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The story so far…



Within the magical land of Syrane, adventurers reawakened an ancient evil.
Mergoth, the dead god once venerated by thieves and assassins, was also the God of Corruption. This corruption caused the perversion of nature that is the undead.
Treasure hunters exploring the ruins of the Temple of Mergoth had inadvertently rekindled the spark of half-life for the undead, who had lain dormant for an age. The group was engaged in a running battle within the temple, fighting off hordes of undead ghouls. But they found they could not defend themselves, for Mergoth’s corruption affected their magic. It had stopped working as it should when the undead reawakened.
Camulus, the noble god of knights and warriors and ancient enemy of Mergoth, is thought long-dead. But he also appears to exert influence. A small statuette of his likeness appears in modern-day Earth, where Duncan Hawkwind sees it.
In the temple, the adventurers realised too late that Mergoth’s corruption extended further than they thought. The long-disused ability of Derek Moondreamer, the party’s 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.
Forced to barricade themselves into a room with no exits, the adventurers turned in desperation to an old magical spell on a scroll that promised a guardian, a protector. A being of great power summoned from the outer realms to aid in a time of great need.
Jade Hewen the mage cast the summoning spell, but instead of a monstrous protector, they got a man. A very normal man from Earth. This magic too was corrupted, and it whisked Duncan Hawkwind away from Earth to the bowels of the Temple of Mergoth. The terms of the spell were simple. Duncan would remain there for a day.
Duncan helped the companions escape the temple, but several things went wrong in their escape. Two of the group died; Rex Cornish and Galara. The dwarf, Jongus Bloodaxe, Derek the cleric, and Jade made it out. When free of the temple’s influence, Derek called upon his god-given banishment ability to destroy the ghouls that pursued. The banishment worked, and destroyed many ghouls, but it also had an unexpected consequence: as an outsider, the banishment affected Duncan; it transported him many miles away to a hillside, on the road to Torun, Syrane’s capital.
Assuming they had returned Duncan to his home realm, the three who remained buried their comrades and resumed their journey back to Torun.
Duncan spent the night in an inn, and the next day walked toward the city. He expected the expiration of Jade’s summoning spell would return him home. 
Unfortunately, Duncan did not return home, and switchers attacked him while he camped by the roadside. A switcher is a man or woman, who can transform themself into a man-beast. Reviled by all; when transformed, switchers are immune to all but silver or magic weapons. They have enormous claws, big teeth, red eyes and thirst for warm blood.
In a stroke of good fortune, Duncan had been carrying Galara’s backpack when banished. Within the backpack was a magical gem, which helped him to kill one switcher with an enormous fireball and drive off the other.
The Torun City Watch arrested Duncan as he walked toward Torun. It turned out the switcher he had killed was the brother of Lord Manfred Von Borin, richest man in Torun.
Von Borin called in several favours to influence the magistrate and manufacture a case against Duncan. The switcher that escaped was none other than Von Borin himself, and he didn’t want his secret exposed. Convicted of murder and other trumped-up charges, they sentenced Duncan to death by hanging.
And so, they carried the sentence out. Except Duncan did not die. His hanging was a failure, and he survived.
Unsure what to do with him, the magistrate commuted Duncan’s sentence and agreed to sell the outsider to slavery. An unscrupulous man named Tobias Thorsten bought Duncan to use as an arena slave, a gladiator.
Brother Walter, a priest of Dian the Just, discovered that Duncan was invisible to the gods. Divine magic could not heal him. His healing had to be done by natural means or by other healers; people who can use their own personal energies to heal, rather than clerics who rely on the gods to grant healing prayers. Walter also discovered this invisibility meant Duncan could not die by normal means while in Syrane.
The survivors from the temple eventually returned to Torun and found, to their dismay, what had happened to Duncan. They set about trying to make matters right, to find Duncan and return him home. They enlisted the help of Yarn Darkwood, a pathfinder of renown and Corvus Anzorevante, High Mage of Torun.
Manfred Von Borin, hoping to be rid of Duncan, hired assassins to track him down and kill him.
During his time as a gladiator, Duncan fought in pits and arenas across Northern Syrane. Duncan regularly sparred with Karnak, a native of Gund, a country to the east. Eventually, Karnak and Duncan paired up to fight against other teams in the arena. Duncan befriended Aurelia, a disfigured former gladiator who had healing powers.
Von Borin’s assassins caught up to Duncan in a town called Northaven, where Duncan and Karnak were to fight against ogres in the town’s temporary arena. Unfortunately, a poorly constructed grandstand collapsed, killing many spectators. In the chaos that followed, Duncan and Karnak fought past the ogres and assassins to escape, but got separated in the confusion.
Duncan made his way south, but an unfortunate incident of eating poisonous mushrooms left him deathly ill on the side of the road. Fate again intervened, and Turgon Ancalímon, Elven priest of Khor, found him and nursed the outsider back to health.
Jongus and Yarn, on Duncan’s trail, found and rescued Karnak from pit fighting in the town of Rivercastle. Karnak had been recaptured and lost his right hand in an unfortunate incident on a sinking ship.
Duncan eventually made his way to Torun, where he unexpectedly reunited with the figurine of Camulus. Also in Torun, he encountered Von Borin’s assassins again. A vicious fight in the sewer concluded, with Duncan emerging victorious. He crawled from the sewer and lay gazing at the night sky. Soon, he realised with a start that he could recognise many constellations that were the same as those of Earth.
Duncan found the inn where Karnak had suggested they meet and waited for his friend to arrive. He caroused with Angus Bloodaxe, cousin of Jongus, and found Jongus Bloodaxe at the same inn.
They soon reunited Duncan with his friends, both old and new. Discussions turned to how to return Duncan home to Earth. The group undertook to find a long-lost temple of Camulus, in the Pass of Xiphos, hoping to find answers there. Meanwhile, Manfred Von Borin, annoyed that his assassins failed, hired a new agent to destroy Duncan Hawkwind.
Duncan, with Jade, Derek, Jongus, Karnak, Angus, and Yarn, set out to find the lost temple, and the answers they sought.
Yet all is not as it seems. A mysterious being watched from afar and manipulates the outsider and his companions for its own nefarious plans.




1.     A funny thing happened on the way to Citadel Bloodaxe…



Their blades touched; Duncan Hawkwind felt the pressure of his opponent’s sword and waited for him to disengage.
“I wish to apologise,” Duncan said again.
Helonius Paquin laughed, a scornful sound.
“It is too late for that,” he sneered. “You should have considered the consequences before you insulted me.”
Maybe if you weren’t so sensitive and could actually sing?
Duncan didn’t voice this thought.
“I wasn’t insulting you; I was describing you,” he replied through gritted teeth. “Now, will you accept my apology, or do we have to go through with this ridiculous duel?”
“I heard what you said,” Paquin shrieked. “You likened my performance to the sound of a cat being strangled.”
Duncan sighed. Inside the bar of the Dusty Pipe Inn, which they now duelled outside, he had commented to Jongus Bloodaxe that the sound of a cat being strangled distracted him from their conversation. The dwarf had chuckled and agreed. Duncan hadn’t intended for the overly sensitive minstrel to overhear.
Citadel Bloodaxe nestled beneath a sheer cliff face overlooking the wilds of the Garon Mountains. There was only one visible entrance, a massive stone bridge that crossed a seemingly bottomless trench.
The trench had a bottom, however. It was here Duncan and the others would leave their horses before making the trek up into the mountains. Fortunately for them, the Dusty Pipe had a permanent stable set up precisely for this purpose. Travellers to the peaks could leave horses, ponies and carts behind if they ventured to Citadel Bloodaxe, or further.
Duncan and his group would do both. The mountains were no place for horses or pack animals. They’d arranged for their mounts to be cared for and enjoyed some respite from the road in the inn’s taproom when Duncan had voiced his thoughts about Paquin’s singing voice.
Prior to their arrival, for two days and nights, the group had travelled south and west of Torun and purchased passage on a transport ship across Raven Bay to the city of Dunport.
There, they had met Victor, Derek’s brother. A horse trader, Victor had stayed in the family business while Derek had taken his holy orders with the clergy of Khor. Victor had supplied them with horses for their continuing journey. They rode for several days into the mountains. Duncan had never ridden a horse before, and it chafed his buttocks and thighs beyond belief. He walked awkwardly and found restful sleep difficult.
Duncan’s attempts to apologise to Paquin had not placated the man. He’d slapped Duncan in the face and challenged the outsider to a duel. Duncan thought to refuse, but his own companions had advised to refuse the duel could invite a request for repatriation from the bard. As they had no clue what he may demand in compensation for his injured honour, Duncan relented and begrudgingly accepted.
Most of his companions were understandably very upset and concerned for Duncan’s wellbeing. It seems Paquin had quite the reputation as a duellist. Karnak had reassured them; he had seen Duncan first-hand and his confidence the outsider was the better fighter seemed to placate them.
Before the duel began, Duncan had asked some advice.
“What are the rules for this thing?” he whispered to Karnak, his appointed second for the duel. Karnak shrugged.
“I’d imagine you will fight to the death, or until one of you yields,” he replied.
“I really don’t want to kill him. He’s just a terrible singer with an attitude problem. Not a good reason to kill the guy.”
Another shrug.
“You may have to, if he doesn’t yield,” Karnak whispered back. “Don’t forget that you can grapple, kick, leg sweep and punch him.”
Duncan glared at Karnak.
“Thanks for the advice,” he muttered.
“You realise I’ve never fought a duel?” Karnak asked. “I used to kill people for a living, but not like this. I’m not an advisor. I’m not even qualified to advise the town drunk or the village idiot.”
“You’re not a very good second, you know that?” Duncan had rolled his eyes, and the duel began.
He focussed upon Paquin now, the bard’s sabre pressed against Duncan’s longsword. Paquin stood in a near-classic fencing pose, left hand on hip, his right hand extended his sabre. The blades intersected at eye-level between the men. Paquin had a fine chainmail glove on his left hand. Duncan presumed he would try to grab his longsword with it. Fortunately, the ground was clear. There were no loose rocks or other obstructions they would stumble on or trip on.
Duncan learned much in his time fighting in pits and arenas. For example, he knew an opponent who faced off like Paquin would often try to conceal the length of his reach by not lining up his hips and shoulders. He saw Paquin did this and also hunched his knees; which would give him more reach without needing to move his feet. The man knew what he was doing, that much was clear. Against the bigger, taller outsider, it was an excellent strategy.
At last, Duncan felt the blades disengage. A split second before Paquin moved his weapon, Duncan felt the subtle shift in pressure on his own sword and reacted before Paquin began his first attack. It came as Duncan predicted it would; the bard lunged straight at Duncan’s unprotected face. Despite the discomfort he felt in his thighs, Duncan was quick enough to block the strike; he let his flow lead him and batted Paquin’s blade away.
Karnak had taught him about the current in the arenas as well. A mage dips into the magical current, to take from the flow to give their spells power. A warrior also flows, like the current of a river. Flow between attack and defence the current takes you with it. Current makes this flow effortless. You can defeat any opponent if you break their current.
Duncan was sure he’d broken Paquin’s current with the block. The man stumbled and put his free hand out to regain his balance. Duncan sidestepped, pivoted, and slapped the man on the back of the head with the flat of his blade.
“Do you yield?” he asked hopefully. He hoped Paquin did not notice his wince of pain. His butt hurt!
Paquin’s breathing had become quicker, his breaths uneasy rather than the calm demeanour he’d shown a moment ago. He shuffled backward and recovered his stance. To his credit, he’d ignored the blow to the back of his head. This time, he stood side-on to Duncan, his left foot forward, blade at shoulder height, parallel to the ground.
Duncan readied himself. His weight evenly spread between his back leg and front. He studied his opponent’s back shoulder and elbow; he understood Paquin’s range of motion and could almost see where his blade would be.
Paquin lunged again, Duncan moved to counter. The blades connected again, and Duncan pushed the sabre harmlessly aside. Paquin recovered well and stabbed out at Duncan from an odd angle. Duncan moved to block, but the bard stopped mid-thrust and surprised Duncan with a slash at the outsider’s head; he also reached for the outsider’s sword with his mailed hand.
Duncan was too fast; he again repositioned, avoided the grab at his weapon, and swatted the sabre away. The swat opened Paquin’s defence, and Duncan thrust the crosspiece of his own sword into Paquin’s right shoulder. The impact sent the bard sprawling.
“Do you yield?” Duncan asked.
He could see Paquin’s face get redder as the man tried desperately to recover his position. He did and turned to face Duncan again, sabre held at waist height.
“Look,” Duncan said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
This, it seemed, was the wrong thing to say. Duncan guessed it may appear condescending. He sighed. Paquin’s eyes narrowed, and he snarled, then advanced. This time, he kicked forward with his front foot and pushed his body forward with his back leg. Duncan spotted the lunge as Paquin made it. He moved to the right, reversed his grip on his sword, and deflected Paquin’s blade. As he spun past, Duncan followed through with his left elbow; it connected with the back of Paquin’s head with a loud ‘crack’. The unconscious bard dropped to the cold, hard ground and did not move.
“Do you yield?” Duncan asked.
As he expected, he got no reply.
###
Targus Bloodaxe, Forgemaster of Clan Bloodaxe. Renowned as a powerful warrior, Targus’ renown also spread to his plain speech and love for his clan. Targus also had a natural tendency to distrust anyone who was not a dwarf. His respect needed to be earned.
Targus stroked his long black beard. Proud, brave and tall for a dwarf, clan tattoos covered his bald head and muscular arms. Clad in animal furs and remarkable black steel armour, the dwarven patriarch was a fearsome sight.
Long tables of darkened wood stretched away from the central dais. One fifth of the citadel’s one thousand dwarves could eat here at any one time. Tonight it was not full, but from the noise and ruckus a visitor would probably think ten thousand dwarves ate here. 
Angus and Jongus Bloodaxe’s group had arrived in the citadel that afternoon after they made the hike from the Dusty Pipe Inn. Angus and Jongus had told the tale of their undertaking to their forgemaster; their words were troubling.
He considered the relationship Citadel Bloodaxe had with King Robert Letholdus. The dwarves were citizens of Syrane; the citadel sat within it’s borders. Should he turn this man over to them? He was a known criminal, after all. But Targus considered the words of his brethren once more. They had executed Hawkwind for his crimes; they had carried the sentence out. And yet here the man was, in Targus’ dining hall, asking for lodging for the night.
Targus sniffed. Hawkwind’s guilt for the crimes they accused him of was called into question by Jongus and those that travelled with him. And, if Torun was incapable of carrying out a simple execution, the man probably deserved to be alive and free to do as he wished.
Targus’ piercing black eyes took in Duncan Hawkwind as the outsider took his seat at the forgemaster’s table. Hawkwind was tall and athletic. He had the look of a man who spent time outdoors. His clear blue eyes met Targus’ for a moment; the human nodded and smiled. Targus’ eyes narrowed.
“Jongus claims you are a magnificent swordsman,” Targus said. “The greatest he’s seen.”
The room fell silent at his words. When the forgemaster spoke, the dwarves listened.
Hawkwind’s smile remained; his only reaction was a whitening of the knuckles as he grasped his tankard a little tighter. He placed the tankard down on the table.
“I’m nothing special; I’m just an ordinary man.” Duncan grinned. “Do you believe him?” he asked.
“I’ve never seen you with a sword in hand,” Targus replied.
Hawkwind nodded. He stood slowly and drew his sword. As he did so, dwarves on all sides tensed, but Targus waved them down. Duncan grasped the scent stopper at the end of the pommel between finger and thumb and dangled the weapon awkwardly. It clunked when it hit the table as it swung from his tenuous grip.
“How about now?” he asked.
Targus’ eyes narrowed even further. Then a guffaw forced its way out from deep inside him. He slammed his palm down on the table. 
“Hah! Maybe you’re the funniest swordsman he’s ever seen!” he bellowed. “Welcome to Citadel Bloodaxe.”
###
Duncan chewed the haunch of beef. It was delicious; he washed it down with a mouthful of fine dwarven ale.
“Burp…” he placed his hand over his mouth. “Pardon,” he said.
The dwarves of the citadel made an excellent ale. And set a splendid feast. On one side sat Karnak. The Gundsman munched his meal slowly. On the other side, Jongus drained his ale, then took a refill from the jug nearby. The dwarf glanced across the table at an unattended jug of ale and took that one too.
“Jongus, I’m not sure drinking so much is wise,” Duncan said.
“Not wise, but it’s something I do when I visit family,” the dwarf replied. “They think I’m odd, and so they look down at me.” He took another swig. “It’s because I don’t have a proper beard or carry an enormous axe.” He quaffed again. “And I like history, adventure and shagging; more than I enjoy forging weapons and breaking stones.”
Duncan nodded.
“Fair enough,” he said.
“Besides, we’ll stay here the night. I will have all of tomorrow to get over my hangover.” He took another swig, this time from the jug. “I only wish they made wine instead of this ale.”
Duncan quite liked the ale, but he did not mention that to Jongus.
“We’ve a long day ahead tomorrow, Jongus,” Duncan said.
“I know, I know,” the dwarf replied. “Just a few more drinks and then I’ll turn in.” The dwarf disappeared to seek more ale.
Duncan turned to Karnak.
“Something’s been troubling me,” he said.
“What?” asked Karnak. “Jongus’ drinking issue?”
“No. Well, yes, but not so much. Jongus thinks I’m a brilliant swordsman. You taught me all you know, which I appreciate. But I don’t understand how I got so good?” His frown deepened. “I mean, I worked bloody hard for about a year. But most people wouldn’t become that good in their entire lives, even if they worked that hard every day for years.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand it at all.”
Karnak nodded slowly. He sipped his ale. Duncan had noticed that about Karnak. He was a sipper, rather than a quaffer of drinks.
“Perhaps you are just an exceptional student and had an equally great teacher?” he said, the ends of his mouth curled up in a smile.
Duncan snorted. It was possible. He had a good background in sports, physical activity and training the body to perfect those skills. Still, he shook his head and stared at Karnak.
“Before we met, I’d never held a real sword before. Now I act as if I was born with one in my hands.” He shook his head. “I’m sure you’re a brilliant teacher, but I’m not sure I’m the pupil you think me to be.”
“I think,” Karnak said, “you’re being too hard on yourself. If you think about how we trained, all day, every day. The first step toward becoming as good as you have is to repeat those small actions; hammer the same attacks, defence and guards into your unconscious mind like an armourer would mould a breastplate. Hammer it and hammer it, heat and reheat, cool it off and then repeat.”
“But the armourer works a fresh piece of metal each time,” Duncan said.
“Yes, but imagine if he could rework the same piece repeatedly until he made the perfect suit of armour?” Karnak asked.
“That still doesn’t explain it,” Duncan replied.
“There’s an old saying, where I come from,” Karnak said. “The more you sweat in training, the less you bleed in combat.” He held up has hand, palm outward as Duncan was about to speak. “You’ve worked very hard to be strong and fit. Now, remember that short, dumpy fellow you used to spar with? I think the last time I remember was our last day in Thornwall.”
“Thornwall?” Duncan asked.
“Yes, the town we were in when you first joined. Before we went out on the road.”
“Oh.” Duncan frowned. “I never knew that town’s name,” he mused.
Karnak laughed.
“I’m not sure anyone did. The point I’m trying to make is…”
“Hecter,” Duncan interrupted. “Hecter Jindra. He was a pleasant fellow. Died in Pottersheath, about a month before we escaped.”
“Yes, Hecter,” Karnak nodded.
“Hecter! Your name is bloody Hecter!” came a shout.
Duncan’s drink jerked violently in his grasp, and he spilled a small amount onto the table. Eyes wide, he looked for the source of the sudden booming voice.
Angus.
“You told me your name wasn’t bloody Hecter!” yelled Angus, spittle flew from his mouth. “Make up yer mind, laddie!”
“Angus,” Duncan said, his pulse getting under control. “My name is Duncan. We’re talking about Hecter. The real Hecter.” It was clear Angus had not overheard the entire conversation. “I told you my name was Hecter because I didn’t want anyone to know who I was back then.” Duncan jabbed a thumb at the Gundsman. “Karnak knew him too.” Karnak nodded in agreement.
“Is his name Hecter or not?” Angus asked Karnak and pointed at Duncan.
“No!” Kanak and Duncan cried.
“Meh, whatever. Gods strike me,” Angus muttered. “Stupid bloody human names. Should put a ‘gus’ after em, just like we do. Makes things a whole lot easier. You could be Dungus…” the dwarf’s voice trailed off as he left their table.
Duncan and Karnak rolled their eyes.
“Anyway,” Karnak said. He looked about and lowered his voice. “Hecter,” he whispered. He smiled and raised his voice to a normal level. “When you sparred with him at the start, he was awful. He should have died in the arena long before he did. But he lived, he thrived. He lasted another eleven months. He was good! Right until the last. Mind you, his opponent that night could have killed any of us. Kepler. He was a cutthroat and murderer.”
“Hecter improved, but he still died. I haven’t,” Duncan said.
“That’s my point,” Karnak laughed. “He got so good because he wanted to live, and if he made one mistake, he would pay for it with his life. You don’t have that problem. You have this uncanny ability to survive mortal wounds that no-one else can. That’s why you got so good, Duncan. You learned all there is about the current and flow. You know that mistakes may not be fatal, and the confidence that gives you made you better than all the rest.” He took a sip from his ale. “Except me,” he finished with a smirk.
Duncan laughed and shook his head.
“You might be right. I’ll think about what you’ve said,” Duncan said. “I learned from the best.” His words brought another smile to Karnak’s face.
“I taught you well. I am good at teaching combat, of the art of war.” He stared into his mug of ale. “Sometimes I wish I was good at something other than war,” he muttered.
“You are,” Duncan said. “You’re an excellent travelling companion. A half-decent cook, you have a great sense of humour.” Duncan paused. “And you’re a great friend.”
Karnak grinned and raised his ale.
“I’ll drink to that,” he said. 
###
“My name,” slurred Jongus, “has a silent ‘h’ in it for times like these.”
Duncan had observed the dwarf; in fact, all the dwarves drink to excess. He was happy to imbibe an ale or three. But considering the last time he got drunk with a dwarf, he’d woken up in bed with the smelliest and rudest one. Duncan did not want that to happen again. He was tired of the constant ribbing he received from the dwarves about sleeping with Angus. No-one teased Angus, but he figured that was because the ribald, hairy creature simply didn’t care.
Nothing happened. We were just asleep and placed in the same bed by the inn’s staff when both of us passed out drunk.
He and Karnak had stayed longer in the dining hall while the others had retired for the night. It surprised him Yarn did not join in the revelry, but then he considered the pathfinder had spent a year with Jongus in inns and taverns across Northern Syrane. He could understand why the big man did not wish to do so again.
“Where do you put the ‘h’?” Duncan asked.
“At the end, so you can pronounce it correctly when drunk… Jongush…,” the dwarf smirked.
Duncan and Karnak laughed.
“I think it may be time to retire for the night,” Duncan said. “We have a long walk ahead tomorrow.”
Jongus looked at Duncan as if he’d just suggested they cut their own heads off and throw them down the mountain.
“What? Retire? It’s only early…” he trailed off.
“Yes, retire,” Duncan said. “We have a long walk tomorrow.” Duncan stood and nodded toward Forgemaster Targus, who acknowledged him with a wave. He grabbed Jongus’ arm and led him away toward their rooms.
“Wait, what if we find a switcher? You might need my help to kill it this time.” He grabbed a wooden spoon from the table. “I can throw this to distract it.” He mimed throwing the spoon. “Here boy, fetch. Who’s a good switcher?”
Duncan and Karnak both rolled their eyes.
“Time to go, Jongus,” Karnak said.
“No, wait, I haven’t caught up with my aunt yet. She’s here somewhere!” the dwarf cried. “Aunty Bligus? Are you here?” he called.
“Bed time, Jongus,” Karnak sighed.
“Why are you sending me to bed? What kind of friends are you?”
“Because we care,” Duncan said.
“If you cared, you’d care about my wellbeing. You’d let me stay and drink some more,” Jongus wailed.
“I’m sure Yarn would disagree,” Karnak said sharply.
“Harrumph,” Jongus said, as he crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes brightened as he reached out to grab a potato from a nearby plate. “Friends are like potatoes. When you eat them, they die.” He popped the potato in his mouth and chewed.
“Jongus, I have a large piece of very sharp metal that I will stick in you unless you leave this room and go to bed,” Duncan said.
Jongus blanched, then sniggered.
“Is this how you got Angus to hop into bed with you? You are irresistible when you’re angry.”
Karnak snorted with laughter. Duncan let out a slow breath but said nothing.
“Okay, I’m coming,” Jongus slurred. “You know, it’s people like you who give people like you a bad name,” he said, and giggled at his own joke.




2.     Enough funny stuff. Let’s get on with it.



Duncan waved again to the dwarves of Citadel Bloodaxe. Dwarves stood upon the battlements; they spread across the buttresses to wave to the group.
He’d woken this morning with no hangover. As opposed to Jongus and Angus, who had terrible hangovers. The dwarves were used to the feeling and set out with no complaint. The group would continue south through the mountains to the ruins of Camulus’ temple in the Pass of Xiphos.
Upon reflection, Duncan was glad of the physical respite that the dwarf stronghold brought. It helped his saddle sores heal. He was secretly relieved when they left the horses at the Dusty Pipe Inn, as the path further south to the Pass of Xiphos was too rough for the animals. He still found walking uncomfortable, but it was not as bad as riding.
###
For three days, the party trudged up the mountain. There were no roads, buildings, or any marker. Only a vague dirt and stone path that led south. Once they passed the tree line, scree became more common, and the group trod with more care.
Past jagged crags and across uneven slopes they went. They saw no animals or beasts; it was as if nature withdrew into itself until they passed.
On either side of the trail, snow-white mountains jutted skyward. The wind blew in random gusts, but it was the only sound that interrupted the sound of curses when someone slipped on the scree that shifted underfoot.
Duncan pressed his fingers into the cold unyielding stone of a rock face; he climbed across using the sharp, infrequent finger holds. He slipped at one point, but fortunately, Yarn had laid out a rope to help, and Duncan was grateful for it. The return journey was not something he looked forward to.
Yarn Darkwood led the group along the trail. Angus Bloodaxe, the only member of the troupe who had been to the temple, walked behind Yarn. The crusty dwarf appeared to be the least affected; both by the heavy drinking and the cold, wintery weather. Behind them came Jongus, Derek, Jade, Duncan and Karnak. The travellers rugged up in leather and furs to protect them against the biting wind and the bitter cold of the mountain trails.
During a break on the third afternoon, Duncan found himself near Angus.
“Did you consider you’d be back along this trail again?” he asked.
“Eh?” the dwarf squinted at Duncan. “Oh, here? Meh, good question.” Angus spat into the snow. “To tell the truth, I remember little about the last time I was here. Brought along a keg of sweet dwarven brandy for the trek. Spent most of the trip shit-faced. Remember little of it at all,” he muttered.
“Angus,” Duncan huffed. “You’re the only one of us who knows where the temple is. That’s the main reason we brought you along!”
“Oh, it’s all right laddie, I remember where it is. I just don’t remember much of the walk to get there. I’ll know it when I see it,” he said. Exasperated, Duncan wrapped his cloak closer around himself as they continued.
###
The ancient creature observed the group in the scrying pool. Past jagged crags and across uneven slopes, they went.
Finally, they enter the mountains.
The watcher rubbed its emaciated hands together, satisfied the group would soon be within its grasp.
It lowered its gaze to take in its own withered flesh; the rotted and decayed robes it wore. It flicked an imaginary dust particle from its non-existent lapel.
Soon. Soon I will walk among you again.
###
As they got higher, the snow fell more often. Snow drifts became deeper. Fortunately, the weather was as good as it could have been; snow fell at night, the days were cloudless and without howling winds. The group trudged through the snow for several more days. Duncan plodded along, careful to avoid looking up from his feet as much as he could. Not that the view wasn’t spectacular; but when the wind did blow, it dried his eyes out. And the glare from the sun on the snow gave him headaches.
I wish I had sunglasses.
He mulled over what they might find at the temple once they arrived. Would Camulus appear to them? Why was the dead god helping him in the first place? Why was he here in Syrane, anyway? Was that Camulus’ doing?
How do you commune with a god, anyway?
Duncan and everyone else blamed Mergoth’s corruption of the spell for his transition to Syrane, but in the intervening months he’d had doubts. Camulus popped up everywhere; in his transition, at his execution, in the arena. The statuette, figurine, thing… had been back on Earth. Then it appeared in the market in Torun. He felt its presence in his pocket now.
Why would a god, who was supposed to be dead anyway, bring him to Syrane? He shook his head and sighed.
Maybe I’m the descendant of someone famous here and have their blood in me. Perhaps I am the key to fulfil a prophecy? Maybe I’m the chosen one?
He paused.
You dickhead! You’d be lucky to be chosen as the court jester in Citadel Bloodaxe!
Duncan smirked at his own joke and continued the trek in silence.
As he walked, other more pleasant but painful memories arose. His wife and beautiful daughters. He thought of them often. He must find his way home to them.
The party trudged through the snow; they marched to the temple where he hoped to find answers and a way home. Could the god Camulus help with that? Or was he reliant on Corvus, back in his tower in Torun? That thought made him think of his other problems. Would Clifford find out anything else about Von Borin and his vendetta against Duncan?
Duncan frowned. In a perfect world, he hoped Camulus would wave his godly hands and return him to Earth. Or the perfect worlds, he corrected himself. But Von Borin would remain, whether or not Duncan was in Syrane.
I guess it’ll be their problem when I go back. I mean, he was a switcher before I got here. He’ll be a switcher after I leave.
At least they know he’s a switcher now.
He wished he had the answers. He was not very good at waiting.
A cry of surprise startled him. Jade was in front of Duncan, and had slipped in the icy conditions, eliciting the yelp. The mage stumbled backward; her hands pin-wheeled to find balance. Derek, from his spot in front of her, spun around at her cry. Duncan moved quickly. He grabbed her around the waist and steadied the surprised mage. He held Jade for a moment as she righted herself. She smiled up at him.
“Are you okay?” he asked, holding her upright.
“Yes, thanks to you,” she replied.
He smiled back. They stood like that for a few moments until the sound of a throat being cleared came from behind. Karnak waited on the trail; the Gundsman rolled his eyes and motioned to the path ahead.
“If you two are done, we should move before we freeze over?” Duncan flushed with embarrassment. He’d not let Jade go. The mage righted herself and the group continued on.
Duncan sighed again and continued in silence behind Jade. He considered the young mage as he walked. While he was a slave, fighting in the arena, he had spent many long nights thinking of whom to blame, whose fault it was he was here. He blamed Jade at the start, but soon had dismissed the notion, as she had not deliberately done it.
Unless she was an unwitting tool and caught up in this godly feud between Mergoth and Camulus? It seemed they all were. He hoped he would get an answer to that question soon.
Duncan had also hoped that he could find Jade again, so that she could send him home. It disappointed him she had no straightforward answer for him, nor did she have the power or knowledge to solve his problem.
On a positive note, she had set Corvus to finding him a way home and he at least seemed to have the power and ability to do so. It just took time. Too much time. Duncan had waited more than a year already. The longer he stayed in Syrane, the further he was from Duncan Hawkwind of Hobart.
He had seized the opportunity given to him of being gladiator, warrior and adventurer. At any other time and place, it would have thrilled him. But he also had responsibilities back home that had gone in an instant. He missed his family and friends. He even missed the annoying fellow who worked at the local shop, where he bought the newspaper on weekends. It had been over a year since he’d read a newspaper. Or driven a car, or surfed the internet, or had been to work. Or had a coffee.
Oh, how I miss coffee!
He sighed again.
While he missed all those things and more, Jade was right here, right in front of him. She attracted him more than he cared to admit. He’d been attracted to other women while he was in the arena. He’d become close to Aurelia, but the two had never taken steps to make their relationship physical, nor with anyone else. But he loved his wife and would not break his wedding vows. Realistically, though, was being transported to an alien world considered a good enough excuse to forget his ‘normal’ life if the need arose?
He’d killed no-one before, but now he knew how it felt. Had they given him a choice, he would not kill. To slay someone in combat was such a romantic notion that young boys dreamed of; man vs. man in deadly melee. He would never forget the feeling of his sword entering another man’s flesh.
The eyes, the eyes, were the worst. He had nightmares about the men he killed. Their faces came unbidden to his memory now. The life and soul disappeared from a man’s eyes as he died; it was a horrible thing to see. Duncan was not a religious person at home, but here in Syrane, it seemed the gods played a much more active role in the life and death of its people. Some died in peace; where death may be a release for them. Duncan believed those men were in a better place. The worst ones were the men whose eyes showed unspeakable terror at the moment of their death. He shuddered again when he thought of them. Of the men he had killed, he believed they were burning in what passed for hell in this place.
As for Jade…? He sighed again. The thought of a relationship appealed to him, and he had no doubts she felt the same way.
But she wasn’t Jen. Nor was Aurelia.
But they were here, and Jen wasn’t.
What happens in Syrane stays in Syrane…?
He exhaled again. It was a pointless debate, unless he couldn’t find a way home, but that was not something he wanted to contemplate. Unfortunately, the trek this day left little opportunity except for self-reflection. The group had lapsed into a companionable silence as they walked.
He thought of the people who were with him on this trek along the inhospitable mountain trail. The other members of the troupe had all spent the last year trying to find him. They had all given so much to correct the wrong. Duncan could not express his gratitude enough.
He glanced back at Karnak and nodded reassuringly to his friend; the Gundsman returned the nod. The man had been a teacher, companion, fighting partner and friend for the last year. And here he was, he trekked along the side of a mountain during snowfall, all for Duncan. They all put their lives on hold for him.
The outsider had met some rotten examples of humanity while in Syrane, but here on the side of this mountain, the best of humanity and dwarf-kind surrounded him.
Even Angus.
But Jade; there was something about the woman that reminded him of Jen. Something beyond the obvious physical characteristics. The mage was here, within arm’s reach. He grinned mirthlessly when he realised she was also one of only two women whom he’d had a decent conversation with since being transported to Syrane.
Aurelia was different. Disfigured, but he still found her beautiful. Her lovely nature shone past her physical wounds. But she was also many miles from here. And also not Jen.
Maybe I should get out more?
Jade chose that moment to turn to check his progress and flashed her lovely smile at him when she saw he still followed. He smiled in return and continued plodding.
Maybe I should just get home instead. Before I get into trouble.
###
Night on the mountain fell quickly. Yarn, being the experienced pathfinder he was, ensured that the group set up camp as early as possible prior to sunset. The campsite tonight was just back from a massive cliff face that dropped three hundred metres straight down toward a spot on the trail they’d passed yesterday. The group set up a very uncomfortable camp in a small hollow surrounded on three sides by boulders. Tomorrow’s trail continued past the huge rocks further to the south.
Yarn had been a godsend on the trip. The big pathfinder had constructed a crude hut from the natural debris that lie around. He’d got a small campfire burning near the entrance. Those who would sleep first huddled around it. There was a large amount of pushing and prodding between Angus and Jongus; which of them would be closest to the source of warmth?
Duncan always volunteered for first watch. He reasoned it afforded him the longest uninterrupted sleep after his watch finished. Of course, there had invariably been confusion when the first watch started. The dwarves were keen to finish each day’s march with a few drinks. Which meant they were usually late to turn in.
The outsider did not know how much time passed without his wristwatch or phone to tell him. Yarn had shown him how to watch the passage of the moon to keep track, but tonight there was nothing visible other than snow or sleet for about thirty metres in each direction.
“So how do we tell the time?” he asked.
Derek had come to the rescue. The resourceful priest handed the outsider a small hourglass. Duncan looked at the simple device and then smiled broadly at the cleric.
“I have an app on my phone that shows your clock as an hourglass!” Duncan said.
He saw the cleric’s confused look, so Duncan cleared his throat, thanked Derek, and sat down next to the priest. He turned the small glass object over in his hands for a moment and watched the rolling sand flow between the globes.
Duncan turned to Derek.
“Why would they put the bloody temple so far from anywhere up the side of a frigging mountain?”
Derek looked up at the outsider and considered his reply for a moment before he answered.
“Clifford and I discussed the temple briefly before we came in search of it,” Derek replied as he adjusted his bedroll. “From what I understand of Camulus, the noblest of warriors venerated him; they counted these honourable knights and paragons among the greatest of heroes of the time. But to test their commitment and discipline, Camulus had this temple constructed in such a hard to reach place. Actually, getting here was often a quest.” Duncan nodded in understanding as Derek continued.
“There is another reason. Over a millennium ago, the Archmage Xiphos, whom they named the pass after, built his tower up here. According to Corvus, this Xiphos became so accomplished that he lived on after his death and became a lych; an undead archmage of vast power. Legend has it that when he passed from life to undeath, his tower sunk beneath the very stones of the mountain, so that the mage could continue his unnatural quest for immortality undisturbed. His undead minions remained and haunted the mountain pass for centuries. Until Camulus’ followers built his temple here, to enable the noble knights to earn their place in his order. First, by actually getting here, and second by destroying the undead when they did.”
Duncan’s brow furrowed.
“So, archmage; that’s like a more powerful mage, wizardly type?” he asked.
“Yes, exactly,” Derek said. “There are no archmages anymore. Xiphos was one of the most accomplished of them.”
“Do they call themselves this, or is it a title that’s given to them?”
“I think it’s an honorary title.” Derek replied. “Perhaps we can ask Jade in the morning if she knows more?”
Duncan thanked the cleric for the explanation, shivered, and drew his own cloak closer around him to protect against the cold. He was marginally successful. Outside, the bitter wind cut through the layers he had wrapped around himself, but the temperature inside the shelter was quite bearable, if not comfortable. He squeezed inside and sat in silence.
While the others tried to sleep, he peered out of the hut into the darkness. He took out the figurine of Camulus and stared at it, and pondered what Derek had said.
A feeling of serenity came over him as he drifted off…




3.     Falling asleep on the job.

Duncan woke with a snort and a start. He’d not intended to fall asleep. The campsite was silent; the fire burned very low. He looked at his hourglass in dismay. The sand had long since run dry. He did not know what time it was. He held his breath as Karnak tossed and turned in his slumber. The Gundsman settled. Duncan threw another piece of wood on the fire, got up, and stretched. He held the figurine of Camulus, and it seemed to wink at him. He shook his head.
Surely not…?
Nah.
He moved quietly to Derek and gently shook the priest awake.
“Time to watch?” the cleric whispered.
“Yeah mate, it is.” Duncan shrugged apologetically. “But I dozed off. I’m sorry. I don’t know what time it is, or how long I slept.” He held up the figurine of Camulus. “It feels like we had someone watching over us, though. Everything seems fine.”
Derek stood, stretched and clasped the outsider’s shoulder.
“It’s all right Duncan. We’ve all done that before. No harm done.” The priest looked at the figurine and back at the outsider.
Was it possible the dead god’s protection extended to all of them? Duncan shrugged as Derek moved closer to the fire and placed another piece of wood on it. The embers flared to life again and cast a warm glow over the sleeping companions. He pondered the question for some time. Eventually, he gave up trying to understand it and turned back to Derek.
“It’s quiet” whispered Duncan. The wind had died down outside.
“Yes, it is,” Derek agreed. “Even Angus has stopped snoring!” Angus’ snores could shatter stone. They both smirked and turned to look at the dwarf, curled up next to his cousin. The dwarf lay unmoving near the fire. Duncan frowned. Angus looked too still. Derek’s look turned to concern.
“Angus?” Derek asked.
Duncan’s brow furrowed.
“What’s wrong with him?” he asked.
Derek leaped across their sleeping companions and shook the dwarf. Around them, their comrades stirred, roused by the noise. Angus snorted and made a noise like he choked on his dinner.
“What, what’re yer fer?” Wrinkles of surprise appeared on his forehead.
Derek’s shoulders slumped, and he let out his breath. “You’d stopped breathing. We thought you’d died.”

“Ger, wha…? Feck. I’m all right, don’t ye worry about me, lad.”
The companions were now all awake and looked at Derek and Angus; many quizzical looks. Derek apologised and stood up.
“I’m sorry for waking you all. Duncan and I thought Angus had stopped breathing.” He gestured to the hairy dwarf. “Naturally we were concerned.”
Duncan, who crouched next to Jade, heard her mutter under her breath.
“Angus, stop breathing? You say it like it’s a bad thing.”
He turned and smirked at her. The mage had the good grace to look embarrassed that she’d spoken loud enough for someone to hear, but smiled back.
“Well, I’m all right,” Angus said as he rolled back over in his bedroll. “Thanks, fer worrying.”
Soon he snored again, as if nothing was amiss. Jongus, who hadn’t moved, turned away from his cousin and snuggled further into his own bedroll.
Duncan took Derek’s vacated spot next to where Jade lay.
Yarn looked up.
“Are you in the right spot?” he asked Duncan. “Thought you’d want to cuddle up next to Angus again?”
Duncan rolled his eyes and ignored the joke. Yarn himself turned and found a more comfortable position. Outside, the wind picked up again, but it had no chance of drowning out the snores of Angus Bloodaxe. It was as if the dwarf wanted to remind all within earshot that he was breathing well and noisily. Thank you very much.
Duncan hoped sleep would be quick to come. He found the spot he was in uncomfortable, so he rolled over on to his side to face Jade. It surprised him to see the woman awake.
She leaned close and whispered.
“I didn’t think anyone could hear me.”
He smirked.
“Yeah, well, I was right next to you. I don’t think anyone else would have heard.” He struggled to hear his own whispered voice over the whistling of the wind and the sound of Angus’ snores.
“I hope not. I don’t wish him ill. He just annoys me,” she replied. Jade shivered and pulled her blanket closer. “I hope his snores won’t attract any ogres.”
“I’ve met ogres. I’m sure the sound will drive them off, not attract them,” he said.
####
The next day dawned bright and clear, and not too long since Duncan had gone back to sleep. Derek was still on watch. An hour at most would have passed. Angus still snored. Duncan went outside and stretched. When all the companions had roused, he addressed them as a group. He pursed his lips and lowered his eyes.
“I’m sorry everyone, I fell asleep last night. Anything could have happened. I’m really sorry.” Duncan looked up at his companions. “It won’t happen again.”
Yarn nodded.
“No harm done,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I had the best night’s sleep I’ve ever had on the road.”
Derek and Jongus nodded in agreement.
“I think we were being looked after last night. The All-Father watches us always and I feel that Camulus in particular watches you closely, Duncan,” Derek said.
Angus agreed.
“No harm done lad, we’re all here and in one piece, and I had a fine night’s sleep.”
Duncan nodded in thanks. The group broke camp and continued to march along the mountain trail. Duncan retrieved the small figurine from his pocket again as he walked and held it in his palm. It caught the light of the risen sun. It glowed with a strange inner illumination, as if it absorbed the rays of the new dawn.
Duncan stopped in surprise as the figurine appeared to wink at him again.
Was that a trick of the light?
Syrane was a land of magic and things of fable happened here often. He was ready to believe almost anything. He shivered and tucked the figurine into his pocket.
They walked for most of the day through the difficult terrain, except for a brief lunch break. There was no climbing today, and he thought that perhaps they’d walked fifteen kilometres, but it was very difficult to guess.
The scenery was quite beautiful, sheer cliffs, clear blue skies and deep valleys surrounded the travellers. Duncan loved bushwalking and normally would have stopped to enjoy the views.
And taken photos.
But he strode along the trail toward the answers he sought.
“Are we there yet?” Duncan asked no-one in particular.
Angus, who led the party, paused and turned.
“Just up around here, lad, we should almost reach the temple by nightfall.” The dwarf pointed to a towering outcrop that loomed before them. Angus surveyed the imposing edifice in appreciation. “The great Desolation Rock.”
The substantial chunk of rock was about the size of a ten-storey office building. Duncan looked at the narrow path that marked their trail. It looked wide enough for Jongus.
Just
wide enough for Jongus.
The outsider squinted at Angus and rubbed his jaw. The hairy dwarf laughed.
“Aye, ‘tis all right, lad. The path around Desolation Rock leads directly into the Pass of Xiphos. Once there, this damnable wind won’t be able to reach us. I reckon it’ll take us about an hour to slip around the rock, but we’ll need to do it now, before it gets too dark.”
Duncan frowned and looked at the others to see if he was the odd one out. The ledge was too narrow, surely? He looked at each person. He glimpsed Derek’s expression; a shadow of doubt flitted across the priest’s face. Duncan looked at the ledge that led around Desolation Rock and back at Angus. The dwarf removed a rope from his pack and fastened it around his torso. Yarn, the experienced pathfinder, removed his own rope and tied the end to himself.
Duncan sighed and waited to be told what to do. If Yarn could make it around, then so could he. Yarn was the only person in this world he’d met that was bigger than he was, (except ogres) so he figured he just needed to be very careful. He could not match the giant pathfinder’s poise and confidence outdoors, but if the big man could navigate the narrow protrusion, then so could he.
They roped themselves together in the fading light, and Yarn checked each rope. Once satisfied all was secure, the group made their way around Desolation Rock. Duncan again found himself in the middle, between Jade and Derek.
“If anyone falls,” Jade said, “I can cast a spell that should be able to catch you before you fall too far.”
Should? Great.
The next two hours were arguably the longest two hours in his life. The movements were slow and deliberate. Each time one party member moved, it had to be in concert with everyone else. Each advancement had to be accompanied by both hands with a firm grip on the wall.
The difference in size of the party members exacerbated this safety requirement. Where a dwarf could grip a protrusion to assist with forward movement, the same safe grip was not suitable for the taller humans. Some handholds were below waist height for Yarn and Duncan, who could not balance adequately reaching so low. They searched among the higher handholds before they could move forward safely.
The howling wind was worse here. It constantly buffeted the party and threatened to dislodge even the most surefooted among them. The dim light was a blessing, as no-one could see the precipice over which they hung.
Before complete darkness fell, Duncan risked a peek; it was a higher drop than the one they camped atop last night. He could see Derek behind him, but could not see Karnak, who brought up the rear. He marvelled at how the Gundsman could propel himself forward with only one hand. But he did so easily and kept up with the rest of the group.
On the other side, Jade moved calmly, but when he could see her eyes, he saw barely contained fear. Every opportunity he had, he smiled at the mage to reassure her. It helped curb his own fear, as he would not have attempted the crossing without such cause as they had. He gritted his teeth and continued. These people were here to help him, and he had no place being so ridiculous. He owed it to them to see this journey through.
Through some sort of minor miracle, the group made it to the other side of Desolation Rock without incident. Tired and exhausted, they disengaged from the rope. Duncan felt a sense of acute uneasiness as they made their way off the end of the giant rock. It was the same sick to the stomach feeling he got as a child when he did something wrong and knew he was about to get found out. He tried to suppress an involuntary shudder but could not. His breath crystallised before him in the chilly night air as he looked around. He noticed the others also seemed uneasy.
“What’s going on?” Jongus asked. “I feel like something is very wrong.” The others nodded agreement.
“I don’t like it,” muttered Angus as he ran his hand over the haft of his battleaxe.
“It may be the residue of the influence of Xiphos, still lingering after all these centuries,” Derek said. The cleric had moved to the middle of the group. He looked each member in the eye as he spoke.
“The ancient archmage of legend has long since turned to dust. But the legacy of his undead spirit remains. It’s probably the reason people consider this place to be haunted. Come,” he said as he motioned to the darkness ahead. “Let us continue. The fear will pass.”
The companions nodded and continued along the mountain trail. As Derek suggested, the irrational feeling of fear and hopelessness passed and the group continued for another kilometre in the near darkness, before Angus finally called a halt. It surprised Duncan to notice the lush grass underfoot. He also noticed there was no wind, and the air seemed warmer. Duncan suspected initially that it was because of the lack of biting wind.
He helped Yarn assemble the night’s shelter and examined the space. Of course, it was dark and he could see little, but from what he could make out revealed they were in a grassy depression. Back the way they came, the path led off into sheer blackness. A thick green lawn covered the bowl-shaped area they occupied. To the west, he noted a harsh angular wall of rock cloaked in shadow.
“How does grass grow here, like this?” Jade asked. No-one could answer her.
Duncan finished helping Yarn and sought Angus, who relieved his bladder back up the pathway where they came in. The bawdy dwarf differed from the other party members in that he did not maintain decency or modesty. He simply peed where he found a convenient spot. Duncan looked back and was glad to notice that Jade had gone to the other side of their new campsite.
“How far now?” he asked.
The dwarf looked up from his business and answered.
“Just over that enormous stone wall, lad. Not far at all.” Duncan sidestepped quickly to his left as the dwarf’s urine stream came very close to his feet. The outsider turned to regard the wall.
“How do we get up? It looks like Desolation Rock, but it’s a sheer wall.”
Angus grunted and shook the last drips away.
“There’s a stairway, cut into the side. Makes it easy to walk right up and then into what’s left of the temple.”
“Okay, thanks,” the outsider answered. Duncan walked back from the path and crossed the grassy bowl to regard the stone wall. He could not make out any features or stairs in the darkness and turned around in frustration. It startled him to see Jade stood close behind him.
She bit her lip, then smiled up at him. She reached out to touch his forearm lightly.
“We’re almost there,” she said.
He managed a grin and patted her hand awkwardly in silent thanks. She moved closer and placed her arms around his neck to embrace him.
He had been fond of Jade since day one, despite her being the reason they had dragged him halfway across the universe. But she was not his wife. He disengaged from the hug. Her brow wrinkled in confusion as she looked up at him. Then realisation dawned in her eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t be so forward.”
“No, you’ve done nothing to be sorry for,” he said. “I’m the one who should be sorry, I can’t… I mean, I shouldn’t…” He stammered. “I mean, if things were different, perhaps…” Duncan trailed off as Jade placed her index finger to his lips to silence his awkward explanation.
“I know,” she said. “If things were different, I had hoped that between us they’d be different too. But you have your wife, your children. You need to get back to them. I should not have imposed myself on you.” She broke their eye contact and looked down. “I am sorry. I’ve never really had anyone special.” She looked away, to face back toward Desolation Rock. “Until I met you.” She paused and realised what she said. “I mean, of course we’ll get you home and that’s our goal,” she whispered.
“I know what you mean,” he replied. “But I have to believe I can return home, otherwise this entire trip…” he gestured to their companions and the bowl-shaped depression that had become their camp, “… is for nothing. I have to go home. It’s where I belong. My family needs me, and I need them.”
He stopped at her downcast expression. But it would not be fair to her to hear or believe otherwise. He wanted to go home more than he wanted to be with Jade. Any dishonesty would only cause more heartache in the future.
“I understand. Thank you for being so honest with me,” she replied.
The mage turned; her shoulders dropped as she walked away back to the camp. Duncan sighed and turned to regard the imposing stone wall again, his mind a jumble of confused thoughts and conflicted emotions.
He started when Jongus appeared out of the darkness. The amiable dwarf patted Duncan’s arm.
“I’m sorry, my friend. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. But you know, this is a tiny campsite and your voices carried…” Duncan’s face fell. “No bother,” Jongus continued as he saw Duncan’s expression. “I deduced that Jade and you would probably need to have that little talk before the end of our adventure.”
He looked back to where the mage set out her bedroll, as usual, as far from Angus as possible. His hairier cousin leered at the human woman across the campfire, but she ignored him.
“I, and our good cleric Derek, are both very pleased that the resolution has turned out as it has.”
Duncan shot the dwarf an angry look. His initial thought was that what happened between him and Jade was no-one’s business but their own. But he realised that not only had both Jongus and Derek known Jade for a lot longer than he had, he also had no business being angry at them for looking after their friend’s honour so adroitly.
He sighed and patted Jongus on the shoulder.
“Thank you Jongus, I really had no choice. Jade’s lovely and she has grown to mean the world to me, as no doubt she does to you and Derek. But I must remain faithful to my wife and to my family back home. She is lucky that she has such fine companions as the two of you to look out for her.”
Jongus smiled up at the outsider.
“You two would make a fine couple and no doubt would make very excellent and tall babies.” He leaned closer and whispered conspiratorially. “I actually thought you should get together and shag like rabbits, but Derek expressed very strong views about you dishonouring your wife. Which, of course, meant that I had to agree with him and changed my mind about the whole shagging and rabbit’s thing. But keep in mind I’m dead keen on shagging.” Duncan glanced down at the dwarf and laughed.
“But I digress,” Jongus continued. “Not to say that if we fail and you can’t find a way home that perhaps you and Jade should become a couple and make babies, perhaps?” The bespectacled dwarf shrugged. “I imagine that you probably don’t want to consider that, do you?” Jongus looked expectantly up at the outsider, who shook his head.
“No, I didn’t think so. But why not? She’s a very attractive young human, after all.”
Duncan sighed.
“I’m really not sure I want to talk about this, Jongus. I think Jade is beautiful, and like I said to her, under different circumstances, I could see something may develop. But the circumstances just aren’t right. I need to find a way home. I’m married and I have children. I love them more than anything in the world. Well, this world, or that world.” Duncan gestured to the unknown point in space where his home existed. “If I can’t get home… well, I’ll have to deal with that if it ever happens. But I couldn’t string Jade along with a false hope. She may have waited for me to exhaust all possibilities.” His face hardened. “And I’d never give up trying.”
Jongus nodded in understanding.
“You’re a good man, Duncan Hawkwind. I hope we don’t fail you.” Duncan nodded his thanks.
“I’m sure we will succeed, old mate. I’m sure we will.”




4.     Things are about to get weird.

Karnak flitted from shadow to shadow along the silent corridor. He paused, listened, then continued to the next shadow. The light was intermittent; it came from cracks in the walls and ceiling that allowed the daylight to penetrate. The stone walls and floor were featureless, bare.
Uninviting.
It was an odd design for a temple. Was it meant to attract worshippers?
He shrugged. Out here, the only people who came to the temple wanted to be here. It wasn’t a festival destination.
The slight smell of mildew reached him, stale and pungent, like rotting wood.
He held his sword in his left hand, a small shield strapped to the stump of his right arm. He’d entered the remains of the temple of Camulus first and scouted inside to ensure that no danger awaited the group.
The rest of the group waited just outside the temple, on the concealed stone stairway that led to the front door. It had taken the combined strength of the entire party to shift the door enough to allow access.
Angus and Jongus had argued loudly about who should enter first; Jongus was the better scout. Angus had been here before. They also correctly assumed that if anything unpleasant waited within and they fell under attack, the dwarves could not see past the bigger humans, let alone attack with any effect. Karnak had ended the argument when he slipped into the opening before anyone could raise further objection.
He reached an intersection and paused; first he listened, then looked around the corners. Before him, corridors stretched in opposite directions into the darkness.
Karnak’s flesh crawled, and the hair on his neck rose like the hackles of a dog. Fear, a reaction he was unused to, rushed forth like melting wax under the surface of his skin.
Something made his hackles rise, but he could not pinpoint what. A feeling, an instinct perhaps? For one of the few times in his life, he was unsure. He stood as still and silent as death itself; he listened intently for any signs of habitation. After a short period, he decided there were none. Karnak moved back the way he came, along the corridor to the stairwell outside to report.
The relief on his companions’ faces was unmistakable when he emerged from the gloom.
“The first corridor’s clear. I came to an intersection that stretches off left to right, but I couldn’t see how far either corridor goes. We’ll need light down there for sure.” Being unable to carry a lantern or torch hampered the Gundsman somewhat. But to carry one would mean he would need to sacrifice either his shield or weapon.
Derek crossed his arms over his chest and confronted the former gladiator. The cleric’s tone was sharp as he tapped his foot on the ground.
“What were you thinking, going in by yourself? We need to do this as a group!” The priest glared at Karnak.
The weapon master shrugged. He ignored Derek and walked to the rear of the party to stand upon the stone stairs they had climbed.
“You were all standing here discussing who should or shouldn’t go in. I wanted to eliminate the confusion.”
Derek ‘harrumphed’ in annoyance and gathered his pack.
“I think we should be careful,” Karnak said. “There’s something about this place that feels a little off.”
“What do you mean?” Derek asked.
Karnak shrugged.
“I really don’t know. I only went as far as the first intersection, but I felt like I was being watched the whole way.”
It was Derek’s turn to shrug.
“The god watches over his temple, perhaps?”
“Could be,” said Karnak. “Maybe it was nothing.”
The others approached the entry, but appeared cautious. Karnak hoped they had all learned to trust his instinct. If he was nervous, it was for good reason.
Yarn shouldered his bow and walked forward to stand before the imposing edifice.
“It’s not quite right. The stone is all wrong,” he said.
“What do you mean?” Derek asked. The priest of Khor tilted his head to examine the stone of the temple entrance. Karnak looked too; but to him, it looked like every other bit of stone he’d seen on the mountain. The pathfinder pointed to the wall in front of them.
“The stone; see here the rock of the mountain itself,” he said, and pointed to the foundations and the stairwell that brought them here. “It’s basalt. The entire mountain is basalt. This rock…” he said as he patted the wall of the temple, “is granite.”
“There’s no other granite here!” Jade gasped.
“Exactly,” said Yarn. “Why would you make something all the way up here,” he gestured to the mountainside where they stood, “And make it out of granite. There’s none here. Why not just mine the local rock?”
The group gawked. Not even the stone-mining dwarves had any words of wisdom to add. Derek stepped forward to the entrance.
“The god himself may have demanded they construct the temple in this way,” the cleric said. “Who are we to second-guess his motives? We certainly won’t find any answers out here.”
He beckoned to the group to follow him inside. The party quickly organised themselves. Lanterns were lit and weapons readied.
###
Duncan considered the temple entrance. He willed his shoulders and arms to relax; he could feel the tension within them. He’d reached his destination and was ready to find some answers. Duncan hoped within a short time of entering the temple, they could send him home. He didn’t want to consider leaving this place without the god or someone within telling him how to make it so.
Jade stood next to him. He’d not made an opportunity to speak to her since last night. He wasn’t sure what he’d say if he had. She took his hand and squeezed it. It was as if she could feel his anxiety. She smiled up at him. He smiled back, thankful for the comfort this simple act provided.
Duncan released her hand and moved to the front of the group to stand in the temple’s entrance, silhouetted against the darkness beyond. He turned to face his companions.
“I can’t thank you all enough for the sacrifices you’ve made to get us here today. I never would have been able to find this place without you. And hopefully, inside, we’ll find a way of getting me home.” His gaze took in each of his companions when he spoke.
“As much as I’d love to stay and learn about Syrane and see more of the wonders of this world with you, I have a home and a family that I must return to.” He paused, as his throat constricted, words became harder to vocalise. “Thank you, thank you all so much for your help and friendship.”
The group stood quiet for a moment; words were unnecessary. Angus broke the tranquillity.
“Bahahaha! All right lad, better give us a kiss then!” The others laughed as the dwarf pushed past Duncan and led the way into the temple.
“Come on then, yer dead god’s waiting for ye,” the hairy dwarf called from inside.
Derek and Jongus followed Angus. Duncan stuck out his hand, and they all clasped it in turn and shook warmly on the way past. Yarn followed and shook hands with the outsider. Jade stopped to brush his cheek with her lips. He cradled her head on his shoulder as they embraced, before she disengaged and walked inside the temple.
Duncan focussed on Karnak, who seemed distracted by something back the way they’d come. The former gladiator looked up at Duncan. The outsider raised an eyebrow in query.
“I’m not sure. I thought I heard something back down that way.” Karnak pointed to the hidden stairwell they had recently ascended.
“Heard something like what?” Duncan asked. Karnak appeared way too jumpy.
“Probably nothing.” Karnak shrugged and appeared unconcerned. He moved to the temple entrance and motioned for the outsider to enter. They clasped hands and then drew their swords, which they banged against their own leather breastplates, and entered the darkness together.
###
Duncan could see very little of the corridor that stretched into the darkness ahead of them. The group had examined, in as much detail as possible, the intersection that Karnak had discovered. One way looked the same to him as the other. He felt calmer when in the temple; a feeling of tranquillity that he could not explain. Perhaps it was the nearness of the god Camulus, who he hoped could provide the answers he sought. Duncan hoped it was, and not a false sense of security. He felt the opposite of his friends, who all described an uneasy sensation when they entered. They stood at the intersection, their packs and other equipment lay on the floor as they debated which was the best path.
His skin tingled, a sudden sensation of confusion, and then another of euphoria washed over him. Was it the nearness of the god that caused him to feel this way? He touched the figurine in his pocket for reassurance and concentrated on the rest of the party, who were involved in a lively discussion about the best path. Left or right? Surely it didn’t matter.
“Duncan.”
He spun, startled. The sound came from behind him. There, the towering, majestic figure in red and gold plate armour stood and beckoned to him.
Camulus?
Camulus smiled and spoke again.
“This way.”
The dead god raised his arm and pointed down the corridor to the right. Duncan looked to that corridor and then back to the vision of the god, but Camulus was no longer there.
Duncan shook his head. It was clear which way.
“This way,” he said to his surprised comrades. The outsider pointed to the right-hand corridor, as Camulus had done. He strode forward, shoulders back, chest out. Duncan left his astonished companions in his wake. He ignored the flurry of questions that were aimed at him and hurried away. His long strides carried him down the passageway and around a corner before the rest of the party could organise themselves.
“Duncan, wait!” came the warning call from Jade as he disappeared from their view. Duncan would not ignore the desperate tone of Jade’s voice, but another voice spoke to him. It urged him forward. He heard the god’s call clearly now, and it filled him with an indescribable feeling, akin to joy. Down another corridor he went. He moved with confidence, without a torch or lantern. He reached the end of the corridor and a large ornate stone door swung open at his approach. Once inside, the door closed without a sound.
###
“Duncan, wait!” Jade called again as the companions scrambled after the departed outsider. She dashed after him and left her pack behind. Derek grabbed her gear and his own and followed. He noted the urgency in her voice and cursed aloud for the lack of caution being exercised. This time he was not alone, as a cacophony of voices arose, and called for restraint, and warned the outsider to be careful. But he’d gone so fast he’d taken them all by surprise. How did he know which way to go?
As they sped after Duncan, Derek noted it was, without a doubt, the noisiest dungeon expedition he had ever been involved with. The rest of the group hurried down the right-hand corridor and around the next corner. There, they could all see Duncan at the end of the corridor. The outsider entered a room; he could see little past Duncan. The room appeared to have decorative stone walls.
Derek gasped; the unmistakable red-gold glow they associated with Camulus shone out from the room until the door closed behind the outsider.
Being sensitive to the traits of divinity, Derek baulked, there was a possibility that there was a god present in the room at the end of the corridor. Jade had run ahead and beat with her fists on the unforgiving stone door.
Yarn and Angus pushed past the young mage and sought purchase on the door, to lever it out of their way. Karnak and Jongus helped; but they all pushed and pulled, to no avail. Yarn glanced at Derek, his surprise clear.
“Aren’t you gonna help?” he asked between clenched teeth. The cords of his neck stood out as he strained against the immovable stone. Jade stopped her ineffectual hits on the door and stepped back to prepare a spell of opening.
The priest of Khor shook his head.
“No, I don’t think we’re meant to go in there,” Derek said.
Jade completed her spell, but the door remained closed. She looked back at Derek, her eyes pleading.
“But Duncan went in there. We don’t know what will happen to him!” She looked at the others for support. They stopped pushing at the door and faced the cleric.
“What do you mean?” asked Jongus.
“Well,” said Derek as he sat on the stone floor. He rearranged himself in a position suitable for prayer. “Assuming that the god Camulus is present in that room, if he had meant Duncan any harm, he would have done it well before now. If he meant to injure or kill him, I suspect there is very little we could do to stop him. I must entreat the All-Father to determine our best course.” He settled himself down and closed his eyes.
“What the hell? What about Duncan?” Derek opened his eyes. He could see Jade was beside herself with worry.
“Shhh, lass, he’ll be fine. I think we need to trust Derek with this.” Jongus said and placed his stumpy arm around her back as best he was able. Jade turned to regard the dwarf through tear-filled eyes.
Derek nodded. He had known Jongus and Jade for years, and the three had been companions through many adventures together. But now, her feelings for the outsider clouded her judgement. She must know, deep down, that she should trust her friends.
Derek sighed. She was probably afraid that the god would send Duncan home, away from her, without the chance to at least say goodbye. His smile faded as he watched her weep into her hands.
“There, there,” Jongus said as he patted Jade’s shoulder awkwardly. Derek hated seeing Jade like this. He worried what effect the entire episode may have on Jade, who was normally so capable, affable and full of life.
“I guess we just wait then?” Yarn dropped to the floor and withdrew some dried trail rations from his pack. Derek noted the ceiling in the temple was high enough that Yarn had no concern about hitting his head on the roof as he would normally, but he was glad the pathfinder also recognised the opportunity for rest and took it.
“I suppose so, or we could go down that other corridor,” Karnak replied. The one-handed warrior motioned back the way they’d come and into the darkness beyond.
“Yes,” Jade said, her excitement obvious. “We can go back there!” She got up to leave.
“Hold your horses,” exclaimed Jongus. “We don’t know where that goes. And we just agreed to listen to Derek and wait here.” He pointed to the priest, who waited patiently to commune with his own god.
“I guess you’re right,” Karnak said. He sat down and drank from his waterskin.
Angus let out an almighty loud fart, which Derek would swear almost shook the walls. The smelly dwarf sat on the ground outside the door.
“Okay, who’s got the deck of cards then?” Angus asked. His gaze took in each person; they all shook their heads.
“I think Duncan has,” replied Yarn, his face glum. The crestfallen look on Angus’ face was priceless.
It will be a long wait.
Derek closed his eyes and began his prayer.
###
Duncan studied the room before him. He felt a mixture of confusion and impatience. He was sick of waiting, sick of being away from home, and wanted answers to all of his questions. But apart from an ornate stone altar in front of him, the ten metre square room wasn’t very exciting. Torch sconces lined the walls of the room, spaced evenly about its length. The light they shed beat back the darkness but cast shadows in the far corners of the room. The stone walls bore an interesting pattern carved into them, but he had no clue what it was.
A stone statue of the god Camulus stood near the wall behind the altar, its colouring and likeness an exact match of the figurine he had in his pocket.
He took out the miniature of the deity and compared the two. There were no discernible differences; the darker red helm covered the god’s head, a small grille at the front concealed his face somewhat. The lighter red and gold of the armour gleamed in the dull light. The statue’s lifeless eyes gazed out into the room from inside the helm; unseeing, yet it felt like they saw right through him.
He shuddered.
The scarlet and gold breastplate appeared more functional than ornamental. At the god’s hip, he wore a large, sheathed sword. On his left arm was a large round shield, a golden mailed fist, the device of the god, prominently displayed upon it. He put the figurine back into his pocket.
Duncan looked at the altar, where a slight reddish-gold glow seemed to emanate. He moved forward and examined the spot on the cold stone that glowed. It appeared to be a small, shallow, circular hollow about two centimetres wide in the centre of the carved stone slab. He stepped up to the altar and ran his fingers over its surface. In his pocket, the figurine shook. It vibrated like a mobile phone. He took it out and placed it on the altar, where it slid and locked into place in the small circular depression.
He waited.
But nothing happened. He struggled to find anything in the room that would make the god appear or look like a phone line to the god so he could talk with him.
Fuck! Where are you? I’m right here!
He considered that perhaps vocalising his feelings would not be appropriate.
“Camulus?” he asked aloud.
Nothing.
He threw his hands in the air and made exasperated noises. He wondered just what he was supposed to do next. The door was still closed when he turned back to it. There didn’t seem to be any other exits from the room. From behind the altar, the statue was unresponsive.
“Shit!” he yelled.
###
The watcher moved its finger in the scrying pool in an anticlockwise stirring motion.
In the pool, Duncan Hawkwind was visible. He stood before what appeared to be a tall man, who wore red-gold armour.
The watcher spoke, and as it did so, the figure in red-gold armour echoed the words a moment later.
“Duncan.”
“This way.”
The watcher raised its free hand and pointed.
###
Outside the room, Derek’s eyes flew open in horror.
“Oh, dear gods, no!” he exclaimed as dread stabbed his heart. He leaped up to pummel the stone door, startling his companions. His body shook as he beat ineffectually upon the door. Raw panic was in his voice as he pleaded with the others.
“We need to get him out of there!”




5.     Epiphany.

Duncan sensed a presence behind him and spun to face the statue. It was gone, and in its place was the god Camulus.
It was Camulus. Surely there could be no doubt. Camulus, or as Camulus appeared to him. A tall man, about the same height as the outsider. Clad in the golden-red armour that he had seen often since his transition to Syrane over a year ago. Camulus, the god of defenders, stood before him. The god removed his helm and revealed golden blonde shoulder-length hair and piercing blue eyes. His chiselled features gazed across the room; his eyes narrowed as they settled on the outsider.
“Ah, there you are,” Camulus said.
“Hello,” Duncan said. He now felt quite stupid.
Hello? What kind of greeting was that to a god? Maybe ‘G’day, how are ya?’ could have been the only worse option.
Camulus smiled.
“Let me start by saying thank you,” he said. “You have done what none in this world could do, wholly reawakened me. You don’t know how good it feels after being dormant for so long, to see and feel again.”
“Ah, well, you’re welcome.” The flabbergasted outsider had spent a long time to plan for this moment, to confront the dead god, but he could not think of anything substantial to say.
Camulus smiled.
“I must apologise. What you have endured, no man should endure. The circumstance of you coming here was unfortunate,” he said. “But fortunately for me, I found you first.”
Duncan was interested despite himself.
“What do you mean? Were you responsible for bringing me here?” Duncan asked.
“No, I’m afraid not. Your new friends,” he gestured toward the closed door, “reawakened the essence of my old foe Mergoth by entering his temple and disturbing the altar there. That rekindled the undead that attacked them.” The god stopped and smiled oddly. “It reawakened undead in a lot of places.” His smile broadened, and he continued the explanation.
“Mergoth’s reawakening triggered my revival. While our causes are in opposition, this conflict intertwines our essences. So, without one, the other could not exist. Once one re-existed, it rekindled the other. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
Duncan nodded slowly.
“Good,” Camulus said. “So, once I became aware and my divine power returned, admittedly but a fraction of what it used to be before the Demonswar, I could see what occurred within the temple and the events that transpired there.” He paused so that Duncan could take in what he was saying, and then continued.
“One gift I have is a limited amount of foresight; if I try hard enough, I can see the consequences of actions as they happen, before the outcome occurs. This was the case when the mage cast her summoning; the spell that brought you here.” He pointed again to the door. “The girl was foolish. The spell was well beyond her capability to cast. While in the confines of the temple of Mergoth, his corrupting influence affected it. All the possibilities were difficult to foresee, but one I saw was that someone like you, far away in your distant realm, may be the object of the summoning. The possibility that it would deposit an outsider right in the middle of Mergoth’s temple was too good to be true.”
Duncan snorted at this statement.
“Good for you, perhaps, but I’ve not seen my wife and kids for over a year. They probably think I’m dead!” His voice rose with each word, his anger and frustration welled to the fore. Camulus nodded his head and grinned again.
“Yes, I am sorry for that,” he said. “But please remember that I did nothing to cause you to be taken. It was really the mage’s fault, and the miscast spell. I merely took advantage of the possibility that you would be the one summoned.”
“So, what’s so good about an outsider? What have we got that people from here don’t?” Duncan asked.
Camulus smiled again.
“Here in Syrane, the laws of nature do not apply to some beings. Demons and divine beings, for example, have powers and abilities that we can use. Through the faith of our worshippers, our strength grows or wanes, depending on the piety of the faithful. In return, we can grant power or knowledge to our worshippers through their prayers and entreaties. Outsiders are rarer here than gods and demons. Have you wondered why a priest can’t heal you?”
Duncan had wondered about that.
“I had wondered about that,” he replied. “But Brother Walter explained it to me. He said I’m invisible to the gods, which is why they can’t give their priests the ability to heal me.”
Camulus smiled.
“He is correct. The gods must judge if you are worthy or not of their healing. If they cannot perceive your existence, they cannot judge you. We gods and the demons cannot perceive outsiders. They cannot see, hear, or smell you. A powerful mage can create magic that has a similar effect, of rendering them invisible to the gods. We have no power over you, but likewise, you cannot benefit from our help. The priests, for example, that tried to heal you were unable because their god-given powers cannot affect you. It had to be a healer who uses their own personal energies that cured you.”
Something the god had said struck Duncan as odd. “How come you can see me then?” he asked.

“Here, in my temple, so near to my divine essence, I have more influence than anywhere else,” Camulus replied. “The normal rules do not apply to me here.” He smirked again oddly and flicked an imaginary dust particle from his chest. “Here, magic rules.”
“But what about when I got sent away, outside the temple? Derek banished the undead and somehow, I got whisked away too,” Duncan pressed. He stood and paced; his mind worked furiously to reconcile what he heard.
“Banishment is a little different,” Camulus replied. “As it is purposely supposed to affect creatures such as undead and destroy or dispel them. It also affects demons in the same way, in that a sufficiently powerful priest, strong enough in his faith and in his god’s favour, can banish them back to the abyss. As you are an outsider from another realm, the banishment of the priest attempted to send you home, but because of the corruption, it only sent you a few miles.”
“So, could it send me home?” Duncan was hopeful.
The god was quick to answer.
“No, I don’t think it can. It is not supposed to affect you as it did, but because of Mergoth’s corrupting influence, it affected you in this small way.”
“You said ‘outsiders’. Are there more people like me here?” Duncan paced back and forth in front of the god.
Camulus nodded.
“There may have been, but I am not aware of any in recent history. It’s usually a catastrophic miscasting of a summoning spell, like the mage used that opens an entry to your realm; the type of which hasn’t happened in a millennium. The miscast spell sent a ripple across the magical current; all who are powerful in magic and can perceive its flow would have felt it.”
It surprised Duncan to hear that he may not have been the first, but was concerned that powerful mages may know his arrival.
“Will they seek me out?” he asked.
“Most definitely,” replied Camulus. “The opportunity to possess or control a being that is out of the reach of the gods would be difficult to ignore.”
Duncan stopped his pacing and looked at Camulus. He had more questions.
“So, did you keep me alive at those times? My execution, and in the arena?”
A curious expression flickered across the god’s face as he considered the outsider for a moment and then answered.
“I cannot take credit for that. You are also out of the reach of Dian, the god of death. Here in Syrane, you are very difficult to kill.”
It took a few moments for what Camulus said to sink in.
I might be immortal here? Golly…
His mind had difficulty processing what he heard. He did not know if Camulus told the truth, but conversely, he had no reason to doubt him. He’d lived through enough wounds that should have killed him to admit it was a convincing argument. Another question occurred to him.
“Why can normal people see me then?”
Camulus shook his head.
“Sadly, I don’t know the answer to that. I think it’s just ‘one of those things’. Gods and mortals perceive things differently.” It surprised Duncan, but given that this was his first conversation with an actual god, he wasn’t really sure what to expect. Something the god had said earlier popped into his head.
“What were you saying earlier about an outsider being in Mergoth’s temple?”
Camulus nodded at the question and continued.
“You wholly reawakened me; so can you undo me. Back when I first regained my awareness, my physical form was vulnerable. Mergoth cannot yet assume his physical form. During the Demonswar, Mergoth and his allies on the infernal plains of the abyss itself brought me down. With my undoing, so too was Mergoth weakened, and that sufficiently empowered Khor to destroy what remained of Mergoth. But being gods, we did not truly ‘die’ as a human would, for example.”
“I don’t get how you gods can be dead one minute and then alive the next,” Duncan muttered.
Camulus nodded again.
“Yes, that will become clear to you soon. Something can only truly kill us when they destroy all aspects of our existence and worship. This means, as well as our worshippers and our physical body, they must desecrate and destroy our temples as well. According to the natural order, none who are native to Syrane can do so. To truly desecrate a temple, an outsider must destroy the Corazón, or the divine focus of the sanctuary. Sometimes, rather than an outsider like yourself, the destroyer can be another divine being, or a demon. But none of those will do it willingly because of the repercussions. A god or demon must sacrifice most of their own life force to destroy another, but an outsider has no such need. Not to mention,” he added, “usually a god’s worshippers will vigorously avenge the blasphemy. The gods now have too many temples and too many worshippers for this to happen easily.” Camulus brushed away an imaginary speck of dust from his breastplate.
“I had hoped,” he continued, “when you appeared in the middle of Mergoth’s temple, that you would be resourceful enough to discern how to destroy his temple and from that to destroy Mergoth, but unfortunately for me, you didn’t.”
“So, your divine focus, the little figurine?” Duncan motioned with his thumb to the small statuette in the middle of the altar.
“Yes,” Camulus replied. “My Corazón is the figurine. In each of my temples, they existed, and this is the last. I made sure that my figurine found its way into your possession.”
“When you said I can destroy Mergoth, did you mean if I destroy the centre focus of his temple and then the temple itself, then he would be dead, for good?” The outsider scratched his head thoughtfully.
Camulus nodded and replied almost casually.
“Yes, you can destroy him that way.”
Duncan looked at the figurine and back at Camulus.
“And I could do the same to you then?”
Camulus nodded.
“But I sense you are not likely to do so. While outside this temple, I cannot observe you directly. I can observe and watch those who travel with you and everyone you interact with. You have proven yourself to be an honourable, noble man.” He paused. “Exactly the type of man that made up the bulk of my followers in the past,” he added, almost as an afterthought.
Duncan was unsure how to respond, so he chose not to. On one hand, it was pleasing to be ratified as one of the good guys, but he was still unhappy that the crucial question remained unanswered.
“How do I get home?” he implored.
Camulus nodded, as if he expected the question.
“Sadly Duncan, I do not know. Your realm is closed to me, so I can’t directly access it. I suspect that whatever natural force prevents the gods from perceiving you also prevents me from visiting or influencing your realm. I consider it is because the natural order of your realm is so vastly different to Asherah. But it also means I cannot send you home. Unfortunately, the archmages are no more. I feel your best hope is a high mage. There should be one in Torun.” He paused and considered this. “The tower is still there,” he added, his voice almost reverent. 
Camulus continued.
“Few others in this world have the power or knowledge to find your home, or the means to send you there. Be wary though, the power of the high mages is not what it used to be. A corrupted spell brought you here; it must be the same magic that returns you.”
Duncan sighed in exasperation.
“I guess I need to get back to Torun, then.”
The god nodded.
“You do, but you also must have an item of Mergoth’s influence that will alter the nature of the spell required to send you home. You will need to recreate the same conditions in order for it to work.”
“How do I do that?”
“The Corazón of Mergoth’s Temple is the Sphere of Corruption. You can use it to be sent home and in doing so, I hope your friends can do me the service of destroying it, along with the temple dedicated to my enemy.”
“I can’t ask these people to go back to that place,” Duncan implored the previously dead god. “They lost two friends there already, and it caused so much heartache and pain for all of us. Is there no other way?” He turned away. He already knew the answer. Without looking, he knew Camulus shook his head in the negative.
“I’m sorry, Duncan, but it must be done.” Duncan nodded in resignation as Camulus continued. “I can help you with the sphere.”
Duncan regarded the god sourly.
“I suppose you have an artefact that you prepared earlier, ready for me?”
Camulus spoke with increased fervour.
“The sphere is nearby. My followers secreted it in my temple many centuries ago to prepare for this possibility.” His voice took an urgent tone. “You must take the sphere.” He gestured to the far corner of the room, where an open doorway had appeared.
Duncan looked at the doorway and looked back at the god, who stood in front of him.
“Wait, didn’t you say it was in Mergoth’s temple? How did it get here?” Duncan asked.
Camulus gestured to the outsider, as he had in the corridor earlier. The god’s face had a stern look.
“You must trust me on this. Through that door lies the sphere. You need to retrieve it now,” Camulus said.
Duncan shook his head, as if to clear it.
I need to get that sphere.
Duncan turned back to the god.
“So, if we take this sphere back to Corvus, he should be able to cast the spell that will take me home?”
“Yes, of course,” the god replied.
Duncan nodded and walked to the open doorway. He had to get home. This sphere would help him. He could see nothing on the other side, but he assumed the god would shed light on his destination when he needed to. As he passed the threshold, he felt a slight tugging sensation and a wave of dizziness, similar to when he originally came to Syrane. Uncertain, he turned to look back into the room he had left.
Too late, he realised something was amiss when his vision swam and everything went black.
###
“Again!”
Jongus, Angus, Karnak and Yarn all pushed at the door. They focussed on moving the immobile block of stone. Derek stood to the side. He grasped his mountain and sun holy symbol and spoke through gritted teeth.
“I banish thee, unclean spirit, in the name of Khor the All-Father!”
“Again!” snarled Yarn, as the four companions heaved in concert.
Jade stared blankly at the door. Her attempts to open it magically had met with no success. She focussed her energies for another attempt.
Derek’s vision whirled, and through a fierce grimace, he forced more words out.
“Be gone you noxious fiend, depart this place or face the judgement…” the priest raised his face to the door and shouted out the last words. “… of his holy fire!”
He finished, but could see no effect of his banishment. Jade raised her hands, palm outwards and made a pushing motion. The magical force dissipated upon contact with the stone door. It had no effect.
Jongus moved away from the door, hands on knees, panting heavily. His face was a mask of despair as he looked at Derek.
“What can we do?” he asked.
Derek, himself panting heavily, looked back at Jongus, all hope gone from his face.
“I don’t know,” he replied. Yarn swore in frustration and kicked the door in a futile rage.




6.     The Lych.

Its physical eyes were long ago lost to decay. Bright pinpoints of hate-filled crimson light burned in the empty sockets of the hideous skull perched atop its emaciated shoulders.
Duncan trembled as he looked across the cold stone room. Through wide eyes, he looked past an apparatus designed for alchemical research at the monstrosity that had brought him here.
It stood silent, its angry red eyes gazed silently back at the outsider through the muck-encrusted bottles, pipes, and rusted metal stands.
The abomination was a gaunt and skeletal humanoid. Its dried, withered flesh stretched tight across horribly visible bones. The undead fiend still wore tattered robes; once rich and stylish, now rotted and decayed. This creature had long ago passed from the realms of the living. Mystical energy emanated from it to coalesce like a shadowy shroud.
Duncan could not move. Struggle as he might, he could not move his limbs. He could blink, breathe and move his mouth. It had rendered him immobile. He lay atop a stone table and was doubtless being held in place by the power of the creature that stood across the room. He realised with a start that he was naked as the day he was born. Normally, he would not concern himself overly with what others thought, but now he was a trifle self-conscious about being without clothing. As it was, he could do nothing except turn a bright shade of red at the revelation. The creature didn’t seem to notice.
The dim light in the room radiated from a candelabra next to the hideous apparition, but no flame burned in its depths. A sickly green glow with no apparent source flickered in its place. The smell of the room was enough to turn Duncan’s stomach; the mixture of death, decay and alchemical elements was almost overwhelming. It was a good thing that Duncan had no control over his reactions, as without the magical force that stopped his movement, he felt sure he would have retched.
The figure in the tattered robes was a nightmare from the worst hell imaginable. An aura of immense power emanated from it; the thing defied the very laws of nature that were perverted by its presence.
Duncan admitted to himself that were his other bodily functions under his control, he may have soiled himself.
It cackled, a hideous, haunting sound. Then it spoke.
“I have you, outsider. Soon you will serve your purpose.” It spoke in a slow, deliberate, almost mechanical manner, in an eerie voice that was a soft but guttural, rasping sound. It used no air to form the words.
Emaciated hands behind its back, it paced slowly back and forth across the once sumptuous carpet. Its burning red eyes glared at him with palpable hatred. It stopped pacing suddenly.
Were he able, Duncan would have jumped.
It turned and crossed the distance between them with terrifying speed. It extended its bony hand and clutched the prisoner’s arm. Duncan grimaced in pain as the abomination’s icy grasp sent shockwaves of pain through him.
“You are not what I expected.” The clicking its jaw made when it formed words worsened the awful rasping quality of its voice. “You are old,” it cackled. The bones of its jaw clicked together as the hideous pretence of laughter escaped its skeletal maw. “Although not as old as I!” Duncan’s arm was numb now. “It is of no importance.” The door to the room opened as it moved away. It automatically unfastened as the abomination passed close to the threshold. The door creaked horribly on ancient hinges.
He didn’t know if he felt insulted that the ancient creature had just called him ‘old’? As Duncan lay on the massive stone slab, he found he could move his head minimally up and down, and left to right. He saw that old, rust-coloured blood stains covered the table. He moved his mouth, and finally, now his initial panic had subsided, words formed.
“What the fuck is going on?” he cried. When no answers were forthcoming, he screamed in frustration; the sound echoed back at him in the small room.
What had happened? Where had Camulus gone?
The abomination re-entered the room. It shuffled in an ungainly fashion across the floor, past the alchemical equipment.
“What the fuck is going on?” Duncan repeated his question. The abomination levelled its gaze at the outsider. Its hideous countenance showed no emotion.
“I have watched you, outsider, since before you arrived.” It picked up a large purple candle from the nearby table. Flame sprouted from the wick at its touch, despite no apparent source of ignition.
“Why?” Duncan asked.
The outsider got the distinct impression that had it been able, the undead creature that stood in front of him would have sighed.
“Very well, I will explain, outsider.” It placed the candle on the table next to Duncan.
“I awakened shortly before your arrival. I had been dormant since the Demonswar. The insignificant cretins that drew you here reawakened the power within Mergoth’s temple. This brought me back from oblivion. However, as I awakened, my body,” it motioned to its physical form, “had become frail over the centuries. I could not renew myself for a very long time. I need to be replenished. You, an outsider, cannot die by normal means, therefore I will assimilate with you. I will take your body, you will pass into oblivion, and I will be eternal.” It sneered in what Duncan presumed was a smile.
Duncan wasn’t sure if he enjoyed being informed, or if he should have just lain there in ignorance. Still, he persisted.
“Who are you? What do you mean?”
The dread abomination cackled again.
“Did you not listen before, outsider?”
Duncan was confused. Before? A feeling of utter dread and despair settled in the pit of his stomach. Realisation dawned that it may not have been Camulus he spoke with earlier.
“Who am I, outsider? I am your doom. Who you are is more important. Your coming here means I can cheat death… forever.” The abomination shuffled forward and pointed at the outsider as it continued its monologue.
“When the woman touched Mergoth’s altar in the temple, she fed it with her life. Mergoth was reborn, but he is weak, not the power he once was. The undead that rely on Mergoth for existence are weak too, not like we were before the Demonswar.” It flicked an imaginary dust particle from its non-existent lapel. “I have spent the years since the Demonswar as close to oblivion as I ever wish to be. Now that I exist again…” it paused. “I have existed for nearly two thousand years, outsider. I had the power to cheat death, but I relied on Mergoth and the energy he gave to the undead for my existence. With your body, I will rely on him no more.”
Exasperated, Duncan questioned the abomination more.
“But why all the deception? Why couldn’t you have just transported me here a year ago?”
“I could not. My body is weak. I could not draw upon the same power that I once could. I would have destroyed my physical form and been unable to find a new shell.” It paused. “It was difficult enough to scry you in the pool.”
As it spoke, its gravelly voice gained volume in growing excitement.
“I, who have levelled mountains with my power, could not risk directly confronting you, or anyone else in my current state. My body is simply too frail to withstand the stresses of casting the spells required to overpower you and bring you here.”
It gestured to the room they were in.
“Here, magic rules. A simple illusion,” it continued, “was just the trick. I correctly determined that you would follow the trail of the dead god and led you to an illusion over the remains of my tower, Olfaern, within the mountains.”
Duncan groaned in despair.
Illusion? Olfaern?
“From there, I needed you to come to my true home. All I had to do was to ask you to go through a door.” It paused. “And you did. Now that you are here, however, I can devote the power to immobilise you because soon I will not need this body anymore.” It cackled again and continued. “I will use yours.”
Duncan angrily swore.
“Shit! I went through a fucking portal of some sort? So there never was a sphere of corruption and Camulus wasn’t real?”
“There is a sphere of corruption, outsider, but it remains in Mergoth’s temple. Camulus may indeed be real; he may have reawakened when the idiot girl touched the altar. But whenever you saw him, it was simply an illusion of my making. The portal took you from the mountain to Olfaern’s new location. Here.”
Duncan swore again.
“Well… fuck you.”
It was futile, but it was all he could think of saying. He was motionless upon the table; the abomination leered down at his inert form.
“The temple of the pathetic god Camulus was real, but you did not go there.” With its hands behind its back, the abomination paced. “When they built the damned temple, even then, my power waned. I could not confront the priests of the temple, so I left scores of undead to act as fodder for the clerics. Many believed that I had sunk my tower into the very stone of the mountain, but it was not entirely true. I sank it into the ground, but not before I’d moved it to another location. We are there now; many miles away from the mountain and your pathetic friends.”
This was the lych Xiphos? The one everyone talked about, that they named the mountain pass after? Duncan glared at the abomination, his eyes blazed with volcanic fury.
“When I get off this table, I’m going to crush your dirty grey skull under my feet, you egotistical piece of shit!” Duncan cried.
The lych cackled in a hideous parody of human laughter.
“You fool, I am Xiphos the Undying! I, who brought ruin upon the Seven Lords of Calamyr. Whatever makes you think you could do harm to me?” The lych shook its emaciated head. “We have spoken enough. I am eager to start the ritual. Be silent.”
And just like that, Duncan could no longer speak or move. His hands at his sides, he waited on the table. He grunted in impotent rage. The lych’s power held him immobile. He was truly helpless.
###
Derek slowly walked away from the building and sat cross-legged on the ground in the Pass of Xiphos. He breathed slowly, deeply. He needed to centre himself before he communed with the All-Father again.
Behind Derek, Jongus and Jade sat on the rocky path. Karnak and Yarn watched the trail and Angus was off relieving his bladder, as usual. 
“I don’t understand,” said Jongus for the umpteenth time.
Jade wiped away a tear and turned to her friend.
“I think it has tricked us. That wasn’t the god Camulus. I’m not even sure that this is his temple. The creature that was in that room was powerful, evil… like the undead in Mergoth’s temple, but many, many times more powerful.”
Jongus studied her, his face screwed up in dismay.
“But what does that mean for Duncan?” he asked.
Jade shrugged.
“I don’t know. We can’t get through that door,” she motioned behind them to the temple entrance. “But I’m not sure Duncan or whatever that thing was, are still in there.” She pointed to where Derek conducted his communion. “Derek is trying to find that out now.” Jongus sighed and awaited Derek’s report.
When it came, it was not good news.
“We have to go back to Torun,” Derek said. 
###
The lych held the candle and began an incantation, advising any who listened that he, Xiphos the Undying, would again cheat death.
Duncan noticed in detached curiosity that a small spider had spun a web in a distant corner of the room. He wondered what it made of what was going on.
Would it care?
The lych droned on for some minutes. To struggle against his magical bonds was futile, as the undead mage had full control over the outsider’s physical form. Duncan could do nothing except lie still and listen. Despite his situation, he was genuinely curious. He wanted to escape, to get back to his friends and from there to go home. But he was interested in the ritual despite himself.
It was clear to Duncan that the lych considered itself higher up the evolutionary ladder than everything else. Its current body literally rotted away. Despite the strength of Xiphos’ magic in granting itself an already unnaturally centuries-long life, or un-life, it was time for an upgrade. It needed an appropriate, living, healthy body to transfer its life force into and ensure its continued dread existence. The possibility of having the potentially deathless body of an outsider was too good to pass up.
Xiphos reverently carried the still burning candle over and placed it on the side of the stone table. It glanced around the room, as if to ensure all was in readiness. Duncan could not tell what a state of readiness was, nor did he care. The outsider sensed that time was fast running out for him. His mind once again screamed at his body to move, but all he could manage was a twitching in his feet, similar to a cramp.
Xiphos’ grinning skull leered at him maniacally as it produced a ceremonial dagger from behind its waist. Dark rust-coloured stains marked its blade.
“You’ll be dead soon, I promise,” it said, in its horrible grating voice. “I only wish I could make it more painful for you. Die, knowing you will allow me to cheat the Reaper!” There was a rush of putrid air and the lych looked back over its shoulder. It seemed to be almost fearful as the already dim light in the room darkened. The skin on Duncan’s neck crawled, although from what he did not know.
It filled Duncan with a sense of foreboding. Blood pounded in his ears from the thudding of his heart. He felt doomed; yet he couldn’t look away.
A tear trickled from his eye and made its way slowly down his face. Duncan wept for his family and friends, who he would never see again. The lych seemed to notice the tear, and it laughed again.
Xiphos grasped Duncan’s shoulder in its bony claw and again began its incantation. Despite the pebble within him, the words were gibberish to Duncan. The words of such ancient and fell magic were beyond the power of Jade’s spell of comprehension. The lych continued in a low monotone for several minutes, always one withered claw touched the bare flesh of the outsider.
Xiphos reached a crescendo in his chant. It grasped the dagger and slowly lowered the blade toward Duncan’s heart. Duncan watched in morbid fascination as the razor-sharp tip pressed softly against his skin and then pierced the outer layer. The outsider felt every movement of the lych’s hand as it deliberately forced the blade down; he felt it progress between his ribs, through his chest and then to his heart. Blood trickled slowly, then with increasing fluidity, with each beat of his heart more spread across his chest.
The pain was as intense as any he had felt before. When stabbed and cut in the arena, it hurt. But he’d never been impaled as slowly and deliberately as this. The blade felt like a tongue of flame that entered his heart. Duncan sensed his life was near its end, the lych’s icy grip on his shoulder forgotten for the moment.




7.     The Small Boy.

The small boy thought the first few months as an apprentice to the high mage were manageable. He’d always been the smart one. His older brother Aldis, while shrewd enough himself, simply was not as good a student of the magic arts as he was.
He didn’t have friends, although there was a group of other students that shared time together; mainly for study and to conduct experiments prescribed by the high mage.
It took the young boy quite some time to adapt to the new arrangements. Their parents had seemed relieved when the high mage took both children as apprentices. The young boy was ten, small, skinny and far too polite; he took after neither parent. The father was a farmer; the mother looked after the family’s home life and the boy’s upbringing.
Neither boy seemed destined for farming. They were too intelligent for that. The younger one was not robust enough to spend life outdoors. The chance meeting with the high mage himself at the town market one day had changed all that. Prador, the High Mage, had bought vegetables from their stall. The boys engaged the bearded old wizard in conversation. He’d offered to take the boys under his tutelage on the spot.
There were other apprentices at the Mage’s Tower. About ten. Six of them turned against the young boy almost immediately; it was obvious he was simply better than them. Everything he did with magic lasted longer, was more powerful, and outshone what every other apprentice did.
Sadly, Aldis was one of the six. The young boy had no defence against bullies. He was fair game from the moment they turned on him.
For two years they harassed him, the pack of six. They did not leave him any moments to retaliate, catch his breath or defend himself. And on their rare visits home, Aldis again carried on with the abuse. The small boy could not retaliate. Prador forbade them from using magic on each other.
He was alone. He never understood why they did it. The small boy vowed to outlast his tormentors. He would endure.
He got spat on. Kicked, tripped, and insulted every day, just for being better. As the boys grew, so did their cowardice. Their bullying was relentless.
The small boy always looked over his shoulder.
Until the day Prador expelled him from the tower.
In the classroom they all shared, Prador lectured his students on the current, how all mages and users of magic could reach into the magical current, to follow its flow until they achieved the result they desired, in this case, to light a fire without combustible materials.
The six sat behind the small boy. They teased him about his hair and his clothing. From behind, they launched spit balls onto his spell book. The small boy wondered why Prador did nothing to stop the bullies. Perhaps the high mage assumed these challenges would strengthen him.
Prador was right. But unfortunately, the strength it built within the small boy was not a moral strength. Anger fuelled him. Rage burned deep within. It grew hotter and unable to be quenched.
This day, the small boy turned on his persecutors. His eyes were as black as a demon’s heart. His slight frame shook with uncontrolled wrath. He dipped into the current; it flowed from him like a cascading torrent of hate and fury.
There was an explosion, like a sonic boom. A noise like that of an angry god that dragged chains across the sky burst forth. A sudden bolt of lightning shattered the desks behind the small boy; the force of the blast cast six bodies backward into the stone wall.
Afterward, the small boy remembered their cries, the wails and weeping of injured, burnt young men. He remembered Prador’s shocked expression and the smell of burning flesh, ozone and smoke.
He looked down at the burnt, blackened corpse of Aldis, his brother, his face an impassive mask. The young boy left the room without a backward glance.
They would torment him no more.
###
The small boy, now older; a young man. He stood upon the deck of a merchant ship, bound for Torun. Pirates had attacked the ship, but it seemed they were unaware of his presence on board.
The young man positioned himself behind the helm, the ships helmsman struggled to hold the wheel to keep the ship on course. The normally clear and calm waters of Raven Bay churned beneath the ship, as the waves tossed it from side to side amid a massive storm.
A massive storm of the young man’s creation. He stood, arms aloft, and chanted quietly. Even if he chanted loudly, no-one would hear in this wind. Yet he stood, a small circle of calm amid the raging storm.
Thick dark clouds roiled above and encased the ship and those that pursued in darkness, the clouds fully engulfed any speck of light. Merciless winds caused waves to crash over the sides of the ship, the white crests of the waves terrifying in their ferocity.
The young man shouted to the helmsman.
“How deep is the water here?”
The helmsman’s face betrayed his feelings. He could not believe he asked the question. He must think the young man was mad. Yet still, he answered.
“About a mile in some places,” he shouted. “What the hell do you want to know that for?”
The young man smiled.
“Make peace with your gods, little pirates,” he muttered.
The young man cast a mighty spell, and the winds about his ship abated. Those near the pirates did not.
The young man waved his hands and cast another spell. He conjured a mighty whirlpool which trapped the entire pirate fleet in its watery claws. The doomed pirates could only watch in horror as the churning water, slowly at first, then increasing in rapidity, caught all their ships in its embrace. Like a vortex, the whirling mass of water sucked them in, and pulled them inexorably to their deaths into the maelstrom, their ultimate resting place a mile or more under the surface of Raven Bay.
###
The young man, now older, a more mature man, streaks of grey in his hair. He stood at the entry to the Mage’s Tower in Torun. At his feet, Prador’s withered corpse lay. The man nodded. Now the tower would be his.
He stepped forward. The enormous edifice loomed before him. With the death of the master, the light that emanated from the tower was no more. A layer of shadow now enveloped the tower, as if the structure itself did not approve of its master’s treatment.
The man stepped forward, and a wave of despair washed over him. For the normally self-possessed young mage, the feeling of hopelessness was as alien to him as love or desire. He calmed his breathing and went to the front door. It remained closed to his touch.
He frowned.
I defeated your master.
He held up his hands and spoke the words of opening.
“Maluadynia Damcentesis Ascenias,” he whispered. Still, the tower resisted.
His frown deepened.
I am a mage; I defeated your master.
He paused, then corrected himself.
I am the archmage.
“Maluadynia Damcentesis Ascenias,” he said aloud.
The tower door opened.
The man’s frown became a sneer. He walked inside.
Once within, the assault began. His body froze; an observer would assume him paralysed.
Breathe
Now he needed to exhale. In, out, force air in. Push it out.
How much of a limitation is breathing?
A deafening ring sounded. Like the peal of a thousand foot tall brass bell, struck by a giant mallet.
Then he fell through an endless void. He spun as he fell. There was nothing tangible to attach awareness to.
He landed; the breath forced from him. Waves of pain washed over him. Everything hurt. He heard footsteps running. As people ran past, he could sense their pain and fear. He opened his eyes to see, but more agony pierced his mind. His eyes burned like molten fire.
He curled up in a ball.
Stop! Stop!
He braced himself, willing the pain and fear to subside. Against the abuse, he felt anger. Hate. Why was his physical form so frail? Against the onslaught, he pushed back. He lashed out with all his hatred, all his anger. He embraced it and used it as a weapon to defend against the insidious barrage. He directed this raging fire of emotions away from him to the source of the assault.
I am the archmage.
Slowly, the storm subsided. The pain stopped.
He opened his eyes. He ‘heard’ the tower in his mind.
“Master.”
###
The young boy, now an old man, shook his hand to ease the stiffness that developed in his writing hand. Piles of parchment, paper, and books strewn across the desk. He picked up the quill again. The old man’s eyes were bloodshot, sunken, with dark bags under them, and his eyelids fluttered to stave off sleep.
He sat in his tower, Olfaern. It was a copy of the Mage’s Tower in Torun, but one he made his own. He did not wish to be near people, near temples. He needed solitude for his work. So he had abandoned the Mage’s Tower and created his own in the mountain pass.
He muttered to himself as he wrote.
“The secret to undeath is a dark, evil goal for any spell caster,” he said. His quill paralleled the words he spoke. “As a lych, you preserve your own life by sacrificing and using the life force of other creatures.” He stopped and glanced at the cage at the far side of the room. Within it was a strong young man, a member of the town watch. The old man didn’t know his name. He would be the first test for the transference. Nearby, the table waited. It was new, free of stain or mark upon its stone surface.
The old man continued his narrative.
“The mage must conduct the ritual while the victim is bound to the table. Use a spell of paralysis to restrain the sacrifice; this will ensure the body you assimilate will be in prime condition. At the very instant the heart ceases to beat, you will assimilate the new form, and you will become the lych.” He paused to again regard the young man. He had chosen the watchman because he was young and robust. He nodded and continued his narrative. “Once finished, you will awaken within the new shell. Your memories and knowledge will be intact. You will possess the physical aspects of the sacrifice.”
The old man nodded. It was time to begin.




8.     The Lych’s Folly.

Duncan’s mind was awhirl with memories that were not his. Thoughts cascaded through his mind. The passage to undeath, magic and a century of lived history, but back when Torun was much younger, he barely recognised the cityscape. Xiphos witnessed this ancient history first-hand?
Duncan saw these events and circumstances in his mind’s eye as if he’d lived through them. They were memories, transferred to his mind as easily as a file download. Panic surged through him.
No! This can’t happen!
Duncan felt his mind being pushed and pulled, as his identity clashed with that of the ancient lych; they fought for room in his head. The lych had contested this battle many times before, but nothing remained of the young men he had assimilated. Their thoughts and memories had gone into oblivion.
He could see the lych from where he lay; it faced at first heavenward and then slowly lowered to gaze at the outsider. Its skeletal mouth murmured the spell of transference. The archmage’s substantial knowledge and with it, its power, memories and experience poured into Duncan’s mind and body.
Then he saw himself. He lay upon the bloodstained table, the viewpoint from the lych’s leering skull. His terror mounted and instinctively, he pushed back, as if he tried to force a headache into another part of his brain. Instantly, he was back in his own body. He stared up at the ancient archmage as his lifeblood continued to flow freely. The effort cost him, as a bubble of blood frothed from his mouth.
His mind churned, the flow of information and experiences almost too much to bear. In a moment of clarity, his consciousness floated into nothingness. Then he saw his own mind laid out in a massive grid, like a Rubik’s Cube, but with only one layer. His thoughts, memories, emotions and experiences showed as small flecks of colour in the massive grid amongst a sea of grey. By comparison, the lych’s mind was full, colours spread out across the latticework of its ancient mind.
The lych and the outsider connected more intimately than any man and wife, than any parent, brother or sister.
Duncan understood the lych’s long-term strategy. Xiphos would use Duncan’s body to get the Sphere of Corruption from Mergoth’s temple. The lych knew that once he had the Sphere, he would forge a spell that would enable him to usurp control of all the reanimated undead of Syrane.
Xiphos’ chanting changed. Duncan had absorbed much of the lych’s consciousness and realised with a start that he understood the change in the spell, because he comprehended now what the words meant. This was the critical part of the spell… Here was where he died and the transference would be complete. He would die and the dagger would act as the conduit to transfer the rest of the lych’s identity into Duncan. Xiphos would resume his lychdom in the outsider’s body. Duncan’s identity: his memories, thoughts, hopes, and dreams would evaporate into nothingness. The lych continued its spell casting and muttered the words to itself.
Much of Xiphos’ knowledge was at that moment shared by the two, as was Duncan’s. He realised that the memories of his home distracted the lych; he’d caught the lych mid-daydream, Xiphos focussed on the technologies of Earth that must have seemed like magic undreamed of by the lych.
Fear clawed at Duncan’s throat. Imagine if the lych went to Earth?
No!
The mental capacity of the ancient archmage dwarfed Duncan’s own mind, but at this moment of joining, the outsider’s thoughts interspersed with those of the lych. Duncan felt a stab of doubt from Xiphos.
Something was wrong.
He understood intimately the abomination’s concerns with what occurred, and he also understood what it didn’t want him to know.
Hang on.
Aren’t I unable to die here?
Previously, Xiphos conducted the transference into a fresh corpse. So eager was the lych to inhabit the body of the outsider, that it hadn’t stopped to consider what impact it would have on the ritual if the subject did not die! Xiphos had taken steps to ensure that, like all his previous sacrifices, Duncan would die during the transference, but he still lived. Duncan realised with a start that the lych’s plan had a serious flaw.
Xiphos also heard Duncan’s thoughts and understood immediately the flaw in its plan that the outsider had recognised.
The lych’s psyche transferred to his mind. Duncan’s psyche, his spirit, the very essence of his being, was supposed to dissipate into nothingness, but it didn’t.
The outsider received mountains of knowledge from the ancient lych and with it…
… the archmage’s spell casting ability.
Xiphos, of course, understood what Duncan understood, just as Duncan had, but in reverse, at exactly the same moment in time.
Duncan knew, using the lych’s own recollections, that it meant he should have died or be a lot nearer to that state at this point in the ritual.
Xiphos paused its incantation and looked at the outsider. Duncan could sense the feeling of horror and rage that had crept into its thoughts, as it realised that something was going very wrong with the transference.
In Duncan’s newfound mental awareness, he latched on to one stray thought from the lych: counterspell. In the lych’s distracted state, it failed to maintain full control over its prisoner. Duncan took advantage of this minor distraction and murmured the words to a spell taken from the lych’s own mind, which would counteract his paralysis.
Duncan could move, his limbs returned to life! Xiphos snatched its hands away from the outsider’s body and the dagger, to end the transference as Duncan rose from the table.
Xiphos recoiled from him. It grabbed its exposed forehead with an emaciated hand. Desperately, Duncan tried to stand, but being able to move and actually getting his mortally wounded body to react proved to be two very different things. The dagger still protruded from his chest, blood slowly forced its way out from the agonising wound.
The lych recovered first and grabbed at the dagger that was the central part of the ritual. Gripping the blade, Xiphos thrust his other bony hand onto Duncan’s face and commanded the outsider to be still. Xiphos infused the words with magical energy.
As the lych once again raised its hand to him, Duncan could feel the insidious magic slowly possess his body once more. His muscles contracted, hideously constricting into the most painful cramping sensation he had ever felt. The pain of his chest wound was exquisite. It blossomed outward like a ball of flame in his chest. He cried out in agony, but gritted his teeth against the pain and sat up. Duncan was a fit and healthy man, but he was no match for the mystical might at the evil lych’s command.
At his command. At my command?
He realised with a start what the lych tried to do. Xiphos, as a receptacle of magical power, was almost empty, and the lych acted to reverse the bonding process. Duncan again ‘saw’ the grid of his own and the lych’s minds laid out before him. His own mind, suddenly so full of colour, drained away, replaced by the greys of emptiness. Similarly, the lych’s grid slowly refilled with colour.
With a mighty struggle, Duncan lashed out with his arms wildly. He felt a distant sensation that he’d connected with something. The lych made an awful grinding noise in its throat. It cursed at him and bent over to pick up the candle Duncan had knocked off the table.
Struggling to move, Duncan looked on in alarm as the withered skeletal being stooped down in front of him. Panic welled in his breast as he considered his options. Deep in his mind, he realised that a good portion of the archmage’s arcane knowledge still lay exposed to him.
He saw, he understood. He comprehended how the magic worked, how the mind realigned itself to access the powers that a mage spent years studying and mastering. The current would answer his commands if he reached into it.
Unbidden, unconsciously, he cast a spell of binding that would render the lych as immobile as he himself had been moments earlier. He steadily intoned the mystic syllables of the spell, but his hand movements were awkward. His muscles were unfamiliar with the precise gestures required to cast the spell. He made minute errors, which caused the spell to fail.
The abomination took advantage of his mistake and crossed the distance between them rapidly. It lashed out with a wave if its hand to unleash multi-coloured magical energies. The beams launched outwards at Duncan and hit the outsider squarely in his injured chest with a dull thud. Grunting in renewed pain, Duncan raised his hands, palms outward, and thrust at the undead archmage to channel his own bolt of magical force.
The effect was spectacular; the desiccated skeletal body of the long-dead archmage launched backward and hit the wall with incredible force. It still kept enough of its former strength that the blow did not shatter its brittle body into hundreds of shards of bone. It slid down the wall and lay on the floor before Duncan.
Duncan stood, painfully; the dagger was still stuck in his chest and neither the blood from the wound, nor the blood that dribbled out of his mouth showed any sign of stopping. He needed medical help, and soon. He stood, slowly, as the lych also stood. An observer would have a difficult time telling which combatant was in worse shape.
“Your time here is over,” Duncan said. He dived deeper into his mind. He processed and analysed the information and magic at his command. In the blink of an eye, he decided upon an incantation that would destroy the lych.
Xiphos stood still. It gaped in disbelief at the grim figure of the outsider. Duncan took a step forward, raising one hand dramatically. This started Xiphos into action.
“No!” it demanded. “I am Xiphos the Undying! I do not die!” The skeletal mage cast a spell of its own.  
The pain in his chest was intense, fiery. But burning brighter was the mystical power that coursed through Duncan’s veins. As close to death as his body was, he felt more alive than he ever had before. The magical current flowed strongly within him. Despite the need to drive home his advantage, perhaps it was a part of Xiphos’ personality that had affected his decision, Duncan could not resist a final monologue.
“Your time has come Xiphos, your undeath is at an end; your body is in decay. I have your mind. I have your magical legacy. You cannot sustain your macabre pretence of life.” He looked around the room and raised his hands to gesture at the walls. “Olfaern is mine,” he said and motioned to the lych’s tower around them. Duncan wove powerful magic into the words he spoke, his hands moved awkwardly again through the empowering gestures required to imbue the words he spoke with the power of the spell he cast.
“Stop doing that!” screamed Xiphos.
Despite the situation, the lych’s scream took him aback.
“Um, no,” he replied. He thrust his hands forward. This time, he moved his fingers at precisely the right time to finish the spell.
Xiphos screamed, a loud, piercing wail. The undead archmage needed to replenish its body. It was not physically ready for the rigours of a sustained spell battle. Under Duncan’s brutal attack, its body collapsed in upon itself. The hideous noise continued briefly as Duncan forced the spirit of the dead archmage from what remained of its body. The evil crimson light faded from its baleful gaze.
Duncan, exhausted, leaned on the stone table for a short while… his breath came in short, strangled gasps and with strange, gurgling noises. He didn’t want to stay here forever, slowly bleeding to death, but never dying.
He remembered a box. The thought that occurred to him wasn’t his, it was from the lych. That was weird. The memory wasn’t his, but he remembered preparing the box a few hours ago in this very room. Right before he cast the illusion to trap the outsider.
Hang on, I am the outsider.
And blood flowed from his chest. That was why he’d imbued the magic into the box, to heal the body once Xiphos had killed it.
There was a small, sealed metal box on a table next to where the lych’s remains lay. It had appeared inert, but now that the lych was gone a rich red glow leaked out from between the joins, as he knew it would. It was the last part of the transference.
Anywhere in the universe red meant danger, but it drew Duncan to the box like a moth to a flame. Almost mesmerised by the glow, he slowly, agonisingly, released his hold on the table and stumbled toward it. Blood flowed unchecked onto the stone floor of the room. He withdrew the dagger painfully from his chest and dropped the weapon. It landed with a loud clatter. He nearly swooned in pain as the dagger came free. Duncan lifted the small box from the bench where it lay; it was quite heavy. It opened as Duncan raised it and it bathed him in a warm hypnotic red glow…




9.     The Revenant.

Time passed.
Duncan reeled, his arms flailed, and he dropped the box. It landed on the ancient stone with a loud clunk. The box had ceased to glow and now was an unremarkable, empty, dull metal box. His muscles had cramped, his arms aflame with barely noticed agony, as he’d stood with the box held upright for so long. He staggered away from the bench and knocked several obscure items onto the floor, and he stumbled over the inert corpse of Xiphos. His right foot crushed what remained of its ribcage into dust. Duncan barely noticed the skull as it skittered across the floor. His clumsy feet kicked it like a football. Duncan bumped into the wall, rebounded off and stumbled toward the door, which opened before him. The corridor outside led off into darkness twenty metres further down.
He looked down at his bloodstained front. The wound from the dagger was gone, as he knew it would be. Normally the lych would use the box on whatever recently killed body he assimilated, and the necromantic magic of the box would repair the wounds incurred in the ritual. This ensured each time that Xiphos literally had a fresh start.
This time, however, used on his not-quite-so-dead body, the magic had healed him as good as new, in much the same fashion as a healer would. He examined his torso in awe: the multitude of scars that remained after his arena battles were gone! The flesh around his feet was just like new; his saddle sores and chafed thighs were healed. Even his sunburn had gone. It had healed Duncan completely.
A fresh start indeed…
He looked down the corridor that he’d stumbled into. He recalled it led to his study and library. The lych stored all of its magical tomes in the room at the end of the corridor.
Duncan stopped, amazed, as these thoughts came into his mind unbidden. What had happened to him was registering. Embedded in his memory was the whole layout of Olfaern, the lych’s stronghold. Duncan remembered it as easily as he could bring to mind simple facts, like how to tie his shoelaces.
He looked down forlornly at his bare feet and again at his naked chest. He stood in the corridor, stark naked and with drying blood on his chest and chin. But there wasn’t much that he could do about that right now. Xiphos’ memories reminded him of his clothes, which were removed before the ritual. He put them on his mental list of things to find as soon as possible. But for now, the lych was dead.
Ding dong, the wicked lych is dead…
He chuckled. The lych was more dead than he was. Considering he’d already been dead for a thousand years, give or take.
His mind was again awhirl with remembered processes and thoughts. Vast magical knowledge now rested in his brain. The lych, many centuries ago, had been a young, ambitious mage. His poor upbringing and quest for power had corrupted, twisted, and turned the young man into a bitter, evil thing. He had extended his life unnaturally beyond the death of his body across centuries. Memories came to Duncan unbidden. He shuddered as he recalled unspeakable acts the archmage had committed to gain power.
What a prick!

He stopped to consider his immediate plight. He needed to get back to the others. Teleport? The lych’s knowledge told him it was not possible without an existing portal, or without constructing a new portal. He sighed in dismay as he ‘remembered’ that creating a portal took weeks of research, exact preparation, and precise casting. He looked at his hands in dismay, recalling his so-recent inability to cast a simple spell of binding.
Likewise, magical flight did not seem to be a thing here. It seemed he was stuck with mundane travel for now.
Practise. It would take practise to re-master the complex gestures he needed to cast some spells.
Wait, portal.
I can create a portal!
When he realised it was possible, it thrilled him beyond measure. He could now create a link that would take him home. He childishly clapped his hands with glee, so excited he was.
As soon as possible, he would need to find the High Mage Corvus in Torun to compare what they both knew.
Wait, High Mage?
Hang on, what would the lych do…?
Distracted, he stopped to reflect on the archmage’s memories and the spells that were available to him. A simple magic that would conjure a sphere of light came to mind, so Duncan reached into the magical current and directed its flow to cast the simple spell. A glowing golden nimbus came into being that shed light down the length of the corridor. The scuffling of rodents who had probably never seen light before was the only sound that greeted his wonderment.
Duncan cast again; this time, he created a straightforward magical projectile. Shafts of intense light shot from his hand and impacted against the door at the end of the corridor where Duncan had exited recently. It blasted the wood into splintered shards of kindling and dust.
His wonder increased! It was intoxicating to think that he could now cast mighty magical spells; it came as easily to him as if he’d been born to the task.
More spell casting. Duncan telekinetically lifted the remains of the door and flung them down the length of the corridor. They impacted at the far end in darkness.
His casting, however, did not go unnoticed.
Duncan sensed a presence behind him and quickly spun on his heels. A sinister figure stood before him, clad in luminescent plate armour; the menacing glow of a baleful crimson gaze bore into his eyes. Iron gauntlets grasped the handle of a longsword in a two-handed grip, held point down. The decorative but functional cross-guard of the sword spread out like a serpent and runes ran the length of the blade.
Duncan stood much taller and broader than Xiphos had been, yet this creature in life had been another head taller and was wider of shoulder than Duncan. The tip of the cold iron blade rested on the stone floor and the creature looked out with its undead gaze from inside its rusted helm. A sleeveless cloak of intricate design hung from its shoulders all the way to its knees.
Duncan felt no fear, but an almost detached curiosity. A short while ago, he would have fled in terror from the nightmare image before him. Now he stood calmly and surveyed the abomination.
This was Sir Ezekiel Lillian. In life a holy knight, now cursed to spend eternity as a wraithknight. The lych had cursed Ezekiel recently, only a few hundred years prior to the Demonswar, to command the undead that guarded the tower of Olfaern.
“Master,” Ezekiel intoned in a ghostly, sepulchral voice. He bowed slightly at the waist to Duncan.
Duncan’s skin prickled, his hairs stood on end and nerves screamed as he realised the implications of what it had said. One word, spoken by the wraithknight, confirmed his speculation.
Master!
But Duncan was no archmage, he was an ordinary man! Duncan knew he had absorbed a lot of the lych’s spell casting capabilities, along with much of its knowledge and experience. Clearly something in the transference had occurred so that enough of the lych’s psyche remained inside him. Enough that the undead archmage’s servant had failed to recognise the difference. Of course, the door back in the laboratory had responded to his approach and opened, as it would for the lych.
Duncan realised that his own conscience was not supposed to be still in occupancy. Duncan gathered himself and addressed Sir Ezekiel.
“Ah, hello Ezekiel. Thanks for turning up. What seems to be the problem?”
The wraithknight looked at him from the depths of his helmet, his translucent face ever unchanging and unreadable.
“I sensed something, master. I am aware you conducted your transference, but afterward I felt destructive magic being used in the tower. I came immediately.”
Duncan looked innocently back down the corridor at the room he had exited and the remains of the doorway. Splinters of wood and shards of blasted stone littered the opening; the dust still settled. He shrugged.
The wraithknight had not moved, immobile and impassive. Duncan took a moment to recall how the relationship between Sir Ezekiel and the lych worked. Xiphos had treated every being in his home with a definite master/ slave relationship. Turning dismissively, Duncan waved him off.
“You may go Ezekiel. All is well here. I have a new form, which will take some getting used to. I was merely ensuring it was capable of spell casting.” He looked innocently down at his feet. “There’s nothing to see here. Move along.”
Ezekiel bowed once more and moved away, back down the corridor. He took a turn to the left before he arrived at the door leading to the study and passed through, presumably on his way back down toward the cellar, where he liked to spend his time.
It made Duncan a little squeamish when he remembered that all the lych’s servants and slaves were undead. Of course, it made perfect sense they were. After all, their master was undead, too. However, it did not overly enamour Duncan at having zombies and spectres waiting on him hand and foot. The whole prospect was quite unnerving to him.
He needed to get out of here, and soon.
He had only a vague idea where the stronghold was; after all, Xiphos had transported and buried the tower a millennium ago, so the land above had doubtless changed a great deal. He needed to leave Olfaern to explore his surroundings and to find his friends.
But first things first, Duncan needed the spell books.
Correction, my spell books.
He wanted to find his friends, but he also wanted to return home. The spell books contained the knowledge that may enable him to do so.
He rushed further down the corridor. The door opened before him and revealed the study, exactly as he ‘remembered’. The stacks of ancient books and papers were all perfectly preserved and organised into columns and rows of orderly bookshelves.
Thinking quickly, Duncan knew he needed to retrieve the spell books, which were in the room but not in this reality. As he spoke the words of magical power, a portal that shimmered with an unearthly golden light appeared; created in the room by Xiphos many centuries ago. Duncan couldn’t remember the exact name or nature of the storage space. He reached into the opening and withdrew ten heavy tomes, all leather-bound, their dull grey covers all matched. Duncan tried not to think of the creatures the leather had come from for the binding. He resolved to organise for the books to be duplicated as quickly as possible into a less abhorrent form.
He rummaged through the drawers of the desk. Duncan found a bag, designed to be worn slung over the shoulder to hang at the hip. What was unusual about the bag was the amount of equipment it could safely carry. Despite its small size, it could contain as much as a large suitcase. He retrieved the bag and placed it on the desk in front of him. He packed the books carefully inside.
His mind speedily went through what else was in the drawers. Duncan determined he would need a few of the items it stocked. Candles, flint and tinder, ink and quill, some ancient coins, vellum and a scroll case. All preserved beyond their usual lifespan by the magic of the lych.
Duncan gathered the bag, slung it over his shoulder, and exited the study. The leather felt weird as it rubbed his shoulder. He looked down and remembered. He was still without clothing.
Duncan rummaged through a nearby cupboard and found a fine robe. Magically preserved, sleeveless and stylish, it covered him to his ankles. Duncan resolved to find his trousers and a shirt as soon as possible. It irritated him he could not recall what the lych had done with them. It must have meant that not all of Xiphos’ memories have transferred.
He paused and reflected upon this. Yes. He could recall nothing from the archmage’s memories after he’d become a lych. He hoped this wouldn’t be problematic.
Duncan needed to see the sky and to feel the fresh air on his face. He walked back down the corridor, distracted enough not to notice Ezekiel until the wraithknight was right behind him once more. The undead knight moved in slow, measured strides toward the same room as Duncan.
Duncan thought to order Ezekiel away, but soon reconsidered. He was about to leave Olfaern and had no great desire to return. The quicker and easier his getaway would be, the better.
Duncan entered the room. Ezekiel stood in silence at the door with the patience only a dead man can display. Duncan glanced about the room and noted nothing had changed in the few brief minutes he’d been gone. The remains of the lych still lay in a crumpled heap on the floor.
Duncan looked over at the doorway in surprise as the wraithknight drew his ancient longsword, just as Duncan felt a bitter, unearthly chill from behind him. He turned, so that Ezekiel was still in his field of vision. When he saw what happened, Duncan’s throat tightened, and the colour drained from his face.
Xiphos’ skull rose and hovered about a metre and a half off the ground. Its eye sockets emitted a hideous green glow.
Duncan knew instantly that the remains of Xiphos had developed into a fearsome revenant, a creature that he could not easily overcome. The words to a spell came to mind as Duncan realised he needed to leave immediately.
The wraithknight wavered back and forth; he pointed his antiquated sword first at Duncan and then the revenant. Duncan understood it probably confused him about which ‘master’ he should obey. Duncan took away the guesswork. Muttering the words to his spell, Duncan felt the current flow through him as he immobilised the wraithknight.
The revenant glared balefully at him with its emerald gaze. Its jaw opened, as if it cast a spell of its own.
Duncan ran from the room. He pushed past the immobile wraithknight and into the corridor once more. The revenant emitted a dismal yowling noise as Duncan exited. Duncan ran, despite the realisation that its magic was unlikely to affect him in the corridor. He moved as fast as his legs would carry him, along the corridor, up a flight of stairs, up another flight, across a landing, down a corridor, up another flight of stairs, further toward the top of Olfaern.
He knew Ezekiel followed him. The unnatural presence of his former servant drifting behind him made him feel uneasy. He ran up another flight of stairs and broke through a mass of old cobwebs. Duncan rushed through the living quarters that the archmage once occupied when he was counted among the living. He had not used it in centuries.
Duncan strode confidently across the room, grabbed a chair from near the disused bed, and placed it under a trapdoor in the roof. He stood upon the chair and felt around the stone trapdoor. He pushed. It didn’t budge. Duncan pushed some more, but it would not give. Exasperated, he lashed out with magical force and the trapdoor exploded upward with a mighty blast. Dust and dirt billowed into the room.
Duncan coughed as he continued upward through the trapdoor to the very top room of Olfaern. Its ancient stained glass windows once enjoyed a view for miles in any direction. Now they looked out at compacted earth and rock. He considered the spell he would need. Again, he produced a bolt of magical force, which easily smashed through the glass. Fragments rained down upon him, but another simple spell cleared the shards away and kept him from harm. He recalled the words to an incantation that he needed to cast.
It required a substantial portion of his energy, and it was not something he could maintain for very long. He murmured the words as he gazed upwards. He raised his hands dramatically above his head. As he did, his form became insubstantial, like a ghost. The irony of it made him smile. His smile faded as he willed himself upwards, past the broken glass and into the dirt and stone that surrounded the summit of the tower. He passed through tonnes of dirt and stone, always upward. Soon, he broke through into the blessed sunlight.




10.     The Grinning Corpse.

Duncan was so relieved that he forgot to end his spell immediately upon his exit from the depths. He realised with a start that he was about two metres above the ground. He lacked control of some of the finer details of Xiphos’ magic. This uncertainty caused the spell to end while still in mid-air.
He fell and landed poorly; the impact knocked the wind from his lungs. He made a considerable ‘Oof’ noise. Duncan was lucky not to break any bones. He slowly got to his feet and surveyed the area.
The small peninsula of land he was on was the size of a cricket ground. He had a vague recollection of what the area looked like when he, or rather Xiphos, had sunk Olfaern beneath the surface a millennium ago.
The landscape had changed somewhat since that time. The location of the tower itself formed a small clearing; a bare patch of uninviting, hard earth that stretched past the width of the tower extended about him. Sound had vanished, nor were there any signs animals had been there; as if nature itself wished no involvement. Outside the cleared area, light barely penetrated the thick brambles and overgrown, twisted trees. Black thorns wrapped about the forest; they waited in the undergrowth like hideous misshapen teeth. An aura of dread and despair lingered; sunlight shied away from the spot above where Olfaern lay entombed.
Duncan took a pace toward the unforgiving wall of foliage. There was an eerie stillness; then, without warning, beneath his feet, the earth trembled. The sudden jolt shook him, and he stumbled. The ground itself shuddered, as if in a fit of rage. 
Duncan shuddered too, but the shaking of the ground did not cause his unease. He felt, rather than knew, that somewhere far below him, the revenant of Xiphos, had caused this minor earthquake. Luckily for him, it was stuck well and truly underground.
Duncan quickened his pace and left the area as fast as he could. He forced his way between the merciless thorns.
He stopped.
Wait.
Duncan held his hands in front of him and pushed them apart, as if he swam breaststroke. He murmured the words of a spell as he did so. The brambles, branches and small tree trunks parted at his command. When he had cleared enough space, Duncan hurried away to the north-east, where hills obscured the rest of the coastline. Duncan felt sure there was human habitation nearby, but how much of it had changed in a thousand years was anyone’s guess.
He walked for some time. Without shoes, his feet hurt, and his clothing did little to protect him from the elements. It was not a chilly day, but a cool breeze blew that penetrated his fine sleeveless robe. Duncan gritted his teeth and continued. He wanted to put as much distance as possible between Xiphos and him.
Duncan understood little of what had happened in Olfaern; he assumed he had the abilities of a mage, or archmage, even. But for Duncan, an ordinary man from Earth, he understood very little about what practical effect this would have upon him. He did not wish to risk a confrontation with Xiphos or any of the undead from the tower. Duncan wanted to find his friends and get home. He would do whatever he could to protect them and himself from whatever repercussions the revenant may dream up.
He frowned and considered a memory as it surfaced. Spells of non-detection were available to him. Xiphos had used variants of them to disguise the relocation of Olfaern to the peninsula and mask its presence for the thousand years since.
He stopped walking and concentrated.
Yes, the words and movements of the spell would be…
He muttered the incantation and moved his hands in slow, precise movements to guide the flow of magic from him. He cast the enchantment upon himself and purged the bag and his clothing of identifying auras. It satisfied him the revenant could not find him magically. Duncan recalled from Xiphos memories that the revenant should not be able to cast many spells in its current form, and would be unlikely to find any immediate help to do so. Likewise, all the undead in and around the tower should not be able to communicate properly with the newly transformed being.
Duncan walked with renewed confidence. After an hour or more, he found a road to follow, and he walked at an easy pace on an easterly course, away from the sea breeze.
Duncan was determined to enjoy the colourful scenery of Syrane. The countryside was in the welcome grasp of an early spring and the usual mixture of leaves of brown and green intermingled with oranges and yellows left over from winter. The air was crisp and clear; bright sunlight meant that each small crest in the road enabled him to see for miles ahead. The trail wove slowly through a lightly forested region, the pine trees widely spaced to give an excellent view of the surrounding area. Pine needles spread to either side of the trail in great clumps showed someone regularly kept the path free of debris.
Duncan walked until noon. A bright cheery stream followed the road intermittently, so he stopped to relax nearby. He washed the dried blood from himself in the stream. He was hungry, but he had no food to eat. Duncan eyed some mushrooms that grew beside the road, but after the incident where he’d poisoned himself, he was a little too wary to tempt fate.
Duncan reflected upon his life before he came to Syrane, his past life in Hobart. On a normal day, he’d be about to go for his lunchtime walk with his wife. He thought wistfully of his wife and family, and his resolve hardened. He would travel home to them as soon as he could research how. The mage Corvus had unlocked the roadmaps of the stars, and Duncan needed to return to Torun to study these pathways with the high mage.
Duncan considered perhaps he could try magical means of communication with Corvus or Jade, such as by scrying, but Xiphos’ knowledge of the task was not readily available to him. He knew it was within the spell books he’d taken, but the time and effort needed to go through them was time he did not want to waste when he could walk toward them.
Duncan knew from Xiphos knowledge that the peninsula where the lych had buried Olfaern was about three hundred and fifty kilometres to the west of Citadel Bloodaxe, a touch over two hundred and ten miles, by Syrane measurements. He hoped his friends had departed the temple, and he intended to walk to Dunport, about a hundred miles north and east of Olfaern. If they got their horses back at Citadel Bloodaxe, he hoped they could arrive in Dunport about the same time as each other.
There were bound to be towns and inns along the way where he could find food and lodging. Maybe even a horse, if he was lucky. Then his mind turned to his saddle sores.
Maybe not so lucky…
Duncan pondered the events of the morning, how he had cheated death to avoid a fate as Xiphos’ receptacle. He viewed what should have been the trauma of the event with an amused indifference rather than horror; he presumed it was because of the residue of Xiphos’ psyche that remained inside of him. The archmage analysed things differently than Duncan would have. The lych had far more experience with magical effects and evocations.
How does this kinda shit happen? I’m just an ordinary man.
It was what it was; he would deal with it as he needed to.
He had a harder time comprehending it had only been earlier that morning. It felt like a hundred years ago.
I guess I did just assimilate a hundred years of Xiphos’ life as a human wizard. That kinda makes sense.
Duncan finished his break and continued on his way.
It was very late evening when the exhausted outsider found a roadside inn called The Grinning Corpse. He would have stopped some hours ago, when daylight departed, but he’d followed mile markers for some time that promised the inn to be not far away.
A lantern illuminated a bizarre sign that swung lazily in the night breeze and colourfully proclaimed the odd name. It showed what was supposed to be a human body in a coffin; the body’s face split with an ear-to-ear Cheshire Cat smile.
Duncan smirked and could appreciate the irony of his arrival at this place. The inn itself was more like a walled keep of solid stone construction. It had large, well-kept oaken doors that looked like they could secure them from the inside.
Inside the wall there was a busy stable and other outbuildings, all connected by a small network of cobblestone lanes. Duncan opened one of the sturdy oaken doors to enter the taproom within the primary structure. The room was stereotypical of roadside inns; a long wooden bar dominated the room; the bar ran its entire length. Behind the bar, several people hurriedly tried to keep up with the requests of their patrons for food, drink, and lodging. Duncan almost laughed with relief to see living creatures. The young serving girls were buxom and pretty and a welcome change to the hideous undead he’d seen that morning.
Most of the oval tables were full, so Duncan found himself a spot at the end of the bar up against the wall. He waited to catch the attention of a barmaid. She was an attractive blonde lass with a charming smile. His stomach rumbled; the food smelled so good! At his request, she brought him a plate of roast meat with steaming vegetables and a pint of refreshing ale. After the day he’d had, it was a most welcome treat!
Duncan paid the girl. She glanced at the coin Duncan had given her but gave no more attention to it once she’d given him a few silvers for change and safely placed the coin in the lockbox behind the bar. Duncan guessed that as the coins he had taken from Xiphos’ tower were quite old, they would be independently valuable. But right now, Duncan cared very little. The food was worth its weight in gold!
After he’d finished his meal, he sat back in his chair and enjoyed a second pint. Duncan noticed he was the object of a few odd looks from the other patrons. He guessed it was because of his size and his garb; both were very different to the locals. Duncan sighed; it was too late to do anything about it now. He pondered a disguise, an illusion spell that Xiphos could create, but to do so in the busy inn would attract attention that Duncan didn’t really need.
The outsider drained the rest of his ale and purchased another. He smiled to himself. Back home, he’d have to give serious consideration to not having the next drink; he’d need to be in a fit state to drive. He snorted. No such problems here.
He stopped the young serving girl before she departed with his coins.
“Hey, ah, is it possible to get a room for the night?” He looked about the full taproom. “I mean, I can see you’re busy, but I hope you can find a nice private room for me.”
The girl nodded.
“We are busy, sir. I’ll have to ask Ronald about lodging. He’s the innkeeper.”
“Thank you, I’d appreciate that,” Duncan replied.
The girl walked away, and soon after, a burly man came to see Duncan. He was innkeeper-ish; a well-used apron over a large middle, with greasy black hair and unshaven double chins. Tiny but friendly eyes looked Duncan over.
“Good evening, sir. I am Ronald, the owner of this fine establishment.” The man smelled of an interesting mixture of bar and kitchen odours, and spoke with a loud, booming voice. “Brenda tells me you seek lodgings for the night?” At Duncan’s nod, Ronald continued. “We’re fairly full, but I have a couple of spots left, mate,” Ronald said as he threw a towel over his left shoulder.
“How much do you charge for your rooms, good Ronald?” Duncan asked quietly.
“Well, we have a couple of single beds in the attic. It’s not really an attic, but a common lodging room upstairs. It’s warm at least, it’ll cost you a silver and you get breakfast, mate. There’s one room left that we can rent, but it’s pricey. We hardly ever rent it. Cost is two gold a night, but it’s a nice big private room and includes its own bath.”
Duncan removed two gold coins from his belt pouch and placed them in front of the innkeeper, who smiled and took the coins. He turned away and walked back behind the bar, but returned presently with a large key. The barkeep still had the coins in his palm and, from his expression, he seemed very interested in them.
“These look fairly old mate, where’re they from?” he asked as he handed Duncan the key.
The Royal Torun Treasury minted the coins a thousand years ago.
Instead of vocalising his thoughts, Duncan looked at Ronald with feigned disinterest.
“I really don’t know. I sold some goods to a travelling merchant a while back and he gave me these coins. They look quite old, but beyond their gold piece value, I really didn’t give it too much thought.”
Duncan looked into the depths of his mug and hoped the innkeeper would take it no further. He disliked lying to the man, but he was sure the truth would not be well-received.
Well, I took them from an undead archmage who’d shoved a dagger into my heart and tried to take over my body. When that didn’t work, I absorbed most of his magical ability and floated away through the roof of his tower, which is buried in the ground about forty kilometres from here. Oh, and it’s really haunted. There’s shit in there that would make you soil your pants for the rest of your life.
Ronald seemed satisfied with Duncan’s explanation and wandered off, but not before he advised Duncan how to find the room.
“Upstairs, mate. Last door at the end of the long corridor.”
Duncan nodded his thanks. He glanced at the serving girl as she walked past again and asked a question that had intrigued him since he arrived.
“How did the inn get its name?”
The girl looked surprised, but despite this, she leaned forward to reply.
“Well, there are rumours aplenty about the haunted peninsula down to the west. No-one will go there, no plants will grow there and if ships get too close to the shore, they get wrecked, sir. Strange noises happen of a night, and it’s said the ground shakes sometimes, for no reason. They say the undead inhabited the surrounding thicket. Everyone gives it a real wide berth. I’ve not seen any living dead myself sir, but…” she leaned closer to Duncan, “I’m sure they would like to drink here if they were thirsty!”
She smiled at her own joke and moved away to serve another customer.
Duncan smiled in genuine amusement at her explanation. He considered how true her words were.
There’s a lych here right now, drinking your ale.
Well, until this morning, he was a lych. Well, really, he wasn’t, Xiphos was. He was human. Well, he still was human, but now he was Xiphos as well. Except he wasn’t, he was just partially Xiphos. And wholly Duncan.
Yes, he was Duncan.
But he had many of the memories of Xiphos. There were still great blanks in his recollections. Xiphos’ whole time spent as an undead wizard, a thousand years of memories, research, and power. He flicked an imaginary speck of dust from the collar of his shirt. He suspected they were what had not transferred and kept by the lych.
Or revenant?
He finished his ale and moved to make his way up the stairs to go to his room. As he did, a shadowy figure detached from a nearby wooden pillar and took up a defensive posture in his way. The man looked up from the depths of a dark hood; a dirty face leered at the outsider. Duncan stopped and waited for the fellow to remove himself. But the man remained. He positioned his feet into a fighting stance, his mouth split into a lecherous grin that revealed rotted, yellow teeth.
Duncan thought long and hard about some spells Xiphos had at his disposal for times like this.
I could disintegrate this guy.
He shuddered in horror.
The thought he could wield such power was disturbing. And he realised well enough that those sorts of spells did not get cast in bar room brawls very often. He wished to keep a low profile, so Duncan settled for the diplomatic approach.
“Get out of my way, you fool,” Duncan demanded, and stared down his nose at the man.
Xiphos’ arrogance may have left some residue…
“Now, now, let’s not get too hasty,” the smaller man said. He raised a hand to his face as if offended by the outsider’s curtness. “I only want to ask you a few questions, sir.”
“What makes you think I am interested in answering your questions?” Duncan replied. He had no desire to answer questions posed to him by a pub ruffian, but figured the quicker that he dealt with it, the better for all involved.
The smaller man smiled his sickly grin again and answered.
“Well sir, I expect you would be kind enough to share with me whereabouts you came across those coins you were passing over the bar earlier. I overheard the innkeeper asking you about how old they were, and I am sure you could tell me some more about this merchant who gave them to you?”
Clearly, the thug felt he could intimidate him into revealing valuable information. Duncan didn’t like the manner in which he spoke, nor the rude assumption he would give whatever information the churlish man asked for.
Duncan shoved past the smaller man. He was shorter and lighter than Duncan, but wiry of frame and leaped to his left, to allow the outsider to brush past with only a slight nudge. The pugnacious man made a bold move; he slipped his hand inside Duncan’s belt pouch as the outsider moved past.
Duncan lunged and attempted to grab the pickpocket’s wrist. But the thief danced back out of the way and palmed several coins from the pouch. Some patrons nearby had taken notice of the altercation and moved their chairs backward to avoid any potential involvement.
Duncan moved toward the scoundrel again and reached out to grasp him. This time, the ruffian allowed Duncan to grab his arm, but twisted in Duncan’s grasp.
Lights flashed before Duncan’s eyes, and he felt an impact on the side of his head. His ears rang; he’d been punched! It hurt nothing like many blows he’d taken in the arena, but the shock of the strike surprised him. Duncan shook his head to clear it and looked up as the man twisted further away. In his opposite hand, the ruffian quickly hid what looked like brass knuckles.
Duncan’s temper sparked.
He was angry.
Furious.
Reflex took over. Duncan led with his left fist and connected a solid blow to the man’s jaw. He followed it up with a right cross to the other side of the ruffian’s head. Surprised by the move, the man didn’t react in time and the outsider’s fist connected squarely on the cheekbone with a loud, satisfying crack. The thief’s eyes glazed over, and the would-be-robber fell to the floor.
Duncan bent down to roll out the man’s pouches and upended the contents onto the floor. Several nearby patrons looked on with interest as Duncan grabbed his coins and ignored the other items in the pouch. From the shouts of annoyance that arose nearby, Duncan presumed the pouches contained other pilfered articles.
The innkeeper shouldered his way through the small crowd that gathered and levelled a hostile glare at Duncan.
“What do you think you’re doing?” the innkeeper growled.
Before Duncan could reply, a voice cried out nearby.
“Oi, Ronald, it were not his fault, the littler bloke provoked him, he attacked first.”
Others raised their voices to explain that Duncan had defended himself.
Ronald clearly saw the wisdom of accepting the crowd’s declaration. He picked up the thief and hoisted him over one shoulder and carted him to the door.
“I’m sorry, my lord,” he said to Duncan. “He won’t get back in here again,” Ronald loudly proclaimed. Some of the clientele argued over ownership of the items in the man’s pouch. Duncan ignored the bickering, skirted the crowd, and made his way up the stairs to his room.
He sat on a comfortable divan and mulled over what had just happened. He grinned ruefully to himself. This morning he’d usurped much of the knowledge and power of an ancient archmage. This evening when attacked, he’d punched the guy in the face. What was it that Xiphos had said earlier?
Here, magic rules.
He laughed at the irony.
Overall, it had been a very confusing day. His face hurt where the ruffian had punched him. He ignored the discomfort and turned his mind to other worrying thoughts.
He contemplated the consequences of what he’d become today. How could he continue as he was, knowing he could kill, maim, or destroy with very little effort? He shrugged.
I guess the only difference between being a mass murderer and a hero is fearing what you are capable of. I must keep a tight rein on this magical might I’ve appropriated.
Thankful for the peace of his room, he settled down to immerse himself fully in the mysteries of Xiphos’ spell books.




11.   Crime doesn’t pay.

Duncan awoke the next day to bright sunshine that peeked in the small, barred windows of the room. He opened the curtains to allow the full radiance to shine in. Outside it looked a cool spring day, but the dazzling sunlight made it more attractive.
A good day for walking.
After he attended to his ablutions, he went about his disgusting daily ritual; carefully extract the pebble of comprehension from the chamber pot, wash and clean it before re-ingesting the item.
Hang on.
Use your bloody brain…
He considered the spell that Jade had cast upon the pebble so long ago. Xiphos could easily manage the same spell, but cast it upon himself and make it a permanent enchantment.
Duncan smiled, placed the pebble into his pocket, and cast the spell.
He went downstairs, the bar staff greeted him warmly. They served an excellent meal of eggs, bacon, and sausages to Duncan and all the other early risers.
Brenda, the attractive bar girl who’d attended him last night, introduced herself and enquired as to his health.
“How did you sleep, sir?” she asked.
“Excellent, thank you, Brenda. The room was very comfortable.” Duncan said. He was relieved to hear that his spell had worked.
No more swallowing the pebble!
I never have to sift through my shit ever again!
Brenda smiled, her expression showed relief.
“Oh, good,” she replied. “I saw that horrible chap punch you, but then you hit him, bang!” She mimed his lunge at the pickpocket and almost knocked a tankard off the bar. Duncan rubbed his own jaw, still sore from being punched, and he thanked her for her concern. He smiled to reassure her. Brenda moved away to serve another customer, so the outsider turned back to his excellent breakfast and continued to eat.
He finished his meal. Duncan moved to gather his possessions when he saw a small gathering at a nearby table. Two young men stood engrossed as a seated man placed a pea under one shell and moved three identical upside-down shells across the table. Duncan had seen the shell game several times at home; a smile found its way to his lips
This exists in Syrane! I wonder what else they have here.
The game concluded. The seated man asked one of the two men to select where they thought the pea was. He chose incorrectly. The two shook their heads and walked away. Duncan gathered his possessions and prepared to leave, when the seated man called out to him.
“Care for a game of chance, milord?” Duncan shook his head. The man was young and wore a simple homespun tunic and breeches. A floppy hat sat upon the floor. He had an unusual odour; Duncan attributed the smell to many intermingled smells, and he’d probably not bathed in some time. Years, perhaps. He smiled at the outsider through broken, blackened teeth. He looked vaguely familiar, but Duncan knew that was impossible. He’d never seen anyone with teeth like that.
“No, thank you,” Duncan replied. Undeterred, the man kept talking.
“You give me a silver, sir. I will hide a pea under one of three shells, and if you guess correctly which shell has the pea, you will win three silvers, otherwise you will get nothing.” He held up the pea and smirked. “One chance in three for you to triple your money?”
Duncan sighed. But, against his better judgement, he played. He hadn’t taken many opportunities to do anything frivolous in Syrane. Where was the harm? Worst case, he lost a silver and a few minutes.
Duncan placed a silver coin onto the table; it was a newer one, not one of the ancient coins he’d taken from Olfaern. The man hid the pea under a shell; Duncan paid careful attention to which shell the pea was under.
The man shuffled the shells back and forth, his hands deft and sure. He stopped, and Duncan chose the middle shell. Instead of turning over the selected shell, the man turned over the one on his left, to reveal it did not contain the pea.
“Would you like to change your selection, milord?” the man asked.
Duncan frowned.
Should I switch? Would that make me a switcher?
He smirked.
It would be silly to switch. The man wants to avoid having to pay me the three silvers. If my original selection was wrong, he would have turned over the shell I picked to reveal it was empty. His only plausible motivation for the opportunity to switch from my first choice is that the original choice was correct, and he wants to tempt me to switch.
Duncan shook his head.
The man’s face fell, and he turned Duncan’s shell over and revealed the pea.
“Why did you offer me the chance to switch? If I switched, I’d lose my money,” Duncan said.
“I know that, milord. You picked the right shell. Sometimes when I just get started for the day, and there’s a crowd, I like to get more people to play and say it’s a simple game and you are likely to win. If someone plays and picks the wrong shell, I’ll give them an opportunity to win by turning over one of the other shells and asking if they want to switch. I’ll help them win to get more people to play.” His face upturned into a faint grin. “Sometimes the same ruse works when I know the person picks the right shell, only if they change their choice, I win.” He handed Duncan three silvers. Duncan placed them into his pouch. He glanced inside and was pleased to see no-one had pickpocketed him while he played the game.
Whew.
“Sometimes I put on a bit of a show, milord. Sometimes I help players win, to encourage more players to have a go, but it also makes the game more fun. I create some theatre by sometimes offering the switch.”
“You’re very honest and open about this,” Duncan said.
“Yes milord, I can see you’re an observant gentleman. I can also see you’re not from around here. I can tell you’re not likely to spend a lot of time in the Grinning Corpse, so I can also assume you’ll not ruin my business by telling everyone who comes in, my methods and motivations,” he replied with a grin. Duncan laughed.
“You’re right, you know,” he said. He took out the two silvers he’d won and handed them back to the man. “Thanks for the game,” he said.
“You’re a good man, Duncan Hawkwind. Thank you, and good fortune,” the man said.
“Good fortune,” Duncan replied.
Without another word, Duncan nodded his thanks to Brenda and walked out of the inn. The glorious morning and crisp clean air carried the usual smells of horses, wood smoke and unwashed stable boys. Almost a perfect day.
Duncan stepped away from the door of the Grinning Corpse and into the laneway. He moved out of the way of two young ladies who walked toward the inn. The door had almost closed when he noticed Brenda run up to the door and push her way through. She waved to attract his attention and smiled shyly again at him.
“Sir, did you forget your coin pouch?”
Duncan looked at his belt, where his pouch was secure; fastened to his belt. He looked back at the pouch in her hand. He recognised it as the black leather pouch from the thief the night before. It still looked like it contained some coinage. Duncan smiled at her gesture, reached out and closed her outstretched hand over the coin bag.
“No, it’s not mine. You take it; I have no need of more coins.”
A look of surprise crossed Brenda’s face.
“I… I don’t understand?” she stammered.
“I don’t want it, it’s not mine,” Duncan replied. “The fellow from last night doesn’t deserve it.” He smiled. “You do, you take it,” he said as he enclosed her hands in his own. He could feel her hands tremble.
“Good fortune, Brenda,” Duncan said.
A sudden ruckus startled Duncan. He spun away from Brenda just as a horse-drawn carriage turned the corner and charged down the lane toward them. The driver whipped the two horses that drew the carriage into a frenzy; it was the man Duncan had felled the previous evening. He stood upon the driver’s seat, his dark cloak streamed behind him in the wind created by the fast-moving carriage.
The bystanders screamed. Brenda’s knuckles were white as she gripped Duncan’s hands. Her eyes were wide with terror; the laneway was too narrow, and they had nowhere to go!
Duncan disengaged hands with the girl. He smiled grimly and called upon the arcane might at his command. He’d responded last night with fists. Today he would not. Duncan dipped into the current of Xiphos’ power and felt it flow through him. He raised his hands and barked the words of a spell.
He immobilised everything in his immediate area.
The wagon and horses froze in that instant; a metre from the girl and Duncan. The spell caught a small sparrow that had taken flight as the wagon charged toward them; he caught it frozen in mid-flight. Brenda’s fearful expression was still on her face as the powerful magic held her immobile.
Duncan silently cursed his inattention that had allowed the wagon to get so close. He quickly flowed into another spell; this time he used invisible force to lift the girl and other bystanders out of harm’s way, into the doorway of the inn. Using a variant of the same spell, Duncan weaved an enchantment that unhitched the horses and would calm them, after the immobilisation wore off.
Duncan then cast his last spell to lock the carriage in place. His hands trembled from the strain such powerful magic took on him. He ended his spell of holding.
The sparrow flew safely away.
The horses continued down the now vacant lane, much slower, less frightened than before, and without the carriage attached.
The carriage itself stopped with a jolt, but the brigand lurched forward into the guardrail, rebounded off it, and bounced back into an opening in the wagon’s roof.
Duncan let his flow take him to another magical incantation. He weaved his hands before his eyes in an unusual pattern and reached out; he felt the waves of arcane force emanate from him, out to embrace the wagon itself.
Duncan gripped the wagon; he used the magical force as a physical thing, as if he held the carriage in his hands. He clenched his fists together, and then forced his hands apart and held them there at arm’s length.
The spell ripped the carriage apart; it flung shards of wood, leather, and metal in all directions. It was as if an explosion had gone off inside the carriage, but it left no residue of smoke and fire behind. The shockwave from the carriage’s destruction caused the people in the inn’s doorway to cover their heads, lest any debris harm them. Several more shocked bystanders looked on from nearby windows.
The pickpocket lay on the ground in a pile of wreckage. His body quivered. Eyes wide, he shrunk from Duncan’s gaze.
Duncan almost felt sorry for the man in that instant. But the ruffian snarled at the outsider, pulled out a short blade from the folds of his cloak and drew his arm back to throw it at Duncan.
Aldis?
The resemblance was uncanny. In Duncan’s mind, he could see the lout wore the same facial expression as his brother did, all those years ago.
Duncan drew upon the fury this memory caused within him; he raised his hands and intonated a spell he knew would end his tormentor’s life. He dipped into the current; it flowed from him like a cascading torrent. There was an explosion, like a sonic boom. Thick, forked bolts of lightning arced from his fingers and reached out rapidly to his assailant. The doomed man threw his head back and screamed in silent agony as sweeps of residual lightning danced up and down the nearby wreckage, as the strike continued unabated.
The darkly clad man’s life ended as the lightning transformed him into a blackened pile of melted flesh, disintegrated bone and burnt clothing.
Duncan noticed Brenda and the other women he had rescued were still in the doorway to the inn. Rooted to the spot, they stood in mute astonishment at what had transpired.
Realisation dawned that Duncan had probably revealed a little more about himself than he had intended. He ended the spell; the lightning ceased to flow from his hands.
The laneway was silent. A lingering smell of lightning-produced ozone intermingled with the nauseating, sickly stench of burnt flesh, blood, and bone.
Duncan experienced an overwhelming lethargy. He fell to one knee and placed a hand on the ground to steady himself.
Duncan gritted his teeth and rose. He took slow, deliberate steps away from the inn’s door. He was determined to show no weakness. There were other people in the inn’s yard, but they gave him a wide berth as he left. He walked as best he was able, sensitive to the fearful expressions upon the faces of the people who hurried out of his way.
He exited the yard and trembled from exertion. The inn’s walls were behind him. He turned to his right, back to the east, and followed the road. A wave of exhaustion assailed him as he reached the tree line. He stumbled and almost fell to his knees. It took an incredible and determined effort for him to continue; but continue he did.
He walked along the road at first, but staggered off it at one point and pushed through the trees. His bag hung loosely at his side. It bounced and rolled about as he stumbled.
Duncan felt as weak as a kitten and could barely walk properly as he lurched through the forest. He was soon exhausted and collapsed a short way off the road; he lay there for some time.
Duncan gazed up at the radiant sky. The day was bright. He could smell the scent of wet grass. The melody of songbirds and buzzing insects reached him. The clear blue sky evoked within him a feeling of freedom, calmness. He sighed.
Breathe.
Yes, he needed to draw breath; breathe in, breathe out.
The aches of his body and the cloud in his mind did little to soothe the pain he felt at what he’d just done. The enormous outpouring of power he’d brought to bear on that one person; he was a thief, a simple thief. Yes, he’d tried to run Duncan over with a carriage, but…
His mind trailed off. He could not justify it. Duncan looked at his hands; he could still feel the tingle of the electricity that arced from his fingertips to destroy the man, so utterly.
There would be very little of him left to bury.
Duncan felt a pang of regret. He could do more harm than good with this kind of might at his disposal. He may as well have used a bazooka to kill a cockroach. What if he’d killed Brenda, or another innocent bystander?
His face turned grim. He knew why he’d reacted how he did. The memory of Xiphos; the thief had made him feel how the lych’s brother had made Xiphos feel. He’d responded the same way, to lash out, to obliterate him.
Well, you sure obliterated the hell outta that guy.
He lay there and stared at the sky for a long time.
Finally, when he felt he could continue, he got up and walked.
Mental note: Casting powerful magical spells is hard work, it takes a physical toll. Why are mages, magic users, and wizards all scrawny?
For some hours, he toiled along. He eventually re-joined the road. Before dusk, he happened upon a laneway that led to a farmhouse; the path led past a field filled with greenery; he presumed they grew vegetables. Off in the distance, he saw other buildings; barns. No noise reached his ears, but he presumed the animals were silent because of the lateness of the hour.
A dog barked, then came into sight as it ran toward him. Duncan stopped as the big dog rushed forward. He looked like there was some Labrador in him, possibly crossed with a German Shepherd. The dog looked like he could run all day and still be eager to go again. He approached Duncan, eyes wide, ears pricked back, a deep growl vibrated in his chest.
“Hey puppy,” Duncan murmured. He held up his hands to show he meant no harm.
“Chester!” a voice called.
Duncan looked up from the dog, Chester, he presumed, and back down the lane toward the house. A man approached. He had an arrow knocked in a short bow, although he did not point it at Duncan. Not yet. Chester sat obediently and watched Duncan, ears up, head slightly cocked.
“Hello, I am unarmed,” Duncan called out.
“What do you want?” the man asked. He moved closer. A bushy red beard partially obscured his face. Duncan could make out he wore a rough linen shirt over plain brown trousers. The way he handled the bow suggested he had some skill in its use.
“I’m after food and lodging for the night. I got a bit lost on the road and am unsure how far I am from my destination,” Duncan replied.
“Where are you headed?” the man asked.
“Dunport,” Duncan replied.
“You’re a day’s walk from Dunport,” the man said.
“Oh,” said Duncan. “Can I impose upon you to put me up for the night? I can pay for food.”
The man tilted his head as he considered Duncan’s question, in a fair imitation of Chester. Chester wagged his tail.
“Good boy,” Duncan said. He turned his body slightly to the side, knelt, and looked at Chester with the periphery of his vision. He held out his hand in a fist. Chester approached and sniffed Duncan’s hand. The tail wagged some more. Duncan reached out slowly and patted Chester’s side. Chester snorted happily and bounded about. Duncan looked up at the farmer.
“I’m sure we could find a spot for you,” the man said.
That night he dined with the family, the man named Ambrose, his wife Winifred and their seven children. They introduced Duncan to each child, but he did not remember their names.
It made Duncan’s heart ache for his own family, but he refused to let despair claim him. Ambrose’s family was a joy to dine with. He owed it to them to not let his own feeling of loss impede upon the mood of the meal he shared with them.
After dinner, he entertained the family with some illusions. Thanks to his own experiences when he fell victim to the ruse Xiphos had used to draw him into Olfaern, he knew Xiphos to be a skilled illusionist. He used the opportunity to refine his own skill at casting the archmage’s own spells. It was a pleasant change to create something fun and happy from the archmage’s magic.
For Chester, he created an image of another dog to chase around the house. Peals of laughter from the children followed the dog as he hurtled after the illusionary pooch from room to room.
Then, for the children, he created an illusion of each child and asked them to mimic the poses of their illusionary doppelgänger. A source of great amusement; he had the children picking noses, poking out tongues, doing handstands and miming face pulling. The loudest laughs were for the parents. Duncan created illusions of Ambrose and Winifred that drew inspiration from an old Three Stooges pie fight comedy skit.
After the family had gone to bed, Duncan took his rest in a comfortable enough stall in the barn. He spread a horse blanket across a good bit of straw and bunked down for the night.
Duncan was relieved that he was only a day or so walk from Dunport, the city that he and his friends had visited only a week earlier. He hoped he would arrive before them, given that he’d gone through the lych’s portal to a spot closer to the port city. Although, they would probably have the benefit of horses if they went back to Citadel Bloodaxe.
What if something bad happened to them outside of Xiphos’ illusionary temple on the mountain?
He hoped not. With the benefit of some insight into Xiphos’ plans, he figured the lych had nothing nefarious in mind for his friends. The undead mage had most likely considered them insignificant and beneath its notice. The outsider hoped against hope that nothing bad had happened and he expected they would head back to Torun, rather than search for him all over the mountains.




12.     Dunport.

Duncan eventually entered Dunport. The city of Dunport sat at the foot of Jewell Bluff. The broad, rounded cliff face of the bluff overlooked the Dun River, which split the city in two, then emptied into the East Sapphire Sea, where a busy pier hosted a handful of tall ships. The river was quite picturesque; the deep water was clear, and the current was slow but strong. Maple and oak trees lined its banks. It was a green place; the city proper had a lovely balance between nature and constructions. Upstream, the giant wheel of a mill used the water to grind grain.
A protective wall enclosed the city. The city watch regulated access through buttressed gates. The large fortified keep in the middle of the western shore area appeared ready to withstand assault. A nearby thriving market bordered the large corral and horse stalls owned by Derek’s brother, Victor. On the eastern side of the river, the tall spires of temples dominated.
In the middle of the city, a great bridge of stone crossed the river. The bridge was tall enough that the highest ship could pass underneath it. Huge granite abutment towers anchored it in the east and west banks. The city’s architecture modelled itself on Torun; grey brick and tiled roofs were the most common building materials.
Ambrose had given Duncan boots and clothes, for which he was extremely grateful. They were all too small, but Duncan found he could use magic to adjust them. When he’d stopped for a rest at lunchtime, he found a useful cantrip in one of the archmage’s spell books that enabled him to alter the items to be a better fit.
Duncan made his way directly to Victor Moondreamer’s corral. Derek’s brother had very kindly supplied the group with horses for their trek into the mountains, and Duncan hoped they would find their way back here. He’d luckily spied the lanky bearded man in a cramped wooden stall, where the stable master conversed with a young boy while they attended an enormous horse. Duncan did not know enough about the various breeds and uses of the creatures to know what sort of horse it was. It was brown. An enormous brown horse.
“Victor!” he called.
Victor looked up at Duncan’s approach. A confused expression crossed his face before recognition registered.
“Ah, hello,” he replied. “How can I help?” He paused. “Duncan, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Duncan,” the outsider replied. He looked at the stableboy and then back to Victor. “I wonder if we can talk?”
“Yes, of course,” Victor said as he wiped his hands on a rag. He motioned for the young lad to continue to attend to the horse and walked over to where Duncan stood outside the stall. “How can I help?”
Duncan got straight to the point.
“I wonder if you’d seen Derek or the others. We got separated in the mountains.”
“No,” Victor shook his head. “When and where did you get separated? Are they all right?”
“Early in the morning, the day before yesterday,” Duncan replied. “We were in the mountains, the Pass of Xiphos. But I…” he paused. He’d not taken the time to prepare an explanation. Especially considering how bizarre the truth was. He decided Victor should know as much of the truth as he needed to. “I fell into a magic portal trap and got sent elsewhere, to the south and east of here, past the Grinning Corpse Inn. I’d hoped they would realise I’d been transported and may make their way back here.”
“Magical portal,” Victor laughed. “I’ve not heard of such a thing.” Duncan said nothing.
They’re a thing. I’ve been through more than I care for.
“I’ve not seen them,” Victor said. “If you were in the pass, and if they left straight away, it’s not likely they would be back this way for at least another day or two. Did you stop at the dwarven citadel?” His face turned serious. “You left the horses at the Dusty Pipe Inn?”
Duncan nodded.
“Yes, we didn’t take them into the mountains.”
“Well, if they travelled back as they had on the way up. Of course, if they’d stayed at Citadel Bloodaxe for an extended time, the wait could be longer. But I’d say a day or so,” Victor said.
“Thank you, Victor,” Duncan said. He would need to wait.
###
Duncan found a room at an inn on the western side of the bridge, near the port itself called the Drunken Turnip, and settled in to wait. He reviewed Xiphos’ spell books some more, but his heart wasn’t really in it. Duncan was impatient for news of his friends. He contemplated whether he should create a scrying pool or something similar. He flipped through the pages of a spell book where he remembered it outlined such a ritual.
It was an interesting description. The spell book explained the caster must be of sufficient competency to actually begin the process. Duncan raised his eyebrows. This hearkened back to his own arrival upon Syrane when Jade miscast a spell that should have been beyond her ability. Admittedly, the temple of Mergoth, and Xiphos’ own ministrations corrupted the spell, but despite that, it was an apt warning. It was fortunate for him that Xiphos’ own magical might was almost without limit.
He would need a decent-sized bowl, water… what else? An ounce of powdered silver. Incense, and a jar of sulphur. He would burn the incense and the sulphur at various stages of the ritual. Duncan stopped.
Doesn’t that make sulphur dioxide? I don’t want to breathe that in…
He read some more, but his heart sank as he did so. The entire process would take eight days. He sighed. He hoped they’d be here by then.
Duncan thrust the books back into his bag and pondered what he should do.
I’d kill for coffee.
He left his room and locked the door. He used the passage and stair that would take him outside without the need to pass through the taproom.
Dunport was a vibrant hub of activity. As Duncan walked the streets, he observed well-dressed merchants greet each other with the affection reserved for brothers or the best of friends, only to note once they’d parted ways, he overheard whispered back-stabbing comments.
As always, Duncan gawked at passers-by. Like his home on Earth, people of all races and skin colours mixed in the city. The clothing was of bright colours; males wore tunics and long wool breeches with low leather boots. Many women wore homespun dresses, but in equal number were women who dressed the same as the men. Most people wore a hood or cloak.
The city, like many, included a mixture of residential and commercial properties, though it appeared often these were the same. Artisans’ workshops were on the ground floor, with the family residence upstairs. Like many cities and towns, commercial activities left their mark on streets with names like Pottery Lane, Bakers Corner and Apothecary Street.
He checked in with Victor around midday for any sign of his friends, but there were none, so he returned to his room. Back at the inn, he set his mind to work out how to get home. He’d taken possession of much of Xiphos’ vast knowledge, but he could not figure out when he would get it done.
He wanted to start straight away, but he had the feeling he’d benefit from a discussion with Corvus, the High Mage in Torun. Plus, he may need to put his mind to the question of how to rid the world of Xiphos; the revenant of the lych was still very dangerous; Duncan could not leave Syrane unless he eliminated that threat.
Given it would take time to get to Torun, and he assumed nothing untoward had happened to his friends, he hoped they could be on their way to Torun soon. If he started the process of portal creation, he also didn’t want to do it in an inn. Imagine the next guest at the Drunken Turnip…?
Yes sir, you can use room three. But please be careful. There’s a portal to a strange world within. It should be safe, but don’t pass through unless you play cricket or like heavy metal music.
He wished he knew more of what Xiphos knew. The ritual Xiphos conducted had transferred much information and power from Xiphos to the outsider, but not all he needed. Duncan recalled the grid and multitude of colours that drained first from the lych’s mind and then his own. He sighed in frustration. He knew the stars were the key; that at nighttime he could see the Southern Cross but could not for the life of him figure out from Xiphos’ memories or books how to get home, without going through a very lengthy process of portal creation and knowing the roadmap to his home. It was ultimately very exasperating.
###
High Mage Corvus of Torun stepped off a ship named the Iron Duke and nodded his thanks to the captain as he left. The captain’s leathery, salt-worn face was as rough as the barnacles that encrusted the hull of his two-masted ship, but the man knew his place well enough; Corvus’ trip was comfortable and undisturbed.
“We will keep your goods aboard, Master Corvus,” the captain stammered.
“Thank you, Captain Barlow,” Corvus replied. He knew the captain and his crew would be too terrified to enter the cabin until he himself declared it safe; he’d enchanted the door and portholes. It was a simple enough spell; anyone who attempted entry to Corvus’ cabin without the mage’s permission catapulted into the air. A sailor named Bickford was the first and only victim. It sent Bickford skyward, arms flailing, and he splashed down several hundred feet from the rear of the ship. They never found Bickford’s body, and no others had tried.
The sailors on the ship that he disembarked all stood in silence as he went ashore. They moved aside for the High Mage of Torun and gave him a wide berth.
Corvus walked through the early morning crowd at the docks. The citizens of Dunport also avoided eye contact and parted for him as he walked. The high mage was quite conspicuous in his flowing robe; society’s natural superstition of magic and magic users meant most people viewed mages with a mixture of fear, awe, and reverence.
Corvus’ confident stride belied the doubt he felt about his appointed task. His face was pale. He knew a pallor had fallen over his features, and inside his stomach heaved, nausea ebbed and flowed like the tide that brought him here. Although it was not seasickness that caused him to be this way.
He had viewed the companions regularly in his crystal ball, ever since they’d left his tower, and knew they would return to Dunport soon, before the sun was high in the sky. The globe was one of his possessions he’d left in the cabin. He’d not need it today.
Corvus had been more concerned when he’d lost track of the outsider for the past few days. After all, it was Duncan Hawkwind that was the reason he’d made the trip to Dunport. By fortunate coincidence, the high mage sought Derek’s brother Victor in his crystal ball and noticed that Duncan spoke to the man at the corral a couple of days earlier.
It had disturbed Corvus that the outsider had been impossible to scry since he had disappeared from the mountain, but he put it down to Duncan’s in-built ability to confound the laws of nature. Corvus did not know how the outsider had become separated from his companions, as he had viewed all of them when they entered the abandoned temple. When only those companions who were native to Syrane had left, Corvus had stopped his scrying and had set out for Dunport immediately.
Sound did not translate well through his crystal ball scrying, so he’d been unable to find out from the group’s conversation what had occurred. He had correctly deduced that Duncan had left the ruin by alternative means. The temple itself had struck a nerve with Corvus. It had a feeling of wrongness about it, and it vexed the high mage because he could not find out the cause of his apprehension.
Corvus put those thoughts aside. It pleased him that Duncan was here. It would make the high mage’s task no less unpleasant, but it would mean the trip south would be infinitely more profitable. He stopped when he considered the payment he’d received.
Yes, this will be worth it in the long run.
He turned to ensure his companion followed.
Companion or chaperone?
It did not matter to Corvus. After dealing with this business, he would return to his work in Torun. He had found his benefactor; he could continue his research and because of this additional funding, he no longer needed the outsider.
Behind Corvus, his companion stopped and adjusted his cloak into a more comfortable position upon his shoulders. Berkin, trusted lieutenant of Lord Manfred Von Borin, smiled at Corvus, who nodded in response.
Yes, chaperone.
###
Duncan made his way toward the saddler and horse corral. He’d finished his study of the spell books for the day and walked to Victor’s again to see if they had received any word from his friends. He stepped aside to avoid horse manure that was common on the cobblestones in this part of the city, so close to the stables.
The wide avenue was near empty. He found it a little strange at first, but considered he’d heard many church bells peal this morning, which probably meant many of the city’s citizens attended services rather than worked.
At the end of the street was a guildhall, constructed of a stark white stone. As he turned the corner, the stables came into his view. He slowed and smiled as a welcome sight greeted him. He saw Derek, who spoke with Victor. The cleric let out a throaty laugh and clapped his horse-trader brother warmly upon the shoulder. Duncan hoped it was because he had just received the good news of the outsider’s arrival and wellbeing. All his companions were there. Duncan shook his clenched fist in excitement.
“Yes!” he exclaimed. He broke into a jog and waved his arms back and forth.
“Hey! Hey you guys! Here, over here!” They all turned as one. Jade let out a squeal of delight as she pushed her way past the stationary horses and ran toward the outsider.
###
Corvus looked with distaste at the garbage and birds that feasted upon it. This close to the sea, seagulls and crows intermingled about the refuse pile. The smell of rotting garbage assaulted his nostrils, but he did not let that break his concentration.
From his position of concealment, he peered at the group in the corral. He sighed, but could see no other way. He was glad, at least, that his former apprentice had run toward the outsider, away from the immediate danger. They were now in two groups. This was good. He prepared his spells, and he concentrated on gathering powerful mystical energy to cast his first invocation.




13.     Ambush.

Derek clapped his brother’s shoulder and leaned forward to speak to Victor.
“Thank you so much, brother.” He pointed to where Jade approached Duncan. “There he is! And he looks none the worse for wear.” Derek leaned in to his brother and spoke in hushed, excitable tones. “Did he say what happened? Last we saw him there was a fearsome evil presence nearby, and then he vanished. I can’t imagine where he went!”
Victor nodded.
“He said you got separated in the Pass of Xiphos. He told me he got sent through a magical portal to the south-east, past the Grinning Corpse Inn.” Victor shook his head. “I’d not believe it if you’d not told me what you just did.”
“The Grinning Corpse?” Derek frowned. “I’ve not heard of it.”
“There’s nothing down there,” Victor replied. “A peninsula of land nearby that’s reputed to be haunted, and that is about a day’s walk to the inn. Past it is the road to Carmwick.”
“Haunted? Hmmmm…” Derek’s eyes narrowed. “That’s something I will need to look into.” He shook his head. “Never mind, another time then. He’s here now and looks just fine,” Derek said.
Victor smiled and nodded. Derek gathered his pack from the horse he had borrowed and moved across to stand beside Jongus. The dwarf giggled; Derek placed his arm about the dwarf.
“Some good news at last, Jongus,” Derek said. He looked around to check if anyone nearby listened, and lowered his voice. “I’m not sure how the outsider did it, but he’s escaped from the clutches of the undead archmage and arrived here before us.”
Jongus nodded his agreement.
“Hard to say, old chum! I’d hazard a guess that Camulus watches over him.”
Derek knew better, but said nothing. The dead god could affect nothing. Next to them, Angus laughed heartily and joined in the fun. The hairy dwarf slapped Karnak on the back. Derek glimpsed the Gundsman’s face, his expression showed visible relief at seeing his friend again. Derek smiled at the sight of Duncan and Jade, who embraced further down the street. Behind them, Yarn tended to his gear. The big pathfinder removed his pack from the saddle of his horse.
Derek’s gaze returned to Angus and Karnak. His smile faded and a sudden coldness gripped his heart as a small ruby gemstone appeared in midair; it floated into their midst, the spherical gem glowed with an intense internal light. His muscles stiffened. Karnak’s eyes widened in surprise.
Then the world exploded in his face.
###
Duncan’s hackles stood on end as he felt the energies gather and the spell being cast, but he was so happy to see Jade again, he did not immediately react to the danger that it represented. Still, he maintained enough awareness to grab the slender woman and dive away as the magical fire blossomed into such a conflagration that the very air was on fire.
The shockwave rolled outward; people and horses screamed and the horrid smell of fire, burnt hair and flesh, both human and otherwise, filled his nostrils. He shielded Jade with his body as she clung to him. It covered his back in flame, so he threw off his sleeveless robe, which was well alight. He risked a look backward and saw the front of the corral was on fire. The fireball had obliterated the fence that had surrounded the yard. It spread unrecognisable burnt bodies about the yard and street. Duncan swore when he saw none of his friends; his heart sank when he saw only bodies in the blast zone.
“No!” he cried. The pain and anguish in his voice was clear. Jade looked across the affected area. Tears fell from her eyes as she cried out at the horror they had witnessed.
“No, no!” she cried, an echo of the outsider. She crawled to her feet, her face a mask of anguish.
Near the end of the street, a robed figure had appeared. He stood between them and the bodies of their friends and looked to be casting another spell. Jade’s eyes narrowed, and she gestured furiously toward the man; to cast a spell of her own. Before she could finish, a volley of lightly glowing balls crashed into her and knocked her back onto the ground with an audible thump.
Duncan looked back from the burnt carnage to the young mage where she lay, writhing in pain upon the cobblestones. The outsider glared down the street to the darkly robed man.
Too quickly for Duncan to react, an armed, hooded figure leaped out from behind the enemy mage. The newcomer set about with a long knife, to stab the burnt bodies of his friends that lay defenceless on the ground.
A seething anger flared across Duncan’s face, a volcanic fire blazed in his eyes. The robed murderer cast once more and again, the glowing globes of light sprang forth from his hands, this time toward the outsider.
On instinct, Duncan raised a hand and drew upon Xiphos’ mystical might. He caused the energy globes to dissipate harmlessly before they reached him. Past the mage, the outsider saw the hooded assassin look up from his dirty work and advance down the street toward him, the wicked bloodstained knife held up menacingly.
Duncan’s eyes narrowed as the argent fires of his rage became a calm, cold fury.
He dipped into the current; it raged like a stormy sea within, barely held under control. Once he grasped what he wanted, he forced it from him in a violent stream. There was an outburst of noise, then thick, forked bolts of lightning arced from his fingers and reached toward the attackers. Lightning surged from his hands and engulfed the hooded men. The robed mage appeared to have a measure of protection from the attack, but the knife man had no such defence.
The assassin’s scream became a high-pitched wail that mercifully cut off as the masked attacker perished under the onslaught. His melted corpse fell and joined the others on the ground.
The street resembled a battleground from the depths of hell as the two mages faced off. Charred corpses still smouldered in the early morning sunlight as the stench of burnt flesh; human, dwarven and equine, permeated the area. It seemed to Duncan that he’d surprised the mage with his ferocious counterattack. Small traces of lightning still coalesced around his attacker’s robe.
Duncan pressed his advantage and cast again. The fury that had arisen within caused him to thrust aside all caution and rational thought. He lashed out with enormous magical force, like an invisible battering ram; he sought to annihilate the mage with the spell. The mage fought back, his frantic casting of a defensive incantation barely counteracted the crushing force that Duncan applied.
The spell-casters struggled back and forth. His opponent appeared experienced, well-versed in his craft. Duncan was a novice, he lacked subtle control over the magic. Duncan didn’t care about control; he sought to overpower and destroy the robed murderer. He delved deeper and deeper into his inexhaustible well of magical current.
Back and forth, they struggled. The hooded mage cast counterspell after counterspell, but always Duncan lashed out with more power, each time he pressed harder and more forceful than the last.
The robed mage lost his concentration. It was only for a fleeting moment, but it was enough time for Duncan to bring the full might of his usurped power to bear. Like a magical juggernaut, he eventually won out.
With a strangled gasp, the mage shuddered when Duncan’s incantation overwhelmed his remaining defences. Sensing victory, Duncan manipulated the flow of magic and forced it into the mage that opposed him. Through the spell, he could feel the man’s warm blood; his organs, his muscles and sinew, the bones holding the mage’s body together. He was as attuned to the mage almost as intimately as when he and Xiphos shared a connection.
His eyes flew open.
“What? No!” he cried. “Why?” He felt the connection, he knew his opponent. He saw through his opponent’s eyes and saw the deal that he had struck.
All this for a few gems?
“Corvus!” Duncan cried. “How could you?”
Duncan let his rage consume him, and he released the storm of magic that flowed unchecked. Corvus gurgled, the only human noise he could make. Through his spell, Duncan pushed his irresistible force further into the high mage’s body. The pressure was astonishing, far more than any human could endure. Corvus’ hands went to his chest, as if he sought to hold himself together.
With a nauseating rip, Duncan tore his opponent’s body apart. Clothing, bones, organs, and blood exploded across the street.
Duncan spun back to Jade, who struggled to her feet. Tears ran freely down her face.
“No!” she sobbed. She seemed to struggle mightily against physical pain as she stood. She held Duncan’s arm for support as they hurried toward where their friends had fallen. He ignored his own exhaustion as, one by one, they examined the bodies.
Angus and Karnak were dead.
Angus’ death saddened him, but Karnak…
No!
Duncan blinked back the tears and kept his chin high. He didn’t want Jade to see him this way. Duncan stepped past the dwarf’s body; he struggled to swallow through a tightening throat. He dipped his head. His eyes stung and clouded with tears despite his best efforts. Duncan knelt over his friend, fists clenched. His body shook and his fingers slowly went numb.
“Derek, Jongus!”
Jade’s cry broke him from his moment of grief. He regained his feet and strode to where Jade stood over their fallen friends. Amazingly, Jongus and Derek still lived. They clung to life by the barest of threads. Their breath came in short, strangled gasps and it appeared the two were in unbearable agony.
Duncan reached down to Derek; he knew basic first aid, but realised there was very little he could do for the man. He needed help, and soon. A push from behind startled Duncan, shoved with enough force to send him sprawling. Duncan rolled and got up. His anger rose with him. But just as quickly, he baulked; a badly burned Victor cradled Derek and lowered his brother’s still form onto the blackened ground of the corral.
Through tear-rimmed eyes, Victor frowned at the outsider.
“Please, I can help him. I have some healing skills. Leave us…” The distraught man trailed off as he closed his eyes to concentrate. He still held his brother in his arms.
“Jongus,” Duncan said, and pointed to the dwarf’s still form. “He also lives,” the outsider implored.
Victor did not open his eyes but murmured in response.
“I will tend to him once my brother is out of danger.”
Jade sobbed again. Duncan moved to her and embraced the young mage. He looked about the street, his eyes blank, all emotion drained from them. Jade’s tears ran freely and dampened his chest through the smouldering remains of his shirt.
He dimly heard a voice call for the watch. He wasn’t sure what he would do or say to the watchmen when they arrived.
Right now, he didn’t care.
Duncan wept tears of anguish.
How much pain and death had my coming here caused?
These people had lost their lives trying to help him return home. Karnak had been as good a friend as he’d had on both worlds.
I could have prevented it, stopped the spell.
He could have prevented the fireball from exploding and saved their lives had he been more aware of his abilities. Now, he would live with the guilt of the deaths of more friends.
“What…” Jade sobbed. “What just happened? Tell me I’m having a nightmare. Oh Duncan, poor Jongus and Derek, the others…” She raised her face to his, confusion upon her tear-filled face. “Where did you learn to do that? I can’t believe it. What just happened? Was that Corvus?” she keened. Tears fell unchecked and mingled with spittle on her face.
Duncan held her close. He had no answers. Nothing he could say would make sense right now.
Something distracted him when one of the dead horses moved, but not of its own volition. He gasped and moved forward when he realised someone was under the animal. He rushed over to the horse, dropped to his knees, and shoved the beast’s carcass with his hands. The unfortunate horse had borne the full force of the blast and had never stood a chance against the powerful magic.
Yarn, the giant pathfinder, lay trapped by the equine corpse. He pushed mightily and, with Duncan’s help, he moved it enough to enable him to regain his feet. He looked at the scorched battleground.
“What in hell happened?” His voice was strained, his eyes wide.
Duncan shook his head.
“We got ambushed. The mage cast a fireball that killed Karnak and Angus. Derek and Jongus are alive, but only just. Victor is helping them. You got covered by this luckless animal. Jade is a bit beat up, but okay.” Jade limped forward to join them as Duncan rose. He held out an arm to steady her.
Yarn shook his head in a mirror image of the outsider.
“And what happened then? How did we win?”
Jade looked at Duncan through tear-filled eyes as the outsider struggled to answer. His voice broke as he tried to speak.
“Later. Right now, we need to stand still.” Jade turned her tear-streaked face to where Duncan looked over her shoulder.
The watch had arrived and about a dozen men pointed crossbows their way.
###
Duncan had intended to resist arrest, if it came to that. Despite his exhaustion, he felt the magical current and its flow within him still. He knew it was there if he needed it.
Fortunately, he did not. Victor and several other eyewitnesses came forward to proclaim the three friends’ innocence, most vehemently. It seemed the watch captain, a pleasant enough man named Benjamin, had decided it would be unwise to restrain the outsider, given the sensitive emotional state of the companions. Duncan was sure the same eyewitness reports from the bystanders of his magical duel swayed their decision as well.
Duncan answered Captain Benjamin’s questions as best he was able; the watch commander decided there was no crime to prosecute; the outsider had acted in self-defence, and the perpetrators had met their end.
Case closed.
Duncan felt fortunate to be on the good side of Syrane Law for a change.
One thing the watch did was to ensure they cared for the injured companions. The watch captain took charge of the scene and ordered his men to cart off Derek, Jongus and Victor to a nearby temple of Boan for healing and care. They took the bodies of the deceased to the temple for safekeeping.
The three remaining companions returned to Duncan’s inn, where they found their way to his room. Patrons gawked at the enormous size of Duncan and Yarn as they passed, but they paid them no heed.
“What do we do?” Jade asked. A great pang of sadness gripped Duncan at her words. The melancholy of her voice touched him; no, it wrenched his heart. His eyes prickled with tears. Words strangled in his throat before he could give voice to them. Fortunately, Yarn spoke up.
“Even with the horse master’s limited healing abilities and Derek and the other cleric’s god-granted healing gifts, it will be weeks before the others are fit to travel,” he said.
Duncan nodded. That was obvious. Derek and Jongus suffered grievous injuries.
“What happened?” Jade asked. “What happened to you?” She looked at Duncan through tear-filled eyes.
Duncan’s face softened. It had only been a few days. He’d forgotten the others did not know his fate after the last sight they’d had of each other, within the false temple. He took a moment to gather his thoughts, then spoke.
“Back on the mountain, when I went into that room, it wasn’t Camulus in there. That was a trick. It was the lych, Xiphos.” Duncan said. Jade nodded in agreement.
“Derek told us,” she said. Duncan looked at her for an explanation. “He communed with his god for answers after you went into the room and he found out that the whole thing with Camulus was a lie, a trick. It was Xiphos the whole time.” Her voice filled with emotion as she spoke. “We thought we’d lost you again, until today, when we spoke to Victor, but then,” her voice broke, and she pointed behind them outside the room, “that happened.” Her arm dropped limply back to her side. 
Duncan exhaled.
“Xiphos tricked me into a portal,” he said. “He appeared to me as Camulus. He caught us up in an illusion that was constructed over the remnants of his tower.” The others looked up, interested despite their misery. “The stories from years ago were true. He sank the building into the stones of the mountain pass. But after, he moved it to a spot on the peninsula near Dunport, where I ended up.”
He paused as the emotions of the past few days caught up with him and wiped his tear-filled eyes.
“Xiphos was near death, I suppose you could call it. He had remained animate after his actual death for so long because he kept taking new bodies; he killed someone and took over their body.” Duncan looked at both of them.
“He wanted to take over mine, so that he could live forever, I think. I can’t die like a normal person can while I’m in Syrane. Something to do with being invisible to the gods, which includes the death god who can’t claim my soul or something like that.” He struggled to form coherent sentences, but eventually forced out what he tried to say. “And Xiphos found out.”
Jade and Yarn looked at the outsider in disbelief as he continued.
“I know it sounds like a load of crap, but trust me when I say it’s the same for me. I don’t believe it either. But the truth is I’ve been stabbed many times, I’ve been hung, the lych shoved a dagger into my heart and still I didn’t die.” He held his hand to his chest where the dagger penetrated and went on.
“What Xiphos didn’t realise was that the ritual for transference would only work if the victim died. I didn’t. Or couldn’t. His knowledge, his experiences, his magical ability came to me, like it was supposed to. Except I was supposed to die, then I would become Xiphos. But when I didn’t die, I found I had access to all that stuff, his power, I suppose.” He looked at his friends and shook his head in disbelief at the memory.
“I stopped him by using his own power against him and escaped from the tower and came here.”
Jade shook her head silently, concern and disbelief in her eyes.
“Duncan, you describe powers thought to be myths, legends. No mage can do what you say.”
But she nodded to herself as understanding dawned.
“I saw it with my own eyes.” Her eyes that were still red from the outpouring of grief that was so clearly etched upon her face. But for now, she had no more tears. “I don’t believe it’s happened, but what you did in the street, it was incredible. The hair on my arms stood on end from the power you unleashed.” She shook her head sadly. “And I can’t believe it was Corvus who did that to us.” She shuddered again.
“I’m sorry Jade, there is no doubt it was him,” Duncan said. He felt as miserable as she. “Just as I destroyed him, we shared a connection, a mental link. I knew it was him. He sold us out for three rubies, each as big as my fist.” He held his own fist in front of the companions. “To that fucking arse, Von Borin.” He slammed his fist into his palm in futile fury. “I am gonna do the same thing to him when I find him,” he fumed.
Across the small room, the giant pathfinder nodded in solemn agreement. Then he wrinkled his nose and spoke.
“What do we do about Karnak and Angus? We can’t just leave them to the temple,” Yarn said.
“What should we do?” Duncan asked in return. “How do the dwarves and Gundsmen deal with their dead?” The simple declaration that Karnak was dead evoked more intense feelings of anguish within him, but he pushed them aside.
Jade shook her head.
“I don’t know,” she said.
“Well,” Yarn said. “When a person dies, the method of interment reflects who they venerated in life. They commonly reserve cremation for worshippers of Khor, the All-Father. If they bury you, you were a worshipper of Asherah, the Mother. Sailors and those faithful to Boan have their bodies cast into the ocean.” He stopped to scratch the gryphon tattoo on his shoulder. “Lost souls, non-worshippers, or people who go missing and leave no remains have services to Dian, the Son, to take them safely to the afterlife. Dian’s more devout followers often get placed inside ornate sarcophagi and are put on display in temples. Worshippers of evil gods enter the afterlife in many painful and sadistic manners,” he added with a smirk.
Duncan smiled in return, thankful the big pathfinder was such a wonderful source of information.
“Does the same apply to dwarves? People from Gund? Do they worship the same gods?” he asked.
“I think so,” Yarn said. “Dwarves have some peculiar rituals. We’d best send Angus’ body to the citadel for them to do what they think is best.”
Duncan nodded.
“Should we take him there ourselves?”
“Yes,” Yarn said. “But I’ll do it. I’ll take him to the citadel. It sounds like you have some business in Torun that perhaps can’t wait.”
“I worry there may be more assassins out there,” Duncan said. “I want to confront Von Borin and put an end to this bullshit.”
“Duncan, you can’t. What if he is a switcher?” Jade cried.
Duncan’s eyes narrowed.
“Jade, I am fairly sure he cannot stand against me after what I’ve become.” His eyes softened when he saw her alarmed expression. “It’s okay, relax. I think I will try to expose him for what he is first.” At his reassuring words, Jade relaxed.
“If that doesn’t work, I’ll blast a hole the size of a football through him,” Duncan muttered.
###
Two days later, Jade and Duncan stood amidship of the Iron Duke. It was good fortune they were onboard the same ship that brought Corvus to Dunport. When Captain Barlow had revealed who his former passenger was, the two had dispelled the magical protections that the former high mage had cast upon it, and moved in. It was a minor consolation to discover the small trove of valuable and magical items within. The trip by ship to Torun would take three days. They would arrive late tomorrow.
For now, they had a sombre task to perform.
The sailors had been kind enough to fashion a bier for Karnak. They fastened it together with rope and weighed it down with ballast. Now they laid Karnak upon it. Most of the crew waited around, aware of the solemnity of the situation.
“Any words you wish to say?” Captain Barlow asked.
Duncan started. He did not know what to say. He looked at Jade and saw she looked back at him. Duncan stepped forward and wedged Karnak’s sword in the bier. He kept the Gundsman’s small shield. He intended to peg it to the wall of the Royal Swan Inn in Torun. The crew stood in silence as he spoke.
“Karnak. A native of Gund.” He realised he knew nothing of what Karnak had done before they ended up in the arena together. “A man of many talents.” He paused. “Gladiator, and some said assassin.” He paused. “I’m not sure I believe that, but if anyone could pull off such a thing as they accused you of, it would be you, my friend.”
He noticed a few apprehensive looks from the nearby sailors, but felt no compulsion to explain.
“You were a great warrior, the greatest perhaps this world has seen. An even greater teacher; you passed on all you knew to an outsider who knew nothing.” He stopped to wipe away a tear. “I can’t imagine how empty it will feel to spend time here in Syrane without Karnak by our side. We built our relationship with swords in our hands and developed to share many things. With his passing, Karnak leaves behind a legacy of, ah…” he trailed off. Duncan wanted to say nice things, like ‘compassion, and generosity.’ But the words did not fit. He changed tack. “You taught me of current and flow. You reminded me that life was best faced with a smile and a hearty laugh with friends. You held your head high and faced every challenge head on.” He stopped as another tear streaked down his face. A great sense of weariness swept over him.
“Karnak was a fine man; brave, strong, and true. A great friend. You knew no fear, and I hope you find peace on your last journey.” He pushed the bier gently. “Good fortune, my friend.”
Duncan put his arm about Jade’s shoulders as the bier slid off the ship and into the cold, dark water of Raven Bay.




14.     The Archmage’s Tower.

Manfred Von Borin fidgeted with his hair. His gaze flitted about the room, but did not rest upon anyone or anything for too long. He glanced at a group of merchants who sat nearby, but was careful not to make eye contact. He was not by nature a nervous man. Indeed, quite the opposite. However, now he had good reason to be anxious.
He sat in an alehouse, one hand upon his tankard, the other drummed an obscure rhythm upon the hard wooden table. He sipped his drink and strained to listen. The men had not appeared to notice his eavesdropping on their conversation, but the subject of their discussion vexed him greatly. The men discussed rumours of a battle between mages in the city of Dunport, and of several people being killed during the battle. It was not clear what the details were.
The story told amongst the merchant group spoke of a powerful mage, a woman and another man, likely the only survivors of the spell battle. They spoke of magical fire and lightning; of a wizard torn apart by nothing but magical force. It was as if it were a legend or fable.
From the descriptions, none of the survivors sounded like Corvus or Berkin. He was worried. If they had destroyed such powerful allies so easily, what did it mean for him? And who was this other mage? Where was Hawkwind?
Von Borin didn’t like unknowns; he needed to know.
More worrying to Von Borin was that he had not heard from Berkin or Corvus for almost a week. Von Borin already suspected that Corvus had not survived. The blasted Mage’s Tower’s glow had ceased and shrouded an entire city block in gloom.
Von Borin sighed. He could not let this distract him. He needed to go home to prepare for the king’s open court tomorrow.
He finished his drink quickly and hurried away, deep in thought.
###
Duncan trudged wearily up to the city gates of Torun. Again.

Although this time he would enter with Jade. They answered questions from the watchman on duty.
“Who are you and where are you from?” the watchman asked. The man wore a butted chainmail shirt; a steel helm concealed most of his features, all except the tufts of a brown beard that jutted out beneath. Still, his voice was clear.
“Torun,” Jade said. “This is my home. My name is Jade Hewen.”
“Returning home, milady,” the watchman said. He glanced at Duncan. “And you, sir?”
“Duncan Darkwood. I’m visiting my brother,” Duncan said. If the watchman knew of Yarn, the ruse was believable. Duncan was the only man they knew who came anywhere near the pathfinder’s height, and they had a similar cast to their features.
“Where do you visit from, sir?” he asked.
“From Dunport,” Duncan replied.
“All the D’s.” Duncan could almost see a smirk behind the watchman’s helm. The watchman looked at the docks behind them. “You disembarked from which ship?” he asked.
“The Iron Duke,” Jade replied. “We sailed from Dunport as passengers of Captain Barlow.” She motioned back to the ship. “The crew will bring some of our belongings ashore later for us.”
Duncan nodded. Corvus’ possessions were still aboard the ship, and Jade had claimed them. Captain Barlow had wisely chosen not to argue the point.
“Very good, milady.” It seemed the answers satisfied the watchman. “Welcome home. It is a silver piece for entry for non-residents.” He nodded to Duncan. “You can pay at the booth just behind me,” he said. “Good fortune.”
“Good fortune,” the two repeated. Duncan nodded and moved with Jade to the booth at the rear of the gatehouse and reached into his belt pouch to pay his silver piece. He looked at the coin as he withdrew it, frowned, placed it back inside, and took out another. The first was one of Xiphos’ coins and most likely far more valuable than a piece of silver. He paid the entry toll with a coin they had given him at the Grinning Corpse.
He looked around thoughtfully. The third time he’d entered Torun, not the same gate as before. The first was so long ago in chains in the back of a wagon. He’d entered by the same one using a token given to him by Turgon Ancalímon the last time he’d returned to the city.
It was late afternoon; they trudged toward the impressive edifice that was the Mage’s Tower. The glow of the tower was not clear, but both Duncan and Jade knew that would be the case, given that Corvus was dead.
The tower was without a master.
Jade hurried along behind Duncan. He glimpsed her worried expression.
“Are you sure?” she asked for the umpteenth time.
He turned his head toward her, but did not break stride.
“Yes, I’m sure.” He pointed at the Mage’s Tower as they strode toward it. “Xiphos built his tower, Olfaern, as a replica of this one because he was once master of it, many years ago. He mastered this tower once before. I’m sure he can do it again.” He paused. “Well, I am sure I can do it again, if I pretend to be Xiphos.” He hoped he was right, otherwise this was going to be the shortest incursion of all time.
They arrived at the tower. Jade stopped. Duncan turned to face her.
“Wait here, somewhere safe, nearby. I hope this won’t take long,” he said.
Jade looked like she may say something, but bit her lip and said nothing. Then she nodded and walked to a nearby shopfront.
“Good fortune,” she said.
Duncan nodded. There was no need for more words. He walked toward the Mage’s Tower. He kept his pace slow and even. His eyes focused on the mighty structure. The ghostly glow, normally so prominent from the tower, was gone from the early evening sky. Shadow shrouded it. The nearby buildings showed no signs of life. Clearly, neighbouring residents had absented themselves when the light had dimmed.
The tower without a master was a terrifying place. It appeared to show its displeasure at its master’s death. An aura of darkness and fear permeated the air in the street. The tower was without a master for the first time in centuries and the city’s natural order turned on its head.
Duncan moved away from Jade and continued along the street. He looked neither right nor left; his eyes focused on the front door. Xiphos had once been master of this tower, many hundreds of years before Corvus had been born. Because of Xiphos’ ingrained consciousness, Duncan knew this building as he knew the tower Olfaern that he, or rather Xiphos, had created far to the south.
He lost the street to darkness. It was not real; he understood, just a trick of his senses. He only saw the front door of the tower, black as coal, constructed of a dense ebony hardwood from Southern Syrane. 
The enormous structure loomed before him. He stepped forward, and a wave of despair washed over him. The strength left Duncan’s legs as he fell to his knees. He was alone, alone in this world with no help at hand for this test he faced. He was alone in Syrane and he would never return to his home in a far-off world. Yet, he could not stay here.
His hands shook as he tried to force himself off the ground; he needed to stand. He needed to stand to run away. The tower was too much of a challenge. He was not up to it. Who did he think he was? He was no master. He was not the high mage.
No.
The tower would overwhelm his psyche and leave his shattered shell of a body on the street for the scavengers to pick apart.
No.
Duncan stood.
No. I am not the high mage.
He held up his hands and spoke the words of opening.
“Maluadynia Damcentesis Ascenias,” he whispered. Still, the tower resisted.
I am the archmage.
“Maluadynia Damcentesis Ascenias,” he said aloud.
The tower door opened.
###
Outside the tower and much further down the street, Jade watched as Duncan first dropped to his knees, and then entered the tower.
Jade had let out a slight yelp as Duncan fell, but refrained from rushing forward. Her heart thudded in her chest. She wished she did not have to look. Once he entered the tower, she allowed herself to relax, but she wished she could help Duncan somehow. She calmed her breathing and reminded herself: as impossible as it felt; he knew the tower better than she did.
The air was still, impossibly still, as if the wind itself held its breath. Along the street there was no sound, an eerie silence mirrored at all points of the compass around the darkened tower. It was as if the light and sound were too terrified to penetrate.
“How long will this take?” she whispered aloud. Jade shrugged at her own question. She didn’t know. She’d never seen or experienced this before. She paused in reflection.
I don’t think anyone has seen this sort of thing before. It’s unprecedented. Normally, the master appoints a successor. I’ve never heard of anyone besides Xiphos actually wresting control of the Mage’s Tower before.
“Hmm,” she whispered again, aloud.
I’m as keen as anyone to witness something new. But I have an uncomfortable feeling that I’m about to be buried under a pile of rubble when the tower explodes.
With those cheery thoughts, she looked back and forth, up and down the street.
“You’re sounding like Jongus,” she mused to herself.
Jade watched the tower and hoped fervently that Duncan was all right. She had never felt so concerned, both for her friends and for herself. The change in the tower was horrifying. The place had been a second home to her for so long. Yet now it was a distorted shell of its former welcoming presence.
After Corvus betrayed them, she didn’t know who she could trust beyond Derek, Jongus, Yarn and the outsider. Her tangled feelings for Duncan had become even more jumbled since his encounter with Xiphos. From the confused and often bewildered object of her summoning so many months ago, he’d changed into the confident and assured warrior they’d recently rediscovered. Now he had become something she didn’t entirely understand. Since his display in Dunport, where he’d obliterated Corvus in the street, she viewed Duncan with a mixture of awe and fear. Yet still, they had become friends and companions. She hoped that, at least, would always be the case.
More disturbingly, she’d grown up around mages and magic all her life, and took great professional pride in being able to identify and see through illusions and enchantments. It shook her to the very core of her being that she had been so easily taken in by Xiphos’ deceptions.
Jade shook her head. Xiphos was an ancient archmage of awesome power; he would likely fool most, if not all, with his enchantments and illusions. She must not be so harsh with herself.
###
Duncan walked in through the door of the tower.
Once within, the assault began. It attacked his body, an attempt to paralyse him.
Duncan smiled.
We’ve been through this before…
Like the last time, all those centuries ago, he made sure his breathing remained calm. He took a step forward. Although there was nothing beneath his feet except cold, hard stone, it was like walking through deep, thick goop.
Breathe
He awaited the next attack.
A deafening ring sounded.
Ah, there it is.
His teeth buzzed from the vibrations of the sound, but he stood still and waited for the reverberation to disperse. Then the waves of dizziness began anew. Duncan gritted his teeth. He reached inside of himself, to the current. He felt its flow and there he found comfort. Duncan did not fall; he felt nothing except his own confidence build.
He braced himself and willed the external sensations to subside. When he had last mastered the tower, he used hate, rage, and anger. This time, he let his current guide him. He felt its flow, and he directed that out of himself and into the tower; into the stone and plaster walls, the stone foundations and floor, the wood of the doors and window frames. He felt the tower’s resistance wilt before him.
I am the archmage.
Slowly, the attack subsided.
He opened his eyes. He ‘heard’ the tower in his mind.
“Master.”
###
There was a noise from the tower. Barely discernible at first, Jade felt rather than heard the sound that emanated from the apex of the tall structure. Like the pure sound a crystal wind chime makes.
Then, a vast wave of sound expanded in ever-increasing ripples. It caused her insides to vibrate, and her teeth to chatter. It resonated outward from the Mage’s Tower. Accompanying the reverberation was a deep, powerful hum. The sound caused nearby windows to shatter and loose bricks to shift in their mortar. She turned back to the tower but saw no sign of Duncan. Her heart sank, and she feared the worst for the outsider.
Then, almost imperceptible at first, the tower glowed. A dull silvery glow, barely noticeable. Then it expanded like the accompanying sound until it was too bright to look upon. Soon it covered the whole neighbourhood in the dazzling radiance, as bright as day. Then most of Castle Ward was lit up.
Just as suddenly, the tower dimmed until it was a pleasant white-gold glow. A glow which still burned brighter than a dozen oil lanterns, far brighter than it had when Corvus reigned as high mage. Jade looked on in awe.
Slowly, the tower door opened. From within, Duncan emerged. The outsider smiled at her and waved merrily. Jade raised an eyebrow at Duncan, for in his hand he held a bulging canvas pouch.




15.     The Hunt for Von Borin.

They named Coinford Estate for the town where the Von Borin’s originated, coincidentally the town was near to where the priest Turgon had rescued Duncan from the roadside. It was a large walled estate with three buildings.
The main building, the estate house, a three-storied stone construction topped with a gently sloped slate roof.
The walls of Coinford Estate were three metres high, constructed of massive granite blocks and topped with abundant ivy. Inside the estate wall were a couple of small outbuildings, perhaps a groundskeeper house and a carriage house.
There were two guard posts along the walls that faced north and south. It appeared the guard patrols could see over the walls in all directions. Three pairs of guards patrolled the grounds, no matter the time of day. The main entrance to the estate was a wrought-iron fence and gate on the north side. The gate appeared to stay shut, unless a visitor approached, or for a delivery. There was another guarded external entry, a tall, thick wooden double door to the carriage house, and a smaller pedestrian door nearby.
Duncan and Jade viewed the estate in a virtual flyby, using Corvus’ crystal ball. He’d been able to manipulate the device to give them a bird’s-eye view of the area.
“Look, they filled the grounds to the east between the carriage house and the main house with plants; trees and other vegetation. There’s lots of cover for you,” Duncan said. He gestured to the area where multiple paths snaked through the lush gardens.
Jade nodded. He was sure she felt more nervous than she appeared. Duncan sighed. He didn’t want to involve her in this, but she’d insisted. Duncan flicked an imaginary speck of dust from the collar of his shirt.
“Jade, you don’t have to come. I can find him myself,” he said.
She looked up at him with a start.
“I have to come. You got into this mess because of me. I’m going to make sure we finish it.” There was a look of determination in her eye.
“I know,” he replied. “But I’m going to break into Von Borin’s estate house and drag him before the authorities to prove what he really is. To prove I wasn’t lying; he’s a switcher.” She nodded at his words. “The bit about breaking into his home and dragging him off is probably a crime; I don’t want to get you arrested or sully your reputation in Torun. You don’t deserve that.”
She shook her head.
“It won’t matter,” she said. “Once you prove he is what you say he is, there will be no issue.” Her brow wrinkled. “Unfortunately, this has happened before. There was a case a few years ago where they falsely accused a man named Andreas of being a switcher. He uncovered the real culprits by stealing their belongings. When they came after him, he led them on a chase to the watch house. Once the watchmen witnessed their transformation, the charges against Andreas were dropped and he was free to lead his life however he wished. I think he became a respected magistrate himself, up in the city of Clermont.”
Duncan smiled.
“That’s kinda what we’ll be doing here,” he said. “But I don’t want you to be in any danger.”
“We’re all in danger,” she replied. “And none of us will be out of danger until we deal with Von Borin.”
He nodded.
“You’re sure the spell will work?” she asked.
“Yes,” he replied. “Xiphos knows a spell that can trigger the transformation of a switcher. I just need to ensure I do it where he can cause the least harm and can stop him if he gets out of control.” She smiled, which he took as a good thing. “Okay, let’s do this, then.” He pointed to the crystal ball. “I’ll go in the front gate. You go in through the stable when I create a distraction.” He paused. “But whatever you do, don’t engage Von Borin. He’s dangerous.”
She pouted.
“You know, before you became an archmage last week, I was a competent mage myself? I’ve spent a few years out in the wilds of Syrane, defending myself and the group against hazards.” She crossed her arms. “I can look after myself.”
He held up his hands.
“Okay, good,” he said.
###
Duncan approached the main gate, the imposing wrought-iron fence that opened onto Hill Way. Jade watched as the two guards who stood outside the gates confronted Duncan. She did not wait to see the outcome; she darted off to the side and made her way to the small carriage house entry, where she awaited Duncan’s signal.
Jade was careful to remain hidden. The guard outside the carriage house looked attentive. Fortunately, there was an abundance of greenery to hide behind.
Without warning, a loud clang came from the front of the estate, followed by the jarring shriek of shredding metal. Jade almost laughed aloud at the guard’s reaction; he practically jumped out of his skin! Jade could hear shouts from the main gate. The guard she watched waited for a moment, but when no-one arrived to tell him what to do, he ran off in that direction.
Jade smiled and walked forward to the pedestrian door near to the large stable doors. The locked door did not remain locked; she felt the current within herself and directed its flow outward. She murmured the words to a simple cantrip to unlock the door.
Inside, the horse stalls were empty, and no carriage was within. Jade felt a slight hint of dejection. Did this mean Von Borin was not at home? The carriage and absence of draught horses could not be a good thing.
Undeterred, she went ahead with their plan.
The coach house was spotless, and a scent of herbs eliminated most of the smell of horse manure. Off to her left appeared to be a food store for the animals. To the right, she took a quick glimpse through another open doorway into what looked like a maintenance room. Through that room, she saw a smithy; a fire burned within the furnace.
It surprised her when a man appeared from within that room; tall but stout, a large leather apron covered his front. In his right hand, he held a blacksmith’s tongs. Within the tongs, a red-hot horseshoe. His face was a similar red colour, a moustache streaked with grey highlighted his bulbous red nose.
“Can I help you, lass?” he asked. “And what’s the noise out front?”
Jade thought quickly. She waved an open hand across the space between them and spoke in a calm, measured voice. She felt her magical current flow outward toward the man.
“I’m here to see Manfred. The noise is nothing of concern,” she said.
“Oh, you’re here to see Manfred,” he said. “I’m not concerned about the noise.”
“Yes. You can go back to your horse shoeing.”
“I’ll go back to my horse shoeing,” he said. The burly man walked back toward the forge.
Jade sighed and moved away. She was glad her spell worked. It was easy to affect the weak-minded. Strong-willed individuals could resist it.
Behind her, a double door of the same design as a similar smaller door flanked the entryway to the yard, like the one she’d entered through. She cautiously opened the smaller door and peeked through. A cobblestone path connected the carriage house to the front of the main house. There appeared room to park the carriage at the house, but again her heart sank when she saw it was not there.
It’s likely someone else is using it? He may have a wife or something. Perhaps she’s gone to view a merchant’s wares?
The grounds of the estate were well-cared for. Multiple paths curled through the lush trees, shrubs, flowers, and grasses of the estate. She followed one of these paths now, away from the main entry. The shouts from the front had subsided, but a loud crash assured her Duncan still advanced.
She ignored the other smaller house, perhaps servants’ quarters or the gardener’s house, and made her way to the eastern side of the main building. She flitted from tree to tree. It was unlikely any guards remained to watch her. It now sounded like more guards had arrived at the front, for shouting had begun anew. Despite that, she wanted to be cautious. If Von Borin was a switcher, it was likely his allies were as well.
As if the universe listened, a shout sounded near to her. Two guards ran at her from across the lawn.
“Stop!” one commanded. The two chainmail-clad guards charged with pikes outstretched. They did not appear in the mood to take her prisoner.
Jade remained calm. She reached into the well of magic at her disposal, felt its current swirl within her. She redirected its flow and held her hand out; her palm faced the charging guards. Small balls of intense light erupted from her hand and streaked out across the lawn toward the men. The lights struck each man in his chest; they both let out a loud ‘oof’. The magic worked so that the spell ignored physical armour; the men would feel the blows as if the smithy she’d just left behind had hit their unprotected flesh with his hammer.
The guards dropped, dazed and winded. Jade used the distraction to rush to the heavy wooden door that led inside. She paused as the house shook. More noise came from the front entry, this time accompanied by screams. Jade threw the door open and rushed into the kitchen. Terrified house servants cowered in one corner, a group of three. At her sudden entry, they all huddled closer together as if they wished to merge with the wall itself. In the opposite corner, stairs led down into darkness.
“Where is he?” Jade demanded.
No-one spoke. The servants drew back again. Colour drained from their faces.
“Von Borin,” Jade said. “Where is he?”
“He’s at the palace. The open court,” one squeaked.
“Damn!” Jade exclaimed. She braced herself as the house shook again. “Stay in here and you’ll be safe,” she said. “Otherwise, head out the back to the carriage house.” She left the room without checking to see if they followed her instructions.
From the kitchen, a corridor led away toward the front of the house. She ran across exquisitely tiled floors and imported rugs, past murals, paintings and tapestries. She glanced up at the fifteen-foot high ceiling, ornate bas-reliefs decorated there. As it was midmorning, no lanterns or candles were lit. The open curtains let in enough light.
Jade rushed past a dining room. She stopped to peer inside; it had a massive twenty-foot long mahogany table that could seat sixteen. Fine silver ware was on display in a nearby cabinet. But no sign of Duncan. On to the next room, a library. Here, Jade paused a little longer. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of books here.
I wish I could stay here and browse.
She hurried onward toward the front of the house and passed through the main lounge. Comfortable couches and armchairs filled this room. No Duncan.
Dust billowed inward from the direction of the front door. Jade approached with caution; she stopped and took stock before she went any further. The decorated entryway foyer had a two storey high ceiling. A grand curved stairway dominated it. The stairs met in the middle of the rear wall at the mezzanine point and then separated to lead left and right, up to the next floor. However, now something had torn the entire front of the building asunder. Great blocks of stone and wood debris scattered the front courtyard. Dust and grit filled the air. She smiled grimly. Duncan had been here.
Beyond the room, past the courtyard, she could just make out what remained of the magnificent wrought-iron gates. They looked like a giant had trodden on them, and had crumpled the metal beyond recognition.
Duncan?
Still no sign of him.
Jade headed upstairs. On the midway point, she looked left, then right. The left path looked more like guest quarters. A corridor went toward the rear of the house. To her right, there was a solid wood door blasted off its hinges. She knew he’d cast the same spell she’d used on the guardsmen. Where her spell would feel like the impact of a blacksmith’s hammer; had they instead been on the receiving end of Duncan’s spell, they would have felt as if he’d dropped a mountain on them.
Yes, that’s where I’ll find him.
Jade passed through a lounging area and into what appeared to be a study. Within was the outsider. Behind a large carved wooden desk, Duncan removed a dirty blue shirt from the wall. The prominent drawing of a cat upon it was unmistakable. He paused and motioned back to the house.
“He’s not here,” he said.
Jade shook her head.
“He’s at the palace,” she said. “It’s the open court.”
Duncan frowned as he grasped his reclaimed shirt.
“Good. That will make exposing him all the easier.”
###
King Robert Letholdus nodded and smiled for what seemed like the hundredth time.
“Good fortune to you, sir,” he replied.
Viggo the Butcher made a half bow and moved away. Viggo was a good man, a butcher by trade, who had petitioned King Robert to make a ruling about the taxes imposed on fresh meat, as opposed to livestock. The issue had been under investigation by the magistrates for over a year and had caused people like Viggo to pay twice the standard rate of taxes for their work. Robert had ruled in Viggo’s favour, and the man had gone away happy.
The pounding of the chamberlain’s staff and stentorian voice cut through his musings.
“Brother Walter of Dian,” Bartholomew the Chamberlain announced. Robert looked at the door and smiled at the old priest, who offered a slight bow and smiled in return. Walter shuffled off to mingle with of the courtesans present.
Robert rearranged his robe of office to a more comfortable position across his shoulders and repositioned himself on the All-Father’s Throne. Artisans carved the throne from a single piece of ebony as a dedication to Khor, the All-Father, his mountain, sun and flame holy symbol was carved into the sides. The people of Syrane gifted the throne to the monarch seven hundred years past. Indeed, it was a throne as much for the people as for the kings or queens who sat upon it over the years. To thank the sovereign for the work they do in public service.
It was a comfortable enough chair. But Robert had sat upon it for the better part of the day. His backside hurt. The open court could drag on for hours, but it was a necessity to ensure all citizens could petition the king; each person had a right to be heard.
However, twice a year, he permitted every commoner in the kingdom to attend to petition, meet, or rub shoulders with the monarch. Today there were over a hundred people at court, many more than was normal. Thankfully, his wife, Queen Helene, was absent. She suffered from a headache and had retired early.
“Who is next?” he asked Chancellor Dane Kendrick. The old man was his right hand, and as ever stood next to him. Kendrick frowned and looked puzzled.
“I’m not sure the last petitioner is here, your majesty,” he said. He examined a long parchment. “Clifton Ware, the scrivener, is noted as the final petitioner, but I do not see him in court.”
Robert nodded again. Perhaps his day would end earlier than expected. He noticed Lord Manfred Von Borin. The man seemed to always be at court, currying favour. Robert disliked the unscrupulous merchant with a passion, but sadly, the kingdom needed men like Von Borin for the economic benefits his great wealth brought. King Robert inclined his head, and Von Borin returned the gesture with a nod.
Robert smiled again at another passer-by. In the background, the pounding of the chamberlain’s staff of office on the hard granite floor announced that lord someone-or-other had arrived.
“What do you make of these stories about the Mage’s Tower, Dane?” Robert asked.
“Well, your majesty, the court is abuzz with stories, half-truths and outright lies about what had happened the night before last at the Mage’s Tower. As you know, almost everyone in the city had seen, heard, and felt the disturbance that came from the building,” Kendrick replied.
“Yes, the blinding light had caused as much chaos and confusion as any event in Torun in recent years,” said Robert.
“It is plain that something had happened to Corvus. The dimming of the light from the tower in recent weeks showed this, but no-one had seen or heard any activity from the tower since,” said Kendrick.
“Until now,” replied Robert.
“Yes indeed, your majesty. None of the few known mages in the city have any useful advice for you on what had happened, nor on what it all meant,” said Kendrick.
Robert did not understand magic. That was why he had a court mage, Parker Hardstaff, who himself regularly conversed with the high mage. But Corvus, it seemed, was no more.
“Hardstaff has no inkling what has occurred,” Robert said.
“Very troubling indeed. And no-one has seen the apprentice for some time. We hope, of course, she has not come to harm, but conversely, we hope she has had nothing to do with the high mage’s disappearance,” said Kendrick.
“Yes indeed. I sent Hardstaff and a patrol of my best troops to the tower at first light, but none of them could penetrate the building,” said Robert.
There was a mystery afoot, and Robert didn’t like any of it. Especially for something he did not understand.
“Visitors surrender all weapons at the door to the palace, your majesty. We allow no-one armed in the throne room without your permission,” said Kendrick.
“Yes, I doubled the watch today as a precaution. My personal guards are here. I feel safe enough in my throne room.”
With the non-appearance of Clifton Ware, the king stood to pronounce the day at an end. However, before he could speak, again came the pounding of the chamberlain’s staff.
Yet this time Bartholomew the Chamberlain’s voice faltered, as if in fear. The crowd noise dulled as others in the room noticed the inexplicable change in the man’s deep baritone voice.
“Duncan Hawkwind, Archmage of Torun.”




16.     Archmage.

The throne room fell silent, all eyes on the tall man who strode forward. The man wore smart but unremarkable clothes. Corvus’ former apprentice, Jade, accompanied him. King Robert heard swords being unsheathed throughout the throne room.
The King himself did not move. He remained on the All-Father’s Throne, his grip tight on the smooth wooden arms. He sat uncomfortably straight to elevate himself. The man’s footsteps were the only sound. He walked with confidence, like the victor after a battle.
Ordinarily, Alban the Castellan would present a noble or important visitor directly to the monarch; it was a formality, but one Robert enjoyed. It gave him an opportunity to evaluate those he met. Plus, it enabled the castellan to ensure King Robert would not embarrass himself if he forgot a name of a minor lord or noble.
But no-one should approach the monarch if they have never met before. Nobles, high-ranking guests, and like today, commoners, must be introduced first. And they made introductions at the pleasure of the king.
The king’s guards moved to place themselves between the monarch and the newcomer. Robert felt a moment of alarm. They would not move as they did if the commander did not sense something wrong. As he reached the king’s guards, the Hawkwind stopped. He stood at ease before King Robert and flicked a speck of dust from the collar of his shirt.
King Robert’s gaze drifted across the nobles and commoners present. Citizens, lords, and ladies milled about in confusion and no small amount of fear. Some looked on in curiosity, yet when he regarded Lord Manfred Von Borin, he paused. Never had the monarch seen another human’s face contort with rage and hatred, as he did now.
The guards in front of Robert all drew swords and readied shields at the unexpected effrontery shown to their monarch.
Hawkwind surveyed the room. He could see easily over the heads of most of the people present. His eyes narrowed and burned with volcanic fires when his gaze met Von Borin’s. The lord had moved to stand to the side of the row of the king’s guards nearer Robert. The king had had enough.
“What is the meaning of this?” he asked. His tone was firm. He let no anger creep into his voice. “By what right do you declare yourself Archmage of Torun?”
“The tower chooses its own master, Your Majesty. It seemed quite pleased at my return.” The self-styled archmage spoke quietly, but his voice carried to all in the throne room.
“Your return to the tower, or to Torun?” Robert asked.
“Both, I think,” Hawkwind replied. “Although I am a little different from my last visits here.”
Robert cast an inquisitive glance at Dane Kendrick, who still stood beside the throne. A look of concern passed across his face as Kendrick’s eyes widened. The man shook his head. He clearly did not know what the intruder talked about.
“Well, if you’re here for the open court, unfortunately, the time has passed. We are about to retire for the evening. Perhaps you could chat with the chancellor about making an appointment for another time,” Robert said.
Hawkwind raised his arm and pointed. He lined up Manfred Von Borin. Deep fires of rage burned brightly in the tall man’s eyes as he spoke.
“I’m not here for your open court,” he said. “Him. I am here for him. The rest of you may leave or stay. I don’t care.” He glared at the guards assembled in front of him and, with obvious menace in his voice, he continued. “You had best get out of my way.”
Robert had heard enough.
“How dare you come into my throne room and threaten one of my lords?” The anger in his voice instantly silenced the muttering of the crowd. “I’ll have you strung up! Guards, take this disrespectful fool away!” Robert gestured to the guards that stood before the intruder. The men readied their weapons and advanced.
Jade took a nervous half-step backward. Hawkwind snorted humourlessly at the king.
“You already tried that. It didn’t work.”
Comprehension dawned on King Robert’s face as he realised why Hawkwind’s name had seemed so familiar.
Oh, the fellow we executed who did not die!
The man who called himself archmage continued to address the court, despite the gasps of surprise and shock from the assembly.
“Von Borin’s brother attacked me, out in the Ochre Forest a year ago. Manfred Von Borin has been trying to kill me ever since, hiring assassins…” he paused as more gasps came from the assembly, “… twice. He paid Corvus to kill me and that didn’t work,” he spat the words out, this time at Von Borin. “Now I will have my vengeance, you bastard.”
Hawkwind glared again at the king’s guards. Then he spoke in a slow, ominous tone.
“Get out of my way.” He pronounced every syllable clearly.
Von Borin looked on the verge of an explosion. He appeared as if words would not form in his throat. The man spat and spluttered. He growled and snarled and then halted, as if he remembered where he was. He glanced over his shoulder at King Robert. The monarch raised one eyebrow, but said nothing to Von Borin.
The King stood.
“This is my throne room!” he bellowed. “You cannot come in here and make threats!” His voice reflected the outrage he felt.
The guards moved as one. They took one step forward; a phalanx of sword and shield, muscle and sinew.
“I’ll not warn you again…” Hawkwind’s voice trailed off and left the sentence unfinished. The guards continued their advance. Someone in the crowd shrieked.
As the king’s men closed, Duncan acted. He dipped into his magical current; its arcane energy flowed from him. He crossed his arms over his chest as if in prayer, before he threw his arms apart, hands outstretched, palms faced away from him. The effect on the guards and indeed on all the people present was astonishing.
Guards, nobles, petitioners, and servants alike were forced away from his outstretched hands with incredible speed. The magical energy propelled them through the air as if an explosion had occurred. More than a hundred people were face-planted up against the walls of the throne room, held fast by the outsider. The impact with the walls did not injure anyone, but he held all firmly in place.
From a side corridor, more guards rushed to protect their king, and formed up in front of their liege.
The colour drained from King Robert’s face, and he took half a step back. Then a globe of shimmering light appeared and encased him.
Duncan sensed the magic as the spell took effect. An enchantment of protection enveloped the monarch. He suspected it was the work of the court mage. Jade had warned him Parker Hardstaff would be present and would work to protect the monarch. Duncan was unconcerned. He wished no harm to the king; he was here to expose Von Borin.
Although, I presume it was him who waved the white handkerchief to the executioner a year ago.
Duncan noticed movement nearby, and from the corner of his eye, saw who he assumed was the court mage busily casting another spell. He hoped not to engage in a spell battle, but would if he had to.
Duncan approached the throne. Now most of the guards were gone, the newcomers were all that stood between him, the king, and Von Borin. Von Borin had not moved. The lord stood perfectly still, his back to the king, until he snarled and spun to face the monarch.
“What evidence does he have, your majesty?” he asked. “I am your loyal servant.” He gestured toward Duncan. “This man killed my brother and would have killed me if I had not escaped. He’s a fugitive! He was to be executed by your order! I barely even know Corvus. I certainly have not paid him to do what he accuses me of.” He turned back to Duncan and pointed at the outsider. “He has clearly slain the city’s high mage and taken over his tower.” The angry lord gestured behind Duncan to where Jade stood. “That woman probably helped him. Was she not the former high mage’s apprentice?” His voice became pleading, desperate. “Your Majesty, I beg you, help me!”
King Robert seemed annoyed at the mewling quality that had crept into Von Borin’s voice, but he also appeared emboldened behind a row of his guards and the shimmering veil of magical protection. The King of Syrane drew himself up to his full height and addressed Duncan directly.
“You must explain yourself, sir!” he sputtered. He turned and pointed at the citizens shunted around the walls of the room. “Release my people!”
Duncan paused, arms outstretched, but still held the people in the room immobile. His arms quivered with the effort. He had probably approached this poorly and had breached a heap of royal protocols. Always pragmatic, he addressed the king.
“Look, ah, Your Majesty…” he managed a slight nod, to address the monarch. “I’m not here to cause you or any of these other people any trouble.” He tilted his head to show where he had rammed a hundred or more of the king’s subjects against the walls. “Beyond what trouble I’ve already caused, of course. I wish neither you nor your people any harm.” His face turned hostile, and he turned to focus a glare directly at the court mage. “Unless you try to harm us,” he said through clenched teeth. “This man harmed and caused the deaths of my friends and acquaintances,” he said as he turned back to face Von Borin. “Jongus and Angus Bloodaxe. Karnak the gladiator, Derek Moondreamer, Priest of Khor and…” he swallowed, “… Corvus Anzorevante.”
Technically, I killed Corvus. I wouldn’t have done so except for the machinations of Von Borin.
Duncan’s eyes burned with volcanic fire; intense, smouldering, on the verge of eruption.
“Not to mention the shit you put me through since I got here.”
King Robert frowned and waggled his finger at Duncan.
“We note your allegations, sir,” he said. “However, barging into my throne room, attacking my loyal subjects and threatening Lord Von Borin is not the way to bring them to my attention!”
Duncan levelled his gaze at the king.
“And what? Go through the courts?” he spat. “Your magistrates and half of all the people I’ve encountered in Torun are beholden to Von Borin.” Duncan shook his head. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but his arse is mine.”
King Robert trembled with rage.
“By whose leave do you come into my court and make demands? I am your king!” he thundered.
Duncan, equally enraged, kept his anger under control for now. With quiet menace in his voice, he gestured back toward the room’s exit.
“I come into your court because since I’ve been here, I’ve endured all the shit your lords and ladies have thrown my way.” His eyes blazed with barely controlled fury. “You tried to execute me for a crime I didn’t commit.” He turned to Von Borin. “You sold me as a slave and took away a year of my life.” Anger boiled forth. “I got stabbed through the heart by an undead fiend. I returned to the tower and claimed it as mine. And now I will go where I please!” The outsider looked back at King Robert. His voice was a low growl. “And no, you are not my king.”
King Robert’s brow furrowed in obvious bewilderment.
Duncan noticed the court mage nearby, nearly forgotten in the building tension of the confrontation between king and archmage. Parker Hardstaff finished his spell. A powerful spell caster, he cast his spell without the benefit of a spell book or scroll. Hardstaff raised his outstretched hands and waved them before his face in a complex pattern.
Duncan felt the attack as a sharp stabbing pain in his temple. The court mage tried to dissipate the magic that kept the members of the king’s court pressed against the decorated walls of the throne room. The court mage was a canny and accomplished spell caster. Duncan could feel the intricacies of the spell as it was cast. It was not an attempt to overpower, more of an unravelling of his own invocation.
Unfortunately for Hardstaff, such was the potency of the power Duncan had inherited from Xiphos, coupled with the fires of rage that drove the outsider, that the spell cast by Hardstaff had no discernible effect.
Duncan moved his right hand almost imperceptibly, his palm held outward and faced away from himself. He bent the ring finger on that hand at the knuckle, lowered the digit to point at the court mage. Then he flicked it sharply, as if he struck an insect.
Duncan enveloped Hardstaff in the same bonds of magical force that the court mage had tried to dispel. The outsider flung Hardstaff backwards and unceremoniously face-planted him against the courtroom wall.
Von Borin snarled and turned to the guards in front of the king.
“Are you men going to allow this? Do something!” he shouted.
The oldest guard looked back at King Robert and then at the mass of humanity and other races pressed against the wall. He turned back to the outsider and swallowed hard.
Duncan sweated. His hands shook.
This is hard work. We need to force Von Borin to change, and soon.
Duncan took a deep breath; he filled his lungs and waited for the king.
Robert still appeared furious, but seemed to consider ordering the guards to strike. Duncan hoped he recognised that to attack him would likely end in bloodshed. Duncan didn’t want to harm them, but he had had enough. Von Borin was the beast that Duncan would expose. He inclined his head to where Jade waited behind him. She would be ready to cast the spell to trigger the transformation. Before he could signal her, King Robert spoke again.
“Now, let us consider our actions,” he began. “Please, we can retire to my chambers to discuss your grievances.” He looked around the room at his helpless subjects. “In private, where no-one else need be involved.” His face became stern. “But you must release these people. They have done you no harm.”
Duncan still shook with the effort. He risked a glance at the people he had imprisoned. Violent confrontation was not in his nature, not until he had come to Syrane. It seemed like they had forced him to fight for every step he’d taken since. He silently admitted to himself that his plan, if it could be called that, of storming the throne room was not one of his best and well thought out ideas.
Perhaps I should have spent a day or three to come up with a list of ideas for the best way to confront Von Borin. Direct assault on the king’s throne room to expose Von Borin would be fairly low on that list. When I made a plan, I shouldn’t have made a bad one.
Duncan commanded awesome magical might from his fusion with Xiphos, but he still thought like a warrior. In hindsight, he should have spent more time on strategy, as he had during his cricketing days. But right now, he wanted justice. He looked about the room. Many people looked familiar, but it was possible that they simply looked alike to those who were present at his execution, or in the court. He slowly shook his head.
“No, Your Majesty, many of these people watched as they sentenced me to death in this very city. Many are doubtlessly indebted to Lord Von Borin. Your citizens need to know the truth of what happened and of this man,” the outsider pointed with his right hand at Von Borin. “Of what he is and what he has done.”
The king’s eyes darkened once more.
“What proof do you offer, then? I have only your word against Lord Von Borin’s.” The king looked at the walls of people. Then his eyes brightened, and he turned back at Hawkwind. “Brother Walter is here; will you submit to examination by a priest? Priests of Dian the Just can determine the truth of a man’s speech.” Robert’s eyes roved the mass of squished people around his walls to seek the old cleric. He turned back to the outsider. “Will you let him question you?”
Duncan looked hopeful.
“Walter! He examined me after my execution! He knows what happened.”
“Then release him and we can understand the matter,” the king replied.
Duncan looked around the room to search for the kindly old priest. His eyes fell on the man clad in the robes of a cleric of Dian. Duncan closed his eyes to concentrate, and the outsider released Walter from his spell.
The old priest fell in an ungainly fashion from his spot on the wall. The elderly cleric slowly stood up, dusted himself off, and walked toward the front of the throne room. As he walked, he spoke in his deep voice.
“I’m afraid it won’t do much good, dear boy. If you remember, you are invisible to the gods. I can no more perform an examining upon you as I could heal you back in your cell.” He walked to stand between the outsider and King Robert. “But please, stop this madness before someone gets truly hurt.”
From the moans and groans coming from most of the people around the walls, some of them had already sustained minor injuries from being pressed so forcefully against the mortar.
Duncan frowned.
“People have died, Walter.” His expression softened. “But no, I realise you can’t examine me.” He turned to Von Borin and pointed. “But you can examine him.”
Von Borin growled, a very inhuman sounding growl. King Robert and Brother Walter took a step back at the sound. Von Borin spoke.
“What evidence do you have, fool?” he spat. “Show your proof!”
Duncan’s face was grim as Jade approached the throne. The young mage withdrew a small canvas bag from her belt pouch. She emptied the contents of the bag into her hands to reveal three large rubies. Von Borin’s eyes narrowed.
King Robert’s eyes widened in recognition.
“Where did you get those?” he demanded.
“From the Mage’s Tower, your majesty. Von Borin used them to pay off Corvus to kill us.” Jade said.
Duncan continued the narrative.
“When Corvus attacked us, I could read his thoughts. He had received these from Von Borin as payment to kill us. They’re worth a fortune.”
King Robert snorted.
“I know what they’re worth. I presented them to Von Borin myself.” He turned to Von Borin. “Manfred, is it true? Did you pay the mage to kill these people?”
“Of course not, these people have obviously stolen these from my home!” Von Borin screamed. 
Duncan smiled again.
“Well, we should be able to verify that.” He turned to the old cleric, who waited nearby. “Brother Walter, if you would be so kind as to confirm Lord Von Borin’s version of events?”
Walter took a step toward the lord. Von Borin’s eyes flared wildly, and he snarled again. His growl sounded more inhuman than before.
As the priest approached, Von Borin lashed out with a vicious backhand. The blow knocked Walter backward and sent him crashing to the floor.
The king’s guards formed up in a tight configuration around King Robert as Von Borin charged across the dais at the outsider. He leaped, crossing the intervening space with terrifying speed.
Behind him, Duncan heard Jade mutter the words to the spell he’d taught her: the spell to transform the switcher Von Borin into his beast form.
Mid-jump, his body twisted grotesquely. He made hideous grinding and popping noises as Von Borin’s face grew and elongated. It took on a misshapen bestial appearance. Sharp fangs and glistening claws replaced teeth and fingernails as the switcher assumed his true form and crashed into the outsider.
Despite being prepared, the sudden ferocity of the attack took Duncan by surprise. Duncan rolled with the mass of fur, muscle, and talon. He barely kept the creature’s horrible incisors away from his face.
When the outsider’s concentration broke, so too did the spell he had cast to keep members of the court pressed against the walls. Pandemonium broke loose as lords, ladies, commoners and servants all crashed to the ground and, as one, picked themselves up and charged toward the exits.
Elsewhere amid the bedlam, a woman’s scream pierced the din as the gentleman next to her transformed into a man-beast. The scene repeated across the room, as half-dozen lords and ladies revealed their inhuman nature with the casting of Jade’s spell.
Soldiers regained their footing and herded people out of the room. They opened the doors as soon as the switcher made his move. Jade screamed for Duncan amid the chaos. The king’s voice boomed out across the room to order the guards to stand fast.
A guard challenged a switcher. The man-beast tore the guard apart, blood erupted in a gory spray from the unfortunate man. The rest of the switchers charged to the front of the throne room to attack the king’s guards. King Robert had drawn his own sword, the blade’s slight glow clear even in the sunlight streaming into the courtroom. The monarch moved to stand with his men against the supernatural creatures’ charge. Nearby, Parker Hardstaff held a scroll in his outstretched hand and chanted softly.
The older guard closest to Duncan struggled mightily with a switcher, caught up in a deadly wrestle. The beast’s claws drew deep furrows along the shoulders of the guard’s armoured vest and the creature’s slavering maw got closer. It snarled. Saliva dripped from its wide-open jaws.
Suddenly, a slender arm appeared above them, the outstretched hand glowed slightly. The beast’s head jerked backwards, and the creature rolled off of the guard to clutch at its eyes. Jade, fingers extended, smiled. She offered the guard a hand to get up.
“No-one is immune to being poked in the eye!” she said. 
All of Duncan’s gladiatorial training sprang to the fore as he rolled on the floor beneath Manfred Von Borin’s slavering mouth. He pushed backward to force the beast’s fangs away from his face. The switcher’s needle-pointed talons threatened to rend him to ribbons as the outsider and switcher grappled back and forth.
Strong as he was, Duncan was no match for the supernaturally powerful switcher. Duncan barely held the creature at bay. However, now freed from concentrating on his spell that entrapped the members of the court, he changed his focus to prepare another incantation. He felt the current within him and shaped it to his needs. A wave of arcane energy flowed from his hands. The spell melted the fur, muscle, and sinew of his attacker.
Von Borin wrestled free of the outsider’s grip, and with a pained yelp, lurched across the floor of the throne room. He righted himself and stood; now near the clutch of switchers who battled the king and his guards. Von Borin roared; a terrible brutish sound that made Duncan’s hair stand on end. As the man-beast snarled, those who tried to escape paused as the awful sound reverberated around the room.
The switcher was a terrible sight, its fur smoked, bared fangs dripped saliva, razor-sharp talons gleamed in the filtered sunlight. Seasoned guards froze in terror.
Fear had driven Duncan for the past year; fear that he may never get home to see his family and friends again. He channelled that fear now; it led him to rage. The rage fuelled what burned within him. He felt the magical current; a maelstrom of Xiphos’ power and the anger he felt. He focussed his wrath, that unbridled rage at Von Borin as the cause of the pain and anguish he had suffered since he came to this world.
Like introducing oxygen to a smouldering flame, the incredible might of Xiphos flowed from the outsider. Duncan lashed out at Von Borin with a bolt of pure, brilliant azure energy.
The bolt left a glowing trail behind it as it disintegrated the very air that it passed through. It lanced across the room with blinding speed and struck the switcher full in the chest. Such was the power of the blast, it obliterated the entirety of Von Borin’s torso; it passed through the hideous creature and into the group of switchers and guards beyond.
Von Borin’s bestial face registered nothing but complete surprise. The remains of the beast-man dropped to the floor with a sickening thud. Behind him, three other switchers and an equal number of guardsmen died as they were hit.
King Robert pivoted and lashed out with his enchanted sword, to end the life of yet another of the supernatural monsters. Duncan saw that another lay nearby where it had fallen, killed by the king’s guards. A dozen or more guards lay dead, killed by the switchers. Parker Hardstaff held the final switcher, imprisoned magically, in a corner of the room. An eerie silence, so out of place in the recent bedlam, fell across the room.
“Okay then,” Duncan whispered. “That went well…”




17.     What now?

Jade sat in silence in the room at the top of the Mage’s Tower.
Archmage’s Tower, she corrected herself.
She watched Duncan across a massive table littered with books, scrolls, and parchment. The outsider wore his newly cleaned blue shirt that he had removed from Von Borin’s house; although the garment was now far too big for him. A single candle burned brightly between them. The larger bits of parchment showed what appeared to be drawings of the stars; constellations in the night sky.
She didn’t understand enough about Corvus’ work to decipher them, but Duncan appeared to have no trouble understanding it. He had cross-referenced the work with the ancient tomes he’d taken from Olfaern. He smiled and looked up at her.
“Here’s another option. The portals referred to here in this book.” He turned the tome toward her so that she could see. It looked like gibberish to her, and she shrugged apologetically. He smiled again, turned back to the book, and continued.
“These portals seem to make linking between worlds a little easier than trying to physically travel between the stars. In much the same way as a teleport gateway works.” She nodded in response to his hopeful expression.
Teleporting, I understand.
He went on.
“I may need to find some elves to ask about where these portals are located and how to activate them. I think we can use Corvus’ research by linking his star maps to a properly functioning portal.”
Jade smiled in delight. A thought occurred to her.
“What do we know about these portals, anyway? I mean, where do they come from and who put them there? How are the elves involved?” Duncan shrugged and looked up at her.
“They’re powerful magic and not too many ever existed anywhere. Apart from what Xiphos did, of course. I think originally, they were just some bullshit the elves invented.” He turned back to the book. “From what I’m reading here, the magic was never too precise, and it was often a little random where you ended up and so they stopped using them.” He unconsciously rubbed the base of his left ring finger, then reached up to brush dust from his lapel.
Jade was a little taken aback at his blunt appraisal of elven mage-craft. But despite this, his explanation satisfied her. She still felt guilt for unintentionally conjuring and trapping him here. Despite her impractical romantic feelings for the man, she was determined to help him find a way home. She had torn him from his wife and children and struggled with the weight of that loss on her conscience.
Ever since they’d returned from the fight in the throne room, he’d poured over books and scrolls to find a way home. Yarn had returned to Torun and had then gone on to his home in the wilderness, but Duncan and Jade had remained in the Archmage’s Tower.
The king’s guard had questioned the captured switcher. The woman had been a courtesan, an assistant to the Queen herself. She’d given up information on several other citizens who lived as switchers in secret. Once King Robert had hunted down and put to death the last remaining switchers, they had placated the monarch. It helped that the crown seized all assets and property owned by Von Borin and the other uncovered switchers.
The king had been wary, but ultimately grateful that they had uncovered and eventually destroyed the group of switchers in their midst. King Robert had even semi-humorously thanked the outsider for not attempting to bugger the monarch with a dead animal, as he had requested on the gibbet so many months ago.
Many stories had circulated about the bloody episode in the throne room. Deliberate control by the palace of the gossip in the city had ensured that the general populace was aware that Von Borin had caused all the trouble, not the city’s new archmage. Which was mostly true, anyway. An uneasy truce now existed between the palace and the outsider.
Earlier that day, a very nervous-looking messenger had delivered a letter from Derek. It advised that he and Jongus’ recovery went well and would soon be healthy enough to begin the journey home.
Jade rose and took Duncan’s hand.
“Come on, we’d better go, otherwise it will be closed.” She gestured at the pile of parchment and books. “This will still be here for you tomorrow.”
He looked up, nodded, and allowed himself to be led out of the room.
###
Jade climbed slowly back down the ladder at the wall of remembrance at the Royal Swan Inn. She looked up at the small mementoes she’d attached. For Angus, a quaffing mug. The melted small shield Karnak had worn over his wrist was all that had survived the explosion. Tears pooled in her eyes before they streaked down her cheeks. She was pleased, despite her grief, to have been able to attach them next to Rex’s button and the hair comb that belonged to Galara. She finished her climb down from the ladder and regarded the wall.
“In memory of those we will meet again.” All within the bar repeated the refrain, which at this hour meant her, Duncan, and the staff of the inn. Brian had generously kept the bar open so that they could place the mementoes in private.
Duncan moved to stand close to Jade and placed his arm through hers. She knew it had devastated him to lose Karnak; the Gundsman had been like a brother for the better part of a year. She looked up to see a silent tear creep its way down his face. They stood in comfortable silence for a moment and turned as one to the door.
They wished Brian and the staff good night, then exited the inn and stood in the street outside. There, they enjoyed the feel of the cool night air. Duncan looked skyward and smiled. Jade noticed and smiled as well.
“That’s the first time you’ve smiled for a long time,” she said.
He lowered his gaze and laughed.
“I’ve not had a lot of reasons.”
“None of us have,” she replied.
“No, we haven’t.” He looked like he may speak again, but held his thought. Together, they strolled back toward the Archmage’s Tower. At the end of the street, the tower stood as it had for centuries. The comforting white-gold glow lit the street to mark the way.




18.     Green with Envy.

The imposter has escaped.
That thought resonated in Ezekiel’s mind as he walked, sword drawn, along the length of the musty corridor. The wraithknight paused as he reached the wreckage of the door the imposter had destroyed. He turned his translucent face to direct his baleful glare back along the corridor; his antique steel-plate armour grated with the movement. The ancient stone walls of the corridor were unchanged, as always. But there was a faint mystic residue on the floor; perhaps evidence of the imposter’s passing through here that Ezekiel could sense.
Xiphos’ physical body had deteriorated. It had needed to be replaced. Xiphos must maintain his spell casting ability, and he could not do that when the bones of his hands rotted beyond use. The lych prolonged the usefulness of whatever corpse he inhabited using his arcane might. But even Xiphos’ magical strength could not pause the decline caused by the passage of centuries, and the unexpected dormancy brought on by Mergoth’s absence.
The first time Ezekiel viewed his master’s transference, the ancient lych had subjugated the new form with no apparent ill side-effects. This time, however, when his master had attempted his transference, the choice of a new body was a poor one. In all the time Ezekiel had existed, both alive and dead, he’d experienced nothing like he had just seen. The man who departed through the roof of Olfaern, the tower of Xiphos, had done so after he survived the assimilation process and usurped Xiphos’ own magical power.
Ezekiel wasn’t sure how the man accomplished such a feat. Xiphos in life was a mighty archmage; powerful and knowledgeable in magic and mage-lore. Xiphos had lived on past death as a lych; a potent undead creature who kept the spell casting ability he possessed in life. Unfettered by the needs of his living body, Xiphos had become even more formidable in death. He spent the centuries of undeath dedicated to magical study. After he’d lived an unnatural centuries-long life, he’d succumbed to madness in his lust for magical power.
How the man, an ordinary man, had overcome the most powerful of undead archmage’s was beyond Ezekiel’s comprehension.
As a result, Ezekiel had assumed the man to be the lych in his new form. The inscrutable impulse to serve Xiphos had been present; it compelled Ezekiel to obey the man. But that compulsion remained only until the wraithknight had entered the room where his master had conducted the transference. There Ezekiel had discovered that Xiphos still existed as a revenant; as a separate being to the man who had taken his power.
It confused the wraithknight; yet confusion was an emotion as foreign to him as mercy or love.
A sudden movement distracted him; he twisted his gigantic frame to face the opposite direction, where a spectre roamed. The undead creature resembled a ghost or phantom, but was solid enough to not be entirely insubstantial. The spectre stopped near two creatures of a similar ilk. Then the three disappeared out of his line of sight.
Ezekiel continued back down the corridor to the room where the transference had occurred. Or hadn’t occurred. He entered the cold stone room and gazed disinterestedly through the alchemical apparatus. The muck-encrusted bottles, pipes, and rusted metal stands stood between him and the stone table where recently the imposter had lain. A noxious green glow emanated from the room’s candelabra, which revealed the man’s fresh blood that still stained the slab. The sacrificial dagger, an unlit candle and a small open metal box lay on the floor nearby. Ezekiel recognised the items as an important part of his master’s transference ritual.
He sheathed his sword and bent to pick up the objects. He placed them with great care on the stone table and then cast his lifeless gaze back around the room.
A sudden movement caught his full attention, and he twisted to face the intrusion. He reached for his longsword, but he paused, his arm in mid-air; then a familiar compulsion caused him to stand still.
“Master,” he intoned.
Ezekiel shuffled to the side of the table. He bowed at the waist and nodded his head as he acknowledged the skull that floated in the air before him. Its eye sockets emitted a sinister emerald glow. The creature before him was a revenant, created from some primordial part of the evil lych’s power. For centuries, it had compelled Ezekiel to serve the lych; unwavering and without question. Even now, bereft of much of its magical might and having no real physical form, it sought to command him.
Ezekiel was not content with his own existence. He wished to pass into oblivion; the afterlife. What he felt now was akin to genuine sadness that he could not.
Many emotions were unfamiliar for the undead, but Ezekiel sensed the fury and hate that radiated from the revenant. He could not refuse Xiphos. The compulsion to serve was too strong.
Xiphos’ consciousness caressed Ezekiel’s mind for a moment, before he felt his master’s intellect surge more insistently. The ancient archmage sought to exert the centuries-old authority over the wraithknight. Ezekiel could not refuse his master’s command. He listened with great care and then nodded as it became clear what his master required.
The hideous green glow that emanated from the skull expanded to encompass the wraithknight until it smothered Ezekiel in its radiance. The revenant invoked ancient magic; it caused the tower to shake. The very ground trembled with the mighty spells shaped by Xiphos the Undying.
Then it dissipated. The radiance faded. The eye sockets became dark, and the skull dropped to the floor. It hit the unyielding stone with a loud clacking sound.
Ezekiel drew his sword and raised the weapon. The rune covered blade now radiated the unearthly green glow that a moment before had shone from the revenant’s eyes. He brought it down in one fluid movement to strike. The blow shattered the skull into many small pieces. He strode forward and crushed the remaining bone fragments into dust under his heavy armoured boot.
###




19.     Please hold, your call is important to us.

Jade turned in her chair to face Duncan and let out an exaggerated sigh.
“It’s not working again.” She threw up her hands and then flung herself further back into the large comfortable armchair. The chair faced a solid block of granite about a metre high, upon which sat a large ornate metal bowl half-filled with clear water.
Duncan glanced up from the pile of parchment and papers spread across the solid timber desk in front of him. He raised one eyebrow as he placed a detailed map of South-Eastern Syrane down on the desktop.
“The scrying pool?” the outsider asked.
“Yes,” Jade muttered. Her eyes narrowed. “It won’t work for me like it does for you.” She rose from the armchair and paced the small room, her hands clasped behind her back. Duncan smirked.
“Have you tried turning it off and on again?” he asked with feigned innocence.
The younger mage stopped her pacing and regarded Duncan in confusion.
“Sorry, what?”
He laughed, got up, and stretched.
“It’s okay, never mind.” He laughed again. “I was being silly.” He smirked at her perplexed expression and moved over to the pool to stand opposite the large chair. He motioned for her to join him.
“Enlighten me,” he said.
“With what?” she asked. Duncan smiled as he rubbed his chin. He thought for a moment and then rephrased his question.
“Are you still having trouble shifting your consciousness into the pool?” he asked.
She responded with a nod and moved to stand in front of the chair. She pushed it backwards with her heel so she could stand in comfort, her hands clasped the edge of the bowl.
“I get it to the stage where the water turns murky,” she began, her brow creased into a frown. “And then when I cast the enchantment to create the command to contact the end point, it swirls, like it’s supposed to. But then, right at the contact point, it clears and goes back to being just water.” She ‘harrumphed,’ in annoyance. “I can’t get it to work.”
Okay, so I arrive on another planet from Earth, take the power and knowledge of an undead archmage and now I’m the scrying pool help desk.
Duncan regarded Jade from across the bowl. He smiled again and placed his own hands on the bowl, close to where the younger mage held its rim.
“Okay, let’s try again,” he said.
Duncan had emphasised to Jade the importance of mastery of the scrying pools to make contact over long distances. Through understanding the magic that controlled scrying pools, she would gain a better grasp of the transmutation magic that was used to construct, navigate and direct portals. He knew that Jade’s frustration was with his uneducated teaching methods; considering that until a few weeks ago, he wasn’t a mage. But he appreciated the effort she put into learning. This was a hard task, and it showed her own skills to be quite substantial.
“Feel the magical current within you; direct its flow into the bowl. Make it do as you command,” he said.
Jade closed her eyes, brow furrowed in concentration. She muttered the words to the spell that would cause the innocuous bowl of water to transmit her vision into another bowl across the city of Torun. The end point she sought was a similar basin set up in the temple of Khor the All-Father, in Dock Ward. There, the priest, Derek Moondreamer, awaited her contact.
Duncan glanced at the nearby crystal ball, unused since the death of Corvus. He shook his head at the painful memory. Derek and Jongus still recovered from grievous wounds, and they’d not left the temple since their return from Dunport a few days ago.
“Okay, so you can get it to this point,” Duncan murmured. He examined Jade’s face, her brow still furrowed in concentration.
“Yes,” she replied. The strain showed as her voice wavered. “But I can’t get it to go any further.” She gritted her teeth and continued to cast her spell; her breath came in laboured gasps.
“That’s fine, you’re doing well,” Duncan replied, his voice calm. He closed his eyes and concentrated as he coerced his own consciousness into the pool. Once there, he sensed the younger mage and the pool itself. A swirling conduit searched for a connection. He smiled at an unconscious recollection from home on Earth. It must be like ringing the operator and asking to be put through. He sensed Jade’s confusion at his stray idea and cleared his mind. She sensed his presence and thoughts within the pool, just as he could sense hers. He turned back to the task at hand. He analysed her spell and nodded in approval; she had prepared and cast the spell as she should cast it.
“Right, so you have the pool set up correctly. Show me where you lose your focus,” he instructed.
He watched Jade as she reached deeper with her mind into the swirling vortex under the surface of the pool, her teeth gritted from the effort. Soon he could feel her loss of control as it slipped again. The murkiness of the pool dissipated.
“Here, this point,” she said through gritted teeth.
“Ah, right,” Duncan replied. Through the scrying pool, he touched the end point inside the temple and noted Jade’s faltering attempt at contact. She cast the tendrils of her awareness about aimlessly. To use the scrying pool without precise knowledge was like fishing without bait; you can cast the line into the river but give your trust only to chance. Duncan manipulated the end point so it would appear to be closer to Jade through the pool.
“There,” he said. “Can you feel that?” he asked. Jade smiled in response.
“Yes, that’s the pool in the temple!” she exclaimed. He smiled in return.
“Yes. This is the point, right…” he paused again, to ensure she grasped the focus point, “… here, where you need to change your focus.” He guided her mind; he compelled her to touch the connection she needed to make. “And then when you feel that link…” he let go of the bowl and opened his eyes.
Jade, still focussed, had not noticed Duncan’s exit from the scrying pool. With the end point so near, she manipulated the spell casting and grasped the end point. She secured it by directing the energies to solidify the connection.
Without warning, the pool cleared. She opened her eyes to see the smiling face of the cleric, Derek Moondreamer, within. He gawked back at her from the pool. She looked up at Duncan in undisguised glee.
“I did it!” she cried.
Duncan grinned at her, waved his right hand across in front of himself and severed the connection. Derek’s face disappeared and the scrying pool became a bowl of water once more.
“Yes, well done. Now do it again without my help,” he said with a smile.
Jade’s face fell, and she sighed again.




20.     Old Friends.

The outsider was alone in the study at the top of the tower. Jade was below and tended to the chickens that Corvus had kept on the tower grounds.
Duncan held a sword across his lap. He picked up the weapon and drew it reverently from the scabbard. He dipped a cloth in oil and dabbed it along the length of the hard steel of the blade. The weapon had a perfect weight and balance. It reminded him of Karnak’s sword.
Karnak.
The name evoked so many memories; most good, some bad. Duncan cast his mind back to their sparring matches during the many months they fought as gladiators. Practice against Karnak had been, to his surprise, enjoyable. The Gundsman had forced him to improve, to be the best fighter he could be.
Duncan ran his hand down the dull grey steel of the blade again. His touch lingered on the small nicks in the steel; marks that were almost invisible, but he felt them under his fingers. Memories flowed forth of the many bouts he’d fought while partnered with Karnak in the arena.
He enjoyed the fighting; he enjoyed the contest. Duncan was competitive by nature; when he fought for a result that was worth fighting for. He’d battled in the arena while he tried to escape and to return home to Earth. He missed so many things from home. His family. Coffee. He smiled at the notion.
Home.
A sudden idea occurred to him as he peered down at his feet. He stood and placed his feet together, then closed his eyes. He clicked his heels together three times and spoke in a whisper.
“There’s no place like home.”
He opened his eyes and looked about. His face fell. He was still in the study. His expression was mournful when he looked at his shoes. He sighed and sat back down.
His mind wandered while he sat and stared at nothing; he reminisced about the travel from town to town; from fight to fight. The constant blisters on his feet, clothes chafed his armpits and thighs, the aching muscles after they marched for days on end to reach the next town. The shoes here in Syrane were certainly not as good as those from home. His feet would never be the same…!
He opened his hands and stared down at his palms; for years smooth and clean enough. He’d developed some small callouses in his days as a cricket coach and player, from holding the bat, and from the seam of the ball pressed against his fingers as he bowled. Soft hands were beneficial in cricket, they made batting and catching the ball easier. But now… Now his hands were hard, his fingernails thick and uneven, many callouses dotted his palms.
He clenched his fist. Now, thanks to a bizarre twist of fate, he’d transformed into a powerful archmage. A stroke of dumb luck, perhaps? He laughed to himself as he considered; how many mages would have hands as calloused and rough as his? Jade’s hands were as smooth and unblemished as a newborn’s.
He sighed as his reflections returned to Karnak. Another good man dead because of him, in his quest to return home to Earth. He finished oiling the sword and slid it into its scabbard, put it up onto the desk, and left the room.
Duncan descended the long flight of stairs. At the base, he opened the front door of the Archmage’s Tower and took a deep breath as he stood upon the threshold. He marvelled at the cool, clean air and basked in the bright sunshine for a few moments; then exited, the door closed noiselessly behind him.
He walked down the street. The outsider walked past the Royal Swan Inn and continued around the next street corner. Duncan was not bound for the inn today. He would visit Derek and Jongus at the temple of Khor in Dock Ward.
Duncan could have chatted with Derek through the scrying pool, but he’d felt the need to be outside. It would force him to use his legs to walk off the lethargy that had set in.
 Jade’s scrying had worked when she’d attempted it herself, and since then she’d experimented to maintain the connection while under duress. Duncan made her annoyed with him; he threw bread, cups, cheese, rolled up parchment and even a sword scabbard at her while she struggled to maintain her concentration. When he’d last seen her, she’d combed bits of breadcrumbs out of her hair, while she muttered threats to his wellbeing.
The work needed to figure out how to return to his home was exhausting. And it frustrated him; he knew that Xiphos, or he with Xiphos’ powers, could work the magic required to align a portal from Syrane to Earth. But to find a portal that functioned well enough to take him to the correct spot in the universe proved next to impossible. It was far easier to align an existing portal rather than create a new one.
He sighed. It’d only been a couple of weeks. He needed to remember to be patient.
As he walked, an instinct caused him to finger the small lozenge-shaped pebble that now hung from a narrow leather band about his neck. The small stone had been his sole means of communicating before he’d assimilated the ancient lych’s power. Jade cast a spell of comprehension upon the stone, and while in contact with it, he could converse with and understand the speech of any sentient being. Once he was in command of Xiphos’ power, he’d been able to communicate without the pebble’s aid. He kept it as a memento; Jade had given it to him on his first night in Syrane. One thing it had done was to take his mind off his absent wedding ring. It was at home, on Earth. He hated not wearing it.
Duncan worried the stone would become a replacement for his wedding ring, but he shook his head in denial. No. He had one wife, and he would return to her.
He sighed, drew in a deep breath, and concentrated on his surroundings. The cool spring morning was fresh, the air clear. The sights and sounds of the busy, vibrant city of Torun filled his senses as he walked toward the temple in Dock Ward.
As he strolled, he noticed the citizens of Torun that gawked at him. Ever since he’d arrived in the Kingdom of Syrane, he’d attracted scrutiny because of his height. Not that he considered he was tall; it was just that the inhabitants of Syrane were short compared to Earth-people. He thought at first that the stares directed his way were because of this, but a casual glance downwards revealed the source of the attention.
He groaned in annoyance.
Duncan wore his freshly cleaned ‘Geelong Cats 2011 AFL Premiers’ t-shirt again. The maniacal grin of the club’s feline mascot looked out from the faded blue shirt. If anything would mark him as a foreigner, wearing this shirt in public would do so.
He groaned again, but considered he would only be in any real danger if someone queried him. He ignored the quizzical stares from the locals for now. Duncan decided he didn’t need to pay any proper attention until someone threatened him, rather than just look.
When he’d first arrived in Torun, the locals executed him. Or at least, had tried to. Then they discovered he could not die.
Thanks to being an outsider; luckily they didn’t find that out…
Afterward, they forced him to spend a year as a gladiator. Since then, he’d gained the power, mage-craft and abilities of an archmage, an incredibly powerful wizard. He laughed to himself. There was no reason for him to fear anyone in Torun.
Confident in his own ability to defend himself if the need arose, he continued to walk east and south, toward the city docks area. The temple of Khor the All Father that housed Derek’s order was there. It was at this temple that Derek and Jongus Bloodaxe rested to recover from the wounds they’d suffered in Dunport, a city to the south. Wounds that Corvus, former High Mage of Torun, had inflicted in an ambush.
Duncan shook his head to clear the painful memory. Karnak had perished in the attack, as well as Angus McHenry Bloodaxe the Third, cousin of Jongus. Derek and Jongus, wounded but recuperating, had finally returned to Torun.
Duncan shook his head again to clear it. It was difficult to concentrate, so he tried to remember again. He found he could focus on the ideas and memories of Xiphos the Archmage; just as easily as he recalled what he’d eaten for dinner yesterday, or when he recounted to himself the recent events he’d been through. Many of the evil lych’s philosophies were abhorrent to the outsider. As he strode through the city, he sifted through a century of the archmage’s life; misdeeds and sins committed by the undead mage. Evil deeds performed to continue his existence after life, as an undead lych. The lych’s dreaded existence was at an end, but Duncan knew the threat of Xiphos was not. Xiphos existed as a revenant, a different type of undead.
More recent memories surfaced; the plans of the lych to get the Sphere of Corruption from Mergoth’s temple. Xiphos knew that once he had the Sphere, he would forge a spell that would enable him to usurp control of all the reanimated undead of Syrane. Duncan frowned. Xiphos had said Duncan would need that sphere to get home…
The memory was incomplete; as if not all of it had transitioned from Xiphos to Duncan. The outsider’s mind was a jumble of incomplete theories and ideas that had not transferred from the lych during the interrupted ritual. A ritual he himself had disrupted.
He sighed. He’d been able to disturb the ritual because he hadn’t died when the lych shoved a sacrificial dagger through his heart. This had proven the lych’s downfall, as Xiphos already transferred a vast portion of his magical knowledge and power to the outsider. Duncan could not die in Syrane, and the lych could not complete the ritual on a live subject. Thus, the flaw in the lych’s plan.
Duncan stumbled and almost tripped on a loose cobblestone. He silently berated himself as he cleared his mind and refocussed. Since he assimilated Xiphos’ memories, powers and skills, the outsider had picked up many useful techniques that helped with concentration. He used one now as he walked, which focused his mind. Duncan strode toward the dock and the temple.
Suddenly he stopped; all vestiges of his vaunted archmage’s concentration shattered.
He inhaled and took a deep breath.
What the hell?
He looked around the street, a crazed look upon his face as he sniffed the air. Duncan ignored the curious stares he got from bystanders as he turned and sprinted for the nearby dock area.
###
“So you can see,” Bastian the merchant began, “it’s like dark chocolate, with a slight, bitter taste that is also smoky. It smells delicious, and that adds to the taste experience.”
The gathered merchants nodded as they passed around cups of the dark velvety liquid. Steam arose from the mugs as the hot drink within cooled in the fresh morning air. Bastian smiled.
“I think it will be a clear winner with your customers, gentlemen. Shipped direct from the dark and mysterious land of Aswana to the far south-east.” He ended with a confident grin as he looked at each of the men in front of him.
The respected merchant Lester Keeds glanced at the other traders. With the recent demise of Von Borin, Keeds was the richest merchant in the city and, by default, the most influential.
“You said that before, young Bastian,” Keeds said. “Like the strange yellow fruit you brought us from Gund that rotted before we could sell any.” He snorted at the younger merchant derisively as he stood and pushed his chair behind him. “I don’t think this drink will take on. Torunians drink tea, young sir, not this chocolate and cocoa hybrid.” He looked about at his fellow merchants. “I bid you good fortune, young sir.”
Bastian’s face fell. He attempted to maintain his façade in front of his fellow merchants, but it was difficult to do so now that Keeds had dismissed his idea. He was the youngest and least-experienced merchant in Torun. Bastian tried hard to expand the palate of his fellow citizens, but most other merchants would deal only in safer, easy to sell options. He sighed and stared at the three barrels of the dark brown beans, his expression glum. The barrels sat upon the dock in front of him.
As the other merchants stood up to leave, a sudden commotion stopped them. Around the corner of the nearby warehouse, a large man charged toward the group. He puffed and huffed as he approached. Some men half-drew daggers in alarm as the intruder approached.
Clad in an oversized blue shirt that showed a strange design, the tall fellow seemed crazed. He ran straight at the gathering of merchants. The man slowed to a walk and ignored the men. He stared at the unfinished steaming cup of hot liquid that sat almost forgotten on the barrel in front of the traders.
“Coffee,” he demanded. “Where did you get coffee?” The man’s crazed stare never left the steaming drink. Keeds ‘harrumphed’ in displeasure.
“It’s a pleasant drink, sir, but we feel there’s no market for it here.” He smirked at the others. “You are most welcome to purchase it from young Bastian.” He motioned to the younger merchant as he moved away.
The newcomer peered at Bastian as the other men stood to leave.
“Is anyone going to drink that?” he asked as he pointed to the cup.
Bastian looked at the steaming mug and then at the backs of the retreating merchants in dismay. He turned back to the tall man and shook his head in the negative.
“No sir, you are most welcome to it.”
The man lifted the cup, his stance almost reverent, and took a mouthful of the still-warm liquid into his mouth. He smiled. His smile was so wide his face seemed like it would split in two. He drank again.
“Ahhhhhhhhh,” he said.
Bastian gawked at the strange man in surprise. He knew the drink should be popular, but was unprepared for the man’s euphoric reaction.
“Ah, I have three barrels, sir, that I am hoping to sell at least part of. If you wanted to purchase some of the beans…”
The man glared at the barrels on the dock and interrupted Bastian.
“Okay, I’ll take them. Can you get me more?”
Bastian baulked. Had he heard that right?
“Ah, three barrels sir, that is I, ah… they’re ten gold pieces per barrel.” He looked at the newcomer as hope filled his eyes. “Don’t let the price put you off sir, I can get more to sell in a matter of months.”
The man responded with a nod and took another sip of the drink.
“Sure, whatever.” He paused. “Sell?” His nose crinkled. “I don’t want to sell them. I want to drink it! Can you deliver these to my tower?”
Bastian, taken aback, still managed a nervous smile. He was a salesperson at heart.
“Of course, sir,” he said. “Which tower did you mean?”
The man drank again and pointed to the north and west, away from the docks. There, the stark white stone of the Archmage’s Tower jutted high into the sky between the docks and Castle Ward. Bastian gulped in surprise, swallowed hard, and nodded.
###
“What’s he doing?”
“Looks like he’s drinking something, Captain.”
“I can see that. Why?”
“Why can you see him drinking, Captain?”
Captain Brendon Crieus ‘harrumphed’ in displeasure.
“No, I mean why is he stopping to drink?” the Captain demanded.
“Perhaps he’s thirsty, Captain?”
Captain Crieus turned and regarded the soldier in despair. Why was he surrounded by idiots?
To follow orders was a soldier’s lot, and Parker Hardstaff, the King’s Court Mage, directed these men to follow the city’s new archmage. Parker asked Crieus to keep the man under supervision if he left the white Archmage’s Tower. After many days of fruitless observation, the man had left the tower.
And now he was thirsty?
They monitored the man with discretion, which had not proven difficult. The man showed no awareness of noticing, nor did he avoid pursuit. But the Captain remained wary. Crieus was present in the throne room when the powerful archmage had held him and his entire platoon immobile; crammed up against the wall as easily as a child discards a broken toy.
Today, however, his small patrol had remained hidden from the archmage’s view for as long as possible. But Crieus knew if they stayed in one spot, they would risk discovery. He was also wary of causing any concerns that the citizenry may have that something was amiss.
The sudden appearance of Master Keeds distracted Captain Crieus as the well-known merchant moved past the squad. Keeds stopped and stared at the group in obvious surprise. As he hoped to avoid causing Master Keeds any alarm, Crieus saluted and moved to speak with the merchant.
“Sir, if I may have a moment of your time?” Crieus asked.
Keeds gaped again at the small squad of armed soldiers in the street. His surprise was momentary; he recovered his poise enough to remember his manners. He peered at Crieus’ livery. Presumably, he noted the markings of rank.
“Yes, Captain, how may I help you?”
“Sir, the tall man over there. What is he doing?”
Keeds turned to regard the man and then glanced back at the watchmen.
“He appears to be drinking, Captain,” Keeds said with a smirk.
Crieus sighed and slapped his forehead into his open palm, his expression rueful as he looked up at Master Keeds.
“My apologies if I am unclear, Master Keeds. I realise he is drinking something.” Crieus paused. “What is it he drinks?”
“Coffee, Captain. A fresh drink that Bastian has brought to us from Aswana.” Keeds snorted. “Bastian thinks it’s a better drink than tea,” he scoffed.
“So, it’s not an alcoholic drink, sir?” asked Crieus.
“No Captain, it is not.” Master Keeds smiled at the Captain, then turned to regard the large man at the docks. “Who is he?” he asked.
“Duncan Hawkwind, the city’s new archmage.” Crieus replied. Keeds baulked.
“So, the stories are true, an archmage?” the merchant said in surprise.
“Yes sir, I was at the palace the day he showed up. All the stories are true. Frightening power. A man to be feared.” Crieus paused as his face turned pale. “I saw him kill Lord Von Borin and several others with incredible ease. He held the entire court immobile and none of us could do anything.” He turned red in embarrassment, hoping he hadn’t caused Keeds any undue concern. Keeds turned to regard the coffee-drinker, upon his face an expression that showed respect and awe.
“Indeed! Good fortune.” Keeds hurried off. He glanced over his shoulder at the squad as he walked away.
Crieus watched Keeds march away from the docks area. He wondered what he should do next. He turned to one of his men in resignation and issued his instructions.
“Righto Benny, go back to the watch house and let the commander know the archmage is drinking coffee on the docks. Coffee is a drink like tea. Tell the commander that I don’t consider he’s threatening public order or endangering anyone. Ask the commander for any further instructions.”
He patted Benny on the shoulder, about to issue another instruction, when there was a loud crash. The sudden noise caused Captain Crieus to spin about in alarm. Nearby, two dock workers argued over a broken crate which lay on the ground between them. The contents of the crate, several chickens, squawked and pecked at the ground, and appeared to relish their newfound freedom.
Crieus regarded the sailors. They appeared to be of different nationalities and from dissimilar crews. The men’s voices were loud, their gestures belligerent. They continued to argue in a language the Captain could not identify. Other men gathered from two ships docked nearby; Crieus presumed from the ships of the two foreign workers. The captain smirked in amusement at the humorous situation; the men quarrelled above several unconcerned white chickens. He continued to chuckle, right until one man threw a punch.
Crieus’ mouth dropped open as the two dock workers pummelled each other; fists, fingernails, teeth, and knees. The ship’s crews moved in, the mass of people created a thick circle about the men. Crieus fingered his baton and eyed his own men.
“Look alive, lads,” he said. “This could get out of hand, real quick.” The two combatants struggled, but then their own crews separated the men. This calmed the onlookers until one of the original fighters lashed out. He punched the man who held the other instigator. The punch hit the man square in the jaw. The sailor took the blow, spat out several teeth and swung his own fist back and connected with the first man’s cheek.
Then all hell broke loose.
Crieus watched on in dismay as about thirty men brawled. Left hooks, right jabs, kicks, grapples; men caught in headlocks. One spun and kicked his opponent. The roundhouse kick knocked the man senseless. Sailors grappled and pummelled. They threw one man into a nearby fruit stall, which toppled and caused the ripe fruit to scatter across the dock. The enraged stallholder took up a club and lashed out at random combatants.
Crieus knew his small group could not bring this melee under control, so he took out his tin whistle and blew hard. The shrill note rang out across the dock. He turned to Benny again, his best runner, who hadn’t yet left to make his report.
“Quick, Benny, run for help! There should be patrols nearby. Go to the fort if you have to.” He pointed to the massive stone watch house to the south. “Go!” he shouted.
As he continued to blow his whistle, Crieus moved forward and entered the fray. He swung his baton at one of the two original combatants. He connected with substantial force and knocked the first man senseless.
The Captain looked about, his eyes wide, just in time to see one of his crew go down beneath two foreign dock workers.
Without warning, Crieus took a blow from behind; a heavy knock that caused his helmet to come askew. The displaced helmet took away his sight for a moment as he went down on his hands and knees. His vision swam. He tried to rise, but two sailors who wrestled nearby knocked him aside. Still on all fours, another blow to the unprotected part of his head caused his eyesight to blur. He found it difficult to sort through the cacophony of noise; men shouted and yelled, the sound of punches and kicks, bites and scratches. Nearby, a woman screamed. His vision swam again as he tried to rise, but flying bodies knocked him aside again.
Then, suddenly, a strange calmness overcame him. There was silence. The complete absence of sound was so sudden, so unexpected, that Crieus at first wondered if he’d fallen unconscious. But there was still a slight ring in his ears. He could still hear the water that lapped at the sides of the ships moored at the docks. Overhead, a seagull squawked. Crieus stared down in amazement as a single chicken pecked at the ground between his hands. The fowl clucked contentedly. He shook his head again. He reached around to the back of his head and felt the warmth of what he presumed was his own blood.
Crieus thought he heard footsteps. Strong hands grasped his shoulders, and they helped him to his feet. He rose and clutched someone’s arm for support and peered up into the face of a taller man. Crieus closed and opened his eyes a few times to help them focus.
Before him stood Duncan Hawkwind, the Archmage of Torun. Crieus gawked at the man in surprise.
Hawkwind? What’s he doing to me?
An innate fear of magic and the unknown caused Crieus a moment of panic until he saw past the man. He drew in a deep breath in shock.
The melee was as chaotic and violent as any that Crieus had seen in twenty years as a watchman. Behind Hawkwind, the sailors that until moments ago fought with abandon were now held immobile, just like Hawkwind had done in the throne room a few weeks ago. Crushed together against the warehouse wall, most of the combatants pressed together in a wriggling, moaning pile of humanity. The instigators of the brawl he squashed together on the outside of the mass of bodies, fear obvious upon their groggy faces. Crieus’ watchmen staggered to their feet and looked on in helpless shock and disbelief.
“You looked like you could use some help,” Hawkwind said as he dusted the Captain off. The man flicked a speck of dust off his own shirt.
The Captain’s mouth fell open as he nodded. He’d been a victim of this action by the archmage before, in the King’s throne room. He knew well the helplessness of being caught up in the man’s paralysing spell. Crieus nodded again and stared in fascination at the restrained men.
So, this is what it looked like from the other side.
“Well, it looks like reinforcements have arrived,” Hawkwind continued, as he gestured to a spot further along the dock area. “I’ll let them go when the other watchmen are in position.” Hawkwind jerked his thumb at the sailors, who appeared to a man to have lost all interest in the fight. Captain Crieus glanced to where the man pointed, and sure enough, a full platoon of thirty watchmen converged upon the area, along with Benny, his runner.
“If that’s all Captain?” The archmage raised one eyebrow.
“Oh, ah yes,” Crieus replied as Hawkwind turned to leave. Before he could take two steps, Crieus called out. “Sir!”
The archmage turned, his opposite eyebrow raised.
“Yes?”
“Thank you, ah, my Lord Archmage. Good fortune.”
Hawkwind smiled.
“No problem,” he said. “Good fortune.”
###




21.     Odd Friends.

“Oh yes, that was truly dreadful, my dear. You would not believe what I’ve been through to get back to Torun in one piece.” Jongus Bloodaxe looked up at Nyssa, the maid, his face awash with excitement. “It’s almost been worthwhile.” He contemplated his own statement while he stroked his chin where he once had a goatee.
“Except for when they executed the poor fellow. But he wasn’t able to die because he’s an outsider.” He cupped his chin in his hand. “And losing a few friends, and a cousin, of course. Apart from that, it’s almost worthwhile,” he said, his voice wistful. Jongus glanced up again from his sickbed, hope written across his features.
“I’m thinking of writing a book about my journey. It will be superb.” His face displayed his excitement. “You’ll laugh, you’ll cry; it will change your life!” His voice took on a pleading quality. “So, how about it? Would you like your very own chapter, devoted to our passionate love-making?”
“Now Jongus,” Nyssa said with a smirk. “You arrived in the temple of Khor a few days ago with poor Brother Derek. You were both in very poor shape.” Nyssa tilted her head. “I’ve heard this story almost every day since you got here.” She blushed. “You’re quite the charmer!”
“I am,” Jongus replied. “It’s quite endearing, don’t you think?”
“You’re a little too hopeful if you think I’m going to hop into that bed with you! After all, I’m the one who changes the beds and washes the sheets!” She laughed aloud. “Some of your stories are just too far-fetched to be believed!” She giggled. Nyssa shook her head and removed the breakfast tray. She blew Jongus a kiss as she left the room. Her hips swayed suggestively as she walked off.
Jongus slumped back into the bed and stared at Nyssa’s behind as it retreated from the room. If he was honest with himself, which he wasn’t, he would have admitted that the odds of him being able to follow through on his boasts about love-making were low. He wasn’t meant to exert himself while he recovered in the temple of Khor. His recovery from the explosion that had killed and injured his friends went well, assisted by the grace of the All Father, but it was a slow process. Being caught up in a massive magical ball of molten flame was difficult to get over.
Jongus contemplated Nyssa and sighed. He sat back on his pillows and groaned. The randy dwarf saw no other immediate option to relieve his frustration. He sighed again and reached for a small towel that he kept under the bed.
###
The mage who watched inclined his head and caressed the crystal ball, lost in its depths. Revealed in the magical sphere, Jongus the dwarf watched with a lustful expression as the maid left the room.
That explains much. Hawkwind is an outsider.
Without warning, the image in the crystal ball wavered and then went blank. The mage frowned and extended his psyche into the depths of the crystal ball. He forced himself to concentrate harder.
Scrying into a temple uninvited was difficult; but it was apparent that something had happened that caused the connection to be severed. The mage scowled as he tried again to re-establish a connection, but failed. He contemplated what may have occurred. He attempted it again, this time to seek a different subject. The mage sought Derek Moondreamer, the priest. Soon, the ball shimmered, but then revealed the cleric. He walked along a corridor within the same temple where Jongus recovered.
The mage’s expression was rueful as he smiled to himself. The sudden interruption and disconnection could only mean one thing; the outsider had arrived.
###
Jongus reached for the towel, but threw it back under his bed as a light knock sounded at his door.
“Err, just a moment!” he said as he rearranged the bedclothes. His face darkened, annoyed at the interruption so soon after the maid had left. He smiled, however, and hoped that the maid may have returned. He peered at the door as it opened, hopeful to see Nyssa there. Instead, a man entered the room. Jongus’ face brightened even further.
“Duncan! How good it is to see you, my friend! I hope you are well.” Jongus rose with excitement.
The outsider took a seat next to the dwarf’s bed and shook Jongus’ stubby hand.
“Thanks mate, yeah, I’m all good. And you’re recovering, which is great! Your hair is even trying to grow back too, I see,” he said.
Jongus ran his hand over his scalp. The dwarf never had hair atop his head, and now his face was also free of hair. His eyelashes, eyebrows and beard had all been burnt off, along with a good portion of his flesh being melted. It was good fortune alone that he fell at the feet of Victor, Derek’s brother.
Victor was an accomplished healer who had tended his wounds straight away. Well, straight after he’d tended to Derek’s, but Jongus wasn’t about to split hairs. He had none to split, and Victor and Derek were brothers after all. Jongus’ skin had healed, but the hair would have to grow back the normal way, in its own time. His natural swarthiness was yet to return; his healed skin was still quite pink.
“Yes, yes, it’s getting there slowly. And I’m quite all right; I’m waiting to regain my dashing good looks now,” the dwarf said.
“You’ve lost none of your wit and charm, I hear,” said the outsider affably.
Jongus raised his eyebrows in surprise. Or rather, he tried to. In the absence of actual eyebrows, the effect was comical.
“Whatever do you mean, old boy?” Jongus asked, his eyes wide with feigned innocence.
Duncan chuckled.
“I heard a bit of your conversation with the maid just now.”
Jongus blushed. Again, it was not noticeable under his bright pink exterior. He coughed and stammered an apologetic response.
“Oh well, you know, I’m getting a little lonely in here. I was exerting my natural grace and charm to entice the lass, to… ah….” Duncan laughed.
“Mate, sometimes you have the grace and charm of an elephant on crack.”
Jongus was oblivious to the reference. He gaped at the outsider, obvious confusion on his pink face. Duncan seemed amused by the dwarf’s reaction.
“No matter,” he said. “As long as you’re feeling better.”
“Oh yes, steadily better, my friend.” Jongus’ face brightened at the change of subject.
“Good,” Duncan replied. “I’m glad you are improving.”
“So, you’ve popped in to visit!” Jongus exclaimed. “Not much to do over at the Mage’s Tower? How is Jade? Found a portal home yet?”
Duncan laughed at the questions and held up his hand.
“One at a time, old mate, one at a time.” He paused and examined the dwarf, his expression thoughtful. “We have a lot of work to find a portal that can take me home. I think the elves can help, but I’ve just met the one elf since I’ve been here. I need to track him down, which will be a pain in the arse, because I can’t reach him with the scrying pool.” The outsider paused and considered for a moment before he continued to speak.
“Yarn kindly offered to seek him out; the elf is caretaker of a Temple dedicated to Khor up near a place called Coinford. The priests in this temple are familiar with him.”
Jongus nodded. Yarn Darkwood, friend and fellow survivor of the attack in Dunport, was a warrior and pathfinder of no small skill.
“Jade is well,” Duncan said. He smiled in a conspiratorial fashion. “I’ve found that there is a real benefit of having an archmage’s knowledge and ability; it means I can continue to expand upon her training in the magical arts.” He stopped and smiled. “So at least one good thing has come of all this.” Jongus grinned at the news.
“And you, good Duncan, you’re not having too much difficulty adjusting to being an archmage? It must be fabulous! All the things you can do!” Jongus’ pink skin glowed with excitement. Duncan snorted.
“Well, as easy as it could be, I guess.” He waved away Jongus’ concerned look and continued. “I mean, I am lucky in one way that I have much of Xiphos’ own experience and knowledge to draw on. Otherwise, I’d be stuffed. If you can imagine, it’s a bit like giving a child a loaded crossbow, but not explaining how to use it or how dangerous it could be, and hoping they don’t do too much damage.” He sighed and flicked at an invisible speck of dust on the shoulder of his shirt. His face took on a faraway look. “But it’s also frightening. Back in Dunport, what I did to Corvus, it was quite horrific, I mean, the power I used… to destroy with so much ease…” he trailed off. Jongus was silent; uncharacteristic for the dwarf as he allowed his friend to gather his thoughts.
“And then in the throne room, when I killed Von Borin, but…” he paused again, as if his own emotions were in conflict. He took a deep breath as he went on, his voice slow. “I also killed a bunch of the king’s royal guards. I was just so angry. I wanted to destroy the bloody switchers, but I unleashed that death ray, or disintegrate spell, or whatever it was, I guess. It smashed a hole through switchers, soldiers, the wall…” he trailed off again and raised his hands in exasperation. “The guards they didn’t deserve to die. I killed them because I couldn’t control this power that I got from the lych.” He sighed again. “I guess I need to learn more control.”
Jongus nodded, his face solemn. He patted Duncan on the shoulder in sympathy.
“I can’t pretend to understand, my friend, but I am sure you will do your best to control it.” Jongus paused as a notion occurred to him. “Is it permanent?”
Duncan looked up in surprise.
“The death ray?”
Jongus shook his head and smirked.
“No, no, transferring power between you and the lych. Could the effect wear off?” Jongus asked. He gawked at Duncan, concern written across his hairless face. “What if it’s temporary?”
“I’m not too sure,” Duncan shrugged. “I’m not too sure,” he repeated, his voice measured. “I mean, I think it’s permanent. Everything Xiphos remembered seems to point toward it being a permanent transference. He’s the only being who could take the power back, I suppose, but he’s not physically able to. He doesn’t have a body at the moment.”
Jongus responded with a nod, even though he did not understand what Duncan meant.
“When I left,” Duncan said, “Xiphos had transformed into a creature called a revenant. It’s hard to explain, but it’s like the last stage of evolution for a lych. It’s basically his spirit when he can’t sustain his body; like if it wore out, I guess. Usually, it’s the last step before his soul dissolves into nothing, or goes to hell in his case.”
Jongus’ eyes took on a glazed look as his concentration waned. Duncan seemed to notice he was about to lose his less-than-captive audience and finished quickly.
“Xiphos could attempt to retake his power from me, but he’d need a new body. And while he’s safely stuck underground without a physical body, I think I’m fairly safe.” He paused and contemplated the idea before he went on.
“It’s lucky what happened for several reasons. Obviously, I mean, being able to stop Von Borin and his switcher crew and defeat Corvus. But I discovered from Xiphos’ very own memories that the lych was going to try for the Sphere of Corruption next.” He frowned and motioned to Jongus. “It’s in the altar inside the temple where you guys originally summoned me. He wanted it to enable him to take control over hordes of undead, here in Syrane and then across all of our world of Asherah.”
Jongus nodded, but did not listen as usual. His attention span was as short as his height. He glared around the room, feigned disgust clear on his face.
“I wonder when lunch is served? I’m getting quite peckish.”
Duncan laughed.
“It must be nearly lunchtime,” the outsider said.
“Why yes,” Jongus said. “I’ve had cold meat, bread, and cheese for the past few days. I think a roast meal is called for, now that you’re here.” He looked up at the outsider, his expression hopeful. “Surely effluent people like us can afford something nice?”
Duncan laughed and threw his head back in amusement. “Affluent!” he corrected, as he chortled at the hilarity of the statement. Jongus frowned.
“Whatever do you mean?” he asked.
The outsider regarded the dwarf. His eyes sparkled with amusement.
“Affluent,” Duncan said. “The word is affluent. It means wealthy; well-off.”
“Then what did I say?” the dwarf asked, his tone indignant.
“Effluent. It means sewage, or poop.” Duncan chuckled again. “Maybe they’ll serve you a shit sandwich?”
Jongus’ eyes widened in surprise, but as comprehension dawned, he joined his friend’s guffaws.
“Well, I can see you are getting better with each passing hour!” came a voice from the doorway.
Duncan and Jongus looked up as Derek the cleric entered the room. Like Jongus, the priest was without hair; since it had burned away. Unlike Jongus, Derek’s skin had returned to a more normal colour. Jongus grinned with mischievous glee.
“Hello Derek, old chum! Duncan here was cheering me up enormously.”
Derek smiled in return.
“I can see that,” he said. “Or I can hear it, from several corridors away.” He stopped and gestured to the doorway behind him. “Here, sound carries.”
Jongus grinned, this time a trifle sheepishly.
“Oh, sorry,” the dwarf chuckled. “Were we being loud?”
“Not any more than usual,” Derek replied, and turned to face the outsider. “Hello Duncan, it’s good to see you in the flesh for once.” Duncan stood as the two men shook hands.
“Thanks, it’s good to see you too Derek,” Duncan replied.
“How fares your search for a working portal?” the priest asked. Duncan’s expression turned thoughtful.
“Not so well as yet,” he replied, his face glum. He filled Derek in on the earlier conversation he and Jongus had.
“Yes, Turgon Ancalímon is a familiar name, a devout priest of Khor,” Derek responded, his words carefully considered before he spoke. “One of the few elves who live on the mainland. Most remain on their island homeland of Anavyr across the East Sapphire Sea. I’m sure he is the best qualified to point you in the right direction.” Derek gestured to Duncan again. “I have made more enquiries here and also at the other temples inside the city. No-one has any knowledge of portals, either functioning or otherwise, I’m afraid.” He frowned. “Humans and elves haven’t trusted each other. Ever since the Demonswar…” he trailed off.
“Why? What do you mean?” Duncan interrupted.
“You remember what I told you before, about the two gods Mergoth and Camulus being enemies?” Duncan inclined his head. Derek continued. “It’s said that during the Demonswar, 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.”
“Yeah, I get that. Why did that annoy the elves?” Duncan asked.
“The conflict atop the Celestial Spire also destroyed the god Kaaldir, venerated by the elves. The elves blame humans for starting the Demonswar and thus, relations between the two races have been a little strained ever since.” Derek paused; his eyes glazed in reflection. “There are exceptions, like your friend Turgon.”
Duncan nodded.
“I hope we can persuade them to help.” He brightened. “And besides, I’m not really human; as far as my existence in the world of Asherah goes, I’m an alien!”
Derek studied Duncan, puzzlement clear on his face, until his expression brightened as he seemed to figure out what the outsider meant. The priest nodded again, as if another idea had occurred to him.
“It’s becoming difficult to keep your origin from the authorities, my friend,” Derek said, his face solemn. “The enquiries we make in the temples are secure and safe from prying eyes and ears. But if someone were to alert the crown, or Parker Hardstaff, the Court Mage…” He let the warning remain unspoken as he met Duncan’s gaze. “Parker Hardstaff is a good man. He once adventured with Yarn many years ago, but we can only rely on good nature to get us so far. If knowledge of your being an outsider became well-known, the citizens may well rise in revolt.” Jongus nodded, but Duncan seemed to be more concerned.
“Why?” the outsider asked. “What’s the big deal? I’m effectively just another man, like you.” He paused and regarded the priest with his intense gaze. “I mean, yeah, despite being executed, I can’t die and I’ve inherited an archmage’s power and everything, but that’s not exactly my fault.”
Derek smiled.
“Yes, you’re right Duncan. But keep in mind, I’m sure in your own world, from what you’ve described, the people would not welcome an outsider or demon, would they?” He smiled. “And those things that have happened to you they are not normal.” He paused as he considered his words with care. “People fear the unknown. Often, they seek to control or influence what they don’t understand. I imagine stopping the creature or person from coming under the influence of other competing forces; whether it be rulers or powerful archmages, like Xiphos for example. And for good reason, too.” Duncan nodded at Derek’s wise words.
“Can you imagine,” Derek said, “if Xiphos had succeeded? Imagine the centuries of darkness that would have enveloped the land at the hands of an evil, immortal archmage, with a horde of undead at his command?” He regarded both Jongus and Duncan. “Given the lessons learned in the Demonswar, the coming of such beings from their home realms into our own is often the precursor to some world-shaping event. Often cataclysmic for regular folks.” Derek straightened in his chair. “Also, consider the effects that an outsider or demon can have upon nature that normal people cannot, such as being unable to die.” The priest nodded, his face grave. “The presence of an outsider is something we need to keep from the general populace.” Derek gestured to Duncan’s clothes. “Your tunic marks you as foreign. Wear a cloak or robe over it and perhaps buy yourself a new, plainer one.”
Duncan shrugged in resignation.
“Okay, I guess you’re right,” he said. He paused, then frowned and spoke again. “What did you mean when you spoke of the portals before?”
Derek’s face turned sombre as Jongus’ eyes became even more glazed. It was hard to keep up with all this extrapolation.
“I think I was trying to say that the elves are your best option. Corvus was without question the foremost human authority on them, but…” he trailed off as he rubbed his chin at the painful and recent memory. “I suspect you have already scrutinised his research?”
Duncan nodded.
“His research and Xiphos’ knowledge will help me align a portal, but it won’t help me get one functioning in a hurry. I need the elves for that. And I need an item of Mergoth’s to corrupt the casting, to match the circumstances of what happened when Jade summoned me here.” He stopped to encompass both with his gaze. “The Sphere of Corruption in Mergoth’s temple will need to be retrieved.”
Derek nodded.
“A dangerous quest. Visiting that temple cost Rex and Galara their lives, and almost all of ours,” he replied.
Duncan’s smile faded and his face turned grim.
“This time, though, I have a secret weapon that will help,” he said.
“Oh, what?” Jongus piped up from his seat on the bed. Duncan grinned and pointed to himself.

“Oh, yes, I forgot,” said Jongus. “You’re an archmage now.” Duncan and Derek both smiled at the dwarf.
“The Sphere can help to get me home,” Duncan said. “But as an outsider, I can also destroy it, apparently. As I understand, from Xiphos’ memories, an item such as the Sphere contains a small fraction of a god’s power. They are indestructible to any normal creature of Asherah. No doubt you have something like it in the temples dedicated to Khor?” Derek’s face darkened, but he inclined his head in response as Duncan went on.
“As an outsider, I’m invisible to the gods; it’s like I don’t exist. Outsiders and demons and suchlike are so removed from the laws of nature here that we influence these items differently than a native of this realm. This means that given the right conditions, I can destroy it.” He looked at his friends to ensure they understood. Derek nodded, but the explanation confused Jongus. Jongus was about to say so when Duncan held up his hand for silence and pressed on.
“I think I need another enchanted item to destroy the Sphere with; perhaps a weapon of some sort, so I’ll work on creating something when I can.” He paused in contemplation. “I’m not too sure how that will work after we use it to corrupt the portal-spell. I guess we’ll be able to figure that out as we go along.” He appeared thoughtful for a moment. “As I mentioned earlier, Xiphos sought the Sphere to use its magical power to further his own ends. We need to prevent that from ever happening after I leave,” Duncan said.
“I thought you said Xiphos was no threat?” Derek’s brow furrowed in concern.
“Oh, he’s not,” Duncan replied. “But I want to make sure that no-one else gets the same idea.”
“Good,” replied Derek. A concerned look passed across the priest’s hairless face as another idea occurred to him. “How do you…” he paused, as if he struggled to find the right words. “How does it work, the knowledge of the archmage inside your own head? Is it something you can explain?”
Duncan shrugged.
“It’s not something I’ve worked out as yet. Sometimes I get flashbacks; other times I can recall things when I come across a situation that Xiphos has experienced before. For example, remembering the details he knew about portals. If I put my mind to it, I can ‘remember’ what he knew. Other things, like spell casting,” he flicked his fingers, and a flame appeared from his thumb. “This is simple, like tying your boot laces; stuff that comes naturally, such as breathing. It doesn’t take any attention or effort.” He stared at Derek. “Not all of his abilities, spells and knowledge passed over; I lashed out and interrupted the spell of transference before it was complete.” Duncan considered this. “Xiphos, what remains of him, keeps that part of his identity.”
Jongus looked on in a mixture of awe and confusion. Most of the conversation went over his head, but it sounded superb, eerie, magical, and quite exciting.
“Well,” the dwarf said, pleased to find a point in the conversation where he could interrupt. “I think it’s awe-inspiring that you can summon fire without flint or tinder. I think there’s something in that for all of us.” He rested his chin in his hand in a contemplative fashion, his fascinated gaze fixed upon the flame in Duncan’s hand. Derek ‘harrumphed’ and turned to Duncan.
“I hope both Jongus and I will be well enough to journey with you in a few weeks.”
Duncan shook his head.
“There’s no way I can ask you to come with me. Look at how you ended up last time!” He shook his head, vigorous in his denial. “No, I can handle this on my own.”
“No-one is asking us,” Jongus said. “We’re coming, anyway!” Derek nodded in agreement.
Duncan sighed.
“Okay, I know better than to argue with you,” he said as he broke into a smile. “Jade was just as insistent a few days ago when I tried to dissuade her.” They laughed.
“Okay, we’ll worry about who does what when we have a better idea of what’s going on,” Duncan said. He shook his hand, and the flame disappeared.




22.     The Widow Maker.

Ezekiel moved along the long, empty corridor. The doors that the imposter had blasted still lay on the cold stone floor where they had fallen. The wraithknight passed through the doorway and sheathed his longsword. He walked upstairs, through the interior of the tower and to the top. He strode all the way to the pinnacle of the tower of Olfaern, stronghold of Xiphos. Once there, he stood motionless, his passive gaze fixed on the great stained glass windows.
Many centuries before, the windows were artworks, priceless creations of a long-forgotten artisan. One window had recently shattered. The fragmented shards of coloured glass lay in a haphazard pile on the dust-covered floor. The imposter had escaped this way, although the earth above the tower was undisturbed. At first it puzzled Ezekiel, but the wraithknight soon concluded that the man had used his master’s magic to get through the earth to the world above.
Xiphos had sunk the tower beneath the surface of the pass that bore his name many centuries hence. The wraithknight remembered the attacks that had come against the stronghold; attacks led by the priests of the dead god Camulus. The attacks had failed, but the confrontation troubled Xiphos enough that he had cast a mighty magic. He transported the tower from underneath the pass to a more remote spot on a small peninsula of land many miles to the west. Here it sat, undisturbed for a thousand years.
Ezekiel viewed the compressed tonnes of rock and earth beyond the window of the buried tower for a few minutes more. Then he jumped and grasped hold of a crossbeam. He hoisted himself upwards one-handed and shoved his massive, mailed fist into the caked earth, and dug.
With a dead man’s patience, Ezekiel forced his way into, and through, the compacted earth. His translucent face set in a macabre pretence of a grimace as he moved upward, his progress slow. The undead knight shunted aside small pockets of worms, centipedes, and other small vermin as he continued his inexorable journey. Living creatures fled from his unnatural presence. Rock and dirt moved beneath the monstrous strength of his limbs. A living man would not have been able to ascend, the lack of light and air would be his undoing. Ezekiel needed neither. Always upward, he moved away from Olfaern.
He tunnelled for many days, straight toward the surface, toward the hated sunlight. As he dug, the displaced earth and stone fell downwards, into the top room of the tower. The wraithknight’s progress was relentless. His strength was unstoppable. Fatigue did not dull his efforts. He had no concern about what he may find outside, despite not having ventured there for centuries. He knew few could stand against him. His single-minded determination meant that he would not fail.
As he neared the surface, he could feel the faint radiance of the sun that seeped through the earth. Ezekiel was powerful enough to survive the sun’s rays, but he was canny, too. He knew well enough that to avoid the light would serve him. He waited an arms-length under the surface until sundown to complete his exit from the depths.
As the sun sank past the wooded hills, Ezekiel’s heavy gauntlet burst from the ground. Like a corpse that rose from the grave, he erupted from the ground and forced his way past the last sods of earth.
The massive wraithknight drew his mail-clad frame from the ground and examined his surroundings. He stood on a small peninsula of land, the ground clear for about seventy yards in each direction. Thick brambles and overgrown trees encircled the area and cast an aura of dread across the region. Ezekiel was unaffected by the atmosphere of despair.
All was quiet, as he expected. He bent down, his movement fluid despite his size and the ancient plate armour he wore, and examined the ground. His sword shifted around on his back as he bent down low. He pressed one gauntleted hand to the earth and grasped a handful of dirt with the other.
The signs were faint, but they were there. The imposter had left to the north-east on foot. And he was still barefoot while he walked. Ezekiel straightened and tossed the dirt aside. The trail will be easy to follow. When Ezekiel had been alive, there was habitation in that direction, but he knew nothing stood there any more. Ezekiel turned and lumbered away as he followed the imposter’s trail.
He strode all night and made steady progress, yet he encountered no-one. He was unsurprised, as no living creature could tolerate his presence for long. The wraithknight caused the strong willed to feel uneasy and the weak to flee in terror. As he trod he considered his path, and what he must do when he found the imposter. He gritted his teeth. He must obey his master; the compulsion to serve was too strong.
Ezekiel sensed that the sun would soon begin its ascent. He searched the nearby grounds for a place to spend the daylight hours. He considered whether he should continue during the daytime, but it would weaken him. Ezekiel would find the imposter; he could take all the time he needed.
Near to his path, he came upon an old battleground; the Battle of Duncaster had occurred here. Many dead lay beneath the surface, long buried and long-forgotten in an unmarked mass grave. Ezekiel had fought in the battle so many years ago.
The reign of King Tangdon the First was a golden age of Syrane civilization, but it would not have been possible if they hadn’t replaced the Whaeldrake House as rulers of Syrane. This would happen at the Battle of Duncaster.
Here at the ancient, long-deserted site of the city of Duncaster, the then Prince Tangdon led a campaign against the city, the traditional capital of Syrane for many centuries. Despite a long and bitter siege, the defenders of the city held out, hoping to get reinforcements from the warlord Frostford.
Tangdon then marched an additional army of ten thousand here. The city’s defenders promptly surrendered. Frostford’s attempt to reinforce the city arrived too late, and the ensuing battle saw the city razed, but Tangdon emerged victorious.
Ezekiel knelt and dug anew. He burrowed into the cold, hard ground to create a hole to bury himself amongst the other dead men. Once he finished, Ezekiel lay in the shallow grave and covered himself as best he could with the ground he had displaced. He settled into his new resting place to wait out the day.
###
Duncan walked past the Royal Swan. He’d visited the inn several times for a cooked lunch, but as he had enjoyed a sumptuous meal earlier at the temple of Khor, he did not need to enter the inn.
It felt good to be outside in the fresh air once again. He had to admit to himself that there was a certain guilty pleasure when he breathed in the crisp, clean air of Syrane. Hobart, his home, was renowned for its excellent air quality. But Syrane was another step up on a different ladder. He breathed in and the cool, clean air filled his lungs. The fresh sea breeze refreshed him and carried with it the slight salty smell from the bay. He enjoyed the feel of the gentle gust as it caressed his face while he inhaled the scents from the docks.
As he strode toward the Archmage’s Tower, he shivered in the cool draught. He cast his mind back to the comments that Derek had made and mulled over their meaning. If he needed to fit in, he would try.
But he wondered what lynch-mob would be called to string up an archmage? The thought brought an amused grin to his face. He would wish them the best of luck in the undertaking! He wished no harm to the residents of Torun and had no desire to endanger any innocents. But given the mistreatment he’d endured since he had come to Syrane, he would defend himself with all the considerable might at his disposal if he needed to.
As if on cue, the same watchmen he’d helped earlier, in the fight between dock workers, walked past, headed in the opposite direction. The Captain’s embarrassment seemed authentic when he saw the Archmage again.
“Raaaarrr!” Duncan shrieked. His face contorted frighteningly, he threw his hands up in the air and took a step toward the watchmen. Every single man in the troop jumped in perfect unison, scrambled backwards, and reached for their weapons.
Duncan stopped and waved; his laugh genuine as he continued on his way. Behind him, he could hear the muttered curses of the watchmen he had just scared out of their wits. He smiled again.
Despite the non-consensual nature of his arrival in Syrane, he found the city of Torun to be pleasant; both for the people it contained and in its design, layout, and architecture. It was very easy on the eye. When he walked in the city, it relaxed him. The air, while filled with the sounds of a bustling mediaeval metropolis and the smells of cooking, tanning, smelting and unwashed locals, felt good in his lungs. He was comfortable here. He still behaved like a tourist, as he would gawk occasionally at the inhabitants, clad in what he would call quaint, old-fashioned clothing. But he trusted that if he had a choice, he could be quite pleased to settle in a place like Torun.
He still, however, would not be happy until he was home. He sighed and shook his head. On impulse, he glanced back over his shoulder and smirked at the watch patrol. All the men observed him; yet all looked away from him at the same moment. Duncan smiled and guessed that they acted under orders; he was under observation. The constabulary was not to blame. He would have made front page news back on Earth if he’d done half of what he’d done here. The outsider smiled again and continued on his way to the Archmage’s Tower.
As Duncan approached the tower, he noticed a bundle of rags discarded on the doorstep. He frowned and wondered what it meant, or if it was a random act. Was it normal here for people to dump old clothes in their neighbour’s doorways? He stopped and stared up and down the street. No other doorways had rags dumped in them.
While he surveyed the street, he noticed the watch patrol again. He was unsurprised to see that the watchmen had moved closer to him. They all stopped dead at his abrupt pause and several bumped into their fellow’s backs.
Like Keystone Cops, this bunch.
Duncan took a deep breath and counted to ten in a slow, deliberate manner. He did not want to get angry at the watchmen; they followed their orders. He smirked again as a random idea occurred to him.
Lucky for them that the lych’s personality had not dominated mine; lucky they’re following me, and not a lunatic like Xiphos!
Were they assigned to watch Xiphos, he would smear their remains across the laneway.
He turned back to the pile of clothing. Duncan wondered what he should do. If he disposed of the clothes, would he besmirch a local custom? He rubbed the base of the ring finger of his left hand while he considered his quandary. Duncan decided he would do what he did when he didn’t understand a local custom; he would ask Jade.
He walked up to the Archmage’s Tower door, when the bundle of rags moved! From within the rags, a small grotty fist thrust out and grabbed him by the ankle. It almost caused him to trip. Duncan let out an undignified squawk of surprise as he stumbled. He maintained the presence of mind to ready a destructive spell aimed at the arm.
“Murderer!” a frail voice shrieked at him from inside the rags. “You killed my Charlton, my beloved Charlton! My husband!” The muffled voice cried out in an accusing manner. Without warning, the bundle of rags arose and revealed a small slender woman, grubby and dirt-covered with a crazed gleam in her eyes. The words to the spell died on Duncan’s lips as he abandoned his casting.
“You killed him!” she cried.
Much to his surprise, the woman hit him. Her fists rained ineffectual blows upon his chest and arms.
“What the hell? What are you talking about?” Duncan, amazed, brushed aside the small fists that beat at him and took the feeble blows on his forearms. The woman continued to punch the outsider as she wailed about her husband Charlton. Duncan stopped his attempts to fend off the blows and instead embraced the woman. He held her close to him to prevent her from injuring herself. She continued her muffled wails, her tears dampened his shirt.
Duncan gaped, perplexed.
Who the hell is Charlton?
Several passers-by appeared to have noticed the disturbance, but when they saw the commotion was at the Archmage’s Tower, they had moved along, rather than intervene. Duncan noticed with some annoyance that his new shadows, the watch patrol, had chosen not to intervene.
He was at a loss.
The outsider was thankful when the door to the tower opened, and Jade stepped out. Her mouth popped open in surprise at the scene before her. Duncan glanced at the younger mage, his discomfort obvious in his stance and expression. He held the sobbing woman as Jade beckoned him inside and led them both into the tower. Behind Duncan, the tower door closed slowly.
###
At dusk, Ezekiel burst once more from the ground, sods of earth sprayed in all directions. Ezekiel straightened to his full seven-foot height and moved away a short distance to the east. There, he stopped and extended his bony arm, his mailed palm faced down toward the ground.
“Come, my steed.”
The sepulchral knight’s terrible voice echoed across the barren terrain. Nothing alive was present, but his call did not go unanswered. The ground beneath his outstretched hand stirred; tentative at first, then it pitched and heaved until at last the dirt displaced with a significant force from underneath. From under the soil burst the mummified remains of an ancient warhorse. It reared and kicked the air with its powerful hooves. While it reared, it made a neighing noise that sounded like an off-colour bugler. The stallion was huge, as it had been in life. Its crimson eyes glowed with menace and its nostrils flared as it sought to draw breath where there were no living lungs to fill. The slight vegetation beneath its iron-shod hooves withered and died upon contact.
It took off and hurtled past the wraithknight as if it relished its chance at freedom from the grave. It galloped haphazardly around the area; reared, kicked, and bucked. Ezekiel remained still while the horse sped about. At last, the equine abomination was quiet and presented itself to its master. It stood motionless in supplication. Ezekiel mounted the monstrosity and soon galloped down the road; sparks flew in his wake from the undead mount’s hooves.
###
In the predawn gloom, Ezekiel and his hellish steed approached the walled inn known as the Grinning Corpse. A bizarre sign out the front of the inn showed a human corpse with a ridiculous cheesy grin on its face lying in a coffin. The sign hung motionless in the morning air as if in wait for another storm to come. The night had been cloudy, and a heavy rain had just fallen. Thunder rumbled in from the west.
Ezekiel slowed his spectral stallion and dismounted near the front door of the main building. He passed unchallenged through the gate of the inn; he presumed the gatekeeper either fled in terror or hid under his bench. In the stable nearby, horses and other animals whinnied and bleated in terror at the approach of the wraithknight. Dogs whined, but did not bark, so great was their fear. Inside the inn, oblivious to the undead horror’s approach, the early risers had lit cooking fires and baked the day’s bread.
Ezekiel led his undead horse to the door of the inn. He felt the residue of powerful magic when he approached. Blast marks from magical lightning had scored the stone around the entrance to the inn. Ezekiel recognised his master’s magic at work; but noted the imposter had used it in a haphazard, uncontrolled fashion.
The imposter has been here, and not too long ago. A week or more, perhaps?
Ezekiel paused at the door and considered the effect his presence would have on those inside the inn. Dawn was at least an hour away. No patrons would be present, only the staff of the inn. Those people were inside; they worked to prepare for the day.
He snorted imperiously.
I do not care about them; my purpose is paramount.
Ezekiel pressed his mighty gauntleted fist against the sturdy wooden door and shoved with all of his might. The door imploded; fragments and splinters of wood showered the trestle tables inside.
The wraithknight strode into the inn and surveyed the interior of the taproom. One man with an enormous stomach that strained against his grease-stained apron looked up at the sudden noise. The man froze in terror at the appearance of the nightmare before him. His double chin quivered in fright.
Ezekiel assumed the man to be the innkeeper. He marched across the taproom, trestle tables and wooden chairs knocked aside by his passage. Nearby, a young blonde woman screamed, a piercing wail that caused the dogs outside to howl. A young lad stood by the bread oven, frozen in shock.
Ezekiel stormed forward and reached out with one huge hand. He clutched the overweight innkeeper by the throat and lifted the man with little effort. The innkeeper’s tiny eyes bulged from their sockets in the undead knight’s vice-like grasp.
“I seek the imposter,” Ezekiel hissed at the man. “He who caused the sorcerous residue outside this inn.” The wraithknight motioned toward the door with his free hand. “Where is he?” Ezekiel shook the frightened innkeeper again to stress his query. The terrified man shook, his shudders uncontrollable in the wraithknight’s grasp. The flesh around the man’s throat had turned a frosty blue.
“I, I… I err, I don’t know,” the innkeeper gasped, tears streamed unchecked down his cheeks. The man spoke with difficulty; the wraithknight’s powerful hold ensured little air would pass down his windpipe. Ezekiel was oblivious to the man’s discomfort; he had lost the need to breathe centuries ago.
A spark of recollection seemed to impel the man to speak out, however.
“He left! Days ago!” The innkeeper shook. As he forced the words out, the wraithknight’s unforgiving grip jolted the man about.
“Which way?” hissed the wraithknight.
The innkeeper looked at the screaming barmaid. She stopped her scream for a moment while Ezekiel turned his malevolent gaze upon her. She shrieked again. Without warning, the wraithknight spun and threw the big man across the taproom and over the bar. The innkeeper crashed into bottles and kegs that contained liquor and ale, spilling the contents across the floor. The man’s head smashed into the sideboard behind the bar with a sickening thump. He slid down the wall and lay unmoving on the ground. The baker’s lad plucked up the courage to move and scooted under a table. He placed his hands over his head, crouched and quivered in terror. Ezekiel surged across the room and hoisted tables and chairs out of his way.
The terrified girl could not move, her face a mask of dread. Her hands went to her face, and she screamed again at the horror that confronted her. The wraithknight stooped down until he filled the girl’s vision. The stench of the grave radiated from his demonic bulk.
“Which way?” he repeated.
The girl squeaked.
“North-east, toward D… Dunport!” she said, before she fainted away.
Ezekiel hissed and strode to the door of the inn. He pushed past the door’s remains and exited. His mount stormed up to the doorway at Ezekiel’s unspoken command and reared. Ezekiel mounted the nightmare steed; lightning and thunder crashed overhead, to amplify the terror of those left in the inn.




23.     Heading in the same direction.

Jade hesitated as she reached for the door handle. She took a deep breath, then turned the handle to open the door. She entered the room at the top of the Archmage’s Tower. Duncan sat at his worktable, his head in his hands. He glanced up from the table as she entered.
“How is she?” he asked. Jade’s smile was almost imperceptible.
“She seems to be calmed,” she replied. “I cast a simple enchantment to reduce her stress. I also managed to comb the knots out of her hair.” The younger mage sat at the table in a chair next to Duncan. “She is anxious, so I gave her a room of her own.” Jade noted the look of alarm in his eyes and hurried to clarify. “In the lower levels, not in the tower.”
She knew the source of his concern. The Archmage’s Tower had long been home to mages and their ilk, an environment foreign to non-mages. There was an adage, once popular among apprentices, who had learned their craft in the tower. ‘Here, magic rules.’ The tower could be a dangerous place for the unprepared and the unwary. In fact, it was dangerous for the prepared and wary.
Duncan smiled in thanks. Then he frowned as he looked at Jade.
“Her husband, one of the king’s guards?” he asked.
Jade nodded, her face grim.
“Yes,” she replied. Jade sighed and looked away. She did not meet his gaze. “One man your spell killed when fighting Von Borin,” she said. Her words were hesitant as his face clouded over. “Her name is Lisette.”
“Did they have any children?” he asked.
“No,” she replied. “Thank the gods for small mercies.”
Duncan didn’t respond; he didn’t need to. The human cost of the destruction he had wrought was all too apparent to both of them. He sighed and buried his face in his hands in frustration. Jade reached out and placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder.
“I know you blame yourself, but think of how many more may have suffered if we allowed the switchers to live?”
He gazed up at her through eyes filled with anguish.
“Yes, but her husband died, and so because of me, she’s a widow.” He turned to stare out of the tower window. Outside, rain fell, the spring raindrops splashed against the thick glass and ran in small rivulets down each pane. He gazed in despair at the drizzle.
“How much like the rain my life has become; in free-fall and out of control, splattered against an uncaring window-pane.” He sighed again. Jade moved over to him and placed her arms about his broad shoulders.
“Now you listen to me,” she said, her tone firm. “You were defending yourself, you were defending our friends and all the other people in the throne room that day.” She leaned forward, took his chin in her hand, and turned his face to hers. “Not to mention all the people in Torun and Syrane who have suffered because of Von Borin’s greed and those hideous switchers.” She put her face close to his and stared into his eyes. “And me. You were protecting me.”
He gazed into her eyes; she knew he would see the same anguish he suffered. He would see pain, sorrow for those he had killed, but he would also see honesty and… an emotion hard to describe.
Jade looked into Duncan’s eyes, her own expression filled with longing, and leaned further forward, hesitant. Their lips almost brushed. Then he pulled his head back.
“Ahem.”
A voice from the doorway shattered the moment. The two mages pulled apart, both flushed with embarrassment. In the doorway, Lisette frowned at her hosts.
“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” she said, with one eyebrow raised.
Jade stood, her mouth open; mortified, lost for words. Duncan fared little better, but recovered enough to stammer a reply.
“Uh, no, of course not.” He smiled, but his tone was awkward.
“I’m sorry to intrude, but I was wondering if I could get an extra blanket? The room you have me in is a little cold.” The woman looked expectantly at the two mages. Jade walked across the room and grasped the woman’s arm.
“Of course, come with me, dear,” Jade said as she steered Lisette from the tower room. She ushered the woman away, back down the stairs. As they left, she threw a backward glance at Duncan.
###
Duncan touched his fingers to his lips as he watched the two women leave. He regarded Jade as she looked over her shoulder at him; their eyes met for a moment. Then, the women were gone. He turned back to his desk, his head and heart awash with mixed emotions. The outsider shook his head to clear the mess of thoughts and ease the turmoil that wracked his heart.
Duncan stared again at the window and tried to make sense of his jumbled emotions. On one hand, he still felt awful for Lisette and the situation he had placed her in. He had ruined her life! How could he ever make up for that? But none of that would have happened if he’d not materialised here on Syrane. On that count, Jade had done the same to him and Jen. She had dragged him across the universe to this alien world, and he could not leave. It meant that he was as good as dead to his wife and children. He grunted in frustration as he tried to determine a meaning, a purpose to the events of the past year.
Both events were accidents; Jade did not mean to summon him with her spell, nor did he mean to slay anyone but Manfred Von Borin with his. He’d lashed out at the lord-who-was-a-switcher. He’d cast a spell that would have bored a hole through a castle wall.
In hindsight, I think it did bore a hole through the castle wall.
It killed Von Borin; but it had also killed every other unfortunate person who stood behind the switcher.
Both of the spells had unintended and unfortunate consequences. He sighed. Was his spell any more miscast than Jade’s? How was Lisette any different from Jen? She would want answers, she would want to know why her husband had died. Duncan had no words to explain why. It was simple: the poor guardsman was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Like the outsider himself, except he was still in the wrong place.
Would Lisette need care? He presumed that her deceased husband’s employer would not do so; otherwise, why would she be here to demand his help? It astounded him that the King would ignore the widow of one of his guards in such a way. But he became less and less surprised by much that happened in Syrane. After all, they still executed prisoners who were innocent. He snorted to himself. That still happened on Earth…
Duncan reflected on the scene at the front door a short while ago. Lisette hadn’t demanded his help, yet he and Jade had taken her in. He didn’t want the responsibility for the woman’s care, but given that he caused her situation, he could not throw her out on the street.
The outsider sighed. He knew that back home, their families and friends would provide all they could to help Jen deal with his disappearance. They would rally about her, to ensure that she received care and support; family and friends would look after the children and provide for Jen. She would receive all the help and care she needed to get her through such a horrid situation. It was a minor comfort, but comfort.
He must do the same for Lisette, he vowed. He would provide what he could; financial aid, give her shelter, whatever it took. He and Jade would…
Jade.
Oh shit.
He had almost kissed Jade. He sighed again. What can of worms would that open? It wasn’t a spontaneous action; it had built for some time. Ever since his first night in Syrane! She had expressed her feelings for him and he had to admit; he found her attractive. She was a gorgeous young woman; smart, witty, capable, caring. But he had tried to avoid it because he wanted to remain focussed on his return home. Back home to what he had at home; a wife and children.
To be involved romantically with Jade would not be fair to the younger mage; when he went home, he would leave her behind. Not to mention it was dangerous; close to cheating on his wife! He snorted at the notion. It was cheating on his wife. He scowled. He was in an alien world, with his prospects of returning home uncertain.
What happened in Syrane, stayed in Syrane…
Duncan shook his head in defiance. No, his chances of deliverance were better than average, now he had the skills and powers of Xiphos to call on. He could get himself home, it would just take time.
He sat and looked out of the window once more and toyed with the pebble around his neck. Duncan had to be honest with himself; if he could not return home, then he might entertain thoughts of a relationship with Jade that was anything more than friendship. He frowned again, angry with himself. These ideas were not something that he could consider. He must return home.
Duncan sought to distract himself; he threw open a spell book and studied.
###
Jade handed the blanket to Lisette, her smile wide.
“Here you are,” she said. Lisette returned the smile in thanks.
“Thank you,” the widow said. “You and your husband are most kind to take me in, after what I was like outside.” She stared down at her feet in embarrassment.
“Oh, no,” Jade began. “It’s no trouble. It’s the least we could do.” The crimson colour returned and her cheeks flushed once more. “And Duncan isn’t my husband.” Inwardly, her stomach churned. He almost kissed me!
“Oh,” said Lisette. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to infer…”
“It’s all right,” Jade replied. The notion that she and Duncan were mistaken for husband and wife made her feel giddy and slightly euphoric. “He and I are just…” Jade searched for the right words. “We’re just heading in the same direction.” She smiled at the thought, although her smile was wistful as she recalled the moment.
Lisette smiled.
“I understand. It’s good he looks after you. Like my Charlton did for me.” Her pretty face screwed up, her bottom lip trembled as tears flowed anew. Jade rushed to the woman and threw her arm around her shoulders comfortingly.
“Please, don’t cry,” she said as she patted Lisette’s back to soothe her. “Your husband was a brave man. He died protecting others. He would want to make sure you’re well looked after.” The mage paused. “And we’ll look after you. You can stay here as long as you like.” She considered the room they were in. “We certainly have the space. No-one uses these rooms anymore.” She turned back to Lisette. “We’ll do our best to look after you and provide whatever you need.”
Lisette nodded her thanks and wiped the tears from her grubby face with a handkerchief.
“Thank you. I don’t want to impose. I didn’t know what to do or where to turn. Without my Charlton, I have nothing…” she sobbed onto Jade’s shoulder.
“There, there,” Jade said as she stroked Lisette’s long blonde hair as if she comforted a child. “Let’s start by getting you some new clothes.” She sniffed the air. “And a bath.” Lisette responded with a nod. Then, without warning, stood and rushed for the door.
“Where’s the bath? Can I help you?” she said as she went through to the stairwell.
“Hey, hold on, wait!” Jade called in alarm. She strode from the room and caught up with Lisette. “You can’t just go wandering about the building by yourself, and you certainly can’t go into the tower alone again. It’s dangerous,” she scolded.
Lisette had just reached the tower stairwell, but turned back to Jade in surprise.
“Dangerous? What do you mean?” She regarded the interior of the tower in alarm. “What’s he doing up there?”
“Nothing bad,” Jade interjected. “Just some research. But this is the Mage’s Tower.” She stopped at the thought. “Well, now I suppose it’s the Archmage’s Tower.” She regarded Lisette, her expression serious. “That means that there’s a great deal of magic involved and not all of it is safe.”
Lisette’s expression soured.
“Do you mean like what happened to my Charlton?”
Jade sighed.
“No.” She paused. “But the tower has defences you may trip by accident. It’s best you don’t wander about in the tower. Just stay in the lower levels to be safe.” Lisette nodded, although she appeared to be unhappy.
“So, what is he researching, your archmage?” she asked. The question surprised Jade.
“You know,” she said as she considered her words with care. “I’m not sure.” Her expression turned jovial. “These archmages can be quite mysterious in their own way.” She smiled at Lisette’s crestfallen expression. “Best not worry about it, dear. Come on,” she held out her hand. “Let’s get you a bath.” She took the smaller woman’s hand and led her away.
###
“That’s a very… interesting report, Captain.”
Captain Crieus shifted in discomfort under the intense scrutiny of his superior, General Jonathan Snips. A tall man with short grey hair, revered throughout Syrane for his devout faith to Dian the Just, and his unwavering service and loyalty to the Kingdom. Crieus cleared his throat.
“It is, General. But it is what happened.” He glanced at the General. “I still have trouble believing it myself. Except, I was on the receiving end of when he did it the first time, sir.” The Captain risked a glance at Snips and saw the General rub his chin, deep in thought.
“So Hawkwind helped you restrain the mob. Then what happened?”
Crieus cleared his throat.
“Well, I believe he visited the temple of Khor, sir. In Dock Ward.” He looked up at the General, who said nothing. Snips motioned for him to continue. “He stayed there for a couple of hours, then walked straight back to the Mage’s Tower.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry Sir, Archmage’s Tower.”
“Did he speak to anyone, or do anything?”
Crieus was thoughtful.
“There was a woman, sir, outside the tower. She attacked the Archmage…”
“What?” Snips exploded from his chair. “She attacked him?” Crieus shook his head.
“No, sorry sir, not attacked.” He raised his hands in a placating manner. “The woman was waiting outside the tower. She tried to punch Hawkwind, called him a murderer.” Snips’ eyebrows raised in interest. Crieus went on. “She told him she was Charlton’s wife, sir. She accused the Archmage of murdering him.” General Snips considered this for a few moments in silence. The Captain shook his head and continued.
“I was there, sir, in the throne room. He didn’t murder nobody. That flash that killed Von Borin, and killed Charlton and those other men…” He paused and looked alarmed, concerned he had overstepped his mandate. Snips motioned for him to continue. Crieus cleared his throat and went on. “It wasn’t meant to murder, sir. I’m sure he meant to kill Von Borin, but no-one else.”
“Indeed,” said Snips as he nodded. His expression changed as he waved his hand dismissively. “What else do we know about Hawkwind, Brendon? Do we know where he’s from?” Captain Crieus shook his head.
“No sir, we don’t,” he said. “He has an unusual accent; we saw him on the docks conversing with a merchant who had been to Aswana.” Crieus paused in reflection. “But when we questioned the merchant, Bastian, he said the Archmage was not like those who are native to that land. He said they are much shorter, swarthy and most are blonde of hair.” The general’s eyebrows raised.
“So we don’t know where he’s from?”
Crieus shook his head.
“No sir, we don’t. I knew a man from Tuyelor once, from the west over the sea, but while his speech sounded similar to the Archmage’s, he too was shorter and darker-skinned.” He paused, uncertainty showed on his face. “Have you tried asking the clergy? He spent a lot of time with the priests when he was last in Torun. Maybe they can shed light…?” he trailed off as the general shook his head.
“No, the priesthood has their own rules regarding ‘confession’ or something just as ridiculous. They won’t talk. And the King can’t compel them to, either.”
“I see, sir. He associates with Jongus Bloodaxe, a dwarf and Yarn Darkwood, but we have not sighted Yarn in Torun since before the incident in the throne room.”
“Bloodaxe, he is at the temple of Khor?” asked Snips. Crieus nodded.
“Yes General, we believe so.”
General Snips acknowledged the Captain’s words with a nod.
“Very well Captain.” Snips stopped as a sudden idea occurred to him. “What happened to the woman? The one outside the tower you said attacked him?”
“The Archmage took her into the tower, sir.” Crieus cleared his throat, his anxiety obvious. “He and the other mage, the lady who apprenticed to Corvus. They took her inside, comforting her and such it appeared.” He glanced at the General in guilty confusion, but said no more. Snips seemed to notice this look.
“What is it Captain? You have more to say?” he asked.
“I didn’t even know Charlton had a wife, sir,” said Crieus.
The General nodded again and motioned to the door. “He did Brendon.” He paused and stood. “Thank you

Captain, you are dismissed. Please advise me if there is any more activity from the tower. And if you spot the woman again.” Snips snapped off a smart salute. “Good fortune.” He moved to stand by the window and gazed out into the rainy afternoon as Captain Crieus returned his salute and exited.
###
The room was dim; lit by the flame of a single candle. The candle itself burned low in a wrought-iron candelabra; wax had leaked down its length and had grown into a grotesque, stalagmite-like formation. Nearby, on a crafted pedestal, sat a large crystal ball. Within, the faces of Captain Crieus and the General faded from view. The mage who watched placed a beautiful silk scarf over the crystal ball and sat back in his comfortable leather chair. He rubbed his chin in contemplation.
Interesting…
###




24.     Life’s too short.

Duncan stumbled down the first couple of stairs. He swore under his breath at his clumsiness and grabbed the handrail. The single candle offered him little help to see the stairwell, and he had almost fallen face-first downwards. Just what he needed; it would be very poor luck if he’d fall down the stairwell and lay at the bottom with a broken neck. As he could not die, he’d lay there until someone found him, in pain and alive.
Exasperated, he clicked his fingers and a magical flame appeared that created much more light than the candle. The flame flickered in his hand, but it did not burn or emit heat. Satisfied, he moved downward with one goal in mind.
Coffee.
Now he’d found the drink again after so long, he felt almost like his old self. His old pre-Syrane self. Before his recent rediscovery of coffee, he would have killed for a cappuccino. Now he would have killed for a torch, or at least his mobile phone, to shed light. If he had his phone, he might phone home! Or at least send his wife a text message.
Sorry honey, running a bit late, doing some extra work at the Archmage’s Tower.
He could also update his Facebook status and check-in at the Archmage’s Tower as well! He could join the Mage’s Tower chat groups and talk about magic and wizardry and the like.
He laughed out loud when he considered how the average Syranian would react to a modern smart phone.
Oh well, the minor flame spell does the job.
He stopped.
Hang on, why can’t I cast a spell that lets me see in the dark, rather than create a flame in my hand?
Why not indeed? He paused and considered the spells known to Xiphos. Duncan stopped his descent as his mind worked through what the ancient archmage had known. Xiphos’ mind was methodical and organised like the hard drive of a computer. Xiphos vast magical current was open to him. He sifted through the information until he found what he sought.
Duncan selected the spell he was after and visualised the words he would need. He murmured them to himself and cast a simple spell that allowed him to increase or decrease the light-sensitivity of his eyes. The outsider muttered under his breath; he felt the build-up of energy behind his eyes, like the onset of a migraine; and then the sensation dissipated. He opened his eyes and grinned in approval. He clicked his fingers again, and the flame disappeared.
The effect was that he could now see with minimal or no light source. He switched his vision between the new and the old. Duncan noted with pleasure he did so without discomfort. It was good to know he could turn it on and off at will. He stood for a moment in the stairwell and took in his changed perspective. The light of his magical flame extinguished, yet when he switched his sight, he could see, albeit in a stark black and white fashion.
Duncan knew the spell would wear off after a time, and so he cast another spell that added a twist of the ancient Archmage’s own design. He made the ability permanent. The effort of casting the permanence spell weakened him, but regardless, he smiled and continued his way downstairs to the kitchen.
###
Later, Duncan sat on a comfortable chair at the kitchen table and sipped his coffee. Duncan had spent a lot of time crushing the tiny beans in a small hand-press then poured boiling water upon them, making the dark, delicious drink which Jade had enjoyed as well. He liked both the taste and aroma of the drink. The coffee was strong and bitter; the flavour of the beans lingered on the taste buds and left an aftertaste that, to Duncan, was exquisite.
“Ahhhhhhhhh,” he said. Life was far too short to miss out on excellent coffee.
He sat in the kitchen for some time in the semi-darkness and enjoyed the simple pleasure as he drank his coffee. Duncan had to light a fire in the hearth to boil the water for the small cauldron that hung in the fireplace. He’d varied the flame spell to create that fire. It was so different from boiling a kettle at home, or when he used a coffee machine. His girls had bought him a coffee machine for Father’s Day. He’d not learned how to use it as yet, but he enjoyed the coffee that Jen made with it. He sobered at the thought; another Father’s Day had come and gone since he’d been in Syrane.
Duncan sighed and looked to the window. Through it, he saw the first light of the sky that heralded the onset of dawn. He sat in silence as the sun peeked over the horizon and cast the day’s first rays into the kitchen. He gazed at the sun; to his eyes, it did not differ from the sun that shed light upon the Earth.
He reflected for a moment about Earth, and then Syrane. Why was he so different here? He gazed at the beautiful golden sunrise. It seemed the same, so why was he so unusual? Duncan understood he was an alien on this world, but even comic book alien super heroes were mortal on Earth. Was that what it was? Did he have a superpower? How else might he explain he could not die?
In Syrane, many people had advised him he was invisible to the gods. Did that mean that the gods here were real? The lych Xiphos misled him into thinking that Camulus gave him divine aid. He sighed aloud, for that had proven false. What of the other gods, the ones who gave the clerics their powers? Were they any more real? Or was it they were more involved in day-to-day life? It confounded him. Were the gods worshipped on Earth any less real?
Would he solve any of the universe’s great mysteries here in the kitchen? Duncan shook his head. He’d not answered any of his own questions, and now his coffee was cold. He moved over to the cauldron and poured some hot water into his coffee mug.
He returned to his seat and sat. Duncan stared out of the small window for some time, to ponder his existence until the sun disappeared overhead and out of view. He gawped at the empty coffee mug on the table.
His tummy rumbling startled him; it made him aware he was hungry. He’d missed breakfast! The outsider looked around the kitchen in surprise, as if he saw the room for the first time. He’d been here all morning; and no-one had come in to eat yet. That was a surprise; Jade usually made sure he’d eaten before he spent most of the day in contemplation of portals, magic, and research.
A noise startled him as the door opened. As if she’d read his thoughts, Jade walked in, carrying in her arms a garment of a deep blue colour.
“There you are!” she exclaimed.
He looked up at her, his expression apologetic.
“Yes, here I am.” He stood, stretched, and let out a mighty yawn. “And you’re just in time. I’m about to have more coffee. Care for a cup?”
She frowned and crinkled her nose.
“You know, I haven’t had breakfast yet.” She brightened. “But yes, I’d love some of the coffee, please!” He smiled. He was in an alien world and had created another coffee addict.
She moved forward and placed the clothing across the back of a chair. As she leaned forward, her robe opened at the front, which afforded him a slight, but uninterrupted, view of her perfect, well-formed cleavage.
“Nice rack,” he said in appreciation. She glared at him, a frown on her face. Before she could speak, he pointed to the spice rack behind her on the kitchen wall. “The spices. I’ve always liked the way you arranged them in the spice rack.”
She affixed him with a contemptuous glare which bespoke an ‘I know what you infer’ look. Rather than berate him, she motioned to the robe she had draped over the chair.
“Lisette and I talked last night. She has a little skill with embroidery and dressmaking,” she said. “And my mother was a dressmaker. She taught me a bit about the craft.”
“That’s good,” Duncan said. “You can make yourselves some dresses, I guess.” He moved over to the fire and cast a spell to create more heat so that flames licked the bottom of the cauldron once more. Behind him, Jade ‘harrumphed’ in annoyance. He spun to regard her, worried he’d missed something important.
He had.
“Well, Mister Archmage. We will make ourselves some new clothes. But this morning…” she reached forward and took up the blue garment and presented it to him in her outstretched arms. “This morning we’ve made you a new robe. It’s so you don’t look so out of place when you go outside, like you do in your tunic with the cat painted upon it.”
Duncan peeked down at his t-shirt and nodded, his face glum. He’d had the same idea himself, and Derek had mentioned it, too. He looked up at the robe and his face brightened.
“You made me a new robe? That’s outstanding!”
She smiled.
“Well, Lisette is the seamstress, but I helped where I could.” She held the robe up. “She sewed the seams and did the embroidery.” Jade showed him the left side of the garment. Embossed on the chest were the initials ‘D H’. “I picked out and cut the material.” She beamed with pride.
“Thank you,” he smiled. “I don’t know what to say.”
She blushed, but still smiled back at him.
“Just say you like it,” she said.
“I do. I think it’s great!” he said.
“Wonderful!” she said. He took the garment and put the robe on over his clothes. It seemed to him to be like a fine bathrobe, made from a marvellous soft cotton mantle which covered to his knees. He crossed his arms and assumed his best ‘blue steel’ pose.
“How do I look?” he asked, a mischievous grin on his face. She smiled.
“You look great,” Jade said with a smile. “I never picked you for someone who would pout like that.”
“Xiphos was like that,” Duncan said.
Jade shuddered.
“I’ve never thought what he was like when he was… alive.” She paused. Duncan glimpsed her face; she looked worried. “What was he like? I mean, was he a nice person? Did he become an evil bastard after he died, or was he always that way?”
Her minor profanity surprised him, but he smiled anyway.
It’s not like I don’t swear all the time.
“His parents were farmers. Well, his father was. His mother was a homemaker. She looked after the kids, the family. He had an older brother.” He paused at the memory. “They were both students of the high mage, but the older one was not as good at magic use as Xiphos.”
“Is he a lych too?” Jade asked. Duncan laughed.
“No, he’s not. He… well, he died when they were younger. Prador, the High Mage, was unfamiliar with how nasty children could be. The other students picked on Xiphos because he was better than them. He was so much better at magic. Prador ignored the bullying. I think he was blind to the fact that children can be just as nasty and vindictive as adults.”
“What happened?” Jade asked. Duncan’s face grew grim.
“Xiphos stayed at the tower for two years until the bullying became too much. He killed the other students, including his brother, and left the tower. He was twelve years old.” Duncan said flatly. Jade recoiled at his words, a look of horror on her face. Duncan reached out and patted her arm. “It’s hard to believe, but I think it led to what Xiphos became. Don’t feel sorry for him, he would have trod this path regardless of what happened in his formative years.”
“I’m not sure I want to know what happened after,” she said. “But, go on. I think if I know, it will help.”
“Well, after he left the tower, he got out of Torun. He returned later and mastered the tower. His experience helped me when I had to do it. He sought knowledge; he considered that would lead him to power. He wanted dominion over everyone. I guess because of what happened as a child twisted him. He had no respect for anyone else. He wanted power, the power to make everyone else feel powerless, if that makes sense?” Jade nodded.
“He was very intelligent, very focussed. I think he felt betrayed by his brother, and that led to his madness. Xiphos felt very insecure. I think the more powerful he became, the more convinced he was that someone would come along and take that power away from him.” Duncan frowned. “And now I have,” he whispered.
“Well, it’s lucky for us he can’t do anything else about it,” Jade said, the ghost of a smile on her lips.
“Lucky, yes,” he replied. “I’m still unsure if he can do anything as a revenant.”
“How do you mean?” Jade asked.
“I’m not sure if he can recover his body or another body. I mean, it is possible. He could find another body to inhabit, and that would mean he could cast spells again. But the chances of that happening? He’d need a live body. Everything in the tower is dead. Ezekiel, the other servants, they are all dead and have been for years.”
“Ezekiel?” she repeated.
“Yes, Xiphos’ swordsman, his watchdog, his errand boy. He can’t leave the tower, though.”
“So the undead there can’t leave?” she asked.
“No.” he shook his head. “There’s no way out. Unless they dig,” he said with a smirk.
She nodded. Duncan’s smile faded as he went on.
“There was a city called Calamyr, on the far side of the Garon Mountains; the Pass of Xiphos leads to its remains.” Jade nodded.
“I’ve heard of it,” she said. “I think an earthquake caused a rockfall that buried the city, way back before the Demonswar.”
“Yes, that’s kinda what happened,” Duncan said. “When Xiphos began his transition from live wizard to undead lych-mage, he travelled to Calamyr. He enslaved the populace and forced them to build Olfaern.” He paused. “He magically compelled them to travel into the mountain pass to build the tower. The Seven Lords of Calamyr, who were the rulers of the city, sought help and sent many heroes into the pass to bring their people back. Xiphos killed them, or enslaved them, too.” He shook his head. “When the tower was complete, he marched the remaining citizens back to Calamyr. Then he cast a spell that caused the earthquake that destroyed the city.” He paused and shook his head. “Xiphos reanimated their corpses and used them as zombies and ghouls, to defend the pass against attack.” Jade gasped.
“No!” she cried. He nodded.
“I’m afraid so,” he said. “That was what led to the Temple of Camulus being built there, to combat the threat all the undead brought to the pass.”
They sat in silence for a few moments before Jade asked another question.
“Why did he move the tower, and how?” she asked.
“Why did he move Olfaern from the pass to where it is now, underneath the peninsula to the south of the Grinning Corpse? He was worried the temple may be powerful enough to take from him all he had made for himself. It’s incredible to think how he firstly sank the tower underneath the ground, without causing the whole mountainside to cave in. And then he moved it; he created a portal for a multi-story building and teleported it miles and miles away. Again, no mountain collapse. Which is surprising, considering what he did to Calamyr. But he wanted to go unnoticed this time. And when he got it to the peninsula, he sank it under the ground there, too.”
“Why did he pick that peninsula?”
“There was a tremendous battle near there in the past, close to the ruins of a city. I think it already had a reputation for being haunted. It appealed to him. He could see the irony in making it really haunted.” He paused. “Plus, there were no temples for miles and miles in any direction. He thought it was a safe enough place.”
“I guess it was. No-one found him until now,” Jade said. Duncan smiled, but with no humour.
“Yes, but remember all undead on Asherah were dormant since the Demonswar until about a year ago…” he trailed off.
Jade turned pale. She already knew whose fault that was.
“Don’t let it worry you,” he said. “Come on, let’s have some more coffee.”
###
Later that night, Duncan awoke. An uneasy sensation washed over him. He opened his eyes; but could not see. It was night; no light pierced the veil of darkness in his room. He switched his vision to his magical sight and looked about his room, revealed as it was in stark black and white. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. The night was still and nothing stirred. Yet he had sensed something…
He concentrated for a moment and extended his consciousness outward. He moved his disembodied life force through the tower.
Across the landing, he felt Jade’s presence; she slept. He left her to her slumber and sent his astral form down the stairs and into the base of the tower. There he encountered several rodents, who had sought to infiltrate his coffee stash. He frowned and released a surge of energy from his phantasmal fingertips. It caused the mice to scrabble, terrified, for the nearest exit.
Further along in the building, he found Lisette; sleeping, but fitful, as if in the grips of a bad dream. He left her room and surveyed the rest of the Archmage’s Tower.
Nothing.
What had he felt? He had considered that there was an intruder within the tower; but he found none. Was it a dream?
Possibly just a dream…
Duncan shook his head again; no. He had sensed an intrusion, but it was not physical. Perhaps another mage attempted to scry the tower, or him. He frowned again, unsure of what to do. He contemplated the occurrence and ran through in his mind what had transpired. As he sifted through each aspect, it became much clearer what had happened. He had felt the intrusion, but had also repelled it with no conscious act. It was almost as if he had a magical firewall set up against any meddling.
He considered who it may have been. Xiphos? No, that was impossible, wasn’t it? The ancient lych’s own memories told him that the revenant was incapable of casting spells. But might he trust those memories to be accurate? He frowned. He didn’t know the answer to that question.
If not Xiphos, then who?
He considered for a few moments more. Parker Hardstaff? That would make sense. The Court Mage would want to keep track of him. Plus, there were watchmen who followed his every move outside of the tower. He could assume that the King would want to keep track of what he was up to while inside the tower as well.
What of other mages, though? Duncan knew none beyond Jade and Hardstaff. No-one had told him of any mages that were capable enough to scry inside of the Archmage’s Tower. He lay back in the bed and extended his consciousness once more, to seek the tendrils of the lost connection; the other mage’s attempt at intrusion by scrying into the tower. He felt a vague presence on the borders of his consciousness, but could tell little about it. The ability to follow the intrusion to its source was beyond him; none of the knowledge had made the transference from Xiphos to Duncan. He shrugged. He would have to depend upon his natural defences to stop any intrusions.
###
Some days later, Duncan moved through the streets to take in some much-needed fresh air. He needed to be free of the tower, to stretch his legs and to clear his head. Night had again come to Torun, and brought with it the sounds, sights, and smells of a busy city. To evade attention, he avoided the citizens of Torun as best he was able. He wanted time to himself.
He had noticed his detachment of watchmen had followed him when he left the tower. They were still behind him now and followed from what they doubtless considered a safe distance. Annoyed for a reason he could not determine, he spun to face the watchmen and marched straight at them. The startled looks on their faces were almost comical as he strode up to the front ranks.
“You men,” he said. “You will not follow me tonight.”
Into his words he weaved a powerful enchantment, enhanced by a spell of beguilement. The entire troop gazed open-mouthed and glassy-eyed at the outsider as he continued to speak.
“You all have to find the droids that the stormtroopers missed,” he said. “Obi Wan has them. Go find him. If you don’t find him by daybreak, forget that you are searching for him and return to your homes.”
He waved vaguely toward the docks as the soldiers walked off. The magic ensnared them; They were obedient but muttered amongst themselves. Duncan smirked to himself. Being an archmage seemed to have fringe benefits.
He walked for some time and enjoyed another opportunity to take in the city’s sights; this time without watchmen that shadowed his every step. It was dark, but he could now see in the dark and took it all in. He walked along the narrow streets, some little wider than his shoulders. He walked past bakeries, chandlers, smithies; all closed for business, but the buildings captivated him, regardless. Before he knew it, several hours had passed while he lost himself in the fantasy of being a tourist. He crossed back into Castle Ward and was walking toward the tower when he noticed a tavern that was still open.
He stopped. Curiosity got the better of him and he went inside. The inn was a bawdy place, inside split over two levels, with what appeared to be an upstairs brothel on the mezzanine. Clients and escorts moved up and down the stairs. It reminded him of those depicted in the Wild West movies; but it lacked a piano player in the corner and gunslingers at the bar. He noted, however, a troubadour in the corner strummed a stringed instrument. Duncan smirked, tempted to ask if the man knew any Iron Maiden songs.
He walked to the bar and ordered an ale. The barman took his coin, gave him the drink and looked at Duncan in curiosity.
“Not from around here, mate?” the barman asked. Despite his change of clothes, Duncan looked out of place in the tavern, clad as he was in his new robe, with his initials emblazoned upon it. He would not look any more out of place if he’d come into the inn with a neon sign above his head.
“No,” the outsider replied. “You could say that.” Duncan smirked. “Although I have just moved in to a house near here.”
“Oh, so you’ll be in here often then?” the man asked.
“Not sure,” said Duncan as he gazed about the room. “There is another inn near to my residence that I frequent.”
“Well, I bet we have better girls than they!” the man boasted. “Our girls are the best in Torun!”
Duncan gawked at the man in confusion, but then his eyes narrowed as he established the man’s intent. Comprehension dawned on his features.
“Oh,” he said.
“Yep, we’ve got some beauties here,” the barman said. He moved forward and whispered in a conspiratorial way. “Not just girls, either. Young men, young women, any race you like.” He paused and winked at the outsider. “And they’ll do anything you ask, too.”
Duncan didn’t respond straight away. He’d been away from home for a year and he wasn’t sure whether he would get home to his wife soon. Should he indulge? Would it be cheating if he purchased an evening’s entertainment with an anonymous woman? No strings attached? His brow furrowed, his expression thoughtful. He’d never do it at home, but what happens in Syrane, stays in Syrane… He stared at some of the attractive young women in the room and felt a wisp of desire. But then…
He sighed.
No.
He’d not seek that kind of relief for now. He smiled at the barkeep and drained his ale.
“Not tonight, my friend, not tonight,” he said. With that, he left the tavern and walked off. He took his time strolling back to the tower.
###
The moon hung high in the night sky above the city of Dunport, a perfectly round sphere of silver. It shone with supernatural radiance; and cast spectral silhouettes across the tops of the city’s buildings.
Atop one residence, a pair of thieves squatted and counted their take from the night’s pickpocket venture. One handed the other a small bag of coins and gems to count. Both thieves chortled in contentment with the results of their night’s efforts.
“This’ll do until the ship goes out again!” whispered the taller man.
“Yeah, the day after tomorrow,” the other agreed. “I can’t believe we’re back in Dunport already, after taking those folks to Torun the other week.” His companion nodded in a sage-like manner as he went on. “I tell you Nevvy, those fellers we fleeced in the bar won’t even notice their pouches are lighter until we’re long gone!” Nevvy winked in agreement.
“Good takings, old chum. I’m glad we waited until after the card game. They wouldn’t have been such good marks otherwise.” The shorter man sniggered in response. The two had chosen their targets with care. They waited until the men they had targeted had won at cards; and had imbibed enough afterwards to make them easier marks.
“What are you gonna do with it, Col?” asked Nevvy.
Col looked at Nevvy, a leery grin on his face.
“Life’s too short to die rich. I’m spending all of this tonight! I’m gonna find me an easy woman!” Hands in front of him, Col mimed for Nevvy’s benefit what parts of the easy woman he would like to touch, squeeze and rub first.
“Gonna get me a big one, not like my skinny bitch of a wife,” he chortled. Nevvy gawped at Col, surprised.
“I always thought your missus was a bit of all right. Don’t you like her?” Nevvy asked. Col laughed and spat on the ground.
“Never liked the cow. Knocked her up and her parents forced me to marry her.” He scratched his short, stubby hair and shrugged. “That’s why I need to root around when we’re off sailing, Nevvy. Can’t do it in Torun anymore; the bitch will find out and whine to her bloody father about me.” Col leered at Nevvy in a repulsive manner. “Life’s too short to shag just one woman.”
“Life’s short, but it’s the longest thing you’ll ever do!” was his companion’s response. They both chortled hysterically at the joke.
“I disagree,” said a sinister voice from behind them.
“Wha…?” Col began.
He never finished the sentence. The night had suddenly turned cold. A sense of unease and despair washed over the two pickpockets. The stench of death turned Col’s stomach. An unnatural chill washed over them as Col and Nevvy turned, fear clear in their expressions. At first Col saw the bright red pinpoints of malevolent light that burned above his own eye-level. The laughter had died on their lips as both men gazed up in horror at the fearsome image before them.
There, Sir Ezekiel Lillian stood. His translucent death’s-head face grinned in a macabre fashion at the two thieves. Astride the roof, he balanced on the precarious perch that the two thieves had selected as their meeting spot tonight. Before they could react, he leaped down and landed before the men; his plate mail clanked alarmingly. He grabbed a handful of the vest Col wore. The petrified robber was immobile with fear.
Without warning, Ezekiel pivoted and kicked Nevvy in the face and knocked him backward. The blow sent him off the rooftop and into the shadows below. Nevvy screamed as he fell, but landed in the cobblestone street with a terrible sound as his scream turned to an agonised moan. The moan stopped and hideous chewing noises supplanted it as Ezekiel’s undead horse fed on the dying man. Col, still in Ezekiel’s vice-like grip, quivered in terror. The wraithknight turned to face his captive. The man’s face was white as a sheet.
“And now, little man, you will tell me all about the ship you sail on; where it has been and who has sailed on it,” Ezekiel hissed. “And tell me about your wife…”




25.     Visitors.

A man knocked upon the great door. He hesitated, then bit his lower lip. He cast a concerned glance over his shoulder at the two women who waited with him. The man looked back to the tower and craned his neck skyward to take in the quiet majesty of the Archmage’s Tower. The mystical glow of the tall structure bathed the entire street in a warm, comfortable radiance. It did nothing to quell the fear he felt standing within easy reach of the Archmage’s Tower, however. He knocked again. The sound of his timid tap did not carry more than a few feet. Behind him, one of his companions ‘harrumphed’ in annoyance at his soft knock.
“Knock harder, Esmond,” his wife urged.
Emboldened, Esmond closed his hand into a fist and turned back to the door, his fist raised. Without warning, the door swung inward. It opened without sound into the tower. Startled, he withdrew his fist and stumbled backward in surprise.
Jade peered out through the open door in confusion at the forlorn-looking group of people gathered on the front steps of the Archmage’s Tower. A middle-aged man who appeared terrified stood with his hand outstretched, fist clenched, and in mid-knock. He stumbled back toward his companions as the door opened. Behind him stood an older woman; she supported another younger female, who seemed to be a teenager from her appearance. The girl looked straight at Jade, her eyes milky, clouded.
“Yes?” Jade asked.
None of the people appeared willing to speak, but then the older woman prodded the man. He jumped in surprise at the contact.
“P-p-please miss,” the man stammered, his expression fearful. “My girl, she’s accursed.”
When the man stopped and didn’t continue, Jade frowned and scrutinised the girl. Jade’s frown turned to a look of concern, as she realised the girl did not seem to be aware of her surroundings in the least. The young woman stared open-mouthed at the door, her expression blank. Her pale eyes stared straight at Jade, but it was clear she was not aware as the young mage examined her. Jade turned back to the man.
“What happened?” Jade asked, her brow furrowed.
The man swallowed hard and wrung his hands. He appeared nervous, his gaze flitted between Jade and the women in his care. He coughed once and spoke.
“P-p-please miss, she is accursed,” he repeated. His stammer betrayed his anxiety. When he saw Jade’s raised eyebrow, he continued in a rush. “S-s-s-she handled a thing, a talisman or the like. I’m not sure what it was.” He glanced back toward the young girl, who stood immobile in the elder woman’s grasp. “She’s not been the same ever since she touched it. She’s not herself; her eyes are gone all white as you can see.” He pointed to the girl’s face. “She can’t see, she can’t hear, she don’t react to anything.” He looked up at Jade in the doorway, his expression forlorn.
“We took her, my wife and me,” he said as he gestured to the other woman. “We took her to the temple, but the priests can’t heal her; they say it is magic that caused it, so it must be magic that fixes her.” He paused and his gaze turned downward. He finished in a wretched tone. “Please miss, we came to ask the Archmage for help. We’ve nowhere else to go.” He looked at Jade, his tone piteous. “Please help us, please fix our Margaret.” He finished in a whisper and reached out to touch the young woman’s shoulder.
The older woman found her voice.
“We heard the tales,” she said. “Tales about what happened at the palace, and the light here of this tower. Is it true? An Archmage?” The woman gawked up at Jade, a look of hope on her face.
Jade felt immediate sympathy for the young woman as she studied her. She knew the consequences that falling foul of a miscast spell could cause. The girl, or young woman, could be attractive; it was hard to tell. She was a thin wisp of a lass and stared ahead with a blank expression, her face slack. A thin trail of drool meandered down her chin. The girl’s eyes were an unnatural white, and unfocussed.
“Do you have the item that cursed her?” Jade asked.
“Yes, it’s in my bag,” the man replied. He rummaged around in his knapsack and soon produced the object, wrapped in a dirty handkerchief. A slight emerald glow emanated from under the folds of the wrapping. He held it between thumb and forefinger as he handed it to Jade.
“Come inside,” Jade said as she took the item and held the door open to usher the family into the Archmage’s Tower. She led them down a short corridor and into a small sitting room. A pleasant smell emanated from within; Duncan used the rear of the room to store the barrels of coffee beans he had purchased from the merchant on the docks.
Jade swept a linen sheet off of a divan and motioned to the couple to sit the girl down. She moved to a nearby barrel and placed the cursed object on the wooden top. Jade exercised great care and unwrapped it where it lay. She was careful not to let her skin come into contact with it. It appeared to be a simple piece of obsidian; and appeared to be rough polished glass, yet glass that reflected shadow, not images. It produced a sick greenish hue that caused an indescribable feeling of unease in the young mage.
She muttered under her breath and cast a spell of detection upon the obsidian. As she finished uttering the words to her spell, the item changed in appearance to her eyes; its edges became wavy, indistinct. It exuded a potent but dark magical aura. From her knowledge of curses and malevolent magical effects, the change in appearance confirmed that it caused the girl’s ailment. More important, it would be well beyond her own ability to dismiss.
Jade turned to Margaret’s parents and smiled to reassure them. They did not have the benefit of her spell and would not have been able to perceive the change in appearance of the obsidian block. She did not want to alarm them any more than they already were. The young mage had been reluctant to push her own boundaries since she’d summoned Duncan from his home and was loath to work on any level of magic that may go awry. She would need Duncan.
“What are your names?” she asked.
“Esmond, Esmond Kimberlye,” the man replied. “This is my wife, Edith.” Jade smiled.
“I’m Jade,” she replied. “Tell me about it, where she found it,” Jade asked as she hurried over to the doorway. “How long has she been like this?”
The man looked back at the young mage, apprehension written across his face. He cleared his throat.
“The priests couldn’t help her, ma’am,” Esmond said, and seemed to ignore Jade’s question. He glanced at his wife in expectation. “And we can’t afford a healer.” He patted his wife’s arm as his face turned dark. “Her no-good husband abandoned her after this happened. He told us to bring her here, but we tried the temple first.”
“How did it happen? Where did she find it?” Jade asked again, her tone firmer this time. She poked her head out of the door and hollered. “Duncan!” Margaret’s parents both jumped, startled. Jade moved back over to the couch where the oblivious Margaret sat.
“It was her husband,” the father said. “He brought it back from one of his trips; he’s a sailor. The bugger kept it as a trinket; kept it wrapped up. But Margaret took it out to look at it.” He paused, his bottom lip quivered. “S-s-she said it was pretty. But then this happened.” He pointed at Margaret while the older woman sobbed at the man’s words. He continued. “Her no-good husband went back out to sea,” his voice rose as he continued. “He abandoned her! Never liked that awful sod of a man!” He stood and shook his head. “H-h-he kept saying to bring her here.”
“Where did he get it?” Jade asked
“I think he was sailing around Raven Bay, as far south as Dunport, ma’am….” The man trailed off and sat back down. He looked up, an expression of awe on his face as Duncan entered the room.
The outsider glanced at Jade, his expression quizzical.
“Everything okay?” he asked.
Jade motioned toward the stupefied young woman.
“The girl, Margaret, she is accursed by this.” Jade gestured to where the item sat, obscured by the handkerchief atop the barrel. “It’s afflicted her. She can’t see, speak or perceive the world.” She motioned to the two others. “These people are Esmond and Edith, her parents. They’ve come to us to seek help. Priests couldn’t help them and they can’t afford a healer; we seem to be their only hope.” Jade paused and shook her head with displeasure. “I cast a divination upon the item; wicked magic envelops it. I cannot dispel the curse.”
“What is it?” Duncan asked.
“I don’t know. I haven’t touched it yet,” she replied.
“Good idea,” Duncan said with a wry grin.
Without warning, the older man got off the divan and fell to his knees, arms upraised, his face lowered in supplication to the outsider.
“Oh, great and powerful Archmage, I implore thee…”
“Stop!” said Duncan, embarrassment clear upon his face as he stepped forward into the room. “I’ll do what I can to help you.” He held out his hand to help the man from the floor. “There’s no need to beg, Esmond,” he said. The man’s plea made him uncomfortable.
Duncan glanced behind him at a sudden noise and saw Lisette had arrived. The young widow stood in the doorway. She was wide-eyed and appeared somewhat anxious.
Margaret’s father took Duncan’s hand, and with great care, regained his feet. Duncan craned his neck and spoke to Lisette.
“Lisette, please take these good people into the kitchen and get them a hot drink,” he said. The woman regarded Duncan, confusion written across her face. “Thanks Lisette,” he smiled.
She appeared to recover her composure and ushered the couple away from the room. Jade closed the door behind them. Duncan grasped the immobile young woman’s hand in his own. He glanced at the dirty green glow that emanated from the folds of the handkerchief and then turned to face Jade.
“Let’s not worry about the object. We can examine that later.” He gestured with his head to the young woman. “Let’s free young Margaret here,” Duncan said.
Jade nodded.
Divination is a use of magic that reveals information. Priests can sometimes use a form of it to commune directly with their god to ask questions about something. Like a mage uses their own magical current to cast spells, or a warrior directs their current to flow between attack and defence; a mage’s divination spells will ask questions of a kind of universal current.
It’s basically the Google of magic.
Duncan smiled at the thought. He murmured the words to a spell of divination of his own and closed his eyes. Margaret swayed back and forth as he cast his spell, more animate than she had been the entire time. After a short while, he opened his eyes, released her hands, and turned to Jade.
“Okay, this is a powerful enchantment; it imprisoned her mind beyond a magical barrier. I will try to bring her back.”
“Will you be in danger?” Jade asked.
He smiled to reassure her.
“I shouldn’t be; I think our old mate Xiphos has experience in dispelling magic that’s a lot more potent than this. I hope I’ll be able to bring her back without too much bother.” He paused in reflection. “There is always a risk, but I should be fine. It seems to be a nasty curse, but I have to try.”
“Be careful,” she said, her concern for him clear.
“Always!” He laughed.
“What can I do to help?” she asked.
“Just stand there and make sure no-one disturbs us. If this takes any more than about fifteen minutes, then I’ll need you to cast a spell of release upon me, too!” He smirked.
She rolled her eyes at his attempt at humour and responded with a curt nod of her head.
He resisted the urge to smile again. Duncan took both of the girl’s slender, dirty hands in his own and closed his eyes. He drifted into a dreamlike state as he murmured the words to cast the spell.
Duncan wouldn’t be able to dispel the magic of the curse directly, it would not have a magical ‘off’ switch he could press. He would need to extend his mind into the girl’s own and take precise steps to dismiss the nasty enchantment.
With great care, he released his consciousness from his body and into the girl’s mind. He experienced a slight sensation of vertigo as he looked down at himself in the room and could see his body that held Margaret’s hands. Slow at first, and then with more confidence, he lowered his astral form into Margaret’s cursed mind.
###
Yarn Darkwood enjoyed the feel of the cool spring breeze that wafted across his face. As a pathfinder, he had spent many years in the King’s Army, in a regiment often referred to as ‘Billy’s Bastards’. Originally from Norton Keep to the south, he considered himself fortunate to have spent a lot of time as an adventurer; a continual existence of exploration and treasure-hunting with many companions over that time. Billy’s Bastards was a disbanded regiment of the Royal Rangers who operated under Sir William Thornhill of Norton Keep. Formally known as the Order of the Gryphon, Yarn had operated as a pathfinder within the Royal Rangers. He still had many friends back home in Norton Keep.
He preferred the outdoors. But, as almost everyone he knew lived in cities, he found himself in the wilderness less and less. Which is why he was eager to help Duncan with his current undertaking; it meant he might get out of the city for several days, at least.
He’d made his way north and followed the Riving Mountain Ranges for most of the way. He chose the cross-country route to enjoy the outdoors more, to at least pretend that he followed his own road. However, he had avoided any monster encounters; he’d decided that his task was far more important than having fun.
Yarn rode his horse in through the open gate of the fortified temple; a temple dedicated to the worship of Khor, the All-Father. It was some miles to the east of a town called Coinford. Duncan’s directions had proved easy to follow; the outsider had superb recall of his journey from the temple to Torun and had recounted the entire trek in great detail to the pathfinder.
He dismounted and gathered his horse’s reins. Yarn led the large stallion across the small yard that separated a house and the temple itself. He stepped with care to avoid a clutch of chickens. The pathfinder tied his horse to a rail and moved to the door of the house. He examined the yard and surrounds, but he noticed no signs of movement apart from the chickens. So he stepped up to the door and knocked.
After a brief wait, the old oak door opened, and a slender blonde woman appeared. She was attractive, although her features had an unusual cast to them. Yarn had seen enough of the world to know from her appearance she was of elvish descent. The woman looked out through the open door and then glanced up; Yarn towered over her by two feet or more. She appeared startled at first, but hid her reaction well enough.
“Hello, how may I help you?” she said.
Yarn had become accustomed to the reaction. He stood over six and a half feet tall. He was taller than the average Syranian man by a foot or more. Clad as he was in functional leathers, a long bow slung over one shoulder and a longsword strapped to his back, the giant pathfinder could be a fearsome sight. It impressed him when she stood and faced him with as much confidence as she did.
“Ah, I’m looking for Turgon Ancalímon, I understand he’s a priest here?” he asked.
The woman’s mouth narrowed as she regarded the pathfinder.
“And what do you want with my husband?” she asked, a displeased expression on her face.
Yarn nodded. This must be Coraline. From Duncan’s description, an accomplished priestess in her own right. Little wonder she was undaunted. He knew that Turgon and his wife were familiar with all of Duncan’s story, so he also knew there was little need for discretion when he spoke to her.
“My name is Yarn Darkwood. My friend, Duncan Hawkwind, sent me to find Turgon. He needs Turgon’s help.”
Coraline’s face softened at the mention of the outsider’s name.
“Duncan!” she said in surprise. “Is he safe?”
“He’s fine,” said the big man. “But he needs help to get home. He thought perhaps Turgon could help him.” Coraline considered Yarn’s words for a few moments before she replied.
“Turgon’s not a mage,” she said, a concerned look upon her face.
Yarn shook his head.
“He doesn’t need him for help to cast a spell. He needs to find elves who can help him get home.” Her brow furrowed in concern.
“Oh dear, what’s he doing?” she asked.
“Look, I’m not sure,” said Yarn. “He wanted help to find a portal, and he said that elves may help him find a portal that worked. I think because all the ones he knew of were not working.” Yarn looked thoughtful for a moment. “At least, I think that’s what he said.” Coraline shook her head.
“I know nothing about portals. Perhaps the High Mage of Anavyr can help?” she said. Yarn nodded.
“Perhaps, but we can’t wander in there and ask for help.” He held his arms out in an all-encompassing gesture. “Humans are unwelcome in Anavyr.”
“Yes, they are not welcome there,” she replied. “You want our help to gain an audience with the high mage?”
“I think that’s Duncan’s plan, yes,” he replied.
She sighed.
“You’d better come in. Turgon’s not here.” Yarn clenched his jaw. She must have noted his disappointment and hurried to explain. “He’ll be back tomorrow. If you can wait until then, I imagine he’ll be happy to help.” She stuck out her hand in line with the human custom. “I’m sorry. I have forgotten my manners. My name is Coraline.”
Yarn shook her hand, his face solemn. As he lacked any better options, he acknowledged her words with a silent nod. He ducked his head and walked through the open door to wait.
###
Duncan reeled under the onslaught. He’d entered Margaret’s sub-consciousness and found himself in a maelstrom of wild emotion and unfettered mental turbulence. The turmoil created by the curse that affected Margaret buffeted his astral form from all sides. He gritted his teeth and pressed forward.
For Duncan, it was difficult to comprehend gritting his teeth and pressing forward; given he was a disembodied astral form inside another person’s sub-consciousness.
He walked, or tried to. Then he found a path.
Odd.
He followed the path as best he was able. The howling wind threatened to blow him in to next week with its ferocity. He thought he could see a crossroads in the distance, but it was hard to tell. He pressed on. As he got closer, he saw where he thought two paths intersected, but instead, they ran parallel. He took another step and saw that the paths now intersected. There was a signpost, but with no writing on it; it was blank.
Ahead of him, on the path he was on, a gate swung open in the wind. It made a harsh pounding noise as it hit the fencepost repeatedly. A horse whinnied and galloped away along the now parallel path. A bead of sweat trickled down his face.
Wait, I’m in someone’s mind. I should not be sweating.
Another drop fell, only this time it might have been rain.
That’s not rain.
Blood fell from the sky and covered him. Blood-red mist rolled around him. Then it turned emerald green. Green flagstones appeared. The green flagstones before him crumbled to reveal nothing beneath. He stepped back to avoid falling.
Duncan shook his head to clear it.
Hang on.
Based on the memories of Xiphos that he’d usurped, he knew he must create a physical reference point to enable him to progress as he would in the physical world. It would help achieve the sensation of movement, and by association, it would make freeing the girl from the curse much easier.
He created a mental illusion for his own reference, of a room with walls of common plaster. The far wall was not in sight; he had to move toward it. It allowed him to press forward, now that ‘forward’ was a tangible direction. And press forward, he did.
Duncan fought for every imaginary step through the mire of jumbled memories. The power of the curse created within Margaret’s inner self embodied as a virtual psychic wind. Nearby in the girl’s mind, he could make out the vortex of illusory air, which threatened to suck him into a vacuum of mental obliteration. The psychic wind gave strength to the barrier that held Margaret’s mind prisoner. It buffeted Duncan. His blue robe flapped like a flag in a storm.
He paused and inspected the wind; he muttered to himself and examined it with magic. Duncan murmured the words to a spell. It enabled him to reach out to the wind and grasp at the air. He captured a wisp of breeze in his hand. The tendril wriggled and struggled with all its might. He grimaced in concentration as the zephyr writhed in his grasp; it fought against its captivity.
But Duncan had the vast reserves of power taken from Xiphos the Archmage to draw upon. The outsider exerted his will and overwhelmed his captured wind draught in a rush. He held the waft of air steady and examined it; Duncan forced it to be still. He cast his consciousness into the wind and soon he understood the nature of it, the power of the curse, and what he could do to dispel it.
He released the wisp of wind and reached out to the wider maelstrom and embraced it, his arms outstretched as if to hug the airstream. Then he entered the turbulence and allowed his astral form to merge with the wind. He extended his awareness deeper into the gale and found himself buffered and battered around the recesses of Margaret’s mind.
So as not to damage the girl’s mind, he exerted his willpower in a deliberate, measured fashion to quell the storm. He was unsurprised when it fought back; it tried to resist his command for it to disperse. Duncan felt his jaw clench as he pushed harder and willed the wind to dissipate.
He felt a sudden pain in his chest accompanied by a bright flash of greenish light. Then a moment of weakness, not debilitating, perhaps as if a bee had stung him, but it soon passed. For a moment, it seemed as if the magic of the curse had retaliated, but soon it wilted under the strength of Duncan’s domination.
Without warning, he perceived something; different to before, not a pain, but an indescribable sensation… he could not put his finger in it…
There…! What is it?
He frowned. Inside the girl’s body, he sensed Margaret and felt his own presence and that of the curse, but there was something else. It wasn’t the cursed object; but more… alive. That was it.
There was another life in the storm. The girl was pregnant! Duncan smiled. It was getting crowded in here.
In amongst the chaos of the storm, he touched Margaret’s emotions; stripped bare and revealed to the outsider. He felt the love for her parents; yet despair at her loveless marriage. Hope that her life would one day improve; but a sense of helplessness that her body was no longer hers to control. She knew of the curse, but seemed unaware of his efforts to free her.
As if to remind him that his job was unfinished, the maelstrom created by the cursed object buffeted Duncan again. He grimaced, this time in annoyance, as he thrust his hands outward and struggled with all his might. As he exerted his influence, he sensed a gradual shift as he brought the turbulence under his command. The wind slowly subsided as Duncan calmed the wild vortex that the curse had created.
Soon Duncan found himself in a clear white area; a stark contrast to the windy maelstrom. He felt a pang of Déjà vu as the area was like where he had made his transition to Syrane. Clear, plain and white, devoid of anything except himself. And, he corrected himself, a young lass, perhaps in her early twenties. She sat in the centre of the room, cross-legged, and looked up at him in surprise. He smiled to reassure the young woman.
“Hello,” he said. “You must be Margaret.”




26.     Dante Creel.

Dante Creel halted his horse and surveyed the area. He saw little of note as he squinted against the late afternoon sun. Creel extended his arms above his head and yawned. His tight-fitting black leathers creaked as he stretched. He had ridden most of the day and felt the need to rest. Creel shook his head and ran his hands through his mane of blonde hair.
He turned in his saddle and looked at his men behind him. Both struggled to catch up. He regarded them with contempt. They could not keep up with him. He grinned without mirth to himself.
Few could.
Creel set himself as the example; others needed to respect that, or he would leave them behind. He had standards to maintain. He needed to be the strongest and the smartest to lead this group of brigands.
Creel regarded Kepler as the big former gladiator rode up beside him. Kepler was slower than normal because his horse carried two. The still form of an unconscious woman lay across the big man’s saddle. She and her companions, a band of young adventurers, had been on the road just outside of Vanora on their way to find fame and fortune in the Ochre Forest. Creel and his crew had happened upon the group’s camp and had insinuated themselves with the greenhorn travellers. They’d pretended to be helpful adventurers; then murdered the entire group in their sleep.
Except this one. She was young, her flesh firm, and she was attractive.
Creel smiled, but no humour reached his eyes. At least the next few nights at camp would be warm. Until they broke her, then she would be food for the wild animals.
Creel looked to the north, where the hills petered off and joined the West Vanora Plateau.
There.
He sighted his goal, a pass in the hills. Through that spot, they would return to their campsite. It was a remote location; far enough away from civilisation that the authorities would not trouble them, yet close enough that the occasional traveller provided sufficient targets to make staying there worthwhile.
Taskin, the tracker, rode up and dismounted. He shifted his crossbow to his back and peered at the ground, his gaze intense. He squatted and sniffed, his brow furrowed in irritation.
“What is it?” Creel asked, concerned.
Taskin glared up at his leader and shrugged.
“Switcher maybe?” He pointed to the ground nearby. “Animal tracks, and a big one. Either a bear or a switcher. But…” he sniffed the air. “Doesn’t smell like a bear?” He looked up, confused. “Doesn’t smell natural. It was here a few hours ago.”
Kepler gazed toward Creel with a concerned look.
“Does that mean we gotta move?” he asked. Creel shook his head, his eyes firm.
“No way,” Creel said. “We were here first.”
“Wouldn’t be the first switcher we killed.” Taskin said with a shrug. Creel laughed again as Taskin continued. “No, that one down in Stefford was a good fight,” he said. Taskin drew his sword with a flourish. “Lucky you got that dead mage to magic up our weapons for us.” Creel nodded in agreement.
“Can you tell where it went?” he asked.
Taskin pointed to the north in a straight line toward their camp. Creel swore. Taskin nodded, a grim expression on his face.
“It went straight for the camp,” Taskin said. “Doesn’t mean we can’t kill it.”
“Perhaps we can kill it,” Creel said, the anger in his voice clear. “Didn’t want a fight before bed tonight.” He leered at the still form of the woman across Kepler’s saddle. His gaze took in her curvaceous posterior. “I look forward to a fight once I’m in bed,” he finished.
Taskin’s face fell as he realised Creel’s meaning. The mercenary leader laughed aloud at the tracker’s mournful expression.
“That means once I get my turn with her, she’ll be bruised and bloodied,” Taskin said, his tone sullen. He glanced up at Kepler, who, as usual, said nothing. Creel sniggered. Kepler went last because he always did the most damage. He was a former gladiator and a big man. Everything about him was… in proportion. The women didn’t last too long once big Kepler had them. Kepler shrugged.
“Do you have a plan?” Taskin asked Creel, as he changed the subject. Creel nodded.
“Kepler and I will go in together, try to draw him out. You circle round, go via the gorge and come in from the east. Find a spot near the river and get comfortable. Wait for us there.” He turned to regard the sun overhead. “I’m hoping by the time we get there, we’ll still have enough light to see by. When we get to the fire pit, take the beast from behind.” He smirked at his own words. “The sooner we finish it, the sooner I can take this one from behind.” He motioned to the woman again.
Kepler laughed as Taskin smirked.
###
Taskin waited, cautious; he observed the giant beast as it sniffed the shelter. He noted in indignation it was his shelter that the switcher probed. That would mean once they attacked it, it would soon cover his small stash in blood. He grimaced. He knew from experience that blood stains took ages to get out of clothes.
Taskin shifted his position to get more comfortable. He checked his loaded crossbow again for the umpteenth time. The crossbow bolt would not be effective against the switcher, except as a distraction.
Beasts of magic, created through a dark magic ritual, switchers kept their human intelligence while in beast form. Popular folklore said they existed to eat human flesh. Taskin knew from experience that mundane items could not harm such creatures. But enchanted weapons could penetrate their hide. Taskin shuddered. That would mean he would need to get within arm’s reach to attack it with his enchanted sword. He sniffed the air. He’d been careful to sit upwind of the beast, so he did not give himself away.
The switcher shifted. Without warning, it reared and growled as it stood upright. Bigger than an adult black bear, the white-furred monster sniffed the air. It rocked back and forth on its hind legs as it inhaled a deep breath. Its nostrils flared, which alarmed Taskin, as he assumed the creature had picked up his scent despite his precautions. He readied his crossbow and prepared to fire. He squatted down on his haunches as he readied to spring forward.
The switcher dropped to all fours, then shuddered in a sickening fashion. Taskin’s eyes widened, and he gulped. The monster convulsed and spasmed. The tracker’s eyes widened even further as the switcher changed. It got smaller. Then it was half-human, then it shrank more, until it assumed the form of a small human woman.
Taskin forgot the danger the switcher presented as he took in the sight before him. There stood a young woman. She stood upright, naked and filthy; but she had an exquisite figure. Her matted blonde hair was dirty. From where he lurked, Taskin leered at the naked woman with undisguised lust.
The woman stared straight at him and spoke.
“Come out, I know you’re there.”
Taskin looked around, his eyes wild. He hoped she spoke to someone else. She’d discovered him, so he stood and aimed the crossbow at the woman’s chest. She smiled.
“There you are.”
He nodded in response, the crossbow unmoved.
“Yes, here I am.” He moved a step closer. “What are you doing here?” His eyes darted about. He looked in desperation for signs of his companions. He noted in relief that Creel and Kepler were nearby. Kepler was right behind the woman, cloaked in shadow. Creel was not so obvious; off to her left, but he had his sword drawn and appeared ready to pounce.
“I’m just walking in the hills,” the woman said with feigned innocence. Taskin laughed.
“Yes, we get pretty naked girls out here all the time.” He sniggered. “Although most of the time they’re trying to run away from the camp, not standing in the middle of it.” The woman smiled.
“Yes, you have a woman with you. I want her.”
The woman’s knowledge of their captive unnerved Taskin, and he hesitated.
“What do you mean?” he asked. The switcher laughed.
“I mean, I wish to eat; I am hungry. You and your companions have a woman. You will rape her and then abandon her here to die.” She turned and pointed away from the camp behind her, where Kepler hid. “I wish to have her to feed before the coldness of death takes her. I want to feast on her warm flesh.” She turned back to Taskin, her eyes narrowed. “Do this for me and you and your companions will live.” She spun about and now faced Creel. “Do not, and I will feast upon all of you,” she said, her voice full of menace.
Creel must have understood there was little sense in remaining hidden when his quarry knew he was there. He strode into view, his sword held upright before him. He leered at the woman, wanton lust clear on his features, but came no closer.
“What the friggin’ hell makes you think you can come into our camp and demand my bedtime entertainment as food?” he challenged.
She laughed at the brigand, her tone mocking.
“Because I get what I want, little man. If you don’t give me what I want, I will tear out your heart and eat it in front of you.” She took a menacing step forward. He snickered.
“What’s your name?”
“Aurora de Valmont. What’s yours?”
“Dante. Dante Creel.”
“Pleased to meet you, Dante.”
“What are you really doing out here?” he asked.
“Troubles in Torun. I had to leave in a hurry. I’m sure you understand.”
“We’re a long way from Torun,” he said.
“There could be some work in it for you,” she replied.
“What sort of work?” Creel asked.
“Kill a man for me. I can tell you the details later.”
“That’s not a lot of information, girl,” he growled. She shrugged, then moved forward again.
“Do we have an agreement?”
“As long as you don’t put any clothes on, you can do what the fuck you want,” he said as he leered at Aurora.
Taskin relaxed at his boss’ words and lowered his crossbow. Kepler stepped out of his hiding place and moved forward with the captive bundled in his arms. He reached the campsite and dumped their victim on the ground. He turned to Creel and smirked.
“You first,” he said.
###




27.     Another round.

Later that day, Jade entered the top room of the tower. The outsider glanced up from the mess of scrolls and papers on his desk and glanced at her, his face grim. He placed the large handkerchief that had covered the cursed item on the desk. He held up his hands and showed her the small lump of obsidian. The light from the open window reflected off its sides, but it no longer emitted the slight green glow; she had noted that it stopped when Duncan had dispelled the curse on Margaret earlier.
“How does she fare?” he asked.
“Margaret’s well; both she and Lisette rest downstairs,” Jade replied. The young mage moved to a chair and sat across from Duncan at the desk. “Her parents have left to return to their home for some respite. It’s been a long few days for them.”
Duncan inclined his head and smiled again.
“Her baby will not be due for some time, but it seemed healthy,” he said. Jade returned his smile, but her face clouded in concern as she pointed to the volcanic glass.
“So what is that thing?” she asked.
He held it up to the light, but none pierced its depths.
“I’ve dismissed the magic it contained and removed its ability to inflict a curse upon anyone who touches it.” He shrugged as he placed it down on the desk again. “As far as where it came from or why it came into being, I’m not too sure.” He scratched his head with an annoyed look on his face. “I get the sense it’s something Xiphos should have known about or been able to find out.” He flicked an imaginary speck of dust from the collar of his shirt. “But I can’t for the life of me figure it out. I guess it’s just a lump of rock that was cursed.” Jade shrugged and smiled.
“I suppose that it’s possible; these things have existed for time beyond measure,” she said. “At least you saved Margaret, and it didn’t affect anyone else,” she said. He nodded in response. But then frowned before he continued.
“It’s odd though,” he said. “Her husband found it in Dunport, told her parents to bring her here, and then he disappeared,” he said with a frown. “It could be a coincidence, but it seems a bit of a stretch. We were in Dunport not too long ago.”
“But who could do that?” she asked. “Her husband, if we can believe them, is a sailor. The parents are common folk; good working folk, who mean no-one any harm,” she said, her brow furrowed in concern.
“I don’t know,” Duncan replied, perplexed. “I had an intimate connection with Margaret’s mind and psyche while I dispelled the curse. Everything they said is true. The husband is a lazy, dishonest person; but incapable of instigating a plot against us.” He frowned again. “Xiphos could create the curse, but he is out of the picture, so it can’t be him.” He turned to Jade, his expression thoughtful. “The King or his Court Mage? I don’t think Hardstaff can create a curse this powerful, but I could be wrong…” he trailed off. “I’d hope they wouldn’t endanger Margaret, a loyal citizen, like that, though.” He cupped his chin in his hand as he pondered. “I wonder why? Why would someone curse an object to get into the Archmage’s Tower?” He shrugged. “All they had to do was knock; we would let them in, anyway!” He smirked.
“I don’t know,” she replied, just as perplexed. “It’s got to be a coincidence,” she said to be positive. “Perhaps we can use some divination spells to find its origin?”
“I don’t know if that will work,” he replied. “I could see much about it when Margaret and I shared a connection. It shrouded its origin, protected by powerful magic. I’m not sure anything we can do could penetrate such a defence.”
She considered his words.
“You’re an archmage, and you say you can’t do this?”
“Correct,” he said. “It’s beyond even what Xiphos may have been able to do while he was alive.”
She shuddered.
“I can’t imagine what would be so powerful to create such a thing.” Then an idea occurred to her. “What if you were to communicate with the dead version of Xiphos, like a cleric communes with their god? Can you use the divination spells to reach into the spirit world and compel him to tell us what it is, where it came from?” Duncan shook his head.
“Divination looks into the current and gives answers. If I could find Xiphos there, there’d be no guarantee he’d know what we needed.”
“Why not?” she asked.
“Let me put it to you another way,” he said. “What makes you think that a spirit or anything in the spirit world can affect the real world? Or have any knowledge of hidden events?”
“Corvus did it once,” Jade replied. “Or at least he said he did. He helped the crown with a murder case. He contacted Becket Grovese in the afterlife. Becket told Corvus that his uncle, Slade Grovese, had arranged for Becket’s wife Bathilde to be murdered.”
“When was Becket’s wife murdered? Before or after Becket died?” Duncan asked.
“After,” Jade replied. “He’d been dead for years, but Corvus could not find Bathilde in the spirit world.”
“Becket is a spirit, an apparition. How would he know? He has the memories he had in life, but he can’t know who did that,” Duncan said.
“Why would he say it?” she asked.
“I don’t know. He’s probably just making shit up. Maybe he was a bit of a dickhead when alive. The same is probably true now he’s dead,” Duncan said with a snigger. “Why didn’t he try harder to talk to the spirit of Bathilde?” Jade looked at him blankly. Duncan laughed. “It sounds to me like Bathilde is still alive and they convicted Slade of a crime he didn’t commit.” Jade sat back, aghast. “Regardless, Xiphos would not know what we want to know unless he created the curse. And I’m sure he could not,” Duncan said. “At least, I think he can’t,” he muttered.
Jade did not know what to make of it. She shook her head and tried to find a positive. She brightened.
“At least Margaret is comfortable and resting,” she said.
Duncan smiled, relief plain on his face. They sat in silence for several minutes until Jade drummed her fingers on the top of the wooden desk. Duncan raised an eyebrow and looked at her.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. She sighed.
“What will we do if more people turn up and need care?” she asked, her face glum. Duncan snorted in amusement.
“We’ll hire a cleaner for a start,” he replied. “And a cook. How many times could it happen?” He laughed. “How many more women here in Torun can lose their husbands in the same month?”
It alarmed Jade for a moment until she realised he made a joke. Then her expression turned thoughtful as the clear beginning of an idea formed.
“Does Margaret have any skills, I wonder?” she mused.
Duncan stopped laughing and gawped at Jade, surprised.
“Why?” he asked. It was Jade’s turn to laugh.
“Well, neither of us are talented cooks. Maybe we could give her a job…? It would help with her recovery and maybe take her mind off her husband leaving her. Then we could concentrate on the research we’re doing.” Duncan’s brow furrowed.
“Well, that’s not such a bad idea,” he said eventually. “We seem to have a fair bit of coin that Corvus had left over, so… yeah, why not?” He paused. “Should we talk about it to Lisette first?” Jade appeared confused.
“What do you mean?” she asked. Duncan’s expression was thoughtful.
“Well, I don’t want to offer Margaret a job and have Lisette be all sad about it. After all, she was here first; in a manner of speaking.” He paused. “And she lost her husband first, but I guess that was my fault. I’m not too sure if there’s a pecking order amongst refugees…” he trailed off. His face brightened, and he ran his fingers across the letters on his new robe. “Lisette has embroidery skills!” Jade smirked.
“I’ll talk to both of them and see if they have any other talents and then offer them payment for anything. Cooking, cleaning, washing, anything.” Duncan smiled, a relieved expression on his face.
“Excellent, they can start straight away. What’s a fair wage?” Jade giggled.
“Leave that to me, Mister Outsider. You worry about the portal research. I’ll sort out the management of the tower.” They both laughed as she left the room.
###
The image that showed Margaret’s parents as they left the Archmage’s Tower faded and the crystal ball was dark once more. He’d heard what he wished to hear.
The mage who watched retracted his hand from the device and turned an inquisitive glance to the man who stood next to him, shrouded in darkness. In the gloom, the mage could just distinguish the man’s nod, then he cupped his chin in one hand. Soon, an exasperated sigh escaped his lips. He turned toward the mage and asked a question.
“So, the woman is inside the tower?”
The mage thought back to his earlier scrying session and considered his response before he replied.
“Yes,” he said simply. The man nodded again.
“And you have enchanted weapons?” This time, the mage nodded, but said nothing. “I hope you’re right,” the man said. “I trust magic weapons can destroy the outsider,” he said. The mage nodded again.
“It is true, the teachings of Gwonor the Elder advise of such. The book has never been wrong concerning gods, outsiders, and demons. As an outsider, he has the same characteristics as a demon; vulnerable to silver or magic weapons and is susceptible to banishment.”
“Have you found any helpful priests to banish him? They are notoriously silent regarding Hawkwind.” The mage shook his head.
“No, they are not cooperating as yet. I will continue to entreat their aid.”
“It’s frustrating that you cannot see inside the tower any longer,” the shrouded man said. The mage blushed, but then drew in a deep breath.
“I’m neither surprised nor shamed by my inability to scry the tower. We both know what happened before. He is too powerful. I cannot pierce the magical defences he has around himself. Or the tower.” He sniffed in indignation. “I am surprised that he has not detected my scrying. It may be possible he has too much on his mind.” The shrouded man nodded again.
“I trust your agent will be capable enough to report back?” he asked. The mage responded with a nod.
“She will be.” He nodded again. “She will be,” he repeated.
###
The watchman waved and turned away from the gate. He grasped the mechanism that would rotate the giant wooden wheel to close the portcullis.
Yarn Darkwood nodded in appreciation to acknowledge the man as he and his companion rode their horses through the northern gate of Torun. Yarn’s companion was Turgon Ancalímon, the elven priest of Khor. Many weeks ago, before Duncan had encountered Xiphos, Turgon had found a poisoned Duncan Hawkwind by the side of the road and had nursed him back to health. Turgon had returned to his wife and his temple a week ago to discover Yarn waited there for him. Once Yarn had explained Duncan’s request, Turgon had journeyed back to Torun with Yarn as soon as possible.
A devout priest of Khor, Turgon had entreated his god and prayed to determine if he should respond to the outsider’s request. More often than not, in response to his plea, he would have received a sensation, an instinct or notion that presented him with a sense that his course of action was correct.
Or not.
Turgon, as faithful and devout as he was in his worship, had been awestruck when Khor the All-Father Himself had appeared to him in a vision, in all of his divine majesty, and instructed him to continue to aid the outsider.
To contact his own people, Turgon needed to travel to Anavyr. Ships to Anavyr were rare and left from the port of Torun. So Turgon had travelled with Yarn to the city, and he hoped to see the outsider while he was here. Duncan believed the elves had the knowledge he lacked to find a portal, or how to manipulate one that would allow him to return home.
Turgon jarred back to the present when Yarn swung in his saddle and spoke to him.
“I wonder what monster escaped at the docks?” Yarn asked.
The gate watchmen had warned the two travellers that a monster had escaped from a ship in the docks and cautioned them to be wary. Turgon shrugged.
“From what the watchmen were saying, it was a rather nasty incident. I hope it didn’t injure anyone,” he replied. Yarn leaned forward in his saddle as he sought a more comfortable position.
“Sounds like the constabulary scared it off,” he said.
Turgon nodded in agreement; the watchman at the gate had said as much.
“Yes, let’s hope it causes no trouble in the city,” Turgon replied. He stopped and regarded Yarn in feigned amusement. “You have the look of a man who wants to track it down.” Yarn laughed.
“I have to admit, I’d prefer to find it and kill it before it causes any trouble.” Yarn gazed back toward the gate behind them. “The watchmen here are good, but alone or even a small group will not be a lot of use against an ogre, a switcher or something even fiercer.” He looked back at his elven companion. “I’ve always been the sort of fellow who helps those who cannot help themselves; so yes, I think I’d like to make sure the beast is driven off from the city or slain.” He paused; a contemplative look on his face. “I’d also be concerned if it were a harmless beast that dock workers enraged; through no fault of its own, it could become hunted.”
Turgon nodded again at the wise words of the giant pathfinder. He peered at the road ahead and craned his neck to see the top of the tower that glowed in the distance. The glow was visible even now in the late afternoon.
“I presume that,” he said, pointing, “to be the Archmage’s Tower?” Yarn looked to where the elf pointed and smiled.
“Yes, that’s it; it sticks out more than I would at a dwarven wedding.” He chuckled at his own humour.
Turgon smiled in response. Elves were tall, closer to the outsider’s six feet. Yarn was over six and a half feet tall. Dwarves did not grow over four feet.
“And that is where we will find them?” he asked. Yarn inclined his head, but then paused again as he considered his response.
“They’ll either be at the Archmage’s Tower or the Royal Swan Inn. We’ll call by the inn, because it’s on the way,” he said.
Turgon nodded once more. He’d heard so many stories from Yarn about the amazing events that had happened to Duncan. He looked forward to seeing the outsider again.
###
“Another round?”
Jongus looked at the half-full tankard of stout ale in front of him and then turned back to Derek. The dwarf shook his head and held out his hand, palm down, and covered the rim of his cup.
“Err, no thanks. I’m trying to turn over a new leaf. Ever since that nasty business back in Dunport,” Jongus said, as he looked up at Derek. “A leaf, a whole new forest, in fact. You go ahead, don’t let me slow you down.”
Derek the cleric did not need to be prompted any further. He signalled to the barmaid to bring another tankard as he drained the rest of the one in front of him. The priest’s burp echoed across the bar.
Jongus laughed at his friend’s casual attitude. The cleric had let his hair down this evening, and in a big way. The dwarf snorted in amusement. He’d let his hair down metaphorically, of course. Neither he nor Derek had much hair regrowth yet. They had elected to pay Duncan and Jade a surprise visit. Jongus had decided they were ready to venture out now that both of them supported at least a small amount of hair growth on their heads and beards. But more important; their eyebrows had also grown back.
“I’ll just have this one and then we can go, if you don’t mind?” Derek said.
“Of course, old chum!” Jongus beamed at Derek, his smile wide. “You drink your drink.” It had been Jongus’ decision to come into the inn, but Derek had drunk a pint and it now seemed like he had a taste for the ale. Jongus shifted in his chair and glanced up as the serving girl returned with Derek’s drink.
###




28.     One or two too many.

Duncan trudged toward the Royal Swan Inn. He felt like a drink. No, he corrected himself; he needed a different drink. He’d had more coffee in the past few weeks than he’d had in the past two years; and that included the preceding months of being home in Hobart. It had sent him a little hyper the first few days. But after he had come down from the small high, his body had adapted and he was happy to have his favourite drink back.
He was also the sole male inhabitant of a tower where three women lived; all of a similar age who all got along way too well. They had combined in their mysterious female sisterhood to make his life almost intolerable. Not in a bad way; but in the conspiratorial manner that women appeared to have, no matter where in the universe they existed. It seemed to Duncan that every time he walked into a room, the three women whispered and giggled; but then fell silent when he entered. He sighed. He was sure it was all in his head, wasn’t it?
Duncan had become exasperated with the behaviour. And so tonight he walked toward the inn, intent upon at least a few pints of the delicious, creamy ale that Brian the Barman brewed. Duncan hadn’t been to the inn very often since he and Jade had left mementos to Karnak and Angus on the memorial wall. He walked down the street with a determined stride. The golden glow of the lamps lit his way as he marched over the even cobblestones.
He paused for a moment and glanced upwards; the night was still and clear. The stars gleamed like millions of tiny gems in the dark curtain of night. He gazed with longing at the night sky. He searched out the upside-down Southern Cross once more, in the sky to the left of the Archmage’s Tower. It was his roadmap, his pathway home. Duncan needed to find a functional portal to align to his needs so he could return home. He’d done the research, and he was sure he could do it.
I just need a portal!
Duncan shook his head in wonder as a memory of Corvus’ research surfaced unbidden. For all of his faults, the mage had made sense of the insignificant points of light that appeared to move between the stars; insignificant but noticeable over the centuries. Corvus had concluded that they were other planets. Raised and schooled in the late twentieth century on Earth, this was information Duncan took for granted. But the insightful work that the former high mage had accomplished astounded him.
Duncan sighed again as his gaze lingered; he took in the cosmic beauty of the night sky. He hoped Yarn would find Turgon soon and bring him to Torun, so the outsider might make an approach to the elves. All the research and knowledge would count for naught unless he could find a functional portal. It was far too difficult to create one.
For starters, you need the design. Xiphos had one within his spell books, and Duncan had those. The design was a type of blueprint, an elaborate manuscript with sketched diagrams, complex measurements, detailed calculations, and precise instructions that take time to analyse and comprehend.
Next, you needed to be skilful enough to make sense of the manuscript. To understand how the blueprint worked. Duncan had this ability. He also tried to teach Jade how to do it. They also needed materials and a location. Duncan had examined Xiphos spell books. The portal creation needed an appropriate location to tie it to. For two reasons, one because opening a hole in the universe to connect two non-adjacent locations was dangerous. The risk of creating an uncontrolled rift in space… the thought was mind-boggling. And the second reason was to keep innocent bystanders away. It needed to be a secret, secure location, so the chances of casual use were non-existent.
It also took time. To ensure all went well, the ritual took months. Months Duncan did not want to wait. He sighed.
I guess if we don’t find one, I’ll just have to do it myself, anyway.
Plan A remained; asking the elves for help. Plan B; do it yourself. He smiled.
His smile faded as he thought again of Karnak. His shoulders dropped, and he stared at his own left hand, as if that hand were a copy of the one hand Karnak had when Corvus killed him.
I should have seen that attack coming. I should have protected them.
Duncan had this thought for what seemed the millionth time. He wished Karnak could be here. He thought back to the first time he’d fought in the arena. Afterward, dear, sweet Aurelia had healed him. Karnak had berated him for forgetting everything he’d taught Duncan, and then made him practise until he got better. He’d introduced him to current and flow. Duncan smiled. Karnak had made him a better person. He owed Karnak a great debt.
But how do I repay that debt? He’s dead.
He contemplated that for a few more moments. It was a debt that may never be settled. Strangely, the thought brought with it a feeling of peace.
After a few minutes, he turned and continued his walk. As he stepped, he noticed a slight movement from the corner of his eye. He smiled to himself. At the periphery of his vision, Captain Crieus and his merry band of shadows lurked as they maintained their observation.
Duncan tried his hardest to appear as if he had not noticed the men. He rolled his eyes and continued to walk toward the inn.
###
Crieus turned from his observation of the Archmage to his runner, Gudera.
“Time to report, lad,” he instructed. “Head back to the General and advise him that the Archmage is going to the Royal Swan and appears to be alone.” He frowned. “Tell the general he stood in the street and stared at the sky for many minutes, but did nothing more, until he again walked toward the inn.” He stopped and peered at the man who moved away from them along the street. “You’d better tell the General he has changed his clothing; he wears a dark blue or black robe.” Gudera raised an eyebrow.
“Sir?”
“Don’t question me lad, it might be important. No-one knows what is normal with the Archmage.”
Gudera nodded in acknowledgment and took off at a sprint toward the castle. As he watched the runner stride out, Crieus noticed a flicker of movement from behind the Archmage. Startled, he placed his hand on his weapon, but calmed almost straight away when he saw who followed Hawkwind along the street.
###
Lisette scattered another handful of chicken feed across the ground in front of the excited birds. She pursed her lips and glared at the chickens in annoyance. Duncan had left the tower earlier, and Jade had also gone out a short while ago. Margaret still rested in her room. The curse that Duncan had lifted had left the girl frail, while the initial stages of pregnancy also drained her energy.
This left Lisette with little to do to occupy her time, as it wasn’t safe to move about the tower alone without at least one mage. Feeding poultry at night wasn’t high on her to-do list; but it was better than being alone in the tower. The lantern’s glow beat back the darkness, but cast shadows in the far corners of the yard.
The whole place gave her the creeps. When the mages were present, it was bearable, but as soon as they were absent, the building took on an air of foreboding.
It was hard to explain, but the Archmage’s Tower seemed to have a personality of its own, and when Duncan or Jade were absent, the personality was ‘grumpy’. It made her uncomfortable, but she knew she would get used to it, eventually.
She moved to the small stable and stared at Colla, Jade’s horse. The moody animal stood in her stall and regarded Lisette in silence; a bland expression on her equine features. The horse’s ears flopped in a manner Lisette almost considered cute; like an overgrown dog.
Colla’s name had become a source of amusement at the tower in recent days. Jade had named her after a pet cat she once owned. Duncan had derived great enjoyment when he informed the younger mage that in a language of his homeland, ‘colla’ meant ‘glue’. It horrified Jade. Since then, Duncan referred to the animal as ‘clag’ and ‘supa’. Lisette did not understand what these words meant, but presumed they were a source of amusement in his homeland.
Of his home, he said little; in fact, he said nothing at all. His native language differed from any spoke in Syrane, but he spoke Syranish like a native, albeit with a slight accent. Otherwise, she did not know where he came from. As close as she got to Jade, the one subject the young mage would not discuss was the Archmage’s origin.
They had their secrets.
Colla stamped in her stable. The sudden noise distracted Lisette. She turned to glare at the horse. The animal became more and more moody by the day! She looked at the horse and saw that Colla’s ears were up, and nostrils flared. The jittery mare moved back and forth in her stall.
Crack!
Lisette jumped in alarm at the sudden sound. Colla reared, bucked and kicked the back wall of the stable again, her hooves struck the wall with unbridled ferocity. The impact made another loud boom. Behind her, Lisette could hear the chickens squawk as they scrabbled away. Colla reared once more and neighed in an agitated way.
Startled, Lisette stumbled backward, away from the frantic animal. As she lurched back out of reach of Colla’s flailing hooves, she realised too late that something was amiss. Something had caused the animals to act this way.
Turning, she came face to face with a creature of nightmare; a grotesque and terrifying abomination. Lisette screamed and lurched backward toward the horse stall. The creature took the form of an enormous man clad in luminescent plate armour. He held an evil-looking sword in one gauntleted fist, with a crosspiece that resembled a serpent. The blade smouldered with a repulsive green radiance, and the runes upon its blade emitted a fiercer, intense gleam.
“Hello, woman,” it said in an awful, rasping voice. As the grinning death’s-head moved toward her, it paralysed Lisette in terror. Her knees buckled, and she fell to the ground. As her vision clouded, she saw the hideous visage come closer; its hand extended. Then she fainted dead away.
###
Jongus laughed as he moved toward the door of the Royal Swan Inn and waved to Brian and the other serving staff. Behind him, Derek stumbled. The priest had imbibed far more than was usual for him in a brief time, and the effects of too much drink showed as he reached out and grabbed Jongus’ shoulder to steady himself.
“Sho, what did you do, when the womansh hushband locked the door?” He slurred his words and stumbled into the dwarf. Jongus smirked in response to the cleric’s clumsiness.
“Well, it was fortunate for me they had a large dog,” he replied. He stopped and helped Derek steady himself. The pickled priest frowned in confusion.
“How did that help?” Derek wavered, unsteady on his feet as he peered cross-eyed at the dwarf. Jongus laughed.
“Well, old chum, I was stuck inside the house and very much did not want the lady’s husband to discover our affair. I needed to escape without being noticed!” He laughed again as Derek’s eyes crossed over; then rolled back toward their normal positions. “I couldn’t pick the lock of the front door while they sat on the divan a few feet away.” He considered for a moment. “Although, in a stroke of luck for me, the divan faced away from the door. But I noticed they had a dog. I also noticed they’d built in a small hatch in the front door. It was for the dog to get in and out of the house, so they didn’t have to open the door themselves. So, I snuck out of the doggy door!”
Derek guffawed and snorted. A small amount of mucus leaked out of his nose as he’d laughed, but in his inebriated state, he did not notice it. The sight caused Jongus to giggle.
Still giggling, Jongus’ ears pricked up when he heard a noise that came from outside of the door to the inn. The dwarf thought for a moment he might have heard shouting outside. He could not make it out. Maybe it sounded like a watchman, perhaps? He shrugged and turned back to Derek, who still laughed and dripped snot.
“On a serious note,” Jongus went on as he reached for the front door of the inn, “As I mentioned before, I’m turning over a new leaf. Now I will not drink as much, not ah… sleep about as much. I also need to stop the innuendo about my sexual stamina.” He paused as he grasped the door handle. “Day two and so far, so good.” He smirked again. “I hope I can keep it up.”
Derek roared with laughter, and the mucus from his nose splattered onto his tunic. It landed smack bang in the middle of the prominent holy symbol of Khor.
Jongus giggled again at the sight. He hoped that he and the priest had not just committed an act of sacrilege. He grasped the door handle and turned it to open the door.
###
Duncan continued toward the inn. He took a moment for reflection. He had very fond memories of this inn. It was one of the best things he’d found in Syrane. A local pub where he might hang out, be ‘just Duncan’, and not be Duncan Hawkwind; outsider, wanted criminal, archmage or anyone else. He’d many wonderful memories of the place, even the twerking incident with Angus McHenry Bloodaxe the Third. May he rest in peace. He reached for the front door to the inn when a voice calling from behind made him pause.
“Duncan!” Jade strode toward him. He looked at her with concern. Was she angry?
“Yes? What’s wrong, my sweet?” he asked as he moved back toward her.
“What’s wrong?” She stopped in confusion. “Nothing’s wrong. I thought you could use some company.” She walked up to him and looked at the outsider expectantly.
“Oh, ah… okay,” he said, confused. Jade went on.
“Well, we have had no privacy since Lisette, and now Margaret arrived. I thought it would be a good time,” she said.
“We haven’t…” he trailed off in disbelief. “You’ve spent every minute of every day with them. Every time I see you, Lisette and Margaret are with you.” He glowered at her, his exasperation clear on his face. “I didn’t realise you wanted to spend some time together.” She smiled, hesitant.
“Look,” she said. “We’ve not spoken much since the night Lisette came to the tower,” she began. “I wanted you to know that I’m sorry.” His brow creased, surprise showed clearly on his face.
“Sorry? What are you sorry for?”
“I’m sorry for what happened,” Jade said as she chewed her bottom lip.
“You’ve nothing to be sorry for,” Duncan replied. He pressed a hand to his chest. “Nothing happened…”
Jade blushed and interrupted him.
“I… I know,” she said. “I mean, I was sorry to distract you from your search, your quest to get home.” She stopped, flustered. “I mean, I know we almost kissed….” She turned an impressive crimson colour. “But that doesn’t mean we’ll get married. I mean, you’re already married, and it wasn’t anything…” she trailed off.
“Wasn’t anything,” he said, his smile wide.
“Yes, that’s right, I knew you’d see my point,” she said, relief apparent on her face. Duncan rolled his eyes and sighed in frustration.
Wasn’t anything.
Yes, best leave it at that.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go have a quiet drink.” He reached for the door to the inn again.
###
Crieus shared a shrewd smile with the remaining men and rolled his eyes at the two mages in the street. They had chosen the thoroughfare to have a heart-to-heart discussion. He grinned again. This should be a source of amusement. He settled in his hidey hole when a gasp from one of his men made him turn. A whispered rebuke died on his lips, and his mouth fell open in horror; every muscle in his body seemed to come unwound. Every inch of his skin broke out in gooseflesh as he gazed upon the nightmare that strode down the street toward the two mages.





29.     Bring out your dead.

“Outsider.”
The hair on the back of Duncan’s neck stood up at the sound of the voice from behind him. He turned around, disbelief etched into his face as he beheld Ezekiel, his former servant. The wraithknight’s hellish crimson gaze bored deep into his own eyes.
Duncan’s reaction was swift; he invoked a protective barrier of shimmering force to protect Jade, who stood nearby in the inn’s doorway. She stared at Ezekiel, mute with shock. The outsider began the casting of a spell that would bathe the area in bright, burning sunlight. As he neared the apex of his spell casting, he noted with some confusion that the wraithknight stood still. His arms outstretched, his great iron gauntlets held upright, palms faced outwards, his longsword sheathed behind his back. Duncan could have sworn the undead knight wanted to talk.
Lost for words for a moment, he paused his spell and spoke.
“Ah, Ezekiel, um… good to see you. Everything okay back at Olfaern?” he asked.
The sepulchral features of the wraithknight were unchanged as he spoke with his inhuman voice.
“My master Xiphos is no more, yet I am not free. You must release me,” Ezekiel said.
Duncan stared open-mouthed at the ghoulish apparition in front of him. He tried to speak, but confusion rendered him lost for words. He tried again.
“What?” Duncan blinked. “You want me to set you free, to release you, like out into the wild or something?” If the undead abomination could have sighed, it would have.
“No, you misunderstand. I want to be at peace. Release me to the afterlife.”
Duncan regained his composure and considered Ezekiel’s request. He frowned as a question occurred to him.
“So, what happened to Xiphos after I left?”
“My master is no more. You destroyed his physical form,” Ezekiel replied, his tone mechanical. Duncan clicked his tongue with impatience.
“Yes, that happened before I left. I departed Olfaern because he had returned as a revenant. What happened to that creature?” he asked. Ezekiel paused, as if to consider his response.
“I ventured into the laboratory after you had escaped from the tower. The revenant collapsed on the floor. I ground his skull to dust; I hoped with my master’s ultimate death, it would release me.” The wraithknight clenched his mailed fist. “I was not, so I have sought you out.”
The wraithknight’s words puzzled Duncan.
“I’m a little surprised that you could do that.” He paused and stroked his chin, his expression thoughtful. “When Xiphos created you, he imbued in you complete unadulterated obedience. You should not be able to stomp on him; to attack him, even if he was not ‘normal’.”
“I presume, outsider,” Ezekiel began in his slow, deliberate manner. “That it was because my master was not as he once was, that I could. The compulsion to serve Xiphos left me when you departed the tower.” He paused again, and repeated, this time more insistently. “You must release me outsider, I ache to be free of this unnatural existence.”
“How did you leave?” Duncan asked. “The tower is still underground.”
“Yes. I excavated a channel out from the window you shattered to leave.”
The wraithknight’s response had set Duncan on his guard, but he wasn’t as well-versed as Xiphos in the exact nature of Ezekiel’s servitude. He wasn’t sure why he experienced such unease, but he didn’t want to take any chances with the powerful undead monster. Ezekiel’s gaze remained steady.
Ezekiel’s answer also mystified Duncan. What little he kept of Xiphos’ memories did not consider the possibility that the lych would lose much of his powers to an outsider who could not die.
Mind you, in the entire history of the universe, I can’t see how anyone could have predicted that train of events. That said, I was wrong about the undead being able to leave Olfaern. Am I wrong about anything else?
He shrugged. He’d have to add it to his to do list once he returned to the tower.
“You came here from Olfaern?” Duncan asked.
“Yes. I dug free of the tower and travelled at night,” the wraithknight replied.
Duncan opened his mouth to respond when a slight movement from the side distracted him. He turned his head and saw Crieus and his watchmen, who looked stupefied with terror. The outsider had lost track of the soldiers since just before he’d spoken to Jade. He’d been so focussed on his walk to the inn, and then on the strange conversation he’d had with Jade.
He turned back to the monster that confronted him again and sighed. It would be best to deal with this in private, otherwise this could turn into a shit sandwich quickly. He needed to get Ezekiel out of the street before the watchmen panicked and did something silly. He turned back and gazed in despair at the door to the inn. There would be no quiet drink tonight.
“Okay Ezekiel, you’d better come with us.” He motioned back toward the tower and attempted to usher Ezekiel in front of him as fast as possible.
But the undead knight would not be rushed, despite his stated desire to be released from his existence. Duncan dismissed the spell of protection he had cast and smiled at Jade. The younger mage, unmoved from the doorway to the inn, gawped at Duncan in horror and cried out in alarm.
“Duncan, what is that thing?” she shrieked. He smiled again in reassurance.
“Ezekiel is a wraithknight, created by Xiphos. He was at the tower, Olfaern, when events went pear-shaped for Xiphos and I gained his magical abilities. I thought he could not leave the tower, but it seems I was wrong.” He motioned to the mail-clad apparition before them. “When Xiphos created him, his loyalty to Xiphos was paramount. But it seems my interruption may have caused some displacement in the magic that created Ezekiel.”
Duncan frowned in confusion. What was it Ezekiel had said? Had he destroyed Xiphos, the revenant? Was that possible? He shook his head and hoped he wasn’t wrong about his assumptions. But he recognised the need for haste.
“He says he destroyed Xiphos’ last physical form, which I didn’t think was possible. But again, the usual rules don’t seem to relate when I get involved.” Duncan shrugged. “Now he wants release to the afterlife. I get the impression that will involve us needing to retrieve the Sphere from Mergoth’s temple, regardless of what happens.” He brightened. “I guess if Xiphos is no longer a threat, then we don’t need to stop him from getting his greedy little undead claws on it, do we?”
Jade nodded, a look of uncertainty on her face. She seemed mostly satisfied with his response, despite her initial panic at the sight of the fearsome creature. Jade turned to walk back to the Archmage’s Tower. She gave the immobile wraithknight a wide berth as Duncan hurried to catch up. The outsider prodded Ezekiel as he tried to get the wraithknight to move along the street in front of him.
The sudden appearance of armed men forced them to stop. They appeared, almost as if from nowhere, in front of them. Captain Crieus and his men stood before them, each man presented arm’s width apart, weapons drawn. The massive wraithknight stopped. His mailed fist reached across his shoulder to grasp the pommel of his longsword.
Alarmed, Duncan held up his hands. He moved in front of Ezekiel and called out.
“Okay, let’s all just hold on a moment here; do nothing stupid,” the outsider called out. He kept his voice calm and even.
“Wait right there!” called Captain Crieus in an authoritative tone. “What have you brought into our city?” he yelped. “What is that? Is that the creature that escaped from the docks this morn?”
Behind him, Duncan heard a slight ring of metal on metal as the wraithknight’s longsword came free of its scabbard. He held up his hand as he turned to the wraithknight and spoke.
“Ezekiel, stop!” he ordered.
The wraithknight glanced at Duncan and hissed in his sinister voice.
“If these men attack me, I will defend myself, outsider.” He held his longsword upright, a slight emerald glow emanated from the blade. “I will destroy them,” he said with menace.
Duncan wondered for a moment what had caused the wraithknight’s blade to glow. It had never done so in the thousand years before now. Distracted, he remembered the tenuous situation and moved between the wraithknight and the watchmen. He stood with his palms held outwards toward the men.
“Captain, call off your men,” he said in a commanding voice. “There is naught you can do here.” He glanced at Ezekiel from the corner of his eye and muttered to the wraithknight. “Were you down at the docks this morning?”
###
Ezekiel ignored the question and stood behind the outsider. He also ignored the armed watchmen that threatened him. His keen gaze focussed upon Duncan’s unprotected back, as the outsider stood between the wraithknight and the watchmen.
The compulsion was strong.
###
Captain Crieus paused. Behind him, the two watchmen who remained also waited. They all realised they were in way over their heads. He eyeballed the undead monstrosity that stood behind the Archmage and Jade and then glanced back at his men. From the looks upon their faces, the watchmen experienced a terror that defied reason, yet their years of preparation ensured that they stood their ground. He calmed down a little as the creature lowered its sword from above its head and now held the weapon by its side as if it waited. Crieus swallowed hard.
###
Duncan lowered his hands and relaxed. He was thankful that it seemed as if the watchmen would take the logical course and not attack Ezekiel. The outsider considered the potential consequences if they had attacked. He would have intervened, of course. But while back in Olfaern he could command Xiphos’ former servant, out here the powerful wraithknight appeared a little more free-willed.
The formidable undead could escape his control, but the magic he commanded had the potency to destroy Ezekiel. He glanced around at the street and shuddered. He wasn’t sure he would be comfortable to unleash that destructive power in a residential area. The memory of the throne room was still too fresh.
###




30.     Nothing’s worse than a backstabber.

Jade glanced at the watchmen and then turned to look at Duncan, who stood next to her, his face calm. His hands rested by his side, but his intense gaze never left the watchmen. He seemed relaxed, but she knew he was ready to restrain the men if they attacked; for their own safety. She risked a quick peek at the monster that stood behind Duncan and shuddered. It was awful.
Before she could react, Ezekiel hefted his sword and struck. He lunged forward with terrifying speed and power and thrust the longsword into the outsider’s unprotected back.
Jade looked on in horror as Duncan tensed. His mouth flew open, and an almost comical look of surprise crossed his face. The glowing emerald blade appeared from the front of his stomach and blood erupted from the wound to spatter upon the ground.
###
Duncan felt the blade penetrate his back, slide through his lung and out the front of his torso. He stared, incredulous, at the glowing blade as it emerged from his chest. The physical pain was unbearable; but familiar. Since he’d come to Syrane, he’d had sharp bits of metal shoved through his chest more times than he could count. The anguish he suffered was much, much worse. The pain of betrayal he had experienced just a few weeks ago, in Dunport, when Corvus had ambushed him and his friends.
And now, again.
No, not again!
He tried to draw breath, but as before, when he had been impaled, there was nowhere for the air to go. His lungs would not inflate.
“My master sends his regards, outsider,” Ezekiel sneered. The emerald glow of Ezekiel’s sword flashed and then subsided.
Duncan tried to cast a spell, one that would propel the wraithknight away from him; but he could not draw breath; no air would enter his lungs. Blood erupted from his mouth as he coughed, which aggravated the wound caused by Ezekiel’s sword. The outsider tried to focus; tried to determine a spell that could help him escape this injury, but his mind would not respond.
He felt the same tug, an almost sting-like pain he had experienced before, when he had removed the curse from Margaret. Duncan realised with shock he could not reach into the magical current, the wells of power and arcane might he had taken from Xiphos. He experienced a moment of panic.
What’s going on? This doesn’t feel right!
The longsword that Ezekiel had thrust into Duncan pulsed. Waves of agony crashed through the outsider’s body. Its eerie green glow intensified and lightened the area. It cast grotesque shadows across Jade and the stunned watchmen. In an instant, the glowing weapon sucked the life from Duncan, but it did not kill the outsider. Instead, it drained the mystical strength of Xiphos that Duncan himself had had thrust upon him throughout a similar transference a few weeks ago.
In that moment, Duncan considered it wasn’t an actual betrayal as he had taken the lych’s power from him; and Ezekiel served the ancient archmage. He should have realised when he saw the glowing blade that something was amiss. Something about Ezekiel that was not the same as it was before. The outsider had presumed the difference was his release from the yoke of Xiphos, but it was now apparent that it was far more sinister.
Further down the street, the glow emitted by the Archmage’s Tower dimmed alarmingly.
Ezekiel withdrew the sword, all before the bystanders could react. The longsword glowed with a green luminosity that dazzled those nearby. It was painful to behold, despite being coated in Duncan’s blood that smeared the length of the blade. The wraithknight shoved him from behind and the outsider sprawled onto the street at Jade’s feet.
“Duncan!” she screamed. Jade scrabbled forward and dropped to the ground to cradle Duncan in her arms.
The watchmen, still in shock at what they had seen, readied their weapons and looked to their Captain for guidance. Captain Crieus swallowed again, drew his own sword, and readied his shield. He prepared to order his men to their doom.
###
Yarn led his horse along the narrow city lane and turned back to where Turgon followed.
“The Royal Swan is just up around this next corner,” Yarn said. The elf smiled in thanks and led his own mount onwards along the cobblestone lane.
Turgon considered their route. They had followed almost a straight line toward the Archmage’s Tower the whole way from the gate. He suspected that he could have found the inn without effort by himself. The tower loomed just ahead of them now, visible past the corner that Yarn showed him.
Turgon was, however, happy for Yarn’s company. He rarely visited towns and wasn’t fond of human cities. He preferred to be with his wife, to tend to their temple, or on the road, upon his horse, with the wind in his hair. Human cities suffered from overcrowding, were poorly built, and they stank. He would be happy to be gone from this place as soon as possible.
Ahead of him, Yarn stopped. He appeared to listen, but it was uncertain what he could hear. The big pathfinder held up his hand and motioned for Turgon to wait. The elven cleric stopped. His horse sensed his trepidation and neighed nervously. Turgon made soothing noises and patted his horse’s muzzle to calm the animal.
Ahead, he could hear a shout that came from around the corner. Turgon appreciated the pathfinder’s cautious approach, as he did not wish to be led into any drunken mayhem as one could find in such a big city.
Then came another cry. A woman’s voice screamed in anguish.
‘Duncan!’
Yarn took one look back at Turgon and nodded, his face grim as he drew his sword and charged around the corner.
###
Jongus opened the door of the inn to the sound of a woman’s cry.
‘Duncan!’
He acted on instinct. Jongus reached for his sword in the same moment as he thrust open the door. He bounded from the inn and into a scene straight out of a nightmare. In front of him stood what appeared to be a large man, bigger even than Yarn Darkwood! He was clad in plate armour. His longsword glowed an offensive green colour. The enormous fellow blocked Jongus’ view of the street, but the dwarf could make out at least two watchmen beyond the massive warrior.
The watchmen approached with caution while the armoured man moved to his left and hissed in annoyance. Jongus could now see beyond the massive warrior where a man lay on the ground. The man groaned in pain; his head cradled by a woman. Blood coagulated under the man’s back on the ground.
Jongus realised with a start that the man was Duncan Hawkwind! Jade held Duncan and called his name while she pressed her hand down onto his chest. It seemed she tried to stem the flow of blood. Jongus viewed the scene in horror. He turned his gaze back to the big swordsman and gasped in genuine shock at what he saw.
The wraithknight’s countenance was enough to make hardened men weep in terror, so frightful was he. His malevolent gaze burned deep into the dwarf’s eyes. The undead monstrosity hissed at him, a raspy, horrid noise that caused the dwarf to take a step backward in alarm. Jongus, despite his often immature outlook and puerile attempts at humour, was an experienced adventurer, and capable in a crisis. Despite the undead knight’s fearsome appearance, Jongus swallowed hard and stepped forward to engage.
“Derek!” he called to the priest behind him. “Beware! Undead!”
Emboldened at the capable dwarf’s appearance, the watchman paced forward and moved past Jade as she cradled Duncan in her arms. The men advanced, weapons raised to attack.
The undead monster hissed again and wasted no time in charging to attack. He struck out at the soldiers. The monster parried the first man’s blow on the blade of his longsword and stepped inside the next man’s defence. He thrust with his weapon and impaled the watchman. The abomination shouldered the next man out of the way as he swung his glowing blade backhanded at the first watchman and severed the man’s head. The man’s body dropped limply to the ground; the head fell nearby.
Jongus charged forward and wished he’d thought to bring his crossbow. He chided himself as he considered the ridiculous idea.
Who the hell brings a crossbow to an evening drinking at an inn?
He was lucky to have strapped on his sword. The watchman that the undead monster had rammed regained his feet and attacked from the creature’s left. Jongus moved to his own left, so they stood at least a slight chance to flank it to gain an advantage. Jongus swung his sword at the monster. His enthusiasm waned when he saw his sword looked like a small dinner knife when compared with the glowing longsword; the longsword that was on target to cut off Jongus’ head!
Jongus’ eyes widened, and he gulped. He abandoned his ineffectual strike and rolled away. The dwarf avoided the same fate as the decapitated watchman by a narrow margin.
He heard the ‘swoosh’ of the keen blade as it cut through the air he’d just vacated. As Jongus came out of his roll, the watchman on the other side feinted, ducked and hit the creature, which distracted it from Jongus. But in return, the undead monster landed a powerful blow on the watchman’s shield. The strike shattered the solid wooden defence; wood and iron bindings cascaded to the ground. The watchman cried out in pain and dropped away from the undead creature as he brought his weapon back again to finish the man.
Jongus pounced and swung his sword hard, twice. He scored two resonant hits upon the creature’s armour. The monstrosity wheeled about and spun its sword in a two-handed grip. It pivoted to slash at the dwarf. Jongus ducked underneath the powerful swings and struck again. This time he hit the monster as high as he could upon its armoured chest.
Jongus repositioned again. He figured that if he stood still long enough, he would end up chopped up or run through. The dwarf threw himself backwards and avoided being scalped once more. He stopped to consider the situation, for he knew to give in to distraction was suicide. Jongus knew that to keep at least half a step ahead was his sole hope of survival, unless a miracle happened.
Derek chose that exact moment to open and stagger through the door to the inn, which had swung shut behind Jongus. The priest hadn’t heard or taken heed of the dwarf’s warning of the imminent danger they faced. He gawked around at the street with a look of confusion on his face.
Their opponent, however, did not take well to the sudden appearance of a priest of Khor. Oblivious to the quantity of ale the cleric had imbibed, the monster strode away from Jongus and lunged at the cleric. He must have perceived the priest to be a greater threat. Jongus would have agreed with the choice, but he got the impression that right at that moment, Derek would not have been capable enough to banish an undead mosquito.
Derek appeared confused as the blade whistled toward him with unerring accuracy. He stumbled backward. His survival instinct overrode his drunken state as he fell over, back inside the door of the inn and out of immediate harm’s way.
Relieved, Jongus looked over to where Jade and Duncan lay. The young mage regained her feet and cast a spell. Years of experience had taught Jongus that he needed to distract the monstrosity for a few moments more to allow Jade to finish her spell.
Jongus leaped forward and swung his sword again and connected with the ancient plate mail with a satisfying ‘clang’. His strike had no discernible effect on the monster, but the spell Jade cast did. The creature struggled with all of its considerable might as invisible bands of mystic energy contained him. Thrashing and twisting, the undead knight spat obscenities at the mage. Jade stood astride Duncan’s prone form, her hands outstretched. The strain of the concentration required to hold the spell showed upon her face. Jongus moved forward, sword raised, and looked for a gap in the impenetrable armour so he could stab the creature.
Then, as if he broke a wrestler’s bear hug, the creature flexed and broke free of Jade’s spell of binding. He threw his arms in the air, while the glowing sword continued to bathe the area outside of the inn in a vile green radiance. Jade cried out as she took an involuntary step backward from the rebounded magical energy. The creature’s sudden movement caused Jongus’ strike to miss its mark and glance off the armour of the undead knight.
The past few weeks of recovery and subsequent inactivity took their toll; sweat poured down Jongus’ face and into his eyes and his breath laboured. He felt a moment of panic.
The undead knight spun and swung his longsword again. His blade came in a tight arc parallel to the ground at Jongus’ unprotected head. The dwarf’s eyes widened again, and he flinched in reflex; he knew in his heart he could not defend against the speed and power of the knight’s blow.
Without warning, the blade stopped with an ear-splitting clang. Sparks flew as the sword’s lethal arc stopped, intercepted by another blade of equal size. The impact jarred Jongus’ teeth! The dwarf recoiled from the interlocked blades, the hilts of both weapons locked mere inches from his face. Jongus peeked up in relief at the steel blade of Yarn Darkwood that had blocked the strike of the undead fiend. Jongus ducked and rolled between Yarn’s outspread legs. He twisted and regained his feet. He looked on in awe as the giant pathfinder and the undead monster strained against each other.
Yarn, his stance wide, locked his jaw in grim determination as he held the glowing green sword at bay. The monster moved first to break the impasse and pivoted away. With extraordinary speed, the undead knight unleashed a flurry of blows at Yarn, but the pathfinder responded and blocked each stab and swing. Each resounding impact reverberated from the longswords and caused Jongus to flinch as he looked on in awe at the combatants. Yarn and the monster he fought were of similar size and fought with a similar method; they even used the same sweeping style of attack. Jongus knew, though, that Yarn would tire, whereas the undead monster would not experience fatigue.
However, Yarn was not alone in the fight. As Jongus looked on, several small globes of light impacted on the monster’s armoured form. The lights did minor damage, but slowed the creature enough that Yarn’s strikes penetrated the undead’s defence. Beyond the two combatants, the dwarf saw Jade finish her spell and turn back to Duncan’s motionless form.
Jongus didn’t know how Yarn was on the street at just the right time to save his life, but he had to admit he was prepared to chalk it up to a ‘miracle’. He chanced another glance at Jade to see if she and Duncan were all right; but a sudden blinding light bedazzled him. He lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the unexpected radiance that forced him to squint to see through the glare. Jongus could just make out a man-like figure, silhouetted by an incredibly pure bright halo of light. As he watched, the person spoke.
“I banish thee in the name of Khor the All-Father. Be gone, you noxious fiend, depart this place or face the judgement of his holy fire.” The man spoke with an unusual accent; yet his words were clear and strong. The priest emphasised each word and thrust his upstretched hands forward, toward the undead knight as it continued to lock swords with Yarn.
Jongus felt immediate relief, confident that they could overcome the monster.
But the effect on the undead knight was not quite what Jongus expected. He did not turn to dust or flee, as had the ghouls they had faced in the temple last year. Instead, he snarled and hissed at the priest as Yarn sought to press his advantage. The creature continued to trade blows with the pathfinder while he backed away to distance himself from the divine power of the priest of Khor.
Jongus leaped forward and moved behind the creature. He sought to help Yarn by flanking it, together with the remaining watchman who had regained his feet. Jongus landed one glancing blow before the undead knight snarled again. The monster twisted and sidestepped, which allowed him to place his back to the wall of a nearby building. Despite the loss of their advantage, the two seasoned adventurers pressed hard to force the creature further away from Jade and Duncan.
Before anyone could react, a bright bolt of pure energy pierced the night and crashed into the chest of the undead monster. He spun away from the three defenders, forced backward by the impact. The monster cursed and tried to flee. He parried a blow from Yarn and charged straight at Jongus.
What he lacked in height, Jongus more than made up for in courage and bravery. He stood his ground, but the impact of the massive undead warrior clad in plated steel armour proved more than Jongus could defend.
His breath escaped with a loud ‘Oof’, as he crashed to the ground. The monster did not press his advantage. Instead, he fled. He rushed over to the prone dwarf and around past the corner of the inn, Yarn in pursuit.
“Come, my steed.”
The sepulchral knight’s horrible voice made Jongus’ skin crawl; but his reaction intensified when the wraithknight came back from around the corner, mounted on a hellish nightmare of an undead horse. The horse’s eyes glowed crimson as its iron-shod hooves clacked on the cobblestone street. Behind him, Jongus heard Jade cast another spell as the undead knight galloped away. She finished her spell, but the fiery glowing globes had little effect; the monster and his grotesque mount shuddered from the impact, but continued to gallop away.




31.     What just happened.

“After him!” an urgent voice cried out from nearby. Several watchmen appeared as if from nowhere and sprinted off down the street in pursuit of the wraithknight. Jongus glanced about and noticed several more people had converged on the area. Yarn placed his large hand on the dwarf’s shoulder and rested. His breath came in sharp gasps.
Nearby, the watchman who’d attacked the undead knight with them had an animated discussion with another man who wore mage robes. It took Jongus a moment to recognise Parker Hardstaff, the Court Mage.
That would explain the magical light-bolt-thing.
Approaching Jongus and Yarn was a priest of Khor, who had an unusual countenance. He was of average height, but he had an almost gaunt build. The tips of his ears tapered to a point at the ends. Yarn drew a deep breath before he spoke and introduced Turgon Ancalímon, whom Yarn had brought to Torun.
“Jongus, this is Turgon, the priest of Khor I went to find.” He patted Jongus in a companionable fashion on the shoulder. “Turgon, Jongus Bloodaxe.” The elf and dwarf shook hands, their faces solemn. Yarn drew in another deep breath and exhaled. He gazed down at Jongus, his expression grim. “Look after the others. I’m going after that thing.”
Without another word, the giant pathfinder jogged off down the street and past the inn, in the opposite direction to where the undead monster had fled. Concerned, Jongus looked up at Turgon.
“Um, err, he went that way?” the dwarf said, pointing to the west. Turgon responded with a nod.
“Our horses,” the elven priest explained. “They are just around that corner.”
As if in response, Yarn re-appeared on horseback and galloped past the group in pursuit of the creature they had just fought. Jongus gathered his wits and spoke again.
“I’m sorry to appear rude, but I think it attacked Duncan first; he might need healing help.” Jongus looked Turgon up and down doubtfully. “But knowing Duncan, he’ll need a healer, not a cleric. He’s over there with Jade.” The dwarf pointed in the vague direction of the young mage who regained her feet, her movements slow. Turgon glanced about with a concerned look while Jongus continued. “But don’t worry, he can’t die.” The dwarf glanced away. “Although I’m sure he could be in a lot of pain, so maybe we should hurry and get a healer.”
Behind them, the door to the inn opened, and Derek staggered outside. He looked rather ill. The pickled priest cast his drunken gaze across the scene of the fight; looking from Jongus and Jade and then across to Turgon.
“Whad… whad… whad happened?” The cleric blurted out. Jongus rolled his eyes in embarrassment.
“There was a fight, Derek. An undead monster came and attacked us.” Jongus gestured to where Jade stood nearby; the young mage was silent, her expression incredulous. She must be in shock, Jongus thought. “It must have attacked Duncan because he is lying over there, bleeding.” He pointed across the street. “But we need a healer for him. I think he’s hurt.” Derek peered at Jade and then screwed up his nose.
“Where’s Duncan?” he asked.
Jongus shook his head and pointed to the ground near Jade; a large obvious bloodstain on the street. Next to her, Turgon looked around in confusion.
Of Duncan, there was no sign. Jongus and Jade’s eyes met; and then he understood.
“Oh no,” said Jongus. “Not again…”
The End
The Syrane Chronicles continues in Book 3 Dance of Death available for download here.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

I was born and raised in Hobart, Tasmania (yes, where the devils are from).
I’m spending a brief tenure on Earth before I head off to another planet. I haven’t yet decided which one.
For now, I live on Earth.
I write stories (I make stuff up and write it down).
I read a lot.
I also played and coached cricket. The stories of my past cricketing achievements are usually my best fiction works.
In my spare time, I love jogging, bushwalking, and playing the guitar badly. 
Blog: http://petediggins.wordpress.com/
Twitter: @DigginsPete
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/outsidernovel



cover.jpeg
PETER DIGGINS

THE SYRANE CHRONTCLES -
e TROOK e





images/00002.jpg
!

i Turgm's






images/00001.jpg
THE SYRANE CHRONICLES
————— BOOK 2 o

THE
ARCHMA(JE S

PETER DIGGINS





