thirsty, stuck in a jail cell with the smell of his own urine coming from one corner. He sighed. It was just like the tomb all over again, even if the smell was his own. At least with his very limited diet, he produced very little waste now.
He’d had to hold off defecating for as long as possible, because the watchmen wanted to collect whatever evidence they thought he’d swallowed back on the road. He’d fooled them for a couple of days. He’d told them he’d not passed the stone as yet and had thrown his waste product out the small window to remove the proof. That, together with the unpleasant task of removing the stone first, cleaning it off as best he was able and then re-swallowing it had been hands-down the most distasteful thing he’d ever had to do.
He wondered sometimes what was outside the window (besides a small pile of his excrement). It was fortunate for him whoever or whatever was out there did not appear to think poop lobbed out a jail window warranted a report to the authorities. Maybe it was commonplace here? If he ever made it outside again, he vowed to steer clear of windows. 
He’d done it again yesterday, but today he’d stuffed up. He’d missed the window and his faecal matter had fallen to the floor beneath. It made the place literally smell like shite. Duncan worried about the next visit from the watchmen, whether they would question his poor attempts at poop removal.
An official-looking official saw him yesterday to question the outsider on his version of the events that had led to his capture. Duncan could not help the man. Because he had no believable version of events to relate. He’d told them he was a traveller and was alone on the road but had stubbornly refused to answer questions about where he was from, or why he spoke with a strange accent. Duncan did not feel inclined to admit to his alien status. He guessed that admission may have led to more uncomfortable questions. And given his own planet’s stories and general assumptions about how Earthlings would react to an alien’s presence, he figured it could lead to other distasteful activities, like anal probes. He looked at the mess he’d left on the wall.
How much more distasteful could this all get?
Duncan had asked to see Jade Hewen, or Derek, the Priest of Khor, but they denied his requests. Duncan was careful to describe Jade and Derek as travellers he’d randomly encountered on the road. He didn’t want to implicate them in his troubles.
The official advised his imprisonment was for the murder of a fellow called Lord Patterson Von Borin, the brother of the arsehole he’d met on the road.
The case against him was thus: The victim’s brother had witnessed Duncan murder the man in cold blood, out in the forest, three days prior to the outsider being arrested. According to the official, Duncan had burned and hid the body to hide the evidence. It appeared the authorities had found the makeshift burial place Duncan had left Patterson’s body in. Hardly hiding the body, Duncan thought. He’d left it in plain sight.
Duncan had no alibi, except that he was in another world, another dimension, another realm of existence three days prior to being arrested. But he didn’t want to be revealed as an alien or outsider to these people.
The truth, of course, was that they’d attacked him, and he’d defended himself. He guessed that to reveal the truth would do him no good, because he could not possibly substantiate his claim. His clothes and speech identified him as a foreigner.
Along with his freedom, they took his clothes and replaced them with the rags he assumed were common to prisoners in Torun. He missed his cats t-shirt. He wished he had a toothbrush. Duncan wanted to brush his teeth.
I’d kill for coffee…
Apparently, they’d produced a bagful of contraband and submitted it as evidence against him. The constabulary called for a priest to examine him using entreaties to the gods that were supposed to reveal the truth or not.
Strangely, they found nothing out. The priest of Boan had prayed, he’d chanted, he’d even attempted an exorcism, with no success.
It troubled the priest that the goddess did not answer his prayers at all for the outsider. The priest had even tried the same process on the watchman who was present, and it had worked infallibly. Duncan simply didn’t seem to exist as far as the priest’s augury was concerned.
Duncan had asked again about Derek of Khor, but the priest who’d attended his cell had appeared unwilling to speak to Derek. It frustrated Duncan, but helpless as he was, he didn’t want to exacerbate his already volatile predicament by being belligerent.
Of course, the lack of divine guidance did nothing except convince everyone of his guilt. So Duncan paced. He paced, awaiting a magistrate’s pleasure. Or a watchman to come back to find his poo smeared down the wall. Duncan had no hope of wearing a path in the cold, unforgiving stone. Unless, of course, they left him here for the rest of his life, which, he admitted, was not a very nice prospect. At least he was being fed.
He hadn’t shaved or brushed his teeth in days. He wore the same prison clothes the whole time. Duncan itched, probably because of their lack of cleanliness and the nest of fleas that had taken up residence in them. His head was a mess of partly healed lumps, bruises, and dried blood. He desperately wanted a hot shower and a shave. And coffee. Oh, how he wanted coffee!
He missed his girls terribly. Rose was doing very well at school; they were so proud of her. And little Gracie, how he missed her cuddles! He missed his wife’s comforting presence; they did everything together. They were two halves of the perfect whole. The absence of his family caused his heart to ache. He worried what they thought; why he’d not come home, or where he was? His wife would be sick with concern for him. He looked about the cell and shuddered. Perhaps it was best if they thought they lost him around their home, rather than the current predicament he found himself in.
The worrisome thoughts cascaded into his brain, one after the other, in an emotional flood. He cried then, sobs of genuine anguish for his life, family and friends that were worlds away, far from here. Tears streaked down his grubby face, unabashed. He was alone and felt it keenly in the prison cell.
Duncan’s face flushed; his throat constricted.
What the hell? Why am I even here???
Nothing good had happened since he arrived in Syrane. Yes, he’d met some nice enough people in the temple, but they were also responsible for his arrival.
He smashed his fist into the cold floor.
I killed someone.
The guy may have deserved it. It was a choice of him or Duncan. But that didn’t make it right!
He wondered what Jen would think. He blinked the tears away. She would understand, he was sure of it. He unconsciously rubbed the base of his left ring finger, where his wedding ring was supposed to be. He hated not wearing it.
His hands shook. His body followed. The tears of anguish gave way to a deep, unbridled rage. He wiped his eyes and looked up at the small window in defiance, his fury fuelled by the blaze in his belly. His eyes smouldered with volcanic fire.
I will see my family again!
A noise sounded behind him, and Duncan spun to face the door. A watchman stood in the cell’s doorway. Another entered. The keys to the outsider’s manacles jangled in the watchman’s mailed fist.
None of the men mistreated Duncan yet. He had guessed that was because he’d given the watchmen no reason to abuse him. If he put up a fight, it would probably only get him beat up.
Duncan was a large man, broad of shoulder and arm, taller than anyone he’d met on this world by at least a head. He’d learned in the past few days he could handle himself in a fight. But unarmed against the watchmens’ cold steel would have put him on a fast track to a severe beating or even an untimely death. He wanted to avoid that. He had to live to get home.
The watchman who’d entered sauntered across the cell as Duncan held out his wrists. The outsider moved so that he stood between the watchman and the mess he’d left on the wall. The cuffs were a ‘one size fits all’ variety; it was unfortunate for Duncan they didn’t accommodate the outsider’s oversized wrists very well. Duncan had severe chafing on his wrists from the cuffs he wore in the prison cell, and a vague concern flitted across his mind about the risk of infection. He tried to dismiss the unpleasant thought. He didn’t want to die of a tetanus infection; he considered it was only slightly less ignoble than getting killed by the supernatural switcher. He’d avoided both outcomes so far.
Without a word being spoken, the watchmen marched Duncan out of his cell. Outside, the featureless stone walls all looked the same; he saw clumps of filthy straw scattered on the floor as he walked. Rats skittered and ran away as they passed. The dim light of torches in iron sconces flickered and gave off an oily smoke.
Each corridor appeared identical; they passed many similar cells and never once saw daylight. Screams and moans from his fellow prisoners marked his passage. The smell of sweat, faeces, coppery blood, and decay reached his nostrils. The dull grey stone of the walls and floors marked his journey. He felt overwhelmed by the oppressiveness of the place. Duncan mused that if the prison itself sapped the will of prisoners, it must make the watchmens’ job to manage inmates much easier.
He hoped wherever he went was better than where he was.




12. Representation.

They took Duncan to a small room where a well-dressed, slender older man in a ridiculous grey wig sat at a table. Apart from the man and the table, the room had two chairs. They pushed Duncan into the chair opposite the man, who looked up at him over wire-rimmed glasses that sat halfway down his bulbous nose. The watchmen left and bolted the heavy iron door closed behind them.
“Hello,” the man said. “I’ve been waiting for you.” Duncan sniffed and wondered why that was important. The man spoke through his nose. His voice grated Duncan’s nerves. When he gave no further reaction, the man continued.
“I am Benedict du Montbello, your publicly appointed glossator. I will represent you in front of the magistrate to argue points of law and administer your defence.”
Duncan nodded and sat straighter in his chair. This was a little better. At least these people had the good grace to assign him a lawyer. At least he thought that’s what a glossator was.
“It is fortunate,” the man began, “that the magistrate has offered to hear your trial now. Otherwise, you would have to wait until the next formal sitting of the court, which I believe is in ninety-four days’ time.” Duncan blanched.
Could you imagine being in that cell for over three months? Yuck.
“The magistrate will ask your name, and you must confirm who you are. You will refer to him as ‘your honour’. Do you understand?”
Duncan nodded.
“Good, very good.” Benedict du Montbello pronounced ‘very’ as ‘vewwy’. Any other time, Duncan would snigger, smile, or make a sarcastic remark. Today it just annoyed him. Still, the man was his legal representative, and so he let him go on.
“He will ask if you are ready for trial and if you understand the charges against you.”
Again, a nod from Duncan.
“Do you understand the charges, Master Hawkwind?”
Duncan frowned.
What was it the captain had said?
His mood darkened.
“Murder most foul,” Duncan spat.
“Yes, quite. They also charged you with having received stolen goods. I understand the watchmen found a bag in your possession that belonged to the victim.”
Duncan snorted.
“That is incorrect. I did not have the bag.”
“But a bag exists. And the watchmen say they found it on you?”
“They can say that. I didn’t have a bag.”
His attorney shuffled a paper or two. He read from the new top paper.
“You had two bags.”
Duncan’s face fell.
“Oh, well, I had one bag. That was a backpack.”
“Did you have a bag or not?”
“I had one bag. The other bag was not mine. I had the backpack bag. It was leather, scorched. I thought it destroyed in the explosion.”
“Explosion?”
“Yes, when I blew up the switcher.”
Benedict du Montbello snorted in a bizarre imitation of laughter.
“A switcher. Yes, quite.”
Duncan shook his head.
“It attacked me.”
“Yes, of course. They also found you in possession of Lord Von Borin’s sword.”
“Ah, yes. I guess I was. I picked it up from him after I blew him up.”
The lawyer blinked once.
“Indeed. Now, heresy. They also charged you with heresy.”
“Ah, wait, what?” Duncan’s frown deepened.
“Quite unfortunate,” replied du Montbello. “The priest of Boan examined you. He told the magistrate the goddess did not answer his prayers when he entreated her to enquire about you. According to the law, this means you are a heretic.”
Duncan sighed.
Of course it does.
“And there is the matter of your refusal to answer questions of your origin.”
Duncan shook his head. The charges mounted against him.
“Now, the magistrate will begin by outlining the charges and the case against you and any statements they took. He will call and question any witnesses, should any be required. If there are any points of law to discuss, the magistrate, prosecutor, and I will confer and resolve any difference of opinion.”
Duncan sat glumly in front of the man as he instructed him on court protocol.
Yes, your honour, no, your honour…, three bags full your honour.
The outsider hardly listened to any of it anymore. How was that going to get him acquitted? His hopes sank with each word the man spoke. His attorney seemed disinterested in the truthful circumstances of his case. Duncan asked his opinion about this vital point.
“Hey, dickhead! Are you actually going to ask my side of the bloody story?”
The bespectacled buffoon looked startled at the outburst and sat bolt upright. The watchmen outside the room cast a questioning look through the small grate two thirds of the way up the door. They must have decided Duncan wasn’t going to kill the fellow just yet. As for all observations, Duncan sat calmly across from the man. It didn’t reflect how Duncan felt, however.
Du Montbello looked down again at the papers in front of him, then up again. He crossed and uncrossed his arms, then placed both hands on the papers as he glanced up nervously at the outsider over the rim of his glasses.
“I have read the facts of the case, sir, and am well versed in what occurred.” He shuffled the papers on the desk in front of him and squirmed in his seat.
“Lord Von Borin has written quite an eloquent statement, which makes it very clear what transpired. I am here to ensure they respect your rights as the defendant.” du Montbello looked back down at the pages on the table.
Duncan flexed his arms, his shoulders strained against the thin fabric of the shirt he wore.
“What about Derek? Jade? Jongus? Could any of them be called as witnesses?” Duncan asked.
The lawyer ignored him.
“Now, when the magistrate sentences you, you will stand and the watchmen will lead you out of the courtroom to one of two places, the gallows or…”
Sentenced!
Duncan burst from his chair and knocked the table forward with tremendous force into his annoying solicitor. It hit du Montbello with a loud thump and upended upon impact. It knocked du Montbello backward onto the floor, where he crouched behind the wooden table in terror. Duncan could hear the watchmen as they shoved the key into the door lock.
“What!” Duncan shouted, “The bloody gallows? I’m innocent, you fool! Who picked you to represent me? Handpicked by that arsehole Von Borin, most likely!”
The lawyer cowered behind the table on the floor. He held his glasses on his nose with one hand and grasped the upended table with the other. His nose and eyes were all that was visible to Duncan, but the look that flitted across the man’s face in that instant confirmed to the outsider that his accusations had a measure of truth behind them.
Why is this bloke Von Borin so hell bent on doing this to me?
He must have been the other person at the campsite the other night!
It distracted Duncan from the lawyer when watchmen wrestled him from behind. They had burst into the room and attempted to bring the outsider to his knees. Duncan struggled mightily and twisted out of their grasp. He lifted one from the ground and shoved him backward. The man’s feet left the ground as Duncan flung him into the wall of the room. The impact took the air from the watchman’s lungs with a loud ‘oooof’, simultaneous with a nasty cracking sound. The man cried out in pain and clutched his arm as he fell down to the floor.
It enraged Duncan; these people had no interest in him or his situation. He’d done nothing wrong, and no one seemed to care!
A red haze dropped a veil over his vision. Duncan grabbed the remaining watchman by the throat and lifted him from the floor. He forced the man up against the nearby wall. Duncan viewed the watchman in almost detached fascination as the man turned a pasty shade of blue. The outsider’s meaty fist choked the life from him.
Suddenly, Duncan realised what he was about to do. He let go of the watchman, the shock of his actions plain on his face. The man fell to the floor and gasped for air. Duncan shook his head. What had got into him? He was a good person; he shouldn’t do stuff like that!
Duncan took a blow to the head from behind and stumbled forward. He fell to the floor as consciousness fled from him. The last thing he saw was more watchmen, reinforcements, as they kicked his prone body…
###
The alleyway was dark, darker than the blackest pitch. Piled up garbage of varying heights lay along its length, and broken liquor containers leaked their spillage onto the cold earth. Its populace of rats and cockroaches fought turf wars that would be the stuff of legend, if only anyone wrote stories about such things.
The stink of rot, body odour and waste seeped into every corner of the alley. It had no name, it was just ‘an alley’, that led somewhere; it provided access between Bridle Lane and Ghost Gum Way.
Silent, almost invisible in the shadows, a halfling waited. He did not want to be seen this night. Joseph P. Crowfoot was a diminutive, but respected Torunian city official and it would not do for prying eyes to see him hiding in the dark like this. Sometimes being three feet tall was an advantage, and he used it to its full benefit now.
He felt his way along the alley. He used the rough bricks of the building walls to guide him; it helped to steady himself as he moved into position and crouched behind a small barrel. The night air was chilly, and he was thankful the bricks were still warm from the ovens on the other side. The faint smell of baking bread that now reached him was the only pleasant odour to be found in the alley.
Crowfoot waited.
Presently, a man drifted into view. Clad entirely in black and grey, Crowfoot could only make out his outline and no identifying features. The man’s concealed face, if indeed it was a man, was obscured by the hood of his cloak. Crowfoot could see the newcomer, but he felt sure that the newcomer could not see him. The man looked back over one shoulder and then continued deeper into the alley. He stopped at the barrel and deposited something small but heavy onto the lid.
“May justice be done,” the shadowy figure said. “There are no switchers in Torun.” His whisper barely carried to the concealed halfling. With that, the man turned and left.
Crowfoot waited for many more heartbeats before he came out of his hiding place. He stood and looked down at the top of the barrel. His hands half-curled into fists, then he straightened his fingers. He didn’t want to take it. But he had to take it. Crowfoot reached out and pocketed the coin bag. It was heavier than last time. While Manfred Von Borin kept being so generous with his incentives, Crowfoot would see that the Lord’s justice was done.




13. Kangaroo Court.

Hours later, Duncan stood on unsteady feet before the halfling Magistrate Joseph P. Crowfoot.
Something had staunched the flow of blood from his nose enough for him to be presentable. Duncan was a mass of cuts and bruises and found it difficult to draw breath, most likely because of his broken ribs. They had kicked him without mercy. His face was the worst part. The attack had splattered his nose across the right side of his face. Duncan could barely see through swollen eyes; and his jaw clicked painfully when he opened his mouth. It felt broken. He could not form proper words when he spoke. They clasped his hands in front of him, manacles prevented him from moving them. He sat.
The Magistrate was a serious-looking halfling who sat upon several cushions, dwarfed by the massive rostrum he perched behind. But he seemed to be ready to pronounce the outsider’s fate. Magistrate Crowfoot stood, and the rest of the court stood with him. Duncan slowly got to his feet again. He rose unsteadily on bruised and battered legs. The outsider swayed back and forward between his two watchmen, each of them contributed a hand to him staying upright.
“Master Hawkwind, I take it you understand the charges brought against you and also the new ones filed this very day? To refresh your memory, I charge you with the murder of Lord Patterson Von Borin.” The halfling was small in stature, but his voice conveyed authority.
Duncan could hear indignant, but whispered voices from the rear of the court. It appeared Lord Patterson had family and friends present today.
“Order!” Crowfoot cried as he banged his gavel. The voices subsided.
“I charge you with the goods in custody; reasonably suspected of being stolen or unlawfully obtained.” He gestured with the gavel at the charred remains of what Duncan understood to be Lord Patterson’s belongings. They sat upon a table that was at the front of the court, next to the court scribe. It could be a bag. It looked like a burnt bag might look. Duncan didn’t know whose it was. The shortsword was also there.
No one had mentioned the swallowed translation stone, which he guessed was fortunate. It was the reason he’d first been hit on the head. Maybe they’d dropped that charge?
The magistrate went on.
“I charge you with heresy.” This brought gasps from the back of the court. Crowfoot banged his gavel again.
Okay, so leaving out the translation stone-swallowing charge was not really going to make things better or worse for him, was it?
“It appears you are a vagrant with no abode; a man of no nationality or allegiance.”
Duncan, of course, was guilty of being an outsider, an alien in this world. He thought to these people he was effectively a demon with no powers or abilities. He decided not to mention this point.
“I also charge you with assault on the persons of two of the city’s watchmen.”
Duncan could, out of the corner of his eye, see the watchman he had thrown into the wall. The man nursed what looked like a broken arm. A sling bandaged and held his right arm up. The other watchman sat next to him on the front bench, his neck red and bruised; he looked very much the worse for wear. Both stared at him, their faces hostile. Duncan wished for a moment he’d squeezed harder, but then silently berated himself. The watchmen had just been doing their job.
Duncan turned back to the magistrate and bowed his head painfully, as a ‘yes’.
The diminutive magistrate continued.
“And your plea to these charges?”
“Not guilty, your honour,” Duncan rasped. The words most likely did not sound like that to anyone who could hear him. He couldn’t talk. The magistrate nodded.
A titter from the back of the court. Clearly, the peanut gallery expected him to say ‘guilty’ and submit to the punishment.
“Master Hawkwind, you have a court-appointed glossator to represent you, but I do not see him present in the court today.”
Yes, well, I assaulted him too. Please add that to the charges.
Duncan cleared his throat but did not voice those thoughts.
“I believe he has decided not to represent me, your honour. I’ll represent myself.”
What came out sounded more like gibberish. Duncan’s voice grew fainter with each word. The beating he took damaged his throat. The magistrate said nothing about the clarity of his speech but nodded, anyway.
“This is most peculiar,” Crowfoot stated. “Do you have any objections, Barrister Thomley?”
Barrister Thomley, a man Duncan believed to be the equivalent of the public prosecutor, shook his head. Thomley was a carbon copy of du Montbello, except he did not wear glasses. Duncan had not yet heard him speak.
Crowfoot nodded.
“Very well. Please be seated.”
He sat on his cushion pile, and the court sat with him.
“The first statement is from Lord Manfred Von Borin,” barrister Thomley advised. He spoke in matter-of-fact tones. Duncan wished he had Thomley as his representative. Thomley passed the magistrate a rolled up paper. The magistrate unbound it and gave the statement a cursory glance. Duncan had not seen the statement, but presumed this was the one du Montbello had referred to.
“I also have other statements, your honour.” Thomley handed the halfling a pile of rolled up papers. “Sworn statements from Watch Captain Alexander of the Torun Constabulary. Watchmen Crowe and Walker. Brother Clay of the Temple of Boan. Watchmen Coltrane and Wright.” He nodded to the two wounded watchmen seated nearby.
“Very well,” Crowfoot nodded. “We will deal with each of the witnesses in turn. Call your witness.”
The barrister called Manfred Von Borin to the stand. Von Borin swaggered past Duncan and took his place in the dock. The man was unremarkable physically; plain featured, his head barely reached Duncan’s chest. He tied his long grey hair up with a simple silver clasp. What set him apart from others were two things; his clothes were the finest materials and cut, his cloak was fur-lined, his tunic garnished with what looked like silver. And his demeanour; he carried himself with an air that suggested he was more capable and knowledgeable than every other person in the room.
Duncan also believed Von Borin was a switcher; the man could most likely transform into a man-beast hybrid that could tear the outsider and probably everyone in the courtroom to bits. He disliked the helpless feeling that enveloped him. Duncan stared at the chains that bound him. They did not appear silver or magic; and he certainly had no more of the magical fireball gems he’d been lucky enough to find before.
What was it Jongus had said? He called switchers abominations that are hunted down as soon as discovered. Held in low regard by civilised people, slightly above undead, but below ogres. The memory almost brought a smile to Duncan’s cracked lips. He’d met undead and could not think of anything in existence that would be worse. If he got out of here and made it home, he’d never watch another zombie movie.
With the thought of home, Duncan sobered. He clenched his fists and looked through narrowed eyes at Lord Von Borin. Duncan should fear the creature that Von Borin could become, but was too angry to consider it rationally. Duncan didn’t like him at all.
Duncan sat unmoved while the magistrate swore the Lord in as a witness and then read the first statement. It outlined Von Borin’s version of what happened in the forest.
The magistrate nodded for Thomley to begin. The barrister addressed Lord Von Borin. 
“Lord Von Borin, can you please confirm what your statement says is a correct version of events?”
Von Borin nodded. He addressed the magistrate.
“Yes, your honour,” he replied. “As my statement advises, on the day described, I was in the Ochre Forest with my brother Patterson. We were about a day’s ride south and east of an inn called The Trooper. Hunting wild boar. We’d come across very few opportunities that day. We looked for a place to camp for the night. We found a stream and followed it a short way, as we’d noticed a campfire not too far in the distance.”
The lord played his part well. His speech was articulate and gave the impression he was a careful and considerate man, whose sole reason for existence was to do good. He reminded Duncan of a TV Evangelist.
“We found the campsite inhabited by Master Hawkwind, who invited us to share his fire.”
Duncan snorted at the lie. Unfortunately, the main impact was that blood shot from his nose and spattered across the bench and his manacled hands. Many faces in the court screwed up in disgust.
Von Borin, undeterred, went on.
“At first, Master Hawkwind shared his shelter and fire with us. He was quite amiable; we swapped hunting stories with the man.” Von Borin’s face turned dark. “But something changed.” Outside the courtroom, a cloud passed over the sun at that exact moment, as if the very elements conspired to create dramatic tension.
“He turned into something horrible. And I don’t mean a beast or monster, but he became not the man he was only moments before. I don’t know what came over the man; one moment we sat sharing the fire telling tales of hunting adventures both in the forest and elsewhere,” he sniggered. A titter rolled across the back of the courtroom. It seemed others were in on the joke. Perhaps everyone but Duncan.
“But then he leapt at my brother and punched him several times. I could not react quick enough.” The lord sighed. “I grabbed my sword; unfortunately, I had unstrung my crossbow.”
Next to Von Borin, the magistrate nodded; his face downcast at the tale of woe Von Borin spun.
“I grabbed my sword, but you can see how big the brute is. It would have made no difference. He punched Patterson again and again. It was awful. Hawkwind grabbed Patterson’s sword and ran my brother through with it.” He turned to face the courtroom. “With his own sword,” he said through clenched teeth. He paused again.
“Please continue, Lord Von Borin,” the magistrate said in a soft voice.
Von Borin’s face conveyed more misery than Duncan had ever seen another human being express. Whether he actually felt misery was a good question. Duncan shook his head.
“I rushed to my brother’s aid. But somehow Master Hawkwind created an explosion, most likely with a magic item of some sort. This device caused the gigantic conflagration that took my brother’s life, your honour. Then I fled. I had no chance against someone who used magic.”
“This statement is correct, Lord Von Borin?” the magistrate asked.
“Yes, it is,” he answered.
“Do you have questions for Lord Von Borin, Master Hawkwind?”
The dates and times noted meant nothing to Duncan. Although he recalled it was three days before he’d even arrived in Syrane. Duncan’s head dropped. He did not know how to do this cross-examination thing. But he’d seen Boston Legal a few times. They made it look easy.
Denny Crane, reasonable doubt for a reasonable fee.
He stood and approached the bench. Or rather, he tried to approach. They attached his manacles to the chair he sat on; he could not move from it.
“You may ask your questions from there,” the magistrate said.
Duncan cleared his throat as best he was able.
“I wasn’t there three days before my arrest,” he said. Unfortunately, it sounded like: ‘I wndet ther free das befur my arrsst’. His parched throat hurt. To speak with split lips, swollen face and a very broken jaw hampered him somewhat.
His slurred speech drew sarcastic chuckles from the court. Von Borin smirked.
“I cannot understand what you say,” he murmured.
Duncan frowned, which sent a stabbing pain through his forehead.
“I wasn’t there that day. You made most of this up. Both you and your brother attacked me. You are a switcher and are trying to cover it up!”
Duncan spat the last words out with a bit too much emphasis; blood spattered on the floor in front of him. He coughed, which caused a grimace of pain, and more blood came from his mouth. Von Borin shook his head and turned to the magistrate, his arms held out wide, as if what Duncan said could not possibly be true. Scattered laughter echoed throughout the courtroom.
At least the magistrate seemed to comprehend what Duncan said. Still, the halfling shook his head.
“There are no switchers in Torun, Master Hawkwind,” he said. “Nor indeed in all of Syrane.”
Von Borin sniggered.
“More likely you saw a wild boar and got confused,” he huffed.
Duncan looked at Von Borin, his eyes smouldered.
“Fuck you. Lying prick.”
It was fortunate, or not, that everyone in the courtroom heard and understood him. The court erupted in an uproar.
The magistrate banged his gavel.
“Order!” he shouted.
Order returned to the courtroom.
Duncan considered what was going on. He could see the magistrate and the entire court were against him; they wanted Von Borin to identify Duncan as the guilty party. Duncan wished he could have Derek or Jade… even Jongus here to speak on his behalf. But they had not come forward. He had hoped they’d hear about his plight, hear about this trial, and appear just in the nick of time to exonerate him.
But they did not.
Duncan’s head dropped in defeat, and he sat back down. Even as he got some words out of his badly swollen mouth, he knew the evidence against him was overwhelming. He had no means to refute the statements, no evidence to present to vindicate himself. He could not speak with any eloquence. Actually, he could not speak properly at all, so he gave up. His jaw felt worse with each word. And he did actually beat up on the watchmen. Guilty as charged.
“Thank you, Lord Von Borin, you may step down.”
The lord returned to his seat at the back of the courtroom. The magistrate peered down at Duncan.
“Master Hawkwind, will you refute any of the claims in these statements? Do you have any evidence to present?”
Duncan’s eyes narrowed. Despite that, he shook his head with slow, deliberate movements.
Crowfoot nodded.
“Very well. I have considered the evidence before me and the conflicting stories from all parties.” The magistrate patted the pile of written statements and nodded across the room to the seated Lord Manfred Von Borin. The wealthy lord nodded back and turned to regard the outsider. A person next to Von Borin whispered something in his ear and the lord laughed out loud.
“I have no choice but to pronounce you guilty of all charges.” Crowfoot banged his gavel on the bench. Several muted cheers erupted from the back of the courtroom at the verdict. The public prosecutor cleared his throat. The magistrate continued.
“Master Hawkwind, we will hang you for your crimes as the laws of our city of Torun decree.” He paused for dramatic effect. “We will carry this sentence out at dawn tomorrow. May the All-Father have mercy on your soul.”
After he invoked the blessing, Magistrate Joseph P. Crowfoot stood, bowed to the assembled crowd, and turned to exit the court. The clerk who had scribed the proceedings followed him.
As they left, everyone in the court broke out in excited babbling. Duncan suspected he was a source of some excitement for the normally dull public gallery. Lord Von Borin also stood and began his exit from the courtroom.
An icy feeling grew in Duncan’s stomach. His chest constricted; his body shook. Sweat broke out on his forehead. Just like that, they pronounced his life at an end. What would his girls do? Who would provide for them? Duncan slumped on the bench. The fatigue and pain he carried with him rose like a remorseless wave that threatened to overwhelm him.
The watchmen roughly pulled him to his feet and a burst of agony erupted in his side, where he thought he had broken ribs. One watchman undid the chain that connected Duncan to the bench.
For the second time that day, Duncan’s vision turned crimson. His nostrils flared; he ignored the pain this brought. His eyes hardened and narrowed to slits as he exploded upward. Duncan dragged the closest watchman around and punched him full in the face. Despite the outsider not hitting with full force because of his hands being manacled, he launched the watchman backward. The watchman landed on the podium that the magistrate had recently exited.
The remaining watchman called for help; his cry cut across the noise of the shocked crowd. The watchman lifted his polearm and clumsily tried to bring the weapon to bear. Duncan grabbed the long shaft of the spear and shoved back at the watchman; he used the man’s own weapon for leverage. The spear hit crossways and knocked the watchman backwards.
Duncan thrust again, despite the pain it caused him, and the hard wood connected with the watchman’s forehead. The watchman’s eyes rolled back as he dropped to the floor, and Duncan was free! The outsider’s eyes blazed as he whirled around to look for an exit. At the entrance to the courtroom, many more watchmen pushed through the panicked crowd.
Duncan was now committed to go down fighting; he would not just lay down and face the gallows. To hell with that!
The outsider looked toward where the magistrate had exited and bounded across the room in that direction. His chest burned and his legs barely held his weight. His face hurt, his arms ached, breathing was difficult, but he was determined to escape. Duncan reached the door, only to find the magistrate had returned; the halfling looked up at the outsider with a resolute determination in his eyes. Duncan held no particular malice toward the halfling, but he now stood in the way of potential freedom. Duncan thrust the blunt end of the watchman’s polearm at the miniature magistrate, but Crowfoot was nimble and danced out of harm’s way.
The magistrate waved his hand at Duncan. Glitter dust trailed from his short, stubby fingers. The glitter drifted from Crowfoot’s open palm fully into the outsider’s face. Duncan stared at the halfling in surprise as his legs gave out from beneath him. He tried to speak, but despite his considerable willpower, he emitted only a strangled snore. He crashed unceremoniously onto the floor once more. In his confused and battered state, his only thought as he drifted off yet again was that snoring would be painful with a broken nose…             
###
Duncan awoke sometime later to find he had been right. His nose ached; he had a painful headache that felt like his sinuses would explode. He felt his nose. Hmmm, perhaps they had already exploded. His face ached, as did the rest of him. Every part of his body had different levels of sharp, dull, burning, throbbing… pain. Lots of pain.
He had limited awareness of his surroundings, as it was dark inside the cold cell. Duncan was aware enough to notice that it was a different cell than the one he’d been in the last few days. He lay on a small uncomfortable pallet; there were no blankets or bedclothes. The cell had the same filthy straw as he’d seen earlier, but he noticed his manacled hands were now connected to a long chain that was fixed to the wall. Duncan tugged on the chain, but it did not break. He suspected he needed to apply more force than he did to even come close. The effort he’d brought to bear would have been enough to push a kitten off his lap. Hardly what he needed to break out of jail.
An irritating rasp sounded outside the window. It beat a steady rhythm. When the sound did not cease, Duncan assumed it may have happened the whole time. He must have been unaware of it while unconscious. Duncan looked up from his spot on the pallet and noticed a barred window.
No proper light came through, but the outside was less shrouded in gloom than the cell he inhabited. Duncan rose on very unsteady legs to look through the opening. He found with relief that his chains permitted sufficient mobility that he could see out of this window.
Duncan cast his gaze outward, but immediately wished he hadn’t. Outside the window, lit by a swinging oil lantern in the predawn gloom, was the gibbet; the hangman’s noose swayed gently in the same breeze that caused the lantern to swing back and forth with its accompanying noise.
###




14. Death can be fatal.

Duncan should have felt flattered when an entire squad of twelve watchmen came for him later in the morning. The man who had earlier served his last meal had not spoken to him, but Duncan was happy with that; he was not in a talkative mood himself.
It disappointed him for his last meal; they had not asked him what he wanted.
I’d like a chicken schnitzel, please. Or a giant pizza.
What he ate may have been chicken. It may have been human flesh, or they could roast a rat. It had a chewy texture and no taste at all.
I’d kill for coffee…
The watchmen lined up outside his door and formed two neat rows of five on either side, their long spears held at attention. The two most senior (or so Duncan gathered) approached down the centre of the line with shackles readied for him once more.
Duncan finished his last meal in silence and stood. He held his wrists in front of him, shoulder-width apart. Duncan would meet whatever fate awaited him with dignity. He’d resolved that he would give no one the pleasure of beating him unconscious yet again.
Until next time.
A rueful thought flickered across his mind and chased away his dreams of a chicken schnitzel. He was in such a poor physical state that beating him unconscious would not take much effort. His own grandmother could probably kick the shit out of him in a fight right now.
They led Duncan down a corridor past the same dirty straw and featureless stone walls, past iron bars and rusted locks, past the catcalls and insults from the other prisoners. They led him into the courtyard that Duncan had seen earlier from his cell.
Outside, a bell began to chime. A voice cried out from a cell.
“Khor be with you!”
It would thrill Duncan for any divine intervention right about now. However, as the priest of Boan had advised during his interrogation, Duncan didn’t exist as far as the deities of Syrane were concerned.
They can all get stuffed.
The sun made its way up into the eastern sky and bathed the courtyard in its vibrant orange glow. Duncan sniffed.
This was his last sunrise.
The morning air was so fresh, after being inside the foul prison cell for so many days, he welcomed the clear air. Not that he could take much in through his battered and broken nose.
Duncan looked out across the courtyard and saw a public gallery of sorts; a small grandstand that was full of spectators. Several people he assumed were dignitaries sat at the front and watched as he made his way from the cells, among them the much-disliked Lord Von Borin.
The magistrate Joseph P. Crowfoot stood off to one side, a sad look on his face. Duncan didn’t hate the little fellow; he was only doing his job. It must be hard to pronounce such sentences in peoples’ lives and have to watch them carried out. Even when they deserved what they got. Von Borin was another matter entirely. Duncan wanted to tear the smug noble apart.
Duncan wondered briefly about reincarnation or if he could come back as a ghost. He’d gladly haunt Von Borin for all eternity for this. He knew the undead now existed in Syrane again. The thought gave him some hope.
They led Duncan to the gallows. He took each step as slow as possible. He didn’t want to rush this, after all. He had to give whoever was about to rescue him time to jump up and make themselves known.
Surely someone would jump up and rescue him?
He cast his eyes about the courtyard. The lack of rescuers was painful to behold.
He paused again at the top as they handed him over to the executioner. The lack of noise from the public gallery unnerved him. It was like they all held their breath. The only noise Duncan could hear with any clarity was his own laboured breaths that forced their way into his lungs. His ribs pinched… something. It made breathing more painful than it should be. Who was he kidding? Everything hurt.
The hangman, garbed in a sinister black hood, swapped the cuffs to secure the outsider’s hands behind his back. The manacles pinched his raw wrists even further. His shoulders pulled back as his hands were bound; this caused sharper pains across his torso.
Part of him wanted the immense pain to end; get it over with so that it stopped.
Several soldiers stood nearby; crossbows aimed at Duncan’s heart. He guessed they took no chances with his compliance today.
Duncan shivered as the executioner placed the noose around his neck. He had never expected his life to end this way. He was young enough that he’d never expected his life to end at all!
A whole gamut of emotions rushed through him: anger, fear, sadness, resignation. Again, he thought of his girls. The outsider exhaled, his breath crystallised in the air before him.
An elderly priestess of Dian the Just stood in front of him and gave him a ritual final blessing. He Duncan hardly listened; he was about to face his judgement day. He fervently hoped it wasn’t a bad one.
He had a faint hope that if he did not return as a ghost to haunt Von Borin that by dying in this world, he would return home to Earth. But he somehow knew that to be pure fantasy.
It was with that sobering thought that he finally paid attention as the priestess stepped in front of him.
She made a square signal with her hands, as if she were a sports umpire, and called for a video replay. Duncan was taken aback until he noticed the sign being mimicked by others nearby. He noticed the interlocked geometric squares, the holy symbol of Dian upon her chest, and realised the holy symbol and the hand signal made sense. He tried not to smirk.
Like the sign of the cross Christians make, I suppose?
“Any last words, lad?”
Duncan felt sure that he didn’t qualify as a lad anymore, but he liked the old woman’s manner. He could not focus very well on the priestess through his watery, swollen eyes. Duncan blinked away the moisture.
He was stuck for ideas for a moment, but then a thought occurred to him. He sang in a broken, hoarse voice, interspersed with spittle, blood and mangled words.
“Ten million green bottles of beer sitting on the wall, ten million green bottles of beer. But if one green bottle of beer should accidentally fall… there’ll be nine million, nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine green bottles of beer, sitting on the wall. Nine million, nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand…”
A titter of amusement swept through the public gallery. His split lips bled again. The old priestess smiled in genuine humour and interrupted the outsider’s poor singing.
“Sir, have you any other last words?”
Duncan spoke again through mutilated lips.
“Uh, I want the king or ruler of this city up here so I can bugger him with a dead badger.”
The priestess’ eyebrows arched upwards; her jaw hung slack. She took a moment to recover. A nearby watchman guffawed, despite the seriousness of the circumstance.
“Any serious last words, sir?” the priestess asked.
Duncan looked at her and articulated.
“Yes, free me.” The outsider turned as best he could to face the public gallery and, through his broken countenance, cried out.
“Von Borin is behind this! He was with the switcher! I didn’t do anything wrong!”
The hangman attempted to place a hood over the outsider’s head, but Duncan squirmed and vigorously shook his head back and forth in defiance. The executioner gave up trying after the cleric placed a restraining hand on his arm. The hooded hangman disappeared to the right of the gibbet to prepare for the rest of his unpleasant task.
Duncan looked at the priestess to implore her help.
“You must believe me. Please, free me.”
The priestess’ expression changed, and her face fell.
“I’m sorry Duncan, but I cannot.” She turned to walk away. “Your gods be with you.”
Somewhere a drumroll sounded.
Behind his back, Duncan’s palms became sweaty. Goosebumps erupted on his skin. He realised he shut his eyes, so he opened them, determined to face his destiny with whatever dignity he could muster. A well-dressed man in the centre of the pavilion raised a white handkerchief, and the executioner moved to place his hand on a lever nearby.
Duncan shouted out at the last instant.
“Free me! I’m innocent!” Several ladies in the gathering raised their hands to their mouths and a general murmur went through the crowd.
Then the platform disappeared from underneath him.
For a moment, the drumming stopped, the noise of the crowd disappeared. The courtyard faded away and Duncan’s mind flitted to an old memory of a time he had jumped off a fence at home when he was a child. The fence was not tall, but to a six-year-old it was the tallest metre and a half mountain in the world. He’d been reckless to climb the fence, even more so to jump off it. The memory that came to him was of the split second he’d jumped; he had been airborne with nothing between him and the ground.
The noose tightened with a sudden jerk about his neck and unbelievable pain shot through his head and back from the impact. It stopped him with a sudden jolt at the end of the rope. There was no soft grass to land upon this time.
The pain was intense, every muscle and sinew shrieked in agony. His thick neck didn’t break, and so Duncan hung suspended in mid-air for many heartbeats. He struggled and writhed in anguish at the end of the noose. He whipped his body backward and forward and tore the skin around his neck.
The burning in his throat and lungs overrode the physical pain from his body, and of the rope that crushed his neck. Duncan swung back and forth and thrashed in pain. He gasped for air. The horrific sounds that emerged from his tortured throat were but sickening guttural noises.
Despite his efforts, Duncan was being choked by the heavy hemp rope and could not form any coherent sounds. His screams for air were a heavy wheeze, which didn’t seem to go down too well with the well-to-do ladies present. Some of them got up to leave, a couple fainted dead away. His eyes bulged alarmingly from their sockets. Blackness descended across his vision.
To Duncan, time slowed. He hung from the rope for an eternity. He thrashed back and forth. If it were at all possible, the pain seemed to grow more intense by the moment. He’d never felt or imagined such distress.
He was dying.
Duncan knew people gathered around him. He could not see them, more a sense that they were there. Through the haze of pain, snippets of conversation reached his ears, but he lost most of it as he made more hideous rasping noises as he tried to suck air into his starved lungs.
“He’s still alive…”
“How long does it normally take…?”
“The last one died long before this…”
“Better run him through, just to make sure…?”
“Stop!”
In the dark haze of his vision, Duncan barely recognised the voice of the halfling magistrate. Then the darkness gave way to a reddish gold haze before Duncan’s eyes, but the almost-familiar glow disappeared before he could focus. Duncan was on the verge of blacking out again from the loss of oxygen. The physical pain was intense, the rope cut into his neck, tendons shrieked in agony as his neck tensed and tried to protect itself. Black spots appeared before his eyes again as Duncan slipped away.
Then all went dark.
Again.




15. Still kicking.

“He must be ready. I want him ready in a week.”
“He won’t be ready, Tobias. Look at him! His neck’s broken! He has broken ribs. His whole body’s a mess. He’s covered in stab wounds and bruises. Maybe three months, if he can walk…?” The elderly priest of Dian gesticulated wildly at Tobias Thorsten.
“Look at those shoulders, Walter!” Tobias exclaimed. “He must be as strong as an ogre. A week and have him ready. Heal him or something.”
“I tried, blessed Dian did not grant my entreaties.” The priest’s lips narrowed as the corners of his mouth curled down. “I couldn’t heal him,” he said, his voice almost too hard to hear. This was unheard of, but then again, so was a man that wouldn’t die when executed. He turned back to face the big northerner, who did not appear impressed.
“I don’t care, Walter. He needs to be ready. Get a healer then.” Tobias turned and exited the cell. His grandiose clothing jangled as he left.
The priest, Brother Walter, nodded in resignation. Healers could heal the sick and wounded, like priests, but the magic worked differently. Where a priest or priestess would entreat their god to grant them the ability to heal someone, to use the divine power of the god themselves. A healer could do the same thing, but would drain and transfer their own life force, as opposed to using power granted by a god. A healer faced the risk they could end up in a worse state than the person they treated.
Brother Walter sighed. He would need to find several healers to attend to the poor man who lay before him. The cell door closed, and Brother Walter was alone with the extraordinary man. How could it be the man was so resistant to the healing of the gods? How was it that death could not claim him? From his injuries, it looked like he should have died several times already. And the execution… well, it’s called execution for a reason. It was used to put people to death. This man defied death in a way Walter had not seen before.
The old priest knelt by the man’s bed and began a special prayer. It was a powerful augury that would allow him to seek divine aid via a direct conduit to his god. Few priests or priestesses had the steadfast faith or the favour of their gods to even attempt such an act. But Walter felt he must know what this man’s appearance meant. He felt there were greater forces at work here.
His chants were soft as he grasped the holy symbol of interlocked squares that hung around his neck.
###
Corvus Anzorevante sat at his desk in the Mage’s Tower and shuddered. He scattered papers across the desk. Corvus scratched his forehead above his knitted brows. The dark circles under his eyes were not new, but they had certainly become more pronounced in the past days.
His divination spells and manual research had turned up very little useful information about the abnormal ripples in the magical current. Well, that was not the entire truth of it; He could not discover the cause of the ripples. It remained hidden from him, but he’d found out the effects of it. The undead walked again. And something or someone he could not identify had created and altered a portal somewhere inside the Ochre Forest; he knew it was this event that had interrupted his sleep so many days ago. 
The waters of the scrying pool were unclear, muddied. The portal situation and return of the undead smelled a lot like clerical magic; or even a direct intercession by the gods themselves.
He sniffed. That would explain why he could not find out what had occurred. The temples veiled the movements and motives of the gods and the powers and abilities they granted their followers. By the same token, his wizardly magic was his own. He needed no god to give him his powers.
Still, it perplexed him. He may need to call on a favour of Brother Clifford, a High Priest of Khor in Torun. While not a friend, he and Brother Clifford maintained amiable relations and offered each other help when needed. Corvus rarely needed or offered help, but he may need help sooner rather than later, he suspected.
Still, he took a lot of professional pride in his own work. He would exhaust all options before he indebted himself to the high priest and his temple.
His eyes fell upon a missive he’d received earlier that day; the paper sat upon his desk in amongst a sheaf of other manuscripts. He read it again.
What could he possibly want my help with?
He sighed. He would deal with the annoying request another time.
###
Hours later Brother Walter, priest of Dian the Just, reeled. He placed one hand on the floor underneath him to steady himself. His vision spun and his body felt drained of all energy. To commune with his god was never easy. So few priests possessed the faith, power, and the strength to accomplish the feat, or indeed the favour of the gods they worshipped. They did not design the human mind to comprehend such divine majesty. But as he was truly favoured of the god Dian, Brother Walter had entreated, and Dian had answered his prayers. He had received the answers to his questions that he wanted.
He looked back at the man on the bed in a mixture of fear, awe, and confusion. Obscured to the sight of mighty Dian, was a man from another world.
That was why the healing had not worked; Dian could only pass on his healing to beings that he could perceive and who he could judge worthy of his healing power.
This man was invisible to the gods.
Walter steadied himself, one hand on the bed as he grimaced and raised himself off the floor. Once seated, he felt far better. He cast his mind back to his communion.
One thing blessed Dian had said made little sense to Brother Walter. His god had made a point of talking about the old gods, the Demonswar that destroyed at least two gods many centuries ago. Mergoth, the former god of assassins and thieves, and his enemy Camulus, the god formerly venerated by knights and warriors. Why Dian had referred to this ancient and long-forgotten feud was beyond Walter’s understanding. Perhaps this fellow knew something of it?
Brother Walter’s eyebrows furrowed, and his lips pressed together as he scrutinised the man who lay before him. His injuries would have killed a normal man many times over. Most unusual…
A knock at the door interrupted him. The guards outside opened the door to let in the healers, who entered with only a short word and nod of greeting.
Brother Walter nodded to the two healer women and moved from the bed to allow the healer’s space in which to work. He stood and watched as the first woman practised her craft. Healers were very rare and often very wealthy. Tobias Thorsten would pay handsomely for them to restore vitality to this man. He doubted that they’d be able to heal the man in one sitting, but given the large northerner had demanded they fix the prisoner within a week, Brother Walter guessed the women had a full six days in which to work.
###
There was the sound of a cell door closing, followed by curses in a deep male voice. He knew what cell doors sounded like; he’d heard so many of late.
Then a second man’s voice and then a woman’s; and maybe another different woman. A shuffling sound followed this, feet moved around the cell. He presumed feet carried people with them, not just feet on their own. They lifted his hands; the touch was gentle. A warm, peaceful sensation flowed into him.
Life returned to his body.
Duncan could not move his hands by himself, but he felt the blood return to relieve the restriction to his circulation. He drew in a scant breath; the return of blood brought a return of sensitivity.
Oh shit, it hurts!
Duncan passed from consciousness again to the sound of receding footsteps.
###
Duncan awoke later in his cell.
The ceiling above his bed was stark grey stone. A small amount of moss had gathered in the far-right corner. Duncan assumed he wasn’t deceased; otherwise, the afterlife continued to be remarkable in its dullness and lack of colour.
Considering he was supposed to be dead; the stone ceiling was one of the sweetest sights he’d ever seen. The air in the cell was dank with stale sweat and mildew, but it tasted very sweet. It passed easily in and out of his lungs.
As Duncan lay, he gazed at the ceiling for some time before a realisation hit him. He patted himself down. He wasn’t injured anymore. All his cuts, wounds, bruises, breaks and abrasions were better. How long was he asleep? Had he been in a coma? Was it months later? He felt his face; there was several days’ growth, maybe a week. Certainly not a full beard.
He strained to remember what he could. He remembered a strange, barely heard conversation. Had they healed him? The evidence was before him, but since being incarcerated and executed, he was loath to believe anything on face value. Did he dream that? If he had, he seemed okay now.
Duncan felt relieved, as he was now in good health once more. They had cleared away the dried and caked blood and his torn and shredded neck was whole again. Even his fleabites were gone. Duncan lay on his pallet, but his thoughts were confused. They had hung him to carry out his sentence. Yet he wasn’t dead. Memories of the horrific event were fresh in his mind. He could clearly picture each protesting, gasping attempt to draw breath.
Duncan thought he remembered an overheard conversation that suggested that he was to be prepared for something. He did not know what. Was he delirious and imagining the entire episode?
Who knows? Should I escape?
A glance at the door showed it to be as he thought; a cell door that was barred from the outside. He sighed.
The door opened, and Duncan looked up. A large man entered, clad in rich clothing of many varied colours. He was the biggest man Duncan had seen since arriving, but still shorter than the outsider. Jewels and decorations hung from his garments. His exquisitely brushed red hair and beard likewise ornamented. He looked like a walking Christmas tree to the outsider. Duncan cast his eyes upward to the man’s head to look for an angel or star decoration.
The man who entered with him was shorter and thinner, as would most men be smaller than the outrageously dressed man. The smaller man was plain in all aspects, except for his hands. He had long, slender fingers and washed his skin so clean they seemed to gleam. He reminded Duncan of the priestess who had overseen his execution. He was old, maybe in his seventies, with an enormous nose. His plain grey robe had a small symbol embroidered on the left breast. Both newcomers looked surprised to see he was awake.
Duncan had been in the bed long enough. He removed the bedclothes and stood. He’d had enough of lying down and being dead, or near dead, almost dead or not quite dead. Maybe he should change his name to Placido?
He didn’t think of himself as tall, an inch over six feet, but he towered over the two men that stood before him.
The Christmas tree man cast an appraising look over Duncan and turned to the other with an excited look.
“Brother Walter, I’m very pleased with the healer’s work. Look at him,” he extended his arm toward the outsider. “He’s magnificent! He will be my showcase, my brilliant new addition!” He slapped the small old man on the shoulder heartily and turned to leave. “Tell him I am pleased he is well, but also I am looking forward to seeing him in action.”
The voice was one of those that Duncan remembered from his delirium. He stood there and made no noise. He thought whether he should attack the men and fight his way free, but then considered what had happened last time he tried that.
What had just happened?
The door closed, and the smaller man smiled and came forward, hand extended in greeting. Duncan shook the hand but had become a little unsteady on his feet, so it forced him to sit back on the bed.
“Greetings, I am Brother Walter, a priest of Dian, the Blessed Son. I am very pleased to meet you properly. I’ve been sitting with you this past week.” The old priest sat down on the bed next to Duncan. “I’m sure you have many questions about what has occurred.” He looked at the outsider, his expression thoughtful. “And what our rotund and colourful friend has in store for you.”
Duncan looked at the old man and nodded soberly. “Did you heal me?”

Walter’s face fell, and he shook his head.
“No, I was unable, but Tobias, the man who just left, paid healers to do so. They were more successful than I.” Duncan nodded.
“You said that you sat with me. Thank you.”
Walter held up his hands.
“Oh, don’t thank me, my boy. You were a most interesting subject. I could not leave without finding out some more about you.”
Duncan was immediately uncomfortable, unsure how much he should reveal to the priest. Brother Walter patted him on the arm, like a trusted companion.
“It’s all right. I have been able to find out much about you through communing with my god, but I am intrigued by what your side of the story will sound like.”
Duncan was still hesitant; he did not know who to trust anymore. Brother Walter noticed and helped him begin.
“I know, for example, that you are not from our world.” Duncan was shocked and from Walter’s reaction, his face must have registered his surprise plainly. Walter continued.
“Don’t worry; I’ll not tell anyone; your secret is very safe with me. Let’s think of it this way: Dian’s Canon Law does not allow for a priest to reveal anything that is confessed to him.” He gestured expansively around the room. “I know your secret because my god told me. He has also revealed certain other things to me I’d like to share with you. We can call it a ‘confession’ of sorts and fill in the gaps for each other. So, no one else may know what we discuss. How does that sound?”
Duncan found he liked the old priest, so he nodded. What did he have to lose? What was the worst thing that could happen? They had already executed him. He sighed and started from the very beginning, in a reality far, far away.
###
“And then I woke up here on the bed, with you and Tobias whatshisname in the room.” Duncan finished his tale and, upon reflection, could not believe it himself that it had actually happened to him. It was an amazing tale.
“What did he mean when he said he wanted to see me in action?” Duncan asked.
The old priest had sat through the entire account and listened with an awed expression upon his face at the trials Duncan had faced. Doubtless, had he not already heard a part of the story from his god, he would not believe what he’d been told by Duncan, so fantastic was the tale.
“From what you have said, my recent augury with my god makes much more sense,” he muttered. He turned back to Duncan. “What? Oh, you mean Tobias. I’ll get to that in a minute, because I need to tell you about your execution first.” The priest stood and paced. “When you…” He paused and turned to face the outsider. “Hold on. How did you understand Tobias? Do you speak Dunkrangish?”
Duncan shrugged.
“I have a stone that I swallowed. It helps me understand languages,” he replied. The priest smiled in astonishment.
“Well, you are full of surprises!”
“What’s Dunkrangish?” Duncan asked.
“A language, natives of the land of Dunkranga speak. It is a continent to the north and west of Syrane. Syrane maintains good relations with all its neighbours, but some, like Gund and Dunkranga, have a long history of violent conflict. Recently, a Gundsman was accused of murdering the Overlord of Dunkranga.” The priest’s visage clouded. “Dunkranga, while ruled by the Overlord Skraull, has been friendly with Syrane. But his recent murder means that the warring territories of that nation no longer have the Overlord to curtail them. I would imagine Syrane expects raids from the warlike northerners.”
He paused and took a drink. Duncan shuddered. People from Dunkranga sounded like Vikings.
“But I’m sure that’s a tale for another time,” the priest added. “Where were we? Ah. When you were up there, swinging back and forth so horribly, of course you were almost dead. We waited quite a while, mind you. But you clung to life unnaturally, we thought.” Walter looked thoughtfully at the outsider.
“I’ve found out since then what happened, but I’ll get to that in a moment. The magistrate who’d sentenced you, little Judge Crowfoot, argued to place you back into custody. Lord Manfred Von Borin,” the priest’s face darkened, “curse his parents for having him, came forth and demanded they put you to death by some other means. As most of the constabulary is in his pocket, some watchmen actually tried to run you through, there and then. But of course, that didn’t work either.” The priest looked thoughtful.
“I didn’t know, but of course, now I know your tale. It makes far more sense why he was so belligerent about it. Imagine, Von Borin and his brother are switchers! I don’t know how we will go about dealing with that. Anyway, where was I? Oh yes, you were still hanging there, and I argued they’d carried out the sentence, they’d hung you and they should allow you to go free. Of course, that argument didn’t win any support at all, dear boy, even though everyone knew I was right.” He looked out the solitary window and sighed.
“I did not convince the powers-that-be to allow you to roam freely. After all, as far as they were concerned, you are a dangerous, convicted criminal; albeit one who would not die!” He chuckled at the memory.
Duncan had an absurd thought. What would they have done if he’d been executed by a guillotine? Would his head have lain in a basket, looking back up at his headless body? The thought made him shudder.
Walter continued.
“The magistrate took charge and advised us all that it was within his power to review his sentence, especially given the circumstance you were in. He decreed you were to be imprisoned. This wasn’t a popular decision either; until Lord Von Borin or Tobias Thorsten had an idea which many seemed to think was worth exploring. They suggested that slavery was an acceptable form of imprisonment in many cultures. Technically, slavery is illegal in Torun, but we can sentence criminals to serve another man as punishment. So, they struck a questionable deal, and Tobias contributed appropriately to the city’s coffers. Despite slavery being illegal in Torun, as a prisoner with a death sentence, you lose a lot of your legal rights. And so, they have sold you to Master Thorsten as an arena slave.” The priest looked downcast.
“Arena slave? What the hell? Do you mean like a fighting arena?” Outrage swelled within Duncan.
Walter nodded soberly.
“Please consider the alternative, my boy. They could lock you in a deep dungeon and throw away the key. At least with Tobias, you will have small freedom.”
Duncan clearly didn’t see the positives, but said nothing. From his spot on the bed, he crossed his arms indignantly.
“And these arena slaves are notoriously difficult to keep contained. You may even find a chance to escape,” the priest said.
Duncan wasn’t sure if the cleric was serious or just trying to cheer him up, but he thought the idea had merit. He would just need to be patient.
“Was that all you found out, Brother Walter?”
The cleric brightened and smiled at the outsider.
“Oh no dear boy, this is the exciting part!” He sat back down and whispered, as if to a co-conspirator. “I mentioned before that I communed with my god. It’s an ability that very few priests have, but those that can, like me, who are the most favoured of our gods, can entreat our deity to seek counsel on such troubling matters. I could seek some divine instruction on who you were and what you were about.” He moved to a more comfortable position on the bed before he continued.
“From what I understand of my communion with Blessed Dian, you are invisible to him and to the other gods. I wasn’t too sure what this meant at first, but because of your position, that you are an outsider, not a native to this realm of existence. For some unexplained reason, our gods cannot perceive you. That would explain why I could not heal you, or your friend Derek, in the temple when you first arrived here. Although that may also have been the corruption of Mergoth’s lingering influence, too.” Walter paused and tapped his own forehead, deep in contemplation.
“I wonder why the banishment affected you?” He looked down at the outsider in confusion. His face brightened suddenly as he arrived at a conclusion. “I can only surmise that it tried to work as it was supposed to; you are an outsider, and it tried to banish you! Obviously, there were two other competing forces at work, the temple’s corruptive effect and your own invisibility to the gods. That must have caused you to be sent to the hillside, rather than sending you completely home.” The old priest paused for breath and took a sip from the earthenware mug next to the bed. “I must remember to seek your friends out for you.”
Duncan smiled.
“I’d appreciate that, thanks.”
Walter rubbed his chin, deep in thought.
“Anyway, I think I can also explain the man in the red-gold armour for you,” Walter said.
Duncan, despite mentioning it only a few minutes earlier, had almost forgotten the imposing figure he’d half-glimpsed during his transition to this world. As Walter continued, he sat up with renewed interest.
“He is the embodiment of another dead god, Camulus. Honourable knights and courageous warriors venerated him. The god of defenders, he was called. It confused me why Dian referred to the ancient feud between Mergoth and Camulus, but now it makes perfect sense. Praise Dian.” He grasped the holy symbol that hung around his neck and raised his face to the ceiling in acknowledgment.
“Camulus was the sworn enemy of Mergoth. I presume that when your treasure hunting friends disturbed Mergoth’s temple, a small fraction of the profane power reawakened Mergoth. That’s why all the magic and spells went awry while you were in the temple and why they accidentally summoned you here.” He paused again, this time for dramatic effect. He need not have bothered, as Duncan listened intently.
“I think the reawakening of Mergoth triggered a reactive event; a reawakening of his old foe Camulus. He must have appeared to you during your summoning. From what you’ve told me, I can only presume that Camulus tried to interfere when you were being executed.”
A sudden thought occurred to Duncan.
“How come, if Dian can’t notice me, that these other old dead gods seem to?”
The old priest smiled in sympathy.
“The gods have changed since the Demonswar, old boy. Their power is not so apparent as it once was. The gods now are more subtle, much less fire and brimstone. I can only assume that these old gods still perceive the world as they used to, in a much more direct manner.” He paused and smiled ruefully at the outsider. “You seem to be caught up in the middle of two ancient feuding gods, old boy.”
Duncan was aghast. This seemed a little more earth-shattering. His situation, a few minutes ago, looked slightly improved. Now it looked even worse, yet again. Maybe he could seek these dead deities and convince them to take their minor disagreement elsewhere?
Fat bloody chance.
“Why me? I’m just an ordinary man?” he asked. Brother Walter’s smile faded.
“I don’t know, Duncan. I am sure, though, that when the time is right, the gods will reveal to you the true purpose of your coming here.”
Duncan shook his head at Brother Walter’s words, but he decided not to voice his concerns of the elderly cleric’s faith in his gods. Another question occurred to him.
“Why didn’t you do that augury before when I was on trial? There was a priest of Boan, I think. He didn’t bother with any of that. He couldn’t heal me and had me declared a heretic.”
Brother Walter’s face sagged. His shoulders dropped, and he shook his head.
“I am sorry, Duncan. We just believed you to be a murderer. I did not know any of this. It wasn’t until you refused to die that I thought perhaps there may be something deeper I should investigate. That’s why I was the one who attended to you afterward. I wanted to find out myself.”
Duncan nodded. It didn’t make him feel much better, but he figured it was better than nothing. He lay back on the bed. He wondered what he would do next.




16. The other guys.

Jade sighed and climbed off the back of her horse, Colla. She had dismounted because the horse had become skittish and refused to go any further. She had owned the horse for about a year, and while she was an excellent mount, she was notorious for her mood swings. This time, the horse had something stuck in its hoof. As if everything else that had gone wrong on this trip wasn’t enough, now the horse could be lame. Jade lifted the hoof and examined it; irritation and impatience fought for control of her emotions.
Then she exclaimed in surprise. Wedged in the hoof was a small brooch.
“Is she all right?” Jongus called from the rear. Derek had reigned in his horse and walked up beside her.
“She’s fine; she has something in her shoe. It’s wedged in pretty tight, but… it looks like a small brooch.” Jongus made a soft ‘ooooh’ noise, delighted at the slightest possibility of treasure. Jade wriggled the small sharp piece of jewellery free, and her relieved horse put her hoof back on the ground experimentally. Jade held up the brooch and cast a practised eye over it. It was very distinctive, although now covered in dirt and grime. She muttered the words to an incantation, and the mud and grime fell away from the brooch. It was a solid wedge of interleaved silver and gold with what looked like a single sapphire at the point. She gasped when she recognised the item.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” Derek asked as he looked across to her, concern clear in his voice.
“The brooch, it’s one Galara had.” Jade held it up to the cleric.
“What?” the priest cried. “How?”
“I don’t know,” Jade replied as she turned back to examine the ground nearby. “She found it in the temple; inside the same chest where I found the scroll spell I miscast to summon Duncan.” Jade turned back to the priest. “How did it come to be here? I saw Galara put it in her backpack.” She looked at the brooch, confused. There could not be two of the valuable pieces. If there were, the odds of an encounter with them both, so far apart, were too high to be credible. Derek took the brooch from Jade.
“There is no logical explanation for why the brooch is here. There was no trace of Galara’s backpack in the temple and when I last saw the pack, hadn’t Duncan been holding it…?” Jade trailed off. She shook her head and regarded Derek and Jongus behind her. “It’s definitely the one she found,” she said.
“Could we have caught it up in our clothes when we left the temple? It might have fallen free when we stopped to get the horses. Your horse could have had it stuck in her foot for a long time?” Jongus suggested.
“Hoof, not foot,” Derek corrected.
“There at the end of her leg,” Jongus pointed. “Her foot/ hoof. It could have spilled on the ground back at the temple.”
Jade shook her head.
“No, she limped as soon as she trod on it. She’d not have put up with having something stuck in her hoof for so long,” Jade replied.
Both of her companions appeared stuck for an explanation. They had buried Galara and Rex in the forest, as far from the temple as they could. Plain stone markers marked their graves. Grief for their friends was still a tender emotional wound, but the ceremony Derek had conducted to commit their companion’s bodies to the care of the blessed mother had eased the pain somewhat. They led their fallen comrades’ horses along behind Derek’s mount. Jade held up the brooch.
“I don’t understand how it got here.”
Derek looked at the ornament and shook his head.
“I don’t know how it could have got here. Unless… no, that’s surely not possible. Surely not.” He shook his head vigorously.
“What’s not possible?” Jongus dearly wanted to know what was going on. Ever since they’d stopped and found the trinket, the other two had been having a confusing discussion about recalcitrant brooches being transported for miles to the roadside, days after the brooch supposedly disappeared along with the backpack and their outsider protector. Jongus, however, had searched the surrounds, to look for any signs of the backpack, the outsider, or (in the dwarf’s wildest dreams) a bush or tree that sprouted chocolate. Sadly, he didn’t find any of those items.
“Is Duncan here?”
The other two turned and looked at the dwarf. They’d both had the same thought but lacked any logical explanation, and so had not voiced the question. Surely if the brooch was here, Galara’s backpack and the outsider must be nearby? Jongus had done a thorough search, which had turned up nothing.
“Duncan should have returned home. He would have gone back after a day,” Jade reminded them.
The inn they’d stayed at on the way through to the temple was visible at the base of the hill only a mile or so away.
“Let’s ask at the inn?” Jongus suggested hopefully.
Derek looked at Jade, his expression unreadable.
“I’ll try to commune when we’ve rested, either at the inn or in Torun,” Derek said. The mage nodded and patted Colla. The mare stamped her hoof impatiently.
They rode to The Trooper in silence. Jongus had pleasant daydreams of pretty barmaids, chocolate, and beer. The other two turned their minds to the quandary of the brooch.
Presently they arrived at the inn, the same stableboy who attended to their horses last time stabled their mounts. They entered the taproom, which was about half full, and found a table near to the fire. It was too warm for many patrons, but the travellers were tired, weary, and cold from their trek. They’d ridden for days since they’d exited the tomb and were glad of the shelter and warmth the hearth provided.
The barmaid attended their table and took their orders. After about a minute, Jongus changed his mind about what he had ordered and hurried to the bar. The serving girl had yet to advise the cook, so Jongus changed his meal from roast chicken to veal. Satisfied, he was about to return to the table when a thought occurred to him.
“Excuse me,” he said to the girl, “I’m sorry for disturbing you again, but I was wondering if an old friend of mine had come through this way. Big chap, quite tall, with very broad shoulders. Short hair, strange clothes, strange accent?” he looked at the girl hopefully. “Might have had a big rod?” Jongus held his palms shoulder-width apart for effect. “Oh, I mean, he might have been carrying a big rod. Iron, a little rusty?”
The girl laughed at the dwarf’s innuendo and answered.
“Yes, of course I remember, very polite, a big man. He stayed with us a few days back. Slept in the morning, left at about noon, if my memory is correct.”
Jongus nearly fell off the barstool in excitement.
“Did he say where he was going?” The girl’s look turned thoughtful.
“Well, no, he didn’t. But I think he walked down the road toward Torun when he left?”
Jongus thanked the girl and returned to his friends.
“Good news,” he said and related what he’d heard.
###
Jongus searched the abandoned campsite but could scarcely believe what he found. The after effects of a massive explosion had turned the oft-used watering hole and camp site into a desolate-looking hollow. A badly burnt tree overlooked the area. Jongus was a below average tracker. Rex had been far better. But he could still read some of the obvious indicators. Distinct signs of a scuffle were clear. He’d found Galara’s scorched, abandoned backpack near the remains of the old fire pit. Nothing was in it. He put the backpack into the saddlebags of Galara’s horse.
Nearby, Derek had found the recently built cairn, and the man buried within. Initially, the companions had feared the worst and begun the unpleasant task of clearing off enough of the rocks to see if it was Duncan interred there. The relief when they discovered it was not quickly turned to confusion.
It had disappointed Jongus when Derek’s communion with his god had not worked back at the inn. Apparently, the correct stars had not aligned, or some such nonsense. After they’d spent the night at the inn, they’d left as soon as they could in the morning. They rode as quickly as they’d dared and hoped to find traces of the outsider on the trail.
He went back to looking at the tracks. Although the trail was days old, clearly the big man had been here and evidently there had been a scuffle. Large animal tracks peppered the forest nearby, sprinkled with several human-sized prints. He could not identify the beasts, nor could he tell which prints were Duncan’s. Until Jongus moved a short way from the campsite, where the outsider’s much bigger prints left the area, alone and more recently than the animals had been there. It was fortunate Duncan’s footwear was from his homeworld, and the prints were quite distinctive.
Who had blown the man up? How had the outsider walked away unscathed? It was an intriguing question.
Derek and Jade seemed equally confused. The destroyed campsite worried them all, but there was an underlying puzzlement. They could draw no simple explanation from the chaotic evidence.
“Do we keep looking, or do we keep going?” Jongus’ question startled the pair out of their contemplation. Derek looked down at Jongus and then back at Jade.
“What do you think?” the cleric asked.
The young mage was clearly concerned for the outsider and had blamed herself for drawing the man here from his own world. Jongus hoped no harm had come to Duncan; mainly from concern for the amiable outsider, but also for the impact it would have on Jade. He was concerned that the evidence suggested the outsider had been in the area the day after they summoned him. That meant it had not sent him home, as expected, at the expiration of the mage’s spell. 
Jade sighed. She did not seem to have any idea what she wanted to do.
“I feel entirely responsible for what happened to Duncan. I also dislike the thought of him wandering alone before the spell expired and returned him home,” she said.
“You realise, of course, that he was big enough and capable enough of looking after himself?” Jongus asked. He said nothing of the spell’s expiration.
Jade shook her head.
“From his description of his homeworld, a place with absolutely no magic, I worry he may find something that he could not possibly comprehend and not react accordingly.” She looked back at the others. “I think we’ve looked enough. You’ve not found any tracks except leading back to the road, so it’s a safe bet he was back on the road to Torun. He was here days ago. We should keep going. Hopefully, he walked that way before he went home when the spell expired.”
Derek said nothing. Jongus glimpsed the cleric’s thoughtful expression, but also said nothing. He nodded and remounted his small pony. They continued along the road to Torun.
###
Early the next morning, Jade stopped to question another road user to enquire about Duncan. Jongus had lost interest after the first half-dozen farmers and travellers that the mage had questioned that morning. Not that he lacked interest in finding the outsider. Heaven knows they’d lost enough friends on this trip, but he got distracted far too easily.
With great enthusiasm, Jade had questioned every traveller they’d encountered, in the hope of news of the outsider.
Jongus munched on another piece of chocolate. Distracted, he stared off into the nearby pastureland, wondering just what those two cows were doing… it looked like one was trying to mount the other. His jaw dropped. Oh dear, it was mounting the other… He was diverted from this mildly shocking entertainment by Jade’s return.
“She thinks they saw him,” the mage babbled excitedly. Jade turned to gesture at the departing farmer’s wife, who led her small brood of young children away from the farm and further along the road to the south.
“She said her son saw him, an enormous man, wearing blue, camped just off the valley trail.” At the other’s blank looks, she continued. “She said the trail meets up with this road at the foot of that hill.”
Jade pointed to a nearby crag that sat bareheaded and stark above the neighbouring forest. She continued.
“It goes west for a way and the woman said her boy saw him along there.” She looked at the others, her eyes shone in the winter sunlight. They sparkled with hope for the first time in what seemed like ages. She mounted Colla and rode off.
Derek turned to Jongus and whispered to the dwarf.
“She will not be happy until she discovers more information on the fate of the outsider.”
“Yes, I know,” Jongus nodded. “You know the spell should have expired? There’s no way he could have got that far from the inn, even if he’d teleported straight there from the temple?”
Derek nodded.
“I know. But we will have to follow these leads until we arrive at the truth of the matter.”
He clicked his tongue, and the two took off after Jade. They went west.
###
The resultant side trek had been in vain. They’d ventured along the valley trail to the west and had found a campsite, but no camper. The companions stayed for the night and when they broke camp in the morning, the owner of the site had found them.
The farmer’s son who had thought that he’d seen the big outsider had, in fact, encountered Yarn Darkwood, a giant of a man himself. A pathfinder, former soldier, and former adventuring companion of Derek Moondreamer, and even Jongus at one point. Darkwood, who himself stood some inches taller than even the outsider, had camped a day’s ride off the main road.
For a man who was so big, Yarn Darkwood had proven adept at remaining hidden. He’d slipped into their midst with no one noticing the big man until he stood amongst them.
Yarn was a handsome man, in a rugged, outdoorsy way. Tall and straight, he looked like he could carry a smith’s anvil for hours without rest. His well-used longsword and bow hung within easy reach. A small tattoo upon his bare shoulder showed a stylised noble gryphon, with one front talon resting upon a longsword. Jongus remembered the mark; it identified Yarn as a member of a mercenary company from Norton Keep, far to the south. 
Derek was glad to see his old friend again and filled him in on the details of their quest. Sadly, he wasn’t Duncan Hawkwind, nor had Yarn seen him. The companions left Yarn to his camp, returned to the road, and continued home to the city of Torun.
###
Torun was just as they remembered it; busy and smelly. It was a vital city, home to five hundred thousand people. It overflowed its borders. The populace spilled out past the great wall, where new houses and merchants seemed to spring up almost every day. They entered through the south gate and rode past the market there, eager to return to their homes. The companions brought their horses to a halt and dismounted at the promenade, the grand open area that served as a crossroads. It was another marketplace and a massive public meeting space in the southern half of the city. 
“Until tomorrow?” Derek said, as he embraced his friends. He was to return to his temple in the Dock Ward to the south, near the massive and forbidding watch house. They would all contact family and friends to find some word of Duncan. They hoped he had not wound up in too much trouble.
“Yes,” Jade replied, “I will visit the Mage’s Tower. The master there, Corvus Anzorevante, is a powerful mage. He may find more about where Duncan was from.” She hugged Jongus and turned back to Derek. “Good fortune.”
“Good fortune to you, and to you friend Jongus,” Derek replied.
Jongus smiled and returned the traditional farewell. He led his pony away. Jongus threaded his way expertly through the crowd to the west. He headed for the Royal Swan Inn, where he planned to pay tribute to his fallen comrades. And get drunk. With any luck, someone there would also have word of the outsider, which would save him from having to do any proper work and actually looking. 
###
An hour later, Derek entered the temple of the All-Father. He was home at last. The temple of Khor in Dock Ward was the smallest temple dedicated to Khor in the city; dwarfed by the nearby buildings. They built it between the temple of Dian and the massive stone fort of the watch house. He entered the temple proper and genuflected within sight of the stone altar. Brother Clifford greeted him warmly, the two embraced in a friendly manner. Clifford was High Priest of this temple and mentor to Derek.
“Greetings, brother. I hope good fortune favoured your trip?” Clifford asked.
Derek regarded his mentor. Clifford was never happy when his friend went on his treasure-seeking missions but recognised the practicality of having such a priest along on those journeys. It was also the best way to highlight the good work of the All-Father’s priesthood. It helped show the good work of Khor, protect others, convert others to their cause and, of course, to find lost treasures. Thus, he allowed Derek and others like him the latitude they needed. His age-wearied face became grim when Derek’s face clouded over.
“Can we sit and talk somewhere, brother? Somewhere private?” Derek asked.
“Of course. Come over here to my study,” Clifford replied.
They hurried to Clifford’s sparse study. Sparse except the biggest collection of books in Syrane that wasn’t housed in a library. The walls were bookshelves. The chairs they sat in were comfortable enough. Clifford raised his eyebrows as he awaited the explanation. The returning cleric explained.
“I’m afraid it wasn’t very successful, brother. We encountered much evil in the wilds. We lost two members of our party. Worst of all, when we penetrated the temple, it seemed as if Mergoth was not dead; undead roved freely throughout the structure. Spells and magic went awry because of his corrupting influence.”
Clifford shook his head in dismay.
“The dead walk again. This is troubling news indeed! I have felt uneasy for some days. I wonder if this is the reason?” The high priest frowned.
Derek nodded absently and continued.
“Worse still, I had no contact with the All-Father within the temple itself.”
Both priests shuddered at the thought. For a cleric to not feel his god’s presence, or be blind to their divine touch, was in their eyes a fate worse than death. The churches excommunicated some clerics throughout the ages because they had turned from the gods. This resulted in a similar void in their psyche. Many of these priests went mad from the experience. Derek hurried to resume his news telling. The words poured forth as he continued.
“There was something else, too. Ghouls trapped us in the temple. Our mage, Jade, attempted a summoning spell that was corrupted by the temple. She intended to summon a guardian or protector, a being from the outer realms to aid us in our predicament. She inadvertently summoned a man, a normal man like us, but from a different realm.”
Derek sighed. Clifford motioned for him to continue.
“He was a protector of sorts, a warrior in his homeland, I imagine. He was a good and kind man, strong, brave, and stoic. We escaped from the temple and he did all he could to help us. He was supposed to have returned to his home after a day, but I think we have found evidence that he did not. We fear for his safety.” He steepled his fingers in front of his face. “I believe he was from a world like ours, but somewhere, magic does not exist. From my conversations with him, I believe the clerics of his world do not have the same connection to their gods as we do. He would not be prepared for the wilds of Syrane, brother. The world can be very dangerous for the unprepared.” Derek shifted in the chair and sighed. “We don’t know where he is.”
Clifford patted his former student on the shoulder comfortingly.
“I know, old friend,” he said. “Even for the well prepared, our world can be dangerous.” The old cleric got up and opened the door. Once there. He beckoned to a nearby acolyte to attend. “Come, we’ll get a cup of tea, and you can tell me the rest of the story.”
Derek sighed and let Brother Clifford lead him away to the High Priest’s meeting rooms at the back of the temple.
“I hope you can help me, brother. I fear if he has not returned home and we cannot find him, Duncan may get into serious trouble. He deserves better. It was not by his choice that he came here.”
Clifford stopped. He reached out to grip Derek’s arm tightly. The colour had drained from his face.
“What did you say his name was…?” The words came out as a barely heard whisper. Derek looked at Clifford in alarm.
“Duncan. Duncan Hawkwind.”
Clifford said nothing more. He led Derek to his personal chambers and opened the door. The high priest asked the acolyte to fetch tea. Clifford spoke to his old friend with great trepidation in his voice.
“I’m afraid, brother, that I may have some terrible news for you. But please, tell me your story first. Don’t leave anything out.” He closed the door and listened intently to his former pupil.




17. I’m afraid I have some bad news.

Jongus received his usual warm greeting from the staff at his favourite watering hole, The Royal Swan Inn. He always visited the inn when he was in Torun; indeed, it had become a home away from home for the amiable dwarf. Or an actual home as he spent more and more time on the road, in the forest, in tombs.
This visit was a trifle sad, however, as he had two items to add to the shrine of remembrance. Whomever had built the inn had established the shrine many years ago. The person’s name wasn’t remembered anymore, but he had been a former adventurer who had said goodbye to too many friends whilst on the road. They dotted the entire southern wall of the taproom with pegs and nails for adventurers or soldiers to attach a small memento of a fallen comrade. Any toast raised in the tavern invariably includes a raising of the drinking instrument to the back wall and the words, “In memory of those we will meet again.”
The wall was never full. There always seemed to be enough room. Mementos were small and never touched after they placed them. A local legend spoke of a group of thieves who tried to pilfer objects from the wall many years ago. The wrath of Dian, Lord of the Dead himself, soon after reportedly visited the thieves. A deep black crater near to the inn was the supposed site of this penance and it had become a holy place for worshippers of the Just God. No construction or building works had ever taken place there. Certainly no one ever tried to steal items from the wall again.
Jongus attached his mementos; a small button from Rex’s leather armour vest and a hair comb that Galara had used. He climbed down from the ladder, fixed his gaze upon the wall, and said the words.
“In memory of those we will meet again.” They repeated the refrain around the bar, a show of respect for the fallen. “To Rex Cornish and Galara.” Jongus drained the remnants of his travelling wineskin, nodded his thanks to those present, and made his way to the bar. He needed another drink and hadn’t had a decent wine in ages.
He was about to ask the barkeep Brian of any recent news in the vain hope he’d heard of the outsider, when someone accosted Jongus from behind with no warning. He twisted in indignation and came face to face with the bearded mass of red hair, stench, steel, and muscle that was his cousin, Angus McHenry Bloodaxe the Third. Jongus sighed, his annoyance at being accosted gone in an instant to be replaced by… a different annoyance. Like the annoyance you feel when you see your least favourite cousin in a bar.
“Oh, ah, hello Angus.” Jongus was a source of some embarrassment for his family, being considerably less hairy and smelly than all of them. Not to mention he didn’t carry the bloody big axes that they were famous for. Still, he got on reasonably well with all of them, and his cousin Angus was no exception. He just wasn’t in the mood for Angus’ silliness.
Funnily enough, his cousin was one of four brothers, who were all named Angus McHenry Bloodaxe. The only differentiation being which number each had. There were other differences, but they were circumstantial. Angus had clearly been in the bar for some time already.
“Hello, laddie! Great to see ye! I see ye putting up a memento or three. Sorry ye lost some friends, laddie. Let’s have a drink to them, eh? Tell me what you’ve been doin?” The more boisterous Bloodaxe slammed his fist on the bar with a mighty crash. “Barmaid! A pint of yer best for me cousin, here!” Before Jongus could advise of his preference for wine, the smiling barmaid Gretel placed a pint in front of him. Jongus smiled ruefully at her as she left. He turned back to his cousin.
“Yes, Rex Cornish and Galara, both good friends. It was very sad. Killed in an old, abandoned temple to some evil god off in the wilderness east of The Trooper, that old inn we once got chucked out of for making a ruckus, about twenty years ago? You remember the place?”
“Wait, ah, I’ve been chucked out of a lot of inns, laddie. I might need to remember. Oh, wait, yeah. White place. We broke the privy over the stream, I remember.” Angus nodded vigorously.
Jongus continued his tale.
“Yes, about a week from there, to the east, smack bang in the middle of the Ochre Forest. Not even sure why we went. I think Derek Moondreamer, remember him?” More nods. “Derek had some idea about the dead god whose temple it was being filled with magical treasures, which of course is why Galara and I went, so I talked Rex into coming. But then I think it was Derek who convinced Jade to come? I can’t remember. Oh wait, no. It was Rex and I who convinced Derek to come. Then he convinced Jade. I can’t remember why Galara went. I’m sure she said it seemed like a good idea. Anyway, we ended up at this big temple, underground, abandoned, dreadful place; we got stuck in an old torture room, surrounded by ghouls, nasty things.”
He paused for breath. Angus finished his ale and immediately ordered more.
“Ghouls, you mean like undead; skeletons, zombies?” Angus sputtered.
“Yes, ghouls. They’re a thing now,” Jongus replied.
“Well, shit!” Angus exclaimed. “Might have to get me a group together to go ghoul hunting!”
Jongus ignored the comment. It was too soon. He went on.
“So, we had to dig our way through the wall to get away from the ghouls. Jade summoned an extra-planar being to help. He looked like a big, burly human. I don’t think he was supposed to have turned up, because I think he was just a big, burly human, not a heavenly protector or something. Anyway, it was supposed to send him home, but the magic went all wrong and we think Derek accidentally whisked him off magically to the road near The Trooper.”
Jongus paused again, and he took a deep breath. Which he regretted, as Angus’ smell entered his nose. Jongus coughed, turned his head, and breathed again.
“We’ve been tracking signs of him for the last week or more. Oh, I bumped into Yarn Darkwood, remember him?” More nods and more quaffing of ale. “Splendid fellow, big fellow. The outsider we summoned was big, like him, but not as tall. Nice fellow. I hope he’s all right. Duncan, not Yarn. I know he’s all right. We saw him the other day. Yarn, that is. Not Duncan. We’re still looking for him. How have you been? How’s the wife?”
Jongus finished talking and sipped his own ale, which had been untouched until now. Angus finished his and ordered another. He smiled lecherously at his less hairy cousin.
“That bitch!” He roared; the noise attracted many nervous glances from those nearby. “She’s dead!”
“Oh, my goodness! How?” Jongus was stunned.
“Syphilis. About a year ago.” Angus guzzled another ale and ordered more. He looked around and saw Jongus’ shocked expression for the first time.
“Oh, it’s all right laddie, she didn’t get it from me. I’m fine.” He patted his aghast cousin’s arm. “Stop your worryin.”
Jongus stuttered in amazement at his barbaric cousin. It shouldn’t have surprised him, firstly at Angus’ callous attitude toward his deceased wife’s welfare and secondly at him mistaking the look of shock on Jongus’ face for concern.
“Oh, my goodness,” Jongus said again. He always was timider and more nervous around his relatives. Likely because they were a bloodthirsty, thick-skinned bunch. He changed the subject. “Ah, so… what’s news around here?”
“Not much, just been back from down south, in the mountains down there. Found an old temple meself, about when the wife died. Looked around, couldn’t find hardly nothin’ worth lootin’. Just some old religious items and stuff.” Angus banged his empty mug down on the counter and bellowed for another. He leered up at Gretel as she served him and continued to eye her shapely posterior as she hurried away. “Worth a shag that one, might try me luck later.”
Oh, dear gods, Jongus thought to himself in horror.
“Heh!” Angus laughed disgustingly. “If I have her, she won’t walk properly for a week! Heh!” He continued to guzzle his ale and slammed the mug down; the act scared several nearby patrons. He turned back to his cousin.
“Well, young dwarf… we had a bit of excitements here the other day. Hmmm, maybe a week back? The city watch. Gods bless every last one of the stupid pricks… they tried executing some poor sod. Had him up in the gallows for killing some bloke out in the wilderness.”
Angus paused again to leer at the barmaid, who hurried past.
“Anyway, he was on the gibbet, about to be hung by the neck…” Angus leaned forward and breathed heavily on Jongus. He sounded for all the world as if it were he that was being hung. The smell was exceptionally awful.
“And BANG!”
The unruly dwarf smacked his fist into his palm for effect. The loud report echoed around the bar. A wide space had cleared around the two dwarves.
“They dropped the floor, they dumped him off the platform, but he wouldn’t die! Just hung there, all strung up and quivering away in the morning breeze.” Angus leered at Jongus’ unfettered amazement. “Took him down after a long while. Seems he was making lots of gargling noises that were scaring the ladies.” He stopped and eyed off Gretel once more.
“I’ll have her make gargling noises later! Heh!” He turned back to his disgusted cousin. “So, they took him down and sold him off to be an arena slave!”
The mildly drunk dwarf looked around for a source of more ale, but there were no serving staff to be seen.
“Dwarf’s not a camel!” he exclaimed loudly and smashed his mug into the bar again. He returned to his cousin. “Big bastard he was too, saw him being taken out the north gate in one of those caged wagons they’s got.”
Jongus’ gaze flitted about the taproom. His eyes never settled on anyone or anything for too long. He didn’t want to be evicted because of the company he kept. He quite liked the inn. He sipped his ale quietly and digested what Angus had told him. The red-bearded dwarf looked around too. He seemed hopeful that a serving wench would give him a refill. Jongus offered the rest of his ale to his cousin.
“Are ye sure? Thanks, laddie!” Angus took a swig. “Funny story that. Turns out, the bloke who’d got hung, he’d been done for blowing some poor sod up! Imagine that! Out there in the Ochre Forest and KABOOM!” This time his palms slapped together; it sent a resounding audible shockwave around the inn. “No one knows how he did it! Amazing stuff.” The inebriated dwarf looked at Jongus through ale-sodded eyes. “Whasssa matter? You feeling sick?”
Jongus had turned quite green. His cousin’s words had awakened in him an icy feeling of dread.
Oh, poor Duncan. What have we done?
Jongus stood up, his mind reeled. He dashed out of the bar. On his way out, he slammed into the legs of a giant. His breath escaped him with a loud ‘oof!’.
Not quite the legs of a giant. He’d collided with the pathfinder Yarn Darkwood. The large man looked surprised, but happy.
“Jongus! I was looking for you. Any news on your missing friend?” Yarn asked.
Behind Jongus, he heard Angus call out; it sounded as if the drunken lout wanted to know why Jongus took off so fast.
“I can’t talk, sorry Yarn!” Jongus cried. He got to his feet and ran off.
He lost Angus’ drunken catcalls on the cool evening breeze. Jongus took off for the nearby Mage’s Tower as fast as his stubby legs could carry him.
###
The door of the white tower was black as coal, constructed of an unknown wood. It stood out in stark contrast to the rest of the building. Jade spoke the phrase and infused it with her magical power.
“Maluadynia Damcentesis Ascenias,” she whispered.
The tower door opened.
Jade walked forward and entered the bleached white granite tower. Inside it was dark; neither torches nor lamps lit the interior of the Mage’s Tower. Here, magic ruled. The exterior of the building itself gave off a slight unearthly glow that cast an eerie glimmer across the nearby buildings. Powered by no natural means, the light shed by the tower announced to the world that the master was in residence.
The stories that had fascinated Jade told of archmage’s of yore, whose personal power and presence caused the glow of the tower to be bright enough for residents in nearby streets to see clearly at night. She smiled. There’d not been an archmage in the tower for centuries; it was unlikely to see one for many more.
Jade breathed in and held her breath as she waved her hands about in front of her in a careful pattern. A glow now emanated from the tips of her fingers. It shed as much light as Derek’s lightstone had done in the temple. To the casual observer, it would appear as if a small flame burned from her fingertips. She let out her breath and held her glowing hand in front of her, palm outward. Jade entered the tower proper and stepped with great care up the circular stairwell that she remembered so well.
Years ago, she had been a student at this tower and had become familiar with every room, nook, and cranny. The tower had been home to mages and their students for centuries. Entry to the tower was only possible through the casting of a simple arcane spell; the pronunciation of the password, or at the invitation of the master.
The current master, Corvus Anzorevante, had been a student at the tower too, not too long before the ancient mage Gammel back in Bryxton Junction had taught her. Corvus had become master of this tower some years ago. Jade had received some tutelage from Corvus when she had moved to Torun. She had a good working relationship with the accomplished, but slightly eccentric, high mage.
Despite this relationship, he had a penchant to grate on her nerves sometimes. He could be very blunt in his assessment of a person’s strengths and weaknesses, a trait which had not endeared him to many in the city.
She came to the tower hoping Corvus could help find out whether the outsider had returned home, or if not, what had happened to him. She knew he had a powerful scrying pool and crystal ball in his rooms at the top of the tower. Jade hoped he could use the devices to find the answers she wanted.
She ascended the stairs now. She left the lower levels and entry hall behind her as she climbed up past the study rooms on the first floor, past the library on the second, and the empty student quarters on the third floor. Jade continued on past the laboratories of the fourth floor to the sitting room on the fifth floor.
She found herself a little out of breath after the long climb. Jade knocked quietly at the door. It opened inward by itself, and she passed through the open doorway and entered the large room. The high mage sat with his back to her in the middle of the room. He stared into the depths of a large crystal ball. Jade could not perceive its contents, but doubtless the High Mage of Torun had sufficient skill to make perfect sense of what he saw. He turned as she entered; the door closed behind her by itself. His high, pale forehead contrasted starkly with his coal-black hair. Corvus smiled his thin-lipped smile.
“Jade, welcome. I sensed your entry to the tower. You look troubled. Please, sit.”
Jade’s grateful smile was genuine, and she moved to sit in the armchair.
“What worries you?” Corvus asked.
Jade sighed, took a deep breath, and launched into her narrative.
###
“Hmmm, you were quite correct; the banishment should have returned the outsider to his home realm after a day.” Corvus leaned over a table and examined the scroll Jade had used to summon Duncan Hawkwind. “I will have to copy this scroll,” he muttered. “It could lead to so much…” he trailed off.
“I don’t have a full understanding of a cleric’s banishment ability, but from what I do understand, the outsider should have gone back to his home, rather than into the nearby forest when the priest destroyed the undead in the temple, as you said.” Corvus looked up at Jade. The high mage chose his next words carefully.
“Again, I think you are correct. The corruption caused by the dead god’s essence had something to do with it. The other figure who appeared in the summoning, the man in red armour, could well be another of the dead gods. I can’t be too sure without researching some more.” He paused and stroked his chin in contemplation.
“I could ask at the temples, some priests there are often quite helpful when I need to research the histories. I might have a book …” He trailed off as he peered at his overflowing bookshelves.
Corvus sat down in the generous chair that flanked the desk. Jade sat nearby. She wondered where all this would lead.
Another dead god? This was all too confusing.
The high mage continued.
“I’m of the opinion that the dead god Mergoth is not as dead as we thought. His temple in the Ochre Forest should have been as you originally expected; an abandoned tomb. Your magic and the abilities of the priest should not have been as adversely affected as they turned out to be. Clearly, the corruption of Mergoth is alive and well.” The high mage managed a wry smile, very aware of the irony of his statement.
“It is good you have come. I had felt this disturbance, a tremor if you will, in the magical current.” He pointed to the nearby crystal ball. “I was close to divining the cause and effect of it all, but your explanation fills the gaps perfectly.”
“What else have you discovered?” she asked.
He shook his head.
“Nothing more than you have told me this evening. Although I think the gods, whether old or new, have interfered here. It seems they meddle in the affairs of us mortals, and they have caught you in the middle of it.”
Jade said nothing. What could she say? She would drown if she stepped into a river where the gods bathed.
He turned to the wall behind him, covered like the others from floor to ceiling by a large bookcase. Corvus selected a large tome. He handled the book with great care, almost reverence, and placed it on the desk. In a deliberate fashion, he turned the pages. He arrived at the page he sought and turned the book at a better angle for Jade to see what he viewed.
“Here, the god Camulus, an old enemy of Mergoth. It’s hard to tell from the illustration, but he looks like the person you described who appeared to your outsider. The summoning mist had a reddish gold tint. It’s probable he was the one who affected the summoning and brought your outsider here. For what purpose, I cannot imagine.” He rubbed his chin again. “According to the scroll, it should have been a brilliant white the entire time. I’ll have to consult with some priests at the temples.”
Corvus’ gaze became more serious as he regarded the younger mage.
“Perhaps it’s a bad time to mention it, but it would have been best for all concerned if you’d not tried to cast this spell. It’s beyond your abilities and your casting it, whether miscast or not, clearly has brought a great deal of turmoil to all concerned.”
Jade bit her lip to stop herself from bursting into tears. Corvus, of course, was quite right. But she felt he lacked the empathy to see that she knew she’d done the wrong thing. Now was clearly not the right time to be critical. She’d cast the spell to save her friends, and it hadn’t turned out as planned.
The high mage continued, oblivious to her discomfort.
“Anyway, I imagine you are interested in finding out if the man arrived home safely. Correct?”
Jade blinked away tears and nodded.
“Yes,” she replied.
Corvus looked at the young woman. Jade had been a very promising student and a personal favourite of his own late master. Today, he had no students; it had been six years since he last had an apprentice. There were very few children who showed an aptitude for magical study and even fewer who could withstand the rigours of the training. Even less who had the patience to endure his abrupt manner.
The stern mage’s features softened for the first time as he regarded Jade. He had avoided mentioning the outsider since he’d deduced the man’s identity from the woman’s story. He frowned and sighed as he spoke.
“I’m afraid I have some bad news.”
###
Elsewhere in Torun, Lord Manfred Von Borin sat behind his large carved wooden desk. Pegged innocuously to the wall in a distant corner of the room was a strange sight; the dirty blue shirt taken from his brother’s murderer when he was first arrested. The writing on the garment was unintelligible, but the prominent drawing of a cat upon it was unmistakable.
The lord-who-was-a-switcher carefully studied the slender woman who sat across the desk from him. Cyra Rillik was a professional bounty hunter held in high regard by her peers. Her group of hunters was without equal in the kingdom of Syrane, with a remarkable one hundred percent success rate.
Flanked by her underlings, the woman did not appear to be intimidated by Lord Von Borin, as most were. He wasn’t sure if he liked that, but decided that it suited his purposes to allow her the perceived higher ground for now. She wore form-fitting leathers, a slender sword on one slender hip and a well-used whip hung from the other. He’d heard anecdotally that an insidious contact poison coated the whip. Poison was quite illegal, but theoretically, so was bounty hunting. Von Borin didn’t care; he used laws and regulations when he needed them, not as a matter of course.
“You’re sure you can find the man?” he asked.
The woman smiled, a pleasant enough smile, but she spoke with an annoying sneer.
“I’ve never met a mark I couldn’t make. My lord.” The woman added the honorific almost as an afterthought. A clear lack of respect that the lord noted with disdain. He ignored it this time.
“Good. He needs to be silenced. You will bring me his head. And I will pay you what’s in this pouch.” He tossed a bulging purse onto the table. “And the same again when I have his head.”
The woman’s façade broke when she removed the purse from the table. Greed showed clearly in her eyes as she felt the weight of the coins. Rillik nodded slowly and regained her composure. She passed the money to an underling who stood behind her. Von Borin continued.
“Good,” he said. “He has shown a very annoying capacity for the unexpected, including magical fire balls and cheating death. He may prove quite a challenge.”
Rillik smiled again. This time, she conveyed a look of supreme confidence.
“The man’s not been born that I couldn’t kill,” she boasted. Von Borin knew it was no idle boast. Her overconfidence equally amused and irked him.
He played along, despite himself.
“I shall look forward to toasting your success.”
###
The watcher rubbed its emaciated hands together in satisfaction. It had found the outsider again. He had proven difficult to track, but now headed north, again in chains. The watcher’s plan needed alteration, but it would be patient. The watcher had lain dormant for centuries and existed for countless more. It could wait.




18. What they did next.

Jongus banged on the door to the Mage’s Tower. He felt mounting terror as he did so.
What if someone inside mistakes me for a common thief?
It was possible. They could transmogrify him into something abnormal. He had been a thief, yes, but far from a common one. He was desperate. He needed to speak with Jade. He hoped she was still at the tower.
He banged on the door again. On a nearby building a window opened, doubtless someone would ask the source of the banging to bang in a quieter fashion. Jongus’ expression hardened; he would bang as loud as he needed to.
To his surprise, the window closed, and no one asked him to be quiet. He figured perhaps they would assume as he banged on the door to the Mage’s Tower, he’d get disintegrated or transmogrified soon enough.
Jongus banged again, although this time his fist hit empty air. The door had opened in complete silence while he’d glanced away at the window-opener. A professional adventurer, thief and burglar who took a great deal of pride in his ability to hear and notice things others could not, Jongus’ surprise was complete when he did not notice it open.
Jongus stumbled in through the door, which swung shut behind him, again with no discernible noise.
Outside, all was quiet.
To the casual observer, it would appear as if the dwarf had simply… disintegrated.
###
Inside the Mage’s Tower, Corvus the High Mage finished his ethereal conversation with the High Priest Clifford of Khor. The colours within the crystal ball whirled about, as if the device contained a deranged weather genie. As the coloured fog within spun, the image of Clifford also disappeared. Corvus had contacted Clifford to ask that he send Derek Moondreamer to join him and Jade at the Mage’s Tower. Corvus deduced Clifford knew the reason for the request, as the old cleric did not appear surprised at the intrusion.
Jade had gone downstairs to ensure the recent visitor, the dwarf, made his way to the sitting room without incident. Corvus didn’t particularly care for the dwarf (or anyone), but he did not want him to come to harm within the tower.
The high mage did not particularly care either for the outsider, but the challenge excited him to locate a random point in all of creation and to return this man there. Corvus relished any chance to expand his knowledge and to prove himself better than others at the practice of magic. This was no different.
The magical current ebbed and flowed, as it always had. And as it always would. Yet in the documented history of Asherah, nothing like this event had ever occurred. He paused a moment; except perhaps the Demonswar itself? Regardless, the reawakening of the power of the dead god within Mergoth’s temple, the return of the undead, and the outsider’s arrival caused more than a ripple within the magical current. It was as if the magical current were a stream, and a titan cast boulders into it.
It would assure his place in history if he proved capable enough to return the outsider home. But first, the man needed to be found. That would have been simpler if the outsider had stayed in the jail, but from all reports he’d been sold as a gladiator and was even now northbound and most likely fought in the arena, a notoriously difficult situation to come out of alive.
Corvus sighed.
Let’s hope he lives for long enough to be of some use to us.
He shrugged. Even if he did not, Corvus would conduct his research. He may need a benefactor to fund it, should the outsider not survive. But if the research was sound, he would not need the outsider, anyway. Corvus could open portals to other realms, with the outsider or without him.
###
Derek arrived at the Mage’s Tower. He knocked, but unlike Jongus, he did not fall through the door when it opened. Jade met him at the base of the tower, and they made their way up the stairs to the high mage’s study at the top. As they climbed, they updated each other on what they had discovered of Duncan. Jade also confirmed Jongus knew and awaited their arrival with the high mage.
Derek and Jade arrived at the top of the tower, and they made introductions. The four of them sat around the desk in Corvus’ study.
Corvus, not one to waste time with pleasantries, cut straight to the point.
“We all know why we’re here,” he said. “Your friend, the outsider, Duncan, remained in Syrane after the expiration of Jade’s spell. He got arrested, tried, and hung as punishment for the murder of a nobleman. Whether he was guilty is irrelevant to me. As we all know, his execution failed. He survived it and was sold into slavery afterward to a man named Tobias Thorsten. Tobias has taken Duncan to the north, where we believe Tobias will add Duncan to his gladiator troupe. I’d imagine we will need to find Duncan before he meets his end in the gladiator pits and arenas of the north. Are we in agreement?”
“Hang on,” said Jade. “Whether or not he is guilty is very relevant. I can’t believe it. Duncan wouldn’t murder anyone.”
“You’re probably right, Jade,” said Derek. “A magistrate heard the case, a known associate of Manfred Von Borin. It’s probable given Von Borin’s involvement that they tweaked the case to be not entirely in Duncan’s favour to start with. We all know from every account we’ve heard that Duncan, several times during his trial and execution, called Von Borin out, both as a switcher and as a corrupt nobleman.” He ensured they all agreed. Jongus paid so much attention, he hadn’t even gnawed on the piece of chocolate he held. No one disagreed, so Derek went on.
“Anyone who lived in Torun for any length of time knows that Von Borin is, in fact, a corrupt nobleman. You know this, I know this, we all know it. Unfortunately, no one can or wants to prove it; he’s too rich and powerful for anyone to do anything about it.”
This time, he received nods of acquiescence from his listeners.
“From what we know of Duncan, he’s a brave, noble, heroic, and honourable man. That said, I think it’s in everyone’s best interests for him to not be here. Duncan does not deserve the fate that he’s found in our world. But we need to find him. We need to return him to his home to his family to prevent any further damage being done.”
Jade agreed, as Corvus knew she would. Guilt consumed her because of the possibility she had miscast the spell that brought Duncan here against his will in the first place, regardless of whether she had, in fact, miscast it. Corvus thought it equally likely the temple had corrupted the magic.
“Yes, Derek,” she said. “We need to find Duncan and we need to find him as soon as possible.”
Corvus cleared his throat and interrupted.
“Regardless,” the high mage said. “He is now heading north or may have already arrived in the northern towns, perhaps even as far north as the Shanties. It’s an extensive area, a vast area. They could be anywhere. I only have limited communication with other mages in the region. I can contact them using the crystal ball.” He turned to gesture toward his covered crystal ball. “But that’s no guarantee of success. Someone will need to leave Torun to find the outsider.”
Derek, Jade and Jongus all nodded.
“I would go, but I think it’s better if I stay here.” said Derek. “I will need to research to find out more about Mergoth, his influence; and Camulus, his influence. Why and how all this happened? Whether it was because of them. Whether there is anything the temples can do to help Duncan’s return.” He paused as he appeared to consider something else. “We’ll need to keep this as quiet as we can; to the authorities, Duncan is a criminal. I doubt they will help us.”
Corvus nodded.
“Yes, the more important task.” He puffed his chest out a little. “To find where this outsider came from, I’ll have to investigate the star catalogues. I will dig through all the information I possess on the known realms of existence. I will use my divination spells to determine where your outsider came from, and how to send him back there.”
Jongus piped up.
“I’ll go. I’ll find Duncan. I can hurry. I know people up that way. I can find where he is. I’ll bring him back.”
“I’ll go with you,” said Jade.
“No Jade,” Corvus interjected. “I need your help. There is too much to be done here. There’s no point finding the outsider if we cannot return him to where he came. It’s the work of a dozen mages,” the high mage admitted. “I will do what I can, but I will need your help.”
Jade’s face fell.
“Jongus can’t go alone,” she insisted.
“Yes, I can,” said Jongus. “I am a grownup, you know. Look, I even have a beard. Sort of.” He pointed to his face, where a small beard grew.
Corvus nodded.
“I need you here, Jade,” the high mage said.
Derek agreed.
“Let’s use our skills where they’re needed most, Jade,” he said. “I will investigate what I know, the gods, the temples. Jade, you should help with the magical study. You can help Corvus. Jongus will be fine.”
“I’ll be fine,” said Jongus. “I’ll bring Duncan here.” The dwarf’s face brightened. “Besides, I ran into Yarn Darkwood back at the Royal Swan Inn.” His expression changed and he rubbed a bump on his head. “Literally, he is an immovable object, you know.” He smiled again. “He enquired about our search for Duncan. I’ll ask if he wants to go north with me.” He nodded. “I’ll bring Duncan here.”
The group nodded in unison. Jade did not appear convinced, but must have known in her heart it was the right course of action.
No one spoke of what they would do if the outsider did not survive.
###
Jade looked up at Jongus. It was a rare event that anyone looked up at the dwarf, but perched atop his pony, Jade had to look up at him.
Jongus prepared to depart Torun again. He had always been a follower, never a leader. Jongus found himself at a bit of a loose end when left to decide how to go about his task to find Duncan. He was glad he did not have to head out alone; the chance meeting at the Royal Swan Inn with Yarn Darkwood, and the follow-up visit by Jongus soon after meant he would have the big pathfinder as a companion.
After they’d met Yarn on the valley trail, he had finished his business in the wilds and had sought Jongus and Derek out at the inn to ask the outcome of their search for Duncan. That was when he’d run into Jongus, but the dwarf had left without explanation.
Jongus had returned and told Yarn the entire tale; he left nothing out, including Duncan’s status as an outsider. The pathfinder had offered to help in any way he could. Jongus had invited Yarn on the junket to the north, to find the lost outsider and to play a part in history. Yarn appeared taken aback, but readily agreed. It appeared he was ready for any excuse to get out of the city; he preferred the outdoors to the metropolitan buzz of Torun, anyway. Jongus was excited that he’d recruited the giant pathfinder for his mission.
It was fortunate that they’d evicted Angus from the inn before Jongus’ return. Jongus was very glad he did not have to deal with his drunken cousin again.
“Be careful,” Jade said, as she patted the pony and sent them on their way. The sun bloomed over the city walls; golden petals of light stretched outward to bathe the city in its welcome glow. “Don’t wreak too much havoc out there.”
Jongus looked at Jade with feigned indignation.
“Wreak havoc? My dear, you offend me. Why do we have to wreak havoc? Why not wreak love and laughter? We’ll wreak joy and inner peace everywhere we go!” She could hear the sounds of the dwarf’s maniacal laughter from an entire city block away as they moved off. Jade and Derek shook their heads, both in amusement and trepidation.
Jongus and Yarn left by the north gate and made steady progress. The first night out, they stayed in a roadside inn and got rousingly drunk. Jongus had taken a particular liking to two of the barmaids and could not decide which one to pursue as a bedmate for the evening.
Jongus’ bawdy desire to flirt and copulate with humans of the opposite sex was another reason Jongus’ family ostracised him. Not a common trait amongst the normally dour and ale-loving dwarven race. Coupling with the other dwarves was fine. Dwarven society frowned upon inter-species intermingling.
The girls had noticed his attentions and had responded in kind. Both were overly flirtatious with the randy dwarf. Inter-species relations were not altogether frowned upon in human society, but it wasn’t exactly encouraged either. The races stuck to those of the same ilk. Jongus, however, couldn’t care less where he got his thrills, especially after a stomach full of wine. That said, he was much more circumspect and respectful of those who shared his bed, unlike his cousin Angus.
Deciding he’d had enough of deciding, he boldly made his move on the girls. He sauntered over on his short, bandy legs (as much as it is possible to saunter when your legs are short and bandy). He propped himself up on a stool at the bar where the two women stood during a lull between their bar service duties. They turned to regard him with insincere innocence.
“What can we get you, my lord?” they asked in near-perfect unison. Both leaned forward. Jongus goggled at the mounds of breast-flesh on display.
“Well,” Jongus began. “Well, I was just wandering through here and I thought to myself, ‘I’m two women short of a threesome’ and I noticed you two and came over here…” He held out his hands in anticipation. His sentence remained unfinished as the saucy wenches took him by the hands and led him away.
###
Derek stood outside the temple of Dian. He’d just left his meeting with Brother Walter. He pinched the bridge of his nose between his forefinger and middle finger. The meeting had helped little to dissuade the ache in his belly; but pushed the ominous thoughts he had about the fate of the outsider a little further toward the back of his mind.
Still, the meeting gave him a glimmer of optimism he hoped to pass on to the others. The two priests had an excellent discussion about the circumstances that surrounded the outsider’s arrival, ‘execution’ and subsequent imprisonment from a theological point of view. Brother Walter had been quite informative when he discussed his communion with Blessed Dian and the information imparted from his god.
Mergoth and Camulus. War between the two gods approached. Both gods, long considered dead, but they seemed to catch the outsider in the middle of it all. The revelation sent cold spiderlike fingers up and down his spine; as Derek knew that if his group had not been in the temple and had not reawakened Mergoth that none of this would have happened. But again, he understood enough about fate to appreciate that if it were not his group, then they would have lured another into the temple in their stead.
He sighed and hurried back to his temple.




19. What he did next.

When the sword thrust came, it was lightning fast and with unbelievable accuracy at his head. Duncan was almost late to block, but managed it just in time with his own sword. He spun about.
His opponent faced him, feet apart, knees slightly bent with perfect balance. He exaggerated the sword thrust and held the pose. Doubtless, it looked breath-taking to the spectators in the booths that lined the arena.
Duncan hoped his hurried block and subsequent stumble out of the way looked just as good to those who watched; but he would bet that it didn’t.
The crowd roared in delight. There were about a hundred people that watched, but Duncan pushed them to the back of his mind, so they were almost intangible to his perception. He needed to concentrate on his opponent.
As usual, he sparred with Karnak, a native of Gund, a country to the east of Syrane. Duncan was yet to break a sweat in these mock combats; it was always over too fast for him to spend much energy. Despite Duncan’s improved defences, Karnak usually found a way through them; he would score a critical hit and ‘kill’ him before too long.
For someone who was supposed to be dead already, the martial drills gave Duncan quite a thrill. His skills to defend himself had proven to be adequate since his transition to Syrane. Despite his not yet winning any mock duels, the expertise of his opponent in these sparring matches with duelling swords improved his own abilities a great deal.
Karnak himself was a solidly muscled blonde man with a short beard and crystal clear blue eyes. Shorter and leaner of physique than Duncan, the Gundsman possessed an almost supernatural balance and instinct in combat that was the envy of many professional fighters. Whispers said that he’d been sold to Tobias for killing the ruler of Dunkranga, a frozen land across the Devils’ Strait to the north.
Duncan’s reflections were rudely interrupted by the painful slap of the flat of a sword blade against his exposed neck, a killing blow. The mock combat was over.
The unforgiving Karnak was critical.
“Duncan, you are good; you are strong and fast. But you daydream! You have outstanding balance for a big man, and you move your feet well. But you lose concentration too easily!”
Karnak was right, of course, but Duncan allowed himself the luxury to think it was okay. Because it would only happen in practise, never in an actual fight.
Wouldn’t it?
Deep down, Duncan knew he was kidding himself. The thought that he would face off against another person in a fight to the death sickened him. Yes, he’d killed the switcher, but that was a unique circumstance; and he’d got lucky. He’d been in several scuffles with watchmen. But none of that had got anyone killed. He suppressed a shudder and looked about the arena. At least the troupe did not fight each other; they were a team and fought against gladiator troupes owned by other slave masters.
Duncan justified his fantasy that he would do well in an actual fight by reminding himself of what he had to daydream about. His goal was still to go home to his family. He must survive.
If I don’t survive these practice sessions, I’ll not go home anyway, so I’d better pay attention.
“Yes, I know. I’m sorry Karnak. Let’s go again,” Duncan said.
###
Duncan had sparred for a fortnight or more. He and his fellow gladiators in Tobias Thorsten’s troupe fought all day, every day, against each other. After his first practise, the first time with a real sword for only an hour, his hand had cramped painfully. He was unaccustomed to using the weapon. It was fortunate this reaction was temporary, and as he progressed, he grew more used to wielding it.
Duncan didn’t know the name of the town where they based themselves; no one knew, or no one spoke of it. All he knew was they would not remain here for too long. They expected to be on the road in wagons to move about the northern end of Syrane to ply their trade; to bring entertainment by death and maiming to the masses.
I’d kill for coffee…
They often discussed escape in low voices. But Tobias Thorsten was clever; he had a lot of guards and paid them well. Rumours persisted that some gladiators/ slaves had freed themselves, but no evidence existed to prove this. So, it remained a rumour. For fighters, things like dignity and modesty went out the window. They could wash themselves and the clothes they wore, but they did so while under the watchful eye of their guards.
Duncan learned to swing a sword, use a shield and how to wear armour. His cricket experience was fortunate; although far from the same activity, a lot of the skills and exercises were transferable.
That said, muscles he didn’t know existed were sore and would spasm every night. He had many minor cuts, bruises, and aches from training mishaps.
The most embarrassing was when he’d drawn the sword the first time. He’d gripped the scabbard in the same fashion as he’d seen the other gladiators do. Indeed, as he’d seen done in a thousand movies and TV shows. It seemed to ensure the weapon actually came out when you drew it. He drew the sword from the scabbard with a flourish; the slight curve of the blade made it easier to withdraw and spin in his hand.
Duncan had selected a sword with a slight curve in its blade. It felt more comfortable in his grasp. Wielding it came more naturally to him, as if he could mimic a samurai’s sweeping cuts, rather than the thrust and poke method of a straighter weapon. The blade was sharp enough. On one side, the edge ran the length of the blade; it tapered with a slight curve at the clip point, where it was sharp at the end and on both sides. The stiff spine made the sword suitable for thrusting and to cut.
But he’d made a mistake when he drew it. He held the scabbard too high, up under the pommel, and had cut his own left hand across the base of his fingers.
Duncan swore. It hurt, and the cut was deep.
“Fuck it!” he yelled.
Anyone who says a paper cut hurt should try slashing their hand open with a sword.
Duncan tore off a strip of his own tunic to wrap the wound. There did not appear to be any medical care on offer for the troupe. Each gladiator patched their own wounds.
It was fortunate he could cover up the wound while he practised. He held a shield with his left hand. To grip it caused pain, but he had his arm through the leather straps on the back of the shield and got through the session as best he was able.
Later, once the day’s sessions were over, he unwrapped his hand to examine the damage. The hand swelled, the skin about the wound was red, and it felt warm. It hurt to touch. He hoped that was because of the healing process. The bleeding had stopped. He was not willing to wash away the dried blood, lest he invite infection. The water the gladiators had access to was not entirely clean.
He was careful when he re-wrapped the makeshift bandage about his hand. Blood had seeped through. He snorted. Anyone who saw it would see he’d been hurt.
Afterward, he lined up for the evening meal, a tasteless stew that came with a cup of water and a bread roll. Earlier in the week, he’d convinced the guards to give the gladiators better access to drinking water while they sparred. He’d outlined the benefits good hydration would have; not only on their performance in the arena, but for other important activities like recovery, to prevent infections, improvements to sleep.
At first, he thought the guard would strike him for impertinence. But Duncan had timed his speech to coincide with Tobias Thorsten being within earshot. The slave master had agreed and instructed the guard to provide more water. Now, they assigned one of the disfigured to water duty.
Mauled former gladiators too injured and maimed to fight were called ‘disfigured’. They became cooks and cleaners for the troupe.
Duncan sat and ate his meal in silence, as far away from the others as possible. He did not want to return to the cell he slept in; They locked all gladiators in of a night. So, he found a quiet spot near to the kitchens to dine.
“Duncan?” a hesitant voice asked.
Duncan looked up from his meal. He was angry at being interrupted. Hell, he was angry at just about everything right now. But when he saw who approached, he relaxed his shoulders and bit back the retort that fortunately hadn’t found its way from his mouth.
“Yes Aurelia, I’m here,” he replied. “Just a little ahead of you and off to your right.”
Aurelia was one of the disfigured. A former gladiator herself, she still had the fine figure and posture of a professional athlete. She tilted her head toward his voice, turned a little to her right, and walked toward him. She held out her hand to let the wall guide her as she approached.
Duncan supposed Aurelia had been a beauty once. It was hard to tell now. She wore a headband of sorts, a wrap of coarse cloth about her face and her thick auburn hair. It also covered her eyes. Or her eye sockets, he reminded himself. He’d heard Aurelia had lost both eyes in a gladiatorial match several months before. Since then, they had set her to work as a cook for the troupe.
Her hands guided her to a spot next to where Duncan sat.
“Do you mind if I sit down?” she asked.
“Of course not, please do,” he replied.
She sat and smiled.
“Thank you,” she said.
Duncan nodded. Then realised what he did.
“My pleasure,” he replied at last.
“How’s the stew?” she asked.
He paused mid-mouthful. The stew was the same as it always was. Edible, probably best he didn’t know about what went into its creation.
“It’s good,” he said. “About as good as always,” he added.
“Thank you,” Aurelia said. “They don’t give us a lot to work with. Not a lot of fresh ingredients.”
“I understand,” Duncan replied. “You do the best with what you have.”
“You’re too kind,” she said. “I have noticed that about you, Duncan. You’re very kind and polite.”
“I’m not any different to anyone else, Aurelia. I’m just an ordinary man,” he said. Duncan wondered where this was going. He was happy to talk to the woman, but the conversation felt like a precursor to being asked out. He snorted. Where would they go?
Like to go for a movie and a meal? I think the new Thor movie just opened at the Syrane Cinema down the road. Let’s go to Gold Class. They can serve a meal while we watch. I’m sure the guards will let us out for a couple of hours…
He stopped to consider.
Wait, the woman is blind.
He shouldn’t think such thoughts. It was fortunate for him she sat in companionable silence while his mind wandered.
“Thank you,” he replied after the long pause.
“Duncan,” she began. “Did I hear you cry out earlier? Are you injured?”
You mean when I swore at the top of my lungs when I cut myself with my own sword?
“Yes, but it was an over-reaction. Nothing, just a flesh wound,” he answered. Duncan was thankful the wound hadn’t become infected yet.
She smiled.
“I know you hurt your hand; I asked one of the others. It sounded painful; do you mind if I look at it?”
He hesitated again.
“I mean a look in a different way.” She gestured to her face. “I can’t see in the normal sense, but I do have ways I can help you.”
Duncan shrugged. Perhaps she was a priestess? He did not see any holy symbols on her person, but he also was not an expert on religion in either world.
“Of course, sure,” he replied. “But I should warn you, I seem resistant to many types of help.”
“I understand,” she replied.
Duncan removed the wrapping he’d put on his hand and reached out to her. Aurelia grasped his left hand and held it in her own. She ran the tips of her fingers over his wound.
“It seems deep. Can you still move your fingers?”
He clenched the hand into a fist. The movement was slow, deliberate. He winced as he did so. He could not close the fist all the way.
“Yes, I can, but it’s difficult.”
“Does it hurt?”
“Yes, but only when I try to make a fist,” he laughed.
She smiled again, then asked another question.
“And can you feel anything with your fingertips?”
He frowned. He took his hand from hers and touched the wall next to them.
“Yes, I can feel the texture of the wall. And I can feel that it’s cold.”
She grasped his hand again.
“That’s good. It’s bad, but not terrible.”
Good, thank you Doctor Aurelia. Take a couple of painkillers and call you in the morning?
He said nothing as she took a deep breath, held it in for a few moments, and then released it. He felt a tingle in his hand, then a sensation of warmth. She held her hands as if she prayed, with his left hand clasped between them. After a moment, she smiled again.
“There you go. Should be as good as new.” She released his hand.
It amazed Duncan when he looked at his hand and saw what she’d done. She’d healed the wound. It was as if he’d not cut his hand. The only evidence was the dried blood that remained.
“Aurelia, what?” He stammered. “You’re a healer?”
“Shhh,” she held her finger up to her pursed lips. “No one else needs to know.” Her smile became a mischievous grin. “Some know, but only those who I feel who need to know.”
Duncan cast his mind back to the last time he’d been healed by magical means; the women Brother Walter had overseen in Torun. It was a miraculous skill they had.
“And no, before you ask, I can’t.” It was uncanny, as if she could see him frown in confusion. “I can’t heal my eyes. I can’t regenerate or grow more back. If they were still there, I could heal them, but unfortunately, they are gone.”
“Thank you, Aurelia. I don’t know how I can repay you.”
“You don’t have to. I do what I can to help,” she replied. “I must return to the kitchen. I hope you enjoy the stew.”
He watched her as she left, her hand held out so she could follow the wall that led back into the kitchen. Duncan shook his head.
There was good in this world. 
###
The next day’s training session turned out to be their last at their home base; the troupe would take to the road the morning after.
Much of Tobias Thorsten’s time and effort that day focussed upon the organisation of wagons, teamsters, guards, and supplies for the wagon train and the entourage that would accompany them. Duncan did not like the look of the wagons; they appeared little more than mobile prison cells.
They welcomed the diversion of attention away from the fighters. Guards still observed them, but it meant the gladiators could take time to perfect their craft in different ways as opposed to simply fighting each other. He and Karnak again practised with and against each other today.
Duncan, like the rest of the troupe, felt awe when he observed Karnak in combat. Duncan usually had the best seat in the house, as they paired off more often than not. Karnak was literally in his face. It seemed the other fighters did not wish to face the Gundsman. Duncan, however, knew it was his best chance at survival. If he could learn from the best, he could become good enough himself to maintain hope he could get out of this mess alive.
Mind you, given his near-death experience at the end of the hangman’s noose, he wasn’t sure he could die in a normal sense here. But he didn’t want to take the risk. In their practice sessions, Duncan usually lasted longer than the other fighters of the troupe against the supremely talented Karnak. The outsider had even scored hits on him as well during their sparring.
Karnak possessed agility that was phenomenal; one dim-witted wag had commented that the Gundsman could dance on the head of a pin. His amazing reflexes, frightening speed, precision, and incredible stamina, coupled with an ability to wield weapons in either hand, made him the perfect human fighting machine.
From what Duncan had learned of the Gundsman, he was aware Karnak didn’t strike his fellows from the troupe through any desire to injure anyone. Karnak liked to remind others of the painful consequences that mistakes could lead to. Particularly in combat where mistakes can, of course, be fatal.
Duncan risked a glance at the other members of the troupe. They all lazed around the edges of the amphitheatre and looked very grateful they did not fight against Karnak.
Being bigger and stronger than all the people here had its advantages. Duncan made sure that when he actually connected that the hits hurt. Not through any malice toward the man, but purely as payback for the frequent beatings that Karnak himself dished out during training that was consistent and painful.
With the martial arts, Karnak was a perfectionist. He and Duncan had practised fighting together as a team and against each other. Karnak liked to be assured that his partners were all as skilled as possible, or as close to his own near-unattainable level as could be.
###
Karnak viewed Duncan’s fighting style a lot. The Gundsman looked him over with a practised eye. Duncan now faced off against a man Karnak couldn’t even remember the name of. In a past life, before he’d been forced into the life of a gladiator slave, Karnak had trained warriors, recognised sound techniques, and also picked out defects. The big man had an unusual fighting style, but was efficient and suitable. His balance was outstanding for such a large man.
Duncan’s long, thick torso and well-muscled legs gave him a low centre of gravity for fighting. His height advantage helped against most other men. He was unyielding and difficult to dislodge. His foot movements were few, but solid and sure; he spent little energy to move his gigantic frame around.
His sword strokes were powerful and fluid. They would cut through bone and armour as easily as air, with a wonderful mixture of finesse and power. Duncan’s iron and hide shield did as much to attack as defend; it had struck many opponents, and they were just as battered as those struck with the flat of his blade. Karnak himself had learned to be wary of the big man’s shrewd combat style.
Duncan could take a beating and sustain wounds that would kill any normal man, but still fought on. He seemed to have an almost supernatural sixth sense and awareness of what was going on around him. He didn’t try anything outrageous or outside his abilities. He knew his limitations and fought within them.
Karnak liked what he saw. He would suggest to Thorsten he and Hawkwind would be a good pairing in the arena, if opportunity arose. Match-ups, double teams were not uncommon, and it enabled the slave masters to charge more to view the fights. In addition, wagers in the battle could be quite profitable when more than two combatants were involved.
###
Later, they were alone on the arena floor. Night fell, and soon it would be time for them to return to their cells. Duncan had shown Karnak some muscle stretching routines he used before and after cricket. Some fighters had adopted the practice, many did not. He guessed it would be a long while before Syrane caught up with Earth in terms of wellbeing and fitness crazes. The Gundsman, however, was all for the stretches. He immediately saw the benefits to relieve tired muscles and noted how they helped cool down after exertions.
Today, though, they were alone. The other fighters had taken the opportunity for an early night. Perhaps they knew life on the road would disrupt their sleep patterns, and so tried for the last decent night’s sleep they may have for some time. Or sometimes, for those who would die in the arenas and pits, the last decent sleep ever.
“Why are you here, Duncan?” the Gundsman asked. The question startled Duncan; he and Karnak had never spoken of background, history, or upbringing. They focussed on where they were, what they did now.
“What do you mean?” Duncan replied. “I’m here because my arms and legs hurt. I’m stretching because I don’t want them to still hurt tomorrow.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Karnak said. “I mean, how did you end up here in this troupe?” He stopped his stretch and gestured to the surrounding arena. “You don’t belong here. You don’t seem to belong anywhere. And I’ve been just about everywhere.” He paused and levelled his gaze at Duncan. “I can’t pick you, your motivation, your origin.” His eyes narrowed, and he tilted his head as he spoke.
Duncan realised that this bothered Karnak. It surprised him. He didn’t think the Gundsman cared about much, except for being as good as he could be with a blade. But when he considered the question and what he knew about Karnak, realisation dawned. He was a great fighter not just because he was so good physically, but also because he could read his opponents; he could see the situation from their viewpoint, he could understand how they would react to an unfolding circumstance, and it gave him an advantage.
Duncan smiled. He found a weakness in the peerless fighter’s mental armour.
Karnak frowned in response to Duncan’s smile, but then seemed to realise it was not a malicious smile. His confidence seemed to falter, so Duncan did his best to restore it an instant later.
“Look, I’m not exactly a local,” Duncan explained. Karnak nodded. Duncan sighed. He hadn’t wanted to have this conversation with anyone. But he found he trusted Karnak, despite the rumour of him assassinating the ruler of a far off land. What did he have to lose?
“This will sound weird, so hear me out. And you must promise me you will never tell another person what I’m about to tell you. In fact, another person, imaginary person, dead fish or drawing of a pretend rat, okay?”
Karnak’s eyebrows rose, but he nodded. Duncan could tell the Gundsman had an internal debate about Duncan’s sanity at that moment. Duncan had those debates often.
“I was at home. Home is not here.” Duncan looked up at the sky, and pointed to it, then the nearby walls. “Home is not Asherah. I’m from elsewhere. I’m not sure I can explain it.” He sighed. “Somewhere out there.” He pointed upward to the sky. “Another realm.”
“I had finished my practice, kind of like we do now, but I had to go into a room nearby. I’d left my keys in there. Then my vision swam. I’d thought initially that I would pass out, while the room felt like it spun.” He looked at his hands, his expression downcast. “My hands moved in and out of focus, and then… what I can only describe as a rift or portal appeared. It was bright, white. But parts were golden and red. I could discern nothing of where it led… but it drew me into it,” he trailed off. Karnak listened, spellbound.
“The rift or portal swallowed me into it. It drew me inexorably towards something. The very fabric of my reality stretched. I felt as if my body was being torn apart and it would forcibly rip my brain from my head. I recall then I felt slightly more ‘solid’, but experienced a falling sensation, like you feel when you’re about to drift off to sleep. Except I knew I had no chance of stopping the slide into the unknown. Then, I was in a tomb. A tomb or temple to the dead god Mergoth, in the Ochre Forest.”
Duncan told the entire story to Karnak, right until they’d met a couple of weeks earlier. Karnak listened the whole time and did not ask questions. When Duncan finished his explanation, Karnak nodded.
“I knew there was something different about you, Hawkwind.”
“You believe me?” Duncan asked.
“Yes, why would I not?” Duncan’s shoulders sagged in relief at Karnak’s words.
“I need to get home,” Duncan said.
Karnak smiled and stood.
“We all do, Duncan. But who knows when we will? We’ll travel tomorrow; and then we will fight in the arena. Are you ready for that?
“Of course, I’m ready,” Duncan replied.




20. He was not ready.

Karnak sat in silence; his gaze fixed on the open cell door. And then beyond the small cell, to the arena. The floor of the amphitheatre was smooth, compacted earth, stained with blood. Noise filtered through; he could hear a murmur from the crowd.
“Time to go. Hope you’re ready,” his guard grunted.
Karnak did not respond.
He stood and allowed the guard to lead him out onto the floor of the arena. A wave of noise hit him; and with it a surge of adrenaline as he responded to the crowd. His pulse raced, but he brought it back under control with a few steady breaths. He controlled his body like a miller controlled the grindstone. His self-discipline, his ability to centre himself, was the keystone of his extraordinary combat ability.
It was like the flow of a swift current; great technique flowed like the stream. He flowed between attack and defence in combat as easily as the water flowed across the riverbed. 
He looked across the arena. A cell door faced him, his opponent waited inside. The crowd roared again as one. They demanded blood be spilled. The cold stone walls of the pit seemed to tremble in response. 
The guard tossed a shortsword to Karnak, as he exited toward the Gundsman’s cell. Karnak stooped to retrieve the shortsword, a well-balanced blade. Its sharpened edges and point had many nicks but appeared sound and free of corrosion. Karnak reversed the blade so that it sat snugly up against his right forearm.
An unfamiliar noise came from across the arena. The cell door opened and let his opponent out. Okuld the barbarian was renowned as being a savage and aggressive fighter. Sinew and muscle competed for space on his massive frame. Okuld was as tall as Hawkwind. Upon his head, the shock of coarse hair looked like the fur of a beast.
Okuld’s head lowered, and his nostrils flared in the chilly morning light. He held a wicked, short trident; its sharp prongs glinted in the weak sunlight. Okuld glowered at Karnak across the arena floor. He fixed his eyes on a spot on Karnak’s chest, above the Gundsman’s heart.
So simple; and so predictable.
Karnak breathed in and out in a steady rhythm. His gaze never left Okuld. The noise of the crowd blended to a dull roar in his ears. He inhaled once more and then started toward his opponent. Slow and steady, as he breathed.
Okuld grunted, as if in surprise. With a growl, he sprang forward across the arena floor, his eyes focussed on Karnak’s chest.
Karnak held the shortsword with a firm grip and timed his run. As they both charged, the distance between them disappeared quicker than ale at a dwarven party.
They were upon each other. As the barbarian closed to within arms-reach, Karnak pivoted and launched across to the other side of Okuld. His right arm coiled like a spring, held his shortsword; his timing was perfect. The shortsword slashed outward and down. His backward grip on the pommel made the blade seem a blur as it slid through muscle and flesh and cut straight through Okuld’s thick neck and out the other side.
Karnak’s forward momentum carried him past his opponent toward the now-closed cell door. And there he stood.
Behind him, he heard Okuld drop, a sickening gurgle noise the only sound as Okuld died, followed by a dull thud as he fell unceremoniously onto the cold, hard ground.
The silence of the arena was eerie as hundreds of onlookers struggled to comprehend what they had witnessed. Karnak dropped the bloodied shortsword on the ground, turned, and walked back to the cell.
###
Duncan also sat in silence. He, however, was a bundle of nerves. Today it was real. The shit had hit the fan. He would fight for real in his first actual fight in the arena, and a mistake could cost him his life. He wasn’t convinced if it would, though, given what had happened at his execution. But he wasn’t keen to test the theory.
He had his trusty sparring sword and had squeezed into a tough leather breastplate before they thrust him into the arena.
Why can’t I have a shield?
It was cold, but he’d not taken a lot of notice. It was loud, but again, he’d not paid it any heed.
He’d tried to talk to his opponent, but the shorter man had responded with a sword thrust; perfectly balanced and exaggerated, his style similar to Karnak. Duncan responded as he had against the Gundsman and blocked with his own weapon. Duncan drew hope from that, as he was accustomed to fighting against the Gundsman’s style.
The soil on which they fought had signs of previous bouts; blood stains and footprints mixed evenly with a thin dusting of sand and bare compacted earth. He shook his head to concentrate. This was what Karnak had meant; he daydreamed again.
Sweat beaded on his forehead and leaked from his armpits as he waited. His own thoughts echoed in his mind right now.
I’d better pay attention.
His opponent moved again and paced expertly toward him. Weight balanced; his feet evenly placed. The smaller man fought with two swords, both shorter than the weapon that Duncan held.
Why can he have two bloody swords and I don’t get my shield?
His opponent sneered. He appeared far more adept than the outsider at using the weapons. Duncan knew he was hopelessly outclassed, but resolved that if he was to go down, he would go down swinging.
He held his own sword at the ready, high over his right shoulder. He was determined to have at least one swing at the arrogant sod that stood before him. He tried to take the initiative, hefted the sword, and swung it mightily at the smaller man. The steel blade whistled through the air, angled in at his opponent’s neck. As it got closer, time seemed to slow for the outsider. He allowed himself a slight smile as he watched his blade descend; it inched ever closer to his target. For a fraction of a second, he thought himself as incredibly clever to end the fight quickly.
In the heat of combat, Duncan had forgotten everything Karnak had taught him.
His opponent turned his blades over in his hands, as if he tested their weight. Suddenly he moved. He ducked out of harm’s way under Duncan’s swing. The smaller man avoided Duncan’s strike and then lunged in one fluid movement, lightning quick and straight as an arrow.
To his credit, Duncan saw the man move, and his brain signalled his body. Feet move back. Torso and hips push backwards. Hands and arms, keep your own sword moving, try to decapitate. The time it took for these thoughts to occur and his body to respond was minimal.
While Duncan’s body was busy processing its response, the swordsman’s weapons penetrated his chest; they slid easily through his leather breastplate, one either side of his heart. The blades punched through between his ribs into the right and left lung and continued out of the outsider’s back.
Duncan knew it was coming; it was unavoidable. A strange calmness enveloped him. He knew he hadn’t stood a chance against the superior swordsman. He lifted his sword into position to strike again.
Thoughts whirled through his mind of friends, past and present, and, of course, his family, who he would never see again. A feeling of interminable anguish surfaced. He could feel his lungs deflate and collapse. The pain in his chest was unbearable.
Duncan tried in vain to suck in air, but there was nowhere for it to go. His vision swam, and he felt his consciousness fade. He fell to his knees. Blood poured from his wounds. It ran freely down his chest and back. It even made its way out from the holes in his breastplate.
He had a vague awareness of the surrounding crowd; they laughed and jeered. The swordsman who had impaled him turned to the crowd. The man grinned and waved. He walked away from his vanquished opponent.
Duncan tried to call out a defiant challenge, but all that came out of his mouth was a bubble of blood and a sickly, wheezing noise. He was dimly aware he still held his sword above his head. His vision swam again.
Then… a voice? The outsider became aware someone called his name. Was it Karnak? Aurelia? He could use her help right now.
Duncan looked up in mute astonishment as a man in shiny, reddish golden armour stood next to him. He stood between the outsider and the swordsman who’d skewered him.
Why didn’t I see you before?
The shiny man grew until he filled Duncan’s vision.
“Stand up, Duncan,” the armoured man said.
The outsider wondered how he was supposed to stand up when he had two swords stuck through his chest. He didn’t ask, though. He simply nodded, and despite the agony, regained his feet.
The shiny red-gold man disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived. Duncan was aware of the arena once more. His opponent was a metre in front of him. He still took that first step away.
Duncan still held the sword above his right shoulder. The edge of the weapon caught the morning sunlight; the flash of the sword and the slight hum of its passage stood out with crystal clarity to the outsider as he brought it to bear.
The sword came slashing across. It cut through the air and into his opponent’s neck with remarkable ease. The contact of the blade with the man’s flesh made a sickening noise; Duncan’s strike carried through; he’d severed the man’s head. The old sword came to a stop, just past Duncan’s left hip. His opponent dropped and hit the dirt with an awful sound. The gathered crowd looked on in shock as the head bounced across the cold earth in front of them.
Suddenly, the crowd erupted in cheers and shouts. Duncan withdrew the swords from his chest. Fresh white-hot pain erupted, and he gasped. The adrenaline that flowed through him burned off; the agony began anew. More blood flowed. Duncan had once heard an expression that went something like ‘pain like a sharp knife in the gut’. At this moment, he knew what that felt like.
Duncan trudged off the arena, the pain from the wounds in his chest excruciating. He dropped the bloodied swords at the feet of the stunned guards. His breath came in wheezing gasps. It took every bit of his fortitude to walk past the startled-looking arena guards, past the amazed expressions of his fellow gladiators and down into his cage.
There, he collapsed to his knees, doubled over in agony, and vomited. A mixture of bile and blood came up. His stomach heaved, which caused more waves of agony to flow over him.
He had never killed a man before. He’d hit the ghouls and would have killed them, except that they were already dead. He’d hit the watchmen back in Torun, but had killed none of them. He still felt bad about striking the men, who really were just doing their job. Now he’d just killed another human. Most would say in self-defence, but he’d done it really for the amusement and profit of others. On all fours, he was sick again. The heaving of his stomach exacerbated the pain of his wounds.
He fell to the ground and wallowed in the agony and misery he felt at the wretched situation he’d found himself in.
And who the hell was this bloke in the glowing armour that kept popping up?
The memory of his conversation after his execution with the priest Walter rang clearly in his mind. The dead god Camulus was evidently helping him. But why?
The outsider shuddered, but that simple reaction sent more wracking pain through his battered body once more. He still bled freely from the sword wounds in his chest and back. He could not draw breath.
Despite all this, Duncan hoped he’d not just sold his soul to the devil.
A short time later, maybe minutes, maybe days, he could not tell. There was a presence next to him. He opened his eyes a crack. He half expected to see the man in red gold again. But no, this time his relief was palpable.
“Aurelia!” he croaked.
“Duncan,” she whispered. “I heard the crowd roar for you when you won.” Her expression changed. “But you do not seem to celebrate like a victor.”
“Nope,” he replied. “Got stabbed. Through the chest. Two swords.” He hoped she understood what he said. His words came out with barely any sound.
“Oh!” she cried. “Let me tend to you.”
She placed her hands upon his, and soon he felt the now-familiar warmth of her healing flow into him.
“I’m sorry, I would have been in sooner,” she said. “The guard said he stabbed you, but they thought you’d been foxing. He said you could not have walked out of the arena otherwise.” She frowned. “He said you withdrew the other man’s swords from your chest while you stood over him.” She smiled. “The crowd loved it.”
“No one saw the blood pissing out over my breastplate?” he asked. Words came easier now. Aurelia’s ministrations did their work. He felt almost human again.
“No one will question it, Duncan,” she whispered. “They will assume you outwitted your opponent. No one will ask about the blood on your breastplate. They use animal blood frequently as a prop to make the fights appear more brutal.”
“Oh, to make the fights appear more brutal.” Duncan managed a grin. “Like, yes, they need to do that. Give people swords, let them hack at each other, give them inadequate protection… of course, make it look more brutal…” he trailed off.
“Shhh, you will need sleep.” Aurelia stood but appeared exhausted herself. Duncan recalled the healers spent their personal energy to heal. He hoped she’d not hurt herself to heal him.
“Are you okay?” he asked. He offered his hand to steady her.
“Yes, I will be. I need to rest.” Her expression hardened. “So do you. Until you heal. You will need to rest as much as possible before you exert yourself again.”
He wasn’t convinced. She seemed to sense his discomfort.
“I’ll be fine Duncan. Agnes will look after me.”
Agnes was the senior cook. Not disfigured, just a cook. And a good mother hen to the rest of her crew. No one messed with Agnes. Duncan nodded.
“Thank you, Aurelia. I am again in your debt.”
Aurelia nodded and walked off, one hand on the nearby wall.
Duncan collapsed on the floor. It was fortunate that sleep claimed him.
###
The light from the lanterns that were spread throughout the Bracklewhyte Tavern was dim. In one corner of the main room, the barman served watered down ale from behind his polished oak countertop. In another corner, a minstrel strummed a stringed instrument; his voice, a pleasant tenor, carried across the room. Those nearer to the bard sang along as best they were able in their various stages of inebriation. A hearty fire kept the place warm.
Villagers, the local watchmen and visitors from other towns mingled in the tavern. The smell of stale ale, smoke from the hearth and tobacco overwhelmed, but few cared. The smoke helped dull the smell of body odour.
Cyra Rillik wrinkled her nose in disgust. She cared. It stunk in here. She longed to be gone from this horrid place and return to a more comfortable environ.
The tavern’s mood was jovial, as expected, after the gladiators came to town to put on their show. This far north of the Howling Steppe, the locals craved any entertainment. The arena was the best place to find it.
Today’s fight was the reason Rillik and her crew were here, after all. She itched to collect the bounty on Hawkwind. The man was too hard to get near, under the watchful eye of Thorsten’s guards. And so, she played a patient hand; after all, soon enough, he would meet his end in the fighting pits and arenas.
Today, it seemed, was that day. She’d seen Hawkwind’s fight. Many of the locals had assumed the big man had outwitted his adversary; an opponent no one remembered the name of. Now he was dead. Talk of fake blood, and how Hawkwind walked from the arena after the bout were discussed at length by the tavern’s patrons.
She knew better. Rillik had killed enough men to know when one was stabbed through the chest. She’d done it enough times herself. Although, she smirked, she’d done it more often through the back.
Someone had stabbed Hawkwind through the upper body. She’d seen with her own eyes how the blades had protruded from his back. No one survived that for too long. And he was vulnerable right now, tonight. She’d sent her two companions into the arena to finish the job, while the Bracklewhyte locals celebrated in their tavern.
###
Carmine the Small and Ratty stood deep in the shadows outside the Bracklewhyte Arena. Carmine stood on a crate and peered through a small, barred window. He focussed his gaze to find out as much detail as possible in the gloom beyond.
Ratty’s rapid intake of breath startled him. He ducked away from the window and jumped down from the crate. Ratty, however, did not seem on edge or wary.
“What is it?” Carmine hissed.
“You’re taking too long,” Ratty replied.
“Too long? We just got here!” Carmine growled.
Ratty clicked his tongue and resumed his position as lookout. Carmine swore under his breath. Ratty’s personality was as scarred and sullied as his pock-marked face. Carmine longed to punch the man, but feared he may cut his hand on Ratty’s prominent overbite.
Carmine hopped back up on the crate and resumed his own observations. Inside, he could see along the length of a corridor; small, barred doors led into the individual fighter’s cells, and beyond that, he had a straight line of sight to the arena floor. The cells backed onto the wall of the arena itself; where he and Ratty skulked.
A guard sauntered into view, so Carmine ducked. Sound carried to him; the guards’ footsteps as the man completed his rounds. The guard’s footfalls followed a routine. He shuffled and stopped. Carmine presumed he would look into each cell to observe each fighter. A voice startled him, and he nearly fell off the crate.
“You’re up late,” he heard from inside. From the sound of it, it was the guard who spoke.
“Yes,” came a distant reply. Someone in a cell spoke with a soft, deep voice. “I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I should do some stretches.”
The guard sniggered.
“Can’t believe you can do anything. You had us all fooled today. Everyone thought you were a goner when that bloke stabbed you in the chest.”
Carmine’s ears pricked up.
“Yeah, I’m glad that trick worked,” came the response. “Animal blood.”
“Seen it a thousand times,” the guard chuckled. “Well played, Master Hawkwind.”
“Thank you,” the distant voice said.
Carmine could not hear either voice as well as if he stood in front of either man, but he could identify neither of them showed any pain or discomfort. He frowned and pondered what to do. He risked a quick glance over the window rim and noted which cell the guard stood at. He ducked down, tapped Ratty on the shoulder, and motioned for him to move.
Carmine hopped off the crate, picked it up and moved with great stealth further along the wall. Ratty looked annoyed but did not speak. It seemed the man knew well enough to maintain their cover, despite his own irritation. Ratty looked up at the wall and counted the small barred windows as he flitted along. Once he arrived at the cell he sought, he placed his crate on the ground.
He looked at Ratty and held up his finger to his pursed lips. Ratty nodded and resumed lookout duty. Carmine hopped onto his crate. He did not look into the cell straight away, instead he listened for noise in the room beyond. He heard sounds that indicated the person within strained, probably they exerted themselves.
Stretches, he’d said?
Carmine waited until the person inside the room breathed in to prepare to apply the effort, then raised his head to peek inside.
Hawkwind lay on the floor of the room. There was no mistaking the big man. He was on the floor, bare chested. He lay upon his back, but more fortunate for Carmine, he faced away from the window. Hawkwind’s back was on the floor, but his knees were bent. His abdominal muscles were taut, and he raised his hips from the floor and held the position.
Carmine leaped down, grabbed his crate, and motioned for Ratty to follow. Ratty looked ready to question him but must have reconsidered; they still needed to be stealthy.
Carmine frowned. Hawkwind was very much in good health. His torso was in full view and showed no signs of being stabbed fatally.
Cyra Rillik would not be pleased.
###
“Come, let’s practise some more,” Karnak said to Duncan.
Karnak and Duncan stood opposite each other in the arena. Karnak held a shortsword, Duncan his favoured curved sword. The stands were empty. Night had fallen. The next day, they would move out to another town to entertain another bloodthirsty crowd.
“You forgot everything I taught you,” Karnak scolded.
“That’s not entirely true,” Duncan replied. He felt his cheeks burn. “I remembered it, all of it. I just didn’t implement it when I needed to.”
Duncan could almost feel Karnak roll his eyes from a metre away, so exaggerated was the expression on the Gundsman’s face.
“I will talk to you about your current,” Karnak explained.
Duncan’s eyebrows rose. He hoped he understood soon. Karnak went on.
“Mages talk of the magical current. An outstanding warrior also flows, like the current of a river. You flow between attack and defence; the current takes you with it.” He paused and showed various poses with his sword and spoke as he mimed. “Attack,” he said as he thrust with his sword. “Defence,” he said as he reversed his stance and moved with great fluidity into a new pose, as his sword blocked an imaginary attack. “Your current should make this flow effortless.”
He paused.
“Now, you try,” he said as he pointed to Duncan’s sword.
Duncan copied the movements. He found after a few minutes, he mimicked them almost exactly. Karnak was an excellent teacher; he highlighted the obvious differences between them; their build, their height, the weapon Duncan used, and showed Duncan how to compensate and make the movements more fluid and natural. Duncan could almost feel the current, how he flowed between attack, defence, and guard positions. He recognised minor flaws; and fixed his technique until everything flowed, like the swift current of a stream.
“You can defeat any opponent if you break their current,” Kanak said. “Breach their defence, disrupt their flow.”
The session continued long into the night.
###
Duncan’s next fight was against a barbarian from the north, named Regmarl, or something that sounded like ‘Regmarl’. Duncan stood with Karnak at the gladiator’s entrance to the arena and watched as they led his opponent in. It surprised Duncan that they led the man in, rather than being allowed to walk in himself.
Interested despite himself, he observed the big barbarian ready his battle axe and shield. It amused Duncan that everyone he’d met described him as ‘big’, yet each Northman he’d seen in the arena outsized him by a considerable amount.
Then the barbarian did something strange. He grunted and muttered to himself and gnawed at the edge of his shield. He took a big mouthful of wood and leather and chewed loudly. Duncan looked at the sight before him and then back at Karnak in surprise. The outsider pointed at the arena.
“Um, is he gnawing on his shield?”
Karnak grinned in response.
“Yes, I’ve seen him fight a few times. He does that just before he lets out his spine-chilling scream and butchers everything in sight.”
On cue, a hideous spine-chilling scream came from the far end of the arena.
“Okay, time to go,” smirked Karnak, as he gave the outsider a friendly shove.
Duncan exhaled as a guard handed him a sword and opened the gate so he could walk into the arena. He was greeted by the barbarian’s battle axe; it spun in an ungainly end-over-end fashion and cut through the air straight at his head! The crazed barbarian had thrown it at him! Duncan allowed instinct to take over and ducked. He wasn’t quick enough, though; he felt a burst of pain as the handle of the axe clipped his brow on its way overhead. He saw stars and a moment of disorientation cost him any chance of an advantage in the combat.
The barbarian came crashing in, Regmarl, or whatever his bloody name was, led with his gnawed-upon shield. He aimed to decapitate the outsider with its chewed edges. Duncan blocked the shield with his own. The impact jarred more than a little. Duncan offered silent thanks to whomever had permitted him a shield this time.
Regmarl screamed, his words incoherent, as Duncan pivoted and swung his own sword back at the berserk man. The barbarian ducked under the blade and followed through with a swinging kick that caught Duncan in his midsection. It hurt, but not enough to put the outsider off.
The barbarian launched himself at the outsider with a standing drop kick. Regmarl’s feet crashed onto Duncan’s well-placed shield with a loud ‘thump’. Regmarl tumbled to the ground, rolled, and leaped to his feet. The moment of respite allowed Duncan to regain his composure.
The berserk man literally foamed at the mouth as he launched a withering hail of punches and kicks; he even tried to bite the outsider. The barbarian’s chaotic and noisy attacks had no pattern or strategy. Duncan blocked as best he could, oblivious to the noise of the crowd. He could hardly hear them over the noise that was coming from Regmarl.
Current, flow, break his current! What the fuck?
Duncan swung his sword and scored a minor hit on the barbarian; it nicked his chest, but the crazed man appeared not to notice. Regmarl launched another flurry of punches which Duncan intercepted on his shield, before again the barbarian followed up with a circling kick.
This time, however, Duncan was ready for him. He’d noticed a pattern in the attacks. As the barbarian spun and pivoted on one leg, the other leg was up high. He tried to land a kick on Duncan’s jaw. Rather than block with his shield, Duncan opened up his stance, squatted, turned the other way, and led with a savage swing of his sword.
He felt resistance as the weapon sliced through muscle and bone and hardly felt the impact as Regmarl’s foot landed a glancing blow on his face. It hurt, but it had very little momentum behind it; Duncan had sliced off the other leg at the knee. Regmarl dropped instantly when he tried to put the foot on the ground to steady himself.
The barbarian’s fighting style, while chaotic and unpredictable, relied heavily on balance to move from one attack to the next. The berserk man, however, hardly seemed to notice the reason for his fall as he landed, not ungently. Had he not been berserk, it would have caused him incredible pain. The man’s lifeblood pumped unchecked onto the compacted sand of the arena.
Duncan stood, incredulous that the man crawled along the floor of the arena, apparently still intent on killing him. It was like a scene from a bizarre movie. Disgusted, he picked up the man’s severed leg and threw it at him. Duncan turned his back on the dying barbarian and walked off the arena floor. He did not bother to look back as Regmarl succumbed slowly to his wound, still growling at Duncan’s back.
Karnak looked at Duncan in amusement as the outsider trudged past.
“Hmmm… that went well,” said the Gundsman.
Duncan snorted in response.
“That is the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” he said, and gestured back at the still grunting berserker. “He’s salivating and screaming his way to the afterlife and still trying to kill me.” Duncan returned his weapon and shield to the guard as Karnak chuckled and led the outsider back to their cells.
After his first two arena fights came his third, then forth, then he lost count. He often won because of superior skill; but it helped that his opponents could not kill him. Never an overly religious person, Duncan offered a silent prayer of thanks whenever he suffered wounds that would have proven fatal for other men.




21. Gladiator.

Jongus and Yarn trudged into another inn, in another nameless northern town. Yarn ducked as he entered, as he always had to. Doorways were simply too short to accommodate the pathfinder.
The mission to find the outsider had been unsuccessful. Yarn took great pride in his skill as a pathfinder. There was good reason he had developed quite a reputation as a hunter and tracker. It was unfortunate that on this quest he was hampered by Jongus and the dwarf’s desire to drink, copulate, drink some more and copulate while he could remain awake. It was a game the dwarf played every night. And here they were, at yet another inn.
They had received infrequent letters from Derek when they passed through towns with temples dedicated to the All-Father; when they remembered to check in at said temples. In one town they remembered to check in, only to be met by a priest who’d given them Derek’s missive a fortnight earlier.
Derek had done a fine job of sending the letters to the priesthood, to give the two an opportunity to keep informed of the progress back in Torun. The others had achieved little in their solution to send Hawkwind home. Which mattered little, Yarn mused, if they did not have Hawkwind to send home. They may all waste their time.
Weeks of travel to get to the north, then weeks more to track the roving gladiator troupe had been fruitless. It turned out that many such groups roamed the northland, and none published an itinerary. They set the fights up using a secret network of communications and word of mouth. One time, they had been very lucky. They’d arrived in a town called Bracklewhyte, where the outsider had created quite a stir. It seemed he’d survived near-fatal wounds and still defeated his opponent. Others in the town believed Hawkwind had faked the wounds. It seemed everyone had an opinion. Except no one had an opinion about where the troupe headed next. Villagers were cagey when they discussed the fighter’s next destination.
As a tracker, Yarn could easily follow a wagon trail, but picking the right wagon trail proved difficult. They’d wasted weeks when they’d set off after the wrong troupe from Bracklewhyte.
When they found the trail again, of course, it was as cold as the northern weather. They needed to reconstruct the fighter’s movements from old information and make educated guesses. Admittedly, they found sufficient evidence in each town they visited to suggest the man was still alive and survived still. But the troupe had always stayed a step or three ahead of the searchers.
Yarn knew deep down Jongus hampered their progress. The dwarf would become too distracted when he went without wine, and as a result, the two spent many nights at inns, taverns, and alehouses, carousing and drinking. The dwarf had a drinking problem, and it slowed them down mightily.
He put thoughts of the dwarf’s issues out of his head. He had to admit he enjoyed the wine and carousing just as much, sometimes. But this search felt like it would never end.
###
There were times, Duncan admitted, where he didn’t feel entirely in control of his own responses during the fights in the arena. But he had no plausible explanation for this, beyond ‘current’, ‘flow’ and the hours of practise he put in. As he’d never fought for his life before, he assumed it could also be his body’s natural survival instinct kicking in, or more likely his guardian dead god helping him along. When it was real; real opponents with steel in their grasp in the arena, Duncan found his skills to be up to the task.
Karnak’s instruction helped. Duncan followed the Gundsman’s lessons and had developed into an excellent fighter. He wished he could tell his kids. Then again, it’s something they may not be so proud of.
How was work today, daddy?
Good, I killed a barbarian. I cut his leg off and he bled to death. Have you done your homework?
The weather had warmed. The outsider moved to a nearby water trough and washed the sweat from his face. The physical activity he’d undertaken in the months since he’d arrived in Syrane had been good for him; he’d lost weight and gained leaner muscle. He’d even had to get a much smaller breastplate to wear.
He was used to physical activity, having played sport at a high level for many years, but this was another stage entirely.
He did not form bonds with anyone else, save Karnak and Aurelia. Karnak had confided in him it was pointless; they were all here until they died, anyway. Duncan disagreed. He hoped to sow the seeds of a rebellion or uprising against Tobias Thorsten; there was strength in numbers. How else would they escape?
Duncan dropped the idea when a conspiracy hatched, involving several fellow gladiators. They had shut it down and made an example of the conspirators; hung, drawn, and quartered; displayed on the foremost wagon of their train.
Duncan poured water over his head. He kept his hair very short, which opposed the long-haired standard in this world. Duncan didn’t care about the others, he felt more comfortable doing his own thing. He dusted off his tunic and rubbed the sore areas on his back and neck as he trudged off to the communal bathing area.
Aurelia was there. Duncan looked out for the blind woman often. On more than one occasion, he dissuaded other fighters and guards from taking advantage of the disfigured woman. One guard could not walk properly again after Duncan found him lying atop Aurelia behind the wagon train. The guard’s intention had been clear. She had not given consent. Duncan had responded to her cries for help and had reacted as he believed anyone should. It was fortunate the guard could not carry out the act; he could still walk.
Duncan sniffed.
It was harder to walk when dead.
He’d left Aurelia in Agnes’ care that day. It amused him to think of what had gone into the guard’s meals ever since. He was glad he wasn’t a guard.
This displeased Tobias Thorsten, however. Duncan had received ten lashes for his act of benevolence. It didn’t bother Duncan. Pain was temporary, and Aurelia had been kind enough to heal the wounds for him soon after.
Today she bathed with the rest of the troupe. She scrubbed her clothes, including the wrap of coarse cloth she wore about her eyes. He did not shy away as he observed her empty eye sockets. The sight was horrific, and unfortunate. The woman would be beautiful with her eyes intact. He shook his head. The eyes, they say, are windows to the soul. He was lucky he had another view of her soul. It was beautiful.
It was times like these he acutely felt the absence of his wife. He hoped she and their children were okay. He tried not to dwell upon it. He unconsciously rubbed the base of his left ring finger. His wedding ring was supposed to be there. He hated not wearing it.
Aurelia dropped her soap and groped around in the shallow waters. Duncan sloshed forward, retrieved it, and handed it to her.
“Here you go,” he said as he pressed it into her hand.
“Thank you, Duncan,” she smiled and resumed her scrubbing.
He went back to his own wash.
###
They moved from town to town in the under-civilised northern regions through villages referred to by the locals as the Shanties. The gladiators were constantly on the move and rarely stayed anywhere for long. Duncan’s spent his days in the practise of swordplay and preparing to kill for other’s entertainment. He spent his nights caged with the rest of the gladiators, in the cells attached to the arenas they fought in, or even the wagons in which they rode.
At each stop, he remained alert. He hoped to find a wizard or mage, someone who might help him return home. Or someone who could help him escape. So far, he was unsuccessful. It didn’t help that he didn’t see anyone garbed as a stereotypical wizard; there were no Merlin’s or Gandalf’s at the bouts. It was entirely possible they attended, but did not dress up with pointy hats and carry a staff.
When practise finished, they killed for real in the arena, fighting to the hungry roars of the crowd who cheered for blood to be spilt. Aurelia helped patch him up from the wounds he received in the fights. The wounds now were mostly superficial; Duncan had become good enough at fighting that he no longer took wounds that would be fatal.
The only delight Duncan took was in practise, to hone his skills against others and pass on what he learned to the other gladiators.
Killing sickened him, but he did it to survive. Survival was paramount. Then escape and freedom. Then to look for a way home. This focus remained burned indelibly on his mind’s eye. It burned with the unfettered desire of a man pushed to his limits.
I’d kill for coffee…
The pebble of comprehension that Jade had given him became his most precious possession. He feared to lose the valuable device, and so he continued to swallow it. Which meant going to the toilet continued to be a disgusting daily ritual of defecating, examination, discovery, cleaning and, the worst bit, re-consumption.
Whenever Duncan finished a practice session with Karnak, the outsider would continue to practise afterwards. He mimicked the moves and skills he had seen the weapon master display first hand.
The first time Duncan defeated Karnak in a mock combat, the outsider had thrown his practice sword in the air in celebration and whooped in delight. And then ducked for cover as the sword came close to skewering him on the way down.
It only happened once. Karnak was faster and more experienced than Duncan, but the outsider was a head taller and far stronger. They made an excellent team; their skills complemented each other enormously. Duncan didn’t ‘win’ any more of their sparring matches, where he could not use his greater strength without fear of serious injury to the Gundsman, but Duncan dealt out as much punishment as he took.
Their pairings in the arena took on a new life after the outsider’s win in practise. It seemed the Gundsman had discovered he needed to push himself to new heights to maintain an edge over his fast-developing pupil; much to the dismay of their opponents. The combination of the peerless weapon master from Gund and the unkillable outsider meant they became unbackable favourites. So much so that some coliseums had refused to let them fight together.
Tobias Thorsten expressed both excitement and dismay; he had the perfect fighting team but could not find a challenge to match. The pair fought death duels against multiple opponents; once against three, the next week against four, then five. They kept winning.
###
Tobias Thorsten sat in unfamiliar silence as the troupe made their way toward the town of Northaven. Here in the far north it was always bitterly cold, and a chill wind blew all day off giant glaciers. Despite him being a native of these parts, he still felt the cold whenever he returned.
He pulled his colourful cloak tightly around himself as he considered the letter delivered to his caravan that morning. The letter had come from his brother, who was also a gladiatorial entrepreneur. It proposed a contest between a group of monsters; ogres that the northerners had captured; the beasts were raiding off the glaciers. It proposed a fight between the ogres and his prized pairing. The purse was generous. More than generous. It actually made his mouth water at the thought of so much money for a single bout. He read the letter of offer again. To the death, three ogres. Karnak and Hawkwind.
The business frowned upon fights between monsters and people, but they were not unheard of. Such contests were covert, and attendance was by invitation only. What his brother Atrox suggested would set an unheard of precedent. A purpose-built arena was to be prepared. They constructed special pens for the monsters, and all he needed was an appropriate challenge. The whole town would attend, and hundreds would come for miles to witness this fight. They would throw the unwritten rules of the trade out the window, all in the name of profit. The craftily worded letter highlighted the point that no gladiators remained who would fight his pair; similarly, none would step into the arena against the powerful ogres.
If Tobias had been honest with himself, which he rarely was, he would have concluded that the only even fight he’d be able to enter his two precious gladiators in would be to face them off against each other. He was loath to do so, as it would mean losing one and having the genuine possibility that the victor could not continue.
And that meant unprofitable. He had thought about such a match, but he’d not reached the place where profits were sufficiently down enough to give it serious thought. The greedy northerner looked at the figures presented and then considered what was unwritten. The amount was a guaranteed purse. If he wagered correctly, he stood to win a lot more. He licked his lips and drafted a reply.




22. Ogre battle.

Duncan stood near what the locals in Northaven described as their new arena. It was basically a fenced off clearing behind a local inn. A gate permitted access; placed nearby were the fighter’s own wagons/ mobile prison cells. They rarely kept the gladiators chained in their wagons when they travelled. But it was necessary in Northaven. There were no slave pens in the new arena.
Duncan sighed.
Accommodation on this trip left a lot to be desired.
He smirked. A grandstand, newly constructed, stood to the south and overlooked the field. They built some pens nearby for today’s opponents to wait until fight time.
Fight time had arrived. They had placed torches and lanterns all around the outside of the makeshift arena. Guards took the giant ogres from their pen and chained the creatures to a massive stone which was in the exact centre of the ground. A ring of crossbow-carrying guards surrounded them.
The enormous white skinned creatures looked like nasty specimens of their race. They sat, but Duncan guessed each to be about three metres tall when upright. They were large, beefy humanoids with snow white skin; dishevelled tufts of matted brown hair grew not only on their heads, but at odd points around their bodies. Each had a dirty animal pelt wrapped around their waist for modesty. The trunks of three small trees lay nearby, but out of reach. Duncan had initially wondered why these were there, until Karnak had advised him that these large bits of wood were the clubs that the ogres would use.
Their guards led Karnak and Duncan to a smaller enclosed wagon, where they dressed for the fight. Duncan looked at the ornamental armour with disdain.
What use is this thin coloured bronze going to be if one of those giants hit us?
Duncan shook his head in resignation. It may be a long night. Maybe he could engage the beast in conversation about layers and onions. A faint smile touched his lips at the memory of his children’s favourite movie.
Duncan dressed and began his ritual of stretches that he used to help prepare his body for the test ahead. It also focused his mind. Prepare for his current to flow, kinda what Karnak had taught him.
He had made his peace with his situation long ago, had resigned himself to being here for a long time with no means of getting home. He wondered what had happened to Derek, Jade, and Jongus. Perhaps they had been sidetracked; it was understandable. He didn’t know what else they had going on in their lives. It was probable they’d not returned to Torun and had not learned what had happened to him. Information would travel slowly here; it wasn’t like they could read the daily news online.
His memories of his family were the worst, sharp stabbing pains in his chest each time Duncan reminisced about them. By coincidence, the sharp stabbing pains were worst where the small scars were from the twin swords that should have killed him the first time he fought in the arena.
But to remember helped. It helped each time Duncan fought to remember what he had to fight and live for. He must be free.
Both Karnak and Duncan exited the wagon, clasped arms, and each banged his sword against their own breastplates. Karnak had advised Duncan it was a traditional warriors’ salute in Gund. Karnak and Duncan were as close to friends as two people could get in the arena. They fought well together and complemented each other beautifully. Karnak’s skill, speed and agility supplemented the outsider’s strength and enthusiasm.
Three angry ogres, however, was another story.
They marched toward the arena. Karnak turned to Duncan and grinned.
“Are you ready? Is your heart pumping? Does the noise of the crowd thrill you?”
Duncan snorted at Karnak and put on his helmet.
“I’m semi-erect with excitement. Let’s go.”
He picked up his shield and followed the laughing Gundsman into the cleared area. Once there, Duncan never took his eyes off the gigantic beasts that they were to fight, despite the distraction of the spectators. A sizeable crowd had gathered; many hundreds of people from Northaven, probably as far south as Torun, and many places in between.
Duncan wondered if anyone he knew was there? He glanced about and took in the spectacle. He could see dwarves; these were very unlike Jongus; these specimens were hairy, bearded, armoured, and carried real battle axes. The crowd was predominantly human. There may have been halflings, but from a distance it was impossible to tell, as they looked like human children.
Duncan had seen elves once, at an arena they’d visited a few months ago. He’d learned about elves from Aurelia. She said they had a strong affinity for magic and a deep empathy for nature. A similar height to humans, though elves were of slimmer build. Longer, pointed ears and high arched eyebrows further distinguish the races. Elves came to Syrane from Anavyr, an island kingdom to the east. He thought he saw some now. He held great hope that his Gandalf or Merlin may be among them. Any race with a strong affinity for magic had to know about portals, right?
He had seen Tobias Thorsten, the garishly dressed man laughed, clapped people on the back and no doubt calculated his profits from the night. They had charged the patrons inside the fence with a silver piece for entry, a small fortune itself. They crammed them onto the temporary wooden grandstand. It had looked quite solid before when it was empty. It didn’t take an engineer to figure the temporary structure did not cope very well with the number of people in it.
Hawkers wandered in front of the stands to sell food and they had set a small but busy bar up next to the wagon they had exited.
Many of the patrons had stopped their business to cheer as Karnak and Duncan walked onto the field, but neither warrior acknowledged the calls. Both men had decided long ago that the only way out of the arena was to keep fighting and to keep killing. It meant that Duncan’s respect for life had dulled somewhat. The killing had stopped making the outsider feel sick inside some time ago. Now each man he killed was purely a result, a statistic. It signified the end of each combat. The people who came to watch them fight were nothing more to him than crows gathered around a rotting corpse to feed. The crows always cawed their delight when a blade fell and blood flowed. And Tobias collected his money.
Tonight, there were many wagers being made. It appeared some semi-professional bookmakers plied the crowd, laying odds. It was like a football game; except instead of wagers for the first goal, it was first blood and first kill.
The crowd cheered and jeered; the ogres appeared restless. The beasts all tried to stand, but the chains wouldn’t allow all three to get up at once. One, bigger than the others, with a shaggy growth of beard, shoved the one next to him down and stood. His bulging arm muscles were bigger than Duncan’s torso, and the ogre flexed its massive arms above his head and roared in the outsider’s direction.
He bellowed a challenge in his native tongue. To his surprise, Duncan understood what the ogre had said. He’d been connected to his stone of comprehension for so long, currently inside his belly, he’d forgotten about its unexpected usefulness in times like these.
He grinned. The ogre had cast aspersions on his character, his sexuality, his upbringing, and the puny size of his penis. It was like being on the cricket field again. When you couldn’t get a batter out, it had become custom to say whatever you felt like to distract them, to break their concentration. Duncan smiled. Break their current. It was just like Karnak had described.
For a moment, it tempted Duncan to appear deeply hurt and refuse to fight. He had a small smile on his face after the thought. The ogre spotted his smirk and glowered at him. The thing’s face appeared as if it threatened to split open, so deep was its scowl. The nearby crowd must have taken his slight grin as an act of defiance or arrogance. As they chanted for blood, they whipped into a frenzied blood lust.
“What’s the matter? Is your loincloth too tight?” Duncan quipped. The look of surprise on the ogre’s face was quite comical. Duncan knew he would sound as if he spoke the ogre’s language like a native. “Knicker’s in a knot? All that will do is make you walk funny.” The Ogre’s jaw fell open. “Don’t worry, be happy!” Duncan called to the surprised ogre.
Karnak and Duncan assumed their well-practised guard positions; two arms’ width apart, they could see each other on the periphery of their vision. They drew their swords in perfect unison, an act which always drew gasps of appreciation from the crowd. Today was no exception. They would put on a show. Duncan had seen it all before, dozens of times in the last months. The only thing different now was the frozen turf, rather than the sand of an arena. And the opponents in this bout were ten-foot-tall ogres.
They brought their shields up in a matching pose. The giant beasts growled with real menace as the other two stood up. The middle one, slightly taller, looked at the crowd and roared.
“I will eat you and your children!” it howled. The chain still restrained the ogres. Atop the stone they attached the chains to, guards waited, poised to release the restraints. The crowd still howled and cheered.
A crier called for silence. It took several goes before the man had brought the noise level low enough to be heard.
“Ladieeees and Gentlefolk, thank you for coming!”
The crowd roared again, and Duncan recognised the voice of Tobias’ master of ceremonies, a weedy man named Volcuk. An annoying fellow who possessed a massive set of lungs and who knew how to play an audience. He was perfect for the role he played.
“Thank you for coming out on this cold, wintery night!”
Again, cheers and jeers from the crowd. Duncan noticed at the edge of his vision a group of mail-clad dwarves almost fell from their high perch on the makeshift grandstand in fits of laughter. Their body language seemed to suggest they compared the weather humans considered cold to midsummer weather. Were it not for the adrenaline pumping through his veins, the outsider was sure frost would form on his limbs.
Duncan refocused on the ogres. He looked past the bearded leader and settled his gaze upon his selected opponent to his left. Karnak would no doubt take on the leader first. They would deal with the third as necessary. They’d discussed the tactic several times prior to the fight. Of course, in the chaos of a melee, plans often went out the window in the first few seconds. They knew each other’s capabilities well enough to adapt to most changes if they needed. The two men nodded to each other. The crowd noise died down yet again.
“Welcome one and all to this night of nights; this fight of fights! We have brought to you the best and undefeated arena champions from beyond Northaven! Ladies and gentlefolk, I give you, from Gund, undefeated in three years as a gladiator, the irrepressible Karnak!”
The crowd roared as the two gladiators ignored the standard introduction. Duncan snorted. Karnak had not even been a gladiator for three years. They stood unmoved and waited for the combat to begin.
“And his fighting partner, from unknown lands to the south, his family was killed and devoured by ogres; I give you, Duncan Hawkwind!”
The crowd went into more hysterics. The ogres grimaced and growled. According to his introduction, the outsider’s family was killed by a different foe every night, usually by relatives of whoever he fought. Tobias had somehow discovered Duncan’s family was a sore point and knew it would bring Duncan’s anger to the boil to mention them. The wily Northman made sure the announcer reminded him every night. The capacity crowd booed and hissed and stomped their feet in unison on the boards of the stands.
Duncan noticed on the very edge of his vision to the right, the large and colourful Tobias, arms crossed, his Christmas tree outfit sparkled in the lantern light. Duncan hated him more and more each time he saw him. Often the outsider would envisage Tobias’ face instead of an opponent’s as he cut them down.
“And ladies and gentlefolk, their opponents tonight.” The crowd shushed in anticipation.
“From the far frozen north, we caught these three raiding your towns, your homes. Retainers of the mighty Jarl himself! I give to you the servants of evil, the ogres!”
The boisterous mob howled and hooted, crowed, stomped, and jeered. The sound deafened him, but Duncan tried to be oblivious to the noise. He must focus on his opponents and his partner. The bellowing of the ogres was almost humorous in their indignation. They proclaimed loudly that they did not even know the Jarl. Duncan grinned to himself, but quickly refocused.
A sudden noise from behind him and to his right almost cut through the tunnel vision. A loud crack, followed by a snap, like the sound a falling tree made. The sound was so loud Duncan could feel it. There was an instant of eerie horrified silence from the mob, as the entire world seemed to stop for breath. Even the wind had stopped.
Then all hell broke loose.
Cheers and catcalls turned to screams. The face of the ogre Duncan had selected as his target morphed from rage to surprise and then confusion. Duncan risked a quick glance over his right shoulder at where the noise originated.
He watched as the temporary five tier grandstand collapsed upon itself under the crushing weight of hundreds of bodies. People, debris, and dirt flew everywhere. Duncan did note with a certain grim satisfaction that Tobias Thorsten was squarely in the middle of the falling cavalcade.
Screams of pain and wails of agony split the night. Spectators ran every which way. Behind him, the rest of the gladiatorial cadre rattled the bars of their cages in glee. Chaos reigned. Dwarves rushed toward the mess. Everyone else ran away from the carnage. One man ran across the field, between Karnak and Duncan.
The intruder snapped Duncan out of his daze. He looked at Karnak, and they shared a quick nod. Opportunity, it seemed, was knocking. They took off at a dead run and sprinted toward the cages where the troupe was. Behind them, the ogres bellowed and tugged at their restraints. They seemed forgotten in the confusion.
Duncan and Karnak dashed to the fighters’ wagons, but the doors were still locked. There was no sign of the guards; they may have run off when Thorsten went down with the grandstand. Duncan set upon the lock with his sword. He didn’t want to damage the weapon, but he knew they may never have as good a chance to escape again. The lock snapped open, and Duncan opened the door to allow the others to escape. The gladiators inside took off, headed in all directions, and had soon lost themselves in the remnants of the fleeing mob.
The chaos was complete; people ran all over the place. They pushed, shoved, and trampled any in their way.
Aurelia!
Duncan cast his gaze about for his friend. The relief he felt was palpable when he spotted the blindfolded woman being led by Agnes, a short distance away. A short distance through the chaotic mob may as well have been a hundred miles. Not too many struggled against the tide of people to help those in need. Duncan considered he should help others, but his desperation to get to Aurelia and to escape overrode his instinct to help those in need.
He took a step and looked for a way through. In front of him, a clear path emerged through the pandemonium. He took another step forward, his sword held in front of him, but he soon withdrew it. People bumped into him and clipped his sword as they pushed past. He didn’t want to cause any more unnecessary grief than he’d already witnessed.
Across his path stepped a man with a time chiselled and weather-beaten face; the elderly fellow shuffled forward to find safety. In that split second, while the outsider watched, a pock-faced thief with prominent buck teeth reached out and removed the old man’s belt pouch. To his credit, the wizened old man noticed. His weary, lethargic air disappeared in an instant. He turned in indignation to retrieve his property.
The surly bandit drew a wicked-looking dagger and advanced on the old man, who took a step back and yelped in terror.
Duncan raised his sword and took a quick step forward. He followed where his current led; it’s flow pushed him forward, where he slashed out with his sword to sever the robber’s head in one clean blow. Yowling dogs set upon the head which bounced underneath the wagon.
The outsider’s attention was diverted by a loud bellow of challenge from an ogre, who interposed itself between him and the old man. The gigantic monster must have got free. It had a tree trunk club, which it swung in a low arc at the outsider’s head. Duncan ducked and rolled, which was never easy while wearing ornamental bronzed plate armour. He came to his feet and weaved around the back of the ogre, only to come face to face with another of the enormous creatures, this one, the bearded leader.
Duncan lunged at it. He intended to skewer the beast. He did, his sword penetrated the ogre’s thick hide. The ogre bellowed. It shocked Duncan when he withdrew his weapon and a large piece of it broke off and remained in the ogre! He must have weakened the blade when he’d freed the other gladiators! Duncan made a mental note not to use a sword as a lock pick again. And perhaps if he ever got another one to oil it and take good care of it.
Despite his dismay, the ogre he faced roared in pain and backpedalled into the remains of the wagon. The impact upset the dogs that still fought over the head of the former thief.
The ogre behind the outsider had turned and again lined him up to swing with its club. Duncan leaped clear of the killing ground between the two behemoths and dived toward the back of the wagon. He braced and used his shield to fend off the blow as best he could. It forced Duncan back a step by the impact, his arm momentarily numb, as the massive club connected with a loud clang! The shield bent horribly in the centre. It now resembled an upside-down bowl attached to his arm. It surprised him that his arm didn’t break.
As if from nowhere, Karnak appeared and yelled something at him from across the wagon.
“What?” Duncan cried. He dodged another blow from the ogre. People crossed between them, oblivious to the danger. Karnak cupped his hands over his mouth.
“Duncan, we need to get out! If we get separated, we can meet up in Torun, at the Royal Swan, a tavern in Castle Ward!”
Duncan stood and stared open-mouthed at his companion, as the Gundsman leapt away to attack yet another ogre.
Torun? Why the hell would I go back there?
Last time he was in Torun, he’d been executed!
Something almost executed him again as the ogre nearest him swung at him, but the swing went wild. It missed Duncan but smashed the wagon; the carriage erupted in a spray of kindling.
Duncan ducked beneath another blow and looked across the field. He glimpsed Karnak as the Gundsman fled to the south. To Duncan’s great relief, he saw he guided Agnes and Aurelia with him. Satisfied they could look after themselves, he turned his attention back to the ogre. Duncan was unarmed. He threw his useless shield at the advancing ogre. The outsider then sped off in the opposite direction. His chest heaved as his breath showed clearly in the frosty air. His arms and legs pumped as he ran across the frozen ground.
###
Carmine the Small stood in the shadows of the inn and cursed silently.
Cyra Rillik would not be pleased.
Once the bounty hunter and her crew had discovered Hawkwind had not lain dying after his first gladiatorial bout, they’d followed the troupe to a few more towns. As his fighting success grew, they’d contemplated poisoning the man. However, as always, access to Hawkwind was too difficult under the watchful eye of Thorsten’s guards. Carmine had even approached a blind lady, a cook, but she did not take kindly to his request. It was fortunate for her the guards also kept as good an eye on the disfigured as they did the gladiators, otherwise Carmine and Ratty would have killed her for her rebuttal.
Rillik herself had returned to Torun. Ratty and Carmine had sent missives with updates every so often. They did not attend every bout of the troupe, so as not to raise suspicion. But they basically waited. They played the long game; to wait until the target inevitably got himself killed in the arena. Then, Carmine and Ratty would swoop, claim his head and head back (pardon the pun) to Torun, and claim the reward.
Easy money.
And now all hell broke loose. The mark had escaped and killed Ratty, Hawkwind had cut off his buck-toothed head. Ratty’s head had been torn apart by dogs, before the ogres had crashed into the wagon.
Carmine lied low and stayed well out of the way.
He shook his head again. Rillik would not be pleased.
###
Duncan ran, turned back to the south, and then ran some more in a rough loop back around Northaven. He’d never been a good runner, but he was much fitter and stronger now than he had ever been in his life. He jogged for some time to put as much distance as possible between him and Northaven.
Duncan jogged south. He followed the wagon trail that brought them into the town. His near-useless armour chafed him horribly, but he put up with the discomfort.
He saw a few people on the road south, but he avoided them as best he could. He figured he stood out at the best of times, but given that they dressed him in garish, decorative armour, he would be unlikely to remain unnoticed for long. Duncan hoped to be a long way away from Northaven before he had to seek other people. Low-hanging clouds constantly threatened snow, but thankfully it never eventuated. 
After a couple of days, necessity won out. He’d travelled as best he could along the road at night and had rested during the day, when there was less chance of him dying from exposure. Water was plentiful, but his only food had been some hardy winter berries and walnuts he’d scrounged.
He’d rested upon a hillside and spotted what looked like a merchant caravan as it ambled slowly along the trail south. Duncan decided it was as good an option as any to approach; he hoped to barter service for food and shelter.
It turned out the wagons were full of goods that may or may not be entirely legal in most towns. The disreputable caravan master welcomed an additional guard with open arms. No one asked questions of his origin. Unfortunately, none of them had ever heard of coffee, although one made a passable cup of tea.
He’d swapped his very recognisable bronzed plate mail for a winter cloak and some supplies from the merchant caravan; this included the only weapon they could part with, a longsword that was in good condition. He also now owned a backpack and a decent bedroll which had belonged to one of their original caravan guards who had been killed on their journey north.
The best part was they gave him warm clothes, food, and a comfortable enough place to rest. Duncan accepted the chance to give his tired legs a break. The snow had finally arrived in force and each night he spent his shift on watch sheltering near the fire, under the annex of a wagon. They passed through the hilly country without incident, and Duncan found himself on the verge of relaxation for the first time in many months.
One chilly afternoon, he sat at the back of the last caravan; his legs dangled almost childishly over the edge of the wagon. He considered his options now that he had experienced freedom. There were many unanswered questions that he needed to find answers to. He wanted to track down the survivors of Mergoth’s temple who’d brought him to this world. The only thing he knew of them was they all frequented Torun. He wanted to find Lord Von Borin, who’d been behind his arrest and execution on his previous trip to Torun. And he thought there was much more to the tale of the other dead god, Camulus, but he did not know how to follow that up. And Karnak had yelled at him to go to Torun if they ever got separated. They got separated almost as soon as Karnak had finished his speech. He sighed. All of his roads led to Torun.
The caravan moved at a glacial pace toward Rivercastle, a renowned pirate port. From there, it was almost a straight line south to Torun. It was around three weeks after the excitement in Northaven that the caravan arrived at Rivercastle. Duncan avoided the town. The troupe had visited there and fought a couple of memorable bouts, including one where Karnak and Duncan had butchered six captive mutineers. Technically, he was an escaped slave, quite a recognisable one at that. He may have found life difficult in Rivercastle, where slavery was a perfectly acceptable day job, but where slaves had very few basic human rights.
So, Duncan left the caravan and walked again through the splendid countryside to the east and south of Rivercastle. Duncan gave the city a wide berth and pulled his winter cloak tight around him. He shouldered his pack, continued his walk, and kept up a steady pace. He sheltered during the night under bushes and in caves. Duncan considered himself lucky he’d not encountered anything unnatural within the caves. But he also surmised, given that something as natural as a bear or snake could put him in life-threatening danger, he was glad his rest areas were barren of life.
He eventually re-joined the road and continued south. He didn’t meet up with many travellers. When he did, he was unfailingly polite, so as not to annoy anyone. He did not see any of his former gladiatorial comrades either, so he guessed, if any had survived the escape, that he may win the race south. Not that it was a race, but he’d escaped fairly quickly from the chaos of Northaven; others may not have been so fortunate.
In the weeks since he’d left Northaven and travelled south, the outsider had no choice but to allow his facial hair to grow. It was beneficial for him to not be immediately recognisable as Duncan Hawkwind. He figured that within the confines of the massive bearskin cloak he now wore, he may pass for one of the barbarian mineworkers from the far north. He’d viewed his reflection in a stream one day and judging from the predominance of grey in his beard (he’d never actually grown one before), he looked about ten years older. He decided that if he hardly recognised himself, then others may not as well.




23. Another ogre battle.

Yarn Darkwood signalled vigorously to Jongus to get down and out of sight. Given that the dwarf was three feet shorter than the giant human, obeying the instruction wasn’t too hard. Jongus giggled quietly to himself at an oft-recalled memory. Having lived most of his adult life in human lands, he was often asked, ‘how tall are you?’ to which his standard reply was along the lines of, I don’t think of it has how tall I am, rather, how short I am?
Jongus turned his waning attention back to the big pathfinder, who crept through the scrub in front of them. It amazed Jongus that Yarn could move without noise through the forest. The disruption of the foliage as he passed was barely discernible. The pathfinder was very skilled at making his movements appear to be the natural fluctuations of the woodland. He did all this while he carried his gear pack and weapons on his back. Jongus blinked and momentarily lost sight of Yarn. It took him a moment to spot the big man, now crouched behind a large oak tree.
###
From behind the large oak tree, Yarn stood and did not take his eyes off the monster in front of him. He waited until an opportune moment; his gaze darted about, to see if there were other ogres nearby. It satisfied him there were none. He waited behind the tree, careful not to make a noise or otherwise alert the creature to his presence.
He’d noticed the signs left by the massive ogre for the last mile or so and had led Jongus off the trail to track the creature. They were about five miles short of a town called Northaven, but Yarn was beyond bored with the often-cold trail of the outsider they followed and relished the chance to hunt the ogre.
He peeked out from behind the tree trunk and scrutinised the ogre. It sat facing the tree he was behind, so he kept perfectly still. The beast munched on the hind quarter of a deer, its large teeth bit through bone and raw meat alike. A thin dribble of the freshly killed buck’s blood dripped down the massive brute’s chin.
With slow, deliberate movements, Yarn brought his large composite longbow to bear. He nocked an arrow and drew a bead on the ogre. Ogres were not renowned for their goodly disposition, and he was unwilling to take chances this one was any different.
Without warning, he loosed the arrow, the slender shaft pushed by the draw force of the bow. His composite bow was made especially for him, built to use his unique size and strength to advantage. As with many composite bows, as the arrow accelerated away, the force on the arrow increased and caused a slight dynamic bending of the shaft as it shot toward the ogre.
Yarn was an accomplished bowman, and the arrow sped toward its target, the softer flesh at the base of the ogre’s neck. It would have struck home, except the ogre had lifted the haunch of venison to its mouth again and the arrow struck with a resounding thud into the beast’s massive fist. The subsequent yowl unleashed by the ogre was almost painful to the ears and caused nearby birds to fly away in alarm.
Yarn cursed in annoyance that his shot had missed. He quickly drew another arrow, nocked, and fired. The ogre had dropped the venison and shook its hand wildly. It tried in vain to dislodge the arrow. Failing this, it stood and roared again. The sound wave from the bellow rustled the leaves of the tree Yarn had hidden behind.
His second arrow hit. The dark green feathers of the shaft stuck out grotesquely from the ogre’s meaty thigh. The ogre roared again, grabbed its club, and charged. Yarn had time to loose one more arrow as the massive brute bore down on him, the third missile hit the flabby stomach of the ogre. Yarn dived from his hiding space to evade the swing of the giant club. It hit the tree he had hidden behind; the club smashed into the trunk of the old oak. The impact sounded with a booming crack that sent acorns cascading to the ground.
Yarn dropped his bow and drew his longsword. The pathfinder rose to meet the ogre’s attack. This time, the ogre was in more pain. The jarring impact of its own attack had worsened the damage inflicted by Yarn’s arrow, which was still lodged deep in its massive fist.
Yarn shifted his weight; ready to spring out of the way should the ogre lunge. The ‘thunk’ of a crossbow loosing a bolt sounded nearby. Jongus fired his weapon. The short arrow, or bolt, cracked into the ogre’s jaw. Ogre’s teeth, blood and spittle erupted from the wound. The already enraged beast swung its club and roared incoherently as more blood flowed from its damaged face. Yarn took a cautious step back. The creature was on the verge of a berserk fury, the damage they had done to it only sufficient to infuriate the monster.
Yarn ducked to avoid the clumsy swing; he felt the sudden rush of air as the ogre’s club whistled past his ears and passed harmlessly over his head. He knew better than to block the blow; he could have been thrown backwards or crushed. Yarn regained his balance and swung his own weapon at the ogre. His sword dug into the stark white hide of the beast.
He pivoted and could block the creature’s less-powerful backswing; the effort jarred his entire frame and forced him back a step. The ogre bellowed again and raised it’s club over its head to strike. At the moment it took the ogre to raise its weapon, Yarn struck; he stabbed and slashed the beast’s belly right above his embedded arrow.
Yarn looked up into the creature’s alarming visage. The crossbow bolt was wedged awkwardly in the bottom of its mouth. Another bolt hit, this time on the shoulder of the beast. Blood and saliva ran freely from the hole in its face, as it brought the club rapidly downwards, like a giant axeman would split logs of wood. Yarn rotated out of the way and blocked the mighty swing with his sword as best he could. The impact was glancing, but still sent him to his knees. His sword spilled from his grasp and wobbled to the ground with an unpleasant clang.
Yarn hit the ground with a loud “Ooof!” which blasted the breath from his lungs. He maintained the presence of mind to roll when he landed and narrowly avoided another earth-shattering blow from the club. Bereft of air, his lungs would not refill quickly enough. He gulped in vain, desperate to find the oxygen he needed to continue the fight. He lay on the ground at the ogre’s feet.
Luckily for him, Jongus’ next crossbow bolt hit the ogre and penetrated its eye. Blood and ichor sprayed from the wound as the enraged beast dropped its club and grabbed at its punctured eye. It clawed in insane fury at the bolt lodged deep within. It bellowed again; blood poured from its many wounds.
The maddened ogre then sought to flee. It turned and lurched away from the pair. Blood had run into its remaining eye and the beast stumbled blindly as it ran. Yarn regained his feet and Jongus loaded another crossbow bolt. Unfortunately for the ogre, it smashed headfirst into a rocky outcrop. The beast’s cranium hit the hard stone with a sickening crack, the noise of the impact echoed through the forest as it collapsed to the ground. They both watched and waited. The ogre did not rise again.
Jongus turned to Yarn but said nothing as he disengaged the bolt he’d loaded into his crossbow. The dwarf retrieved a small piece of chocolate from his pack and munched, deep in thought.
“Well,” he said to the pathfinder. “That went well.”
###
A day later, Jongus and Yarn made their way into Northaven. Questions asked at the local tavern sent them to a neighbouring inn; or behind the inn, to be exact.
Jongus looked about the area in dismay. In his formative years, Jongus had been unlucky enough to have seen firsthand a bloody battle when a tribe of giants from the Demonpeaks had attacked Citadel Bloodaxe. The dwarves of Clan Bloodaxe referred to the attack as the Siege of Horrors; the dwarves still described the aftermath of that carnage as a war zone.
The wreckage of what had once been the Northaven gladiatorial arena resembled that war zone. Makeshift tents to shelter the injured and dying had become semi-permanent constructions. A mass grave had been dug in front of a giant boulder. The stone appeared as if it had rings hammered into its surface, where you might fasten chains. They added new corpses to the pit while the two companions watched. Flies, crows, and other scavenger vermin scattered for each additional new body, but soon returned to their feast.
Tired-looking priests, their mouths covered with linen bandages to protect against disease, moved between shelters. They did their best to ease the suffering where they could.
Jongus spotted an official-looking watchman and approached the man in what he hoped was an affable manner.
“Hello my good man,” Jongus said. “I wonder if I may ask you a few questions about what happened here?”
The watchman appeared tired. He looked down at the dwarf and then up to Yarn; he did a double take at the enormous size of Jongus’ companion. The watchman wiped his nose and sniffled a little.
“I suppose I can answer you,” he said.
“Ah, thank you very much, good sir, thank you very much.” Jongus slipped the man a small silver coin, which he pocketed. Jongus looked at the man expectantly.
The watchman cleared his throat and spoke.
“Well, see… we built this grandstand. I mean, I didn’t build it. The folks who run the fights built it. Tobias Thorsten and his brother Atrox Thorsten. I’m not sure what labour they got to do it. I heard Atrox used his own gladiators.” He sniffed and motioned to the ruined grandstand. “It seems they are better fighters than carpenters, if you know what I mean?”
“So, what made it fall?” Jongus asked. He looked about. “Why was the grandstand here in the first place? Don’t you have a fighting pit here already?”
The watchman nodded in a slow, deliberate fashion.
“Yes, we do. But the Thorsten’s cooked up this bout, see. They had this group of ogres chained to the big rock there in the middle.” He pointed to the boulder to ensure there was no doubt about which rock they chained the ogres to. “And they had these blokes who were to fight the ogres. Karnak, the Gundsman who killed the Dunkrangan Overlord, and Duncan Hawkwind.” Jongus’ heart skipped a beat. Duncan had been here! Behind him, Yarn leaned in closer, as if to hear every word the watchman said.
“And the announcer, he got the crowd going, they were stamping and clapping.” The watchman’s face fell. “The whole grandstand just fell apart. Dozens died. And that’s not the worst of it. The ogres got loose, the gladiators broke out, people were screaming and dying…” his voice trailed off.
Jongus and Yarn stood in silence. Jongus hoped the watchman saw it as a sign of respect for the fallen. He shook his head, crestfallen.
“A sad tale indeed,” said the dwarf. “Tell me, my friend, we are seeking Tobias Thorsten and his troupe of gladiators. Can you tell me where they went after that night?”
The watchman snorted and pointed to the pit, filled with bodies.
“A few of them went in there. Those that weren’t killed by the fall, by the ogres or in the stampede, scattered to the four winds. We recaptured a couple; the rest that survived all ran off when the grandstand collapsed. I heard word they saw a few of them to the south, around Rivercastle or such, but that was a week or more back.” He turned back to Jongus. “No one knows what happened to the ogres. I saw them run off, but I’m not overly proud to admit they scared me too much to do anything. One was a bit beat up; he took some damage from one gladiator. I think some hunters said they took one down just afterwards, so I guess there still might be two of them out in the forest.”
“What about Thorsten himself, or the two gladiators who were supposed to fight the beasts, Karnak and Hawkwind?” Jongus shifted anxiously.
The watchman jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the pit, this time not even bothering to look.
“Old Tobias is in there; put his corpse in myself on top of his brothers’. Saw Karnak run off south-ways. The ogres were right behind him. Hawkwind apparently ran north. No one’s seen or heard of them since.” He wrinkled his nose at the pair. “You out to get them for something? They’re pretty tough buggers. Saw ‘em once at the arena down in Rivercastle, killed six men; six bloodthirsty cutthroats, just the two of them, barely a scratch to show for it. Good luck if you want to bring ‘em in.”
Jongus’ smile was as amiable as he could make it. He thanked the man and turned back to Yarn. They’d heard similar stories for months that described in great detail the fighting capabilities of the two gladiators. Now, despite the near miss, Duncan having been here recently, their job had just become all the harder.
Yarn sighed in frustration.
“We’re never going to find him, are we?”
Jongus looked up to his large friend in dismay.
“Of course we are. We just need to head back north. We can go back to that tavern with the woman with the big wobbly…”
“North!” The big man threw up his hands in frustration. “We’ve been north for the better part of a year! And we’ve got nothing to show for it. Is this bloke really worth the hassle?” Yarn dropped his hands to his hips and glared at the dwarf. “And if we keep going, are you going to stop drinking so much? We’d have found him and be back home if you didn’t need to drink so much frigging wine!”
Jongus, his anger clear, opened his mouth, a retort on his lips; but it died before it was spoken aloud. The truth of the pathfinder’s words hit him. He relied on wine to get through each day. He slowed them down. His head dropped.
He owed it to Jade, to Derek, to Yarn and to the outsider himself to find Duncan and bring him back to Torun safely. But realisation dawned that he’d treated the entire journey as an extended holiday; they travelled from town to town, drinking, shagging, and carousing. Yarn had done his fair share of the same, but the big man had always kept the revelry to an acceptable level and had remained focused on the task at hand. Jongus was distracted too easily.
Jongus finally spoke, his voice low.
“Do we give up and go home, or do we keep looking?”
Yarn sighed again.
“We can’t give up now, but if we keep going, you’re going to have to stop your drinking and work harder. We can’t take forever between towns, like we have. We need to find this bloke and get back to Torun.”
“Yes, yes, we do. I’m sorry Yarn, I have been a poor friend to you and to the others.”
The big man placed his hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. “Come on, don’t get all glum. Just don’t get drunk!” He patted the dwarf’s back companionably. “Let’s go. We can get some supplies and be on the road again in no time.”




24. Unconscious again.

Duncan found an excellent campsite one cold, clear evening, by a crystalline pool of water. A small brook bubbled cheerily along above the pool and emptied into it via a small waterfall. Trees and a natural rocky outcrop, which kept the breeze at bay, surrounded the clearing. Duncan settled down to a meal of dried meat and cheese and then snuggled up under a hedge in his bedroll for the night. He didn’t light a fire as he remained excessively wary after the incident with the switcher so long ago.
He lay back and stared at the stars through the branches of the hedge that sheltered him. Something seemed oddly comforting about the night sky tonight, but he could not put his finger on what. Perhaps it reminded him of home? After a while he realised with a start that it was the first time since he’d arrived in Syrane he’d seen the night sky. Normally it was shrouded in cloud, or he was undercover, imprisoned somewhere. He didn’t have any time to dwell on it, however, as he quickly drifted off to sleep.
Duncan woke the next day as rested as he had been since they inadvertently summoned him here. The morning air was so fresh, no sound interrupted his reverie. The sky lightened, a bird flew overhead toward the dawn; it was dark and graceful against the grey-blue heavens. The rising sun cast a rose-coloured hue across the morning sky.
The new sun’s rays hit the pool nearby and dazzled him. Duncan got up and stretched. He worked the stiffness from his limbs. He moved to the small waterfall, where he stripped off his clothes and stepped in. The water was fresh, freezing, and soon had him wide awake and rejuvenated. Duncan scrubbed the dirt of the road off his body and washed some of his clothing as well. The outsider set the garments on a nearby rock to dry and went back to the rest of his belongings. Duncan ate the rest of his dried beef and cheese, together with some mushrooms and berries he’d picked a day or so ago.
Duncan went back to where his clothes lay, which had dried enough to put back on. He finished dressing in the post-dawn light. He put the rest of his belongings into the pack, then paused. Duncan looked across the natural oasis. He would very much like to stay here; it was such a peaceful place. Regrettably, he had no choice but to leave.
His feet had developed hard calluses from blisters that formed on top of old blisters. Sadly, Syrane had nothing on Earth-footwear. The shoes he wore in the arena were not exactly quality footwear. He missed his hiking boots they took from him in jail. He made a mental note to visit a decent cobbler when he finally got back to Torun.
Assuming, of course, that no one tries to have me executed again.
Duncan walked for a couple of hours and maintained a good pace. Today, something felt different. As he walked, he experienced discomfort in his stomach. After a while, his tummy made an alarming noise, a growl, which was not normal.
Do I feel light-headed?
He knew he wasn’t eating enough fruit and vegetables in Syrane, but he’d been as good with his diet as he could. Especially with the menu choices he had. His fitness had improved immeasurably since he had come here; he was in the best shape of his life.
He halted as he experienced a sharp, stabbing pain in the gut. Duncan wasn’t hungry and so wasn’t entirely sure what caused his stomach to make such crude noises and to hurt him so. He held his hand over the spot, as if to make the discomfort go away. The pain became so severe that he needed to stop for a few minutes until it subsided enough for him to continue. Sweat broke out on his brow.
He worried about what had caused the problem. Had he poisoned himself? Duncan thought back to the mushrooms he’d eaten and shook his head in defiance. No, they were fine. He’d collected and eaten mushrooms on two worlds and hadn’t been wrong so far.
His vision swam, and he almost fell over. He squatted on his haunches for a moment. As sweat dripped from his forehead, waves of dizziness swept over him. Duncan raised his hand to hold his head but noticed as he lifted his arm that it shook uncontrollably. As he lost consciousness, he fell face-first onto the ground, convulsing and shaking.
###
Duncan drifted in and out of awareness. He looked up into the concerned face of an odd-looking man. Duncan wondered where the man had come from.
“Who the hell is that?” he muttered to himself. In his delirium, he barely heard the words as they came out of his mouth. “I’d kill for coffee.”
The man spoke.
“I have cured what ails you, but you must fight, fight with all your will.” Duncan drifted away into unconsciousness once again.
###
Jade read the letter again. It was in Jongus’ spidery script, delivered to Derek’s temple in Torun. The messenger had travelled from the temple of the All-Father in the far north, at a town called Pottersheath. She’d never even heard of Pottersheath.
The letter spoke of the fruitless search for Duncan of the last few months and then of the more recent events at Northaven. Jongus had finished the letter to advise that he and Yarn continued the search for Duncan to the north, which had clearly led them to Pottersheath and beyond. Jongus sounded quite hopeful, however, that they were not far behind the outsider now.
She breathed deeply, then exhaled. At least it wasn’t a letter saying they’d found Duncan to be dead. She must not give up hope.
Pinned behind her to the wall was a map of the kingdom. She turned and carefully placed another pin on the map after she located the previously unheard of town of Pottersheath. More commonly found amongst a seamstress’ tools, there were dozens of the pins fastened to the map. Each showed villages, towns, and sites where the dwarf’s sporadic communications had showed that Duncan had been. There were none within a hundred miles of the pin that marked Torun.
###
Across the other side of the tower, in the empty teaching rooms, blackboards with star charts and mystic symbols drawn upon them competed for space with diagrams pinned to the walls. These rooms had become the headquarters of the search for Duncan’s home, but the pursuit, while undeniably interesting, had been unsuccessful.
Corvus, as opposed to Jade’s slight depression, was in his element; he researched and theorised about the universe. Their research had uncovered new bits of information about the reality in which they existed.
Many borrowed tomes from libraries from the far ends of the kingdom sat on tables and book stands. The mages matched some theories in the books with other related writings. Others they discarded as utter nonsense. They had made significant advances in their shared understanding of summoning spells and travel between the realms.
Corvus scribbled as they worked. He assured his place in history; he wrote his own book. When he looked at his new book, he was very proud. Generations of mages would herald it, so sure he was that it would become the new treatise on the stars and other realms.
They’d discovered that the stars themselves held the secrets to travel between realms in their own reality. These shining pinpoints of light in the night sky were the roadmaps to new and wonderful worlds. Previously, mages knew that other realms of existence existed… elsewhere, intangible places where the normal rules of reality did not apply. Like the Abyss, for example.
Mage lore assumed that summoning and travel between the realms meant opening a portal to these alternate realities. In fact, they merely created a link to another realm like Asherah, but to another world that was a measurable physical distance away. A world that had suns, moons, and stars, much like this one. The portals simply eradicated the physical distance between the worlds.
They must specifically attune each spell or gateway to a unique realm. That was the secret of the magic, whether summoning or for travel. It established a connection to another specific realm. Corvus had made the discovery from reading an ancient book when he translated the notes on the scroll Jade had discovered in Mergoth’s tomb. 
The magic opened a connection.
But instead of just being words of power that triggered the summoning, intermingled in the spell wording were actual directions, much like coordinates on a map. These directions formed a vital part of the summoning or connection process.
It did concern Corvus that one of the innocuous stars that twinkled in the night sky may in fact be the Abyss, or another equally dire realm. He shrugged. He hoped they did not find a portal to the Abyss.
Corvus wasn’t sure if Jade had miscast; she may have got the directions wrong when she read the spell, or if it was Mergoth’s corruption that had caused the outsider to be summoned. But somehow, the scroll had opened a link to the outsider’s home, which they needed to replicate.
It was this conundrum that was frustrating, as they had no tangible points of reference. All the theories in these books did not help when there was nothing solid on which to base his reasoning. Corvus was sure he could answer this question in due course once he finished his research.




25. Things take a positive turn (finally).

“I love you, daddy. Most of the time.” Duncan considered Gracie, barely three years old. She looked up at him from the floor in front of his lounge chair. A cheeky grin split her face.
He pretended to look hurt.
“Why only most of the time? Why don’t you love daddy all the time?”
“Because sometimes you’re silly, daddy!”
Duncan smiled with delight and picked up his youngest daughter. He tickled her with mock ferocity.
The image faded to darkness all too soon, as Duncan woke from his slumber. A single tear fell from his left eye at the memory of a better time and place.
He noticed the strange-looking man from before; the man sponged sweat from Duncan’s forehead. Duncan’s matted hair pressed upon his fevered brow. He felt weak; too weak to be bothered to move his head or bat the man’s hand away, but he felt good. The bed he was in was very comfortable. He fleetingly wondered why he only got to lie in a comfortable bed when he awoke from delirium. He did not know how much time had passed since he had last felt ‘normal’.
The man smiled at him and spoke gently. His voice reassured Duncan.
“Welcome back. I was afraid I’d lost you. The scars within your body are many and deep, but I could help.” He motioned to a variety of herbs and poultices nearby. “Luckily, I have some mundane healing skills.” He paused and a look of concern crossed his face. “I had some… trouble… healing you with prayers, but the herbs worked just as well.” He smiled at the outsider. “You were poisoned. I gather from the traces of zingardi mushrooms you had in your pack that they were the cause?”
Duncan’s grin was quite feeble as he looked up at the man.
The bloody mushrooms.
He’d poisoned himself.
What a dickhead I am.
“Thank you. I am very grateful. Thank you,” he said. “I’ve had some difficulties with healing by priests before.”
The man raised his arched eyebrows and looked down at the outsider. His expression was unreadable.
“That is no doubt a story for another time. Now you must rest. I am glad you pulled through. The worst of your fever broke this morning.”
The man rose and wrung out the towel he had used to wipe the outsider’s face. Duncan noticed a small metal bucket at the foot of the bed. It was full of a sickly grey fluid, which he assumed was his perspiration. The man looked up and spoke again.
“You have suffered some terrible wounds, but they will heal. And they already have done so!” he added with a smile. “I hope you are comfortable here. You may stay as long as you need to recover. Can I bring you some food? You’ve not eaten in days.”
No sooner had the words left the man’s mouth when the outsider’s stomach made a rumbling noise; it eliminated the need to reply. The man smiled, got up, and moved away. He closed the door behind himself as he left the room. Duncan could barely hear him as he walked away. The outsider had noticed that the man wore priestly robes, the mountain and sun holy symbol of Khor the All-Father on his chest. He had an unusual countenance, with very angular features. Duncan could not guess his age.
He hoped he would bring food soon.
Duncan examined the room he was in. He lay in the small comfortable bed, which barely contained his frame. There was a cluttered armchair at the foot of the bed, which appeared comfortable, but contained the gear he had been carrying before his collapse, including his sword. The solitary window looked out on a sunny day. A fresh cool breeze wafted into the room to clear out his stale, sweaty smell. Books filled a small bookshelf. From his position in the bed, Duncan could not make out any of the titles.
The door handle turned, and the strange-looking man entered. He carried a platter stacked with sliced bread and cheese. He placed a goblet of water by the bed.
“Eat slowly, don’t gorge yourself. Drink when you need.” He smiled again and extended a hand. “My name is Turgon Ancalímon.”
Duncan took the proffered hand and shook it. The man had a scholarly appearance, but a firm grip. His face was without blemish, with sharp, angular eyebrows, and Duncan thought he may be as tall as he himself was.
“Duncan Hawkwind.” Duncan released his hand and took a slice of bread from the platter. The outsider considered the man again and as he chewed; realisation dawned.
“You’re an elf!” Duncan blushed, embarrassed at his own outburst.
Turgon raised one perfectly formed eyebrow and smiled again at him. Duncan mirrored his action; this brought a broader, more genuine smile. Duncan took a sip of water.
“Where am I?” Duncan asked.
“You are in my house, which is attached to the temple dedicated to Khor. This is my temple. We are about two days’ walk east of a town called Coinford, five days’ ride northeast of Torun. You are most welcome to stay until you are well enough to continue your chosen path.”
He spoke with genuine sincerity and a complete lack of malice. Duncan had become accustomed to the lack of kindness in the arena and was equally unused to receiving compassionate treatment.
“Duncan, I hope you don’t take offence,” Turgon continued, “but I entreated Khor to ask him some insight into your character. The All-Father saw fit to advise me he could not grant my request, as he could not perceive you. This was troubling, but the All-Father has advised me directly to aid you.” He looked at the outsider, a look on his face that could be confusion or fear.
“I trust you understand my motives. I know you do not have any specific wickedness about you. But I hope you understand the need for me to be sure. I can’t just let anyone into the temple, especially dressed as you were and such a large warrior.” The elf’s look took in the outsider’s big frame that the bed barely contained.
Duncan nodded at the priest’s words.
“Of course, this is your home. I understand completely,” he replied. Duncan sighed. “There’s a bit of a story about my relationship with the gods. Do you want to hear it?” The priest nodded, so Duncan told him the full story. It was the second time he’d lain on a sickbed and told his story to a priest.
I know the priests call this a confession.
He eventually concluded his tale. He felt an invisible weight shift from his chest as he did so. Telling the story was quite therapeutic.
“It was lucky that you found me.”
The elf appeared visibly shaken by the outsider’s story, but smiled again.
“Well, lucky hardly describes what has happened to you, my friend. As far as finding you, my wife and I rode along the High Road between Port Loamsdown and the temple, when her horse threw a shoe. While we decided on the best course, my wife ventured off the road a short way to allow her horse to graze. There she came across you, shivering, sweating and quite delirious, clearly in a great deal of pain. We brought you here as quickly as possible.”
It amazed Duncan at both his good fortune and the generosity and kindness of the elf. Syrane, like anywhere, was an interesting paradox, where Duncan had seen the best and the worst of its peoples in his travels. They sat in silence for a while.
“So… it was the mushrooms?” Duncan looked up sheepishly.
Turgon laughed heartily at that.
“Yes, I’m afraid so. You’ll need to be more careful with what you eat!”
It again astounded Duncan at how close he had come to death. Turgon must have taken his amazed look as incomprehension. The priest continued.
“Rest now and don’t worry, for we have fixed your ills. Once you’ve rested, you’ll be as good as new again.” He patted the outsider on the shoulder and exited the room.
The kindness of the priest moved Duncan. He owed this person a great debt. Had Turgon not found him and cured him, Duncan could have died a horrible death alone on the side of the road. Then again, with his apparent inability to die here, he could have lain on the side of the road for days in agony until the poison purged from his system. He shuddered. Neither option appealed to him. He looked with interest at his tanned arms and wondered silently if his inability to die extended to disease too? He had been in the sun a fair bit. Were things like melanoma an issue? Could he catch the plague and die from it? Duncan sighed. It was all too hard to comprehend.
###
During the next few days, Duncan learned much about Turgon Ancalímon and his Temple of Khor. Turgon was the son of Elorgon Ancalímon, an elf noble who lived a similar distance from Coinford, but on the western side. The Temple of Khor was a small fortification to the east of the town, which Turgon maintained for the travellers who worshipped there. Turgon explained to him that while travellers were uncommon, he received enough traffic through the temple to enable him to consider expanding the complex to include some fortifications and to contemplate taking on priestly students.  
Duncan said little more about himself. He was still unsure how much of it he believed, yet here the outsider lay, contemplating the amazing events of the months he had been here.
Months… it was probably close to a year… He pushed the jumble of memories and emotions, both old and new, to the very back of his mind.
His beard had grown unkempt. With Turgon’s able help, his priority had been bathing and shaving. The elf was even skilful enough to trim his hair to a far more acceptable length, almost as short as he’d had it at home.
Home.
He sighed.
It felt good to run his hands through his hair again and not encounter knots! To touch his face and feel clean skin again. Turgon had even provided him with new clothes; breeches and a shirt for him to wear when Duncan ventured from his room. The outsider did not know where he scrounged up anything so big to fit him! Turgon lived with his wife Coraline, who helped care for and maintain the temple. Duncan discovered she was a marvellous cook. 
The temple and house themselves were unremarkable stone constructions, both very functional in design but yet made for comfortable living.
A yard, which contained a smattering of livestock: chickens and pigs in a pen, separated the two buildings. A small stable housed three horses and a cart. A solid stone wall surrounded the buildings.
Duncan left several days later. He intended to walk to Torun, so after a hearty breakfast, he took his leave. Turgon offered him the use of a horse, but to be honest, Duncan had never ridden one before and did not know how to handle and care for the animal. So, he walked.
Duncan thanked Turgon and Coraline for all they had given him and promised to return if he was able. Duncan owed them so much. Besides some travelling gear, Turgon had given the outsider one last gift, a token which would identify him as an agent of the temple of the All-Father. It should speed his passage through the city gates.
Duncan was glad of the walk; he figured it would help him clear his mind. He strode with purpose toward Torun. He knew he was only a week from his destination or his destiny.
###
Jongus and Yarn had given up on their venture further north. Eventually, the reality of the situation became too obvious to ignore. They had travelled to half a dozen villages and settlements further north of Northaven, where no one had heard of the outsider, nor of anyone who matched his appearance.
Of course, it was possible that the locals lied to them, but Jongus judged it unlikely that any of the surly northerners would care enough to be that dishonest.
And so they returned south. After some weeks of travel, they passed through the town of Rivercastle. The fortified town was a wretched hive of scum and wickedness; Jongus had seen quite a few of those in his day. He’d also made the entire trip after Northaven sober.
They rested in a tavern, which offered the unusual entertainment of pit fighting. Pit fighting was exactly as it sounded; two combatants, often chained and compelled against their will, faced off and tried to kill each other in a large pit. This well-constructed pit had deep stone walls. Gambling on the result was quite popular, and Jongus desired to place a wager. His vices were many, but with the two best ones removed for the time being, he decided gambling would be an acceptable substitute for drinking and whoring.
He eyed off the next fighters and decided he could not pick a clear winner from how they looked.
There was a blonde man with a short beard; he looked a real killer, so fierce was the fire in his clear blue eyes. Strong and muscular, he moved with a grace and poise that would have put a mountain lion to shame. Detrimental to his chances, however, was his lack of a right hand. Crude bandages covered the stump of his arm. Blood had dried where it had seeped through the covering. Very few patrons seemed willing to bet on the blonde man.
His opponent was a very hairy, fat Northman, who possessed both of his hands and a full head and beard of wild, flowing black hair. The same height as his blonde adversary, the chunky Northman growled and roared as the crowd’s excitement grew.
The pit masters forced both fighters into the pit and threw swords in after them. They attached their chains to a different steel ring at each end on the edge of the pit.
Jongus placed a few silvers on the blonde man. Ever since he’d stopped drinking to excess, he’d found he had more coin for other pursuits and, as he justified to himself, gambling seemed a perfectly acceptable alternative to drinking his money away. The bookmaker who took his money gave him a yellow chit for each silver coin. To those who bet on the northerner, he gave a red chit.
“Three silvers on the Gundsman for you? You’re all alone there tonight mate, no one’s betting on the cripple.” The bookmaker moved off to take more bets from the crowd. Jongus regarded the blonde man thoughtfully. Gundsman? The word tugged at his memories.
Who do I know from Gund?
“Yarn,” he said, as he returned to his seat next to the big pathfinder. “Who do I know from Gund? Do you remember me mentioning anyone to you? I know I talk a lot and may have possibly told you about someone I knew from there, or a time I’d visited the place. I can’t remember for the life of me who or what it was.” The dwarf trailed off as he viewed Yarn’s incredulous expression. He continued hurriedly. “It was probably nothing. Oh look, the fight’s about to start. I’ve put some money on the blonde fellow. The bookmaker said he’s from Gund too.”
“Jongus,” Yarn said. His breathing became heavy. He reached out to grab the blabbering dwarf’s sleeve. “Karnak. The bloke who fought with your outsider friend. He is from Gund. He is a blonde gladiator from Gund.” The pathfinder pointed with his free hand. “And I reckon that’s probably him over there, missing one hand and about to get killed in the pit.”
###
Karnak, only a few feet away, could not hear or see the two people who showed such an active interest in him. As usual, he ignored the crowd and stooped to gather the sword at his feet. Had he been in the arena, like before, he would have taken both weapons; to deny his opponent a blade and to use both himself. But with only one hand, it made the option a trifle pointless.
The Northman made a clumsy lunge at the remaining sword and missed. Karnak danced out of the way. His hairy opponent stooped down again and lifted the weapon to the cheers of the crowd.
Karnak held his own sword in an imitation of a man with no clue how to wield it. He held it awkwardly, his hand too loose on the grip, and circled back toward the Northman. The big fellow leered at Karnak.
Karnak reached into his current; he read his opponent’s expression and his balance; his mass tilted forward. Karnak sized up his opponent and deduced that there was only one option for his adversary to attack; straight in and as fast as he could.
As he expected, the Northman charged the three paces that separated the combatants. Karnak smiled as he pivoted right and stepped forward, too fast for his foe to react, so that he now stood directly behind the startled Northman.
The hairy man stopped and pivoted, but he had given Karnak too much of an advantage. Suddenly, the point of a sword entered his back and exited through his chest. A spray of blood erupted and hit the spectators on the nearest benches. Muted cheers accompanied the fall of the northerner to the cold, hard ground.
###
Jongus, however, cheered longer and louder than the rest; he’d just tripled his money. He turned to look at his companion as guards escorted Karnak out of the pit and led him away.
“Right, I’ll go collect my winnings while you come up with a plan on how we’re going to free him and take him with us.” The dwarf disappeared into the crowd before the surprised pathfinder replied.
###
Jongus trailed the four guards that escorted Karnak down a darkened street. He kept what he thought was a ‘safe’ distance. The guards had followed the same routine the past two nights. They took the victorious Karnak back to his holding cell after he fought in the pit. They always took the same route; out of the inn, down the street, left turn into the alleyway and down some stairs to the holding cells.
Yarn had argued that perhaps it may be easier to break Karnak out of the cells, but Jongus had seen the folly of such a plan. He pointed out to his much taller friend that they’d never be able to see inside the cells and they did not know what waited inside. Or what cell would contain Karnak? So, the plan was to attack the guards in the alleyway, free the one-handed gladiator and escape south. 
Jongus was nervous. He didn’t know exactly where Yarn was. They’d found a disreputable dealer in magical items the day before who’d sold them a potion that he claimed turned the imbiber invisible for a short time. That the potion had worked was surprising, for the seller had several items in his establishment that could have been anything but magical. True magical items were quite rare.
He hoped Yarn now waited in the alleyway for the opportunity to ambush the guards. The targets of the ambush had entered the alley, and they left Jongus behind. He hurried to catch up. The dwarf entered the alley and called out to the guards.
“I say! Hello! You dropped something.” The dwarf held up his crossbow. The guards turned as one and regarded the dwarf with a mixture of irritation and curiosity. Jongus stopped where he was and brandished the crossbow in an unthreatening manner. He took care not to aim it at the guards.
One man spoke.
“None of us have a crossbow.”
“None of you?” Jongus put on his best surprised expression.
“No, we don’t have any crossbows or bows at all.”
“Excellent,” said the dwarf and fired the crossbow at the guard who’d spoken. The bolt took the man flush in the kneecap. He let out a yelp of pain as his leg collapsed underneath him and sent him crashing to the ground.
The remaining guards shouted in surprise and drew their weapons. The one closest to Jongus advanced as he saw the dwarf struggle to reload his crossbow. His surprise was complete when he was scruffed from the front. An invisible hand lifted him from the ground.
“Be silent!” a voice hissed. It seemed to come from mid-air. “Let us have the prisoner and none of you need to get hurt.” From nearby, the guard on the ground howled in pain and grasped his destroyed kneecap. The voice continued sheepishly. “Well, any more hurt, at least.”
The guard looked around; abject terror was clear upon his face. Jongus could tell from his expression he may have been a man who wasn’t a believer in magic, and being held off the ground by an invisible man was probably not something he’d considered possible. The guard squeaked in fear.
The remaining guards did not seem like brave men. Confronted by an invisible assailant and a dwarf who by now had reloaded the crossbow, they ran out of the alley, back into the street they’d entered from.
Jongus levelled the crossbow at the guard being held off the ground, reconsidered, and then pointed it at the man he’d already shot. If he had fired at the man in mid-air, he’d have hit Yarn in the back. He spoke to the prone guard.
“Right, you! Don’t lie there clutching your knee. Give our friend his chain back.” The guard released his hold on Karnak’s chain. The Gundsman picked up the chain and looked at Jongus with a confused expression on his face. Jongus beamed at him.
“It’s all right, we’re friends of a friend of yours. You fought together in Northaven, against some ogres?” Karnak’s expression changed to one of comprehension and he returned the smile. Yarn had dropped the guardsman back to the ground, and the man lay where he fell. He appeared too afraid to look up. The big pathfinder was back next to Jongus now, and the dwarf jumped when his disembodied voice whispered in his ear.
“Let’s go,” Yarn said.
“You’d best come with us; we’re getting out of here now.” Karnak didn’t need much convincing as he gathered his chain and hastened past the prone guards, and joined Jongus as they ran from the alley.
The dwarf, the Gundsman and the invisible pathfinder moved quietly to the companions’ hideout, a small, abandoned fisherman’s shack on the very outskirts of the town. Jongus was last through the door. He glanced furtively about as he closed it. Inside, Karnak waited. Jongus looked around the room.
“Yarn, are you here?” he asked.
“Yes,” came the disembodied reply.
“Are you still invisible?”
“Can you see me?” The voice showed irritation.
“No,” Jongus answered.
“Then do you really want me to answer you?”
Jongus had the good grace to blush. He looked sheepishly at Karnak. The former pit fighter appeared bemused by the entire exchange. Jongus took a deep breath and began his explanation.
###
Some days after he left Turgon’s temple, Duncan walked toward the city of Torun’s imposing north gate. He felt nervous. Last time he’d been taken through the gate, chained up as a slave. The north gate appeared very similar to the south one. It had a similar stone gatehouse and suspended portcullis. Arrow slits lined the entire area past the thick, wooden, metal-reinforced gates.
During his walk from Turgon’s temple, his pragmatic nature ensured that he avoided inns and other public places.
He’d bartered labour for food and some coins at farms and homesteads along the way. He’d spent a whole day chopping and stacking wood at one home and moved fodder between barns in another. It had slowed him down, but it meant he slept in a warm environment and travelled with a full belly. He breathed deeply and walked up to the gate.




26. A funny thing happened on the way to Castle Ward…

They built the vast city of Torun at the base of a small mountain, its skyline dominated by a massive stone castle. The solid stone wall that surrounded the whole town swept down the mountainside to a well-used dock area on the coast.
The watchmen at the gate had looked ready to harass Duncan until he had shown Turgon’s token. The watchmen permitted Duncan entry into the city after he’d paid a silver piece as a toll. They gave him only a cursory going over.
Duncan had left by the same gate on his last visit to the city, although back then they had incarcerated him in the gladiators’ wagons.
And it wasn’t exactly a visit.
He’d also entered the city, from the south, also in chains, in a guarded wagon.
I’d been in chains the whole time I was here.
The outsider walked down a wide but crowded avenue which led roughly toward the enormous castle. He presumed that area was where ‘Castle Ward’ was, where he needed to be. As he walked, he took his first opportunity to take in the sights of Torun. The architecture of Torun itself was what passed for modern here, although he admitted he wasn’t entirely sure what to expect. Many structures had gutters and downpipes and the buildings and streets of Torun were all immaculate and well-built. The buildings themselves were often an interesting contrast; those made of sandstone with dark wooden lining were equal in number to others made of wood with slate tiled roofs. Closely packed together structures created dozens of narrow alleyways. He made a conscious effort to walk in the centre of the road, lest anyone lob poop out of windows.
The broad avenue took a curve to the right and led away from the mountain, so Duncan took a side street, which brought him to a large market square. He could hear it before he saw the market, a wall of sound that made him think twice before he entered. But, he considered, that he would not stand out in a crowded market.
The noises assailed him as he approached; townsfolk haggled and bartered. He could hear sellers that hawked their wares. People called out to friends; there was laughter. Animals brayed, barked, and clucked.
Duncan checked his gear, made sure his coin pouch was secure under his clothes, and walked into the square.
Cramped wooden stalls filled with vendors ran the length and breadth of the square. Many stalls had bright fabric covers to protect them from the elements. Merchandise hung from stall frames or lay out on a cloth. He heard the clop of a horse’s hooves; and moved out of the way as a creaking wagon full of grain went past. The cobbles underfoot were even enough, but he had to step aside once more to avoid horse manure.
He moved past the stink of the dung, and a host of other smells overwhelmed him. Spices, grilled meats, fresh baked bread; his tummy rumbled in response. He purchased a small cob loaf, and some freshly cooked bacon. The flavour was incredible.
The vendor also tried to sell him poultry, eggs, fruit, vegetables, honey, and wax. Duncan smiled, shook his head, and moved on. It seemed everything was on sale here. In the space of ten minutes, they offered him bright bolts of cloth and silk, threads, and dyes.
He drifted around the marketplace. Unfortunately, no one sold what he really wanted.
Coffee?
No one he asked had heard of it.
He made his first non-perishable purchases, new clothes, and a decent pair of walking boots. The fabric of the clothes seemed of good quality. He put them on immediately at the back of the stall and stuffed his old clothes and shoes into his backpack.
He stopped at a stall tucked between two carpenters; a weapons vendor. The proprietor, a large bushy-haired man with an equally bushy beard, wiped his hands on his large stained leather apron.
“Can I interest you in a new weapon, my lord? These are the finest quality. They will outlast any you have used before. And they hold an edge forever!”
Duncan snorted.
Forever is a very long time…
The vendor passed an example of his wares to Duncan, hilt first. Duncan took the longsword and hefted its weight. A well-balanced, excellent weapon. And it was probably quite a bargain. But it was also very similar to the one he already had. Duncan also lacked enough coinage, and so he declined. He passed the sword back, straightened his own sword belt, and moved on.
Duncan glanced back at the stall wistfully. Then he cast his gaze about and examined another stall that had minor items of jewellery and hats. Back home, he would have had to drag his girls away from such a stall. He smiled ruefully at the thought. He’d love to buy his wife a present from the market. When he thought about it, he almost laughed.
Here’s a longsword I bought you, Jen. Look, it’s sharp on both sides, you can fit both hands on the hilt…
He browsed at another small stall that contained a wide assortment of items. He was about to move away when a sudden flash of red and gold caught his eye.
His breath caught in his throat.
The small red and gold figurine, the diminutive sculpture fashioned in the likeness of Camulus. It was the same man Duncan had seen in his transition, and again in the arena. It was the same figurine he’d seen in the change room back home!
He enquired about the piece with the stall owner.
“What can you tell me about this?” he blurted. The wizened old woman looked up at him, a sour look upon her face.
“I think it’s one of the old gods, my lord. Ancient, I got it recently from a fellow who said he’d found it to the south and west, up in some ruins in mountains down those ways, I think he said.”
“I don’t suppose you remember the man’s name?” Duncan asked.
“It wasn’t a man, my lord. It was a dwarfish chap. Bloodaxe or something, his name was.”
Duncan’s heart leapt.
Jongus!
“Do you know where I can find him?”
The woman appeared bored with the questions, but to his relief, she complied, anyway.
“I saw him in Castle Ward, near the taverns there. I don’t know any more about him. I’m sorry, my lord.”
“How much do you want for it?” Duncan asked.
“Two silvers, my lord. It’s a very fine piece, ancient, but a marvellous piece.”
Duncan paid the woman, took the statuette, and thanked her.
Before he left, he thought of Derek and asked another question.
“I’m sorry to keep bothering you, but I’m looking for a temple.” He motioned toward the city skyline between them and the castle at the base of the mountain in the far distance. From there, he could see a half-dozen spires of temple complexes, including one nearby. “And there seems to be an abundance of temples in the city. Can you direct me to the temple of Khor, the All-Father?”
The woman rolled her eyes in annoyance but answered his question.
“There are lots of temples, my lord, but of the All-Father there are three at least, within the city. Do you know which one you seek?” She looked up at him, clearly desperate to get back to running her stall and earning her livelihood. His face fell as she spoke.
“Um, I don’t know. Is there a main one, where a High Priest or someone is?”
“Patriarch Danyth? You would find her at the Cathedral of the All-Father, in Castle Ward.” She pointed down one street that led away from the market.
“Look, I know I’m being painful but… Is there a place mage’s gather here? Do they have a mage’s club or something?” Duncan asked.
The woman was unmoved, her arm still outstretched.
“Castle Ward, Mage’s Tower,” she grunted.
He thanked the woman and left.
He needed to get to Castle Ward.
###
Duncan hurried toward Castle Ward. He did not know if there would be an identifiable border or a sign that advised him when he arrived there or not.
Welcome to Castle Ward!
He decided if he arrived at the castle, then it was likely he’d reached Castle Ward.
The city was quite large. The majority was on a gradual slope from the castle and the massif, where the city’s construction followed the contours of the mountain’s foothills down to the docks to his right. Duncan strode east and south, along an elevated section of road that afforded him a panoramic view of the city. His gaze locked onto an imposing-looking fort built at the southern end of the capital. He recognised the city watch house. The sight caused an involuntary shudder. He’d been executed there on his last visit to Torun. He continued on his way.
From his elevated viewpoint, he’d noticed a large white tower that dominated the skyline between his present location and the grand castle. The structure was weird; it seemed to cast off a glow, like a dull lantern. It was difficult to tell in the daylight whether this was the case, or if his eyes played tricks on him. He cast his mind back to the old temple of Mergoth. And if Jade had told him about this tower? He couldn’t remember anything. Duncan guessed as there were very few buildings with such spires in the city itself that this was indeed the Mage’s Tower; he would add it to his list of places to visit. But first, he would find the inn and look for signs of Karnak. And, he hoped, Aurelia. Then he would find Jade, Jongus and Derek.
His gaze focussed upon the steeple, Duncan turned a corner and collided with someone. Two someones. Both slender gentlemen, they wore spectacles and fine silken clothes; their outrageous grey wigs and the papers they carried gave the appearance of scholars. Bound scrolls flew in all directions as the two men stumbled from the impact with Duncan.
They both looked up with matched indignant expressions. Their eyes fell upon Duncan, and they recoiled from the outsider in what appeared disgust, as if his touch could soil them by being in contact with them.
Duncan was about to apologise when one man snorted in disdain and gestured toward the outsider’s sword.
“Well, look out for the brave warrior,” he said and turned his nose up. He looked at his companion. “Crashing through the town and not looking where it is going! Civilised peoples beware!”
The man’s companion sniggered in agreement.
“It’s not like there are enough issues in the world today without letting louts carry swords in public,” the man said as he bent to retrieve the spilled paperwork.
Duncan stood, flabbergasted at the entire conversation. With no response forthcoming, the civilised peoples turned their backs to him and continued their discussion.
“I bet it has trouble speaking to polite peoples,” one said. “I imagine it spends its whole life waving that sword at all of its troubles, trying to kill everyone who crosses its path!”
If only they knew.
Killing these two was a pleasant enough thought.
The well-dressed duo stood, turned, and blocked his path. They placed their slender hands on their hips; free hands that didn’t carry a mountain of scrolls. Both glared down their noses through small wire-rimmed spectacles. They looked… vexed.
Startled, Duncan did a double take as he got his first good look at the men. He realised in horror that he stood before the bloody lawyer whom he had assaulted, what seemed a lifetime ago.
Benedict du Mont-frigging-bello.
Duncan guessed the idiot hadn’t yet recognised him because he had presumed him dead. Not to mention he’d lost a fair bit of weight and size in the intervening months. 
Duncan could have proved their arguments right there. A feral part of him wanted to cut off both of their heads and see them bounce off cobblestones. But he had no desire to end up back on the gallows for another murder charge. Or two charges. Who knows? If word got out that he was back in the city, he may still end up on the gallows for the last murder charge.
At least that first murder charge was a false one.
He decided discretion was the better path. Duncan realised how foolish he was to have come into the city so openly. The outsider lowered his gaze to the cobblestone street, mumbled an apology to the two, and moved to go around them.
It amazed him when both moved in perfect unison and blocked his way. Duncan dropped a hand to his sword and considered drawing it, but again reconsidered. These two were not evil people who deserved death, merely stupid people. Misguided fops who were out to ruin his day.
One of them had already ruined his day once, months ago. A cloud crossed over the sun at that moment, at the same time Duncan’s features darkened to veil the fires that burned behind his eyes. He could tell they wished to rile him and had singled him out for ridicule, oblivious to the imminent threat to their existence.
“Oh look, he wants to run away,” du Montbello said as he smirked at his companion.
Duncan had had enough by this stage and pushed between the two to pass. His rough passage knocked them both from his path and sent them sprawling, although without sufficient force to injure either of the men. Not that you could tell from the loud exclamations and curses that arose from the jumbled pile of finery and grey wigs on the ground.
Duncan moved as quick as he could, to put distance between himself and the annoying scholars. He turned into an alleyway and took several steps in before he stopped in dismay. It was a dead end. He was desperate. He did not want the lawyer to recognise him. Duncan looked around the alley for a means of escape. He noticed a covered manhole in the ground nearby, so he quickly removed the heavy iron grate and slid into the welcome darkness. Once inside, he placed the cover back into position, just in time to hear the men enter the alley.
Duncan dropped further down into the sewer channel. He landed in near silence in a smelly flow of effluent. He grimaced, moved his feet out of the mess, and pressed himself against the wall. The water and slimy content was just over ankle deep, but it did not thrill Duncan to feel the waste and other refuse slide over his boots. His nice new boots.
Current. Flow. Oh, the irony. Standing in a stream of shit…
He desperately hoped he would not catch a disease from all the waste that lie around.
From above, he heard the men had ventured further into the alleyway and called out insults to him. Duncan presumed they’d soon realise that he’d ducked into the sewer, or else they may think he’d simply teleported away. But that did not stop the stream of verbal abuse he could hear, that criticised violent thugs who pushed them over; they also condemned violence in society and anyone who would make them drop their paperwork.
After a brief wait, it became apparent they would not leave in a hurry, so Duncan moved away to find an alternate exit. He sludged off to what he thought was the east and felt his way along the wall. It surprised him to find that he could see. A dim azure light permeated the culvert. He looked up in confusion. A bluish moss grew at the top of the drain. It let off a faint glow in the fetid air. He grinned and continued on his way.
###
Carmine the Small dumped the old woman’s corpse into the muck of the sewer. Once Cyra Rillik had got the information she’d wanted about Hawkwind’s destination from the old stallholder, her usefulness to the bounty hunter had ended. As did her life. Her corpse floated away in the fetid water.
Rillik nodded to her group.
It was time to collect the bounty.
###
Duncan moved in silence through the sewer. He noted nothing unusual in his surroundings; all seemed normal in the Torun sewerage channels. Having never visited a sewer anywhere else, though, he didn’t consider himself an expert on sewer lore. Well constructed and well-maintained, like the rest of the city.
Duncan was the only creature that moved through the sludge. Except rats, mice, and probably other vermin. No alligators as yet. He wondered if they even had alligators in Syrane. He also wondered why anyone else would be silly enough to walk through here. But then he remembered in many towns that thieves and other less savoury members of society used the subterranean byways, just as normal people used the paths overhead. He recalled a tale Jongus had told him when he and Rex escaped somewhere by going into the sewer. He chuckled.
Duncan came to an intersection where someone had helpfully erected a signpost. He took the tunnel marked ‘the castle’. He considered going back above ground, but also figured if he remained in the sewers, it would be a good way to avoid running into anyone else who may remember him. With his luck, he’d probably bump into Manfred Von Borin and the halfling magistrate, whatever his name had been.
Yes, Crowfoot. That was it.
Duncan sloshed along for what he guessed was a couple of hours. The depth of the muck had increased the further he went. He found this curious, as he moved along a slight uphill slope. But he guessed the sewer levels would ebb and flow as people used them through the day. Perhaps storm water flowed through as well.
Rather disturbingly, a recently killed corpse floated past at one juncture. Given his first experience in Syrane was fighting off the undead, Duncan could not help but shudder as the small, frail body of a woman floated past. Fully clothed, clad in similar garb to many people Duncan had seen in the marketplace. The clothes were blood-stained now, from several stab wounds that were clear.
He did a double take. Was this the old woman who’d sold him the figurine? He reached out his hand to turn the body over, but noise from ahead distracted him. Duncan let the body drift away in the muck and continued forward, one hand upon his sword hilt.
He followed the tunnel around a slight curve and stopped as an armed group came into view. As one, they spun around at his entrance. They drew their weapons and advanced on the outsider.




27. Pain. Lots of pain.

Pain.
No other sensations, only pain.
His head hurt, his back hurt. He hurt all over. Duncan lay face down in a bloody mess.
Where was he? How did he get here?
Time passed…
He did not know how long.
Duncan noticed other sensations: thirst. He knew he needed to get up. He gathered his strength and placed his hands on the wet stone to raise his aching body to a standing position. Lights flashed before his eyes as a moment of dizziness passed. He was unsteady on his feet. He had been on the wet stone of the sewer; his legs were half submerged in the effluent.
He examined his surroundings.
He wondered why so many dead bodies lay in the sewage at his feet.
Cuts and slash wounds adorned each corpse. One appeared headless. The dead people had the look of thieves or brigands. He wondered why they were here. He looked around and located the missing head; it stared up at him with sightless eyes from the nearby gutter. He counted the corpses.
Six. It triggered a memory, perhaps of a fight.
Six?
A terrible fight.
One corpse was female. He raised his hand to his head and felt a large bump. Blood congealed there. His head spun.
I gotta stop getting knocked out. I’m going to end up with permanent brain damage.
His laugh was humourless.
I probably already have.
Waves of dizziness assaulted him again and forced him up against the wall to steady himself. Duncan felt more pain from wounds he’d not noticed before. He examined himself; he bled from half a dozen injuries, a painful slash in his side that looked like it should have been fatal.
Yet here he stood…
Duncan turned his attention to the bodies at his feet. Some corpses still leaked their lifeblood into the sewage, where it mingled with the filthy waters that meandered through the scene. He couldn’t have been out for long if the bodies still bled.
As he leaned against the wall, sharp flashes of memory returned. The glint of swords and screams of mortally wounded men, the cracking of a whip. His enemies had seemed to move in slow motion around him during the fight. He had taken a great deal of punishment but had dished out just as much. Or more.
The woman had hit him, perhaps with a club. Her weapon cracked into his temple as the life died in her sharp blue eyes. Her other hand rested about a metre from her body, it still clutched the whip in a tight fist. A small pool of blood congealed at the base of the wrist.
Cutting off her hand was a great idea.
It had severely hampered her ability to lash the outsider with the wicked leather whip.
Duncan grimaced when he remembered how she had died.
Then the memories flooded back…
###
“Hawkwind!” the woman spat. “I am not pleased with you.”
Duncan wondered for a moment why he should care how pleased the woman was, or not.
“What seems to be the problem?” he asked.
“The bounty on your head has been a long time coming,” she crooned.
Ah, bounty hunters. I wonder who sent them?
He figured he should try another tack.
“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. As he spoke, he shuffled his feet in the muck, to keep as much distance between them as possible. He sensed no movement behind him; it satisfied him there was no threat from the rear.
“Glad?” She cocked her head. “Please explain.” As the woman spoke, she reached to her waist and unfurled a long leather whip with her left hand and cracked it. In her right hand, she held a blunt weapon, a club or mace. 
“Oh yes,” Duncan replied. “I had hoped to find you. I have some new information you will want to hear.”
He could tell from the looks on the faces of the men, her followers, he presumed, he’d piqued at least some interest in his words. The woman did not appear convinced.
“What could I possibly want to hear from you? You have cost me time, effort and one of my best men.” She sniffed. “But go on, enlighten me.”
Duncan didn’t have a clue what she was on about. But he could make educated guesses.
“Well, you’ve tracked me for a while,” he began. “And of course, old, what’s his name? Fell afoul of some… foul play along the way.”
“Ratty!” a voice piped up. Duncan looked at the speaker. A short man, barely taller than a dwarf. He did a double take.
“I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?” he whispered.
“Yes, in the arenas! Ratty and I watched you fight. You should have died out there, made this easy!” the small man shouted.
Ratty? Does he mean the thief back at Northaven?
Duncan recalled decapitating the fellow. That man had certainly looked rat-like.
“I’m sure Ratty would have recovered. He could… walk it off,” Duncan said.
“Liar!” the short man raged. “You chopped off his head!”
That answers that question, then.
Duncan figured that the whole charade was a waste of time now, so he did the only thing he could under the circumstances. He attacked.
He pushed his sword out in a slow thrust at the first thug, who, as predicted, ducked out of harm’s way. Duncan allowed his current to take him, to flow forward with more force. The man directly behind the first was unsighted by his companion and didn’t see the attack until it was too late; he took Duncan’s blade in the throat.
The woman raised her whip to strike. Duncan again flowed into another attack. This time, he ducked and pivoted, then swung his sword in a high arc. The blade took her hand off at the wrist, and she screamed in pain and shock.
The remaining four thugs took up positions in a semicircle in front of Duncan. He smiled to himself as he recognised the pattern they fanned out into. He’d seen it before when he and Karnak had faced multiple opponents in the arena. A place called Rivercastle, perhaps? It was a common method shown to soldiers to overwhelm a single opponent. In this combat situation, the ruffians stuck to the training they’d received.
Duncan rushed forward at the closest goon, the outermost on his left, who raised his weapon, a long dagger, to defend. At the last possible instant, Duncan pivoted and struck out at the man next to him and hit the second thug’s face. He let out a cry of anguish. Duncan silenced the cry as he followed up with a thrust that pierced the man’s chest.
The first man off to the left was still off balance from Duncan’s feint, but Duncan had to defend against the two on the right, who both lunged at the same time. Duncan let his current lead him as he turned to meet their attacks.
Duncan took several minor hits; the blades came in at all angles. He took a painful hit to the side. The woman had regained her feet. A look of pure hatred dominated her face.
Current, flow, sloshing about in a pile of shit. If I ever see Karnak again…
Duncan twisted inside the closest thug’s guard, which surprised the man and the other combatants. It allowed Duncan to turn away from the others and reverse his blade; he stabbed out behind himself and slid his blade into the man’s unprotected belly. He dropped with a groan. Blood pumped from the fresh wound into the dirty water of the sewer.
The man’s body was now between Duncan and his other opponents. The man on the outside lined Duncan up for an extravagant slashing attack with his sword. Duncan sidestepped inside the arc of the sword and flowed with the swing of the blade. He swapped his sword to his left hand and positioned himself and the attacker as if they spooned in a tight embrace. It allowed Duncan to use the man’s body as a shield against the remaining hoodlum and also to permit him to continue the attack. Duncan grasped the pommel of the man’s sword and twisted it from his grip, mid-swing. Duncan finished the swing and allowed his current to take him through the arc of the attack. He slashed the other man’s head from his shoulders.
Duncan dropped the thug’s sword and reversed his blade to stab backwards to skewer the remaining ruffian, the short man who’d spoken earlier. Duncan turned to regard the man; he stared deep into his eyes as the life fled from them.
“Sorry I wasted your time,” he said.
Duncan took a very painful blow to the head as the woman pounced. Stars flashed in front of his eyes and his vision swam. It felt like she’d fractured his skull. Duncan’s sword fell from his grip and clattered to the ground. It lay next to the short man’s body. Duncan fell to his knees.
He took another painful blow to the face. His eyes blurred; he could not see the woman except as an outline. He shook his head to clear his vision.
He reached up with the only weapon he had, his hand. He got a firm grasp on the woman’s neck in his powerful grip. The woman swung her weapon again and connected with Duncan’s temple. Lights flashed before his eyes. As the last vestiges of consciousness left him, he felt the skin of her slender neck in his grasp. Her malicious gaze met his.
He squeezed, hard.
Her neck snapped, the baleful light faded from her azure eyes, and her head slumped to one side.
Duncan dropped to his knees and fell into the water.
###
Duncan shuddered at the memory.
It occurred to him there could be other brigands in the area. Duncan knelt and quickly looted the bodies for items of value. His vision blurred again, and he had to pause several times to steady himself. His hands shook as he gathered loot and equipment. He took two fine swords, some potions of a fluorescent blue liquid, a good supply of coins, a waterskin and a tinderbox. On impulse, he drank from one vial, which thankfully turned out to be a healing draught. The potion acted as if Aurelia had healed him.
Duncan slipped off into the gloom and moved as quietly as he could, despite still feeling the aftereffects of the concussion. His head throbbed from the blows he’d taken to the head and the rest of his body ached from the combat. His adrenaline had subsided, and he hurt all over. As usual.
He needed to get out of the sewer. It seemed a miracle that he did not encounter anyone, as several times he thought he heard voices. They could have easily been the voices in his head. He stumbled aimlessly through the underground tunnel but finally came to a ladder built into the stone of the wall. He climbed the ladder and removed the manhole cover. It was quite noisy, but he was beyond caring.
He drew his tired, smelly, aching body out onto the street above. Duncan lay there for a long time and stared at the clear night sky. He sucked in the glorious fresh air. The clean air hit him like a drug. It cleared his mind and focussed his thoughts. He drank another potion and immediately felt better.
Above him, the stars and moon gazed down. It was a comforting sight. He had a panoramic view of the night sky from where he lay; it was beautiful. When afforded such luxuries as a few minutes to stare at the night sky at home, he always looked for recognisable constellations; the crux, or Southern Cross, was the most prominent. Slightly above it were the stars known as the ‘false cross’. Further north still you could see Orion… only here it seemed out of whack. The southern cross was in the wrong spot; it was upside down and off to the west.
Wait, what?
The Southern Cross was in the wrong spot.
He leapt to his feet, ignoring his own body’s protests. He scarcely believed his eyes.
He could see the Southern Cross!
Not only that most prominent of constellations from his home, but several others he recognised as well! Orion, Taurus… The stars were not where he could see them from Earth, but they were there. He was excited but did not know what it meant for his quest to find a way home.
Maybe I need a spaceship?
He was so caught up in his wild musings, he even looked around in case a nearby alleyway concealed a spaceship. He was in a different world, but the constellations he knew from his home were visible in the night sky! It meant he was in the same universe at least, possibly the same galaxy.
Who knows?
He wished he’d studied the fine art of navigation. Or astrophysics. Or both.
He considered his situation and took better stock of his surroundings. He appeared to be in Castle Ward, for standing at the end of the street was the tower he had seen earlier. A curious glow emanated from its stones to light the street below. Noise drifted to him from the other end of the block, possibly a tavern or alehouse that was open for late-night carousers.
He turned back and surveyed the imposing edifice of the tower. It extended upwards from the lower levels a good thirty metres. Made from stark white stone, its impressive, slightly glowing façade loomed over the city. There were few windows, and no light came from any of them. He desperately wanted to investigate the building, to see if they knew where he could find Jade, or at least tell him where she was.
Maybe, being mages, they could send me home?
He wasn’t sure if they would or could help him, though; he didn’t have a lot to barter with. He replaced the manhole cover and trudged off down the street toward the light and noise of the tavern. Perhaps he could find some way to find his old comrades there.
###
Corvus looked down from the top of his tower at the curious man in the street below. When opportunity permitted, he enjoyed looking down upon the other city dwellers. Their often-peculiar habits continually amazed him. He usually kept a sharp watch on any residents who felt the urge to break into his chicken coop at the rear of the tower. Those that had… Well, Corvus was a mage, and his chicken population swelled. And the city’s thief population dwindled.
But the man below had not approached after he’d exited the manhole. Why anyone would want to venture into the sewers, of all places, was completely beyond him.
It interested him that the man had stood for so long to look into the night sky, given that Corvus himself had just spent so long doing the same thing. Admittedly, he had done so with the help of several instruments that told him so much more about the heavens than they told him of the man so far below. He continued to watch until the fellow trudged off toward the tavern at the end of the street.
Corvus shrugged and returned to his work. The heavens awaited.
###
Duncan stopped. He’d walked maybe ten metres, but a sudden noise from a nearby alleyway had disturbed him. Despite all he’d been through today, his senses were on edge, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Except for the tavern, the streets were quiet; Duncan supposed that was normal for this time of day. It was late.
In the distance, a cat meowed and another in response, but Duncan knew instinctively that was not what had disturbed him. He slipped into the shadows at the side of the street and stepped into the alley, alert for any danger or the slightest disturbance in the late evening gloom. Duncan moved on the balls of his feet now. He made minimal noise.
He moved forward as silent as a ghost. Around a bend in the lane, he heard hushed voices. He adjusted his gear pack and recently gained weapons to a more comfortable position as he continued forward.
He was careful to remain hidden. Duncan observed four people who encircled a fifth. The four taunted the surrounded person and appeared to enjoy themselves; from where Duncan stood, they seemed to build to a climax to rob and murder their terrified victim.
From this distance, it was hard to make out details, but Duncan noticed that the man inside the group was markedly different from his assailants. He dressed in fine silk clothes. The four thugs were all dressed in black jerkins, two wielded daggers, and the other pair had not yet drawn their weapons. Their apparent leader, the one who led the taunts, was a weasel-faced man with a sly look on his face. Duncan took an immediate dislike to the cowardly thief.
“No, don’t kill me,” the intended victim whimpered.
I can’t even walk ten metres without finding some action or excitement. I wonder if there will be a time I’ll be able to go somewhere without getting in a fight or something happening?
Duncan slipped along the edge of the near-pitch black alley and made his way carefully inside the shadows of the wall on the left. The robbers continued, apparently unaware of his presence, so focused were they on their victim. It surprised him they couldn’t smell him.
He had the element of surprise.
Duncan burst from the shadow, drew his sword and surprised the muggers. He grabbed the leader and clamped his firm hand over the man’s mouth. He used the sharp edge of his blade to draw a line of crimson across the robber’s throat, to silence his taunts forever. Blood spurted freely from the wound and hit the intended victim in the face.
Back home you’d need a hepatitis or tetanus shot after that, mate.
Duncan released his hold on the dying man, and the body dropped to the ground. The man let out a horrible gargling noise as he tried to force air past the fatal wound in his neck. 
Four people in the alley stood in shock.
The growing pool of blood emphasised the cold certainty of Duncan’s intent. It told the three remaining thieves that a dark fate awaited them at his hands.
In their moment of uncertainty, Duncan let his current guide him. He followed his flow forward at one bandit with supernatural speed and accuracy. His sword drove deep into the man’s chest. He withdrew the sword; blood sprayed from the dying thief’s punctured heart and splashed the outsider’s sleeve. Duncan quickly spun and struck out with the sword to his rear, to skewer a hoodlum in the back who had tried to make good his escape past him down the alley.
Duncan paused.
His initial attacks had been so swift the remaining thug and his victim had not yet moved from their original positions; and yet three thieves already lay dead.
Duncan locked his gaze with the last brigand and strode forward, his breathing even, each step measured.
His opponent however, sweated profusely. Caught up in the intense smouldering fires that burned in Duncan’s eyes, the potential robber soiled his leggings. The man readied his shortsword, his hands slipped on the pommel.
Duncan wondered why he even bothered. He led with his sword; his feet followed in small, perfect movements that carried him past the man’s defences in a flash. His first strike against the man’s sword sent it spinning in a graceful arc over the remains of the thief’s companions. It clanged loudly as it hit the ground several metres from the entrance to the alley. Duncan thought for a moment he saw movement at the alley entrance, but this far away could not be sure. It was probably a bystander drawn by the noise. Duncan’s backslash took off the thief’s right hand, which was outstretched in a futile effort at protection. This raised a pathetic wail of agony from the doomed thief. Duncan ended the fight with mercy; he shifted his balance forward, his head perfectly still, and slid his sword between the man’s ribs and into his lungs. The robber dropped without a sound.
Duncan looked at the men in disgust. In his opinion, most thieves deserved little more than a metre of steel, thrust appropriately into them.
It’s a shame it didn’t happen back home.
Duncan then turned to face the person he’d saved. He seemed somehow familiar to the outsider, although in the alley’s gloom it was hard to tell. The rich looking bespectacled dandy was still yet to move and stared open-mouthed at him. Duncan had bent down to pick up the victim’s purse, which the man had dropped and was forgotten by the dead bandits during the scuffle. Next to it, he noticed a strange sight, a peculiar grey wig.
“This must be yours,” Duncan said, as he offered the purse back to its original owner. The fop merely gaped and took the presented purse. Duncan froze when he recognised the man.
Oh shit.
It’s that half-witted lawyer, Benedict du-frigging-Montbello! I can’t get away from him!
The outsider smiled grimly to himself.
If I’d known it was him, I might have actually helped the robbers…
Duncan stooped down again and pulled the hood of his cloak further forward to avoid being identified by du Montbello. He examined the bodies of the men he had just killed. Duncan picked up another sword, a few silver coins, daggers, and a garrotte from the slain men.
Duncan looked up and discovered the glossator still stood gaping at him.
“It’s all right now. You’re free to go,” Duncan said. The scholar turned and ran. He did not look back or offer a word of thanks to his rescuer. He ran out of the alley, turned left, and kept running.
I wonder what he thinks of violence in society now.
The outsider gathered the healthy pile of silvers into a new money pouch he’d also requisitioned from one of the dead thieves and started out of the alley. Footsteps approached from the left and Duncan looked around to be greeted by the ineffectual lawyer, who huffed and puffed toward him.
Du Montbello smiled feebly.
“My mistake, I actually live this way,” he called to the outsider. He pointed to the right as he continued to put distance between them. His footsteps faded into the night.
Duncan shrugged and continued on his own way. He was thankful at least that he had a decent amount of money to pay for lodging, food, a drink, and a bath. And someone to clean his new clothes.
 He’d never got used to having to wear the same clothes, week in, week out, and now he’d finally got some new ones, he’d got them covered in blood and the grime and filth of the sewer. He missed his own clothes, the items he’d lost when imprisoned here during his last visit




28. The Royal Swan Inn.

Jade stomped out of the inn, disgusted by what she’d just heard. Angus McHenry Bloodaxe the Third had quaffed many a tankard of ale and asked her to… well, she still blushed as she left the Royal Swan in revulsion. She knew the awful dwarf probably hadn’t meant it and had probably just said it to provoke an uncomfortable reaction, which it did. She found him too disgusting for words.
She felt like turning him into a chicken, like Corvus did with thieves he discovered in his chicken coup. Or a toad. Or an ant. Maybe a toad-ant. Something she could squish under her feet.
Jongus also ran from the inn. He hurried to catch up to the irritated woman. He’d been back in the city a day and had looked forward to a few cleansing ales with his friends. It would mean his Yarn-imposed teetotalling days were behind him. But Angus had ruined whatever chance he’d had of that. He huffed and puffed as he drew up beside her. Jade strode away from the inn and headed toward the nearby Mage’s Tower.
Jongus pleaded with her.
“Jade, wait, he didn’t mean it like that.”
Jade stopped suddenly and spun to face the dwarf; fists clenched at her sides. Her long, dark braid swung forcefully in the cool night air. Her nostrils flared as she glared at Jongus.
“What exactly did he mean, then? I wonder, how many ways could I possibly misinterpret, ‘Come sit on my hairy face, lassie’?” She shuddered again. “He is the most disgusting creature I have ever met! Are all of your kin like him?” She didn’t wait for an answer and stormed off down the street. Jongus, dismayed at what he thought was his friend’s over-reaction, hurried again to catch up with her.
“Not all of us are like him. He can be rude sometimes,” he puffed as he spoke. She could walk quickly when her ire was raised. Jade kept up her rapid pace, too furious to respond. Jongus changed tack.
“There’s an old dwarven proverb, ‘Il arka michko provarn e canimar’, which means ‘Inside every dwarf there is virtue and strength’. Granted…” he puffed again at the hasty pace the young woman set, “… Granted, Angus doesn’t always display his virtues, but he has them. Come on, come back inside.”
It surprised him as Jade stopped again, just as suddenly. The mage glowered, her temper on full display.
“Ow!” he said. He’d stopped so suddenly he’d twisted his knee. Jongus stood in the middle of the street and gazed up at his friend. His wire-rimmed spectacles reflected the light from a nearby lantern. Jade seemed very unsympathetic.
“Do you have any sillier proverbs to explain off your disgusting cousin’s behaviour? I am NOT going back to that inn while he is in there,” she stomped her foot on the ground, determination carved into her features.
“Ah, well, there’s ‘Il arka michko bleden radwan skamen michko al tomat’; ‘inside every good dwarf, there’s a bad dwarf waiting to get out.’ That’s always been one of my personal favourites.” He looked hopeful that his poor attempt at humour would defuse the situation. It did not.
She marched away. He imagined he could see steam come from her ears. She called out to Jongus as she strode.
“Well, I guess in your cousin’s case, he’s out!”
Disappointed, Jongus watched her go. She was right, of course. He sighed a mighty sigh as he trudged away from the inn.
As he passed an alleyway, he heard sounds that might be a fight. Nearby, a loud clanging noise; it sounded like a sword hit the ground. Being a cautious dwarf, he decided against investigating, as muggings were quite common in the city. He moved to the centre of the road and trudged off in the opposite direction. 
###
A short time later, Duncan walked into the taproom of the inn and looked around. It was spacious, with a very high ceiling. They dotted one wall of the taproom with pegs and nails with many small objects attached. It appeared at first glance to be a memorial of some sort.
There was a crowd inside, but also a large open space at the bar and in the centre of the cleared area sat a burly dwarf. It was immediately obvious to the outsider why he sat alone; the hairy fellow called obscenities to all and sundry.
Duncan, however, didn’t care. He was pleased he’d found the inn he sought. There were free chairs next to the dwarf, and he wanted a place to sit and drink. He moved in and sat down. Duncan placed his overflowing pack on the floor. He nodded and smiled at the dwarf’s astounded expression. Duncan ignored him for a moment and signalled the barkeep.
“Hello sir, if I may, ah, do you have any lodging for tonight? It’s just for me,” he motioned to himself. “And perhaps a cleaning service? My clothes have the dirt of the road on them.” Duncan didn’t mention the filth of the sewer, or the blood of the many people he’d killed today. He had also prepared an alias. He stuck out his hand.
“Hecter, Hecter Jindra.” He shook the barman’s hand as he met Brian the Barman. A deceased member of the gladiatorial troupe, Hecter Jindra, had met his end some months ago. The hairy dwarf next to him burped mightily.
Brian responded to Duncan, but he watched the dwarf.
“Well, yes sir, we have a few rooms and I’m sure one lass can clean your clothes for you. You can have a room for the night, a meal, clean clothes, and an ale for six silvers.”
Duncan smiled and handed over the coins. A young serving lad tried to carry Duncan’s pack to his room, but needed to call another boy for help to lift it. Brian gave the outsider a key with a large number ‘6’ poorly engraved on it. Duncan took his ale, and they brought a steaming plate of food to him. He munched in silence and turned to regard the dwarf, who, he thought, had stared at him the whole time.
“Eh, you’re a big ‘un,” the hairy fellow said.
Duncan smiled. He had got used to being considered so big here. He stuck out his hand.
“Hecter.”
“Angus.”
They shook. The dwarf had a very firm grip. Duncan wondered fleetingly if the dwarf may have known Jongus, but soon dismissed the thought. Just because they were the same race didn’t mean they knew each other. Besides, he wanted to keep his identity secret, in case anyone remembered him from his last visit to Torun.
“Can I get you an ale?” Duncan asked.
The surly dwarf’s disposition brightened.
“Oh aye, of course you can laddie!” Angus slapped Duncan’s shoulder in a friendly manner and turned back to the bar in anticipation.
Brian rolled his eyes.
###
Pain.
Agony.
The ship rocked during a terrible storm; bright sunlight streamed through the… porthole…?
With a grunt, Duncan raised himself up. He leaned on two very unsteady arms.
Where’s my sword?
I’ll kill whoever put me on this boat…
Duncan fell out of bed and landed on his gear. He lay there, face down. The sunlight streamed through the nearby window, but the ship Duncan was on, still tossed on stormy seas. He climbed on unsteady feet back into the bed. He noticed through the foggy haze that he was naked. The bed seemed occupied, but his addled brain did not register who or what shared the bed with him.
Suddenly, a slender woman entered and put something at the foot of his bed. She smiled and spoke gibberish to the outsider. Duncan looked stupidly at her. He struggled to stay upright on the heaving, rocking ship. She frowned and repeated herself.
She must cast a spell!
He raised his arms to protect himself and, in doing so, slid entirely off the bed and plopped on his gear again. Something he spotted nearby distracted him.
Chamber pot.
Duncan grabbed at it and missed by half a metre to the right. His head hit the wooden bedframe with a dull thump, which made the awful noises he heard all the worse. He grabbed at the chamber pot, missed again, and grabbed the one next to it.
There are two chamber pots?
Oh, no. I’m seeing double.
He intended to throw it at the woman. Instead, he retched and then threw up on it.
The clunking noise his vomit made distracted him when it went into the chamber pot. He grabbed the precious stone of comprehension from the messy container and placed it carefully on the bedside table.
He raised his head and saw the woman reached out for him. The outsider was too weak to resist; his own vomit covered his chin. Her spells had made him an invalid, incapable of conscious movement, trapped on a ship, travelling to who knows where…
Darkness descended.
###
Duncan woke a while later. The very loud sound of snoring came from the bed next to him. He opened one eye; the sunlight was much dimmer. He was in a room, not on a ship, and he was more hung-over than he had been in his entire life. His mouth was dry and tasted just awful. The bed was comfortable. He realised with a start he was nude.
He wondered who snored?
His head was pounding as he looked up. Lying next to him in the bed was a very hairy, very smelly, very asleep dwarf. He leaped from the bed in horror.
What have I done? What the hell? Did I just sleep with this dwarf???
The dwarf snorted and rolled over. He faced toward the outsider, still fast asleep, a leering smile on his face. Duncan stood in shock. A feeling of dread worked its way from the pit of his stomach.
No, no, no, this cannot be happening!
Unexpectedly, the door of the room opened, and a young serving girl walked in. Duncan froze in horror. The girl blushed and turned so that she didn’t face Duncan. She spoke some words, which sounded like gibberish to Duncan. He realised he didn’t have his stone of comprehension. He looked around the room in terror… but wait, there it was, on the bedside table where he’d placed it earlier. He grabbed it. The girl did well to hide her surprise.
“I’m sorry,” he coughed. He tried to force words out of his parched throat. “I’m sorry I didn’t quite hear you?”
“Oh, I said I’m sorry, milord. I wasn’t sure if you were awake. I’ve brought the rest of your clothes up.” She held the neatly folded bundle of Duncan’s new clothes. “Perhaps you’ll be needing them, milord?” She faced away, but he could see that she smiled shyly. “Are you feeling better, milord? Last time I came in, you were very sick.”
Duncan blanched.
“Sorry about that. I thought you were trying to attack me.”
She laughed.
“So that’s how a brave warrior wins battles; he vomits on his foe! It is all right milord. I realised you were very drunk.”
“Thank you for cleaning up after me.” He looked at the floor under the bed, where another shiny clean chamber pot waited. “And ah, yes, I’m feeling much better, thank you.” He grabbed a pillow and covered his privates. The dwarf snored so loudly the panes of glass in the window shook.
“Ah, look, I’m sure there is an excellent reason I was in that bed with nothing on, with the dwarf…” he trailed off as he realised he probably made the situation worse by his excuses. The girl giggled again.
“Of course there is, milord. You were both very drunk when the doormen carried you up here this morning. Brian, the barman, he said you wanted your clothes cleaned, so we took them off you. You were both fast asleep and snoring loudly.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Snoring like he is now, milord. No one could wake either of you, so we left you in the bed there.” She smiled again.
“I’m sure you were both too drunk to do anything but sleep, milord.” She turned to face him and smiled more broadly at the naked outsider. “Besides, milord, he’s still fully dressed. Unlike when he was down in the bar earlier.”
Duncan had noticed this and felt marginally better about his situation. The girl smiled coyly and opened the door to leave.
“Shall I bring you anything, milord?”
I’d kill for coffee.
“Ah, can I bathe?”
“Of course.”
Sometime later, Duncan lay back in quiet reflection, immersed up to his chest in warm bath water. Quiet, except for the deafening snores of Angus, the dwarf. The water had cooled when the dwarf finally stirred. Without a word, the hairy fellow exited the bed and moved to the solitary window in the room. There, he climbed unsteadily up onto the dresser that sat under the opening. Once on top, he opened the window to let in the cool night air.
“Ahrrrrrgghh, I’ve slept all bloody day!” he said. He stood, unbuttoned his pants, and peed out of the window. He urinated for some time. Apparently, he had a very large and very full bladder. Cries of indignation came from the street and drifted through the open window. Eventually, Angus refastened his trousers, climbed down, and left the room with barely a cursory glance at the outsider.
When he was alone, Duncan stood, exited the bath, and dried himself. He reached for his pants and dressed. He noted his clothes smelt slightly of wood smoke. Duncan presumed they’d been placed next to a fireplace or an oven to dry. He examined his belongings and was pleased to see nothing appeared to be missing. Duncan swallowed his stone of comprehension, which unsurprisingly tasted quite unpleasant. He noticed an ewer that contained water nearby and drank from it. He exited the room.
Downstairs, the staff all greeted him with warm, genuine smiles, and with the usual comments that seemed to be universal about drinking too much. Apparently, the good-natured ribbing received from people who witnessed you imbibing to excess was the same, no matter what world you were in. They questioned him about his singing the night before. That caused the outsider to do a double take.
“Pardon? What was that?”
“The bard milord, singing in the corner yester eve, you asked him to play some, ah… entertaining songs.” Brian the barman laughed. “I liked that one about the girl you did. What was her name, Charlotte?”
Duncan had the good grace to look very embarrassed. Now they mentioned it, he had a dim recollection of asking the poor minstrel to perform many of his childhood favourites. No doubt that they sang renditions of Charlotte the Harlot and many more heavy metal classics from the eighties during the evening’s festivities. 
Brian wasn’t finished.
“That weird dance you did with the dwarf, that was brilliant fun. What was it called?”
Duncan’s heart sank further into despair.
Oh, no. I’d forgotten about that.
He smiled, a very meek, embarrassed smile. He turned a deep shade of crimson. Brian laughed and wiped a tear from his eye.
“Yeah, you had a name for it. I can’t remember. Funny name… working?” he trailed off as Duncan, if it were possible, looked even more embarrassed. He stammered a reply as he turned away from the teasing barman.
“Twerking. It was called twerking.”
The outsider walked slowly away. His other vague memories of the evening resurfaced a little, and he cringed at the returned memory of Angus; the dwarf had removed his pants and ran around the bar when staff had refused to serve him. He shuddered. Were all dwarves hung like that?
###
A couple of days had passed, and Duncan occupied a seat in the taproom once more. He was concerned that if he left the inn, he may miss his friend’s arrival. He’d asked yesterday for any word of Karnak in the taproom, but Brian had advised there had been none. Duncan didn’t know how many questions he should ask and didn’t want to give himself away, so he didn’t press the issue. He settled down at the table and tucked into a hearty meal. After, he sipped at a single glass of a fine red wine and paid Brian for lodgings for an extra night.
This evening was much quieter in the inn, with a normal smattering of locals and travellers frequented the establishment. He didn’t actually know what day it was. Yesterday may have been the equivalent of a weekend, perhaps? No one seemed interested enough to approach him for conversation, for which Duncan was thankful. It gave him some more time to ponder the fantastic sequence of events that had become his life.
###
The door to the inn slammed loudly. It brought Duncan back to the present with a jolt. He looked up from his half-finished wine and saw a dwarf walk into the taproom.
His heart skipped a beat.
It was Jongus!
The diminutive fellow ambled across the taproom; his small spectacles perched upon his nose. He’d picked up a limp in the interceding months. Duncan noticed his rolling gait had become a little more awkward. The dwarf favoured his right leg.
Jongus smiled apologetically at the barman for the inadvertent slam of the door and the noise. Jongus walked across the floor of the room to the enormous wall filled with mementos.
Duncan held his breath; he could scarcely believe his eyes. For a long time, he wanted to find the others. He did not know how long. He sat in silence and watched as Jongus went to the back wall. The dwarf went to the base of the wall and lit a candle. He bowed slightly toward the wall and placed the candle in a small holder there. Duncan could barely make out the words Jongus spoke.
“Galara and Rex Cornish. Good friends, loyal companions. A year since we lost you.” He paused and spoke the refrain.
“In memory of those we will meet again.” Jongus stood back from the wall, his head bowed reverently.
Duncan was dumbstruck.
A year!
It had been an entire year since he’d come here! A jumble of emotions rushed through him. His wife, had she moved on? His girls were another year older. What would they be doing? A tear formed in his eye.
But again, the sadness turned to anger. Volcanic fires of simmering rage burned brightly in his eyes. He would find a way home.
He quickly put the angry thoughts to one side and stood. To get home, he needed Jongus, who would hopefully know how to find the mage Jade, who could, with any luck, get him home. An idea formed, and he smiled at last.
Gretel, the serving girl, walked past, so the outsider stopped her and asked for a piece of writing charcoal and a sheet of vellum or parchment. The serving girl baulked; these things were not cheap, but Duncan smiled and offered her coins. She soon returned with the items, and the outsider sat down and drew a crude picture. He finished, stood, and walked to where the dwarf had settled, into a booth near the back of the taproom, not too far from where the outsider had been.
Duncan stood in front of the dwarf and moved so that he blocked the light that illuminated the table from the nearby lanterns. Jongus looked up in mild irritation until he saw who it was that stood there. His eyes widened in astonishment behind his wire spectacles.
The outsider smiled and spoke affably.
“Hello, are any of these seats taken?”
Jongus stood, a radiant smile broke out on his face. He seemed incapable of speech.
Duncan held up the picture he’d drawn, a very poor representation of a cat.
“This is my cat, Felix. He tells me you may have a drawing of a rat he can chase?” Duncan grinned and dropped the parchment onto the table. Jongus appeared overcome. He embraced Duncan, tears streamed down his face.




29. Where to from here?

“Ah, I’m glad you asked,” said Derek Moondreamer. He addressed Jade and Corvus; the two mages sat before his desk, inside the Temple of Khor, the All-Father.
“I’ve discovered there is a temple, or the remains of a temple. It’s in the Pass of Xiphos.” He paused again. “Camulus aided the outsider. That much is clear. We don’t know why. We surmised that the nature of Duncan’s summoning, adversely affected by the corrupting nature of Mergoth, is also what caused Camulus’ rebirth. This also seems to have caused Camulus to pass on his aid to Duncan until he disappeared to the north.” He stopped. “Duncan disappeared to the north, not Camulus,” he finished.
They knew Duncan lived or did until the recent goings-on in Northaven. Jongus had returned to Torun empty-handed; Derek and the mages would continue their search for answers to their questions, while the search for the outsider, or the quest to learn of his fate, would resume.
“What’s this temple?” Jade asked.
“They dedicated the temple to Camulus. It’s in the Pass of Xiphos.” When no one asked any more questions, he went on.
“We can also presume,” he said, as he paced back and forth behind his desk, “That Camulus would not aid the outsider if he were evil or wicked. Knights of the highest moral fibre once revered the god. I think the aid Camulus gives to Duncan is what kept him alive, for example, when they tried to execute him for the murder of Lord Borin’s brother.”
Jade scowled. Her expression revealed much about her feelings on the matter of Duncan’s trial and execution. Corvus, Derek noted, shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Derek knew the high mage was uncomfortable within the temple, and he appreciated they visited him here. Derek continued.
“The clergy have tried repeatedly to commune with Camulus, without success. Besides aiding Duncan, of course, we also must eradicate the threat the undead pose to our nation.” Since the dead walked again, it had kept the priesthood very busy; they performed exorcisms, used their banishment ability, and been called upon to heal those injured or maimed in attacks by zombies and ghouls.
“I think the only way to commune with Camulus would be at the site of his only known ancient sanctuary. The place in this world that was most holy to Camulus and his worshippers and the only physical location that is relatively intact after all these years. We can use the Corazón, or divine focus, within that temple to commune with him.”
Derek stopped. The Corazón of a temple was the source of its holy power, a physical manifestation of the god’s authority.
Jade and Corvus whispered to each other in a conspiratorial manner. It wasn’t often that they welcomed the mages into the All-Father’s temple. Mages and the priesthood had an age old rivalry of magic versus divinity. They were often at loggerheads on many issues, but the High Priest had made an exception in these extraordinary circumstances and invited them in.
Derek cleared his throat.
“Do you have questions you would share with the group?” he asked.
Jade squirmed in her chair.
“I’m sorry Derek. I just asked Corvus why they would build a temple in that haunted place?” Jade said.
Corvus grinned and nodded.
“I can answer,” he said. Derek motioned for him to continue.
“It’s said that when the Archmage Xiphos passed from the mortal realm and became a lych, that his tower Olfaern sank into the very stones of the pass which now bears his name. But Xiphos’ undead minions still inhabited the region. Camulus’ followers built the temple to help cleanse the region of the marauding undead until, of course, Camulus’ demise during the Demonswar.” Corvus smirked. “That event eliminated the undead as well.” Jade nodded at her former teacher’s answer.  
“A lych,” Derek let out his breath.
“Yes, a powerful undead wizard, or mage,” Corvus said. “In Xiphos’ case, Archmage. Reputed to be the most powerful of mages. He was determined that death would not stop his advancement, and thus he found means to extend his life, long after his body died of old age.” He stopped and gestured to the window. “It’s rumoured he even occupied the Mage’s Tower in Torun, at one point.”
There was a knock at the door. Derek looked across as the door opened. The priest’s eyes widened in a mixture of surprise and awe as a new arrival walked in.
Jade was unsighted as the door opened inward. She was on the inside of it and could not see who’d arrived. She looked at Corvus for a clue. He had an unimpeded view of the doorway. The look on his face had not changed. It could well be a slice of cheese had opened the door.
Derek rushed forward and shook hands with someone; he appeared unable to speak. Perhaps it was the High Priest? Jade stood, as she assumed for an important visitor. They should observe whatever protocols they needed to maintain politeness. Corvus also stood, but she could tell he looked on in oblivious indifference.
The door closed a little. She could see the unknown visitor. It took her a moment to comprehend it.
Duncan Hawkwind stood in the doorway; he shook hands with Derek.
Duncan Hawkwind, the Outsider.
The man she’d summoned to Syrane, the man whose life she’d turned upside down with a miscast spell. The man she’d spent the last year thinking about. He had become the focus of her existence.
She’d dreamed of this moment for a year, a year of sleepless nights and crippling anxiety. A year of wracking guilt and unwelcome anger. But now it felt like nothing compared to what she had done to him. How much must he hate her for doing this to him?
Her heart thudded. She could feel it, as if it tried to jump out of her chest. Blood pounded in her ears and her hands shook.
The outsider moved from the doorway to stand before her. She stood immobile, her mouth dry, her throat constricted.
She looked up at Duncan. He’d changed; he was much thinner, but he looked strong. There were small scars on his face that she could not remember. His face was impassive.
His eyes told a different story. They showed pain, anguish, and… endurance. What had he endured to show so much pain? Jade looked deep into those eyes; there was steel there. And then… a glimmer. She felt like she saw into his soul.
Jade covered her mouth with her hand, too afraid to speak. The outsider extended his hand and took hers; engulfed her slender hands in his strong, callused grip. She moved to him; her tears streamed freely. He wiped her tears away with his free hand and drew her to him. She embraced Duncan, the emotions too hard to keep in check. Jade’s tears fell as he held her. 
###
Duncan sat in silence. He waited for a reaction from the room.
They’d all sat in polite silence as he told his tale. They hung on to his every word while he related the story of his experiences since the last time he’d seen most of them, in the entry passageway of the temple of Mergoth.
He was the first to acknowledge that it was an incredible tale and admitted several times it did not paint him in the rosiest of lights. It humbled him that these people had spent the entire year trying to find him and still spent their time to send him home.
Some in attendance he’d only just met; High Priest Brother Clifford and Corvus Anzorevante, High Mage of Torun. Derek, Jongus and Jade were also here. He considered they deserved to hear all of it from start to finish.
It filled him with a great joy that Karnak too was here. It dismayed Duncan the Gundsman had lost his hand. When Karnak told him Aurelia was alive and well, it gave him some relief. He would discuss the finer details with Karnak later.
Derek and Clifford appeared quite excited to have had their theories confirmed about Camulus. The dead god could manifest in the physical world, such as when he had intervened during Duncan’s first fight in the arena. It showed his power and influence grew. It remained to be seen what exactly the resurrected god planned to do. The two priests discussed the temple of Camulus in low voices.
The outsider’s story confirmed Corvus’ theories of the stars being the roadmaps of the universe. Duncan assumed the mage was the unflappable type, but he looked like a kid in a candy shop right now.
Duncan hoped once Corvus could determine which star in the night sky represented Earth, he could create a conjuration that had the correct components to open a link to send him home.
Corvus would need answers about the constellations; that was a given. Otherwise, they had no chance to send Duncan home. Corvus seemed excited.
Of course, the possibility that Corvus may seek to enter the portal and go to Earth worried Duncan a little. He’d not been very forthcoming with detailed information about his home; he’d given vague answers with no real specific detail about Earth. He hoped to dissuade Corvus, any mage really, from visiting there. Earth wasn’t ready for the magic-wielders of Syrane.
“Very well,” Corvus said, as he abruptly stood. Everyone except Duncan, who had been facing him, flinched in surprise. Corvus seemed oblivious to the gamut of emotions in the room. He looked more interested in continuing his research.
“We must convene at my tower so that we can determine the physical location of your world. That is the most important question.” 
The group looked dumbfounded for at least a full second before Duncan spoke.
“Well, yes, but I have a few more things that need to be cleared up first. What about those people in the sewer? Why were they trying to kill me?”
Clifford chimed in.
“There were reports of bodies that washed up in the bay this afternoon. The people you killed were apparently bounty hunters. Cyra Rillik and her band of vagabonds and assassins.” He paused and waggled a finger at Duncan. “Mercenaries with strong ties to Lord Von Borin.” He paused as the outsider raised his eyebrow. “It seems our rascally lord still wants you dead, my friend.”
Everybody in the cramped room had made the connection. Jade voiced the question on everyone’s mind.
“But why?”
“Clearly,” began Clifford, as he adjusted his robes to a more comfortable position. “The incident in the forest when you first came here gave the lord reason to think you know or saw something. That he was nearby with a switcher is reason enough. The man that was killed was also Lord Von Borin’s brother, so he could simply be after revenge.”
“He could also be a switcher himself,” added Derek. “That would explain why he seems so relentless in his desire to have you killed. If that were true and we could substantiate it, they would execute him.”
“Why were they in the forest?” Jongus asked.
“Who knows?” replied Clifford. “I suspect that if the man is a switcher, he could not exactly transform within the city and roam about without it being noticed. Presumably he and his brother went into the forest to hunt, to find victims.” He nodded to the outsider. “It was not their lucky day when they found someone who had the means to destroy one of them.”
Duncan’s smile was grim.
“Maybe we should take the fight to this Von Borin. What if we all lump on his doorstep and challenge him?”
“Folly,” said Clifford, as he dismissed the notion. Corvus had looked like he, too, would speak against the plan, but was silent as Brother Clifford spoke. “Von Borin owns half the city, more than anyone else, except for the royal family. Many mercenaries and most of the city watch receive money from him in some form or another. I fear that direct assault is a poor choice.”
“Can we ask the royal family for help, then?” Duncan was hopeful.
“Unlikely, dear boy,” replied Clifford. “The royal family, while wealthy and much-loved, controls the army and the economy. Many of the city watch is well and truly in Von Borin’s pocket, as are the magistrates. We’d be better off trying to avoid notice and get you home as best we’re able, without involving the authorities.”
Deflated, Duncan looked back to the others.
“What should we do? I’m happy to be guided by you and your opinions.”
Corvus, ignored at the back of the room, cleared his throat.
“Ahem.” The others turned to regard the city’s high mage. “We should return to my tower, where I can find a pathway home for the outsider,” he said as he gestured to Duncan.
Duncan looked up; hope dawned on his face.
“You can do that; you can send me home?”
“I can but try.” Corvus, ever serious, moved to the doorway. “I am the only mage in Syrane with the ability to find a path for you. Your arrival here was unintended. Considering how little we know about your homeworld, I cannot say for sure. But I will try.”
“Very well,” said Clifford. “Go with the mage and return here as soon as you are able. I feel you need to attempt a communion with the dead god to see if we can find out what his part is in all of this. If he has intervened, the work of the mages may be pointless. If the god wants you here, you will have no hope of returning without first finding out what he wants of you.” He paused as his words sunk in. “And I think you can only do so at a place that was once revered by Camulus, in a temple consecrated to his worship with his divine focus in there, an object we call the Corazón. We know there’s only one such place still in existence. We’ve found where Camulus’ temple is. I’ll find out what more I can while you visit with Corvus.”
He smiled and moved to pat the outsider on the arm in a fatherly fashion.
“And who knows? We may make some sense of this maelstrom that your life has become.” He smiled wearily at the outsider. “But beware; you must remain out of sight. Von Borin and his agents seek your death and I suspect he’ll not let the walls of the temple, or the Mage’s Tower get in his way.” They got up to leave.
“Hang on!” exclaimed the outsider. “I just remembered something. I bought a statuette from a woman at the market a few days back. She said she got it off you.” Duncan grasped Jongus’ sleeve.
“What? What statuette?” Jongus looked confused. Duncan withdrew the small reddish statuette from his bag and presented it to the dwarf. The priests gasped at the sight. It was indeed an old figurine that depicted Camulus. Jongus looked dumbfounded.
“I’m sorry, my friend. I’ve never seen that before in my life. What did she charge you for it?”
“Two silvers. She mentioned you by name. A dwarf named Bloodaxe.” Duncan looked at the dwarf. He stammered; he could hardly form the words. “She said… she said you found it in some temple ruins in some mountains to the south!” He looked at Brother Clifford. “That’s where this temple is!”
Jongus looked at the outsider for a moment, his confusion clear. Then comprehension dawned on his face.
“Angus! She got the figurine from Angus! He’s my cousin,” he explained. “Same surname, Angus McHenry Bloodaxe the Third. Smelly, horrible dwarf; very crass. He frequents the inn where you found me. He said he’d been down south about a year ago. I’d forgotten about it until just now. He’s been to this temple! He can show us where to go!” Jongus looked around as his excitement rose. “Angus can show us where to go!”
Duncan’s face turned a funny shade of beetroot.
“Angus? Him? He’s your cousin? Oh, my…” Duncan blanched at the mention of the dwarf, Angus. Jade’s outburst overshadowed Duncan’s reaction.
“Absolutely not! He can just draw us a map or something. I’m not going anywhere near that disgusting creature.” She stomped her foot, arms crossed under her ample bosoms. “No. Absolutely not. I’m not going anywhere near Angus bloody Bloodaxe.”
A babble of noise broke out as most people in the room attempted to placate the angry young mage.
Jongus looked up at the outsider, one eyebrow raised.
“Do you know him?” he asked.
Duncan turned another odd shade of red as he looked down at Jongus.
“When I got back, I was at the inn. I got drunk and I… I ended up sleeping with him.”
It took a long time before anyone in the small room fully registered what Duncan had just said, but gradually, those who tried to mollify Jade quieted until the room was silent.
The outsider explained.
“I mean, I got drunk.” He looked around at the shocked expressions before him.
“No, I mean I was lonely. I was back in town and all alone and I bought him a drink. Oh god, what am I saying?” He looked around at the amazed faces in the room. He wanted to say, ‘there’s nothing wrong with that’, but didn’t want to support the notion he and Angus had done anything other than sleep in the same bed.
“I bought him a few drinks; we got drunk and passed out. The bar staff ended up throwing us into a bed. We slept, that’s all!” He extended both arms together in front of himself and gave a quick, sweeping motion outward, roughly parallel to the ground, palms down as if he’d called a batter ‘safe’ in baseball. “What am I trying to say?” He looked at the group in dismay.
“You know what, never mind.” Duncan’s face was so red he was sure he looked sunburned.
Embarrassed amusement replaced the looks of revulsion. Duncan decided enough was enough. He turned back to Jongus, who glowed with impish glee.
“Yes, I know him,” the outsider admitted.
Jongus snorted. He tried to stop the belly laugh he knew was coming.
“Citadel Bloodaxe lies upon the route to the mountain pass. There are loads more of my relatives there you can sleep with,” Jongus chortled.
Duncan put his head in his hands and sighed as the entire room erupted into laughter. It was going to be a long trip.




30. Where, exactly?

Duncan pulled the cowl of his cloak further down over his face. He was wary of being spotted by agents of Von Borin and the city authorities. After the discussion with Brother Clifford, and in his experience, he believed they may, in fact, be the same people. While he was desperate to get home as soon as possible, he certainly didn’t want to be captured and executed again.
Jade and Corvus exited the temple first. They left openly through the front door and walked out into the midnight darkness of the city streets. Two temple guards accompanied them back to the Mage’s Tower.
Jongus, Karnak and Duncan left, but surreptitiously, via a small back exit, they stayed well-hidden and flitted from shadow to shadow.
Duncan felt clumsy and uncoordinated the entire time as he struggled to match the movements of his companions. He moved as quietly as he could. Jongus and Karnak moved with such stealth through the alleys and byways that he often lost track of their whereabouts. He had to be retrieved by Jongus once, so easily was he left behind.
The two moved differently; Jongus in bursts, he stayed low to the ground, as was easy for him. The dwarf dashed from one spot to another so quickly he appeared to have not crossed the space in between.
Karnak moved with the grace and agility he exhibited in the arena; he flowed between shadows. Duncan tried his best to keep up.
They reached the spot where Duncan had crawled from the sewer, where he’d first seen the constellations. They peered up at the impressive Mage’s Tower, Duncan noted the door was slightly ajar as the mages awaited their arrival. The temple guards walked away to the south. The guards appeared oblivious to their observers.
“Righto,” Jongus said. He looked up at his taller companions. “I’m off. I’ll find Angus.” He smirked and winked up at Duncan. “And Yarn. We need a pathfinder, methinks. They’ll be able to guide us to this temple. Good fortune.”
“Good fortune,” said Karnak. Duncan watched as the dwarf slipped quietly away. He turned back to Karnak and nodded. “Let’s go,” he said. The two walked in silence to the Mage’s Tower and slipped inside.
###
“Oh, bother. I think I dropped my coin pouch back at the tower.” Rold the temple guard looked sheepish. His companion snorted. “No matter, you go on ahead. I’ll just pop back to get it.”
Wesley, the other guard, groaned.
“I don’t want to walk back to the temple by myself,” he muttered.
“Do you want to go to the Mage’s Tower again?” Rold asked.
“No,” Wesley sighed. “I’ll see you at the temple, then. Good fortune.” He trudged off.
Rold nodded, then waited for Wesley to pass from view. He grinned to himself as he fingered his coin pouch, hidden under his armoured breastplate. It will be a lot fuller soon, after he told Lord Von Borin all he had learned this night. The mages had loose tongues; it appeared they’d not considered that the wrong ears would listen to their discussion on the way back to their tower.
###
Duncan and Karnak stopped. It was black as pitch inside the Mage’s Tower. They could see nothing, nor could they see to find the door they’d entered through.
Ahead of them, a single candle flame formed in mid-air. It looked for all intents like a candle flame, except… there was no candle. The flame hovered in the air in front of them and then moved away at a walking pace.
Duncan looked at Karnak and groaned.
Why can’t people just do things normally here?
They followed the flame to a stairwell in the centre of the tower proper and ascended after it.
As they climbed, Duncan spoke.
“It’s good to see you, old mate. I’d worried I’d not see you again.”
Karnak grinned.
“You too! When you ran off to the north at Northaven, I figured you did not know which way was up!” He patted Duncan on the shoulder. “Fortunately, your friends found me in Rivercastle.”
“Yes, Jongus mentioned you’d got your old job back,” Duncan said dryly. Karnak laughed. They ascended more stairs, past what appeared a library.
“Aurelia? She is all right?” Duncan asked.
“Yes, she is well,” Karnak replied. “I left her in Agnes’ care in a town called Mudwatch, to the north of Rivercastle. Agnes has family there who promised to look after them.”
Duncan’s spirits rose. Aurelia had been so kind to him. She deserved the best of care.
“Thanks for keeping them safe,” he said.
“You would have done the same, I’m sure,” Karnak replied. Duncan nodded. They continued upward past empty bedrooms.
“So, what happened to your hand?” Duncan was hesitant to ask, but Karnak had promised to tell his tale. Now was as good a time as ever.
Karnak sighed. He held up the stump.
“I’d left Mudwatch on a boat, a ship that sailed for Rivercastle. The voyage was hideous. There were these two groups of sailors who hated each other.” Karnak smiled as he thought of it. “I tried not to get involved, but as we cleared the breakwater into the port at Rivercastle, a fight broke out. One thing led to another…” he paused. “I couldn’t help myself. I had to get involved.”
Duncan nodded as Karnak continued his tale.
“Unfortunately, I’m no sailor. I’m not even a sailor’s arsehole,” Karnak bemoaned. “I’d become entangled in the rigging during the fight. The melee had escalated, and the ship got scuttled.” He sighed. “I went down with the ship. I couldn’t get free of the rigging and was about to drown. I tried to cut the rigging, but it was some sort of wire rope. Too strong for me to cut.” He looked at the stump of his arm, a forlorn look upon his face. “I did what I had to do.”
“As always,” Duncan responded. He placed a hand on Karnak’s shoulder.
“Yes, as always. They found me washed up on the shore. They captured me and forced me into the pit to fight.” The Gundsman was philosophical as he looked at where his right hand once was. “I figure, if I still had it, I’d be dead. So, I’m clearly better off without it.”
Duncan laughed.
“You may well be,” he murmured. They continued to the top of the tower in silence.
###
Manfred Von Borin counted out five gold pieces and handed the coins to Rold. The temple guard smiled, nodded, and secreted the coins away as he exited the room.
Von Borin frowned to himself as he contemplated Rold’s news. The wealthy lord knew he could rely on the city watch and other paid-off members of the constabulary. But only so long as no one knew of the affliction he carried; that of being a switcher.
Von Borin would not have allowed Rold or anyone else to live if he had overheard that snippet of information from the mages. He suspected that too many of this infuriating little group now knew his secret. The situation became untenable; he would need to act soon.
He turned to Berkin, his lieutenant. He trusted Berkin because of his years of steadfast loyalty; and because Berkin himself was a switcher. Von Borin unlocked a draw on his desk, reached inside and removed a heavy pouch. Von Borin had received the gems that nestled in the pouch from King Robert himself as a reward for a profitable shared mercantile interest.
He smiled as he handed it to Berkin, as a wolf may smile as it stalked its prey.
“Are you sure he will act on our behalf?”
Berkin slipped the pouch into the voluminous folds of his robe and nodded.
“He has served us in the past, my lord. He will serve us again. He knows the value of wealth in his profession. We bought his loyalty, although far from cheaply. And besides, we have paid for all of his recent research.”
Manfred Von Borin nodded in recollection as Berkin continued.
“I am sure, my lord, that he will see our point of view.”
Von Borin nodded.
“Very well, see to it.” He held up a hand. “And Berkin?”
“Yes, my lord?”
“This is to be the last time. Make sure I don’t have to do it again.”
###
Duncan and Karnak entered the room at the very top of the Mage’s Tower. Corvus stood hunched over what looked like a star chart on a desk. Jade leaned over another, engrossed in papers spread over the cluttered desktop in front of her. Duncan looked through a well-stocked potion rack at the pretty young mage. Her tunic was open at the front and afforded him an excellent view of her perfect cleavage.
He smirked.
“Nice rack.”
She looked up as he entered.
“Pardon?”
“Nice rack. The potion rack. It’s very well made.” Duncan smiled at his own joke. Behind him, Karnak groaned. Jade smiled and appeared to miss the innuendo and reference to her very visible assets.
“I’m not too sure where it came from. I think it predates Master Gammel,” she said.
Corvus interrupted the conversation by motioning the outsider over. Karnak looked around the room and appeared interested despite his lack of knowledge of the magical apparatus.
Duncan walked over to the mage and looked at the map that Corvus studied. It was a crude drawing of the night sky. Duncan looked at the page and drew in a sharp breath. Corvus looked up in surprise at the outsider’s reaction. Despite being upside down, it looked exactly as the night sky appeared to him at home. The constellations were slightly off centre, but still… He looked at the mage excitedly and pointed at the star chart.
“That’s it, Corvus, that’s how the night sky looks at home!”
Corvus looked down, picked up the map, and extended it to the outsider.
“Do you mean like this?” he queried.
Duncan took the map from the mage and turned it around, so that Corvus could view it from the same angle he just did, but he held it slightly askew so that it aligned correctly.
“Now it does. If you were in Hobart, this is how the night sky would look during winter.”
“Interesting.” The mage rubbed his chin, deep in thought. “I must consider what this means.”
Jade smiled at Duncan; her eyes glimmered.
“This means we can find you a way home,” she said.
He turned and grinned at her.
“Yes, thank you.” He looked at both mages. “Thank you both.”
Corvus looked up from the map, as if he saw the outsider for the first time. It seemed to take a moment for Duncan’s words to sink in.
“Oh, that’s all right, don’t mention it. I’m happy to do this just for the possibilities it will open up for my research.”
Duncan didn’t fully comprehend what the mage meant, so he didn’t say anything further.
Karnak, forgotten at the back of the room, cleared his throat.
“What about this temple? Where do we need to look?”  
Corvus picked out another map off the table and placed weights on each corner. He poked with his finger at the Pass of Xiphos, to the south and west of Torun.
“Here is where you must go.”




Epilogue.

The watcher moved its finger in the scrying pool in an anticlockwise stirring motion. As it moved the water, it imbued the motion with supernatural power.
In the pool, Derek Moondreamer appeared. The image in the pool showed the gathering in the temple of Khor.
The watcher spoke, and as it did so, Derek echoed the words a moment later.
“I’ve discovered there is a temple, or the remains of a temple. It’s in the Pass of Xiphos.”
Its eerie voice was a soft, but guttural, rasping sound. It made the stirring motion again, but did so in silence this time. After a short time, it spoke again. The words also came out of Derek’s mouth.
“I think the only way to commune with Camulus would be at the site of his only known ancient sanctuary. The place in this world that was most holy to Camulus and his worshippers and the only physical location that is relatively intact after all these years.”
Again, it stirred the pool, and after a short while, it spoke more words. This time, Brother Clifford copied the words.
“… I feel you need to attempt a communion with the dead god to see if we can find out what his part is in all of this. If he has intervened, the work of the mages may be pointless. If the god wants you here, you will have no hope of returning without first finding out what he wants of you.” … “And I think you can only do so at a place that was once revered by Camulus, in a temple consecrated to his worship with his divine focus in there, an object we call the Corazón. We know there’s only one such place still in existence. We’ve found where Camulus’ temple is.”
The watcher stirred the pool as the companions went their separate ways.
It cackled with laughter, a maniacal, hideous sound.


The End


The Syrane Chronicles continue in The Archmage's Tower, available here
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